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For
HELEN


NOTE

THIS story is a retelling of the legend of St. Michael’s Chapel at Torquay. Built in the thirteenth century it was in existence until not so many years ago, and until the beginning of the nineteenth century any foreign vessels dropping anchor in Torbay, and possessing Roman Catholic crews, sent them on pilgrimage to the Chapel. The legend as it has come down to us is as Dr. Crane tells it in Book I, Chapter X, its elaboration is my own invention; though the story has come to me so vividly from this bit of country where I live that I have hard work to believe it is not true.

The village where Stella lives is now called Marldon, derived from Mergheldon, the Hill where the Gentians grow, and as I have been guilty of taking some liberties with it I have called it Gentian Hill. I have given it a Vicar at a time when it did not possess one, but was served from the parish church of Paignton. The Chaplain of Torre Abbey is also an imaginary character. Weekaborough Farm is an invention, though I have imagined it standing roughly where Lower Westerland Farm is now.

It is quite true that a living child, clasped in her dead mother’s arms, was taken from the water after the wreck of the Amphion. The wreck of the Venerable is also historical. The tower room at Cockington was at this date as I have described it and was probably at one time used as a priest’s hiding-place.


BOOK I

THE FARM


CHAPTER 1

I

ON a clear August evening, borne upon the light breath of a fair wind, the fleet was entering Torbay. The sight was so lovely that the men and women in the fishing villages grouped about the bay gazed in wonder, and stilled the busyness of their lives for a moment to stand and watch, shielding their eyes with their hands, trying each in their own way, consciously or unconsciously, to imprint this picture upon their memories so deeply that it should be for them a treasure while life should last.

Since England had been at war with Napoleonic France the fleet was often in Torbay. Admiral Hardy in the Victory had known the bay well. Admiral Rodney had sailed from Torbay to the Battle of the Saints. Three times in one year the Earl of St. Vincent had anchored in the bay; and Nelson had visited him here. Yet none of these stately comings and goings had had quite the unearthly beauty of this quiet unobtrusive arrival of two ships of the line and four frigates, just at the penultimate moment of the most glorious sunset of the year.

The last light of the sun was streaming over the rampart of green hills to the west, brimming the leafy valleys with liquid gold, then emptying itself in a sort of abandonment of glory into the vast domed space of sky and sea beyond. There were ripples on the water, and a fragile pattern of cirrus clouds above, and these caught the light in vivid points of fire that were delicate as filigree upon the fine metal of the gold-washed sea and sky. There was no sound anywhere. Voices were stilled upon sea and shore and the white gulls with their gold-tipped wings floated silently. The half-moons of golden water, swung and withdrawn so rhythmically by the ebbing tide, creamed soundlessly upon the golden sand, and the tiny sound of the ripples lapping against the jetties and the hulls of fishing boats was lost in the great silence. Into this vast peace, this clear light, sailed the great ships, and for the one unforgettable moment seemed to gather beauty to them as the sun gathers the dew.

Each oak hull, so cumbrous yet so beautiful in motion, was aglow from the ruddy gleam of the copper sheathing just above the waterline to the lemon yellow of the lower gun decks. The painted poops, the gilded stern works and figureheads, the glazed cabin ports, winked and sparkled, yet the bright hulls were almost eclipsed by the soaring beauty of the raking masts, and the swell of the great sails that caught the gold light in their curves as delicately as flowers do, yet had so terrible a strength. Flags fluttered from each foremast, mainmast and mizzen, and in the wake of each ship the white foam shone like snow.

The moment passed, the streaming light was withdrawn behind the hills, the colours flared for a final moment of glory, then dimmed. Gently, with slight headway on, the great ships passed each to her anchorage and were presently at rest. Evening fell, there were lights here and there upon the ships, scattered lights on the shore, faint lights in the sky, and still the silence was unbroken and the peace profound. Those on shore saw phantom ships upon the sea now, and those on board saw phantom white villages gleaming along the shore, and after the habit of human kind each man yearned to be where the other was, and saw in the place where he was not his heart’s desire.

Mr. Midshipman Anthony Louis Mary O’Connell, on board the leading frigate, was no exception to the rule. At the moment he was enduring the punishment meted out to midshipmen who sleep on watch. He was lashed in the weather rigging, his arms and legs widely stretched, his head burning, his body shivering from the bucketful of cold water that had been emptied over him, every nerve in him stretched to what felt like breaking point, and in his heart black rebellion, fury and despair. For he had been treated with the most shocking injustice. Spread-eagling was the correct punishment for the offence he had committed, and he would have endured it with stoicism had there not been added to it the “grampussing,” the sousing with a bucket of cold water; for that, though also a recognised punishment for falling asleep upon watch, was not meant to be employed in conjunction with the other. Either spread-eagling, or grampussing, but not both, was the rule of the navy. But upon this ship there was no justice. It was a bad ship. There were not many bad ships in the British navy, but there were some, and this was one of them. In fact, in the opinion of Mr. Midshipman O’Connell, it was not a ship at all but the deepest pit of hell. It had the devil for captain, fiends for officers and an army of rats for seamen. He tried to ease his position a little and a pain like red-hot fire shot up his spine into the back of his head. He groaned and cursed softly but fluently. He had been in the navy for exactly eight weeks and in all the misery of those weeks he counted only one thing upon the credit side; he had learnt a vocabulary which for richness, flexibility, scope and power surpassed anything hitherto dreamed of by him. He had always liked words and they were now the only comfort that he had.

Nothing in the fifteen years of Anthony Louis Mary O’Connell’s life until he entered the navy had prepared him for the hell he had had to endure these last two months. He had been brought up in the cultured and queenly city of Bath by an aristocratic and autocratic Irish grandmother, a devout Catholic, a lady of impeccable taste, not wealthy but moving in a society where a fashionable wig was held of no account if the mind beneath it was mediocre, and where the dinner guest with a violin under his arm was more welcome than one with a pocketful of gold. Lady O’Connell had known Dr. Johnson. She had drunk a dish of tea with Mrs. Delany and been on terms of intimate friendship with Fanny Burney. Anthony, the only child of her only child, another Anthony who had married a French wife, lived with her in France and died with her at the beginning of the Terror, was to Lady O’Connell the reason for existence. It was the very intensity of her devotion that had made her give him a softness of upbringing that was about the cruellest thing she could have given him. He was like his father; sensitive, clever and highly impressionable. The elder Anthony had been sent to Harrow, fallen under the influence of a brilliant agnostic master and lost his Catholic faith. He had gone to Oxford and developed so fine a palate for expensive wines and so passionate a devotion to the cards that the competency left him by his dead father melted into thin air almost at once. Sent upon the Grand Tour by an obliging uncle he had lost his heart to a French girl, deserted his mother and her country for his wife and her country, and eventually, by a foolhardy act of courage had quite unnecessarily lost his life. When his baby son was brought to Lady O’Connell by royalist refugees she vowed that nothing of this should happen to the second Anthony. The evil influences of school and university should not be allowed to touch him. She had him educated at home by private tutors and she watched every friendship, every contact, with a jealous eye, and smashed it as soon as she fancied any danger in it. In some ways Anthony’s education was not altogether disastrous, for he was well taught, he had an eager mind and was not lazy, and so managed to learn a good deal without the stimulus of competition. He was musical, and his grandmother’s friends were men and women from whom it was possible to catch much loveliness of mind and manners … But nothing at all in his early training fitted him in the very least for what befell him when Lady O’Connell died.

She had visualised all the dangers she could possibly think of for Anthony except that one danger of her own death before he had reached maturity. She was a healthy woman, and never thought of death. She had imagined she would live till ninety, like her mother before her. Instead she had died suddenly at the age of seventy, and the guardianship of Anthony had devolved upon her nephew by marriage, Captain Rupert O’Connell, the son of the obliging uncle who had sent the elder Anthony upon the Grand Tour, a man whom she had set eyes upon only once or twice in her life.

To do Captain O’Connell justice he did the best that he could for the almost penniless Anthony. He took him on board his own ship and made a midshipman of him, thereby putting him in a fair way to earn his livelihood, with eventual promotion and honour if he had it in him to attain to them. Having thus established Anthony he took no further notice of him; though in that perhaps he was wise, for any show of favouritism would only have made the boy’s lot more wretched than ever.

And his lot was so wretched that it could hardly have been worse. Persecution was the fate of any greenhorn of a newly joined midshipman, but the fact that Anthony was the cousin of a hated captain was a good excuse for giving him an extra dose; the brutalities of the captain could be revenged on Anthony. And then there was his seasickness, which he could not manage to surmount. And there was the ridiculous array of his Christian names, including the Mary that was borne by all the Catholic O’Connells in honour of Our Lady; he had tried in vain to keep them hidden. And there was the rosary that he had been taught to wear always round his neck, and stubbornly refused to abandon; not that it had really meant anything to him until now, but he was damned if he was going to take it off and chuck it overboard because of the taunts of a handful of dirty-mouthed, hard-fisted brutes who had no conception at all of the obligations of gentlemen to the traditions of their race.

And lastly there was the misfortune of his age. Had he been younger he would have been one of the “younkers,” little boys of eleven and upwards who slung their hammocks in the gun room, messed by themselves with the gunner to cater for them and keep their clothes in order, were taught by a schoolmaster or the chaplain and enjoyed a certain amount of shelter and protection. But he was just too old to be a “younker,” he was the youngest of the “oldsters” and must mess and sleep with the senior midshipmen and the masters’ mates in a pestilential den below the waterline, in the after-cockpit. The things that he saw, heard and endured in the after-cockpit were enough to turn the reason of a boy to whom vice and brutality had until now been nothing but names whose exact meaning he had not bothered about. Yet he endured somehow. There was a stubbornness in him that he had not known that he possessed, and was thankful to discover; for he knew that he was not naturally courageous. He held on to decency as a drowning man holds to a spar, and vowed that he would while he could. When he couldn’t, what then? But he did not consider that question often, for what happens when a man can no longer endure is not that man’s responsibility. It would have been easier if he could have got some proper sleep, something better than the feverish snatches that were all that the din and stench of the after-cockpit allowed. He had slept on watch at last; and so here he was lashed in the weather rigging.

The punishment lasted for two hours; but he could swear that he had been here for four. The pain in his back and head was such that he shut his eyes lest he should be sick; he had discovered that you were less likely to be sick if you didn’t watch the motion of the ship. He lost consciousness for a moment or two perhaps, and returned from it to that state of semi-nightmare with which he was now so familiar, in which the horrors he had seen passed and re-passed against the darkness of his closed eyelids. The day the whole ship’s company had been lined up to see a poor fellow flogged at the gangway; and he had died. The wretched sailors racing mast against mast when sail had to be made or shortened, with the captain cursing at them from below because the best they could do was not good enough; and then the flogging of the last man down. The day when one man, in terror of the flogging, lost his footing and fell. These pictures, actually seen, and others that were painted for him by his too active imagination. He had not yet been in action and shrank from it with dread. He thought he would show himself then for what he was, a coward. He imagined and pictured all the ways in which he might be put to the test, and fail. All his life he had been afraid of so many things, of noise and pain, of death, above all of being shut up or imprisoned in any way. It was partly his claustrophobia that made him hate life at sea so much. The ship was like a prison and the after-cockpit a prison cell … One could not get out … And this was his life, now, for ever, this imprisonment and fear and pain. Much better to die. Open your eyes, you fool, don’t look any more … But he couldn’t. They seemed stuck … Open them, you fool. Better be sick than watch any more.

With a struggle Mr. Midshipman O’Connell opened his eyes, gazed, blinked, caught his breath and gazed again. Drowned in his misery he had not known that the ship had entered the bay. He had opened his eyes just at that moment when men on shore, looking out to sea, had seen the ships caught up in that golden moment of perfection; he, looking towards the land, saw a scene that he would not forget while memory remained to him.

He saw the hills sweeping around the bay and the wooded valleys brimming with gold. He saw the sheeted gold of the sky behind the hills and the streaming light. And just opposite him he saw a fishing village built beyond the golden water in a green cup in the hills; a small place, peaceful and perfect. He supposed this was the village they called Torquay. Beyond a half moon of sand was a green field, then a low stone wall. Behind the wall half a dozen white-walled cottages stood in gardens full of flowers, the smoke curling lazily up from their chimneys. To the right of the cottages a stream flowed beneath a low stone bridge, crossed the meadow and lost itself in the sea. Anthony guessed that the white-walled house next to the bridge was an inn, for he could just make out the swinging signboard. Just beyond the bridge and the inn, to the right, was the slipway of a ship-building yard, and then the harbour with a row of neat little houses beyond it. There were a few fishing boats and one larger ship anchored in the harbour and around and over them the gulls were wheeling.

Anthony stared, his eyes aching, his heart beating. Would they be allowed to land? He knew that except in exceptional circumstances sailors were not allowed to go ashore when a ship dropped anchor in harbour; the risk of desertion was too great. But he was a midshipman, an officer. Surely the officers would be allowed shore leave. He began to imagine to himself what it would be like … He was in the liberty boat, gliding nearer and nearer to that loveliness. He was climbing up the flight of steps against the harbour wall. He was on firm land again, free at last of seasickness. He was crossing the bridge, drinking a glass of milk at the inn, walking in one of the flower-filled gardens. He was following the stream up into the wooded valley behind the village, where it was cool and quiet, following the stream to the house up there, the old thatched house overgrown with ivy, in a valley musical with the sound of running water, with the purple hill behind it, and inside—

A sharp pain shot through his right thigh. It was only a good-natured slap dealt him by the young lieutenant who had come to take him down, and who was unfastening the ropes round his legs, but it happened to light on one of the many bruises with which his body was covered. “Come along down, Mary my girl, you’ve had your two hours.”

“Sir!” gasped Anthony. “Will we go ashore—I mean—the officers?”

“Damn your eyes, and who may you mean by the officers? Not you, Mary. Not little girls who sleep on watch. And next time you start nodding you know what it will mean—laid on a gun and given a dozen with the colt.”

The lieutenant assisted Mr. Midshipman O’Connell from the rigging, dropped him, not unkindly, face downward on the deck and departed on his own affairs. Mr. Midshipman O’Connell stayed where he was for a while, sick and dizzy. He heard eight bells ringing and knew he had missed supper, but the state of his inside being what it was, and the ship’s food being what it was, he did not feel this to be a disaster. But he badly wanted a drink. There was drinking water down in the after-cockpit—if he could get there. Eight bells. He had to turn in now, until midnight, when he had the middle watch. It was hell in the cockpit but there was water there—grog too if he was lucky—and if they let him alone he could lie still in his hammock. He dragged himself to his hands and knees and crawled a little way, then pulled himself to his feet with the help of a handy stancheon, and at last got down to the orlop deck and along to the after-cockpit and the midshipmen’s mess.

The dingy place was not more than five feet high and twelve feet square and into this space was crowded a table, used by the midshipmen for their meals and by the surgeon as an operating table when the ship went into action, the midshipmen’s chests, their hammocks and themselves. The reek of the bilges below, mixed with the smell of rancid butter and putrid cheese from the purser’s storeroom nearby, was horrible, and coming into it Anthony wondered dully, as always, how he would endure it for four mortal hours. But the noise was worse, for the elder gentlemen were getting round the table for their nightly rum-drinking and the younger ones were tumbling into their hammocks. Anthony’s entry was the signal for the usual jeers and catcalls, but apart from that he was not tormented tonight; brutal though the population of the after-cockpit might be on this ship they knew when a man had had enough. No one helped him sling his hammock, or got him a drink, and his struggle to do these things for himself was the subject of much merriment; but when he had accomplished them he was let alone to sleep if he could.

And astonishingly, in spite of his aching limbs and splitting head, after an hour or so of misery he dropped into a queer, feverish sort of sleep; awakening from it suddenly to find himself in the most peculiar state of mind.

A grown-up would have recognised it as a subtle form of temptation, very apt to attack one during a wakeful hour of the night, when vitality is at its lowest. Because it suddenly seems impossible to go on, values are abruptly turned upside down. To endure, that perhaps a mere half hour before was the right and obvious thing to do, is now presented to the mind as simply ridiculous; escape, that would have seemed despicable a little while ago, now seems to be the only sane course of action. The experienced man knows that it is not impossible to go on because one thinks it is, that you can always go on in some manner while the power of choice remains. This sudden reversal of the values is a temptation to pre-ordain the moment when a man can no longer make his choice and his responsibility for what happens next must be laid down. Faced with it the experienced man once more chooses to come to grips with the impossible and finds it possible.

But Anthony was not experienced and to him it seemed perfectly simple. He was not aware of any temptation. His mind was absolutely clear. He had endured as long as he could and now he was going to get out.

II

Five minutes later, before any doubts had had time to obtrude themselves, the middle watch was called and he fell out of his hammock, fully dressed as he had dropped into it, and staggered up on deck. It was a still night, and a slight sea mist had crept up after sunset, so that he could tell the whereabouts of Torquay only by the gleam of lights still burning in the inn, and the harbour lanterns. No more perfect night for escape could have presented itself; the dim glimmer of light was sufficient to guide him but his body in the water would not be seen. He knew exactly what he was going to do. His mind had that extraordinary lucidness that comes sometimes at the peak of fatigue, just before bewilderment comes down like a woolly blanket and smothers thought. The middle watch, with the ship at anchor in home waters in fine weather, was a routine affair. The officer of the watch on the poop, the sentries and helmsman at their appointed places, were peacefully inattentive. As they were at anchor, with no danger threatening, the boatswain’s mates who usually walked round with their starters to tickle up any man who looked like falling asleep, were absent. There was no sound but the lap of the water against the ship’s side and the occasional cry of “All’s well” from a sentry. Anthony, with another midshipman, kept watch upon the forecastle.

He waited patiently, alert and attentive to his duty, until the very last hour of the watch when vigilance was relaxed to the minimum and he found himself with no eye upon him. He took off his short dark blue coat with its brass buttons, his nankeen waistcoat and black silk neck-handkerchief, and stowed them in a corner with his three-cornered hat and his dirk. Then wearing nothing but trousers and frilled white linen shirt, his thin heelless black shoes stuck in his pockets, he crept down the main hatchway to the deck below, and down again to the lower gun deck. It was such perfect weather that the gun-ports were open and he was so thin that it was not hard to slip through one of them, cling by his fingers for a moment, then let go.

He had thought that he had so short a distance to fall that there would not be much splash, but the noise he made seemed to burst in his ears like the explosion of a carronade. Yet when he came up choking with sea water and panic he heard no shouts behind him and guessed that if anyone had heard the splash they had thought it was the cook chucking out rubbish, for work in the galley started round about four o’clock. Reassured he struck out instantly for the shore, guided by the glimmer of the harbour lanterns. He was a good swimmer and he had not thought it would be difficult, yet now he had his second moment of panic, for his stiff aching limbs were like lead. Then the panic passed; drowning or that village, it did not really matter which; either was escape.

He got there and clung more dead than alive to an iron ring in the harbour wall, beside a flight of steps. Then somehow he got on the steps and crawled up them. Though it was still dark he remembered the lie of the land from his vision of the village the evening before, and he made his way along the harbour to the shipbuilding yard. There in the lee of a half-built fishing smack he wrung the water out of his trousers and shirt as well as he could, put on his soaking shoes and lay down to wait for dawn.

It came quite soon, with its inevitable quickening and reassurance, and that interpenetration of light and sound and scent by each other that one seems to notice only in moments of deep peace. The crying of the awakening gulls, the soft slap of the sea against the harbour wall, the running of the stream, the sound of an opening door and a voice singing, a church clock striking the hour, made a music that was a part of the growing pearly light. There was a faint scent of seaweed, of baking bread, and that indescribable fresh smell of the dawn compounded of dew-drenched flowers, wood-smoke and wet fields. That too was a part of the music and the light, and all of them together were like a personal presence coming to him, and wrapping itself about him like a cloak, so that for a few moments he ceased to be aware of the shivering of his body and felt a glow all through him, the warmth of a fresh beginning and a new day.

It passed and he was shivering again, but the reassurance remained. He came cautiously out into the open and looked about him. The whole world, now, was sparkling with clear light, and he had to shield his eyes against the dazzle of the sun rising like a ball of fire out of the sea. His Majesty’s ships, resting in painted glory upon the sparkling water, looked unearthly in beauty; who could have guessed that their loveliness held such misery? His reassurance was suddenly shattered, for they seemed to be all eyes, searching for him. He looked quickly away from them to the white cottages in their flower-filled gardens, the stream slipping like a silver ribbon under the stone bridge and across the field, the green hills and the wooded valleys. He saw now that the valley up which he had imagined himself walking, following the stream, was not unpopulated. There were white houses of a most genteel appearance among the trees. He realised that this was a bigger place than he had thought; almost the beginning of a fashionable watering place. He would not dare go up among those formal houses in search of his ivy-covered one, for they looked just the sort of homes that might contain naval officers on leave, and bedraggled though they were his midshipman’s frilled shirt and nankeen trousers were perfectly recognisable to a knowledgeable eye; and the floggings delivered to captured deserters had been known to kill them. Somehow he must get food, but he would beg it from poor folk who, if they recognised him, would be less likely to give him away.

Smoke was curling up now from the chimney of the inn, and it was from its open doorway that there floated the delicious smell of baking bread, and the sound of a man’s voice singing, very beautifully, to the music of a guitar. It was not an English voice. He guessed there must be a foreign seaman there, and looking round he was not surprised to see a small Portuguese privateer anchored among the English fishing boats. These little piratical ships of the allies nosed their way about the world in an extraordinary way, and this one, judging by her battered appearance, had had some rough handling from storms or the enemy, and had put into harbour to refit. Sailors in a foreign port were notoriously open-handed; they’d share their breakfast with him. It seemed crazy, perhaps, not to get right away from the village before he tried to get food, but without something to eat he knew he’d not get anywhere.

The cob-walled, whitewashed inn stood in its gay garden just beyond the stone bridge, and the swinging sign proclaimed it “The Bird in Hand” by a motto painted on the board.


“A bird in hand is better far

Than two birds in the bushes are.”



Dizzy and sick, with such a singing in his ears that he could scarcely hear the music of the guitar, Anthony leaned in the doorway and looked in. Half a dozen bronzed seamen, gold rings in their ears, bright handkerchiefs bound round their heads, were sitting about the table munching bread and bacon, washing it down with copious draughts of ale. The singer, a young man, had finished eating but wetted his whistle between each song. Their shirts were clean, their faces shaved, and they seemed in high good humour. The kitchen had a sanded floor and brightly burning fire, and a fresh-faced woman was busy about her morning’s work as though she liked it. There was an air of warm festivity about the scene, the invitation and friendliness of a great occasion, and letting go of the door jamb Anthony fell plop into it as a gasping fish falls off the gunwale of a boat into the reviving water.

When he came to himself again he was lying on the settle by the fire, the woman bending over him with a glass in her hand. “Drink it up, love,” she advised him, and clinked the glass against his teeth. He gulped down the fiery stuff and presently sat up and rubbed his knuckles in his eyes, smiling sheepishly. “Soaked through and hungry,” diagnosed the woman. “Sit there and dry off, boy, and eat a good breakfast.” She brought him bread and bacon and hot milk and he did as he was told, gratefully aware of the kindly concern of the men about the table and the motherliness of the woman, that were like balm after the brutality of the past weeks.

“One of you?” she enquired of the men. “Been off on the spree by himself? He’s got his heathen beads round his neck, poor lamb.” Anthony’s shirt had come undone and she could see his rosary. Coming to him with another slice of bread she picked it up and dropped it again with kindly contempt. The Portuguese seamen, scarcely understanding her, shook their heads but smiled companionably at Anthony, and he noticed that they were all wearing their rosaries. Apparently this festival, into which he had fallen headlong, was a religious festival. He smiled back as he munched, making himself one with them in whatever it was that they were celebrating.

“It’s a queer thing, how it goes on,” said the woman. “For hundreds of years, now, not a Popish ship comes into Torbay but some of the seamen must be landed to go and do their heathen antics in St. Michael’s chapel. You don’t know why you do it, and neither do we, but so it goes on. Some sort of pilgrimage. They give thanks, they say, but I doubt if they know for what.”

“Escape,” suggested Anthony timidly.

The woman looked at him thoughtfully. “They do say that chapel was built by a sailor who’d been saved from drowning in some storm. But I don’t know the story rightly. Some sort of an old legend. Hundreds of years ago it was and I’ve no time for such nonsense. Have a bite more, boy? You can twist your tongue round a bit of English it seems. What’s your name?”

“Anthony.” He still spoke softly and timidly, and the name was unfamiliar to her.

“Zachary,” she repeated. “Odd, now, to have a good old English name fastened on a poor Popish foreign lad.”

He did not correct her. Zachary, he thought, would be as good a name as another for him to be known by in a new life. Anthony was dead. Now he was Zachary. The men got up, and he got up too, for it seemed that he was one with them in this pilgrimage.

The woman came to the door to show them the way. “Cross the bridge over the Fleete and go along Cane’s Lane,” she said, “and up over the cliff by Ladybird Walk, and then you’ll see Torre church and St. Michael’s chapel. You can’t miss them.”

III

The little party crossed the bridge and made their way along the lane beside the stone wall, past the five white houses standing in their bright gardens. The Portuguese sailors were merry, singing and laughing and chattering to each other. They leaned over the walls of the gardens and picked sprays of tamerisk and fuchsia and stuck them behind their ears. One of them flung a posy to Zachary, who was sticking to them like a forlorn disreputable dog, trying to keep their comforting bulk between himself and the sea; for now that he was out in the open again there had come upon him once more that horror of the eyes of the ships. The food and kindness at the inn had put new strength into him, but he still felt dizzy in the head and heavy about the feet, as though a bushel of mud was clinging round each of his wet shoes, and it was with dismay that he realised that there was no way round under the towering rocky cliff that enclosed Torquay upon the south, they had to climb up over it by the pathway that their hostess had called Ladybird Walk. Yet he still continued to follow the others, for he had no idea in his head now except just to go where they went.

The path climbed steeply upwards, bordered by rocks and gorse bushes, and stunted rowans clinging wherever they could find a foothold of earth. Zachary was too occupied in dragging himself up to look about him as they climbed, but when they reached the summit of the cliff he stopped with the others and sat down on a rock, his head in his hands, to get his breath. All about him he heard guttural exclamations of delight, and presently he stood up and looked about him.

It was incredibly beautiful. He could see the whole glorious stretch of the bay, and the green and wooded hills piled about it, and to the west high peaks of purple moorland, sharp and clear against the sky. Between the bay and the distant moors he could see the rise and fall of hills and valleys patterned with green pastures, harvest fields, copses and orchards, and could guess at the peaceful villages, farms and churches folded among them. He thought with an aching heart of those quiet farms. He knew little of country life; Bath and the misery of the past few weeks was all that he knew; but he thought that if he could only get to one of those farms he would be safe there, and have peace. Some farmer would surely give him work; it couldn’t be difficult to learn to plough, and milk cows, and shear sheep. He would make his way inland he decided, when this pilgrimage was over. He would leave it until later to see if the ivy-covered house really existed.

Then he tore himself away from the thought of the quiet farm where he would find sanctuary and looked down to the scene below them to the south. He could see a beautiful house, with about it what looked like the ruins of some great abbey, surrounded by gardens and orchards, and parkland where deer were feeding, the whole bounded upon the east by a strong sea-wall.

Between the abbey and the cliff-top where they stood were two hills. The one nearest to them was low and green and tree-covered, and among the trees were a few small houses and an old grey church, with sheep feeding in the churchyard. It must have been the bell of this church that Zachary had heard before, for now it tolled out the hour, clear and sweet, the voice of the bell joining itself to the bleating of the full-grown lambs.

The other hill was rocky and precipitous and built upon its summit was the Chapel of St. Michael, the goal of the pilgrimage. Gulls circled about it and it was so old and weatherworn that it looked a part of the rock upon which it towered, and strangely lost in the midst of the peaceful pastoral landscape. It would have looked more at home, Zachary thought, on a rock in the middle of the sea. Yet it was a fitting shrine to have been built by a seaman who had been saved from death in a storm, and a fitting place of pilgrimage for other seamen who were holding their lives in their hands in days of peril. For though one might forget, on this golden August morning, with the painted battleships apparently asleep there on the painted sea, that half the nations of Europe were at war, and England fighting for her life, one remembered it when one looked at that chapel. It had a look of vigilance about it, of endurance. It might have been St. Michael himself, standing with drawn sword to keep watch over this lovely land.

Silently the little company filed down the steep path to the green valley below, skirted the hill where the church stood among its trees, and came to the foot of the limestone precipice up which they must climb to reach the chapel. It was a steep climb, but the feet of many pilgrims had made a path and there were rocks and bushes to give handhold. The thirteenth century building at the top was a strange, bare little shrine. There was no door in the arched entrance, no glass in the narrow windows. The floor was of rough rock and sloped steeply upward from west to east. The walls were three feet thick and the barrel-vaulted roof was composed of small stones. A little of the original plaster clung to roof and walls, and there was a plain piscina in a niche in the south wall, to show that once there had been an altar here, and two empty niches in the north wall, with what looked like a fleur-de-lys carved in the stone between them. The solid little place looked now less like a shrine built by man than a cavity hollowed out of the solid rock by wind and rain as a refuge for all storm-battered creatures. The storm of a few nights past had evidently swept through it, for it was fresh and clean. And it had the compelling power of places that have been used for prayer, and nothing but prayer, for generations.

The seamen filed reverently in through the archway in the north wall and knelt upon the rough rock, giving thanks for whatever deliverance it was that had left their ship so battered but themselves unharmed, and for a little while there was no sound but the click of their beads, the crying of the gulls who circled about the chapel and the beating of their wings. Zachary knelt just inside the door and took off his rosary. His beads slipped through his fingers but his weary mind was a blank, he gave thanks for nothing in particular, prayed for nothing in particular, merely stayed himself upon the fact of the safety of this place. Looking out of the narrow windows he could see only the sky and the gulls; he could not see the ships and their searching eyes could not see him. He was safe from them in this impregnable cell of stone, high up in the sky upon this rocky precipice.

Revelling in this blessed sense of safety he did not go away when the other men did but stayed where he was just inside the doorway, his eyes shut, his beads still slipping through his fingers. “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.” The mechanical repetition of the words soothed him, but he was hardly conscious of saying them. The words that he heard seemed to be spoken by the chapel itself, by the rock floor, the stout walls and the stone roof. “The Lord is my fortress, my rock and my defence.” Each stone cried out in triumph, but the triumph had a biting edge, as though the words were cutting into his spirit, so that gradually, as the triumph continued, the pain of his bruised and aching body seemed mysteriously transferred to his soul. What had he done? The question repeated itself, mingling with the voices of the stones, until he faced it. Deserted. Run away. Found refuge in flight instead of in—what? Some impregnable fortress that existed as the core of quiet at the centre of whatever whirlwind of fear or pain. His lips moved, the beads slipped through his fingers and his face was still, but there was a sudden turmoil of defiant shouting in his soul that tried to shout down the mounting accusation of the voices of the silent stones. “I couldn’t do it, I tell you. It was not possible. Flesh and blood could not endure it. I tell you I could not do it.”

But the stones were not silenced, and suddenly the chapel was no longer a place of refuge but the thing that he dreaded most of all, a prison. The walls were closing in on him, coming nearer and nearer. They’d get him in another minute, hold him in their hands of stone, take him prisoner for ever … He must get out! Get out! … He opened his eyes and scrambled to his feet, and then for the first time realised that he was not, as he had thought, alone in the chapel. A white-haired, white-faced man in black was kneeling in prayer before the place where the altar must once have been. He must have been there all the while but Zachary, coming in behind the other seamen, had not seen him. He stood still, breathing fast, his queer panic increased by the sight of that still figure. Then the man turned his head and looked at him. It was a look of infinite kindness but Zachary in his panic did not see the kindness, only the almost stonelike whiteness of the face. It was as though the chapel itself had taken human shape, with hands that would hold him and keep him here. The power of movement returned suddenly to his legs and he bolted out of the door and round the corner, keeping close to the outer wall, for if he detached himself from that for a moment the eyes of the ships would see him. At the landward side of the chapel, where its bulk stood between him and the sea, he leaned against the wall, away from the windows so that the man inside could not see him. He stood there with his limbs shaking and the sweat streaming off him until the normal worldly outlook upon things, which he was accustomed to call sanity, slowly returned to him again.

“Fool!” he said to himself. “Crazy fool! Feverish and crazy. You got away from that damn ship only just in time. Get inland and find that farm. Right inland. It will be safe there.”

He let himself down to the gravel and rested for a little, his eyes upon the coloured lovely distance of the folded hills. It was warm here in the sun and strength came back. Presently he got up and began to climb down the rock.
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