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PART I
Alexa in England

1

A young woman whose greatest problem is that of filling her time ought to consider herself fortunate. Alexa Lorimer knew this well enough, but as she embarked yet again on an exercise which she had practised a dozen times that day already, she found it difficult to control her vexation. She had gone to the trouble of preparing a surprise to enliven the afternoon. But Margaret Scott, her guardian, hurrying off from Elm Lodge to inspect some village baby which had developed a rash, had not even noticed. Now the rest of the day stretched emptily ahead, offering no excitements. Alexa was bored.

Her hands slammed down on the keyboard of the grand piano and the discord of her ill-temper reverberated through the drawing room. She had been practising for over an hour, but to what purpose? What good did it do to improve her breath control, to extend the range of her voice, to increase its flexibility, to perfect the purity of its tone, when her guardian forbade the career on which her heart was set?

Indulging her discontent, Alexa jumped up from the piano stool and wandered round the room, fingering its ornaments, until the sight of her own reflection in the mirror above the fireplace reminded her of a second grievance. She was eighteen years old but still expected to wear boots and black woollen stockings beneath ankle-length dresses, which were suitable only for the schoolroom. Her hair fell to her waist because no one had recognized that it was time for her to put it up. What could she do to make someone realize that time was passing, that her life was slipping by?

For it was 1895 now – a year in which Alexa Lorimer found herself poised in the limbo between childhood and womanhood. Just as some children never quite grow up, so some adults seem never to have been children. At this turning point of age, Alexa achieved the feat of combining these characteristics. The childish style of dress was forced on her, but her immaturity displayed itself in more than appearance. As a small child she had felt a continuing need to give and to receive demonstrative affection, and she had not yet grown out of this longing. Every day she assured Margaret of her love and waited for a kiss or embrace in return. She craved for praise like a little girl and was hurt by criticism, even by silence. Her good looks, her needlework, her painting, her music – all were continually placed on show and must continually be applauded.

Yet there was a sense in which she had never had a childhood. Orphaned when she was nine years old, Alexa vividly remembered those earlier years with her dying mother: years of cold and hunger, of lies to landladies and stealthy removals from one shabby set of lodgings to another in the middle of the night. As for her father, if he had ever dandled her on his lap, she did not remember it. Indeed, even his name was unknown to her. She had been given the surname Lorimer because at the time of her adoption that had been her guardian’s name. Margaret Scott had been born a Lorimer, a member of the great Bristol family of merchant princes. Her marriage to Charles Scott had taken place only some years after she had accepted the responsibility for Alexa’s upbringing, rescuing from the workhouse a child without family or friends to care for her.

It was the nightmare of the years of poverty which made Alexa determined to become rich. Almost from babyhood she had known that she was beautiful. Her oval face, framed by the long blonde hair which glinted with red in the sunlight, would have inspired a Renaissance artist to paint her as a goddess. She was a natural actress too. Her expressive vivacity and the flash of her green eyes, though disturbing the classical beauty which her face displayed in repose, had the power to catch and hold attention. But Alexa’s greatest asset was her singing voice; her goal, an operatic career. That was why she practised so conscientiously every day, and that was what she dreamed about every night. Yet how could the ambition be realized? In many pleading talks with her guardian she had been told time and time again that there was no form of theatrical entertainment in which a young woman could appear without irreparable damage to the most precious of her possessions: her reputation.

So deep were Alexa’s love and admiration for Margaret that she tried to accept what she was told. But nothing could put an end to her obsession with a future in which she would be famous. Nothing could stop her fretting against the dullness of her life in the country, where the greatest excitement of a new day was that Margaret’s little son, Robert, might cut a new tooth. The very thought of doing anything to offend or upset her guardian brought tears to her eyes, and yet her ambitions urged her to escape. If only she could see how to take the first step! When, oh when, was something going to happen?

As though to answer the question, Margaret Scott came into the drawing room at that moment, a small, neat woman whose bright auburn hair had only recently begun to lose a little of its youthful sheen. She had become a medical student at a time when great determination was needed to overcome the opposition of the medical profession, society in general and her own family in particular to the idea of a woman qualifying as a doctor, and the steadiness of character which had sustained her at that time still showed itself in the calm good sense with which she organized the household at Elm Lodge. Years of earning her own living before her marriage and since her widowhood had made her firm and efficient, but the businesslike side of her nature was never allowed to obscure the warmth of her love for her son and her ward. The smile on her face now was that of a woman with a treat to announce, and she did not look about her before speaking.

‘I have just heard from Bristol. Matthew is coming to stay.’

Alexa’s impulsive nature made her as easily excited as depressed. Gloom was banished in an instant as she clapped her hands with pleasure. ‘But you invited Beatrice and Arthur as well, surely?’ she exclaimed.

Margaret laughed as she sat down. ‘Beatrice is out in society now. It seems from her mother’s letter that her chances of finding a husband are not rated very high. Anyway, there is to be no question of taking time off from the search to bury herself in the country. And Arthur, it appears, has asked if he may leave school and join Matthew in their father’s business. So both the boys now have little holiday time and must plan carefully how to spend it to advantage. I am quoting their mother’s own words. Sophie has never troubled to waste time in being tactful.’

‘But Matthew, you said –?’

‘Matthew would like to come by himself. His letter arrived by the same post as his mother’s. He was not told of the invitation until after it had been refused on his behalf, and I detect a note of indignation in his hope that it is not too late for him to accept. Matthew and I have always been particularly fond of each other. We needn’t tell the others, but I shall be glad to have him here without them.’

Alexa made no comment, but her eyes sparkled. She too liked Matthew the best of all Margaret’s nephews and nieces. He was someone to whom she would be able to talk about her ambitions, someone whose support might be enlisted.

Alexa had been adopted by Margaret nine years before. After barely supporting herself as a doctor, Margaret had returned with her ward to live in her childhood home, Brinsley House, which stood high above Bristol and the gorge of the Avon, a monument to the wealth of the Lorimer dynasty. Alexa knew that the move had been made so that she herself should enjoy comfort and young company. The house belonged to Margaret’s elder brother, William Lorimer, whose ownership of the Lorimer shipping company had made him as prosperous as any other in the long line of slave-trading sea captains, merchants and bankers from whom he was descended. William had never made any pretence of liking Alexa. But he had always disapproved of his sister’s determination to qualify for a profession and earn her own living. His position as head of the Lorimer family made it necessary in his eyes that as an unmarried femaie Margaret should become part of his household. By allowing her young ward to share the schoolroom of his own children, he had been able to force on his sister a situation more easily approved by Bristol society. So for several years – until Margaret married Dr Charles Scott and moved to Elm Lodge – Alexa had lived in the great mansion which the Lorimer family had built a century earlier, and had developed with the three children of the household a relationship almost as close as that of siblings.

Like true brothers and sisters, they had had their likes and dislikes amongst each other. Beatrice, sharp-featured and sharp-mannered, had never accepted the intruder, although they were close in age. Alexa for her part tried to make friends, but was defeated by argument and sarcasm. Beatrice was clever, and took pleasure in leading Alexa’s quick but less logical mind up knotted by-ways before laughing at her for a fool.

Arthur, the youngest of the three, was clever as well, with his father’s quick wits and eye for a profit. He could see how to make money in any situation, and only Alexa’s lack of pocket money when she was younger had prevented her either losing it to him or else, according to Arthur’s mood, seeing it invested in some scheme which would double her fortune. They were friendly enough, but Arthur was too young for a real intimacy.

Alexa’s relationship with Matthew, the eldest of the trio, was of a different kind. It was his overt admiration of her looks which was no doubt responsible for some of Beatrice’s jealousy. Three years Alexa’s senior, he had protected her when she arrived at Brinsley House, fending off Arthur’s boisterousness and Beatrice’s unkind criticisms. Both as a boy and as a young man he was reserved, even silent – kinder, though far less clever, than his quick-thinking brother and sister. Alexa recognized the affection which he never put into words, and was always happy in his company. The prospect now that she would be left to entertain him during his visit while Margaret worked gave her nothing but joy.

When Margaret turned to leave the drawing room, Alexa held her breath. Surely the surprise she had arranged would be noticed at last.

Yesterday the end wall of the room had been empty, but on it today hung a picture in a heavy black frame. It was the portrait of an old man. His thick hair and beard were completely white – although his bushy eyebrows, surprisingly, were as red as Margaret’s hair. There was vigour in the firm features, and his eyes stared sternly out of the canvas, confident and commanding. Alexa found his expression tantalizing, for there was a hint of kindness mixed with the severity. She waited with interest to discover what Margaret would say – an interest which quickly turned to alarm. For when she caught sight of the picture, Margaret seemed to be not so much surprised-as-shocked. She stared at it for a long time before turning slowly back to face Alexa.

‘How did this get here?’

‘I found it in the boxroom with all those old pieces of furniture. I was helping Betty to look for a chair to put in Robert’s bedroom, and there it was, propped against the wall and covered with dust. It seemed a pity to let such a handsome picture become dirty. I thought perhaps you had forgotten it was there, so I asked Parker to hang it this morning, as a surprise for you. Who is he?’

Margaret sat down. She was white-faced, and for a moment it appeared that she did not wish to reply. And yet the answer, when it came, was not one which should have caused any hesitation. ‘That,’ she said, ‘is John Junius Lorimer. My father.’

‘Then why didn’t you hang the picture before? I should have thought –’

‘Because it would have offended Charles to see the portrait here,’ Margaret said.

It was Alexà’s private opinion that husbands should not be allowed to have everything their own way, especially when they happened to be dead. But she realized how tactless it would be to say so. ‘Tell me about him,’ she begged instead. ‘You never talk about your parents. What was your father like?’

‘He was an autocrat,’ said Margaret. ‘Rich and respected. He was chairman of Lorimer’s Bank until it collapsed at the end of his life. He ruled it as though he were God, and his family was given much the same treatment. The portrait gives a good indication of that, I think. But he was generous as well. That may not be so easy to recognize from the painting.’

‘Did you inherit anything from him?’

‘My red hair,’ said Margaret lightly. ‘And I didn’t think much of the inheritance when I was young, I can tell you.’

‘But nothing else? If he was as important as that, surely he left you some kind of legacy. Some money, or some of his things?’

There was a sudden coolness, a barrier between them. If Alexa had not known that her guardian was always completely honest in everything she did and said, she would have suspected that Margaret was about to tell a lie. But that was only the most fleeting of impressions. The answer itself came with a definiteness which could only be sincere.

‘No,’ Margaret told her. ‘I loved my father very much, and he loved me; but he left me no legacy at all.’
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A question asked in innocence takes on an unintended significance in the mind of someone who is reluctant to answer it. Margaret found Alexa’s interest in legacies disturbing, for her thoughts went at once to the black leather case which she had concealed in an unused attic. Had the child been ferreting about in the cupboards under the eaves as well as in the little boxroom? Was she hoping by her enquiry to elicit an official confirmation of something which she had already discovered for herself? But Alexa’s continuing questions suggested that she had accepted the answer at its face value. Margaret had been careful to tell no actual lie. It was perfectly true that she had inherited nothing from her father.

‘Was it because he was angry about your wanting to be a doctor?’ Alexa pressed. ‘Did he divide everything between his sons? Or did he believe in leaving everything to the eldest?’

‘I never dared so much as hint to my father that I wanted to take a medical training,’ Margaret confessed. ‘That came later, after he was dead. No; there was no quarrel. It was just that by the time he died he had nothing to leave. He lost all his fortune in the last months of his life, when the bank crashed. My brother Ralph is just as poor as I am. And if William is rich, it is because he had already taken over the family shipping line before the crash, and he has inherited the Lorimer talent for business. The most enduring legacy in any family is that of character.’

‘How can you say that!’ Alexa demanded. ‘Your two brothers are quite different from each other. And you are different again.’

Margaret recognized that it must seem so to Alexa. For one thing, the physical differences were so pronounced, especially between her two brothers. William had always been small and sharp-featured, and he had inherited his mother’s brown hair. Ralph, on the other hand, tall, broad-shouldered and blond, had been as handsome as a young god before he left England. If he was sallowed and desiccated now, that was the result of years of exposure to a tropical sun. It seemed worth while to explain, though, how in one way they were the same.

‘William and Ralph are both very hard-working,’ she told her ward. ‘Able men, and ambitious too, in their different ways. William has put all his energies into running a business, and he has been wonderfully successful. Being well established before our father died, he was very quick at that time to seize every opportunity to increase his fortune. Ralph was only a schoolboy then, when Lorimer’s Bank collapsed. He saw the crash as a judgement on the family for the years of slave-trading which brought us our wealth. That was why, as soon as he was old enough, he chose to go out to Jamaica as a missionary. But as far as I can tell from his letters and Lydia’s, he seems to have taken charge of a congregation which was debilitated and unemployed and achieved a miracle by turning his parish into a thriving agricultural community. I hardly understand how he has done it, but clearly he must be as good a manager as William. What they each inherited was an insistence on being at the head of their own affairs, and a determination to succeed. My father had both these qualities to a very marked degree.’

‘And you?’ asked Alexa. ‘What about you?’

‘If I seem less successful, you must remember that I started from a lower level of expectation. I was brought up as a rich man’s daughter, with everything provided for me. And might have expected to marry young and simply to move from one gentleman’s care to another. To carry me through a medical training I needed the same will to succeed that I have just been describing in William and Ralph – and I had to face much more opposition than they did. I confess that I have been less ambitious since I qualified, but I still share my brothers’ liking for independence. To manage my own household seems as much of a triumph to me as the running of a plantation is to Ralph, or of a shipping line to William. So you see, we all enjoy a fair inheritance.’

‘I wish I could have shared it,’ said Alexa. There was a touch of envy in her voice. For a moment Margaret hesitated, wondering whether to take this opportunity of telling Alexa something about her own parentage. But it was not a subject to be approached without preparation. The turn of the conversation had taken her by surprise and she had not had time to think what she might want to say and how it would be best to say it. She stood up and looked her father in the eye again.

‘You were right, Alexa, to think that John Junius Lorimer should not be condemned to cobwebs for ever,’ she said. ‘I hope that as you practise you will find him an appreciative audience.’

Even as the door closed behind her, she heard the sound of the piano begin again. It seemed a good moment to dispel any remaining suspicions about Alexa’s explorations. She hurried to the top of the house. The attics there were designed to accommodate a far larger domestic staff than Margaret could afford to maintain, and in one of the unused rooms was concealed the only treasure which Elm Lodge contained. It might have been wiser to entrust it to the strongroom of a bank, but Margaret had good reason to be suspicious of banks, and she had no fear of burglars. All the villagers knew that their doctor often had as much trouble as themselves in finding one penny to rub against another.

Her anxiety proved to be unfounded. The cupboard was securely locked, and when she unfastened it with the key she wore round her neck, the dust lay undisturbed on the old newspapers which she had piled high to conceal the box.

Margaret opened it and stared in silence at the black leather case whose contents had been the cause of so much trouble to the family, and to herself in particular. It was true enough, as the careful framing of her answer had suggested to Alexa, that her father had left no material inheritance to any of his three legitimate children. But it was not the whole truth. In the year before he died, John Junius Lorimer had contrived – by a ruse which fell only a hair’s breadth short of being criminal -to salvage one treasure from the wreck of his fortune. And that treasure was in front of Margaret now.

Conscious of what it had done to her life, she could hardly bring herself to look at it. But how foolish it would be, she told herself, not to check its safety now that she had begun. Reluctantly she unlocked the case, raised the lid, and drew out one by one the three velvet-lined drawers.

For a long time she knelt in front of it without moving, mesmerized by the sparkle of the gems. The centrepiece was a necklace of rubies, with a pendant in the form of a rose; its petals were formed from more rubies, set in silver and framed with tiny diamonds. In the bottom drawer nestled a pair of delicate drop ear-rings which repeated the rose motif on a miniature scale. At the top, even more richly elaborate than the necklace, lay a tiara in which yet another ruby rose was surrounded by trembling leaves of silver and diamonds. These were the objects which alone could be said to constitute the Lorimer legacy; and they had not been bequeathed to Margaret.

Instead, John Junius Lorimer had left them to a baby whom during his lifetime he had not publicly acknowledged as his child. It was his mistress, Luisa Reni, who on her deathbed had handed them to Margaret and asked her to keep them until her little girl, Alexa, should come of age. That was the moment – nine years ago – when Margaret had first learned the name of Alexa’s father.

Alexa herself did not yet know that she was a Lorimer by birth as well as by adoption. When Margaret accepted the responsibility for bringing up her orphaned half-sister, she needed her brother’s help. William offered them both a home at Brinsley House only on the understanding that Alexa should not be told the truth about her birth. He had laid down the condition for the sake of his father’s reputation, and Margaret had accepted it for Alexa’s. She had resolved to tell her ward the truth on the same day that the rubies were handed over – on her twenty-first birthday. Even then the taint of illegitimacy would be hard to accept.

Like the rubies, the portrait of John Junius belonged, unsuspected, to Alexa. Poor Luisa had almost as little money in her purse as Margaret on the terrible day in 1879 when the contents of Brinsley House were auctioned for the benefit of the bank’s creditors, but she had spared what she could to make sure that Alexa would one day see what her father looked like. Fortunately, there was no one else in Bristol at that time who wished to be reminded of John Junius Lorimer, and the portrait had been knocked down to her for only a few shillings.

Thoughtfully Margaret packed up the case and locked it away in the cupboard. As she briskly snapped the lock on the door, she snapped shut her own memory at the same time. What had happened in the past was of little importance to her life today. All that mattered now was that the legacy which John Junius Lorimer had left behind him was safe, and no one but Margaret knew of its existence.
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Even the most unsophisticated girl knows that the simplest way to secure a young man’s company is to pretend an enthusiasm for his hobbies. Alexa had no talent for painting or carving, but she knew them to be Matthew’s passions, so she took care to prepare her watercolour box before he arrived. Carrying a picnic hamper between them, they strolled each morning through the fields until Matthew found a flower or a view of the village church to inspire him. Margaret was fully occupied with an epidemic of measles which was spreading through the village, and asked few questions about how they spent their time.

On the last day of his visit Matthew’s concentration appeared to be disturbed. He had been drawing a foal, making a series of quick sketches as it tossed its head or rolled on its back or trotted up to its mother to feed. Alexa heard the firm strokes of his charcoal faltering, although she pretended not to notice.

‘Do you remember your mother?’ he asked, so unexpectedly that Alexa blinked with surprise.

‘Of course. I was nine when she died.’

‘What was she like?’

‘She was Italian. Dark-haired; not like me. Until she became ill, she was very beautiful. She had a lovely singing voice, and played the piano well. She was a teacher of music, you know; very patient. When I was small, she had to take me with her to the lessons, and I can remember all the things she used to say, over and over again. It’s been a great help to me: I can give lessons to myself.’

‘How was it that Aunt Margaret came to adopt you, then?’

‘She came – as a doctor – to visit my mother, who was dying by then of consumption and starvation. But they had known each other earlier, as teacher and pupil. After my mother died, there was no one in the world on whom I had any claim. I was very fortunate to escape the workhouse. Why do you ask all this?’

Matthew was slow to answer. He had sounded awkward even when he asked the question, and now he was obviously embarrassed; but Alexa waited until he spoke.

‘When you first came to live at Brinsley House, we were told that you had been adopted,’ he said. ‘But you look – I just wanted to be sure – I only wondered whether Aunt Margaret could possibly be your mother.’

His face was scarlet as he stared down at his sketching pad. Alexa gave an incredulous gasp.

‘What an extraordinary idea! Why, she wasn’t even married when I was born.’

‘I know.’ Matthew’s voice was apologetic. ‘I shouldn’t have suggested it. You won’t tell Aunt Margaret I asked, will you?’

‘Certainly not. She would be very shocked. Why –?’

But Alexa had no need to finish the question. Without asking, she understood why he had needed to know. For six years they had studied and played together as though they were brother and sister. Matthew had known that she was not really his sister. What he was checking was the possibility that she might be his cousin.

Alexa could move one further step into his mind. Only the previous evening, after dinner, Margaret had been talking about a death caused by the measles epidemic: that of a feeble-minded child. Alexa, who had often noticed the boy’s shambling walk and idiotic grin, asked how such things were caused.

‘There are a good many possible reasons,’ Margaret had said. ‘But the one that I blame, and the most easily prevented, is the habit of marrying within a very small community such as a village. The parents of this boy were first cousins. It means that the child had fewer grandparents than is usual. If there is any weak strain in the family already, the chance of inheriting it is greatly increased. Although it is not forbidden for cousins to marry, I would always advise against it, if I were asked. But then, young people nowadays never ask for advice until they have quite decided not to take it.’

Matthew and Alexa laughed together then, and Alexa had thought no more of it. If Matthew, taking the theoretical advice seriously, felt it necessary to check that it could have no practical application to himself, there could only be one explanation. For a second time she felt her breath snatched from her; this time by wonder. She looked across at Matthew, who sat with his head still bowed, and was almost overcome by a wish to run her fingers through his thick fair hair. He raised his head slowly to gaze at her. Alexa jumped to her feet and turned away – not because she wished to discourage him, but because she was overwhelmed by a kind of excitement she had never felt before, and needed time to steady her feelings.

‘I would like to paint you,’ said Matthew, with almost as much abruptness as he had used for his earlier question.

‘Then why don’t you?’ Alexa pirouetted round him, her white skirts swirling and the green ribbons on her hat flying. An onlooker might have thought she was flirting, for her extravagant dips and dances contrasted strongly with Matthew’s unmoving solemnity: but the gaiety which she acted was only the veneer on a sincere delight. She came to a halt in a Gainsborough pose, one arm lifted to her filmy white hat. ‘I shall be a better model than a painter. When will you start?’

‘I’m not skilled enough to catch a likeness in water-colour,’ Matthew said. ‘I would need to use oil paints, and I didn’t bring them with me. If Aunt Margaret agrees, will you come to stay at Brinsley House?’

‘It would be necessary for your mother to invite me.’

‘I shall ask her to do so as soon as I arrive home. If she writes tonight you will have the invitation almost before you have completed your packing. Will you come?’

‘Can you doubt it?’ Alexa gave another pirouette of pleasure. The mare and foal, disturbed by the movement, whinnied and cantered away to the far side of the field. Matthew seemed not to care that his subject had vanished. He too stood up and held out his hand towards Alexa.

His shyness might prevent him from speaking, but there was no need for words. As she allowed him to take her hand, Alexa knew that their old relationship had come to an end. At the beginning of his visit she had welcomed him as though he were a favourite brother: when he left that evening, she said goodbye to the young man she loved.

Always before she had confided in Margaret, but this was her secret, to be kept from all the world. She made the excuse to herself that there was nothing to tell. A touch of the hand – what significance had such a small gesture? Only when Matthew put his feelings into words could she be sure of his love, and admit her own.

The invitation arrived as speedily as she could have hoped. With her usual lack of grace Sophie made it clear from the wording that she was writing at Matthew’s request rather than from her own choice, but this merely increased Alexa’s pleasure. She held her breath as she waited for her guardian’s decision.

‘The invitation comes at a good time,’ Margaret commented, passing it across. ‘I’m too busy with the complications of the measles to be good company, and I shall be glad for you to be well away from the contagion. Would you like to go?’

‘Yes, please.’ Alexa ran from the breakfast table to her own room and began to lay out all her clothes. She was mending and packing them with the help of Betty, their housekeeper, when Margaret came into the room to say what travelling arrangements she suggested.

‘Good heavens, child! You’re not being invited to take up residence in Brinsley House for ever!’

‘I need to take so much because none of my clothes are suitable at all for such a visit,’ Alexa declared with a touch of sulkiness. Her excitement at the prospect of a return to Bristol had been dampened as she tried to imagine the various kinds of entertainment which might be offered her, and in each case realized that she had nothing suitable to wear. ‘It’s time that I ceased to dress like a schoolgirl. You don’t seem to realize that I am eighteen now. You tell me that Beatrice is out: well, I am older than Beatrice.’

She was sorry for her snappiness as soon as she had spoken, for she could tell that she had hurt her guardian’s feelings. It was a long time since Margaret had needed to dress fashionably, but her silence now suggested that she sympathized with Alexa’s outburst.

‘You are quite right,’ she said quietly. ‘I have been remiss, not noticing how time has passed. When you come back from Bristol, we must have a discussion about your future. And for now – well, Betty will show you how to put your hair up for the evening. And I will send some money with you to Sophie and ask her to help you choose a gown in which you may keep Beatrice company if she asks you to. In fact, you will need two: one for day and one for evening.’

Knowing how short money was in the household, Alexa was immediately remorseful and would have refused it. But Margaret insisted firmly that the new wardrobe was necessary, and Alexa’s anxiety to show herself off as smart in front of Matthew overcame her scruples. She was happy again, and as affectionate as always, when a day later she kissed Margaret and little Robert goodbye. She could not have guessed then how much would happen before she saw them again.
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Ambition feeds on discontent. In her quiet country home Alexa had often felt the desire to go out into the world and make a name for herself. With Margaret’s hardworking example at hand, she was less easily persuaded than most girls of respectable family that a young woman should do no more than wait at home until someone came to offer her marriage. At the same time, she would have liked to make some financial contribution to the running of the household. So firmly had Margaret discouraged her wish to go on the stage that for a long time she had not dared to mention it. But if her future were to be discussed when she returned from Bristol, perhaps she could raise the question just once more. In her heart she suspected that it would be no use, but nevertheless she passed the time of the railway journey in planning what she would say.

Then, as the train steamed into Temple Meads, she saw Matthew waiting and realized that she wanted nothing more than to spend her life with him. Her day-dreams of applauding crowds, of flowers strewn at her feet, of jewels and admirers – all these disappeared in the few seconds which it took him to catch sight of her. He was so grave, so handsome, so kind; and he loved her, she was sure of that. He had not told her so yet, but surely before she left Bristol he would speak – and then she would never think again of theatres and applause.

Matthew also had ambitions, rooted as firmly as her own in dissatisfaction with the life which his parents had forced on him. He had never revealed them to her before, but they emerged gradually in the course of her sittings for the portrait.

He had made a studio for himself in the tower room. Alexa looked round curiously as on her first evening Matthew led the way into it, to show her where he had set up the easel and to choose her pose, ready for a start the next day. During all her years at Brinsley House the tower had been locked and unused. It was not safe for children, Sophie had said if ever she was asked about it.

‘It was my grandfather’s favourite room,’ Matthew told Alexa as they stood together at one of the windows, looking down-river at the breathtaking view of the Clifton Gorge and the suspension bridge which seemed to float above it. ‘In his day, most of the Lorimer Line ships were still under sail. He used to stand here and watch as they came up the river to the Bristol Docks.’

‘Do you remember your Lorimer grandparents?’ Alexa asked, recalling the portrait of John Junius which was now hanging in the drawing room of Elm Lodge, and her own fancies about him.

‘My grandmother not at all. She was ill most of the time, and found small children too noisy. But I can just remember my grandfather: a very big man. I didn’t like him kissing me, because the hair on his face tickled. But he was fond of me, I think. I can recall being jogged on his knee. And although I was only six when he died, I can remember having the odd feeling that other people were frightened of him, but that I wasn’t.’

‘I’ve heard that he was very autocratic,’ said Alexa.

‘Well, perhaps he had the right to be. He was very rich, and important at least in the society of his own city. As well as being chairman of a bank, Lorimer’s Bank, he owned and managed the Lorimer Line for most of his life, as my father does now – in fact, he gave the company to my father as a twenty-first birthday present. I find it curious that nobody in Bristol ever speaks of him. Even my parents never talk about him. But sometimes I think, from the little I’ve heard, that Arthur and I have each inherited a separate part of his character. Arthur will be a successful man of business, just as my grandfather was. He will build up the Lorimer Line and expand it and find new companies to join to it, and make a great fortune for himself. It’s curious how one can tell these things in advance. He’s not yet seventeen, yet his ability is already clear.’

‘But you are the elder son,’ Alexa protested. ‘You are the one who will inherit the Lorimer Line.’

‘Not if my father has any sense,’ laughed Matthew. ‘Already he can see how much I hate the work. I lack the talent as well as the taste for it. My father moves me round his office and his ships, so that I spend a few months at each task. At the end I am expected to put all my experience together to provide a complete understanding of the running of a shipping line. But I am inefficient in every matter of business which is set before me. Whenever I attempt to command a column of figures I find myself faced with a mutiny. Last week I accepted twice as much cargo for New York as the ship I was filling could carry.’

Alexa smiled sympathetically. ‘What have you inherited from your grandfather, then, if not his business ability?’ she asked.

‘I would like to be an artist,’ said Matthew. ‘But that’s easier to say than to do. I know I have talent, but talent is not enough by itself. I should need to be trained, and at the end of the training I should find myself in the most precarious of professions – and perhaps still lacking in the ability or the luck to succeed in it. I feel that it’s a crime to waste my one talent – yet it would be wicked to hurt my parents by disregarding their wishes.’

‘I know exactly how you feel!’ exclaimed Alexa. She had not intended to say anything to Matthew about her ambition to sing in public, but the similarity of their situations prompted her to be indiscreet.

‘There is a difference between us, all the same,’ he commented when he heard her wistful day-dreams. ‘A young man trying to earn a living as a painter can suffer nothing worse than starvation. But a young woman who goes on the stage –’

It was out of respect for her innocence, Alexa supposed, that he did not finish the sentence. But she knew what he was thinking. The argument was one which she had heard too often from Margaret, and it still had the power to annoy her.

‘That depends, surely, on the young woman,’ she expostulated. ‘There is nothing immoral in itself in appearing before an audience.’

‘Perhaps not,’ he said doubtfully. ‘But you must admit that the temptations facing an actress or a singer are very great indeed. A young woman living quietly at home with her mother or guardian is automatically protected against unpleasant advances of any kind. But when the same young woman displays herself on the stage, she seems almost to be inviting such advances, and she must repel them for herself. It is not to be wondered at if she fails, because she is expected to fail.’

Just in time, Alexa remembered that this was a subject on which she no longer wanted to argue. She changed the subject back to an earlier part of their conversation. ‘You were saying that you had inherited some of your grandfather’s characteristics,’ she reminded him. ‘He was not an artist, was he?’

‘No. Doubtless painting was thought as unsuitable a pastime for a gentleman in his time as it is now. But he was a patron of artists. And he bought carvings and Eastern paintings, the best he could find. He had a love of beautiful things. That is what I have inherited. I love beautiful things too.’ He turned away from the window to look at her. ‘And you are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen, Alexa.’

His kiss was gentle, but she could feel the violence of his heartbeat as he held her close. They did not speak again until it was time for them to go in for dinner.

The next two weeks passed in a haze of happiness for Alexa. She did her best to control her hopes. If Matthew was serious in wanting to become an artist, many years were likely to pass before he would be able to support a wife. And yet, although she was inexperienced in the ways of the world, she knew that by kissing her Matthew had declared his love and made a commitment – and she, accepting the kiss, had accepted that she too was committed. If they concealed the state of affairs from the household, it was in order that they might continue to enjoy the unusual freedom which was a consequence of their equally unusual closeness of upbringing. Matthew hurried home from the shipping office as early as he could each evening and worked on her portrait until the light faded. He kissed her only at the end of each sitting, as they prepared to return to the company of the family, but the anticipation of this moment excited Alexa all the time she was posing, and the memory of it carried her through the following day. She tried to hide her feelings, but Sophie must have sensed them, for on the second Saturday, when Matthew was free in the afternoon as well as the evening, the sitting was interrupted by the opening of the tower room door. Beatrice came in, bad-tempered, and sat down on a chair. They waited for her to speak.

‘Oh, I bring no message for you,’ she said. ‘Mama has sent me to find Alexa and keep her company.’

‘Then you need not trouble yourself, because I am already making sure that she is not lonely,’ Matthew said.

Beatrice gave the sharp laugh that was characteristic of her. ‘I think that is precisely what Mama had in mind,’ she said. Her voice rose to a shriller pitch as she quoted. ‘“While Alexa is our guest, we must not allow her reputation to suffer from any failure on our part to chaperone her adequately.” So I hope, dear brother, that you can catch a likeness quickly.’

She made herself comfortable with a book. Matthew worked in silence for a little, but his sister’s presence made the atmosphere heavy, and Alexa was not surprised when he flung down his brushes and complained that the light was not good enough. Beatrice smirked with triumph as she followed them out.

Alexa did not allow herself to be despondent for long. On Monday Beatrice was due to attend an evening party, to which Sophie would take her. It had been made very clear that although Alexa was welcome to go with Sophie on her rounds of morning calls, the company of a young girl who was so very much more beautiful than poor Beatrice was not to be tolerated on any social occasion at which potential husbands might be present. It was possible that a maid might be sent along to the tower room to act as chaperone; but maids could be bribed.

On Monday, therefore, Alexa made her way there as usual. The time of Matthew’s return from work came and passed, but his footsteps were not to be heard running eagerly up the steps. At first Alexa fretted; then she became annoyed; and, at last, anxious. She went back into the main house, arriving in the central hall just as Sophie and Beatrice were leaving for the party. Perhaps they had spitefully forced Matthew to accompany them. While pretending to wave them a cheerful goodbye, she managed to take a good look inside the carriage. He was not there.

Disconsolate, she wandered through the house, looking into each room in turn, but without success. The library door was open. Had she known that William Lorimer was inside she would not have disturbed him, but she had stepped through the doorway before she was able to see him standing beside the fireplace. He was reading a letter, and something in the intensity of his stillness told her at once that she would find the answer to her questions here.
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Any efficient businessman is accustomed to calculate precisely the effects of his actions. If William Lorimer allowed himself to be observed by Alexa as he tore the letter he was holding into tiny pieces, across and across, it was because he saw the need to harness his anger to a positive policy.

That was not to say that there was anything feigned about his fury. But in fact an hour had passed since two letters from Matthew had been delivered by messenger. One was addressed to William himself; the other to Alexa. From his own brief message William learned that his elder son proposed to travel to Paris and study painting with the intention of earning a living as an artist. As soon as he had taken that in, he had felt no hesitation at all in opening the letter addressed to Alexa.

Its tone was sentimental. Matthew stated brutally enough to her – as to his father – that the thought of a lifetime spent in the offices of the Lorimer Line appalled him. It might prove that his artistic talent would not be strong enough to support him, but if he were to abandon his ambitions without ever putting them to the test, he believed that he would be discontented for the rest of his life. He begged Alexa to forgive him for going. In particular, he beseeched her to understand his cowardice in not telling her of his decision in person: he had known in advance that if he were to see tears in her beautiful eyes he would never have the strength to leave.

But his desertion was not to make her think that he did not love her. On the contrary – what he had to say on the contrary had caused William’s head to shake in amazement at the indiscretion of young men. If she could forgive the abruptness of his departure, Matthew begged Alexa to write to him, to consider herself as truly bound to him as he was to her. And in return he promised that at the end of three years, when she was twenty-one, if he had not succeeded in establishing himself securely enough to support a wife, he would return to Bristol and ask his father to take him back again into the family business in order that they might marry. In the meantime, he hoped that Alexa might use the interim to test her own ambitions as he proposed to test his. And she was never to forget that he adored her.

There were more endearments and protestations of a similarly romantic nature. But none of these were of any significance compared with the shock of learning that Matthew had fallen in love with Alexa.

William, so meticulous in his eye for business details, gave less attention to the relationships within his family. He had thought of Alexa as being a child, because it was as a child that she had shared his own children’s schoolroom and she was still young when she left Brinsley House to live with Margaret at Elm Lodge. He knew that she and Matthew had always been friendly. Neither Matthew’s visit to Elm Lodge this summer nor his return invitation to Alexa had seemed of any significance. How Margaret could have been so blind to what was happening was a question which he would have the right to ask. She knew, as William did, that any marriage between the two was out of the question – not because of any prejudice on his own part, but as a matter of law. But Matthew and Alexa were not aware that this was the case. Neither of them had ever been allowed to learn that Alexa was in fact Matthew’s aunt.

So although William was angry with Matthew, and scornful of his foolishness in rejecting opportunities which most young men would have welcomed, there was no element of spite in his immediate decision that the two young people ought not to meet again. It was in their own best interests that this should be the case. But to explain the legal situation to each of them could only cause bitterness against the adults who had kept their true relationship secret for so long. It had been William who ordained that Alexa should not be publicly acknowledged as the daughter of John Junius Lorimer. Now he recognized that he must accept some responsibility for the consequences of that instruction.

With all this clear in his mind, the decision that Alexa should not be allowed to read the letter which Matthew had sent her followed almost inevitably. She would of course be hurt by the discovery that the man she loved had run away. To give Matthew back to her, in a sense, and then immediately explain why she could not be allowed to keep him, would be cruel. How very much kinder it would be to let a single outburst of tears and unhappiness bring the whole sad affair to an end.

It was part of the necessary charade that he should seem to be still in the first shock of learning what had happened when Alexa appeared in the doorway of the library. He looked up as though he had only just noticed her.

‘It’s too bad!’ he exclaimed. ‘Have young people no gratitude nowadays? No respect for their parents? No sense of duty?’ He made an apologetic gesture with his hands. ‘I’m sorry, Alexa. My anger isn’t with you. It’s Matthew who has behaved unpardonably.’

‘What has he done?’ Alexa’s eyes widened in apprehension.

‘He’s gone, that’s what he’s done. Left home. To be an artist, he says. Of all the ridiculous ideas! As though he could hope to support himself in such a way! And to sneak away so secretly! You’ve seen a good deal of him in the past two weeks, Alexa. Did he mention any plan of the kind to you?’

If he had needed an answer, he could have found it in the pallor of Alexa’s face.

‘No, I can see he gave no more warning to you than to me. Come and sit down, my dear.’ He helped her to the leather arm-chair beside the fireplace.

‘He spoke of his wish to paint,’ Alexa whispered. ‘But only in general terms. There was no suggestion that he intended to take any action. And I thought – I thought -’ She was silenced by the need to control her tears.

‘He talked to me in the same way,’ William said, truthfully. ‘Several times, in fact – on the last occasion only a few days ago. I tried to point out how fortunate he was to look forward to a share in the family business and to have secure employment now. It’s all very well starving in a garret by yourself, I told him. But one day you’ll want to get married. Wives cost money. They like to buy clothes, to eat something more than air. You’ll want your own home. You’ll want to have children. You’ll be glad then that you’ve got the Lorimer Line behind you. Of course, what he really wanted was for me to give him money: a private income. But a business like mine grows by using its resources to expand, not frittering them away on hangers-on. It wasn’t the first time I’d said that sort of thing to him. But it was the first time that he gave the impression of seeing the sense of it. I thought he’d got over all these fanciful ideas. And now, suddenly –’ He gave a snort of indignation that was genuine enough.

‘Where has he gone?’ Alexa asked.

‘How should I know?’ It was the first direct lie William had told, but it did not disturb his conscience. Once he had decided what course of action would be for the best, it must be pursued single-mindedly. Because Matthew’s letter had not only mentioned Paris but had given a poste restante address there to which he hoped Alexa would write, William did his best to turn her thoughts as far away from that city as possible. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t make for New York. He knows I’d come and haul him back if he stayed in England. And I’ve no doubt he was able to fool one of my captains into thinking that he had authority to take a passage. Though what’s New York likely to teach him? Tell me that.’ He gave another angry sigh. ‘I must calm myself down,’ he said. ‘Think about it later. Will you sing something for me, my dear? I remember from your earlier years what a sweet voice you have.’

He offered his arm, helping her from the chair and leading her towards the piano in the large drawing room. The support was needed, for she seemed almost unable to move.

‘Did Matthew send any message to me in his letter?’ she asked.

‘“Tell Alexa I’m sorry,” he wrote. Sorry for what, he didn’t say. Had you two had a quarrel? Is that why he’s gone?’

‘No,’ said Alexa. She was still near to tears. ‘We never quarrelled.’

‘Then I suppose we must explain it by a warped feeling of ambition. I must confess, I thought the boy was too easy-going to act as decisively as this. In fact, though I think he’s a fool to turn his back on a good position in society and the sort of prosperous future that most young men would give their eyes for, I suppose he’s showing more initiative by leaving than ever he did while he muddled up my figures for me in the office. He’ll be back in a year or two, I don’t doubt, with his tail between his legs. I lost my temper because he ought to have asked my permission. But when I think of it, he did ask from time to time, and a dusty answer I always gave him.’

It was true, but it was not enough to excuse Matthew’s unfilial behaviour. His need for distraction, as he again pressed an unwilling Alexa to sing, was a genuine one, and he forced himself to concentrate with greater attention than he was normally prepared to devote to any kind of musical entertainment.

She began unsteadily, suggesting that the struggle not to weep was robbing her of breath. But almost at once a curious change took place. It was as though, subjecting her emotions to the music, she was unable to give less than her best to any listener. A firmness crept first of all into her fingers, as she accompanied herself on the piano, and then into her voice. William was startled into an unexpected admiration. He took a step back in order that he could watch her as he listened, and set his mind to consider the possibilities.

She had been beautiful as a child and she was beautiful now as a young woman. William wasted little of his time in observing the attractions of the opposite sex, but he could recognize beauty when he saw it. And her voice had a quality quite different from that of the young ladies whose after-dinner warblings he was from time to time forced to endure. It even seemed to him that Alexa was singing better than many of the professional performers who appeared in the city’s subscription concerts.

The fact that he had never liked her made it easier for William to be dispassionate. Her very existence was a reminder of a side of his father’s character that would have been better forgotten. But whatever his personal feelings might be, he had already accepted his duty to treat her as a member of the family, and now he discerned another responsibility. She was unhappy. She herself might believe that her unhappiness was caused only by Matthew’s behaviour. William knew better. He was not a man to make sentimental gestures, but he had always recognized obligations.

‘Thank you,’ he said when she had finished. ‘Alexa, my dear, I must congratulate you. Your voice has matured out of all recognition. You have a most remarkable gift.’

‘I wish I might have the chance to use it,’ said Alexa, miserably.

‘What are your ambitions?’

‘My true ambition would be to become a prima donna assoluta. But even the humblest role in the world of opera would satisfy me.’

‘And what are you doing about it?’

‘What can I do, Mr Lorimer? I have no money, no influential connections. My guardian doesn’t approve of my ambitions, so how can I expect her to help me? I can practise – I do practise: but although I improve my voice, no one will ever hear it.’

‘Is this a true ambition, Alexa, or merely the sort of dream in which all young girls, I imagine, indulge from time to time? If I were to offer you help, would you accept it?’

‘What kind of help do you mean, Mr Lorimer?’

‘I have an acquaintance in London,’ he said. ‘He is a gentleman, not a musician, but is nevertheless very much involved in the musical life of the city. He sees himself as a patron. If he felt, as I do, that your voice would repay proper training, he might arrange this for you, and even undertake your support while the training lasted.’

‘Why should he do such a thing for a stranger?’ asked Alexa.

‘He would do it only if he thought your reputation in the end would reflect credit on his judgement. And he would do it not exactly for a stranger, but for me. A good deal in the business world depends on goodwill. He owes me a favour, which he could repay in this way without much trouble to himself – and then he would be in a position to hope for another favour from me later on.’

‘You’re very kind to make such an offer, Mr Lorimer,’ said Alexa, her eyes revealing a mixture of hope and apprehension. No doubt, after so many years of dreaming, it was difficult for her to grasp the possibility that her dreams might actually come true.

‘I feel sorry for you,’ said William. There had been no spite in his decision to keep Matthew’s letter from Alexa, but perhaps at this moment he was influenced by memories of old disputes with Margaret, of his resentment at her repeated refusals to live as a woman without a husband should, quietly in her brother’s household. He was careful, however, to appear loyal to her as he justified his offer.

‘I yield to no one in my admiration of my sister,’ he said. ‘Not once but twice she has been the victim of misfortune through no fault of her own, and each time she has overcome her difficulties magnificently. Her first suitor deserted her as soon as he discovered that she was no longer in a position to bring him a fortune. And when at last she found another love and married, her husband was killed within a few months of their wedding day. Most other women who found themselves widowed so soon after marriage, and in the middle of a first pregnancy, would simply have gone into a decline; but not my sister. Her present life is satisfying for herself, for Robert, for her patients. But I’m not wrong, am I, in thinking that it offers little to you? Your guardian can perhaps not be expected to realize herself how narrowly she confines you. It’s easier for an outsider like myself to see that the time has come when you should begin to live your own life.’

‘But I ought not to make such a decision without consulting her,’ said Alexa.

‘Of course not. But on the other hand, to discuss what at this moment is only a vague proposal can be of little value either to her or to you. She cannot be expected to approve an arrangement of which no details are available; and you can hardly hope to convince her of its value until you too know what is offered.’ He thought for a moment. ‘My acquaintance, Mr Glanville, will need to meet you before he can be expected to offer his support. He will want to hear you sing. And if he approves, you will have to have a second audition in front of a teacher. The best kind of coaching would come from someone who accepts a pupil not so much for the fees as for the pleasure of developing a talent. But that could all be arranged within a short period. At the end of twenty-four hours in London you would either have met with a polite refusal – in which case my sister would not need to make any decision – or you would have a firm offer of training which you could discuss with her in detail. In that case you could travel straight from London to Elm Lodge if you wished.’

‘Yes,’ said Alexa. ‘I ought to do that.’

‘I could telephone to Mr Glanville from my office tomorrow,’ he told her. ‘There is a need for haste in the matter, because I know he is shortly to travel to Scotland for some shooting. Would you like me to undertake that?’

That she still hesitated was to her credit, he supposed; or perhaps it merely meant that she was young and unsure of herself. As a businessman he knew that arrangements such as the one he had offered ought to be clinched at once. But Alexa was accustomed to accepting Margaret’s advice and probably now feared her disapproval. William allowed time for Alexa to consider that if she said No she would be rejecting the best hope of achieving her ambition that she was ever likely to enjoy, in a manner which must be final: while if she said Yes, she committed herself only to an audition. The possibility of a subsequent training was one which her guardian would still have time to forbid.

William knew what Alexa would decide. The dashing of her hopes of marriage must inevitably throw her back on her own talents and ambitions, for the unexpected disappearance of the young man she loved would make it intolerable for her to return to a quiet country life, with nothing to which she could look forward. If the girl had any courage or character at all – and, whether he admitted it openly or not, she was a Lorimer – she was bound to accept the challenge.

He waited, and saw the lost, unhappy look with which she had greeted the news of Matthew’s flight gradually replaced by a determination which showed in her eyes and the firmness of her lips. She looked up at him trustingly.

‘Thank you very much, Mr Lorimer,’ she said.
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An unsophisticated girl who has spent all her life in the same sheltered surroundings is apt to be either apprehensive or intolerant when she first ventures outside them. This was not, however, Alexa’s situation. As a small child she had moved rapidly from one set of lodgings to another, each less comfortable than the one before, and had learned to adapt herself quickly to her surroundings. Then, when her fortunes were at their lowest, she had been rescued by Margaret and taken to Brinsley House. Here she was expected to behave in accordance with rules she had never learned and to fit into a domestic hierarchy which seemed at first to have no place for her. A dull child might have succumbed to bewilderment but, because Alexa was observant and imitative, she adapted herself as quickly as before. For this reason she felt no kind of social anxiety as she stood on the pavement of Park Lane and looked up at the imposing façade of Glanville House. There would be more servants here than at Brinsley House – and because their employer was a nobleman, they would be haughtier – but she was not frightened of them.

William Lorimer had explained the position to her before she left Bristol. The head of the family, Lord Glanville, lived in his London home only when Parliament was sitting, spending the rest of the year either abroad or at Blaize, his country house. He was unlikely to be in residence when Alexa arrived. If by chance he was there, he would formally be her host. But the gentleman who had promised to receive Alexa was his younger brother, the Honourable Duncan Glanville.

She rang the bell and was reassured to find herself expected. As soon as she gave her name the butler summoned a footman to show her to a bedroom and carry up her luggage. Although her host did not put in an appearance to welcome her, the way in which her arrival was taken for granted was a relief. As the train chugged eastward that afternoon Alexa had felt a good many qualms of fear. She had no cause to distrust her guardian’s brother: yet the kindness of his offer seemed so much out of character that she continually searched her mind to discover some way in which he might be deceiving her. But she could not think of any reason why he should be unkind, any more than she understood why he had chosen to help her.

She had concluded in the end that he was trying to make up for his elder son’s behaviour. Alexa had found it difficult to hide the fact that she was in love with Matthew. Perhaps his father had noticed it and, angry on her account as well as his own, resolved to make what amends he could. At least it seemed that her worst fear had not been realized – that she would arrive in London without a penny in her pocket to find that no one was prepared to receive her.

When she was ready she went downstairs, as the butler had instructed her. She was wearing the new day dress that Sophie had bought her at Margaret’s request, and her long hair was coiled on top of her head. She hoped that the dignity it gave her would conceal her nervousness. It came as a second reassurance to hear, as she walked slowly down the curved staircase into the hall, that someone was playing the piano extremely well. It might mean that the Honourable Duncan Glanville was an accomplished amateur musician, or else that he already had a protégé: in either case it confirmed the description of him as a patron of the arts.

It was easy to choose between her guesses. The fashionable clothes and arrogant expression of the pianist marked him out at once as a rich man. He glanced at Alexa as she appeared in the doorway of the drawing room, but did not interrupt his playing, merely nodding his head to indicate that she should take a chair.

As Alexa sat down, she saw that he already had an audience. A woman of about forty was lying on a chaise longue, her legs covered with a rug, although the afternoon was warm. She showed her weakness in the way she raised her fan as a gesture of applause as the piece came to an end.

The pianist stood up and bowed formally over Alexa’s hand without troubling to introduce himself.

‘Fanny,’ he said to the woman on the chaise longue. ‘May I present Miss Alexa Lorimer to you? Miss Lorimer, Lady Glanville.’

Lady Glanville smiled as she acknowledged the introduction. Her expression was kind, but Alexa could tell from her eyes that she was in pain.

Alexa turned back towards her host and found that he was looking her up and down in a way that no one had ever done before.

Too thin!’ he said, and she flushed with shame and embarrassment.

‘Really, Duncan!’ protested Lady Glanville. ‘What a way to greet the child! She has a most elegant figure.’

‘For a lady of fashion, perhaps. But if her ambitions lie in the world of opera, she will have to put on some fat.’

‘You are too coarse!’ This time Lady Glanville spoke more sharply. Her brother-in-law bowed in acknowledgement of the rebuke but made no alteration in the haughty tone of his voice.

‘We will ask her to provide the finale to your little concert, my dear Fanny,’ he said. He turned back to Alexa. ‘I made it clear to Mr Lorimer that any help I was prepared to give you was contingent on an audition. I can hardly be expected to waste time and money on some young lady who is only fit to squawk to her mother’s friends after dinner. Did he warn you of that?’

Alexa nodded her head: her throat was dry with nervousness.

‘When I put the condition to Mr Lorimer, he merely laughed and commented that in such a case we might consider it settled,’ said Mr Glanville. ‘I take it that he admires your ability. Well, we will find out at once if he is right. If I give you time to prepare yourself you will become more nervous, not less. And you will find my sister-in-law the perfect audience. She could not speak a critical word to anyone to save her life. What will you sing?’

‘“Che faro senza Euridice”,’ answered Alexa. She had sung it to William on the previous evening, with tears in her voice for her own lost love. Now she would use it again to mark her entry into a new life.

‘Do you speak Italian?’ It seemed that her choice, and the accent in which she announced it, had made a good impression.

‘Yes, sir,’ answered Alexa. ‘My mother was Italian.’

This answer too earned a nod of approval, and her confidence began to return. She had expected to accompany herself, but Mr Glanville sat down again at the piano and without needing a score began at once to play the introduction to Orpheus’s lament. Alexa sang as well as she could, and was disappointed by the silence with which her performance was received.

‘What makes you think you’re a contralto, Miss Lorimer?’ he demanded, turning on the piano stool to face her. His voice was so aggressive that Alexa’s heart sank. She was not good enough, then. It did not occur to her that the question was anything but sarcastic. The natural range of her voice was a wide one, and she had taught herself contralto arias mainly because her mother had been a contralto and had left her a box of music, too shabby to pawn or sell. Because the register had given her no trouble, Alexa had always taken it for granted that she was a contralto as well.

Lady Glanville must have noticed the dismay on her face, for she gave a sweet smile. ‘I thought the child sang beautifully, Duncan,’ she said.

‘Oh yes, yes. A pretty enough voice. But mezzo at the very lowest; and a full dramatic soprano if she holds her head up. Here, try again. We can take a few liberties with Gluck.’ He turned back to the piano and played a series of chords to show that he was transposing the aria upwards. Then he nodded at her to sing it once more.

It was extraordinary what a difference the small change made. Instead of cradling her voice inside her chest, Alexa found that she had to stand up straighter, pull her shoulders back, project her voice outwards and upwards. She had no difficulty in reaching the higher notes, and now the sound was not merely adequate but glorious. Long before she came to the end she knew that she must have justified William’s request on her behalf. As the last note died away she found herself gasping, with excitement rather than breathlessness. Her eyes were bright and expectant – but once again her patron was slow to comment. This time it was because his attention had been distracted.

Alexa turned to follow his gaze. A very tall man, his hair already streaked with silver, was standing in the doorway. Without being told, she felt sure that he must be Lord Glanville. He had the same immaculate appearance and aristocratic expression as the Honourable Duncan Glanville, but without the younger man’s trace of cruelty. He too was staring at her, but in a quite different manner from his brother’s earlier scrutiny. It was as though he could hardly believe what he had heard. As soon as he saw that he had been noticed, however, he nodded politely to Alexa but turned to speak to his wife.

‘Fanny, my dear, are your boxes ready to be carried down?’

‘All but the valise which is to travel in the carriage. I will see to that now.’

Lord Glanville bent over the chaise longue to help his wife to her feet. Alexa, seeing the difficulty with which Lady Glanville moved, hurried to assist on the other side but then hesitated, wondering whether she was being presumptuous. Lady Glanville gave the same sweet smile with which she had encouraged Alexa before, and accepted the support of her arm as well as Lord Glan-ville’s. She walked with difficulty towards the foot of the stairs, where two servants were waiting with an invalid chair to carry her up.

‘Thank you, my dear,’ she said. ‘If this is to be the first step in a great career, I feel privileged to have been present at it. I wish you every success.’

There was an immediate feeling of rapport – almost affection – between the two women. Alexa was warmed by it as she returned to the piano and her sympathy must have been obvious, for Mr Glanville showed no impatience at the interruption.

‘My sister-in-law suffers from a muscular disease,’ he said. ‘She is in constant pain, which she can relieve only in hot baths and poultices. My brother leaves with her tomorrow for Baden-Baden, so that she may take the cure again. Now then, let us continue. Mr Lorimer was not deceived. You have a good voice. I would like to explore its range.’

By now Alexa’s confidence had returned. She had been so painstaking in her exercises over the years that she found no difficulty in singing the scale from each chord he played. When he stood up during the last of them and put his hand lightly round the front of her throat she was disconcerted – but continued to sing in order that he might feel the movement of her larynx, if that was what he wanted.

His next move was very much more disturbing. He asked her to sing a series of notes, starting softly and making a gradual crescendo, prolonging each note for as long as her breath allowed. As she did so he came to stand behind her, very much closer than Alexa liked, and put his arms round her waist, pressing the palms of both hands against her diaphragm.

She did her best to conceal her uneasiness. He was testing her breath control. It was a legitimate touch for a music teacher. She had seen her own mother do it to the little girls she taught, helping to show them how they should breathe. But her mother was not a man; and this man was not a music teacher.

He had the right to know whether she deserved his interest, she told herself. It need never happen again. And although he was not a teacher, he had conducted the audition in a reassuringly professional way. Alexa sustained each note as he had instructed, and tried not to notice that his thumbs were touching her breasts.

At last the ordeal was over. For a second time he looked her up and down. ‘I think something could be made of you,’ he said. ‘I hope you’re not stupid enough to think that you can walk straight into an opera company. The training for a singer is long.’

‘How long, sir?’ asked Alexa.

‘The best singers take six years.’ He showed his amusement at the dismay on her face. ‘And by then you think you will be old. and ugly, with the best years of your life wasted! Well, if you work hard, three years may be enough. We will wait until the travellers have departed tomorrow morning, with all the fuss that will involve. Then I will arrange for a teacher and discuss a course of study for you. For tonight, I will have a meal sent up to your room.’

‘You are so kind, Mr Glanville. I don’t quite understand – I would like to say how grateful I am.’

From what she had been told, she half expected him to reply with some reference to his love of music, but instead he smiled in a manner which she found unpleasant.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘I feed on gratitude. I shall expect to be succoured by regular offerings of it.’ He dismissed her with a nod, leaving her to make her way back to her bedroom.

As he had promised, a tray was brought to the room. When she had eaten the lonely meal she went to bed, exhausted by a day of travel and anxiety. For a long time she lay with her eyes open in the darkness, trying to make sense of all that had happened and to see, if only a little way, into the future.

The past was something she must try to forget. Throughout the previous night she had lain awake, weeping, hurt and unhappy. That Matthew should have deserted her at all was almost impossible to believe; that he should have gone without a word of farewell had, in the end, caused her misery to be replaced by anger. She would take good care never again to give her love so easily. But no one should ever know how deeply she had been hurt. She would show Matthew how little she cared for his desertion by becoming rich and famous. For a little while longer she would need to live as a dependant; but once her training was over she would make a great career for herself. How fortunate it was, she tried to persuade herself, that she had not after all been diverted from her ambitious plans into a life of domestic dullness.

As unexpected as Matthew’s departure was his father’s helpfulness. Almost against reasonable expectation William Lorimer had kept his promise. He had introduced her to someone who – in an equally unlikely manner – was apparently prepared to help her realize her ambitions. But how much could Mr Glanville be expected to do for a stranger? To provide her with board and lodging might cost him little. To arrange a musical training might gratify his pride. But did he realize, she wondered, that she had no resources of her own at all? She had brought with her – since she planned to return directly to Elm Lodge the next day – all the clothes which she had taken to Bristol, and the single valise contained all that she owned. Her two new dresses would be shabby long before the course of training was completed. Already she needed a new pair of shoes, since the money Margaret had sent to Sophie had not been enough to provide this. Would she be entitled to go to Mr Glanville for clothes and pin money? And if not, what was she to do? To ask Margaret for an allowance was out of the question. Every penny that came into Elm Lodge was needed to balance a tight budget.

This problem brought Alexa to another difficult question. Would she be able to persuade her guardian to give permission for the whole ambitious undertaking? Yes, it must be possible. Margaret herself had been ambitious as a young woman and had seized her chance to take a training and make a career for herself. She would feel at least a little sympathy for Alexa’s hopes. Her doubts had always been about the threat which a theatrical life posed to the good reputation of any young woman. There could be no objection, surely, to this preliminary arrangement, made by her own brother with a family of such undoubted respectability as the Glanvilles. Alexa’s anxiety on this score was not too great. The financial problems loomed larger in her mind than the social or moral ones – of which, indeed, she was hardly aware.

She was still lying awake, wondering how far Mr Glanville’s generosity was likely to extend, and how far she could ever recompense him, when the question answered itself. She heard footsteps approaching along the corridor. They came to a halt, and the door of her bedroom opened.
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When one unexpected event after another in the course of a single day has turned out to be for the best, even a disquieting occurrence may briefly seem capable of bearing a favourable interpretation. There was nothing stealthy about the opening of Alexa’s bedroom door, and nothing furtive about the movements of her patron as he came into the room. Alexa was naturally alarmed; but for a second she managed to persuade herself that he had arrived only as a polite host to make sure that she was comfortable, perhaps not expecting her to have retired to bed so early. The reassurance vanished as he closed the door behind him and put the lamp he carried down on her bedside table. Earlier in the evening she had found his smile unpleasant. Now it terrified her. She pulled the sheet up to her chin.

‘What are you doing here, sir?’

‘Did you think the audition was over?’ Mr Glanville enquired. Her eyes, wide with alarm, must have shown him the answer. ‘I take it this was something that Mr Lorimer forgot to mention.’

The thought obviously increased his amusement. He sat down on the edge of the bed. Alexa scrambled out of it on the other side and waited, breathless with fear, to see how she could get past him to the only door of the room.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ he said. ‘A couple of hours ago you were willing enough to accept favours. Did you expect them all to come free? it’s time you grew up. There’s a price to be paid for everything, my dear. In this case, I flatter myself that you will find the price as acceptable as the career you are buying with it. I shall keep my side of the bargain. It is hardly too much to ask that it should provide me with as much satisfaction as you.’

‘There is no bargain,’ said Alexa. ‘Yes, I have been stupid. I was told you were a gentleman. I thought–’

The smile faded from his face and anger made him ugly as he stood up and strode towards her. Alexa flung herself across the bed in an effort to reach the door. He caught her by one foot and she kicked him with the other, hard enough to send him staggering off balance backwards. Sobbing and slithering she flung the door open and rushed out into the corridor, charging head-first into Lord Glanville.

She clung to him in relief, still sobbing as she buried her head in his chest. But even now she could not feel safe. The two men were brothers. They might be in league – or at least not prepared to quarrel over a stranger. The silence seemed to last a long time; but Alexa dared not look up, in case she should see the same smile on Lord Glanville’s face as on his younger brother’s. Certainly his voice, when at last he spoke, was light and apparently uncritical.

‘My dear Duncan, you don’t usually need to press your attentions on young women by force. One has been led to believe that as a rule they fling themselves at your feet.’

‘This one’s a fool. Says she didn’t realize –’

‘And perhaps she didn’t.’ There was a new edge of harshness to Lord Glanville’s aristocratic drawl. He still spoke pleasantly enough, but definitely.

‘Don’t worry. I can persuade her.’

‘No doubt you can, dear boy,’ agreed Lord Glanville. ‘But not tonight.’

‘I could say that it’s none of your damn business,’ protested his brother.

‘And I could say that while Miss Lorimer is a guest in this house I am responsible for her. Goodnight, Duncan.’

The answering goodnight was sulky, but not accompanied by any further protest. Alexa, who had held her breath during this exchange, began to cry again, gulping for air but still clinging tightly to her protector. He released her grip gently and led her back into her bedroom. As she sat down on the side of the bed, he leaned back against the door, looking down at her from his great height.

‘One can only assume that there must have been some misunderstanding,’ he said. ‘You can go back to bed now. You will be safe enough tonight.’

‘And tomorrow?’ asked Alexa. She was still trembling with the panic she had felt as Lord Glanville’s brother had grabbed at her.

‘My brother has not favoured me with details of the arrangement under which you came here,’ said Lord Glanville. ‘If you wish to end it and return home, the servants will be instructed to see that you are safely set on your way. My Wife and I will be leaving for the Continent early in the morning, so we cannot help you personally.’ He took out his purse. ‘You have come from Bristol, I understand. Have you enough money for the return journey?’

Alexa’s tears began to flow again. In her frightened state, Lord Glanville appeared as the only protector she could trust, and the thought that he was about to leave increased her feeling of helplessness. ‘I cannot go back to Bristol!’ she exclaimed.

‘Who sent you here?’ asked Lord Glanville. ‘My brother mentioned a Mr Lorimer.’

‘Yes, he sent me. He was supposed to look after me, but he sent me here. And he knew, he must have known, what was going to happen. It’s unthinkable that I should return there.’ Even at the time Alexa – well aware that William Lorimer had never particularly liked her – had felt surprised that he should be so helpful. It was easy for her now to assume that everything which had happened was part of a deliberate plot.

Lord Glanville put his money back in his pocket and came right into the room to sit in an arm-chair. He stared at her with a serious expression on his face.

‘I take it that Mr Lorimer is not your father, then,’ he commented.

‘No, my lord. My father died when I was a baby, and my mother a few years later. I was adopted into the Lorimer family. But Mr Lorimer is no relation of mine at all, and I never want to see him again.’

‘Where else could you go, then, if you are unwilling to return to your guardian?’

Lord Glanville’s natural enough mistake in assuming that William Lorimer was her guardian was hardly noticed by Alexa. There was an answer to his question, and she would have to give it – because of course she could go back to Margaret, who was expecting her return, although not at any precise moment.

And that, Alexa realized, would be the end of all her dreams. Only an hour earlier she had imagined herself persuading her guardian that an opera singer could live a life untouched by scandal, whether rumoured or real. She would have described herself as the protégée of a family which was above reproach. How could she honestly do that now? And if she told the truth, Margaret could hardly be expected not to point out that the incident confirmed all her previous warnings about the immorality of a stage career. There would never be another chance.

The disappointment of knowing her hopes to be dashed so soon after they had been raised caused Alexa to let out a groan of anguish.

‘I want so much to be a singer!’ she cried, with all the passion of her unhappiness. ‘But I’m only eighteen, and I don’t know what I should do. There’s no one to help me. Except your brother; but I’ve been brought up to believe that what he expects of me is wrong.’

‘You are quite right to think so, and your attitude does you credit. No, don’t start crying again.’

He was too late. Alexa was no longer frightened, but she wept from self-pity – for the collapse of her hopes, the defeat of her ambitions, the loss of her lover, the dismal future which lay ahead. Lord Glanville stood up again.

‘Wait a moment,’ he said. ‘Someone had better prepare you a hot drink. It will help you settle to sleep.’

He was gone longer than the giving of an order would have necessitated – so long, in fact, that Alexa began to feel she had been abandoned. Desperately she searched her mind for some alternative to the dullness of a country life, some plan which would meet Margaret’s standards of respectability.

Her most immediate thought was the most impossible. Once before, when she was only nine years old, she had performed for a few months in music halls in order to earn money for her dying mother. Alexa had never forgotten those months, and her feeling of power and pride every time she had managed to reduce a noisy audience to silence, forcing them to listen to her singing and to love her. Even with no more experience than that, it was likely that her voice and appearance would gain her employment of the same kind again now. But not even Alexa could argue that a music hall was a respectable environment. And how hurt Margaret would be to learn that her ward preferred such a way of life to the one offered by herself and Robert. It was impossible. Of course it was impossible. But she must do something, she told herself. She must do something.

Lord Glanville returned at last, and sat down.

‘Now then, Miss Lorimer,’ he said. ‘We must consider your future. It’s difficult for me to know what help would be of most advantage to you. I may feel that my family has some responsibility for the difficulty of your situation – in point of fact, I do most strongly feel that – but without having very much opportunity to discharge that responsibility. You ought to be sent home, of course, but your reluctance to return to Mr Lorimer’s house is understandable. I have been discussing your position with my wife.’ He hesitated, as though an effort were needed for him to continue. ‘We had a daughter who, if she had lived, would have been almost your age by now. Lady Glanville was greatly affected, I believe, by – well, the details are not important. She has suggested that what we could offer you, if you would like it, is a little time, so that you may consider what you want to do without the spur of insecurity. If you would care to travel with us to Germany tomorrow, Lady Glanville would appreciate your help as a companion while she is taking the waters. Her maid will be with her, of course, and there are attendants at the spa, so your duties would not be onerous. But to lie all day in a bath is tedious, and I shall have to return to England as soon as I have seen her comfortably settled. You could perhaps read to her, and accompany her on whatever walks she can manage. This would be for a few months only, but it would allow time for reflection. It’s possible, too, that we could find a singing teacher for you in Baden-Baden.’

Alexa hardly needed to hesitate. She had already realized that a return to Elm Lodge now would mean the defeat of her hopes for ever. And the attraction between herself and Lady Glanville had been mutual as well as immediate. To act as a companion was the most proper of employments and the promise of singing lessons meant that her ambitions need not yet be completely buried.

There was one difficulty – that if she were to leave early the next morning she would have no chance to get in touch with Margaret first, and it would not be easy, either, to write during the course of the journey. But then, Margaret believed her ward to be safely at Brinsley House. There would be nothing in a few days’ silence to worry her, and a letter which came in the end from a semi-permanent address and which described a working arrangement would be more reassuring than a tentative proposal. Alexa began to express her gratitude, but Lord Glanville’s mind was running in the same direction as her own.

‘Does your guardian have the telephone?’ he enquired.

Alexa shook her head. She meant by that that Margaret could not be reached by telephone; but even if she had realized that Lord Glanville was referring to William Lorimer, it would have made no difference to her answer. There was no instrument at Brinsley House, but only at the offices of the Lorimer Line, which William would not reach until after the Glanvilles had begun their journey.

‘Then you understand that I must write a letter,’ Lord Glanville said. ‘You are under age. I cannot simply take you out of the country without saying anything. However, since we must leave early, I see no reason why we should, not take the answer for granted. If your guardian was willing to entrust you to my brother’s care without a chaperone, there can be no possible objection to your travelling with my wife. But of course, if you are summoned back to England, you will have to come. Will you travel with us on those terms?’

‘My lord!’ Alexa sprang to her feet and held out both hands towards him in relief and thanks, forgetting that she was wearing only her nightdress. The events of the past few days had given her little reason to think that she was a good judge of character. She had believed that Matthew was in love with her, that William Lorimer had wanted to help her, that the Honourable Duncan Glanville was interested only in her voice; and in each of these beliefs it seemed that she had been mistaken. But this time, she felt sure, she was not wrong in believing that Lord Glanville was a kind and upright man.

Even with this confidence she was briefly disturbed as he took her outstretched hands and smiled at her. Her life at Elm Lodge had offered her no experience of men. Within the past few days she had seen Matthew Lorimer look at her with all the tenderness of young love – or so she had thought at the time. Within the past few hours she had seen lust in the eyes of Duncan Glanville. Lord Glanville’s smile was different again. There was admiration in it, and sympathy, and something else which she could not quite identify.

But he was not a young man like the other two. He must be almost forty. Old enough to be her father, as he had indirectly pointed out himself: the explanation seemed sufficient at once. What his smile revealed was undoubtedly a kind of fatherly affection. She smiled whole-heartedly back at him.

‘I shall be very happy to travel with you, my lord,’ she said.
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