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For Truth is like a lone bird singing,

On the edge of day and night —

The unseen herald, ever bringing

Certainty of Light.

P. VERNEY DUPORT

From Merlin and Nimue

Privately printed (1876), Canto iii


Contents

Cover

Also by Michael Cox

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Note on the Text

ACT ONE: A House of Secrets

Prologue: My Lady and Her Sons

1. In My Lady’s Chamber

2. In Which a Friend is Made

3. The First Day Ends

4. Nightmares and Memories

5. A Walk with Mr Randolph

6. In Which Madame’s First Letter is Opened

7. In Memoriam P.R.D.

ACT TWO: Secret Stirrings

8. Professor Slake is Buried

9. In Which Madame’s Second Letter is Opened

10. Dark House Lane

11. An Announcement in The Times

12. Mrs Prout Remembers

13. In the House of Death

14. A Gift from Mr Thornhaugh

ACT THREE: The Past Awakens

15. The Resurrection of Edwin Gorst

16. Miss Blantyre Meets Her Fate

17. In Which Lady Tansor Opens Her Heart

18. Thirty at Table, and What Followed

19. A Voice from the Past

20. In Which Mr Vyse Bares His Teeth

21. A Child is Born

22. In Which Madame’s Third Letter is Opened

ACT FOUR: Duty and Desire

23. At North Lodge

24. Snow and Secrets

25. A Lingering Scent of Violets

26. The Old Man of Billiter Street

27. The Temptation of Mr Perseus

28. To the South

29. An Italian Spring

ACT FIVE: Time’s Revenge

30. Mr Barley’s Black Box

31. A Fatal Correspondence

32. The Consequences of a Lie

33. In Which Certain Truths are Faced at Last

34. Retribution

35. The Last Sunrise

36. Aftermath

37. Inheritance

38. Envoi

Acknowledgements


Note on the Text

The manuscript of ‘The Glass of Time’ is held in the Houghton Library at Harvard. Although, like the supposedly confessional text published by the present editor in 2006 as The Meaning of Night, it purports to be a record of actual events connected with the ancient, and now defunct, Duport family, of Evenwood in Northamptonshire, it is firmly novelistic in character and should be read first and foremost as a work of fiction, or at least as highly fictionalized autobiography.

Consisting of 647 unlined folios of foolscap, tied with a faded black silk ribbon, the manuscript was first catalogued in 1936 as part of the private library of J. Gardner Friedmann of New York, who purchased it on a trip to London in May 1924. After Friedmann’s death in 1948, it found its way to Harvard, along with the rest of his extensive collection of nineteenth-century fiction.

As with its related literary predecessor, The Meaning of Night, I have supplied explanatory footnotes, where I have felt them to be necessary or helpful to the modern reader, and have silently amended a number of mechanical errors and inconsistencies.

J.J. Antrobus

Professor of Post-Authentic Victorian Fiction

University of Cambridge


ACT ONE

A House of Secrets

We twayne are one too many (quoth I) for men saie,
Three maie keepe a counsell, if two be awaie.

John Heywood, Dialogue of Proverbs (1546)


PROLOGUE

My Lady and Her Sons

Observed by Miss Gorst, 8th November 1876

I

THE VIEW FROM THE GALLERY

I wish you, first of all, to imagine that you are standing beside me, peeping over the rail of an arched and curtained gallery, set – like the stage of some aerial theatre – high above a long and imposing room.

From our vantage point, if we push our noses out just a very little way through the narrow gap in the curtains, we may see down to where the assembled company of fine ladies and gentlemen are sitting at table. The thick velvet curtains smell of time and dust, but do not mind them. We shall not be here long.

The room below us, decorated in crimson and gold, is richly furnished and, although grandly proportioned, deliciously warm, even on this chill November evening, from the heat thrown out from blazing piles of pine logs in the two great stone fireplaces.

On every wall there are mirrors in gilded frames that give back endless reflections as you pass them. Above us, spanning the whole space, soars a panelled ceiling, curved like a barrel, on which – although you must take my word for it, being now lost to sight in shadow – are painted scenes depicting the marriage of Heracles and Hebe. (I had this information from Mr Pocock, the butler, and, as is my habit, wishing always to improve myself and extend my knowledge, wrote it down as soon as I could in one of the note-books I keep constantly about me.)

The fourteen persons at dinner tonight have come together to pay tribute to Lord Edward Duport, a Government man who lost a finger on this day in November 1605, during the attack on Holbeche House, to where several of the Gunpowder Plot conspirators had fled.

Just below us, on our left, is lumpish Miss Fanny Bristow, stupid but harmless; next to her sits Mr Maurice FitzMaurice, the proud new owner of the Red House at Ashby St John, who thinks he is such a fine fellow, though all the world knows better. (By the look on his face, he appears to have taken it very ill that he has been obliged to sit out his dinner in Miss Bristow’s simpering company. It serves him right, I say, for thinking so well of himself.)

Directly opposite is Sir Lionel Voysey, of Thorpe Laxton Hall, with his absurd wife, ugly and coarse; on her right you may see the smirking face of Dr Pordage, who always touches me slyly on the hand with a damp finger when I see him to the door, as if this betokened some secret understanding between us, which it most assuredly does not.

The Rector, Mr Thripp, and his captious wife, are sitting next to the doctor, in strained silence as usual. I believe Mrs Thripp harbours some deep and perpetual resentment against her husband, though what it is I cannot say. The remaining guests we can pass over, being of no consequence to my story.

We now come to the three members of this evening’s party in which I – and you – have a particular interest: the permanent residents of this great house.

First, of course, my Lady – the former Miss Emily Carteret, now the 26th Baroness Tansor.

Look at her. She sits at the head of the board, as a queen ought, in black and shimmering silver silk. Who can deny that she is beautiful still, or that her fifty-two years have been uncommonly kind to her? In the candlelight below us, fluttering shadows play delightfully across her pale skin (she never allows the gas to be lit: candlelight is so much more flattering).

She captivates and charms the men gathered in her Crimson-and-Gold Dining-Room. See how they ogle her when they think no one else is looking! Mr FitzMaurice, Dr Pordage, even red-faced Sir Lionel Voysey (always comically maladroit in her presence): they all fall under her spell like silly boys, and see her only as she wishes to be seen.

Naturally, her famously tragical past – a father murdered, and the great love of her life slain a month before their marriage – only increases her allure. Men, I think, are such fools, at least men such as these. If she has suffered, well, there is suffering enough in the world, and we shall each have our share before we are released.

Yet she has been richly compensated for her suffering, which is by no means the least of her attractions, especially to her bachelor admirers. Beautiful, romantically scarred by tragedy, the possessor of an immense fortune and an ancient title – and now a widow! Charlie Skinner, one of the junior footmen, who is sweet on me, told me that Mr FitzMaurice could hardly credit his good fortune on meeting his fair neighbour for the first time, and that he returned to the Red House in a perfect jitter of excitement. It was soon reported at his club that he had been heard hinting, to anyone who would listen, that his bachelor days were numbered.

Alas for poor deluded Mr Maurice FitzMaurice! He is scarcely alone in his ambitions. She is far too great a prize, perhaps still one of the greatest prizes in England. His rivals are many and distinguished, his own hand as weak as can be; and yet he persists in entertaining the rosiest of hopes, without ever enjoying the least encouragement from the object of his desire.

The truth is that she will never marry again, and certainly not a prize fool like Mr Maurice FitzMaurice. Marriage would bring her no material advantage. Nor will she succumb to Love again, for her heart is shut fast against all further assault from that quarter. No man can ever displace the memory of her first and last love, whose terrible death has been the great affliction of her life, greater even than the murder of her father. Her late husband, Colonel Zaluski, could not do it – that at least is the common opinion. I never met the gentleman; but Sukie Prout (my great friend below stairs) says that the two of them rubbed along well enough, and that the colonel had a smiling, accommodating way about him that made you instantly like him. I must suppose, therefore, that his wife liked him too, and that this was enough for her.

The fruits of this unremarkable union are now sitting on either side of their mother: Mr Perseus Duport, the heir to her title and fortune, on her right hand, his younger brother, Mr Randolph Duport, on her left. But they are not at all unremarkable.

Mr Perseus – who has just raised a toast to gallant Lord Edward Duport – will shortly attain his majority, and is very like his mother in appearance: tall, deliberate in movement, watchful in attitude, and with the same fathomless eyes. His hair – as dark as those eyes – is worn long, so that it falls about his shoulders in a consciously romantic way, as befits the poet he aspires to be. He is very proud of his hair, a trait that he also gets from his mother. A most handsome young gentleman, undoubtedly, made more so by a carefully tended black beard, which gives him a dangerously heroic look, exactly like the portrait of the Turkish Corsair that hangs at the foot of the vestibule stairs, and for which, on first seeing it, I thought he must have sat, had it not been painted over twenty years since.

His younger brother, Mr Randolph Duport, is nearly twenty, and is no less striking than his brother, although very differently composed. He is shorter and stockier, stronger in limb, with warm brown eyes (Sukie says they are the spit of his late father’s), a rosy, outdoors colouring, and unruly brown hair. There is not the least resemblance to his mother; nor is there any discernible trace of her temperament in him, which makes people like him far more than Mr Perseus. Unlike his brother, he has none of Lady Tansor’s haughtiness and pride. He is, by contrast, a singularly unaffected and spontaneous soul, appearing to take things as they come, and (so goes the general opinion) hardly ever thinking of consequences, for which I am told he has often felt the sting of his mother’s displeasure. Yet, possessing the uncommon ability to acknowledge his faults, which Mr Perseus appears to lack, he is said never to complain, but promises to apply himself more soberly in the future to the art of properly considering matters.

Perhaps it is being the younger son that makes him so philosophical. Mr Perseus, on whom all his mother’s expectations rest, is ever mindful of his future responsibilities, when he becomes the head of this great family. He takes his privileged position as his mother’s future successor very seriously, to the extent that, following the death of his father, Colonel Zaluski, a year since, he insisted on giving up his studies at the University in order to assist Lady Tansor, who had formerly relied on her husband for such things, in overseeing the running of the estate, and to advise her – as he could – on the many other Duport interests.

Mr Randolph does not appear to resent the accident of his brother’s seniority, or the material benefits that this will bring when at last Mr Perseus comes into his inheritance. He claims that he would be rather alarmed than otherwise if, by some misfortune befalling his elder brother, he were to succeed in his place.

These three persons have become the principal and constant objects of my attention in this house, to which I have been sent for reasons that – at the time of which I am writing – have not been fully revealed to me. Thus I continue to wait, and watch, as I have been instructed to do.
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I am usually required to be in constant readiness to attend my Lady, day or night; but on this particular evening I had been excused from all duties. After I had dressed my Lady for dinner, the hours that lay ahead had been mine to do with as I wished – a precious respite, during which the bell in my room would (I hoped) remain silent, even through the cold night watches.

My Lady does not sleep well, and I am regularly called down to her when she wakes from her often troubled slumbers, to read to her, or to brush her long dark hair (a service to which she is especially partial) until she is ready to return to her bed. If sleep does not then take her, she soon reaches for the bell-rope to summon me down again.

Sometimes the bell rings only once in my room, two floors above hers; at others, I might stumble, half asleep, out of my warm bed and descend the stairs to her panelled bed-chamber five or six times, returning to my own room vexed and fatigued. But on this particular occasion, my Lady had assured me that I would not be called until the morning.

After performing my evening duties, I had therefore closed my door with the most luxurious sense of relief. At first I curled up on my bed to read a new novel by Miss Braddon (novels are my passion), but found I could not settle; so, throwing the book aside, I tip-toed down to the gallery that overlooks the Crimson-and-Gold Dining-Room, to watch my mistress, her two sons by her side, entertain her guests.

Later, alone in my little room under the eaves, I began writing down in my Book of Secrets what I had seen and thought that day. It was the duty I must daily perform, as instructed by my guardian, Madame de l’Orme, through whose agency I had been sent to Evenwood, to serve the woman whose fourteen guests were now dispersing into the cold November darkness.

II

THE INTERVIEW

‘When you address me – if, of course, you are successful in your application – I shall wish you to call me “my Lady”, never “your Ladyship”.’

These had been my mistress’s first words to me, after I was shown into her private apartments to be interviewed for the position of lady’s-maid.

‘Others may use a different form of address,’ she had continued, ‘but you may not. I hope you understand that, and remember it. Although few of them have deserved the distinction, it is a strict rule of mine that my maid should be looked upon differently by the other servants.’

When I had entered the room, she had been sitting at a little escritoire set before a window that looked out across the Park, lazily holding out her long-fingered hand to receive the character with which I had been furnished. Opening the letter, and still hardly acknowledging my presence, she began to read.

On a sudden, she looked up over her spectacles with a hard, sour expression, and spoke the words I have quoted above, as if I had already wilfully transgressed her instruction, although indeed I had been standing mutely, hands folded demurely in front of me, my face a picture of innocent compliance.

There was a copy of the Morning Post on the escritoire. An advertisement had been neatly ringed in red ink.

‘Everyone who has come here today for the position has placed an advertisement,’ she said, seeing that I had noticed the open newspaper. ‘My last maid, Miss Plumptre, may have come from a very respectable agency, but she did not suit at all. I shall never use agencies again. I was forced to dismiss her after a most unpleasant and distressing incident, which I do not wish to speak of. As a consequence I now prefer people who place advertisements. It shows initiative, and reveals character. For a position such as this, I like to decide these things for myself, so it is fortunate for you that your advertisement caught my eye.’

She bestowed on me a frigid smile before returning to the letter.

‘Your last employer, Miss Gainsborough, writes that you gave excellent service,’ she said. ‘And how did you like Miss Gainsborough?’

‘Very well, my Lady.’

It was all a well-prepared fiction. ‘Miss Helen Gainsborough’ never existed, being a creation of Madame de l’Orme’s. Everything had been most carefully arranged beforehand, and Madame had assured me that, if Lady Tansor chose to write to this chimeric lady, in order to confirm the opinion of me contained in the letter she was now reading, then a reply would be forthcoming that would amply satisfy her Ladyship on every particular. Even if she called on ‘Miss Gainsborough’ in person, or sent some agent, the eventuality had been anticipated, and the necessary means to meet it put in place.

Lady Tansor slowly removed her spectacles, laid them down, and fixed her unmediated gaze upon me.

I had the confidence of youth in my ability to play the part assigned to me by Madame; but Lady Tansor’s scrutiny was nonetheless unnerving. She seemed to be sifting through all my secret thoughts, in search of the truth concerning my true identity; and it required considerable effort on my part to maintain my composure.

‘It is such a dark afternoon,’ she said, her eyes still fixed on me. ‘Stand closer, child – here, nearer the window, where I can see you better.’

I did as she asked, for some moments remaining motionless and uncomfortable under her examination.

‘You have a most striking look about you,’ she said at last. ‘Most striking. I imagine people do not easily forget you.’

I thanked her, and said that she was very kind.

‘Kind?’ she replied, giving me another sharp look. ‘No, no; not kind. You will have to earn my kindness.’ Then, more absently: ‘I do not flatter. It is the simple truth. Yours is a face that would always be remembered.’

She looked down again at the letter.

‘I am informed here that you are an orphan, and that you never knew your parents.’

‘That is so, my Lady.’

‘And you were residing with an old friend of your mother’s in London, before taking up the position with Miss Gainsborough?’

‘Yes, my Lady.’

‘And before that, I read that you lived in Paris, under the care of a guardian, a widowed lady.’

‘That is correct, my Lady.’

She once more resumed her reading of the letter.

‘Do you consider yourself to be a competent needle-woman?’ was her next question; to which I answered that I had generally been considered so.

‘I do not often leave Evenwood these days,’ she went on, ‘but when it becomes necessary for me to go up to Town, I shall require a most careful packer.’

‘I am sure I shall not disappoint, my Lady,’ I said. ‘Miss Gainsborough was a great traveller. I believe she is even now in Russia, although I never travelled nearly so far with her.’

‘Russia! How fascinating!’

She thought for a moment, then asked whether I had any followers.

‘No, my Lady,’ I answered – truthfully.

‘No attachment of any kind?’

‘None, my Lady.’

‘And no living family either, I believe?’

‘That is correct, my Lady. The person nearest to a parent is my guardian, Madame Bertaud. My mother’s oldest friend, Mrs Poynter, with whom I lived in London before being employed by Miss Gainsborough, I regarded as a kind of aunt; but she has recently passed away.’

After a moment or two’s further perusal of the letter, Lady Tansor looked up and once again fixed her great dark eyes on me.

‘You are somewhat young, and this is merely your second position,’ she said.

My heart began to sink, for it was imperative that I secure the situation.

‘I have seen two or three very experienced and competent people today,’ she continued, ‘who come with excellent references, and who would be well able to fill the position satisfactorily.’

She thought for a moment, and looked intently at the letter again, as if searching for some hidden meaning in it. Then, to my relief, her look began to soften.

‘But Miss Gainsborough gives you a very good character, although I do not have the honour of an acquaintance with the lady. In the normal course of matters, I would accept such a recommendation only from someone I knew personally; but I might make an exception, in your case. I suppose,’ she added meditatively, almost as if she were speaking aloud to herself, ‘that I could write to Miss Gainsborough, or perhaps …’

She paused, leaving the sentence unfinished, then suddenly shot one her most severe looks at me.

‘Having been brought up in France, I must suppose you to be proficient in the language?’

‘Yes, my Lady. I believe you might consider me to be fluent.’

‘And do you follow events?’

I replied that I did my best to inform myself concerning the world.

‘Then tell me what you think about the Turkish War – in French.’

Now I knew little enough of the matter, no more than the bare, vaguely comprehended fact that hostilities had broken out. As to the causes, or the possible consequences, I was at a complete loss. I made a reply, nonetheless, in French, to the effect that I considered it to be a dangerous situation, and that war, in general, was always a thing to be deplored, and avoided if possible.

She gave me a humourless smile, but said nothing. Then she asked:

‘What do you read?’

Here I was on solid ground, for I had ever been a great devourer of books, and Madame had fed my appetite constantly as a child. My tutor, Mr Thornhaugh, who lived at the top of Madame’s house, and of whom I shall speak more fully in due course, had also guided my reading. I had a little Latin, too, and some Greek, although I found that I quickly forgot much of what I had so painfully acquired of both languages, and thus had scant aptitude for the serious study of either of the great classical literatures.

My passion was for modern works of the imagination, in French and English; poetry and, above all, novels absorbed me.

‘I am very fond of Stendhal,’ I said in answer to Lady Tansor’s question, with the spontaneous eagerness that I always exhibit when speaking of my favourite books; ‘and of Voltaire.’

‘Voltaire!’ Lady Tansor broke in, with an amused laugh. ‘How advanced! What else?’

‘And then I adore Monsieur Balzac, and George Sand; oh, and Mr Dickens, and Mr Collins, and Miss Braddon …’

Again she interrupted me, raising her hand to prevent me from continuing.

‘Your tastes seem a little irregular and ill-disciplined, child,’ she said; ‘but perhaps that is excusable in one so young, and taste can easily be corrected.’

Then she asked: ‘And what of poetry? Do you read poetry?’

‘Oh, yes, my Lady. In French, I am very fond of Lamartine, de Vigny, and Leconte de Lisle. Byron, Keats, Shelley, and Mr Tennyson are my favourites in English.’

‘And do you know the work of Mr Phoebus Daunt?’

The question was posed with detectable emphasis, as if she had a peculiar reason for asking, which of course I knew that she had. Mr Daunt had been the man she was to have married, before he had been cruelly murdered by an old school-friend, who had harboured a long-standing resentment against him. It was a question that I had anticipated being asked; for Madame had made a point of telling me the story of Lady Tansor’s dead fiancé, and of how she had continued to worship his memory with undimmed reverence and passion. Madame had also given me several volumes of Mr Daunt’s poems, which I had dutifully read, with little pleasure.

‘Yes, my Lady,’ I answered, looking straight into her unblinking eyes.

‘And what is your opinion of his work?’

I had my answer pat.

‘I consider him to have been a poet of singular and remarkable originality, a worthy successor in every way to the epic poets of former times.’

I spoke the words with all the warm conviction that I could muster, and waited anxiously to see whether she had detected any trace of dissimulation in my voice or manner; but she said nothing, only sighed, laying aside the letter of recommendation with a languid gesture of her hand.

‘I do not care to see anyone else about the position,’ she said after a short period of reflection. ‘You have an honest face, as well as a striking one, and I judge you to be a quick learner. My last maid was incurably stupid, as well as being – well, it does not matter now what she was. You, I see, are not stupid at all – indeed, you appear to have been educated to an uncommon degree for someone applying for the situation of lady’s-maid. No doubt you have your reasons for doing so, but they do not concern me at present. I have therefore decided: the position is yours. Does that surprise you?’

I said that it was not my place to question her decision, for good or ill, at which she cast me another sharp look, and I once again lowered my eyes submissively, although exulting that my design had been achieved, just as Madame had foreseen. She had promised me that coming to Evenwood would be the making of me, and that I should not entertain the slightest doubt of my power to charm Lady Tansor on sight, as the first and necessary step. So it had proved.

There was a moment’s silence as I stood, head bowed, waiting for my new mistress to speak.

‘Very well,’ she said at last. ‘That is settled. Remuneration as set out in my secretary’s recent letter, and everything provided, until we see how you go on. Naturally, I expect my servants to observe certain standards of behaviour, and I shall not hesitate to punish insubordination or misconduct; but you will find me a liberal mistress, on the whole, with my own way of regulating the household. Some, I know, would regard me as being shockingly lax, by allowing my servants – those, at least, who have proved themselves deserving of my trust – too much freedom of action; but I do not mind that. It is how I like to do things. If properly managed, it makes for contentment, above and below stairs.

‘And now: what shall I call you, I wonder? I see that your Christian name is not given in Miss Gainsborough’s letter.’

‘It is Esperanza, my Lady.’

‘Esperanza! How charming! Although I am not sure that will do either. It is rather … Continental. Have you another?’

‘Alice, my Lady.’

‘Alice!’

She placed a hand, fingers splayed theatrically, against her breast, as if this item of intelligence had momentarily deprived her of breath.

‘Nothing could be better. Alice! I like it exceedingly. So fresh! So English! I shall call you Alice.’

She turned away to ring a little silver bell that stood on a table beside her. With surprising promptness, a liveried footman, tall and gaunt, appeared at the door.

‘Barrington, this is Miss Gorst. She is to be my new maid. Tell Mr Pocock to send the others away, and then wait outside to show Miss Gorst to her room.’

The footman, giving me a rather queer look – inquisitive and knowing at the same time – bowed and left the room.

‘I shall not need you this evening, Alice,’ said Lady Tansor when Barrington had gone. ‘One of the maids can help to dress me. Barrington will show you where you are to sleep. You will come to me at eight in the morning. Sharp.’

At this, she picked up a book lying open on the adjacent table, and began to read. I caught sight of the title and author blocked in gold on the spine:

ROSA MUNDI

P. RAINSFORD DAUNT

As I was turning to leave, she looked up and spoke once more.

‘I hope, Alice, that you and I will suit, and that we might become friends – as far as our conditions allow, of course. Do you think that we shall?’

‘Yes, my Lady,’ I replied, taken aback by her frankness. ‘I am sure of it.’

‘Then we are of one mind. Good-night, Alice.’

‘Good-night, my Lady.’

Outside, in the now candlelit Picture Gallery, I found Barrington waiting to show me upstairs to my room, a service that he performed in complete silence.
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I had brought little with me to Evenwood from my former life in France, except a small valise containing some few clothes, half a dozen books, a handful of precious childhood trinkets, and of course my Book of Secrets.

‘We must not trust our cause simply to memory,’ Madame had warned me before my departure. ‘Memory is often a false friend. Words, my dear, if they be clearly and truly and immediately set down, are our best ally, our best defence, and our best weapon. Guard them well.’

When I first came to Evenwood, the pages in my Book stood blank; but this, as I soon discovered, was a house of secrets, and the pages quickly began to fill.

On the evening of Monday, 4th September, in the year 1876, I slept for the first time in my cramped but cosy room under the eaves of the great house of Evenwood, although not before I had written down in my Book an account, in the shorthand that my tutor had taught me, of my interview with Lady Tansor.

In the darkness, I lay listening to the soft patter of rain against the glass of the two dormer windows. Somewhere, a door banged, and there were voices echoing down a corridor. Then silence.

I was on the threshold of a great adventure, alone in this place, knowing not a soul, ignorant as yet of why I had been sent here. All I knew was that Madame had told me – so often, so urgently – that I must be here. Yet as I composed myself for sleep on that first night, assailed by doubts that I could fulfil Madame’s expectations of me, I also experienced a tingle of eager anticipation at the prospect of finally understanding what then remained beyond my comprehension.

Tomorrow, then. It would begin tomorrow. At eight o’clock.

Sharp.


1

In My Lady’s Chamber

I

THE GREAT TASK

I was awoken by the sound of a clock, somewhere outside, striking the hour of six. If the same obliging instrument had chimed out the hours throughout the night, as I supposed it must have done, it had only now intruded upon the deep sleep into which I had quickly sunk.

Eager to greet the first day of my new life, I jumped down from my warm bed, skipped across the bare boards to one of the little dormer windows, and pulled back the curtain.

Looking down, I could just make out a balustraded terrace stretching the length of the wing in which Lady Tansor’s apartments, and my own room two floors above, were situated. Steps led from the terrace to a broad area of gravelled walk-ways and formal flower-beds. Beyond, the densely timbered Park lay partially submerged under a bar of dissolving mist, thicker in the distance about the margins of a large lake, and along the winding course of the Evenbrook, a looping tributary of the River Nene that eventually rejoins the main stream some three or four miles to the east of the Park.

The previous night’s rain had gone, and the pale, blue-grey sky was already growing brighter. I took this harbinger of a sunny morning as an omen that, after my success in obtaining the position of maid to Lady Tansor, all would be well for me in this place.

Tuesday, 5th September 1876: my first morning at Evenwood – and such a beautiful one! I had arrived in England a little time before, full of apprehension, but determined – being stubborn once my mind has been made up – not to disappoint Madame in what she expected of me. Although anxious to know why my guardian had contrived to send me here, my true identity disguised, I had resigned myself with difficulty to waiting until she was ready to reveal her purpose to me at last.

[image: image]

Two months earlier, Madame had come to my room as I was about to retire for the night.

‘I have something to tell you, dear child,’ she said, taking my hand, her face white and drawn.

‘What is it?’ I asked, feeling a sudden lurch of anxiety. ‘Has something happened? Are you ill?’

‘No,’ she said, ‘I am not ill, but something has happened, something that will change your life for ever. What I have to say will be a shock to you, but it must be said, and said now.’

‘Then say it quickly, dear Guardian,’ was my reply, ‘for you are frightening me dreadfully.’

‘There’s my brave, dear child,’ she said, kissing me. ‘Very well. You are to go to England – not quite yet, but soon, when certain matters have been arranged – to begin a new life.’

I was completely unprepared for this extraordinary announcement. Leave the Maison de l’Orme, the only home I had ever known, to go alone to England, where I had never been in my life, so suddenly, without warning, and with no reason given? It was absurd, impossible.

‘But why?’ I asked, my heart thumping with apprehension and bewilderment. ‘And for how long?’

‘As to the last,’ replied Madame, with the strangest smile, ‘if you are successful in accomplishing the task I shall be asking you to undertake, then you may never return here – indeed, I hope, with all my heart, that it may be so.’

As I listened in astonishment, she went on to tell me that, for some weeks past, regular advertisements had been placed in London newspapers setting out my qualifications for a place as lady’s-maid.

‘Lady’s-maid!’ I exclaimed, in disbelief. ‘A servant!’ Had my guardian gone mad?

‘Hear me out, dear child,’ said Madame, kissing me once more.

It appeared that the intention of the advertisements had been to recommend me for a particular vacancy that Madame knew existed, and to which a reply had now been received. The consequence was that I must go to a great country house in England called Evenwood, there to be interviewed by its owner, the widowed Lady Tansor.

‘You must charm this lady,’ urged Madame. ‘This will present no difficulty, for you charm everyone – as your dear departed father did. She will immediately discern that you are no common servant, but have been brought up as a lady, and this will be your great advantage. But you will have one other. There will be something about you that she will not be able to resist, although she might try. I cannot say more; but this you must believe, and take strength from it.’

‘But why must I do these things?’ I asked, dumbfounded by her words. ‘You still have not told me.’

Again that strange smile, which I believe was meant to set my mind at rest, but only served to alarm me even more.

‘Dear child,’ she said, ‘don’t be angry with me, for I can see that you are, and I understand how you must feel. There is a purpose – a great purpose – to be served by your becoming maid to Lady Tansor, but it must be kept from you for the time being. Knowing too much too soon will make it all the harder for you to play your part, and compromise those qualities of innocence and inexperience in your character that you will need to draw on. If you secure this position, as I’m sure you will, you must daily convince your mistress that you are indeed what you present yourself to be. She must have no suspicions of you. Until you have gained her complete trust, therefore, the less you know, the better; for your ignorance will make your behaviour more natural and unstudied. When you have established yourself in her favour, it will be time for you to know everything – and you shall. On that you have my solemn word.

‘So will you trust me, child, as you have always trusted me, and believe that what I do, I do to serve your interests alone, to which, since the day you were born, I have always been, and shall always be, devoted?’

What could I say to such an appeal? It was only too true. Her loving care for me had been daily proved. Surely I must trust her now, although blindly? Not to do so would be to repudiate all she had done for me, all she meant to me. I had no mother; I had no father; no brother or sister. I had only Madame, whose lilting voice used to sing me to sleep, or hush me gently when I awoke from the fearful nightmares to which I have always been susceptible. I was certain that she would never deceive me, nor deliberately put me in the way of harm. If the task that she now wished me to undertake was bound to my closest interests, as she continued to insist, what cause did I have to doubt her?

I knew in my heart that, in the end, the duty I owed to Madame would make it impossible for me to reject her assurances that my going to England was absolutely necessary. Nevertheless, I eventually accepted them only with the greatest reluctance, feeling that my guardian had given me no other choice, by exploiting my love for her to overcome my most natural and reasonable objections.

‘Dear child,’ said Madame, after I had composed myself a little, her elfin face now alive with relief. ‘We know only too well that this is a great deal to ask of you, and at so young an age; but we also know that you have it in your power—’

‘“We”?’ I broke in.

For the first time she hesitated in her reply, as if she had let slip something that she had not wished me to know.

‘Why, myself and Mr Thornhaugh, of course,’ she said, after a moment’s thought. ‘Who else should I mean?’

I asked what my tutor had to do with the matter.

‘Dear child,’ came her smiling reply, accompanied by a soft touch of her hand, ‘you know how much I have come to rely on Mr Thornhaugh’s advice, having no husband to turn to. I need that advice more than ever now.’

I appreciated why Madame had made my tutor a party in what she kept calling the ‘Great Task’, for he was in every way a most exceptional individual, in whom I also trusted absolutely; but why had she not told me of this from the start?

‘I have taken Mr Thornhaugh into my confidence,’ she admitted. ‘He must know all, if he is to assist me. I would not have kept this from you had Mr Thornhaugh himself not insisted on it. It is to his credit that he was sensible of the delicacy of the situation. He felt that it would be hurtful to you if I told you that your tutor knew what you cannot yet know. He was right, of course. Will you forgive me?’

We sat in silence, our arms around each other, rocking gently to and fro, until at last Madame said that we would resume our conversation in the morning.

From that day onwards, she set about preparing me for what lay ahead. Her own maid tutored me daily in the various duties that I would be called upon to perform, and I was given a copy of Mrs Isabella Beeton’s excellent manual of household management, in which the many onerous responsibilities of a lady’s-maid were set out. This I studied assiduously night after night, and later made sure to take the book with me to Evenwood.

It was frequently impossible for me to stop myself from asking Madame yet again about the purpose of the Great Task, and why it required me to quit France.

‘It is your destiny, dear child,’ she would say, in a most solemn and conclusive manner, which instantly discouraged further enquiry, ‘as well as your duty.’ This was all the answer she would ever give me; and so, feeling the impossibility of defying Destiny, I at last submitted to the inevitable.

A week or so later, on a hazy August morning, Madame came to me as I was sitting reading in the salon. I saw immediately that she had something of the greatest importance to tell me.

‘Are you ready, dear child, to begin the Great Task?’ she asked, flushed with excitement.

She stretched both her hands out towards me. I took them, and we stood facing each other, our fingers locked tightly together.

‘I am ready,’ I replied, although I was sick with renewed apprehension, and still silently resentful at the position of unquestioning obedience to Madame’s will in which I had been placed.

‘Do not think that you will be alone,’ she said, gently stroking my hair. ‘I shall be here, whenever you need me – and Mr Thornhaugh too, of course – and you will always have a friend nearby in England.’

‘A friend?’

‘Yes, and a good and trustworthy one, who will make sure that no harm comes to you, and who will watch over you in my place. But you will not know this person, unless – God forbid – circumstances make it imperative that you should do so.’

So the time for leaving the house in the Avenue d’Uhrich grew ever nearer. In the last days, Madame had impressed upon me again and again the need, if I secured the position, to gain Lady Tansor’s complete trust, whilst warning me that this might not be won quickly, or easily. She then told me that there had been only one intimate friend of her own sex in Lady Tansor’s life, but that, as far as she knew, this friendship had been ended many years ago.

‘You must not remain a mere servant for long,’ she went on, ‘but must become a substitute for that lost friend. The success of the Great Task depends on it.’

For the last time, I ventured to ask what the purpose of the Great Task was, knowing even as I did so what Madame’s response would be. For now (it was always, provokingly, ‘for now’), I must continue to put my faith in her, although she promised to send me three ‘Letters of Instruction’, the last of which would finally reveal the goal of the Great Task, and how it was to be achieved.
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From that moment, I have come to feel that my life is not my own, and that it has never been truly mine. Yet until then, on the contrary, it seems to me that I passed a most contented and enviable childhood and girlhood, secure in my own protected world; often alone, but never lonely; and fully alive within myself, where I revelled constantly in bright imaginings – except when the nightmares came, and I would cry out in terror. But even these, while dreaded, did not disturb me so much when the next day broke fair, and I would wake to see the dear face of Madame, whom, if the terror had been severe, I would always find sleeping in the chair beside my bed, her hand closed protectively over mine.

Of my mother, I could recall nothing. Of my father, I sometimes fancied that I had a vague remembrance, as of a place once visited long ago, but of which one retains only the faintest sense, indistinct yet always bringing with it the same indelible impression. Curiously, this fragment of memory never tormented me. It was too insubstantial, and came too infrequently. Only on birthdays did I sometimes feel forlorn at my orphan state; but then I would scold myself for my ingratitude towards Madame, and look upon myself as a very selfish creature indeed. Orphans that I had read of in books were often poor suffering things, cruelly treated by wicked guardians or stepmothers. It was never so with me. Madame was kind and caring; the house in the Avenue d’Uhrich, although its high walls shut out the distant world, was large and comfortable. I wanted for nothing, lacked no bodily comforts or stimulation of the mind; I was loved, knew that I was loved, and loved in return. How, then, should I have been sad or unhappy?
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When I was quite young, Madame would often take me to the little Cemetery of St-Vincent, to show me where my mother and father were buried, side by side, under two flat granite slabs, in the deep shadow of the boundary wall. My hand held tightly in hers, I would stare down at the slabs, fascinated by the stark brevity of their inscriptions:

MARGUERITE ALICE GORST

1836–1858

EDWIN GORST

DIED 1862

My mother’s inscription would always make me sad: such a beautiful name, and – as I one day realized, when I had learned my numbers – so young to have been taken into Death’s arms.

For my father’s, I felt a strange and fanciful curiosity; for the presence of a single date made it appear to my child’s mind that he had somehow never been born, yet had contrived to die. This, of course, I simply could not comprehend, until Madame told me it meant that the year of his birth was unknown or uncertain.

Often, standing with Madame, silently regarding the graves, and having no portraits or photographs of them to feed on, I would try to picture what my parents might have looked like – whether they had been short or tall, dark or fair – and wondered, as far as my limited experience of life and the world was able to inform my juvenile speculations, what circumstances had brought them to this, their final resting-place; but I never could.

Throughout my childhood, Madame had often told me that my mother had been beautiful (as all mothers must of course be in the imaginations of orphaned children who never knew them), and that my father had been handsome and clever (as all fathers of such children must also be), for she had known my father before his marriage, and, later, when he and my mother had lived with her for a time in the Maison de l’Orme.

This much, together with the bare circumstances of their first coming to Paris, their taking up residence with her in the Avenue d’Uhrich, my birth there, and their subsequent deaths – my mother’s soon after I had been born, my father’s a few years afterwards – was all Madame would tell me about my departed parents; and for the duration of my childhood this was all I needed to know. As I grew older, however, I became greatly curious to learn more about them; but Madame would always – in her gentle but immovable way – evade my questions. ‘One day, dear child, one day,’ she would say, kissing away all further importuning.

Thus I had grown up in Madame’s tender care, knowing little more about myself than that my name was Esperanza Alice Gorst, born on 1st September in the year 1857, the only child of Edwin and Marguerite Gorst, both of whom lay in the Cemetery of St-Vincent.

II

THE HEIR

A knock at the door roused me from my reverie. Running back to my bed, I quickly pulled on my robe and went to answer it. It was the head footman, Barrington, tray in hand.

‘Breakfast, miss,’ he said, gloomily.

After placing the tray on the table, he gave a little cough, as if he wished to say something more.

‘Yes, Barrington?’

‘Mrs Battersby sends to know, miss, if you’ll be taking your meals in the steward’s room from now on.’

‘Is that the custom here for my Lady’s maid?’

‘It is, miss.’

‘And Mrs Battersby is my Lady’s housekeeper?’

‘She is, miss.’

‘Very well, then. Please send Mrs Battersby my very best compliments, and tell her that I shall be pleased to take my meals in the steward’s room.’

He executed a meagre bow, and departed.

JONAH BARRINGTON

Footman. Tall and wiry, straight-backed, military bearing, hollow-cheeked, doleful of aspect, full head of stiff grey hair. Large ears with peeping tufts of white, like caterpillars. Fifty years of age? Small pursed mouth giving the impression that he exists in a state of surprised disapproval of the world in which he unaccountably finds himself, although I have a sense that he is a kindly soul at heart. An unobtrusive but watchful air about him.

This was the description of Barrington that I made in my Book of Secrets, after its subject had left, and I had drunk up my tea and eaten my bread-and-butter. Then I washed, dressed myself in the plain black gown, starched white pinafore, and cap that Madame had provided, and went out, for the first time on my own, into the great house of Evenwood.
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The narrow wooden stairs that led down from my room took me, first, to a white-washed corridor, then, becoming wider and grander, to the Picture Gallery, lit by a row of arched windows, in which stood the door to my Lady’s private apartments.

It was now nearly seven o’clock, giving me time enough before I must attend Lady Tansor to do a little exploring. So, after examining the pictures in the gallery, I continued my descent until I emerged at last into the great echoing vestibule, with its domed lantern high above, through which the morning sun was now streaming.

Beneath the lantern, in a semi-circular alcove, and surrounded by six candles set in tall wooden holders, hung a painting. It showed a short, stiff-necked, proud-looking gentleman and his wife, the latter cradling a baby lovingly in her arms.

The lady possessed a most exceptional beauty and grace, with an abundance of dark hair gathered up under a cap of black lace, a narrow band of velvet around her long white throat.

I cannot say why it was, but her image instantly exercised a peculiar and lasting power over me. My heart seemed to beat a little faster as I looked upon her. In after days, I would often come and stand intently looking at the picture, as if such an act of dedicated concentration might bring her back to life; for – unaccountable and fantastical though it seemed – I wished with all my heart and soul to know her, speak to her, to hear her voice, and to see her move amongst living creatures once again.

I discovered soon enough that she was Laura Duport, first wife of the late Lord Tansor, my Lady’s predecessor, and that the pretty babe had been his Lordship’s only son, Henry Hereward Duport, on whom all his dearest hopes for the continuation of his line had briefly rested. The little boy, however, had been cruelly taken from him at the age of seven, after a fatal fall from his pony. Lord Tansor’s heart had been broken – yes, and his poor wife’s, too; for Sukie Prout later told me that she went quite mad at the last. She was found wandering about the Park, in a cruel frost, dressed only in her shift, bleeding and hurt. They carried her back to the house, but she died soon afterwards, and was buried in the Mausoleum that stands on the edge of the Park.

I turned away from the portrait and looked about me.

To my left was a pair of tall gilded doors surmounted by a shield carved in stone, bearing (as I later discovered) the Tansor arms. One of the doors being partly open, I peeped in, and then went through into a richly appointed room of a predominantly yellow colour, with a great chandelier, suspended by a massive gold chain, that appeared to my mind like some strange crystal galleon floating in mid-air.

I passed through this apartment into another, in which the colour red predominated this time, and then into a third and a fourth, each one sumptuously decorated and furnished. Paintings in ornate frames, many of huge dimensions, rich tapestries, and towering looking-glasses crowded the walls; and wherever the eye rested were accumulations of precious objects of every size, shape, and kind.

The fourth of these rooms, which I came to know as the Green Drawing-Room, opened into the magnificent State Saloon. Its walls and lofty ceiling were entirely covered with brightly painted scenes of ancient Athens and Rome, in which columns and buildings had been so cunningly rendered by the artist that, on first seeing them, I almost believed that they must actually be real, and made of stone.

I sat down for a moment in a gilded chair with a high back, like a throne, the better to drink in the atmosphere of unbounded and unrestrained luxury that the room gave out.

As a child, I had thought that Madame’s house in the Avenue d’Uhrich was as large and grand as any house could be; but it was nothing – less than nothing – to Evenwood.

To wake up every morning, knowing that these great rooms, and the treasures they contained, were yours to occupy and savour! What a thing that would be! I amused myself for a moment by trying to fancy what it would be like to experience the daily and absolute possession of such a place. It seemed extraordinary to me that one family, distinguished only by their common blood, could lay perpetual claim to inhabit this faery splendour – more super-abundantly opulent, more ravishing to the senses, it seemed to me, than any sultan’s palace that I had read of in the stories told by Scheherazade.

In preparation for my coming to Evenwood, Madame had asked Mr Thornhaugh to tell me something of the ancient Duport family. He had shown me what was written of them in Burke’s Heraldic Dictionary, from which I learned that the 1st Baron Tansor had borne the name Maldwin, and had been summoned to Parliament by the King in the year 1264. I learned also that the barony was of a peculiar type, known as a Barony by Writ, which allowed inheritance through females as well as males.

The late Lord Tansor had died in 1863. Having no direct heirs, either male or female, his title and property had passed to my mistress, his nearest collateral relative, who had then taken his name. Everything I could see and touch was now hers, to do with as she pleased; one day all this would belong to her eldest son, Mr Perseus Duport. Then he would marry, and a child would be born who would also walk through these very rooms, knowing them as their own.

Thus the great river of successive privilege would continue to flow, carrying the Duports on its calm and glittering waters through this life to the next, from generation unto generation.
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Beyond the State Saloon, a narrow corridor brought me to a huge wooden screen, black with age and festooned with life-like carvings of birds and animals, with an arcaded gallery high above. Through the screen, a pair of double doors opened into the Crimson-and-Gold Dining-Room that I have earlier described.

Here I paused, eager to continue my journey of discovery, but feeling that I had gone far enough for the moment, and fearful of being even a second late to dress my Lady.

I quickly retraced my steps, room by room, meeting no one on the way, until I emerged once more into the great echoing vestibule.

My foot was upon the first step of the staircase when I heard a door open behind me.

A tall young gentleman – black-bearded, with long dark hair – stood looking at me intently. He said nothing for several seconds; then he greeted me, although without any hint of a smile.

‘Miss Gorst, I think. My mother informed me of your engagement. Good-morning to you.’

These were the first words that ever I heard from the lips of Mr Perseus Duport, my Lady’s eldest son and heir.

His voice was deep and strong for such a young man, and resonated through the lofty space of the marble-paved vestibule. I dropped a little curtsey and returned his greeting.

‘Where did you come from?’ he asked. ‘Are you going up to Mother?’

The voice was softer now, but the handsome face remained fixedly expressionless.

Hesitantly, I explained that I had risen early, in order to acquaint myself a little with the house before attending Lady Tansor at eight o’clock.

‘Eight o’clock, eh? She’ll expect you promptly, you know,’ he said, taking out his pocket-watch. ‘She places great store on punctuality. The last girl couldn’t oblige; but you can, I’m sure. Five minutes to the hour. You’d better hurry.’

‘Yes, sir.’

I curtseyed again and turned to go, but he called me back.

‘When you’re released, Miss Gorst, you must seek me out. I shall be your guide to the great labyrinth.’

He paused, tilting his head quizzically on one side.

‘Do you know what the first Labyrinth was?’

‘Yes, sir. It was the lair of the Minotaur, constructed by King Minos of Crete.’

‘Splendid! Quite right! Well, well, you’d better run along now. You’ll find me in the Library, which can be reached by the little flight of stairs outside Mother’s apartments. I often spend my mornings there, when I can. I’m a great reader. Are you a great reader, Miss Gorst?’

‘Yes, sir. I believe I am.’

‘Splendid again! Well, off you go, or you’ll start off badly with Mother, and that would never do, you know.’

He gave me a barely perceptible smile, but his magnetic eyes had a kindly intent about them, which made me feel greatly honoured, and not a little surprised, that the Duport heir had condescended to pay such attention to his mother’s new maid. I confess, too, that – to my further confusion – my heart was beating a little faster, as if I had just undertaken some physical exertion, and I could feel my colour begin to rise under his steady gaze. I was sure – at least, I could in no way allow myself to hope otherwise – that he was only being agreeable to me out of well-bred courtesy, and for no other reason; but I could not account for the way this simple demonstration of good manners had affected me. I would have gladly continued the conversation; but time was pressing and so, bobbing once more, I ran off up the wide curving staircase, arriving at last before my Lady’s door on the first stroke of eight o’clock.

Sharp.

III

LADY’S-MAID

Lady Tansor was seated at her dressing-table, her back towards me, swathed in a fantastically embroidered Chinese robe of blood-red and emerald-green silk.

‘You will brush my hair first, Alice, before you arrange it,’ she said, reaching back towards me, a silver hair-brush in her hand.

I began to pass the brush slowly through the thick black tresses, gently pulling out the night’s tangles, until all was smooth and to her liking. Then I was instructed on how she wished her hair to be arranged, and in what manner it should be pinned up into the style of knot that she preferred, for she was averse to the use of false hair (her own being so finely textured and abundant), and refused to countenance a chignon.

When I had finished, she took me over to a massive oak wardrobe, where I was shown her many day-gowns; then she opened an adjacent press of similar size containing dozens of dazzling evening-gowns. A third cabinet, with sliding drawers, was packed with Japanese silk shawls from the Great Shawl Emporium, and with other expensive accoutrements.

Moving from these, she began to open other drawers and cupboards for my inspection. Scores of hats and bonnets; trays of pins, buttons, and brooches; shoes and belts of every description; buckles and bows, fans and reticules; dressing-cases containing crystal scent-bottles; and box after box full to bursting with exquisite jewellery – all were laid before my astonished gaze.

‘You may dress me now, Alice,’ she said at last, pointing to the wardrobe containing her day-gowns. ‘The dark-violet velvet, I think.’

At last, my Lady stood before her cheval-glass and pronounced herself satisfied.

‘Excellent, Alice,’ she said. ‘You have nimble fingers, and my hair looks very well, very well indeed. And this brooch matches far better than the other one, as you said it would. You have an eye for these things, I see. Yes, excellent.’

She repeated the compliment, gazing at her reflection in the looking-glass in a quiet, absent way, almost as if she were alone, fingering the brooch distractedly as she did so.

‘Oh!’ she suddenly exclaimed. ‘I have forgotten the locket! How could I have done!’

Her voice had taken on a tone of acute distress. She turned towards me, white-faced with sudden anxiety, and pointed frantically towards a small wooden box on the dressing-table, which I quickly understood she meant me to open.

Inside was the most beautiful tear-shaped silver locket, attached to a black velvet band, very like the one worn by the late Lord Tansor’s first wife in the portrait that had so entranced me.

‘Here – bring it here!’ she snapped. ‘But do not touch the locket!’

Snatching the box from my hand, she took out the locket, and went over to the window, where she stood for a moment, breathing hard. Then she began to thread the velvet band around her throat, yet could not secure the clasp.

‘Do you wish me to assist you, my Lady?’ I asked.

‘No! You must not help me. This is the one duty I must perform myself. Never help me, do you understand?’

She was now facing me once more, a fierce emotion in her blazing eyes. But in a moment she had turned away again, to make a second attempt at securing the clasp. At last she succeeded, whereupon she reached forward to open the window, letting a welcome draught of cool air into the stuffy chamber.

She remained by the window, a slight breeze ruffling her hair, her eyes directed towards the distant line of the western woods, now becoming clear to view as the curtain of early-morning mist gradually lifted.

At length, her spirits apparently calmed, she sat down in the window-seat and took up a small leather-bound book.

‘You may go now, Alice,’ she said quietly. ‘I shall not need you until dinner-time. But tomorrow I shall have some work for you to do, and you will bathe me. Please to be here at eight.’

So I left her, with little dabs of watery sunshine illuminating her face and hair, as she placed her spectacles on her nose, opened the book and began to read.
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