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The strange life of the second Meg Hilton, as tempestuously beautiful as her famous predecessor, but whose fate it was to preside over the end of the Hilton West Indian empire

 

 

CHAPTER ONE


THE GIRL CHILD

 

'HURRY man, hurry.' Priscilla dealt Percy a blow on the shoulder which sent him staggering across the kitchen. 'You ain't know this is a matter for haste? Is the Old Master's very order.'


Priscilla was a very large Negress; she made two of her husband. Percy rubbed his shoulder and picked himself up from the straight chair onto which he had collapsed. He reached for the door, pulled it open, and stumbled onto the back porch.


But today he did not resent her violence. Today she had cause. Percy stood at the top of the stairs, and seemed to swell; his gaunt face became animated, his even gaunter body - he wore only a white shirt and white short pants, no shoes - seemed to grow. This was a memorable morning, and he was the bearer of the news.


'You standing there the day?' Priscilla demanded.


Percy ran down the steps, surveyed the street which led between the bungalows of the white compound. It was just dawn; the sun had not yet soared above the Blue Mountains which made a backbone to Jamaica, and the air remained cool, and slightly damp. Plantation Hilltop was coming to life; he could hear the murmur from all around him. And yet, here in the white village he could not for the moment see anyone.


He hurried up the street, and paused in delight. Miriam, Field Manager McAvoy's housemaid, was beating a rug on the front steps.


'Hey, woman,' Percy bawled, 'you ain’t hear? The Mistress does have a child. You ain't hear?'


'Well, what is that.' Miriam dropped the rug and ran inside to break the news to her mistress, herself still feeding a baby boy. The McAvoy dog, a large animal of indeterminate breed, began to bark.


Percy cackled happily to himself and ran on. And there was more pleasure to come. At the gate he paused, to discover his next victim. The white compound was half-way up the hill, midway between the labourers' village and the Great House, and on a parallel with the factory. But the factory was nearly a mile away, from here seeming to consist entirely of the immense chimney pointing at the sky like a giant finger. Hilltop chimney was a famous landmark. Some said it was an unnecessary eyesore, now that, in the second half of the nineteenth century, the majority of planters had recognized the profitability of sharing a common factory, to lessen their overheads and to keep the machinery in almost continual use, instead of sitting idle for the larger part of each year. Of course, in the great days, Hilltop sugar alone would have been sufficient for any factory. But now that a third of the acreage was given over to bananas ... Percy clicked his tongue in disgust.


Which grew as he watched the labourers, men and women, leaving their houses for the trek into the fields. It was thirty-six years since Emancipation, but Percy could remember the twenties as clearly as if they had been yesterday. Those had been the days. The slaves had proceeded in an orderly fashion, not laughing and joking amongst themselves. They had all been black, too, not only a half of them, while the rest were those damned coolies from India. Percy could not blame the Indians. They had been shipped here as indentured labour because of the very fact that so many of the slaves refused to work after being set free. But Indians, cutting Hilltop's cane! Old Master Robert must be turning in his grave. Although come to think of it, maybe that accounted for a lot of Old Master Richard's unhappiness as well.


And at least, he reflected, as he climbed the hill towards the Great House and the group of white men seated round the trestle table erected on the grass at the foot of the front stairs, Hilltop was still Hilltop. Times might be hard, and, from all the gossip, might be going to get harder; Young Master Richard had defied his father in his decision to turn, at least partly, to bananas, because cane was fetching so poor a price, and he might have chased behind his wife into an early grave - from drink, they said, and Percy knew; but the plantation had not been abandoned, as had so many, or allowed to gravitate into the hands of London merchants, to be managed by an attorney interested only in completing his 'tour' before returning to the fog and rain of England. Hilltop was Hilton land, as it had been for two hundred years, all but, and as it would be, God willing, for two hundred more, at the least. And what the Hiltons owned, they inhabited, and managed for themselves.


He stood at a respectful distance from the white men, and waited. The map of the plantation as usual was spread on the table, its edges flicking in the dawn breeze, while the book-keepers drank their morning coffee and listened to the orders for the day. It was tradition that this was done every morning, whether or not the mistress of the plantation was in labour, just as it was tradition that it was held in front of the Great House, even if the Young Master no longer lived up there. Mistress Janet had refused. 'That great mausoleum?' she had demanded. 'Give me a modern bungalow in the compound.'


But the main reason, as Percy and every other servant knew, was that Mistress Janet had never got on with Old Master Richard. In fact, Young Master Anthony had married without his grandfather's consent, and although the quarrel had been patched up, Mistress Janet would never sleep under the same roof as her grandfather-in-law. Perhaps when the old man died. It could not be long delayed now.


Anthony Hilton looked up. He was clearly a Hilton, at once tall and fine-boned, with delicate features delightfully distorted by the flaring nostrils, and only diminished by the perpetual frown, which sat between his grey eyes. Still only twenty-four years old, he found the business of managing Hilltop, into which he had been so prematurely pitched by his father's death, a wearying matter, especially when it meant continual opposition to his grandfather. But now the severity of the face was lightened by an expression of almost boyish alarm and excitement as he saw Percy. 'Yes? Quick, man.'


'Is done, Mister Tony. Is done. I hear the crying and all.'


'Great news,' shouted Harry McAvoy, the Field Manager. 'Oh, the old man will be happy about this.'


'Congratulations, sir,' cried the younger overseers, crowding round to shake Tony's hand.


'Yes, I ...' Tony Hilton seemed to freeze, as did his overseers. The morning was suddenly lost in a deep, venomous rumble, commencing in the mountains which overshadowed the plantation, seeming to seep down through the canefields and under the earth.


Percy's knees knocked together, and he turned, as the white men turned, to gaze at the chimney. Earth tremors were not uncommon on Hilltop; but so long as the chimney stood, there could be no danger.


The chimney remained, pointing at the sky.


But the labourers had ceased their march to the fields, were breaking up into little groups, running across the sheep pasture towards the Great House.


'Get to them, Harry,' Tony Hilton shouted. 'Paul, head them off. Tell them it was only a tremor. There have been tremors before. Tell them it was nothing.' He drew his arm across his forehead. 'I must get over to Janet. Percy, you'll go upstairs and inform Mister Richard about the birth. Tell him I'll come as soon as I can.'


'Yes, sir, Mister Tony.' Percy also wiped sweat from his face as he climbed the stairs slowly. Partly it was relief that the tremor had been only a tremor - because there had been a real earthquake, once, back in 1692, when the entire city of Port Royal had just disappeared - and partly because he did not like entering this house any more than did Mistress Janet. The Great House was the domain of Absolom, who had inherited the post from his father, Absolom, and who brooked no casual visitors. But he smiled, as he stood in the doorway this morning, a perfect mountain of a black man, arms folded over his white mess jacket with its brass buttons; he also wore white duck trousers but, like Percy, his feet were bare. The birth happen?'


'Yes, sir, Mister Absolom. But you didn't feel that shake ?' Percy reached the verandah, and hesitated there, twisting his fingers together.


'Of course I goin' feel that shake,' Absolom said. 'But it only a shake. And there got for be shake, when a Hilton does be born. Now tell me about he, and I going tell the Master.'


'Mister Tony say I got for tell he myself,' Percy insisted.


Absolom looked him up and down, perhaps debating whether to pitch him back down the steps, Percy thought; he began to sweat. Then the butler shrugged. 'Well, come, nuh.'


He turned, opened the great mahogany front doors, still bound in iron as a reminder of when they had been intended to keep out revolting slaves - and with reason, Percy thought, when you remembered them rebellious niggers down in Morant Bay, only five years gone - and led the way into the hall. The Great House might nowadays be only the residence of a senile widower, but Absolom kept it, with the aid of his half-dozen maids, as clean and as spick and span as when Cartarette Hilton had entertained here on a scale which had left all Jamaica breathless. The parquet flooring of the hall was sufficiently polished to reflect a face, and clean enough to eat from; there was no dust on the crystal chandeliers hanging above their heads, and the row of Hiltons who looked down from their frames on the walls might have been painted yesterday. To the right, through the great arch, Percy could see that the withdrawing room, which stretched sixty feet to the back of the house, was in no less perfect condition, every brass ornament on every brass tray on every mahogany incidental table polished to perfection, the green baize of the billiard table no less than the green baize of the card table no less than the cherry wood of the grand piano all as lush as if fitted into place but yesterday, just as through the other archway to his left, the silver and crystal on the huge mahogany sideboard, and the polished mahogany of the dining table, which could sit sixty people without discomfort, and often had in Cartarette's day, gleamed at him and almost made his eyes water. It occurred to Percy, not for the first time, that part of Mistress Janet's refusal to live in this house was caused by a fear that she might not be able to play the hostess on the required scale.


But Absolom was already mounting the great staircase towards the gallery. There were only two floors in Hilltop Great House, if one omitted the cellars on which the building was placed, and above the men was now the sloping shingled roof, with its four great skylights through which the morning sunlight was already beginning to drift. Absolom led the way round the gallery, while Percy glanced nervously to his left, down the stairwell and into the hall; he had never been up here in his life.


Absolom knocked on a closed door, and opened it without waiting for an answer. 'Mister Richard?' he asked in hardly more than a whisper. 'You awake, Mister Richard?'


Percy found himself trembling. It was not merely that this man was the owner of Hilltop, and for all his eighty-five years still given to bouts of irascibility. It was also that he was a living legend, because of his disfigured face, because of the military reputation he had gained when fighting by the side of the even more legendary Henri Christophe to secure Haitian independence, and most of all because of the manner in which he had returned to Jamaica, a white man determined to fight for black freedom. A white man who had succeeded. Percy thought he had made a mistake there. At least the slaves had seldom starved.


'What is it, Absolom ?' The voice from the bed was still firm.


'Is Percy, Mister Richard.'


'Percy?' Richard Hilton heaved himself up on his elbow, peered at the two black men. 'Your mistress is delivered ?'


Percy stood on one leg and then the other. 'Yes, sir, Mister Richard.'


'Thank God.' Richard Hilton lay back with a sigh. 'We shall call him Christopher. Aye. This plantation, this country, needs another Kit Hilton, by God.' He raised himself on his elbow again. 'It is a boy?'


Percy stared at the huge, gaunt, distorted face in horror. No one knew for sure how Richard Hilton had received the blow which had altered his features; suffice that it was difficult to imagine any man surviving such an injury, much less living for sixty years afterwards.


'Well?' Richard demanded.


'I ... I ain't knowing that, Mister Richard,' Percy confessed, trembling.


'For God's sake ...' Richard Hilton's head half turned. ‘Why are they ringing the bell ?'


For now the tolling of the chapel bell cut across the morning. The two butlers looked at each other.


'Well, sir, I ain't knowing,' Absolom admitted. 'But I will find out.' He turned to the door, listened to the feet on the stairs. 'But it is Mister Tony.'


The two black men stood respectfully to attention as Anthony Hilton entered the room.


'Tony.' Richard Hilton heaved himself into a sitting position. 'Congratulations, boy.'


'Congratulations ?' Tony's voice was bitter.


'It is what we have all prayed for,' Richard said. 'But this foolish chap does not know whether it is a boy or a girl. A boy, is it? We shall call him Kit.' 'It is a girl, Grandfather.'


'A girl ? Ah, well, can't be helped. Then she shall be called Marguerite. If we cannot have a Kit, then we must have a Meg, eh? One was as good as the other. Oh, yes. Anyway ...' He gave a short chuckle. 'There'll be others.'


'No, Grandfather.' Tony Hilton's voice was terrible to hear. 'There will be no others. Can you not hear the bell? Janet is dead.'

 


CHAPTER TWO


THE INHERITANCE

 

'THANK you, children. That will be all for today.' Helen McAvoy stood up, closing her book as she did so. She was a tall, spare woman; the streaks of grey in her tightly coiled hair, and the absence of colour in her sallow cheeks, made her look several years older than her thirty-seven years. But that was a common enough fate for an Englishwoman who had spent her adult life in the Jamaica heat.


'Good afternoon, Mrs McAvoy.' Margaret Hilton led the procession, not only because, at fourteen, she was the oldest girl in the little school, but because of her name. Her father owned this building, as he owned this plantation. Her schoolmates were the children of his employees.


Yet, Helen McAvoy thought as her features relaxed into a half smile, one would never have known it. Oh, the girl was pretty enough, already possessing the Hilton height, and more important, those fine, exquisitely carved features, those wide-set grey eyes, that pointed chin. She already possessed, also, the attributes of a woman, too much so, in Helen's opinion. But then, her mother had been far too busty. And undoubtedly Margaret would one day be beautiful, were she ever given the chance. But who would give her the chance ? Her complexion was more brown than pink and white, and was overlaid with a smothering of freckles. And beauty required good clothes. Margaret's white cotton gown was crushed and stained where the other children's were at least pressed; her boots were scuffed and dirty, and the stockings above were full of holes. Helen shuddered to think of the possible condition of her drawers.


She sighed. Even more than clothes, beauty demanded breeding. Margaret Hilton should be at some school for young ladies in England, or at the least plans should now be being made to send her to Paris or Switzerland for a season. At the very least, she should be taken in hand and convinced that hair needed to be brushed, especially hair like hers, which was splendidly long, reaching the middle of her back, and possessed a glowing brown colour which suggested it was coated in new varnish, but which at present resembled a tangled forest vine; or that fingernails needed to be trimmed and kept clean. Either task she would have been happy to undertake herself, lacking a daughter of her own. But Anthony Hilton would permit no one to interfere with his domestic arrangements, such as they were.


'Good afternoon, Meg,' she said. 'You'll give my regards to your father.'


She said this every day, although she saw Anthony Hilton almost every day as well; her husband was Hilltop's Field Manager.


Margaret crammed her straw hat on her head, stepped outside, blinking in the glare; at five o'clock the sun was just beginning its sudden droop towards the hills; there was not a breath of air.


She waited at the top of the steps; the schoolroom was Helen McAvoy's own living room, in the centre of the white compound. The Simmonds girls came out, gave her half a curtsy, and scampered down the stairs to run home. They were twelve and eleven. Then Jimmy Pilling, who was only eight, blushing as he saw her waiting there, before also scampering for his home.


Alan McAvoy was last. And he was Helen's son, he needn't have come out at all, and only did so because he knew Margaret would be waiting for him. Almost a year older, he was no taller, and not as strongly built; his dark hair was lank. His features were rounded, and surprisingly soft; the charm extended to the wide mouth and the gentle brown eyes. But unlike her, his shirt and pants were neatly pressed and clean, however threadbare they might be, as his boots were polished, although he had managed to get his braces twisted.


'Race you to the Grandstand,' Margaret said, and ran down the steps. She held her straw hat on her head with one hand, gathered her skirt in the other, and scampered up the street, past her father's bungalow, out the gate, and then over the meadow, scattering first of all the chickens who had their run close to the compound, and raising inquiring glances from the sheep who browsed on the gentle slope leading up to the Great House. There was a furious barking, and Hannibal, the Hilton's hound, leapt the fence surrounding the compound to join in the chase. Meg did not look behind her. She knew Alan would be following. There were no other children on the plantation of their own age, and so they were forced to be inseparable companions; Kingston might be only twenty-odd miles away, through the mountains, but visits to Kingston cost money.


Now she panted, and stumbled in a hole and nearly twisted her ankle. Hannibal passed her with a joyous explosion of sound. And now she heard Alan behind her, also panting, but moving far more easily. Well, he didn't have a skirt wrapping itself round his ankles. But now she could see the racecourse. At least, that was what Father called it. It was actually a large area of wild long grass and thorny bushes, from the middle of which the rotting structure of the Grandstand pushed itself up like some long-forgotten relic of a previous civilization, which, indeed, it was. Once upon a time, in the great days, the Hiltons had here matched their own horses against the best in Jamaica, and fortunes had changed hands in a single afternoon. Margaret wrinkled her nose as she approached; what exactly was a fortune? she wondered.


'Got you.' Alan threw both arms around her waist and brought her to the ground. He had, of course, waited until they were out of sight of the compound, or of anyone else.


And so, exhausted as she was, she twisted in his arms, closing her hands on his shoulders and endeavouring to push him off, careful not to use her nails or her teeth. He liked to wrestle, and she was willing to go along with him, because he was her friend. She panted, and gasped, and flicked hair and sweat from her eyes, and tried to get up a leg to interpose a knee between them, because he was working his body up and down, pressing her as if intent on crushing the life out of her, his cheek bumping against hers while he gasped for breath. And his hands had somehow become trapped between their bodies, against her chest. They always did that, and left her bubbies - as Prudence called them - feeling at once tender and aware.


And now Hannibal, not to be left out, came back to lick her face.


'Pax,' she gasped, and lay still. Alan's weight seemed to envelop her. But amazingly, as always happened, although he also was now quiet, his body still seemed to move against her groin, as if there was a gigantic pulse down there, but one which rather worked its way slowly over her flesh. 'I can't breathe.'


He slid off her, lay on his stomach beside her. Now she could see his face, only inches away from her, cheeks pink and eyes momentarily dilated.


She pushed Hannibal away. 'You won,' she said. 'You always win.'


He heaved himself to his knees, looked down on her. How serious his face was, when he looked at her. It was quite disturbing.


'Race you to the top,' she said, and rolled away from him, gaining her knees and then her feet, running into the paddock and reaching for the old wooden stairs. Now she had to be careful, because the Grandstand was more than a hundred years old, and however good the wood had originally been, it was now nearly all rotten.


'Got you,' he said again, and seized her ankle. She wished he wouldn't do that Wrestling was all very well, but legs, well, legs were different. Besides, he was holding on to her calf, and therefore her drawers, and he could very well pull them right down. She had no idea what she would do then; he was underneath.


'Oh, let me go,' she said, kicking down with such force that he did let her go, and she was able to clamber up to the first level, an empty expanse of sagging wood, although once it must have supported row after row of comfortable cane chairs.


Hannibal, unable to climb, began to bark.


'Meg.' Alan crawled behind her, and there was such anxiety in his voice she stopped to look at him.


'Meg,' he said again, and sat down, feet dangling over the edge, holding on to her wrist now.


She pulled a face and sat beside him. 'What on earth is the matter?'


Once again he peered at her, while his tongue slowly came out and circled his lips, and most remarkably, his face turned quite crimson. 'Have you ever stopped to think that one day all this is going to be yours ?'


She stared at him, frowning. The words had come out in a terrible rush, and she was sure he hadn't meant to say anything like that. 'All what?'


'Well... the plantation. Hilltop. There's one in Antigua too, isn't there?'


Meg shrugged. 'There's the land.' Green Grove had been abandoned long before she was born, because the blacks would not work regular hours after they had been emancipated, and because the price of sugar had sunk so disastrously low that it had no longer been economic to grow it


'Well, Hilltop, certainly.'


'I'll sell it,' she decided.


'Sell it?' Alan was aghast.


'Well, for Heaven's sake,' she said. 'It doesn't earn anything much. Your dad only stays on because he's that loyal. Mr Simmonds and the others are only here because they wouldn't get any employment anywhere else. The blacks wouldn't care whether we were here or not. And the East Indians, ugh. They give me the willies.'


'Bananas,' Alan said. 'What about the bananas?'


'I don't like bananas.'


'But without them, we'd, well, you'd really be in trouble.'


'So who wants to make a living out of growing bananas?' she asked, and got up. 'I'm going home.'


He didn't move, remained sitting at the top of the steps, looking after her. And this evening she didn't feel like looking back and waving. Something had happened to their relationship, quite without warning, quite without her knowing what it was.


But now she wished he had said what he had meant to say, instead of going off about the plantation.


She went home by way of the cemetery, Hannibal trotting at her heels. To reach the graves, surrounded by a white fence and shaded by tall tamarind trees, she had to climb the shallow hill until she was almost in the shadow of the Great House. The cemetery was a place of refuge whenever she felt in the dumps, which was often enough. Here she was sure to be alone, because none of the blacks would visit the graves once the sun began to set. Dusk was a time for jumbis, especially where dead people were involved. Because jumbis were merely dead people themselves, walking about? Meg had never been quite sure about that. But dusk was also the time for the drums. Sometimes. She could hear them this evening, a low, distant throbbing. The noise came from the mountains, beyond the limits of the plantation. She rather enjoyed the rhythmical hum, but the black people were afraid of it, and so, she suspected, were most of the white people as well. Yet no one would tell her why.


She clasped her hands behind her back, stared at the weathered stones. Richard Hilton, born 1785, died 1871. Great-Grandfather had died the year after she had been born. He had been a legend in his own lifetime, at once because of his military prowess and because of his disfigured face. And he had named her, so Prudence said. Janet Hilton, bora 1850, died 1870. Poor Mama had never had the chance to name her. Papa hated her for that.


She sighed, and a tear rolled down her cheek. Robert Hilton, born 1740, died 1810. The great Hilton, the man who had ruled this plantation, and Green Grove, at the apex of the plantocracy, whose word had been law, who had lived on a scale and with an omnipotent disregard for manners or conventions which even a king might find it hard to equal. How amazing that Great-Grandfather, who had died after she had been bora, had known Robert, had actually inherited the plantations from him.


But she had been named after the truly great Hiltons, the founders of the family wealth. Their stones were next to each other. Christopher Hilton, born 1651, died 1722. Marguerite Hilton, born 1652, died 1690. Marguerite Hilton's grave was empty; her bones had mouldered to dust on an island off Green Grove in Antigua, destroyed by the leprosy she had contracted when still a young and beautiful woman. It was perhaps because of that Kit had left Antigua, while retaining the property there, and founded Hilltop, and truly set the family fortune to growing. And he had erected this stone to the memory of the most famous - or was it infamous - of all the Hilton women. Certainly the strongest. So Great-Grandfather had decided she should bear the same name, even if with a more English form of spelling. A twisted sense of humour? The plantation had been in hardly better condition when old Richard had died. He must have known that the first Meg Hilton would have rolled in her grave, had she possessed one, at the thought that the Hiltons should have been brought so low. That all of Jamaica should have been brought so low. That all of the West Indies, that magnificent empire which her own Warners had founded, should have been brought so low.


Meg turned away, closed the little gate behind her, stared at the Great House. The shutters were in place, the front door was closed and barred. Papa had decreed that the day


Great-Grandfather had died, according to the servants. The Great House was to be left to rot, like the Grandstand. Father had no desire to play the great planter; he worked as hard as any overseer. But how she longed to get inside, for just a look. It could be done. There was a loose shutter at the back; she could hear it banging in the gentle breeze which drifted down from the mountains, sweeping across the huge amphitheatre that Kit Hilton had called, with that peculiarly Irish sense of humour he had apparently possessed, Hilltop. It was all a matter of courage. Because she could still remember the day, two years ago now, when she and Alan had tried to break through one of the shutters, and had been caught by old Percy. Percy had told Papa, and Papa had whipped them both. Alan had had to take down his breeches, and she had had to hoist her skirts over her shoulders, although Papa had at least left her drawers in place. The humiliation had been far worse than the pain, although the pain had been considerable. And she had been afraid to look at Alan's bare, red-striped backside, something she had often regretted since.


So then, why not risk it again, with Alan, on the chance of being caught? Except that she suspected now Papa would not make him take down his breeches.


Because they were older. And because, this afternoon, something had happened, and she did not know what it was.


She banged the compound gate behind her, climbed the steps to the porch outside the kitchen, Hannibal panting obediently at her side. Prudence was seated in her rocking chair, smoking a cigar and stirring her pepper pot. It really was her pepper pot, although she generously served it to her master and his daughter from time to time. Prudence was an enormous black woman. She stood nearly six feet without shoes, she never wore shoes, and she weighed eighteen stone. Her cotton house-gown bulged in every direction, and the white turban on her head seemed almost like a crown. She hummed, and breathed alcohol; her rum bottle was on the table, half empty. Meg could not remember Prudence without a rum bottle at her elbow.


Opposite her, on the other side of the table, Percy picked shrimps. Percy was very old; even he did not know how old he was, but his hair was white and he could remember when he had been a slave, and that was going back fifty years, just as he could remember the famous day Meg had been born when the earth had shaken and everyone had been afraid the chimney would come down. Yet the chimney still sat erect, as did Percy, and there was no spare flesh on his bones. He also hummed to himself. Prudence was his second woman, and she was less than half his age. His first, Priscilla, had died ten years before.


'Can I have a shrimp?' She took off her hat and waited, holding it in front of her like a shield.


'Is your dinner,' Percy said severely. 'How you going have it now?'


'Ah, give the chil' a shrimp,' Prudence said, and Percy dutifully held one out.


Meg nibbled, felt her saliva start. She adored shrimps, even raw. She sat on the other straight chair, worked her bottom on the straw. She felt at ease. Prudence and Percy were her real friends. Perhaps her only friends now. But perhaps she was seeing more into what had happened than was really there.


'Prudence,' she said. 'Do you and Percy ever wrestle?'


Prudence gave a cackle of laughter. 'Wrestle? Him? I would bust he ass too quick.'


'Woman, you stupid,' Percy commented. ‘You ain't understanding what the chil' is saying?'


Prudence laughed some more. 'If you meaning does he put a lovin' on me, chil', well, that is what he is there for, nuh ? Is a fact he ain' much good for nothing else.'


Here was a subject Meg had always shied away from in the past. It was too embarrassing. But tonight she had to know. 'What does he do ?'


Prudence stopped laughing, and frowned instead, then looked at her husband.


'Well, is a fac' she got for know some time,' Percy remarked, 'She growing. You ain' seeing that? Soon she going got bubbies like you.'


'Not like me,' Prudence declared. 'Nobody got bubbies like me.'


'I have,' Meg insisted. 'Not like you. But I have them.'


'Show me,' Prudence commanded.


Meg glanced at Percy, and felt her cheeks burn. But they were only black people, and Prudence had been her nurse since she could remember. She got up and walked round the table, and Prudence gave her breasts a gentle rub, then cupped them through the thin material. Meg was aware of a most remarkable sensation, which seemed to begin at her nipples, suddenly hard, and then find its way through her chest and down her belly right into her legs.


'But she does, in truth,' Prudence commented.


'Let me have a feel,' Percy said.


‘Ah, hush up your mouth,' Prudence said. 'Next thing you going get gaol. You can' go touching up no white girl. Least of all the mistress. But is a fac', chil', them white boys going wan' to put a lovin' on you soon enough if you keep growing like this. You wan' for watch that.'


'Why should I?' Meg demanded. 'Didn't you say I was right for a woman when I first passed blood ?'


'Well, is a fac' you can' be no woman without it. But you only fourteen, chil'. And your skin is white. You got for watch it.'


Meg licked her lips. 'I will. I promise. But I can't if I don't know what to watch. Can I?'


Prudence picked up her pot again. 'They going come at you with the rod high, that is what they going do. Any man comin' at you with he rod high you got for say, get away, savin' you puts ring on me finger. That is what you going say.'


'What does a rod look like?'


'Well, for God's sake, chil', you going recognize it quick enough, when the time does come.'


'Does Percy have a rod?’


It was Percy's turn to guffaw. 'I must have a rod, Miss Meg. How else I going run at she?'


'Show me. Please.' Her heart pounded.


Percy gazed at her for a moment, then put down the shrimp he was attacking.


'You jus' sit there,' Prudence said. 'But you is one wicked old man. And she is a wicked chil'. You hear me, Miss Meg? You wanting a box on the ears, eh? Christ, if the master was to come in and hear. You go off, now. You go off. I goin' call you when it is your supper.'


Meg's supper consisted of boiled shrimps and peas and rice. She ate alone, because Papa was busy. She could not remember when he was not busy. Just as she could not remember when last he had actually taken her in his arms and given her a hug. After all but fifteen years, he still blamed her for taking his Janet away.


She ate with a spoon, because Prudence could not see the point in adding to the washing up. She shovelled food into her mouth, masticated noisily, picked out forgotten bits of shell with her fingers, and listened to the silence of the Jamaican evening, broken only by the buzz of insects trying to get through the mosquito screen, and the barking of Rufus, the McAvoy's dog, to which Hannibal occasionally uttered a brief reply. Hannibal knew who was the more important pet. As he and Rufus always fought, Rufus was kept locked up; Hannibal belonged to the Hiltons. But above even the barking of the dogs was the distant hum of the drum.


Alan was just across the street, no doubt eating his dinner, but with his mother and father - the McAvoys were believers in the family life. Would he be thinking of her? He certainly should be, having rubbed himself against her this afternoon, with his rod pressed against her belly. Because it must have been his rod. If it wasn't, he must have had a very big pencil in his pocket, and surely the pencil would have stopped moving when he did.


What would it look like? What would it feel like? What ... she stopped eating, staring morosely at the empty wall; Father was no believer in paintings. According to Prudence, when that happened, she should be all ... well, excited. She knew what that meant now. It must mean to feel as she had felt when Prudence had felt her breasts. But she had not been the least excited when Alan had rubbed himself against her. Suppose she never felt excited? She was so miserable she felt her eyes fill with tears.


'Now what is the matter with you?' Prudence had been watching through the open pantry door. 'You are one worthless chil'. Drink up your milk.'


'It's horrible,' Meg complained. 'It's thin as water and full of skin.'


'Yeah, well them cow ain' eating the right grass, that is the trouble. But you got for drink it, chil', if you wan' bubbies like these. Here. You can squeeze them.'


She was making amends for not letting Percy show his rod. But Meg loved squeezing Prudence's breasts. They were so huge, and soft, and seemed to overflow from her fingers. And Prudence's bodice was loose. She pushed her hand inside and felt the brown nipple rising against her palm.


'Oh, but you is worthless.' Prudence removed herself. 'Now go say goodnight to your Daddy, and then straight up to bed.'


Meg sighed, and got up. She was feeling excited again. The fact was, Alan had been just too rough. There it was. He had hurt her instead of stroking her. That was no way to go about exciting a girl.


She knocked on the study door, waited for a moment, then pushed it in. Papa sat at his desk as usual, surrounded by ledgers and papers as usual, by accounts and by returns and by orders and by estimates. 'What is it?' he asked, without turning his head.


'I've come to say goodnight, Papa.'


'Ah. Goodnight, Meg. Had a good day?’


'Yes, Papa.'


Then sleep well.'


'Yes, Papa.' She hesitated. 'Papa?'


'Yes, Meg.' He was writing industriously.


'In ... in a week's time I will be fifteen, Papa.'


'I hadn't forgotten. There will be a celebration. Oh, yes. We shall have your friends to tea.'


Meg took a long breath. 'Papa, for a present, do you think ...' She bit her lip.


At last Anthony Hilton raised his head. 'Do I think what, Meg?'


"That... that I... that we, I mean you and me, could go up to the Great House? Just to look at it.'


Anthony Hilton peered at his daughter. "The Great House? Whatever for?'


Meg's courage began to desert her. 'I... I would so like to see it.'


'What rubbish. It's a mausoleum. To our family. You don't want to enter the family mausoleum, Meg. Not until you're dead. Now off you go to bed.'


Meg sighed, and then turned and went into the little hall, carefully closing the study door behind her. Prudence waited with a candle.


'Now why you go upsetting your Papa? You ain't know he has enough to worry about, thinking how he going to feed us all for another year? I saying again, you is a worthless chil'. Now off to bed before I cut your tail,' she said.


Meg pulled a face at her, seized the candle and hastily retreated to the small bedroom, closed and bolted the door; Hannibal spent the night outside; it was his task to discourage prowlers. Although he didn't seem very good at discouraging the sheep stealers. Hilltop was always losing lambs or kids from the goat herd. Papa said it was mountain people, living beyond the river. Because they were starving. She wondered if they were the same people who beat the drum.


She placed the candle in its holder, sat on the bed. She supposed Prudence was right, and she was in a funny mood today. A mood created by Alan, damn him.


She got up restlessly, went to the jalousied window, half opened the slatted wooden shutters, looked through. It was dark now, and the lights flickered in the other houses of the compound. There were several glowing windows in the McAvoy house. But Alan would also be going to bed. Thinking of her? She supposed he would. He certainly should.


Supposing he were to think so hard he would cross the street and climb up to this window. As the window was twelve feet from the ground that was impossible, but if one was going to dream, then everything was possible. He would climb in, and she would be waiting for him, like Juliet. And she would close the jalousie behind him.


She closed the jalousie.


Then he would want to hug her. Tightly. He always did that. She seized the pillow from her bed, held it in her arms, hugged it and hugged it and hugged it until she became dizzy and overbalanced, falling across the bed, panting, sweat dribbling out of her hair.


Then he would want to touch her breasts. She rolled on her back, gazed at the sloping roof rising above the rafters; as in all West Indian houses, there was no ceiling, the better to allow air to circulate. And sound as well. She must not make a noise.


They must not make a noise. But he would be touching her breasts now, as Prudence had done. As she had done in the past. By accident. She always pretended that. Yet she had to touch them when bathing. She adored bathing.


Her hands came up, and the nightgown moved with them. Hastily she pulled it down again. He would never wish to touch her bare flesh. That just was not possible. She could not imagine what she would do, were he to want that. She drew a long breath, inflating her lungs, closed her hands on the mounds of swelling flesh, crossing her wrists. And was immediately rewarded by a hardening of the nipples, and distracted by a wild desire which raced through her body, calling on her to ... to ... she had no idea. She only knew that after doing that he would want to press himself against her again, harder and harder and harder. She pulled the bolster against her belly, wrapping her legs round it as best she could while they were caught up in the clinging nightdress, still holding her breasts, rolling back and forth, causing the bed to creak, sweating and gasping for breath.


And stopping, in exhausted frustration. There was no rod. Only the beat of the drum.


She awoke to the sound of Hannibal barking, and being joined by Rufus from across the street. She sat up, because the dogs were calling to each other more urgently than usual. And now the cacophony was increased by the sound of human voices, shouting.


She got out of her bed, threw the jalousies wide, and heard the crack of a rifle.


'Got the bastard,' shouted Harry McAvoy.


The street filled with men. Lights came on in most of the houses. The chattering of women filled the air.


Meg dragged on her dressing robe, opened the door. Papa's bedroom door was ajar, and the bed was empty. She went downstairs; there was a single candle flickering in the living room, and Papa's rifle was missing from its bracket on the wall.


She opened the front door, stood on the porch, watched half a dozen men, four overseers and two black watchmen, walking slowly past the gate to the compound, carrying something. Behind them came three more men; Papa, and Harry McAvoy, and Paul Simmonds, all armed.


'Where, do you reckon?' Papa was asking as they opened the gate and came within earshot.


'The mountains,' Harry McAvoy said. 'Had to be the mountains.'


'After the sheep?' Simmonds asked. 'I heard the drums tonight.'


'Had to be,' Harry McAvoy agreed. 'And thought he'd try his hand in the compound.'


'Um.' Anthony Hilton paused at the foot of the steps. 'Well, I'll take your statements in the morning.'


'Statements?' Harry McAvoy demanded.


'A man has been killed, Harry. And I am magistrate for this district'


'But... you'd have shot at him if you'd seen him first,' McAvoy protested.


'I wouldn't have shot to kill, Harry.'


'Well, for God's sake, Tony, I didn't mean to kill the chap.' McAvoy's voice dropped. 'You don't suppose there'll be trouble?'


'The man was a burglar,' Simmonds pointed out 'Unarmed,' Tony Hilton said, perhaps to himself. 'A black man,' McAvoy insisted. 'Prowling around our compound, for God's sake, prowling around our women, at night And we know he came from the mountains. They worship the snake god up there, Tony, you know that as well as I.'


'I know that,' Tony Hilton said. 'And there'll be no trouble. As you say, he was a black man from the Cockpit But we'll do it legally, Harry. There'll be a statement I'll see you in the morning.'


He climbed the stairs, stopped in surprise at the sight of his daughter.


'Meg? Whatever are you doing up?'


'I heard the noise. Papa, has a man really been shot? By Mr McAvoy?'


He rumpled her hair. 'A burglar. One of the bad men from the mountains. Only bad men live in the mountains, you know. If they weren't bad, they'd be down here looking for work. Harry was doing his duty. Now off you go to bed, and forget about it.'


'Careful, chil', careful.' Prudence held the first boot for Meg to slip her foot inside. The boot was made of cream kid, with black patent leather toe and heel, and red laces, and Prudence stroked it lovingly as she held it; she had never seen anything quite so magnificent in her life.


Neither had Meg; the pair was her birthday present from Papa. Now she carefully fitted her foot inside, and Prudence made sure the tongue was properly settled, and then slowly tightened the laces.


'Not too tight,' Meg begged.


'It got for be tight, chil’. Or it going slip around your foot and make blisters.'


Meg extended the other foot. The first boot certainly fitted perfectly, at this moment. Soon her left foot was also encased, and she could stand, and listen to the faint creak of the new leather, and the clump of her heels as she walked up and down; she had gained at least two inches in height.


Prudence rocked back on her heels. 'You looking too good this day, Mistress Meg. You looking good enough to eat.'


Meg held the glass up at arm's length, the better to see; she did not possess a full-length mirror. Her hair was brushed and washed and lay straight down past her shoulders; her face had been scrubbed until it glowed, a welcome pink peeping through the brown suntan; her blue gown was linen, her very best, and it had been carefully pressed by Prudence; and her stockings were also her best, with only a single ladder up the inside of the left calf. But no one was going to see that. And everyone would see the new boots. She dug her fingers into her skirt the better to raise it a little higher, so that the whole ankle was exposed.


"There then,' Prudence said. 'You go get your Papa. I got that cake to see to.'


Meg went into the corridor, her heels drumming in her ears. She knocked on the study door, waited her usual second, and then entered. It was four o'clock in the afternoon; normally siesta would be ending, and the overseers would be pulling on their riding boots and getting ready to start their second session in the fields. Not that Papa ever took a siesta. He spent the hot part of the day working at his interminable figures. But today, in any event, he would not be returning aback; it was her birthday.


'What is it?' The pen continued to scratch away.


'It's Meg, Papa. It's four o'clock.'


The pen was laid down. Anthony Hilton picked up the huge old gold watch which had belonged to Great-Grand-father, and no doubt to other Hiltons before that. 'My word,' he said, raising the cover. 'So it is.' He smiled at her. 'Your birthday party. And you are looking very pretty today.' Yet for some reason he accompanied the compliment with a faint frown, as if he hadn't expected such a thing to be possible.


'Thank you, Papa.' She did a small curtsy.


'Miss Meg. Miss Meg.' Prudence hurried along the corridor. 'You got guests, Miss Meg.'


'I'm coming. Be sure Hannibal is chained.'


He had a habit of biting strangers.


'I'm coming as well.' Anthony Hilton got up slowly; he was not yet forty, but he moved like an old man. 'We'll greet them together. Fifteen. My word. Why, you are almost a woman.' He might have been talking to himself.


But to her amazement he took her hand in his, walked with her down the corridor. She felt an immense sense of excited pride. Perhaps he no longer hated her now she was fifteen. Now she was almost a woman.


Percy had already opened the door, and Harry and Helen McAvoy were there, with Alan clearly as freshly scrubbed as herself, wearing a floppy cravat and looking decidedly hot and embarrassed. Now it was her fault. For the entire week she had refused to go up to the Grandstand with him, making the excuse that she was preparing for her birthday. What excuse would she give him tomorrow ?


'Why, Harry. Helen. How good of you to come,' Anthony Hilton said, as if he did not see them every day. 'Alan, you're looking well. A fine boy, you have there, Harry. A fine boy. When will you be sixteen, Alan?'


Alan licked his lips. 'Next... next March, sir.'


'Ah, then you'll be a man. Yes, indeed. Time to start him going aback, eh, Harry?'


'I'd had that thought already,' Harry McAvoy agreed. For Alan was intended to follow his father and be a Hilltop overseer, a career to which he apparently looked forward. But good Lord, Meg thought, as she gave him a hasty smile; that means that one day he could be my Field Manager. She had never thought of that before, although Alan clearly had. Indeed, that might explain a lot of his actions.


And she found it a curiously satisfying idea.


'We have a present for you,' Helen McAvoy said archly, and produced a parcel.


'For me,' Meg screamed, and seized the box.


'Careful, now,' Helen said, trying not to frown. 'You'll tear it.'


Meg was already tearing it, removing the ribbon in a few tugs of her strong brown fingers, ripping through the paper with a single thrust of her thumbnail, opening the box inside to discover the three lace handkerchiefs, one in pink, one in pale blue, one in pale yellow. 'Oh, they're beautiful.'


'I've embroidered your initials in the corner,' Helen explained.


'They are very pretty,' Anthony Hilton said, putting his arm round Meg's waist to give her a squeeze. 'And now, I know Percy has prepared some punch, and ...'


A gig rattled up the street and came to a halt outside the bungalow. 'Is Mr Reynolds,' Percy said, hurrying to the door.


Alan and Meg exchanged glances. But Walter Reynolds had to be invited to a Hilton birthday party. Reynolds and Son had been the Hilton family lawyers for over a hundred years, and besides, there was Billy. He came up the stairs at the side of his father, short and plump, his fat cheeks already blushing at the thought of meeting Meg again.


'Why, Walt. Good of you to come,' Anthony Hilton said, shaking his friend's hand. 'Billy. You're looking well.' 'Can I kiss Meg, Mr Hilton? It is her birthday.' 'Well, of course.'


'He can't,' Meg said. 'You don't kiss someone just because it is her birthday.'


'If we men can't kiss a lady on her birthday,' Harry McAvoy said, 'when can we?' He glanced at his wife and flushed.


'We shall all kiss you,' Anthony Hilton decided, and set an example by holding her shoulders and kissing her on the forehead. Harry McAvoy followed. For a moment Meg shrank away from him. Only six days ago he had killed a man. Then she remembered that after all it had only been a Negro, and not even a Hilltop man. And he had been attempting to get into the white compound. He deserved to die. She allowed McAvoy to kiss her forehead, then Walter Reynolds. 'Now you, Billy,' Anthony Hilton said.


Billy came close, held her arms just above the elbow, as he had seen the men do. He had stronger fingers than she had supposed; they bit into her flesh. But of course he was two years older than she, at seventeen was already apprenticed in his father's office, would one day take over the business. Then he would be her attorney. She felt a sudden sense of imprisonment, that she was growing up with the men who would be spending the rest of their lives working for her.


And Billy had to stand on tip-toe to kiss her cheek. And to whisper, 'Oh, Meggie, you do look lovely today. I could hug you, really I could.'


Hastily she pushed him away. Suppose someone had heard ? And she hated being called Meggie.


'Now you, Alan,' Anthony Hilton decided.


Alan licked his lips. 'Perhaps Meg doesn't want to be kissed any more,' he said.


'I don't,' Meg said. 'I'd rather have tea.'


'Ah, well,' Anthony Hilton said. 'You've missed your chance, Alan. You don't want to go through life missing chances. Seize them, boy, seize them, especially where women are concerned, eh? Ha ha.' Papa seemed determined to enjoy himself this afternoon, which was as it should be. But there was no laughter in his eyes, and the faint frown remained drawn across his forehead.


'Wait a moment, Tony,' Walter Reynolds said. 'We have a present for the young woman.'


'I'll do it, Father.' Billy hastily retreated to the porch, came in with an enormous square box. 'For you.'


Meg didn't really want to accept a present from him; but she did so want to discover what was in the box. She hesitated, then seized it and tore it apart with as much energy as she had destroyed the box of handkerchiefs. Inside there was a mound of soft paper, and then... slowly she took out the wide-brimmed white straw hat, decorated round the crown with artificial flowers, while a long pink ribbon trailed down behind.


'Oh, but it's beautiful,' she cried without meaning to.


Walter Reynolds beamed, and Billy blushed all over again. 'Chose it myself.'


Meg had hurried to the wall mirror, to put the hat on, and turn herself this way and that while she admired herself.


'Well,' said Anthony Hilton. 'New hat, new handkerchiefs, new boots, why, there'll be no stopping you, young lady.'


No stopping me from what, she wanted to ask, but Prudence, wearing her best white apron and her white cap, had appeared in the inner doorway to inform her master that tea was served.


'Don't I get another kiss ?' Billy whispered, leaning against her as she took off the hat.


'No, you do not,' she said. 'But thanks all the same. It is a lovely hat.'


'Well, then,' he said, 'can I cut the cake with you?'


'No,' she said. 'I'm going to cut it with .. . with Papa.'


Who was obviously pleased, but after the meal the grownups were clearly settling down to drink Percy's rum punch.


'Can't we have some, Papa?' Billy wanted to know. 'Or at least me.'


'One glass each,' Anthony Hilton decided. 'Then you can go off and amuse yourselves.'


'I know,' Alan hissed at Meg. 'Let's take him up to the Grandstand.'


Meg sipped the ice-cooled brown liquid, and felt heat seeping through her belly. 'You can take him where you like,' she said. 'I'm going to wear my hat.' She stood before the mirror to put it on again.


'Well, come on then, let's take a walk.' Billy had already finished his punch. His cheeks seemed to have settled into a permanent red glow.


'When I'm ready.' She drank some more punch, made sure her hat was on straight. 'Do I look all right, Aunt Helen?'


'You look like a dream, my dear,' Helen McAvoy said. 'I really wonder if she should not have a chaperon, Tony.'


'Ah ...' The thought had obviously never crossed Anthony Hilton's mind.


'Why,' Meg said, ‘I am walking with two gentlemen. There's protection enough, surely, Aunt Helen.'


'Well...' Helen McAvoy looked at her son.


'We'll bring her back safe and sound,' Alan promised, and held the door for her. 'Race you to the Stand.'


'Race you to the Stand,' she shouted, scattering down the steps, holding on to her hat with one hand and her skirts with the other. Hannibal barked futilely, tugging at his chain behind the front steps, and was joined by Rufus in noisy protest.


'Well, I say, really,' Billy grumbled. But he followed.


Alan went up the street, through the opened gate, and across the pasture beyond. Meg endeavoured to follow at the same speed, but found her boots were too tight for running. 'Oh, bother,' she said, and sat on the grass to untie the laces.


Billy arrived, panting. 'Whatever are you doing?' 


Taking off my boots, silly.'


'But you can't go running about the place in your stockings,' he said.


'Oh, I'll take them off as well,' she said. 'You mustn't look.'


He stepped behind her, and she knelt, bending almost double as she thrust her hand up to release her garters. 'You're looking, you monster.'


'I am not,' he protested. But his cheeks were purple. 'Do you often go about with no stockings or shoes?'


'If I want to run.' She stood up, rolled her stockings into a ball, crammed them into the boots. She'd pick them up on her way back.


'Well, I never,' Billy commented.


Meg looked back for a moment, at the factory and the village, at a two-wheeler making its way along the road from Kingston. More guests? Father hadn't mentioned any.


'Come on, come on,' Alan was shouting. He was already at the gate to the paddock. 'Come on,' Meg cried.


'Mind you don't step in any sheep dung,' Billy said, following more slowly. 'Ugh.'


'What kept you?' Alan leaned on the gate.


'My shoes hurt,' she explained, limping towards him. 'And now I've a thorn in my foot'


'I'll pull it out. Sit down.'


She propped her back against the rotting gatepost, still panting, while Alan slowly extended her leg.


Billy arrived, gasping for breath. 'I say, you can't do that.'


'Do what?' Alan was peering at the white instep.


'Well, touch a woman like that. And you're looking up her skirt.'


'You're not, Alan,' Meg begged.


'Of course I'm not. He's just a louse. There it is. Right?'


He stroked her flesh.


'Ouch!' she screamed. 'Oh, that's agony.'


‘I’ll have it out.' He scrabbled at the bruise, and she screamed again.


'Stop it. Stop it. Oh ...' She tried to roll away from him and as he was still holding her by the ankle only succeeded in landing on her stomach, her face on the grass. 'Let me go.'


'It has to come out,' Alan said. 'It could be poisonous. I know, I'll suck it out.'


'Well, really,' Billy protested.


'Oh, would you, Alan, really?' Meg cried. She could think of nothing more romantic.


'Of course I will. It may hurt a little. But try to keep still.'


'Don't you realize she has just run across the sheep pasture?' Billy pointed out. 'With that foot?'


'Which foot would you have her use?' Alan inquired. 'Anyway, you're always pretending to be a proper gentleman, and fond of Meg too. Wouldn't you suck a thorn out of her, no matter how dirty it was ?'


'Well...' Billy flushed. 'If she was in danger.'


'And suppose this is poisonous?' Alan demanded. 'Next thing her whole foot will swell up, and she'll get gangrene, and they'll have to amputate, and we'll have a one-legged Meg.'


'Oh, God,' Meg wailed. 'Take it out, Alan, please.'


She felt his lips on her flesh, and there was a sudden surge of agony, but it was the sweetest agony she had ever felt, and it ended suddenly, leaving only a slight burning sensation.


'Ugh,' Billy remarked again. 'Wait until your father hears about this.'


'You wouldn't tell him,' Meg cried, rolling over once again and sitting up. Her hat had fallen off.


'Of course I'll tell him,' Billy said. 'Well, he ought to know.'


'Oh, Lord.' She looked at Alan.


'He won't tell him,' Alan declared. 'Because he's going to suck your foot too, aren't you, Billy boy?' 'Me?'


‘You. Right now.' Alan grabbed his arm, and he tugged angrily. 'You let me go.'


'It's that or rubbing your face in sheep dung,' Alan decided. 'All up to you.'


'Why, you ...' Billy wriggled, but Alan was far too strong for him.


'Don't you like my foot, Billy?' Meg lay down again, laughing, raised her right leg and rested it on her knee.


'No. Why, you ...' Billy gave a tremendous tug and broke free. He ran away from them, over the pasture.


'I'll get him.' Alan ran behind.


'Wait for me,' Meg shouted, coming at the back, waving her hat.


'Got you,' Alan shouted, hurling himself through the air to seize Billy round the ankle and bring him heavily to the ground.


'Oh, you ...' But he was out of breath. 'Sheep dung, sheep dung, sheep dung,' Alan chanted. There,' Meg shouted, now equally excited. 'Well, grab an ankle.'


‘You let me go,' Billy shouted, attempting to roll away from them. But Alan had retained hold of one ankle, and now Meg seized the other. 'Stop it,' he bawled. 'Oh, stop it' Tears welled from his eyes.


Meg and Alan dragged him across the grass to where the still soft curds lay, and rolled him across them, and then let him go, to stand back and laugh.


'Why, you.' Billy rose to his knees desperately, swept his arms and his fists about in blind anger.


'Ow,' Meg cried, as a flying fist caught her on the knee. 'Oh.' She was hit by a foot as well, and went tumbling over.


'I'll ... I'll kill you,' Billy shouted, throwing himself at her.


'No you won't' Alan shouted, throwing himself on top of Billy in turn. 'My hat' Meg screamed. 'You're squashing my hat'


They went rolling down the slope in a mingle of arms and legs and gasping bodies, to come to a halt in a hollow, suddenly paralysed at the sound of a voice.


'Why, Meg, whatever are you doing?'


'Papa.' Meg made a frantic effort to get untangled, and only succeeded in falling over again.


'Is that - Margaret?' inquired a voice she had never heard before, speaking an accentless English she had never heard before, in the strongest contrast to the Jamaican brogue, and so icily filled with disapproval she felt a shiver running down her spine. She turned, regaining her knees, and straightened, to stare at quite the most resplendent woman she had ever seen in her life. Beautiful, certainly, and in a familiar way, for she was undoubtedly a Hilton, with strong, fine features, the more dramatic for being set in a flawless pink and white complexion, and a profusion of chestnut hair, quite superbly dressed, for while it was gathered away from the face in front, to reveal her ears, it was apparently loose at the back, and escaped from beneath the cream straw hat with the white plume which was set well back on her head. But even her looks were not quite as breath-taking, to Meg's eyes, as her clothes, for she wore a grey poplin gown, far too hot for the climate, but quite magnificently cut to fit her bodice and her hips, with accordion pleats at hem and neck, in ultramarine, and ultramarine bows behind her thighs to support the train.


For a moment the tight lips almost relaxed, at the obvious admiration in the girl's face, then they tightened again. 'Well, child, lost your tongue?'


Meg looked at her father.


'Ah, Meg, do get up,' Anthony Hilton said. 'I would have you meet your cousin, Oriole Paterson.'

 


CHAPTER THREE


THE MENTOR

 

MEG reached her feet slowly, cast a desperate look at her new hat. But it was ruined beyond repair.


She stepped away from the two boys, also slowly getting up, and approached the grownups. 'C... cousin?'


'I am your father's cousin, to be sure, Margaret,' Oriole said. 'My father is your Great Uncle Tom. So I am your second cousin.' She held out her hand, then hastily withdrew it again as Meg reached for it, her features seeming to freeze while her nostrils dilated. 'Whatever have you been rolling in?'


'Sheep dung. I'm sorry.'


'Sheep dung?' Oriole Paterson's voice rose an octave. ‘Sorry?'


'And in your clean dress, too,' Helen McAvoy remarked. 'Oh, Meg, you are terrible.'


Terrible?' Oriole demanded in scandalized tones.


'And your hat,' exclaimed Lawyer Reynolds. 'It'll never be the same.'


'I... I'm sorry,' Meg said. 'We were playing a game, and then I got a thorn in my foot, and ...'


'Oh, Meg,' Helen protested. 'You really are growing too old for rough games like that, you know. Alan, you should be ashamed of yourself.'


Alan stood on one leg.


They should all be ashamed of themselves,' Oriole said severely. 'It has been a great pleasure meeting you, Mrs McAvoy, and if I am to stay here no doubt we shall become


friends, but I'm sure you will agree that it were time to end this entertainment.'


'Oh, I ...' Helen looked at Tony Hilton, but Oriole's tone had really left very little room for argument.


'Well, I... it seems a little early,' Tony said.


'My dear Tony,' Oriole said. 'Your daughter has to have a bath, and quickly. I shudder to think what dreadful disease she might have contracted.'


'From a little sheep dung?' Harry McAvoy inquired.


Oriole turned a gaze on him which might have shrivelled him to the ground. 'Sheep droppings,' she said. 'The thought is nauseating. Come along now, Margaret. Off you go.' She checked, pink spots appearing in her cheeks. 'But you have no boots.'


'I... I took them off,' Meg explained. 'They're new, you see, Mrs Paterson, and I didn't want to scuff them.'


'And no stockings ?' Oriole's voice rose an octave higher.


'Well... they'd have gone into holes.'


Oriole looked at Tony, her eyebrows arched, her chin rigid.


'Ah, well, I suppose Oriole is right, Meg,' Tony Hilton said. 'You really shouldn't run about the pasture without shoes and stockings.'


'And playing with boys’ Oriole pointed out. 'Why, I've seen nigger children in Kingston better behaved. And better dressed. Off you go.'


Meg looked at her father.


'Yes, well, I suppose you do need a bath, Meg,' he agreed.


She wanted to stamp her foot with anger. But that would only get her a sore instep. She tossed her head, gathered her skirts, and hurried for the distant village. On the way she passed the spot where she had discarded her stockings and shoes, but she was too angry to pick them up. Let somebody else do it. And who the devil was this beastly woman to come here and start telling everyone what to do ? Well, she couldn't see anyone telling Papa what to do, really. He just had not wanted to be rude in front of the McAvoys and Walter Reynolds. Later on ...


'But what happen with you?' Prudence demanded from the top of the steps.


'I fell over in some sheep shit,' Meg said crossly. 'And am to have a bath. Draw it for me, please.'


'Is that woman, eh ?'


Meg reached the top of the stairs. 'You've seen her?' 'What ? Miss Meg, she come in here like some mamaloi, because there weren't nobody in Kingston for to meet she.' 'To meet her? But...'


'Well, it seems she saying she did write to the master, oh, one time ago, saying she is coming for a visit to he, and he ain't replying. He ain't even remembering. Well, you must know what your daddy is like. He does throw all them letters straight in the trash.' She wrinkled her nose. 'But she right about you smelling, chil'. You would even frighten a sheep.'


'Oh, draw my bath,' Meg shouted. Coming to stay ? That was impossible. She stamped along the corridor to her room. Where would she sleep, for a start? There were only two bedrooms.


She unfastened her gown in such a rage that she popped off two of the buttons. And then nearly tore her drawers. But the bath felt so good. Prudence had placed the huge tub in the very centre of the floor, and filled it with steaming water into which she had scattered some sweet-smelling herbs. Meg sank in with a great sigh, and leaned her head back so that her hair would trail in the water. Hannibal, freed from his chain, also uttered a great sigh, and lay down with a thud. And suddenly Meg began to laugh. It really had been a most amusing afternoon. And what Prudence had told her just capped it. No wonder this Oriole was furious. Left standing all by herself on the Kingston dock ... her head jerked as the door opened and she gazed at Oriole Paterson. 'You can't come in here,' she screamed, crossing her arms over her breasts and leaning forward.


'Don't be absurd,' Oriole said, entering the room. 'Out,' she commanded. 'You belong in the yard. Out.'


Hannibal heaved himself to his feet, glanced at his mistress, went through the door.


'He's my pet,' Meg protested.


'One doesn't have pets in the bedroom,' Oriole explained, closing the door. 'You and I must have a ...' She stared at the girl. 'My God. What has happened to your hair?'


'My hair?' Meg started to reach behind her for the hair then hastily closed her arms over her body again.


'It's wet,' Oriole said.


'Well, I am sitting in a bath,' Meg said sarcastically.


Oriole glared at her for a moment, then her hand came out with quite startling speed while her body bent forward like a striking snake. The force of the blow almost knocked Meg out of the tub. Water scattered everywhere, and she fell back, arms and legs flying. For a moment she was too surprised to speak.


'You obviously need to be taught a great deal of manners,' Oriole said.


'You ...' Meg bit her lip. Now the cheek was starting to sting, and she was so angry she wanted to burst. So she merely began to cry, and became even more angry.


'Oh, stop that,' Oriole said. 'Hiltons don't cry. Not if they are Hiltons. Your name is Margaret. You're named after the first great Hilton woman. Do you think she ever cried ?' She smiled. 'And she had far more than you to cry about.' When she smiled, and the tightness of her features relaxed, she was utterly lovely. 'Now don't move.'


Meg couldn't have moved if she tried. She merely sat in the slowly cooling water and stared, while Oriole removed her hat, and her gloves, and then unfastened her gown and removed that as well. Slowly the garment settled about her ankles, and she stepped out of it. But she was no nearer being undressed. Underneath she wore a petticoat which was actually fastened at her neck, while when she bent over the bed to smooth the gown Meg could see that there were at least another five skirts. How she stood it in the afternoon heat was impossible to imagine, and indeed her back and under her arms were damp. But as she undressed she exuded a quite marvellous perfume which prevented any suggestion of perspiration.


'Now,' she said, turning. 'Let us do something about you.' She knelt beside the tub, behind Meg, and Meg felt her gathering the hair. 'Such lovely hair. All Hiltons have lovely hair. I have lovely hair, don't you think?'


Meg hesitated. But she did have lovely hair. 'Yes,' she muttered.


'Actually, it does need washing,' Oriole said. 'But you cannot wash your hair in your bath, really. We will do it tomorrow. And you must start brushing it I never saw such a mess of tangles. There.'


She stood up, and without thinking Meg put up her hands to feel the coiled mound of hair on the top of her head. She had never had her hair up before.


'You are a quite lovely child,' Oriole said, and Meg hastily lowered her arms again. 'What am I saying. You are a quite lovely young woman. Or you could be. Really, your father ought to be whipped, for just letting you run to ruin like this. Perhaps all men ought to be whipped. They are a worthless crew. My late husband was worst of all. But perhaps I have caught you in time.' She leaned forward, and Meg tensed herself for whatever might be coming. But it was only a kiss on the forehead. 'Now you finish your bath and then go to bed. I must have a talk with your father.'


'I haven't had my supper yet,' Meg said. Oriole smiled at her. 'You are not going to have any supper, my dear.' She resumed her gown. 'No supper? But...'


'You were very naughty, and must be punished. Bed without supper is better than a whipping. You should be grateful.' She went to the door while Meg stared at her.


There she paused, to smile again. 'Now, do as I say, and I won't have to punish you again. I'm sure we are going to be friends, you and I.'


Meg got out of the bath and dried herself. She dropped her nightgown over her head, and sat down, gazing moodily at the wall. She still seethed with anger. How could she not, as her face still ached from the blow. But she felt curiously excited as well. Oriole Paterson was so ... so elegant. There was the word. Meg had never known an elegant woman before. Although surely Mother would have been elegant.


But if Mother had been elegant, why had she refused to live in the Great House ? One could hardly be elegant in a small bungalow.


She lay down. She could hear their voices, now. Or rather, Oriole's voice, seeping across the roof to come down into the bedroom. Papa answered briefly. And defensively. Poor Papa. He must be wondering what had hit him.


Her door opened. 'You sleeping, chil' ?'


She sat up. 'Prudence?'


‘I come for the bath, chil'.' Prudence closed the door behind her. 'But is true you ain' having no supper?'


'I'm being punished,' Meg said bitterly.


'Oh, she does be a one,' Prudence agreed and came closer. 'But we can' have you starving, chil'. Or how your bubbies going grow big like mine?' She held out a plate of biscuits.


'Oh, Prudence, you are a treasure.'


'When you done,' Prudence said, 'put the plate in your drawer.'


'I will. Thank you, Prudence. Thanks ever so much.'


'Yeah. Well, you got for take care while she is here.' Prudence stooped, exerted her enormous strength, lifted the tub, still full of water, from the floor. 'Me too.' She went outside, closed the door. Meg ate the biscuits. Dear Prudence. But for the colour of her skin she would be the best mother anyone could have.


Save that no one could possibly describe Prudence as elegant. She finished her biscuits and fell asleep, and awoke again with a start as the door opened, very quietly, to admit first of all the glow of a candle, then Oriole herself. Instantly she sat up, wondering what new assault, on her person or her way of life, was imminent.


'It's all right,' Oriole said brightly. 'She's awake.' The door opened wider, and Oriole came in. 'Do cover yourself, Margaret,' she said.


Behind her was Percy, carrying two suitcases. Meg slowly lifted the sheet to her neck.


'Just put them down, man,' Oriole said.


'Yes'm,' Percy said, and put them down.


'Madam,' Oriole said. 'You will call me madam. Do you understand?'


'Yes'm,' Percy said. 'Goodnight, Miss Meg.' He closed the door behind him.


'Stupid people,' Oriole complained. 'And far too familiar. Especially with you, Margaret. I will have to speak to them.' She took off her gown.


'But... what are you doing?' Meg asked.


'Undressing.' Petticoat began to follow petticoat on to the chair.


'Here?'


'Where else? I am going to share your bed, my dear Margaret. At least until we can make some other arrangements.'


'My bed? Oh, Lord.'


'And do not say Oh Lord. Young ladies do not say Oh Lord.' A last petticoat was removed, and Meg gazed at the corset in utter amazement. Oriole was reaching behind her, fumbling at the ties, sighing as she slowly released them.


'Isn't it very uncomfortable ?' Meg asked.


'A lady isn't supposed to be comfortable, goose.' A last sigh, and the corset was laid on the chair with the petticoats. Although underneath was yet another garment, over her drawers, to separate the whalebone from the flesh. But Oriole was looking much happier. It occurred to Meg that one reason for her sharpness might have been sheer discomfort. 'We shall have to get you one.' 'Me?'


Oriole removed her shift 'Of course. You look positively indecent as you are.'


Meg's mouth slowly fell open. Oriole's perfection of feature extended to her body, for now she sat on the end of the bed to remove her stockings. It was the first time Meg had ever seen another white woman's body; Negresses were either very large, from too much child-bearing, or very thin, from insufficient food. But while Oriole's shoulder blades, and her ribs, could be seen, they were well bedded in that utterly marvellous pink and white flesh, and her breasts, if bigger than they had appeared when hampered by the corset and all of the petticoats, were not even as big as her own, Meg realized, and perfectly rounded, with sharp little pink teats standing out in joy at being released from their earlier heat and confinement. Meg felt quite disappointed when, after rolling down her stockings to reveal feet of a similar delicacy and whiteness, Oriole opened her suitcase and dropped a nightgown over her shoulders before removing her drawers. But what a nightgown, a mass of pink lace at bodice and shoulder, with pink lace frills brushing the floor.


But still she wasn't finished, for now she opened the other suitcase, and removed a variety of bottles and jars which she placed on the table. 'Have you no dressing mirror?'


Meg shook her head. She was too bemused to speak.


'Good Heavens. Well ...' Oriole delved once again into the case, produced a hand mirror. 'You can hold this for me.'


Meg dutifully held the mirror, while Oriole sat on the bed and applied creams and unguents to her face. 'Why are you doing that?' Meg asked. Oriole glanced at her. 'To keep my skin soft,' she said.


'You will have to start using them as well. I also discovered, on the ship coming over, that I had to use more, and to protect my face from the sun. Your complexion is a disgrace, Margaret. How your father could have permitted you to spend so much time in the sun I shall never know. And it's a shame, because you could be such a pretty girl.' She sighed. 'I will do the best I can ...' She removed herself and her jars, and instead picked up a hairbrush. By the time she is finished, Meg thought, it will be time to get up all over again.


Oriole walked to and fro, brushing and counting. 'How many strokes do you give it?' Meg asked.


'Forty-three, forty-four, one hundred, and don't talk or I'll lose count, forty-five, forty-six ...'


Meg lay down to watch her. But at last she was finished, and blew out the candle. 'Now move over,' she commanded. 'And don't wriggle.'


Meg opened her mouth to say, it's my bed, and thought better of it. Oriole's feet slid under the sheet, and Meg was enveloped in that delightful perfume. Oriole sighed, and then sat up straight, throwing back the sheet. 'What on earth ...' She felt beneath herself. 'Crumbs? When last was this bed made?'


'Well ... today.'


Oriole had hopped out and was brushing away at the bottom sheet. 'You wretched girl. You've been eating biscuits in bed. Where did you get them ?'


'Well...'


That nigger housekeeper of your father's. My God, I'll have a word with her. She'll have to go.'


Meg sat up. 'Prudence? You couldn't sack Prudence.'


'Don't be absurd.' Oriole seemed satisfied, lay down again. 'You'll be telling me next she's your friend, like those ghastly little boys.'


Meg lay down cautiously. 'She is my friend. She's the oldest friend I have. She's been here ever since I can remember. She and Percy.'


Oriole raised herself on her elbow, looked down. 'You are an unhappy child, aren't you?' 'Unhappy? Why ...'


'Layabouts and niggers for friends, no clothes to speak of, no breeding, I think I got here in the nick of time.' She lay down again, and to Meg's amazement, slid her arm under her neck to hug her close. 'I'm going to be your friend from now on, Meg. I'm going to make you into a lady. Far more important than that, I'm going to make you into a Hilton. Because you are the very last Hilton. Didn't you know that? The very last'

 

Meg awoke with a start, for a moment and for the first time in her life unsure where she was. In her own bedroom, of course. But Oriole's arms were wrapped around her, and her head rested on the soft lace of Oriole's nightgown, and the entire room was filled with the delicious glow of Oriole's scent.


Gently she disengaged herself, slid out of bed, threw her nightgown on the floor and dragged on her clothes. It was very late, at least seven o'clock. She couldn't remember when last she had slept in, mainly because Prudence always awakened her. But no doubt Prudence had been afraid to enter the room this morning.


'Whatever are you doing ?' Oriole inquired.


'I must hurry,' Meg explained. 'I shall be late for school.'


'You have forgotten your petticoats,' Oriole pointed out.


'I don't wear petticoats,' Meg said. 'No one does, as a rule, in Jamaica. It's too hot'


Oriole sat up. 'Good Heavens. I thought, yesterday, that ... but I supposed it was the sun. Good Lord. You must wear a petticoat, Margaret I can see right through that gown.'


'I don't have any petticoats.' Meg emptied some water from the ewer into the china basin and splashed it on her face.


'Anyway,' Oriole said. 'What do you want to go rushing off this early for? It's barely dawn.'


'School starts at eight,' Meg explained. 'Because we stop for breakfast and siesta at eleven. Then we go back at three until five.'


'I never heard such nonsense in all my life,' Oriole decided. 'Anyway, you're not going to that school any more. School ? I could not imagine anything more ridiculous.'


Slowly Meg turned to face her. 'Not going to school? But...'


'I will teach you,' Oriole said, extending one utterly delightful arm and reaching for her robe. 'What you need to know. What does this Mrs McAvoy teach you ?'


'Well, reading, and writing and arithmetic, and history and geography.'


'Can you read?'


'Of course.'


'Can you write? Can you count up to ten?’ 'Of course I can.'


'Well, then, I am sure you know enough of that. History and geography are really not subjects that a young lady need be acquainted with. Do you speak French?'


'French?'


'Do you sew? I mean needlework, not darning. Do you play the piano?'


'How can I?' Meg demanded. 'I don't have a piano. Neither does Aunt Helen.'


'Mrs McAvoy, please. You are surely not related to her? Of course you have a piano. There is one in the Great House.'


'But... we can't go there.'


'Why not?'


'Papa keeps it locked. He doesn't allow anyone in there. He'd be furious.'


Oriole smiled, and held up a large key. 'What do you suppose this is ? Your father and I had a heart to heart talk last night I explained to him how terribly wrong he has been, just allowing you to run wild. He has agreed to make your education my responsibility. Now, you go and have your breakfast, or whatever it is you call this meal, and I will get dressed. Then we'll explore, shall we?'


Meg felt she should be resentful, even angry, at the way her life was being taken over. But she was far too excited. She was going to get inside the Great House, after all these years. She was going to be taught the piano. And French. Why French? If any foreign tongue was spoken in the West Indies it was Spanish. But no doubt Oriole knew best. Oh, indeed, no one could doubt that Oriole knew best.


She gulped her steaming cup of coffee, chewed her homemade bread, finished with a banana. She really didn't like bananas, but they were the one fruit which was always available, which was probably why she didn't like them.


'Eh-eh, but you ain' going to school ?' Prudence demanded when the meal was over, and she sat down to wait


'Not today. Not ever again.'


'Eh-eh, but you crazy or what, chil’? You must go to school.'


'Ha,' Meg said, and stood up, as Oriole swept into the room. It was easy to see that she had made some concessions to the climate. She no longer wore a corset that was obvious, just as it was obvious that she was only wearing perhaps two petticoats, and her gown was muslin, in soft lilac, and was open at the throat, although her sleeves were tightly buttoned at the wrist


'All ready ?' she demanded.


'I am. But aren't you going to have something to eat?'


'I never take anything in the mornings,' Oriole said. 'And you may have to adopt the same programme, if you propose to keep on growing. You. Your name is Prudence, I understand.'


'Yes'm.'


'Madam. You will call me madam. This house is like a pig-sty. I want it cleaned, and I want it cleaned today. If the work is too much for you, get some help from the village.


There must be dozens of women just lying about there, doing nothing. See to it, or I'll have you dismissed.'


Prudence merely goggled at her, but Oriole was not wasting time. 'Come along, Margaret,' she commanded, and swept into the front room, where she picked up a brightly coloured parasol. 'Where is your hat ?'


'I'll have to wear my old one.' Meg set it on her head, then pulled her skirt to her ankles. 'But I'm wearing my new boots. Aren't they splendid?'


Oriole sniffed. 'That style of boot went out of fashion in England over ten years ago. You've a lot to learn, my dear. Shall we go ?' She led the way down the steps. Alan McAvoy waited by the gate. 'Can we assist you?' she inquired.


Alan raised his hat. 'I was waiting for Meg, Mrs Paterson.'


'Why?'


'Alan always walks me across to school,' Meg explained.


'But you are not going to that school any more,' Oriole pointed out with great patience.


'Not going to Mother's school ?' Alan cried.


'You may tell your mother that I will call... no, that I would be very pleased if she would call on me, this afternoon,' Oriole said. 'When I will explain the situation to her. Now, if you will excuse us, young man.'


Alan had already opened the gate. Oriole swept through, and Meg followed, pausing to give him an apologetic smile, then hurrying behind her mentor. Hannibal bounded out of the gate to follow them, barking and scattering the sheep. The Great House loomed at the top of the hill, bathed in the morning sunlight. Meg felt so excited she thought she was going to be sick. She wished she could invite Alan along; he wanted to see the inside as much as she did. But Oriole would never permit it.


'You have been encouraging that young man,' Oriole said, and shot a sideways glance in time to catch Meg's blush. 'Don't trouble to deny it.'


'Oh, but, he's my ...'


Oriole sighed loudly. 'A friend, you were going to say?


I thought I had explained that. That boy could not be your friend, even if you had a brother. You are a Hilton. You are heiress to the Hilton Plantations ...'


'They're worth nothing now,' Meg said.


'Kindly do not interrupt. They are going through a temporary depression. I have studied the matter deeply, and it would pay you to do the same. West Indian sugar is depressed because it receives no subsidies, not even duty free entry into England. Whereas beet sugar from the Continent is supported by government bounties which enable it to be placed on the market too cheaply. But there are moves afoot to correct this state of affairs. Oh, indeed. I see a great revival ahead, for West Indian sugar.'


'Is that why you came out here?' Meg asked.


Oriole paused at the foot of the front stairs. 'Of course not.'


'Then why did you come?' Meg persisted. 'Papa says your father is still alive.'


'Of course Father is still alive. But he is well cared for by my sister. And when James died, why, I knew I had a duty to perform. Hilltop is the fountainhead of everything Hilton. Without it, without its splendour, the family is as nothing. And the family, I can tell you, is utterly scandalized at the way your father has let it run to ruin. It must be our task, yours and mine, to restore the plantation, to restore everything Hilton to the greatness it once knew. The greatness it deserves. Don't you agree?'


'Well... that would be lovely, if it could be managed.'


'Of course it can be managed,' Oriole insisted, and led the way up the steps. 'Get away, you brute, you can't come in here. Now. Let us inspect the House.'


It took an effort to turn the key in the lock, and then another effort to pull the huge mahogany door, bound with strips of rusting iron, open. The two women peered at the gloom beyond, sniffed the mustiness. 'Quite eerie,' Oriole commented.


'We should have brought a candle,' Meg suggested.


'Not necessary, there is light enough. From the skylights. Didn't you know there were skylights? Four of them, in the roof.'


And in fact it was growing lighter by the moment, as the sun rose.


'But we must have some air,' Oriole said. 'I know. We'll open them as well.' She climbed the stairs. 'Careful now. We don't know how solid these boards are.'


They creaked, and there was dust everywhere, gathering on Meg's hands as she touched the balustrade, seeming to clog her nostrils. But she was too fascinated by the row of pictures to care. 'Are they all Hiltons ?'


'Of course they are.' Oriole's voice echoed. 'Our ancestors. People we have to live up to, Margaret.' She reached the gallery. 'Help me.'


Meg hurried to her side and together they untied the rope from its cleat, and slowly tugged the skylight open. A breath of pure nectar seemed to slide in.


'There we are,' Oriole said, retying the rope. 'Good heavens, what a lot of dust. We shall both need baths after this. We'll just open another light, then we can find the piano.'


Meg could hardly wait to get downstairs into the huge withdrawing room. Here the light from upstairs did not reach, so they had to wrestle with one of the great barred french windows leading on to the verandah.


"There we are,' Oriole said, dusting her hands against each other.


'It's magnificent,' Meg whispered, staring around her.


Oriole ran her finger over the top of the piano. 'It's absolutely filthy. It'll need an enormous amount of work. I shall have to recruit a team, I can see that.'


'Wouldn't it be wonderful,' Meg said, 'if Papa would agree to moving back in here?'


Oriole had lifted the lid to the keyboard and was running her fingers across the keys. The music tinkled through the great room. 'Ugh. We can't do anything with this until it is tuned. I suppose there is such a thing as a piano tuner in this misbegotten place? And of course your father is going to reopen the House. You don't think I'm going to spend the rest of my life in that little bungalow, sharing your bed, do you?' She laughed, a splendid sound, and got up to throw her arm around Meg's shoulders. 'Although I did sleep very well last night, to be sure.'


The rest of your life ?' Meg inquired.


'Of course,' Oriole said. 'Hilltop is my home now. I am going to be at your side, now and always.'


Which, in a remarkable fashion, was fast becoming a reassuring thought. Her energy was quite frightening. She was intelligent enough quickly to understand the problems presented by the Jamaican climate, and to adapt herself to them. She still insisted on wearing far too many clothes, in Meg's opinion, but she realized the necessity to rise very early, and get the main part of the day's work done by eleven. They studied French, and dressmaking, and above all deportment and speech, by the hour. A piano tuner was secured from Kingston, and soon Meg was practising her scales as well, because all the lessons took place in the Great House.


This was all that did take place in the Great House, for although Tony Hilton was willing to let Oriole open it up for the purpose of educating Meg, he steadfastly refused to move back up there himself, or to spend the money necessary to renovate the place. There was a brief, stormy scene over this. 'Hiltons, worrying over money,' Oriole said contemptuously. 'Really, Anthony, I sometimes wonder if you are not a changeling.'


'Would you like to look at the books?' Papa inquired, speaking more vehemently than Meg, listening outside the door, had ever heard him.


'I am not the least bit interested in book-keeping,' Oriole declared. 'I can look around me, at this land ...'


'Which nobody wants,' Papa pointed out


'What nonsense. There can be no one in Jamaica would not like to own Hilltop, if only for the prestige its name carries. But if the land does not impress you, what of your crops ?'


'Bah.'


'No bah at all. Perhaps your cane isn't doing very well. Your bananas are. Do you know what any man of spirit, any true Hilton, would do? He'd tear out all the cane, and plant the entire plantation in bananas.'


'Hilltop? Bananas?'


'What's so strange about that? Didn't your father begin planting them in the first place ?'


'Grandfather opposed him. I think to the end of his days Grandfather regretted giving control of the plantation to Father.'


'But he's dead,' Oriole insisted. 'They are both dead. You are in control. There is no one in the entire world can oppose you, Anthony. Whatever you choose to do, you can do.'


There had been a brief silence. Meg could imagine the pair of them, staring at each other. Then Papa had spoken, in a low but very determined tone. 'You are perfectly right, Oriole. I am in charge of Hilltop. There is no one in the world who can tell me what to do, and no one in the world from whom I need accept advice. So I would be very obliged if you would keep your nose entirely out of my affairs. Educate Meg. I believe you are right there. I have neglected the child, and I wouldn't anyway have known how to bring her up. Use the Great House if you choose. But don't expect me to move back up there, don't expect me to waste money renovating that mausoleum, and don't attempt to interfere in the running of this plantation. Because if you do I shall put you on the next boat back to England.'


At which Meg had scampered off to bed. She just could not imagine what Oriole would be like when she returned from that interview. But Oriole had merely undressed and climbed into bed beside her, and hugged her tight, as she liked doing. 'Were you listening?' she whispered. 'I suppose you heard anyway.' 'Aren't you very angry ?'


Oriole smiled in her ear. 'Why should I be very angry? Your father merely spends his time confirming the opinion I have always held of men, anyway. No, no. Let him go his own way. We shall go ours. We know he cannot utterly ruin Hilltop. No single man could do that, and he is certainly careful with his money. We must look forward to the day when you are in charge. And prepare ourselves for that day.' But she was preparing herself for a long wait. As a result of a visit to Kingston, another bed was delivered and placed in Meg's room.


Once again, energy. As Papa refused to spend the money on a dressmaker, Oriole made their clothes herself, working in the afternoons to provide Meg with a variety of gowns, with shifts and petticoats, with stockings and with drawers. She also took over the entire management of the house, to Prudence's disgust. But Prudence was very much relegated to what Oriole considered her proper position. Gone were the chats around the kitchen table while Percy peeled shrimps. Oriole did not even like to see Meg speaking with those niggers, as she called them, much less asking them embarrassing or intimate questions. Not that she would answer such questions herself. Anything she considered improper was dismissed as unladylike, and the subject immediately became closed.


Nor did she permit Meg to keep any friends amongst the white children on the plantation. 'They are your inferiors,' she said. 'You must never forget that. When you are the Mistress of Hilltop, and one of them proves incompetent, as he is sure to do, how will you dismiss him if he is in a position to recall some childhood escapade? No, no, keep your employees, and their children, at arm's length, my dear. You are a Hilton. They are nothing.'


Afternoons were to be spent in long, quiet walks, shaded by their parasols, talking about the past. Oriole knew the history of every Hilton off by heart, and certainly every Hilton who had ever amounted to anything. She related magnificent tales of Thomas Warner and his son Edward, and Anthony Hilton, the three men who together had created the British West Indian Empire, of their wars with the Carib Indians and the Spaniards, of the adventures of Kit Hilton, grandson of Anthony - or was he really grandson of Edward Warner? No one knew for sure; the two men had both shared the arms of the tempestuous Irish girl, Susan Deardon. But Kit Hilton had been a man apart. He had sailed with Morgan, taken part in the sack of Panama, and then returned to Antigua to marry the beautiful Meg Warner and found the Hilton Empire. Then there had been Robert Hilton, who had raised the Hilton fortunes to their highest peak, and his cousin Matt, who had been an Abolitionist and had in time become a Member of Parliament, and who had married his own cousin, Robert's sister Suzanne, in a wild love affair which had rocked the entire social fabric of the West Indies. Matt and Suzanne had been the parents of Richard Hilton, General Warner, as he had been known in Haiti. Even for Richard, Oriole had words of praise, and indeed he had been cast in the mould of the great Kit. But he too had been an Abolitionist, and had presided over the Emancipation of the Hilltop slaves even before the law had been passed by the British Parliament.


'For all his courage, he was a fool,' Oriole said scornfully. 'Emancipation did no one any good. These islands were the most valuable part of the British Empire, not a hundred years ago. Now they are the poorest. The blacks were a healthy and contented lot. Now they are undernourished and in a constant state of simmering revolt. Another example of male stupidity, my dear Margaret. You'll not find the ' name of any female Abolitionists in the history books.'


And who was to say she was not right? Meg indeed was considerably confused by the storm which seemed to have overtaken her. But it was an exciting, exhilarating confusion.


Oriole had breathed the existence of a world of which she had not dreamed, a world of sweet-smelling perfume, magnificent clothes, handsome men who were the epitome of gallantry and manners, of the wealth to buy whatever one wished whenever one felt like it, of balls and musical evenings, operas and concerts. These things were there, not just lines in her few story books. And they belonged to her as much as to anyone else. To her more than anyone else, in fact, because she was a Hilton. Hiltons did as they pleased, took what they pleased, said what they pleased, believed what they pleased. Thus Oriole. They owed but a single duty, to be Hilton, never to debase the name in any way. There was a dream. But a dream which would one day come true. If only Papa felt the same way.


For her sixteenth birthday party, Oriole decided she should wear a corset. To purchase it necessitated a visit to Kingston, an exciting occasion which in the event depressed her as she gazed at the unpainted buildings, the shoddy clothes, the emaciated black people, the huge harbour in which the wooden jetties seemed to be rotting and there was only a solitary trading schooner waiting at anchor. Somehow Kingston epitomized the depression which had overtaken the island. Only the new railway line, which made its way north to Port Antonio, suggested the slightest faith in the future of the island.


But the corset was excitement enough. They spent almost the entire afternoon fitting it about her waist, and then she had to hang on to the bedpost while Oriole tugged at the laces, 'I can't breathe,' Meg gasped.


'You will get used to it.'


'But... my bubbies are squashed.'


'Your ... ?' Oriole released the laces. 'Good heavens. You are never to use that word again.'


'But...'


'If you must refer to that portion of your anatomy, it is your bosom. As for being squashed, that is no bad thing. For a sixteen-year-old girl you have a quite ridiculously large bosom.'


'Have I?' Meg cried in delight. 'Oh. I thought...'


"That I was small? No, no. It is unseemly for a young woman to be overdeveloped in any direction. Why, you would not be pleased did you possess a lantern jaw, would you? Come along now.' She resumed tugging and heaving, and at last seemed satisfied. 'There.'


'1 feel quite faint,' Meg said. 'I am going to faint, at any moment.'


'No doubt you will faint, from time to time. That is quite proper and ladylike. Be sure you position yourself always close to a comfortable chair, or better yet, a settee. Oh, you will soon learn to cope with it. Now, the gown.'


Because that also was new, in pale pink gauze with white stripes, and white ribbon bows as well as white lace ruffles on the sleeves and assisting to minimize the otherwise daring neckline. It was quite the most gorgeous garment Meg had ever seen. She whirled in front of her mirror as Oriole settled it. 'Of course,' Oriole said. 'It should be worn over a crinoline.' But there was no such thing in all Jamaica. 'And I don't suppose it matters. It isn't as if we are entertaining anyone of importance.'


Oh, shut up, do, Meg wanted to shout, but by now she had learned that it did not pay to be rude to her cousin; she had had so many slaps on the face this last year she felt she had a permanent bruise. And anyway, let her think what she liked; she knew she looked beautiful. And Prudence obviously thought the same.


'Miss Meg, I ain' never seen anything like that,' she said, when they finally emerged.


'That will do, my good woman,' Oriole said severely, seizing Meg by the elbow to usher her into the drawing room. 'If only you would overcome this dreadful desire to allow the servants to be familiar. It really is disgusting. Now, smile, girl. These people are your guests.'


All the book-keepers and their wives were present, as well as several people from town. 'Meg, you look magnificent.' She hadn't seen much of Billy this last year, and he didn't seem to have changed at all. 'May I kiss you?'


'Certainly not,' Oriole said. 'You may kiss her hand.'


Meg extended her hand, discovered she still held her fan.


Billy's lips touched her flesh. 'Oh, Meg,' he said. 'How lovely you are. Meg ...' He was staring at her decolletage, where her breasts were compressed by the corset to make a deep valley descending into her gown. 'Meg ...'


'I must see to my other guests,' she said, and turned away. He was quite ridiculous. At once in his absurd adoration, and in his forwardness.


'Good afternoon, Miss Hilton.'


She frowned at Alan, who wore what was obviously a new suit. Now, how had the McAvoys afforded that? And he had also allowed himself to grow a little moustache, which was quite becoming. She had only seen him from a distance this last year, as he had left school and undertaken his duties as an overseer, which meant he spent most of his time aback, and on the rare occasion when they might possibly have met he had carefully steered his mule the other way.


'Miss Hilton?' she inquired.


'Well, I imagine that is what I should call you. Here you are, a great lady, sixteen years old ... and you look like a great lady, too.'


'Why, thank you, sir,' she said. 'You are looking very well yourself.'


'1 am leaving tonight,' he explained.


'Leaving?' she cried, and heads turned. 'Leaving?' she said, more quietly.


'Didn't your father tell you? I suppose he felt it would be of no interest. I have decided that overseeing is not for me.'


'Oh. But...' She wanted to say, what shall we do without you ? Instead she said 'What will you do ?'


'I am going to sea. Papa has found me a berth on one of the steamers trading with Kingston, as apprentice. I shall study to be an officer.' He gave a half smile. 'Perhaps one day I shall be a master. And then, perhaps, I may call upon you as an equal.'


'An equal?' she cried, and again heads turned. 'Why, Alan, how absurd can you be. There can be no inequality between us.'


'There is already inequality between us, Miss Hilton,' he pointed out. 'We were born unequal, and as there can be no prospect of your lowering yourself to my level, I must endeavour to raise myself to yours. Supposing, of course, that after the passage of time I still wish to do so.'


'Why, you ...' She felt her cheeks burning with a mixture of misery and anger. 'You are being absolutely absurd. If you are leaving Hilltop because of me, then I do wish you would reconsider. So one day I will be Mistress of Hilltop. We have always known that. But when I am Mistress of Hilltop, I would like to be surrounded by my friends.'


'Mistress of Hilltop,' he said. 'How easily you say that. And how well it trips off your tongue. The Mistress of Hilltop can have no friends, Miss Hilton, save amongst others of equal rank.'


'Oh, nonsense,' she insisted. 'I choose my friends where I may.'


'Then perhaps,' he said, 'as this room is very close, and outside it is a pleasant afternoon, you would walk with me? Perhaps we could walk up to the Grandstand? Perhaps we could even run up to the Grandstand.'


She flicked her fan shut as Oriole had taught her.


'Ah,' he said. 'There are limits to your friendship, I see. At least with inferiors.'


'Of course not,' she said angrily. 'But ... we are older now, Alan. I am the hostess. I cannot abandon my own party.'


'You would not, even if you could.' He bowed. 'I came to say goodbye, and I now say goodbye. I shall remember my boyhood on Hilltop with much pleasure.' He turned and left the room, which had grown very quiet.


Meg bit her lip. Oh, Lord, she thought; I am going to cry.


'Meg.' Oriole took her elbow. 'A very good riddance. Now it is time to cut your cake.'


'But... I was going to cut it with him,' Meg moaned.


'Good heavens. Then indeed we have had a happy escape. There is no one here you should cut your cake with, Margaret. Saving your father. And he is waiting for you.'


'I feel so wretched about it,' Meg confessed, plucking at the keys of the piano.


'Whatever for? He will be far happier, far better off, attempting something that is within his grasp, than mooning after the unattainable,' Oriole said sharply. 'And if you are not going to concentrate on the piano, then you may as well stop altogether and listen.'


Meg obediently closed the keyboard; she did not feel in the least like playing, in any event.


Oriole got up, paced the room. It was her favourite occupation, perambulating about the withdrawing room, touching the ornaments, running her fingers over the baize of the billiard table. No dust now. Oriole had cleaned it with her own hands. 'I am really getting a little worried about you,' she remarked. 'I had hoped for a marked improvement in your ... well, your demeanour, over the past year. Young girls are often unable to see their true place in life. They make odd friends, and such friendships must be discouraged. But you are no longer a young girl, Margaret. You are sixteen, and if in some circles even that might be considered a trifle young, the fact is that physically you are quite mature enough to be married and bear children. I suppose it has something to do with the tropics. Are you listening to me?'


Meg stifled a yawn. 'Of course I am.' But she had no idea what her cousin was leading up to.


'Well, then, I would like, over the next few months, to see a distinct improvement. 1 have not told you before, because it is still unsettled, but I have almost persuaded your father to permit you to pay a visit to England.' 'England?' Meg cried.


'England. It is certain that we will never find you a suitable husband here in Jamaica. You cannot marry a civil servant, and you cannot possibly marry the son of some estate manager.'


'Marriage?' Meg said. 'Oh. But...' She had no desire to get married, especially at this moment, and she suddenly realized that she had no desire to leave Jamaica, either.


'But if we are going to marry the Hilton heiress well,' Oriole pronounced, 'the man she marries is going to expect to be getting the Hilton heiress. Not some half-wild Creole.'


'I ... I thought I was doing quite well,' Meg said, pronouncing each word with great care, and getting up to prove just how much she had learned about deportment.


'My dear girl, any slut of an actress can speak well, and walk well. It is what is inside that matters. You are Margaret Hilton. How many times do I have to tell you that? You are heiress to the greatest name in West Indian history. For heaven's sake attempt to act the part. How can I have Prudence address you with proper respect if you allow her to take such liberties with you?'


'Liberties?'


'Coming into your bedroom when you are changing, indeed. She almost did it to me the other day. A black person. Good Lord. I nearly fainted.'


'But Prudence was my nurse. She used to bathe me. She knows what I look like.'


'Not any more,' Oriole pointed out. "That is what I am trying to get through your head. You are no longer a child. You are a woman. You are a Hilton. You are the Mistress of Hilltop. Act the part.' Her tone softened. 'Promise me you will.'


'Oh, of course I will,' Meg cried. 'I'll try.' 'See that you do,' Oriole said. 'And forget all about that detestable youth. Now, perhaps we can attempt some piano practise.'


Act the Hilton. No, no. That was quite wrong. Be the Hilton. But it was so absurd, really. It was all an accident of birth. Who decided whether you were born white or whether you were born black? Why, she could just as easily have been one of the several children Percy had fathered, who played together down in the Negro village. They were a happy lot. Come to think of it, it would not have been at all bad to have had Percy for a father.


Except that then she would not have fine clothes to wear, or a feather mattress on which to sleep, or the prospect of a visit to England.


Supposing she wanted to go. In search of a husband ? The idea was nauseating. The fact was, Oriole was a relic from the past. It was her misfortune to have been born in 1853 instead of 1753; she would have loved flogging slaves to death. Or even better, 1653, about the same time as the first Meg Hilton. According to the history books, she on occasion had burned slaves alive for attempting to run away.


And anyway, Meg reflected comfortingly, there would be time enough to play the Hilton when she was Mistress of Hilltop, and that was a very long time in the future. Meanwhile, she supposed she should thank Oriole for completing her education, for broadening her outlook in so many ways, for wanting so much for her. If only Oriole would be prepared to discuss the really important things. She was speaking of marriage for Meg as if it were just around the corner, and yet she would never tell her about her own marriage. Sex was a taboo subject, and when either Meg or herself was menstruating she kept to herself, and the daily lessons were left undone. It was really very odd, Meg thought; she regarded marriage as an essential, and yet the things that apparently went with marriage as beneath discussion. What a contrast to Prudence and Percy, who had lived together as man and wife - Meg was not at all sure whether or not they had ever been wed in a church for some ten years and still seemed to find as much enjoyment in each other as presumably the night they had first slept together. Meg could only hope that her own marriage would be as happy.


In the meantime, she did her best to humour Oriole by being as distant as she could to the blacks, by deporting herself like a lady on all occasions, by reading the interminably boring books by people like George Eliot and Mrs Gaskell that Oriole produced for her edification, and by preparing herself for the proposed journey, which was intended for as soon as possible after her seventeenth birthday. Presuming Papa would actually agree to spend all that money.


Still, even if she could not make up her mind whether or not she wanted to go, it was something to look forward to, as Hilltop went on its way, a frenzy of activity when the time came for grinding the sugar cane, but that was only once a year, and for the rest it wandered somnolently on: the book-keepers meeting Father every morning at dawn before the Great House; the work gangs filing aback with their machetes and their lunches tied up in little bags on the end of sticks, or singing as they picked the bananas; the weekly service in the church, when Oriole sang loudest of all; the daily piano lesson; the rides in the afternoon, for Oriole was devoting a lot of time to teaching her how to ride like a lady as well as walk like one, which meant side-saddle, something Meg found it very difficult to accustom herself to; the evenings when she was expected to read or recite to Oriole and Papa, following which she was packed off to bed while Oriole stayed up for a nightcap; and to talk, or at least, Oriole talked, and Father answered in monosyllables, a succession of days becoming weeks, and weeks becoming months, which had gone on ever since she could remember, and would no doubt go on for the rest of her life. For now even the occasional excitement provided by Alan was absent; Helen McAvoy never volunteered any information as to his whereabouts or progress, and she wouldn't ask.


By the autumn of 1887 she was beginning to feel that only a visit to England would prevent her from going mad with boredom, when on a Saturday afternoon she returned from a ride on her mare, which she was in the habit of undertaking by herself while Oriole dozed, to find her cousin stalking the front porch like an avenging tigress. 'There you are,' she snapped. 'Come here.'


The yardboy waited to hold the stirrup while Meg slid from the saddle, gathered her skirt in one hand, and hurried up the stairs, her boots clumping on the wood. 'Whatever is the matter?'


'Come here,' Oriole said again, leading her through the house and towards the kitchen.


Oh, Lord, Meg thought, knowing what she would find before she got there. And sure enough, Prudence was leaning back in her rocking chair, shelling peas and singing to herself. The floor around her was covered in dropped peas, and her bottle had fallen over at her elbow, but as it had been almost empty this had not mattered very much.


'Have you ever seen anything so disgusting?' Oriole demanded.


'Prudence,' Meg said. 'How could you?'


'I've been observing this for some time,' Oriole said. 'I thought at first, and I hoped, I might be mistaken. But now ...'


Prudence endeavoured to get up. 'Missy Meg, sweet chil',' she said. 'You come to see old Prudence. You want for feel my bubbies, chil’? You want for feel?' She put her hand into the loose blouse she wore and produced an enormous drooping breast, rather as if it was not actually connected to her chest.


'My God!' Oriole shouted. 'Disgusting? I cannot think of a suitable word. I'll not have it. She must go.'


Hannibal heaved himself up from under the table and took refuge in the corner.


'Go?' Meg asked.


'Go?' Prudence asked, sitting down again.


'She must leave this house on the instant,' Oriole said. 'I will not have her under the same roof as myself. As for you, poor child ... Meg, you must do it.'


'Me?'


'I,' Oriole corrected. 'Yes, you must do it. This is your house, on your plantation, and you keep telling me she was your nurse.'


'But... she meant no harm,' Meg said.


'Feelum, feelum,' Prudence said, humming to herself, and herself pulling at the nipple. 'Feelum, feelum.'


'Meg, I command you,' Oriole shouted. 'Send her off, now. Or I'll... I'll tell your father. Oh, I'll have a thing or two to tell him. He'll have you in a convent, I shouldn't wonder.'


Meg licked her lips. She had no idea what to do. Except that she wanted to end the scene as quickly as possible. 'Prudence,' she said. 'Perhaps you should go home.'


'Go home, chil'?' Prudence blinked at her.


'Yes,' Meg said. 'Go home and go to bed. I... we'll look after dinner.'


'We will not,' Oriole declared. 'You can tell that Percy to find us another cook, and immediately, or he will be dismissed as well. Go on, woman, go on. Clear out. You heard what your mistress has told you. Get out of this house.'


Prudence stared at her for a moment, then slowly heaved herself to her feet, swayed, and corrected her balance. With great dignity she put down the half-empty bowl of peas, then walked to the door. There she paused, and turned, to look at Meg.


'Prudence ...' Meg cried.


'Get out,' Oriole snapped. 'Out, out, out. Your mistress has dismissed you. You'll not enter this room again. Out.'


Prudence seemed to sigh, then turned and went down the stairs. Oriole did sigh, loudly. 'Do you know, for a moment I thought she was going to abuse us? They do, you know, when they are dismissed. So Helen McAvoy was telling me. But she knew her place, thank heavens. She knew who was her mistress. You see how easy it is, Margaret? Just a matter of being a Hilton. People know when they are in the presence of a superior.'


Meg stared at her for a moment and then turned and left the pantry. She felt if she stayed she would either shout at Oriole or burst into tears.


She walked through the house, stood on the front porch, looked down the hill. Prudence could just be made out, waddling slowly towards the Negro village. Meg ran down the steps. Pilgrim the yardboy was removing Candy's saddle and bridle, preparatory to leading her down to the stable. 'Put those back on,' Meg snapped.


'Mistress?'


'Saddle up. I'm going out again.'


Even Candy turned her head, unused to such a tone from her mistress. But a moment later she was again ready, and Pilgrim was giving Meg a leg-up into the saddle. She nodded at him, flicked the reins, walked the mare out of the yard, then gently urged her into a trot.


Prudence kept on walking. She did not stop even when the mare was immediately behind her.


'Prudence,' Meg called.


'Get away from me, chil',' Prudence said.


'Prudence,' Meg said. 'It will be all right. You'll see. I'll speak with Mistress Oriole, and you can come back up tomorrow.'


'I ain' coming back,' Prudence declared. 'You ain' know that? And what you speaking with me for, Mistress Margaret? You ain' hear what that woman done be telling you all this time? You is Margaret Hilton. You going own all this. You doing what you like and you saying what you like and you being what you like. You ain' got no more time for an old woman like me. Now get a way before I curse you.'


Meg reined Candy to a halt. Prudence never turned her head, but walked on into the village. Oh, my God, she thought, what have you done? What have you become?


She pulled Candy's head round, kicked her in the ribs.


Unused to such treatment, Candy bounded forward, leapt at the slope again. Meg had left her hat behind, and now her hair streamed in the self-created breeze. Become? she thought angrily. Why, perhaps you have at last become Oriole's dream, a true Hilton.


Candy instinctively slowed as they approached the white compound, but Meg kicked her again. She did not wish to see Oriole; she did not wish to see Papa; she did not wish to see the pantry; she did not even wish to see the house. Not for a long time. She wanted to be alone, alone, alone, as she had not had the chance to be these past two years. As she might never have the chance to be again.


The villages were lost to sight, and behind her was only the looming height of the Great House, the Hilton family fortress, or as Papa called it, the Hilton mausoleum. To her left was the bulk of the factory, silent now, although it was again approaching grinding, and in front of her was the cane, already ten feet tall, green stalks close-packed to make an endless protective wall. She turned Candy into the first path between the fields, slowed to a walk. Within seconds the stalks were before her and behind her, and clustering to either side of her, shutting her off from the world, shutting out the breeze, making the evening suddenly close. She heard chattering voices, and a moment later passed a gang of East Indians, on their way home. They carried their machetes on their shoulders, and stared at her in amazement. But they all touched their foreheads. They knew who she was, well enough. And they were a handsome, virile people. They knew nothing of the traditions of the plantocracy, of the ghastly history of sugar planting, of the background of the Hiltons. Their aim was to accumulate enough money to return to Calcutta and Bombay in style.


Lucky them. She turned another bend, and the afternoon was again silent, save for the gentle rustle of the cane-stalks to either side. She felt she could walk Candy through these fields for ever. And why not? As Oriole had told her, time and time again, it was hers. Every last stalk was hers. Every piece of mud which flicked away from the mare's hooves was hers.


And suddenly she heard the drums, seeping through the cane. She had not heard the drums for some time. She had tried to make Oriole listen to them, once, and Oriole had laughed, and said, 'Some people enjoying themselves, no doubt. It is the breeze which makes the sound travel.' And when she had told Oriole that they were sheep stealers and that Harry McAvoy had once shot one of them dead, Oriole had said, 'Good thing, too. Force is the only thing people like that understand.' Oriole did not believe in being afraid of anything.


Oh, damn Oriole.


The path ended with amazing abruptness, at land which sloped upwards, and was covered in trees. She drew rein in surprise. She had not realized she had ridden for so long. But if it was still daylight, the heat was leaving the air as the sun plunged towards the sea. And she had walked Candy clear across the plantation and out the other side.


Then she was still on Hilltop? She had to be. She had been walking north, and the northern boundary of Hilltop was a river, she had always been told. Which she had never even seen. Once again she urged her tired mare forward, aware now of how tired she was herself. Yet she did not wish to go home. Not now.


The upward slope was shallow, although now she was beneath the shadow of the great mountains which made such a backdrop to the plantation. The pounding of the drums seemed much closer. Then she was descending again, picking her way through the trees and avoiding low-hanging branches, and hearing the rustle of water. The river obviously rose in the mountains, and came bubbling down, making for the sea. At this point it still ran surprisingly hard, but was clearly deep in the centre. Too hard for alligators, certainly. The water was brown but clear; she could see the pebbles on the bottom.


She dismounted, let Candy roam to eat grass. Candy immediately went to the water's edge and began to drink, which made Meg realize how thirsty she was herself. She knelt and then lay on the soft grass, scooped water up in her hands, drank and drank and drank, and then lay still. She could lie here for ever. She could he here until they came for her. Because in time they would. There would be a great excitement if she did not return for supper. A white girl, alone somewhere in the Blue Mountains at night. Up there was where the sheep stealers, the snake worshippers, lived. And beyond the mountains was the Cockpit country, the home of the Maroons, those runaway slaves who had made good their escape and banded together to form a society which had defended itself so well it had at last been recognized by the British government. But recognized or not, to the planters the Maroons were still a pack of murdering runaways. And up in the mountains were the drums.


Well, let Oriole and Papa and the McAvoys get worried, and come looking for her. She need make no excuses to anyone. She was Margaret Hilton. She rose to her knees, and sweat trickled down her neck. If she were home, she would be sitting in her tub. That was the only thing she missed.


She stared at the clear brown water. It looked magnificently cool. What was to stop her bathing? Absolutely nothing. According to Oriole, there was nothing to stop her doing anything and everything she chose. And besides ... for how many weeks, perhaps for how many months, had she dreamed of doing something to prove her omnipotence. Something personal. Something ... but there was the realm of words which Oriole considered taboo.


Anyway, the decision was not irrevocable. It could be implemented in stages. For instance, she thought, no one could criticize her for wanting to wash her feet. She sat down, unlaced her boots, and pulled them off. She pulled her skirt to her thighs, rolled down her garters. But to wade, properly, would certainly soak her drawers. A moment later these joined the stockings on the bank, and she was stepping into the water, skirts held high, feeling the water caress her toes and then rise to her knees and above with an almost physical intensity, as if her legs were held in an embrace. She felt quite giddy with desire for that embrace, perhaps for any embrace, ran at the bank to stumble ashore, and before she could stop to think about it, fumbling at the buttons of her habit, throwing it on the grass, adding her petticoats, and standing there for a moment, feeling the evening breeze caressing her flesh, looking down at her body. A Hilton body. Long, strong legs, wide thighs, thick, curling pubic patch, a matching colour to her hair, flat belly, and then the large swelling breasts, strangely white against the tan of her neck and shoulders. Hilton women were beautiful; she grasped her hair, pulled some of the mahogany strands in front of her shoulders to trail across her breasts - and was suddenly embarrassed, and running back into the water with great splashes, crouching almost to her knees as soon as it reached her thighs to allow it to rise over her shoulders, feeling at once the most splendid coolness and relaxation combined with a ballooning awareness of wickedness, but which summoned her to be even more wicked. Still crouching beneath the surface, she crossed her arms on her breasts to finger her nipples, to allow her mind to soar into hitherto unthinkable realms, to feel that, when she was ready, she would go ashore and lie on the grass, naked, and ... and to jerk her head in stark horror at the sound of a voice.


'White girl, you stupid or what?' it asked. 'You ain't know they got fish in that river?'

 


CHAPTER FOUR


THE COCKPIT

 

MEG sank lower, until only her head was visible, she hoped; she was terribly aware of how transparent was the water.


'Next thing you know,' said the voice, 'them fish going be nibble at your ass. You come out of there.'


She stared at the bank, her stomach and chest seeming to fill with the strangest mixture of anger and fear, but also with another feeling she could not identify. And now the unseen watcher left the shelter of the bushes, and came down to the water's edge, standing right beside her clothes.


And her immediate reactions were replaced with disappointment. The black man was even older than Percy, she estimated, and not anywhere so tall. A runt of a man, wearing shirt and trousers but with bare feet, coated in dust; his face was wizened, and seemed crushed; his hair was speckled with grey.


A black man watching her bathe. As if she had not known from the start that he was a black man ? And she was Meg Hilton.


'Get away,' she shouted. 'Clear off.'


'Now, why I am going to do that?'


'You ...' She almost stood up, then hastily crouched again. 'Because I have told you to,' she shouted. 'Because you are trespassing, on my property. Get away. Or I'll have the law on you.'


'Watch out for that fish,' he said.


'Oh ...' She stood up, turning round to gaze at the water, saw nothing. 'You ... you wretch.'


'Chil’, you ain' no chil’, and that is a fact. But the fish going come.'


She faced him again, still standing, water running down her shoulders and dripping from her nipples; the river settled about her navel. So what was she afraid of? He was certainly not a Hilltop man, therefore she need never see him again. Physical assault? She was at once taller and broader. The pure shame of it? But she was Margaret Hilton. Hiltons did what they liked, when they liked. If she was going to be ashamed of being seen then she could never ever go swimming here again.


'I will have the law on you,' she said, and slowly walked towards him, each leg in turn pushing the water aside, feeling it go down, past her thighs, knowing where his eyes were looking, although he did not appear to move his head, feeling it drip from her groin as the level sank to her knees.


'She is one sweet-looking chil' in truth,' the old man said. 'You ever see sweet-looking white girl like this, Cleave?'


Meg gasped, and turned, and stared at the second black man. Or perhaps boy would have been a more accurate description, she thought; he was at once tall and broad, and young. The muscles bulged in his arms and shoulders, for he wore only pants, and his chest seemed to seethe with hard ridges. Such of it as she could see, for he carried a kid in his arms. His face was also a series of ridges, high cheekbones, prominent chin and forehead, wide, flat mouth, big nose, a hard face seemingly made harder by the glowing ebony skin.


But at this moment it was relaxed, and smiling. And they had just stolen one of her father's goats. One of her goats. Therefore this was a man very like the one who had been shot; no doubt they had known each other. She felt like fainting. Oriole had said that was a good thing to do, in times of stress. But she couldn't possibly go unconscious before two black men.


'You is beautiful, Mistress Hilton,' the young man said.


'You ... you know who I am?' she said. 'Go away, and I will not tell the police. You may have the goat. Take it. I will say nothing.'


She paused, and found herself panting, and suddenly could hear the drums, louder than ever, as if she had not been listening to them all the time. A kid goat, and the drums. Oh, my God, she thought.


'We can' leave you here so,' said the old man. 'How we going say who is going to come along?'


'Who ...' She gaped at them.


'And if you don't get dress, mistress,' said the boy, 'you going be catching cold.'


He stooped, holding the kid in one arm, picked up her petticoat, held it out. She hesitated, then snatched it from him, dropped it over her shoulders, settled it on her thighs. It was immediately wet from her skin.


'I got the thing for you,' said the old man, and dug into his satchel to produce a bottle. The cork popped, and he held it out. 'Drink, nun?'


She gazed at it in horror. Their water bottle. No doubt their lips had touched that neck. 'Oh, I ... thanks all the same.'


'Drink,' commanded the boy, picking up her riding habit.


Meg snatched the bottle, held it to her lips, gulped. And gasped. It was rum, and seemed to explode in her throat and then all the way down to her belly.


'Now you going be all right,' the old man said.


She glanced at the boy, who was still holding her habit. She stretched out her hand, and he gave it to her. She stepped into it, pulled it up, settled it on her shoulders, fumbled for the buttons; she seemed quite unable to find them, and when she had found them she seemed unable to get them in the holes. She gave up when the top three were still loose, leaving her throat exposed.


'You shaking again,' the old man pointed out 'You had best take another drink.'


Once again she hesitated, but her body had suddenly filled with a most tremendous glow; her mind seemed ready to soar away to thoughts she had never dared accept or explore before. She took the bottle, held it to her lips, drank longer this time, waited for the next ripple of heat, and was not disappointed. She held out the bottle, and realized she was smiling at him. The sun had disappeared, and it was suddenly dark; the hum of insects rose to compete with the distant drums. 'You had best be off,' she said.


'Now, how you going back through that canefield in the dark ?' the old man said.


'You had best come with us,' the boy said. His teeth flashed in the gloom. 'Is your goat. You don't want to eat it?'


'Oh, but... they'll be looking for me.'


'And they going find you, come tomorrow. Or you going find them,' said the old man. The bottle was once again being extended. 'Like Cleave says, it is your goat, Mistress Hilton. You got for eat some of it.'


She found herself drinking without meaning to. The darkness seemed to fade, her eyes and her mind and her body seemed bright with alertness and knowledge. 'Why is he called Cleave?'


The two black men looked at each other, and then shrugged in turn. 'Is he mother will,' the old man said.


'But does it mean anything?'


'Why it going mean anything? I does be call Jack. That meaning something?'


'Well... it meant something once. John did, anyway.'


'But I is call Jack,' the old man pointed out gently. 'You coming, mistress? It ain' far, but it far enough.'


She bit her lip. How she wanted to go.


'You can ride your horse,' Cleave said. 'We going lead she.'


She looked down, at her bare feet, at her stockings and boots, lying in a heap. The last time she had been outdoors without boots on had been the night Oriole had arrived to change her entire life. She would leave them there.


But her drawers were there too. She could not possibly go with two black men when not wearing drawers. She could not possibly ride Candy without wearing drawers.


She watched Cleave give the goat to Jack, and walk into the bushes, to return a moment later leading the mare. Oh, how she wanted to ride Candy without wearing drawers.


Cleave stood in front of her, smiling at her. He cupped his hands to make a step, but she ignored him, put her left foot in the stirrup, and sat astride. Candy half turned her head at this continued unusual treatment, but Cleave was once again holding the bridle. 'There does be a ford up there,' he said. 'We got for cross the stream.'


The ford was only about a hundred yards away. Jack went first, now carrying the kid, Cleave came behind, holding Candy's bridle. Meg supposed she must be dreaming, but it was no nightmare; she didn't ever want to wake up. The brief twilight had already ended, and the moon had not yet risen. The night was utterly dark, and yet she felt not the slightest fear, there could be no doubt that her two strange companions knew exactly where they were going. And with the vanishing sun, the heat had left the air; now it was almost cool, and beyond the stream they were climbing again, into the foothills of the Blue Mountains. And as they climbed even the insects were left behind, and she was aware only of the breeze on her face, and the slow movement of the horse's back between her legs, inducing a series of strange, but utterly delightful sensations. Tomorrow she would be sore. Oh, indeed, tomorrow she would be sore.


They walked beneath trees, through a vast cavern of towering ferns, reaching high above her head and drooping down to brush her face. The night became filled with the scent of jasmine. The sound of the drum grew even louder. And the two men walked silently and tirelessly, even old Jack, who was carrying the kid.


And then, without warning, the drum stopped. Meg's head jerked, but still in surprise, not fear. Because suddenly she was surrounded, by women no less than men, moving without a sound, looking at her certainly, but not speaking, sidling up to Jack to whisper at him, and then sidling off again to impart the information to their friends. It was uncanny, to be moving so silently through such a crowd, for now she saw there were more and more of them, the women wearing white gowns, with white turbans wrapped around their heads, the men in shirts and pants, as Jack was. And like her, they were barefoot. Whatever would Oriole say?


The trees faded and they were passing through a narrow gully between two hills. The people pressed closer about her, some even touching Candy, and then brushing against her legs. For the first time Cleave turned his head, to look at her and reassure her, and she smiled at him; she had no doubt that he could see in the dark. Otherwise how had he led her so far without a stumble?


She gazed in front of her, at the glow of a fire, and realized that Jack had disappeared. So had the kid. But the fire was now coming closer, and to either side of it were huts, mere lean-tos thatched with troolie palms, and chickens squawking, and dogs barking, and children, naked, running to and fro. And beyond the fire, the drums, three of them, each responsible for a different note, although now silent, with behind them each a man, waiting, his hands poised. And suddenly the kid was there as well, tethered to a stake driven into the ground, bleating feebly. Meg's stomach rolled, but it was at least partly with excitement.


Candy had been brought to a halt beside the huts, and at the very edge of the glow thrown by the fire. And Cleave was waiting for her to dismount. She swung her leg over the mare's back, and felt his hands closing on her waist. She looked into his face as she was lowered to the ground, slowly, his fingers not slipping on her habit, but holding her so firmly that even when he let her go she could still feel their grip. She looked to left and right, at the children who stared at her, fingers idly scratching crotch and testicle, or picking nose, utterly relaxed, utterly unselfconscious, utterly unaware, even, of their surroundings, save for the unusual presence of the white woman.


Cleave turned, and walked away from her. She sucked air into her lungs and hastened behind him. Of only one thing she was certain; she had to keep close to him. Her bare toes sifted the dust, and she wondered if she would get chiggers, the little burrowing insects which liked nothing better than to lay their eggs in human flesh. But now they were in the cleared space between the huts, and close to the fire. The heat was tremendous; she could feel it scorching her cheeks and arms in a way even the West Indian sun had never done. And she was bathed in light, too, for now she was alone, save for Cleave; the other people had silently taken their places around the circle, at the very edge of the light, and she was exposed and visible to them all, a perfect sight, she supposed, with her still-damp hair and crushed habit. But Cleave was leading her onwards, and then indicating where she should sit, very close to the drummers, wedged in between two white-clad women.


As she sat, the drums began again, slowly at first and quietly, their rhythm seeping across the stillness of the night, as she had so often heard them in her bedroom on Hilltop. And with the beat the people around her began to sway in time to the music. Their shoulders brushed against hers, and she swayed herself, to and fro, even humming beneath her breath as she did so, as the people around her were also doing.


The tempo quickened, almost imperceptibly. Meg was only aware that it had, without knowing when, that the swaying about her had increased, that she was more aware of the people by whom she was surrounded, that she was fascinated by the terrified kid, pulling on its cord, mouth open as it bleated, although it could not make itself heard above the sound of the drums. She wondered she felt no pity for it, but there was no pity needed in these surroundings. Emotions like pity, love, hate, despair, ambition, even physical discomfort, seemed out of place beneath the mind-consuming throbbing of the drum.


And she still could not tell where Jack had disappeared to. She had supposed he was in a position of authority amongst these people.


Opposite her, on the far side of the circle, someone had risen to his feet. But no, she realized, her feet. For it was a young Negress, perhaps no older than herself, she thought, tall and slender, dressed in a white robe like all the other women, but now, to Meg's excited horror, removing it with no more than a sweep of her hand, to reveal herself naked underneath. Another sweep removed her turban, and then she stepped into the light and the heat in the centre of the clearing, feet stamping in time to the music, tight buttocks and flat belly rolling in time to the music, small hard breasts jerking in time to the music, head swinging in time to the music, black thatched pubes thrusting in time to the music. Even her sweat seemed to fly in time to the music.


Meg was so excited her throat was dry and the pounding of her heart almost matched the throbbing of the drum. She thought she had never seen anything quite so beautiful in her life.


For now the girl was joined by a boy, and she saw that it was Cleave. Gone were his pants, and his naked body, hardly thicker although more heavily muscled than the girl's, snaked to and fro in splendid rhythm. His penis was in full erection, a towering black miracle of manhood, pointing at the girl's belly, reaching towards her as he leaned backwards, touching her as she too thrust her belly close, and yet never allowing their bodies to do more than brush before they were away again. Meg found that her fingers were so tightly dug into the soft flesh on the inside of her thighs they were causing her considerable pain. But even pain was no more than natural; no more than delightful, on an occasion such as this.


She was aware of a mad desire to tear off her own clothes, to rush out there and replace the black girl in the dance, to feel that unforgettable organ brushing against her groin, to reach out and hold it


As apparently did everyone else. For suddenly the cleared space was full of men and women and children, dancing and stamping and posturing, all naked, all lost in the magnetic appeal of the dance. She knew she could sit still no longer. She must take part in the madness before her, no matter what it cost. She released herself, tried to push herself up, and found fingers gripping her arms. The two women, one on either side, were holding her down, and as she stared at them, in mingled anger and frustration, they shook their heads, gently refusing her the right to participate in their ceremony.


Anger became fury, compounded by passion. She pulled and tugged. She attempted to free her feet, caught beneath her body, to kick. They smiled, and held her on the ground. She opened her mouth to scream, but the sound made no more impact upon the heaving mob than did the bleatings of the goat. She panted and tossed her head, watched the long still-damp strands of her hair flick across their faces. But she could not move, and her desire was overtaken by a silence so sudden and so complete that she was left breathless and exhausted.


Her head turned, from left to right, staring at the dancers. But they too had ceased their gyrations, many of them retained the same posture in which they had been arrested, to suggest a garden filled with grotesque statues.


But all their heads were turned, to look beyond the fire, to where the kid was tethered, and where a man now stood, wearing a red robe, his head lost in a red turban. Meg realized with a start of horror that it was Jack, but a Jack transformed, from a little old man into a priest of fury, a representative of the snake god, Damballah. In his right hand he held a sharp-bladed knife and, as she almost choked in horror, he passed the knife across the throat of the animal.


The kid died without a sound, but its death was not quiet. With a roar of self-manufactured hysteria, the dancers surged forward, clustering around the bleeding animal, reaching for it and adoring it even as they tore it to pieces. Meg discovered that her arms had been released, as the two women appointed to restrain her had also joined the struggling mass. Slowly she rose to her knees, and was splattered by flying blood.


She stared at the naked bodies, became aware with a sudden return of excitement that if the dancing had ended with the sacrifice of the goat, the night was only just beginning. Couples were melting away into the darkness, blood dribbling from their mouths, their skin glowing in the still flickering firelight. And realized that she was no less aroused herself, legs clamped together, fingers twined in the skirt of her habit. Because she alone was still dressed, and thus still an outsider. But why bring her here at all, and force her to remain an outsider?


She ran forward, thrusting her way into their midst Someone held a piece of still warm flesh at her face, and she seized it and chewed it, angrily and excitedly. Liquid dribbled down her chin, and she looked at her hands, stained with blood. Her head turned from side to side as she sought a familiar face, saw only their smiles, their sparkling eyes, saw only blood. And found Cleave, standing apart, watching her. She reached for him in such haste she tripped and landed on her hands and knees. 'I would have danced,' she said. 'I would have danced,' she shrieked.


His face was serious. 'It ain' for you, Mistress Meg. It ain' for you. Not until you know.'


She stared at his member, drooping now, the ecstasy induced by the drum and the dancing beginning to leave his loins. She trembled as she stretched out her hand, and it came erect again.


'How do I know?’ she whispered.


He smiled. 'When you want to come back, you must be know. But this ain' for forcing. You have to know, and you have to want'


He stepped backwards, sliding through her fingers, and seeming to merge in the darkness. She reached her feet again and stumbled behind him, fumbling at her clothes now; there was no one to restrain her. And found him again, in the darkness.

 


CHAPTER FIVE


THE CRIMINAL

 

HANDS slid over Meg's shoulders, moving gently across the velvet of her flesh, slipped under her armpit to scoop the breasts away from her chest, cupping them and at the same time elongating the nipples, already chilled by the sudden cool of the night air now she was removed from the heat of the fire.


Then they were away again, and she was crushed against his chest as the hands reached for her buttocks, parting them and sliding to the front, to caress and to scratch her pubic hair, before once again parting her legs to delve between. She did not know what he was doing, where his fingers were touching. She did not want to know. She only knew of the delicious sensations reaching away from her groin, racing into her belly and even seeming to fill her legs with passion.


A passion which built up, exploded in her belly, and seeped upwards, which had her heart pounding as if she had run a mile, had her lungs constricting as if she could not move, and finally clouded her throat and obliterated the processes of her mind, leaving her unable to think, unable to do anything save feel, and yet totally aware that something was about to happen, something enormous and unforgettable, but something she wished never to stop.


And there it was, a climax of physical and emotional pleasure, a bursting of the dam of uncertainty and ignorance and inhibition within which she had been walled for so long. She thought she screamed her joy, and yet did not wish the fingers to cease. Nor did they. They remained between her legs, and the passion started anew, no longer with quite such overwhelming, such consuming power, but sufficient to send her once again into raptures, and then again and again. And all the while she was reaching for and holding his member, and feeling her hands grow hot and wet at the same time, knowing that at least some of the pleasure was being transmitted to those so eager fingers.


She lay on her back, on the dew-damp grass, and gazed through the trees at the moon-filled sky, and listened to the sounds of the Jamaican night, the slither of the crickets and the croaking of the frogs, the gentle whisper of the breeze through the trees which dried her sweat. Her head was pillowed on the mass of her hair, and her body, for the first time in her life, was satisfied with exhaustion. But then, never before had she been so exhausted. And never before had she known such a feeling that there remained nothing more in life to be experienced.


The throbbing penis had slipped from her grasp, and the boy himself had subsided, lying beside her. 'Where are you from?' she asked, amazed at the sound of her own voice, amazed even more at the fact that she had shared so much with someone of whom she knew so little. Of the fact of the sharing, of the fact of his colour, of the fact of their respective positions in the social scale, she dared not think at this moment.


'All about.'


'Where were you born?' 'Morant Bay.'


Meg raised herself on her elbow. 'Morant Bay?' For there had been the rebellion of 1865, a bloody shambles of murder and vengeance. 'But you are too young.'


'Oh, me daddy escape. They hang he brother. And he sister. So then he come here, later.'


She lay down again. 'But ... how do you live?' She attempted a smile. 'Apart from stealing my father's goats?'


'We does grow food,' Cleave said. 'We got chicken. There does be fish in the river.'


And there was the sun or the moon above, and the grass beneath, she thought, and when it rained, why, there was a time for bathing. What a magnificent existence. But not for a white person. Supposing the white person ever wished to. Supposing the white person ever dared. But why should Margaret Hilton, the Hilton heiress, wish to abandon all to live in a shanty village whose inhabitants were not even Christians?


But how sweet it was, the air, the softness of the night, the glow of the moon, the heady echoes of the rum she had drunk which swirled in her brain, the still tumultuous throbbing of her heart and her belly and her groin. Nobody would ever believe that feeling, who had not experienced it. She would not believe it herself, come morning, she supposed.


But come morning she would still be here, and able to renew her passion on the altar of his desire. Strange, she thought, he never once kissed me. Perhaps they do not. Or perhaps she had not noticed. But oh yes, she would have noticed.


Meg slept.


A sudden chill had her awake, for some moments uncertain where she was. Her entire body seemed to have risen in a giant goose-pimple, and she shivered. And instinctively reached for the boy who had lain beside her, only opening her eyes when she discovered he wasn't there.


And with that understanding, other understanding as well. She sat up, gazed at the naked white legs which protruded in front of her. They were stained with earth. The earth she had rolled in, during her ecstasy of last night. But at least part of the ecstasy had been induced by the rum fumes. This morning they were gone, and she was sober, and aware of what had happened. Of the enormity of it all. Of... she looked to right and left, saw only bushes. But behind her, as she turned on her knees, she saw the clearing, and the still-smouldering fire, and the troolie-palm huts, listened to the clucking of the chickens and the growl of the dogs, watched one of the mongrels sniffing its way through the bushes towards her. And behind the dog there came a man.


She crouched, still shivering, trying to hide her pubes behind the swell of her thigh, closing her hands over her breasts.


Jack smiled at her. 'You got for go. Them white people going be looking.'


He had discarded his red robe and his red turban, wore only his shirt and pants; his bare feet were dusty. In his hand he carried her shift and her riding habit. But perhaps she had dreamed the red robe and the turban. Perhaps she had dreamed everything that had happened, since the river. Perhaps what he had given her to drink had not been pure rum, but some secret potion which had sent her into a fairyland.


Yet she was here, kneeling naked on the ground. And the still-seething nerve ends convinced her that could have been no dream.


Jack stood in front of her. 'Your head hurting?'


She shook it, and discovered that it did possess a faint buzz.


'Well, then, you got for get dress.'


He dropped the shift at her feet. She hesitated, then picked it up. She knew he watched her breasts as she put it on; she dared not look at him. The habit lay in front of her. She stepped into it, buttoned it up.


'Now you look like you should,' Jack said. 'You want bread? I got cassava bread.'


She shook her head. She did not suppose she could digest anything.


'Why you ain' speaking?'


Meg licked her lips. 'Last night...'


'You come, and you stay with us, because it did be dark,' Jack said.


'But... the kid ..


'We did have kid for dinner.' Jack smiled at her. 'So I did steal it. You goin' tell your daddy that?'


She shook her head. 'No. No, I won't tell him. But, that dance ...'


'We got for dance, after we eat,' Jack explained. 'When we got white girl for guest ?'


'Yes, but... afterwards ... Jack ...'


'I ain' knowing about afterwards, chil’,' Jack said. 'I ain' knowing why you coming out here for to sleep. Oh, yes, it must be too hot in that hut. Too hot. But it ain' good, sleeping out here. They got big rat and thing.' Again the quick smile. 'You going tell your daddy about sleeping out here?'


She shook her head some more. 'No. No, I won't tell a soul.'


'Well, come then. Your horse waiting.'


He turned away, and she stumbled behind him. She reached out to grasp his arm, and found she dared not. Yet he stopped, and turned, as if she had touched him.


'Why?' she asked. 'I will not tell. I promise. But why did you bring me here, Jack? Why did you let me see the ceremony? Why?'


Jack smiled at her. 'How I going let you stay by that river, in the dark? How I knowing jumbi ain' going jump out and get you ?'


But of all people in the world, she knew instinctively that Jack would not be afraid of jumbis. Jumbis would be his friends. 'That was not the reason,' she said.


Jack's face seemed to close, for just a moment, then he smiled again. 'We watch you,' he said. 'Riding the plantation, walking with that whitey whitey woman. We know you, Mistress Hilton. One day you must be going to own Hilltop.'


Even the blacks, she thought. Even the blacks. But she waited.


'So, we got for look out for you too, Mistress Hilton. Times is hard. We got for look out for you.'


Did she understand? She supposed she did. 'And can I come back, if I wish ?'


Once again the shadow seemed to pass across his face, to be relieved by the smile. 'You can come back, Mistress Hilton. But not until you is ready. When you come back, you walk up in these hills by yourself, and we going find you.'


'How will I know?’


'You got for know, Mistress Hilton. You got for know.'


She chewed her lip, followed him across the clearing to where Candy waited, her bridle held by Cleave. Cleave. Her heart gave a little leap. 'And when I know, Jack, when I come back, will I be able to take part in the dance?'


Jack gave his quiet smile. 'Oh, yes, mistress. When you come back, you got for take part in the dance. When you come back, you got for be one of us.'


She sighed with pleasure, faced Cleave.


'She rested good, mistress,' he said. His gaze flickered over her face, for just a moment, then drifted down her body.


'He going lead you out,' Jack said.


Meg grasped the bridle, swung herself into the saddle, once again sitting astride. Her heart was pounding so she supposed the two men must be able to hear it. It was the strangest of sensations, because her skin was still chilled by the dawn mist and the dawn breeze, and yet heat was surging outwards. But Cleave was going to lead her out.


He held the bridle, turned Candy's head. She twisted in the saddle, to look back at the village, at the clearing, at the burned-out fire. She had to imprint it on her mind, or who could say that tomorrow it would not be only a dream. But how could it be a dream if Cleave was leading her out. And already the houses were disappearing in the mist curtain, and the trees were clinging close to either side, the mist seeming to droop from their branches.


Now it was daylight and she was sober, she looked around her with more interest, and yet could discern no obvious landmarks. Cleave walked, picking his way through the underbrush, and the mare walked behind him, until they came to the stony ravine, where the cliffs rose on either side like walls.


'Is here a Hilton woman did flog a black man to death one time,' Cleave said, without turning his head. 'I don't believe you.'


'Fact,' he said. 'Me daddy tell me, and he daddy tell he, and he daddy did tell he.' 'That is going back a long time,' Meg said. 'Not so long.'


They reached the end of the ravine, and forded the stream and came once again to the fern grove. Here all was absolutely quiet; the sun had risen and the dawn breeze had died. The mist was beginning to dissipate as the first heat struck at it. And there were no drums. Only the thud of Candy's hooves on the soft earth; Cleave walked without a sound.


'Cleave,' she said.


He stopped, and turned to look at her.


She bit her lip, and sucked air into her lungs. How to tell a black boy, whose ancestors had been slaves, one of whom had been flogged to death by one of her ancestors, that she wanted him to ... she did not know how to put it into words, even in her own mind. 'Will ... will you help me down?'


He released the bridle, held up his hands for her. She swung her leg over, felt his fingers settle on her ribs, and place her gently on the earth. Then they released her.


I can't do it, she thought. I cannot, I cannot, I cannot. But her fingers were releasing the buttons of her riding habit. 'Cleave ...'


His head jerked, it seemed moments before she heard the sound, the distant crack of a rifle, seeping through the trees, reverberating from cliff face to cliff face.


'They is your people, mistress,' he said. 'You got for go.'


Oh, confound them, she thought. 'Will I see you again?' 


Did he smile? She couldn't be sure. 'When you come back, mistress.'


'Not before that? You come down from the hills, often enough.'


'But how I going see you, mistress ? Them people down there, if they catch a hold of me, they going shoot me like they did shoot Henry.'


Amazingly, she realized, there was no anger in his voice. To be shot, by a white man, for stealing, was one of life's hazards, like malaria fever or bellyache.


'No,' she said. ‘I would not let them.'


Now he did smile. 'When you owning Hilltop, mistress, then maybe. But now is your daddy, and he going be too angry with what happen.'


'Oh, Lord,' she muttered. She hadn't really thought of that. Or if indeed she had thought of it, it had not seemed important in the heat and excitement of last night. Now those things were fading in the cold light of the morning, and the knowledge that her pursuers were close. 'Then I will come back to the mountains. Soon.'


'We going be happy about that,' Cleave said.


She chewed her lip again. 'But... before I go, will you not touch me once more?'


His turn to hesitate; almost a frown passed across his forehead. Then he reached out his hand, unfastened two more buttons of her habit, slipped his hand inside. It lay on her shift, but the cotton was thin, and he could cup her breast, slowly elongate the nipple between thumb and forefinger, as he had done last night. And now, as then, she wanted to scream for pleasure.


'Cleave...'


'You got for go, mistress,' he said. 'You just ride down this hillside, and you going come to the big river. That is the boundary of Hilltop. By then you going find your people. Make haste, mistress.'


The hand was gone, and so was he. When she opened her eyes he was no longer in front of her. She turned, and saw his back disappearing into the trees.


Slowly she climbed back into the saddle, started at the noise of another shot. Her people, coming to look for her, with rifles.


She turned her horse's head towards the sound.


She walked Candy through the fern grove, came out on the far side, reined, and waited; the next explosion was that much closer. She could see the hideous bald-headed John Crows circling, disturbed from their usual perches high in the trees, waiting for death. And then she saw a dozen mounted men, following a black man on foot, who was obviously the tracker. For some minutes they did not notice her, gazing as they were at the ground and at the cliffs rising to either side. But as they came closer she could identify them, and recognized both her father and Harry McAvoy.


She nudged Candy with her bare heels, and the mare obediently moved forward. 'There,' someone shouted.


They stared at her as if she were a ghost, as she slowly approached. Her heart seemed to have slowed, her entire body seemed to be suspended, waiting, uncertain as to their reaction.


'Meg?' Anthony Hilton's voice was quiet. He left the group and came forward. 'Meg? Is it really you?'


'No jumbi, Papa,' she said, attempting a smile.


He dismounted; he rode a stallion and Candy did not always take kindly to males. Meg also dismounted.


'Meg.' He took her in his arms, held her close. 'Are you all right?'


'I'm all right, Papa.’


'But... we found your boots and stockings, and your... well, we knew where you'd been. And Washington found other tracks as well, of two men.' He stepped back, looking at the blood which splattered her habit, still stained her hands. 'Meg, what did they do to you?' 'Nothing, Papa. Truly.'


'But ...' He looked past her, at the mist-shrouded mountains. 'Where are they ?'


'Going about their business, I should think.'


'Meg.' He seized her arms. 'Where did you spend the night?'


'Up there.'


'With black men?'


'Well... yes, Papa. They were afraid for me, in the dark.'


'Afraid for you. My God. Meg, you'll lead us there.' He frowned. 'How many of them are there?'


'I have no idea, Papa. And I can't lead you there. I don't know the way.' The lie had been selected almost without consideration. But she could not face explanations at this moment. They could come later, when she and Papa were alone.


'Meg,' he said, squeezing her arm. 'There is nothing to be afraid of now. We are here. There are twelve of us, and we are all armed. No one is going to harm you now. And those men must be punished.'


'Punished? Whatever for?'


'For ... well, no doubt we shall explain it to you later. Right now, we must get hold of them.' 'I don't know the way, Papa.'


He stared at her for some moments, then released her again. 'John,' he called, without turning his head.


Another man rode forward. Meg recognized him as Dr Phillips. Hilltop could no longer afford to employ its own doctor, but John Phillips came out every week to visit the dispensary. Now he dismounted. He only ever attended her for the occasional cold, and in fact she had not required a doctor for the past five years. But he had always been friendly enough, a big jolly man, whose face this morning was quite unnaturally serious. 'Are you all right, Meg?'


'I'm fine, doctor. Really.'


'Whose blood is that?'


'Blood from the animal they killed for supper.'


Phillips glanced at Anthony Hilton, and received a nod.


'May I ?' he asked, and took her wrist, at the same time producing a watch from his fob pocket. 'Hm. Just a shade high. I must say, Tony, she looks all right. I would have to give her a proper examination to be sure.'


'When we get home. She won't say anything. Do you think she can be suffering from shock, or something like that?'


'Of course I'm not suffering from shock, Papa. But I'm very hungry. Do you think we could go home and have something to eat?'


'We must catch those men,' he said.


'I don't know the way, Papa.'


His turn to glance at the doctor.


'I'll take her back, Tony,' Phillips decided. 'Presumably your man Washington can follow the tracks for some distance farther.'


'I'd imagine so.' Anthony Hilton looked at his daughter, but Meg was not concerned; there would be no tracks at all when they came to the stony valley. 'You are to return home with Dr Phillips, Meg. Do you understand?'


'Of course, Papa.' Meg kissed him on the cheek. 'I could do with a hot bath.' She remounted Candy, waited while the doctor also got up. He rode beside her as they passed the waiting group of white men, mostly Hilltop overseers. They stared at her, and she felt her cheeks burning. But what did they matter? She was Margaret Hilton. She must remember this, now and always. Only that mattered.


The two horses picked their way down the slope, towards the now visible river.


'Your father was very upset,' Dr Phillips remarked. 'Well, he would be, don't you think? These mountains are no place for a white woman, alone, at night'


'I'm sorry,' she said.


They rode in silence for a while longer, forded the stream and were on Hilltop.


'If the men who abducted you made any threats,' Dr Phillips said, 'you are free of them now, you know, Meg. And the best way to make sure you stay free of them would be to tell your father where they can be found, and have them sent to gaol.'


'Would they not send a jumbi to see to me ?'


He shot her a glance. 'You don't believe in that nonsense, do you?'


'I don't really know what I believe in, Dr Phillips.'


They rode their horses down the slope and entered the canefields. Soon they came upon a gang of East Indians, busily weeding. They all stopped to stare at them. But surely they mattered even less than the overseers.


'You know, Meg,' Dr Phillips said conversationally, 'it is very possible that these men who abducted you may have done you some injury, of which you are quite unaware. Black people, well... white people too, of course ... they sometimes, ah, carry illness, carry diseases, you know, which can ah, be communicated from one person to the other without either one being aware of what is happening. Now, it is terribly important that I should know if there is a possibility of this at the earliest possible moment.' He was flushing scarlet. 'So it really would be best if you were to tell me ... in general terms, of course ... exactly what happened, both when you were first abducted and afterwards.' He paused, and found a handkerchief to wipe his brow.


'But I was not abducted,' Meg explained.


'You ... my dear Meg, I have just explained that there is no necessity for you any longer to be afraid of these people.'


'I was not abducted,' she insisted. 'They invited me to go with them, and I went.' He drew rein, to stare at her. 'But why?' 'I was curious.'


'Curious? My God.' He realized that the mare was walking away from him and hastily kicked his mount forward again. 'You said "they". Who were "they"?'


'Some men,' Meg said.


Dr Phillips caught up with her, drew alongside. 'They must have threatened you, or something like that.' 'No, they didn't.'


'Meg, your ... ah ... underclothes were lying on the ground.' 'Of course. I took them off’


'Took them off? My God.' Once again the handkerchief was busy. 'You mean, they made you undress.'


'No, no,' she said. 'I was already undressed. Oh, you may as well know, I was bathing in the river, and these men came along and asked me to go with them, and I went.'


'Undressed ?'


'I put my habit on.'


'Great Scott,' Dr Phillips remarked, apparently to himself, and fell silent.


And a few minutes later they came out of the canefields and were riding down the slope towards the village, with the sheep and the goats hastily getting out of their way. Meg's heart started to pound again. Would she ever be able to look at a goat without remembering the sacrificial kid?


'Meg.' Oriole came running down the front stairs of the bungalow. 'Oh, you poor child. Whatever did they do to you?'


Meg dismounted. Every front porch on every house on the street was full, of the white women and their maids and their children.


'Meg.' Oriole held her shoulders, rather as Tony Hilton had done. 'Are you all right? Can you speak?'


'Of course I can speak, Oriole,' Meg said. Today she was not even afraid of Oriole.


Oriole looked at Dr Phillips, who shrugged. 'She seems to have undergone a very odd experience.' He opened the gate for her. 'About which she does not seem prepared to talk.'


'Not talk of it?' Oriole demanded. 'Have they caught the scoundrels ?'


'No, they have not,' Phillips said. 'But they are still looking.'


Meg was halfway up the stairs. She paused to look down. 'They were not scoundrels. They looked after me for the night'


Oriole looked at her, then at Phillips.


Who shrugged again. 'It is what she keeps saying. Presumably it could just be true. Although I must say ...'


'True?' Oriole shouted. 'Of all the rubbish. True? How can it be true? She's clearly suffering from some sort of shock. Or perhaps she's been bewitched. Yes indeed, that wouldn't surprise me. These people are all heathens, however much they pretend to be Christians. The poor child is bewitched. Yes, indeed, that must be it.' She started up the stairs. 'She must be put to bed, and she must be examined, doctor. Not only for ... well, you know what I mean. But she might have contracted some terrible disease.'


'Exactly what I was saying,' Phillips agreed.


Oriole caught up with Meg on the front porch. 'Now come along, Meg, we'll get these horrid rags off, and give you a bath, and put you to bed, and Dr Phillips can examine you, and then he will give you a sleeping potion, and when you wake up, why, you'll be able to tell us what happened, and your father will be able to arrest those dreadful men, if he hasn't already managed to do so.'


'They were not dreadful people,' Meg said. 'And they will not be arrested. I would love a hot bath and to lie down, but I do not need a sleeping potion and I do not need a physical examination. I am not going to have a physical examination.'


Oriole gazed at her for some seconds. 'Did you hear that, doctor?' she asked at last. 'She has never spoken to me like that before. Clearly her mind is under some outside influence.'


'Well...' Phillips also came up the steps. 'It may be just exhaustion. But I do think I should examine you, Meg.'


'Don't touch me,' Meg said. 'Just don't touch me.'


Phillips looked at Oriole.


'Of course she must be examined. I'll help you.'


'Don't touch me,' Meg said again, slowly backing into the doorway. The idea of being pawed by them, after Cleave, made her feel physically ill. She looked down the steps, to see if she could force her way through them and perhaps escape, but the yardboy had already led Candy away. And besides, she was very tired.


'She really is half out of her mind,' Oriole said sympathetically.


'Yes. Well ...' But Dr Phillips was obviously thinking that Meg was a big, strong girl.


'We'll need help,' Oriole decided brightly. 'Helen,' she called. 'Mrs McAvoy. Will you give us a hand? Poor Margaret has lost her mind.'


'You wretch.' It occurred to Meg that she had always hated Oriole, for all the times she had hit her, in the main. She swung her hand, caught Oriole on the side of the face, and sent her crashing into the bannisters which lined the porch.


'Aaagh,' Oriole screamed. 'She's mad. Stop her, doctor. Stop her.'


'Now, Meg,' Dr Phillips said, advancing slowly.


'You keep away from me,' Meg shouted. Where, oh where, was Papa?


'Stop her,' Oriole screamed, regaining her feet, her face a blaze of angry red. 'Helen, come up here. Quickly.'


Helen McAvoy, hesitating at the foot of the steps, now began to hurry up. Meg realized she could not fight all of them; she could not even fight Dr Phillips, who was cautiously reaching for her arm. She jumped backwards, turned, and ran into the house.


'Stop her,' Oriole screeched.


Meg ran through the living room, checked as the maid appeared in the inner doorway.


'Get out of my way,' Meg bawled.


But this was not Prudence. This was a strange woman, who had obviously been engaged by Oriole herself. She remained standing in the doorway, and she was a large woman. Meg hestitated, and Dr Phillips seized her shoulder. She swung her hand, and he caught the wrist, half turning her. She faced Helen, reaching for her as well, and kicked, angrily. Helen gave a faint shriek and stumbled backwards. But the effort of the kick had thrown Meg off balance, and now Dr Phillips had the other arm as well.


She tried to turn, but Oriole was also in the room now. 'Get her legs,' she was shouting. 'You. Get her legs.'


The maid hesitated for a moment, then came forward. Meg kicked again, but the Negress evaded this easily enough, and stooped to seize her ankles, bring them together. As Dr Phillips still held her arms, Meg was lifted from the floor.


'There,' Oriole panted, looking down at her. 'Take her into the bedroom. We'll deal with her there.'


She wanted to scream. She wanted to shriek the place down. But she would not give them the pleasure of hearing her so humiliated. She wanted to fight them, but that would be equally humiliating. She wanted to hate them, and that was simple enough. All of them. She was too angry even to cry.


The bedroom door was open, and she was placed upon the bed.


'Don't let her go,' Oriole commanded. 'Alma. You'll take her arms. Helen, you and I will hold her feet.'


'I really wonder if we shouldn't wait,' Helen McAvoy said gently. 'At least until Tony comes home.'


'Wait?' Oriole demanded. 'The girl has been abducted, bewitched, raped ... we must be sure. Doctor?'


Dr Phillips released Meg's arms, and she sat up to swing her clenched first in Oriole's general direction.


'Bewitched,' Oriole screamed, ducking. 'Alma.'


The Negress caught one wrist, and when Meg slapped her across the face, got hold of the other. 'Now why you don' lie down proper, mistress,' she said. 'Like Mistress Oriole done say?'


'She will not listen to you,' Oriole said. 'Hold her down, doctor. We must know. I must know.' Her voice was so high as almost to suggest hysteria.


Meg's legs were free. She twisted and kicked, and Oriole gave a shriek of mingled alarm and pain as the bare toes caught her in the stomach. 'Aaagh. She's demented. Helen, help me.'


Helen McAvoy almost threw herself across the bed and Meg's legs.


'For the love of heaven, Meg,' she begged. 'We are only trying to help you.'


'Help me??' Meg snarled, and heaved again. But she was helpless under Helen's weight and Alma's strength.


Oriole had recovered her breath. 'You'll examine her, doctor.'


Phillips hesitated. 'I really do think ... well, it is a matter of obtaining permission, Mrs Paterson.'


‘I am giving you permission,' Oriole told him. 'My cousin has seen fit to place Margaret's upbringing in my care, and I wish her physically examined. Now.'


'Yes, but...' Phillips glanced at Helen.


'Shouldn't we obtain a midwife, really?' Helen murmured.


'Midwife?' Oriole shouted. 'And have this shouted all over Kingston? All over Jamaica?'


'It will be in any event,' Phillips said.


'So we must know,' Oriole said. 'Now.'


Meg twisted again, as she thought she felt Alma's grip relaxing. But immediately the fingers tightened on her arms, which were extended above her head and becoming quite painful. One day, she thought. One day ...


'You'll excuse me, Meg,' Dr Phillips said, 'but I must do as Mrs Paterson wishes.'


'If you touch me,' Meg said, 'I... I'll kill you.' Phillips glanced at Oriole.


'Oh, that is her dementia speaking,' Oriole said. 'Why, it didn't even sound like Meg.'


'Ah ...' Phillips was looking more and more embarrassed. 'Her legs ... limbs will have to be ... well. ..'


'We'll take one each,' Oriole said to Helen McAvoy. 'Careful now, or you'll likely get a kick in the head.'


'Bitch,' Meg shouted, wishing she knew a stronger word. 'Whore. If you touch me ...'


'Ignore her,' Oriole panted. 'Ignore her.'


Meg felt her legs being dragged apart, and a moment later Phillips, carefully turning his back so that he would not have to look at her face, was folding back her skirt and then her shift. She lay still, because to wriggle now would be even more humiliating, but could not stop herself panting; she could feel her belly inflating and collapsing with each angry surge of breath.


'Well?' Oriole demanded, bending close the better to see. Helen had closed her eyes.


'No bruising.'


'Then what is that?' Oriole demanded.


'A slight chafe on the buttock,' Phillips said. 'She was riding astride.'


'Astride,' Oriole complained at large. 'My God, what next.'


Fingers touched her flesh, and Meg wanted to scream. The last fingers to touch her there had been Cleave's. Or had she dreamed that? Now she was not at all sure. But those fingers, whether real or imagined, had caressed and driven her into a paroxysm of ecstasy. These fingers prodded and pulled, in a way at once more intimate than she remembered, and more horrible than she had ever known. She made herself lie still; the idea of moving her body while those fingers were inside her filled her with a physical horror. She even held her breath so that her stomach should not inflate while he was peering there, with Oriole peering beside him.


'Well?' Oriole demanded. 'Well?'


Phillips straightened, almost with relief, and rolled down her gown. 'I know it seems incredible, Mrs Paterson. But Meg is still a virgin.'


She lay on her face, the bolster hugged tight in her arms. She was exhausted, mentally as much as physically. Yet she could not sleep. Her mind seemed to be racing, like a galloping horse, through endless glades of overhanging fern which every so often debouched into huge open pastures, and then careered through narrow ravines and heavy, gloomy forests. Almost she could feel low hanging branches sweeping across her face, just as she could almost feel the movement of the horse's back, between her legs.


Between her legs. There was the fount of her excitement no less than her lurking misery, no less than her total confusion. What had happened between her legs ? Total ecstasy, to which her mind and her body reached in memory, again and again and again. And yet, not total. She did not know. She could not understand. No one would explain it to her. Yet from the heated exchange between Dr Phillips and Oriole there was no question that what had happened to her had not been what Oriole suspected. And yet, the ecstasy had been there. No doubt Oriole, with her peculiar point of view, had never known the ecstasy.


But what had happened? She had been drunk with the excitement of her surroundings no less than with the rum she had swallowed. So she could not remember clearly. She could only remember the ecstasy.


And now ... she raised her head, at the sound of horses' hooves. Several horses. The posse returning. It was well into the afternoon, and she had lain here for hours. Oriole had locked the door and taken away the key, and she had had nothing to eat or drink. Her throat was parched and her belly was rumbling; she had had almost nothing to eat last night, either.


And now Father was home.


She lowered her head again, but rested her chin on her hands, the better to listen. Perhaps, with Father home, things would improve. The ultimate catastrophe had apparently not happened. She had not been raped. There was nothing to be hysterical about. Oriole was, as usual, overacting. And how she wanted to have that bath, and a hot meal, and then bed. She thought that after a bath and a meal she might be able to sleep. And if she could sleep, then no doubt she could also dream.


But suppose they had caught Cleave? And Jack? And the nameless others?


She sat up, sweating. But there would have been more noise had that happened. She could hear voices calling, asking. The replies were less audible. No triumph there. The men were thirsty and hot and tired.


She could hear booted feet on the stairs, and clumping on the porch. She got out of bed, stood at the closed jalousie, looking through the slats. Several women were gathered outside, and the horses waited patiently by the gate. More than that she could not see without opening the jalousie, and she could not bring herself to do that, to be stared at, by all those women who had known her since birth; by Jimmy Pilling, she could just see his feet, but from the way they constantly shifted they could belong to no one else. Thank God Alan was no longer here. But he would hear of what had happened soon enough. Helen would see to that.


But what had happened ?


Voices, inside the house, and the clink of glasses. She would be granted a few minutes more respite. Because she could not doubt that the moment of crisis was approaching. Oriole would not forgive her, for anything, but most of all for the names she had called her, and for kicking her in the stomach.


And the respite was going to be short lived. Already the feet were clumping on the stairs, and the voices had the sharpness of the open air. Oriole again. One drink, because


they deserved that for their effort, and then away. There were matters to be attended to.


Meg rolled on her back, listening. The hooves clip-clopped down the street, the sound of voices died. She listened to Oriole's voice, coming from the kitchen, telling the servants to go home to the Negro village. That was a surprise. Who would prepare supper? The thought made her even more hungry.


Doors, closing, and then again voices. Oriole's voice mainly, talking, lecturing, remonstrating. Father, answering in occasional monosyllables. Oriole, raising her voice, but speaking so vehemently it was difficult to be sure of exactly what she was saying. But there were words like 'honour' and 'punishment' and 'decision' and 'no alternative'.


And then feet again, in the corridor, and coming closer. The key, scraping in the lock. Meg sat up, the bolster still clutched protectively against her belly.


The door swung in, and Father stood there. He still wore his riding clothes, was stained with dust and looked tired. Oriole stood beside him, her face pale with suppressed emotion.


Meg licked her lips, got up, realized she was still holding the bolster, and put it down.


'This is a very serious matter, Meg,' Tony Hilton said. His voice was low, but clearly he too was under considerable emotional stress.


Meg licked her lips again. 'I'm sorry, Papa.'


'Sorry,' Oriole said. 'Ha.'


'I had supposed at first,' Tony Hilton said, 'and I know both Oriole and Dr Phillips felt the same, that you were under some kind of shock, a concussion, perhaps, a drug. Who knows ? If that were so, of course, your actions would be entirely excused.'


He paused, and gazed at her. Meg's tongue did another circle of her lips.


'But Oriole now feels that it was nothing of the kind, that you have been deliberately perverse, and indeed, terribly wicked.'


'I... nothing happened? Meg said. 'My God,' Oriole said.


'Dr Phillips said so himself,' Meg shouted. 'Nothing happened. I swear it, Papa. I spent the night with some ... some people. That is all. I am sorry about it.'


Tony Hilton sighed. 'Being sorry is not enough. You spent the night with some black people. Is that not true?'


'Well... yes, they were black people.'


'After swimming, naked, in the river.'


'Well, I... I couldn't go in the water with my clothes on.'


'Insolence,' Oriole said. 'I have never heard such insolence.'


'That is not "nothing", Meg,' Tony Hilton said, still speaking quietly. 'This is disgusting. Horrible. For a young lady...'


'A Hilton,' Oriole pointed out.


To go swimming by herself is quite unheard of. For a white girl to go off for the night with black men, why, I doubt we shall ever be able to hold up our heads in Kingston again.'


'Is that important?' Meg demanded. 'You have just told me, she is always telling me, that I am a Hilton. Hiltons do what they like, she tells me. Do we care what other people think or say about us ?'


'There is such a thing as common decency,' Oriole said.


'And to cap it all,' Tony Hilton went on, 'you return here in this mood of insolent defiance. You call your cousin, who has devoted two years of her life to caring for you and attempting to make you into a lady, quite unprintable names, you refuse to give us any help in apprehending these people, or to submit to an examination from your own doctor...'


'Listen to me,' Meg shouted. 'Please listen to me.' Tony Hilton gazed at her. She dared not look at Oriole. 'I ... I was upset,' she said, controlling her breathing with an effort. 'Because... because Oriole sacked Prudence. Did you know that, Papa? Oriole sacked old Prudence.'


'For drunkenness, and lewdness,' Oriole said. 'She was quite disgusting.'


Meg continued to look at her father. Tony Hilton chewed his lip.


'You know she was disgusting, Tony,' Oriole said. 'I have spoken to you about her before. And you placed me in charge of the house.'


'Oriole is quite right, Meg,' Tony Hilton said, although his face had lost some of its grimness. 'She has convinced me that Prudence cannot be regarded as a good influence upon you. It is better that she should go.'


Meg felt panic rising into her chest. He was on Oriole's side. Nothing she could say or do would make any difference now.


But she had to try. She licked her lips. 'I was upset,' she said, surprised at the evenness of her voice. 'So I rode to the north of the plantation. I had never seen the river before. So I went swimming. I suppose I forgot how late it was. Anyway, when Jack ...' She bit her lip.


'Ah,' Tony Hilton said. 'One of them was called Jack.'


'It doesn't matter,' Meg said.


'It matters a great deal,' Oriole said.


Meg sighed, and kept her temper with an effort. 'Anyway, he asked me back to his village for the night. That was all.'


'Why did he not bring you here?' Oriole demanded.


'Because ... oh, because he had stolen one of the kids. There. That was his crime. He couldn't bring me back.'


'Stole a kid,' Oriole whispered. 'My God. Voodoo.'


'To eat,' Meg shouted. 'They have no meat in the mountains. He wanted to have something to eat.'


'And you went with a man who had stolen one of my animals?' Tony demanded.


'Well ... it was one of mine too, wasn't it?'


'Voodoo,' Oriole whispered again. 'There was a voodoo ceremony.'


"There was ..Once again Meg bit her lip. "There was a dance. They were happy. They are happy. Happy people,' she shouted. 'Is there something wrong in being happy? They were happy. They made me happy.'


"They debauched you, you mean,' Oriole said. 'There was rum on your breath when you came home. There is still rum on your breath.'


'They made me happy,' Meg insisted. 'And so I slept there, and came down this morning. That is all. They stole a goat. Nothing more. And I gave them permission to do that. Don't you see?'


'They had their way with her,' Oriole whispered. 'Don't you understand, Tony? My God, you must know what happens at those voodoo meetings? It is unbridled lust, from beginning to end. And to think of a white girl, alone with those savages. My blood runs quite cold.'


'They did nothing to me,' Meg cried. But oh yes, Cleave had done something to her. Cleave had made her aware of her body in a way she had not suspected would ever be possible. Yet no one could ever know. Not Oriole and not Papa. They thought black people, enjoying themselves, must necessarily be evil. That secret had to go with her to her grave. 'They did nothing. Dr Phillips examined me, and found nothing.'


'That is immaterial,' Oriole said. 'It matters very little what sort of witchcraft they practised upon you. It matters very little whether or not any ... any foul lust was inflicted upon you. The crime was yours, in behaving as you did. It is still yours, in continuing to behave as you are.' She glared at Tony Hilton. 'Well?'


Strangely, Meg thought, it was her father's turn to lick his lips. 'You must be punished, Meg.' He glanced at Oriole. Almost, Meg thought, as if he had been about to say, Oriole insists upon it.


'She must be whipped,' Oriole said.


'You wouldn't dare,' Meg whispered, stepping backwards, and feeling her legs touch the side of her bed. 'You wouldn't dare.'


'Dare?' Oriole said. 'He is your father.'


'But I... I'm nearly seventeen.'


'And that is important. Here. Put this in your mouth.’


Meg stared at the folded handkerchief. 'Whatever for?'


'To stop anyone hearing you scream. You'd not make more of a spectacle than you already are?'


Meg glared at her in utter horror, then turned to her father. His face was pale, but the lips were firmly compressed, and there was a peculiar throbbing in his throat. Oh my God, she thought; he really is angry.


'I will not scream,' she said. The tears were starting to her eyes. But now they were tears of anger.


"Then kneel,' Oriole commanded. 'Over the bed. Hold out your arms.'


Meg hesitated for the last time, looking at her father. But he was already releasing his heavy leather belt, his breath harsh.


Oh, my God, she thought again. I must be dreaming. I have got to be dreaming. Her knees hit the floor before she had intended them to, and began to hurt. She extended her arms, and had her wrists seized by Oriole, from the far side of the bed, to jerk her so that her stomach rammed against the mattress and her head and shoulders fell forward. Oriole herself leaned forward, pinning the captured wrists to the bed with all her weight, her eyes wide and staring, and triumphant.


Meg felt her skirt being lifted. Oh, my God, she thought again. I am not wearing drawers. She had been going to leave them until after her bath. Oh, my God.


Her shift was folded back to her waist, and she could hear Anthony Hilton breathe. At this moment she could not think of him as her father. She dared not think of him at all. She watched Oriole, and saw the eyes turn upwards, to gaze at the man, and saw too a faint frown appear in that fine white forehead.


The first blow took her breath away, a curling sting which descended on her right buttock and seemed to make its way round the thigh almost to attack the groin. Her mouth flopped open, and she lost her breath. Before she could get it back the second blow descended, more centrally aimed, sending pain streaming down her thighs to her still aching knees. Her mouth closed and then opened again, and she felt the scream rising into her throat, and clamped her mouth closed. The frown had left Oriole's face and she was almost smiling. She must not be given the added pleasure of stuffing her victim's mouth with a handkerchief.


The third blow brought the tears streaming down the cheeks, filling her eyes with water through which Oriole appeared as a misty demon, but bringing also a complete relaxation of her body, so that she wanted to reach sideways with her toes, stretching herself as far as possible in the hopes of abating the agony. The fourth blow caught her before the process was complete, and she drew herself together again, thighs pressed against each other, buttocks clamped tight to resist the fifth blow, which surprisingly never came, and in its place she felt a hand, moving gently over her tortured flesh.


Her head jerked, and Oriole's head jerked as well. The frown was back, and Meg found that her wrists were released. They moved towards her across the bed as she slid down to the side to the floor. Still she gazed at Oriole, at the stark horror in her face, watched her hurry round the bed. She dared not turn herself. She remained, crouching against the mattress, while the door banged, and their feet receded into the distance.


And she stayed there, listening to their voices. But most strange of all the strange things that had happened within the past twenty-four hours, on this occasion, for the first time she could remember, it was Father who was doing the talking, his voice rising and falling. Oriole answered in monosyllables.

 


'Well, Margaret. Are you ready?' Oriole Paterson wore her grey poplin travelling gown, her best bonnet, and carried her parasol. Underneath, as Meg well knew, she wore six petticoats and her corset.


But then, did she not also wear a corset? And her best blue gown, even if it was nothing like Oriole's ?


'I'm not going,' she muttered. As if she were not wearing her corset.


'Now, do not let us start that rubbish all over again,' Oriole said, quietly, and with remarkable patience. 'You are going, and you know you are going, even if I have to have you carried on board the ship. You cannot stay here.'


Meg knew that, well enough. Without entirely knowing why. She just knew that something quite terrible had happened, far more terrible than even her night in the mountains, and that was terrible enough. For a while, indeed, she had thought of escaping back to the mountains, and never ever returning. But that had been an impossible dream, in any event, as her bedroom door was locked every night, and she was never allowed from the house except with a servant at her heels. And these servants were all hand-picked by Oriole; she had not seen Prudence since her return to the house.


But the fact was, she could have evaded her watchdogs and made her escape, had she really wanted to. It was the irrevocability of such a step that had made her stay. To return to the mountains for one night, for another night such as the one which was daily becoming more of a dream, remained a tantalizing ambition. But to live for the rest of her life in such squalor and poverty, with only the outlet of the sexually religious fervour - although of course clearly it was only that sexually religious fervour which kept those people from desperation. But that was impossible, too, for her.


'Well?' Oriole demanded. But there was no bite in her voice. There had, indeed, been no bite in her voice on any occasion since that dreadful day, a month ago now; Meg's bottom still occasionally ached.


She got up, picked up her handbag. Her trunk had already been taken out. Only one trunk; she had few enough possessions. 'We shall have your clothes made in England,' Oriole had pronounced.


The servants waited, but she ignored them. Hannibal waited too, and she stooped to hug his head, no doubt for the last time.


'That will do, Margaret,' Oriole said. 'You will have hairs all over your gown.'


Meg straightened, went into the living room. Here Tony Hilton waited; it was even more impossible to think of him as Father. His face was lined with lack of sleep, and he looked older than she would have thought possible.


'You'll like England,' he said. He hesitated, then took her right hand and squeezed it, turned, and went into his study. He had not spoken to Oriole at all.


Meg hesitated, glanced at Oriole, and then ran behind him. 'Papa ...'


Tony Hilton sat behind his desk. 'You'll miss your boat.'









Meg closed the door. 'Papa ... you don't really think those mountain people harmed me, do you?'


Tony Hilton gazed at her.


They looked after me. They were kind. The whole thing was my fault. No, it was Oriole's fault. She... if she hadn't sacked Prudence, if she hadn't talked so much ... please, Papa, you've lived here all your life. You understand black people. Oriole doesn't. She thinks that because their skin is a different colour from ours they must be wicked. Please, Papa ...'


Tony Hilton sighed. 'It does not matter now, Meg.' 'But it does, Papa ..


'I'm sure they did not harm you, Meg. But there are not many people ... white people ... in Jamaica will believe that. Anyway, it doesn't matter now. Not after ...' He hesitated, biting his lip.


'But I don't mind being whipped,' Meg cried. 'Really. I deserved it. I was very rude. I don't mind, Papa. I don't want to go with Oriole. Please. I want to stay here, with you. Please, Papa.'


His head came up. 'That is impossible, Meg. You must see that. Why ...' He drew the back of his hand across his forehead. 'Quite impossible.'


'But you'd like me to stay, Papa. Say you would.'


'Of course I would like you to stay, Meg. You're everything in the world to me. But, well...' Another sigh. 'You cannot. You cannot, you cannot, you cannot.'


Meg stared at him, fighting back the tears, listened to the door opening behind her.


'Come along, Margaret.' Oriole was very brisk. But she was very nervous, too, and there were beads of sweat gathering on her upper lip.


Meg followed her down the stairs. It was very early in the morning. But it had been impossible to keep the news of their departure a secret, and every porch had someone on it. And now Helen McAvoy came across the street. 'God bless you, Meg,' she said. 'Hurry back to us.'


'Margaret will return in good time, Helen,' Oriole said, and held the door open for her. Meg got into the carriage, and Oriole sat beside her. 'You may give one wave,' she said.


Meg leaned out, looked at Helen McAvoy. 'Keep Hilltop for me,' she said.


Helen smiled even as she began to cry. 'We will do that, Meg, my dear.'


The whip was cracking. 'Now, sit well back,' Oriole commanded. 'We don't want anyone on the road or in Kingston to identify you. Once we're on board, well, then, we shall be all right'


Meg obeyed. She felt utterly exhausted. She could not remember when she had not felt utterly exhausted. And she didn't really want to see anyone, ever again.


Besides, she was about to cry herself. She held her handkerchief to her eyes as she watched the houses go past, the factory - she dared not look out of the other window, at the


Great House, once again closed and shuttered, and gathering dust - at the Negro village and then the canefields, at the mountains which surrounded Hilltop coming closer, as the carriage slowed to take the high road.


Tears are best,' Oriole said, half to herself. But she showed no desire to weep. They drove in silence for more than an hour, and Hilltop had disappeared behind them. Now the road went up and down the sides of the hills, in and out of secret valleys, beneath huge trees still dripping from the night's rain, and through mist patches brought by the rising sun and the growing heat. And now, from time to time, they could see the Caribbean Sea in the distance. Meg had never been to sea. She felt the tears start again.


'Oh, please,' Oriole said. 'Hilltop is behind you, now. When you return, you will be married, and confident, and mistress of everything you see. It is time to start preparing for that great occasion.'


'Who'd marry me?’ Meg muttered.


'No one in Jamaica, and that is perfectly certain. Which is one reason why we are leaving.' She gave Meg a quick glance. 'Do you understand the other?'


Meg stared out of the window. 'I think I do.'


'Ah.' Oriole thought for a while. 'You must never speak of it to a soul,' she said at last. 'Not even your husband. Not even your dearest friend. It will be a secret between you and me, and who knows, it may make us into close friends. That is something I have always wanted.'


Meg turned her head in sheer surprise.


'I have always wanted that,' Oriole said again. 'But my duty came first. To make you into a Hilton.'


'And what would you call me now?' Meg demanded.


Oriole actually smiled. 'Oh, a Hilton, certainly. There was never a Hilton woman not surrounded by the breath of scandal. But few of them were as young as you.' To Meg's amazement, she picked up her hand, and gave it a gentle squeeze. 'So we shall be friends, you and I, and together you and I will plan a future for you which will make these past few days only an unpleasant interlude. First, I would have you forgive your father. You must understand that he has lived quite without female companionship, in a domestic sense, for seventeen years, since your mother died. Such behaviour is apt to make a man irrational. I had half hoped that my coming ...' She sighed. 'Who can tell what goes on inside a man's heart? Anyway, that is over and done with, and you will not see him again until you are happily married.'


'But I don't wish to get married,' Meg said.


'What nonsense. Of course you wish to get married. Every young woman wishes to get married. I know what is bothering you. You are afraid to give up your position. But that will not happen. No, no. I have thought it over very carefully. Whoever marries you is not merely taking a wife. He is taking the whole responsibility, the power and the wealth, of Hilltop ...'


"The wealth?'


'It will come again. I have no doubt at all on that score. You and I will make it come again. And for the meanwhile ...' She smiled, secretly. 'We must be sure no one knows the real state of affairs. Your father has promised me sufficient funds for that, at the least. Oh, he has some money stored away, you may depend upon it.'


'But...'


'You really must give up this habit of interrupting,' Oriole said, with a bright smile. 'It is not very polite. As I was saying, the young man on whom you bestow your wealth and yourself will immediately step into a very responsible position, as the greatest planter in the West Indies. It will therefore be entirely seemly that he should change his name to Hilton.'


'What?' Meg shouted.


'Of course. It is not a difficult matter. And the name cannot be allowed to die. Why, do you realize that my sister Hermione, myself, and you are the only Hiltons left? I very much doubt whether your father will have any more children, at least, any more legitimate children, and my father is far too old. No, no. The name must be preserved.'


'Who on earth would agree to such a preposterous proposal ?' Meg said.


'It is not preposterous at all,' Oriole insisted, her smile beginning to wear a little thin. 'It is entirely customary amongst the aristocracy and the very rich, and what you have got to get through your head is that the Hiltons have always been at the very top of the West Indian aristocracy, and that you are very rich. At least in the eyes of the vulgar horde. No, no, there will be no difficulty at all. What we must find is a young man of good family, good character, and some decision. Not too much, of course. We must see to it that the future of the family, and of Hilltop, remains in the hands of those best suited to control it. Don't you agree ?'


Meg preferred to attempt a smile and say nothing. She supposed that sooner or later she would wake up and understand exactly what was happening, exactly what had happened over the past month, exactly what crime she had committed and what crime Papa had committed, and what exactly Oriole was intending.


Perhaps then, she thought, she would properly understand what she was, Hilton or confused young girl.


The road descended to Kingston. Years of financial stringency had begun to tell upon the city. The streets which had once bustled with planters and agents and their slaves were now pot-holed and half empty; goats browsed from the grass which was thrusting its stalks through the dusty soil, and ignored the dogs who fought and mated in the mud; the verandahed houses, behind whose jalousies great fortunes had been made and lost, sadly lacked paint, and the shingles on their roofs were cracked and obviously leaking; and the great harbour, where Morgan had sheltered his buccaneer fleet, and more recently, Rodney had brought his French captives after the Battle of the Saintes, was empty, save for a couple of trading schooners, and the steamer which was making ready to depart, and on which a cabin was booked for Mrs Paterson and her cousin.


'Desolate place,' Oriole commented, directing the Negro coachman to the docks. 'Oh, bother.'


Because they were not to escape entirely unscathed; it was now mid morning, and there were quite a few people on the dock, conspicuous amongst whom were Walter Reynolds and his son.


'Just give them a smile and board the launch,' Oriole commanded.


Meg arranged her features into what she hoped was a suitable expression and stepped down. To her dismay Billy hurried forward. 'Meg,' he cried.


'Good morning to you, Billy,' she said.


'Come along, Margaret,' Oriole said. 'The launch is waiting.'


'Meg,' Billy said, holding her arm. 'I must go.'


'Of course. Of course.' He flushed, stood on one foot and then the other, using her to balance on. She wondered if he would fall over were she to wrench herself free. 'Meg, 1 so wanted to see you.'


'Whatever for? Will you let me go?'


His fingers tightened. 'To say that... that whatever has happened, Meg, I shall always ... well, Meg, I shall always love you.'


He stopped, aghast at what he had said, his face crimson. And Meg could not stop herself smiling, although she did manage to stifle the laugh which threatened to escape. 'Why, Billy,' she said. 'How kind of you.' She lowered her voice, and inclined her head towards his. 'But don't you realize, I've been raped by a nigger?'

 


CHAPTER SIX 

 

THE DEBUTANTE

 

'WELL,' Oriole declared. 'I can't say I'm sorry to see the back of that. At least under present conditions.'


Meg clung to the rail and watched the great mountains towering above the ship. But already Kingston was fading into the mid-morning haze. Or was it a tear haze? She had never left Jamaica in her life before. She had never considered leaving Jamaica in her life.


But Oriole seemed delighted. If that was the right word. She was strangely agitated, could hardly keep still, constantly clenched and unclenched her gloved fingers. Perhaps she was afraid of the voyage ahead, Meg thought. Presumably she should also be afraid. The fact was, she was too miserable, and she had no idea what to expect. The ship seemed unusually large, and the sea was calm; the sails flapped against their yards, and only the steady puffs of black smoke from the runnel drove them through the water.


'Are you going to spend the day there ?' Oriole demanded.


'Well, I...'


'It really isn't good for you,' Oriole said. 'You must put Jamaica from your mind. At least for the time being. You will love England. It is so huge, so civilized, so ... elegant.'


'So frightening,' Meg suggested.


'What nonsense. You will have me to guide you. Come along now, let us give our cabin a more careful inspection. It wants another two hours to luncheon.'


She took Meg's hand, led her away from the rail, the wind whipping the frills to their gowns and threatening instant destruction to their hats and their coiffures, as the ship


gathered speed. They descended the ladder, one hand holding their skirts, the other cramming their hats on their heads, leaning against the rail, to the obvious amusement of two sailors on the deck below. But at least that was the only ladder they were required to negotiate; their cabin was on the main deck, and was clearly the best in the ship.


'This must be costing a fortune,' Meg had remarked when she had first seen it


'Money does not matter to a Hilton,' Oriole had pointed out. 'To the Hilton. Remember that.'


Now she opened the door, which was secured only on its safety latch, to discover a stewardess, plump and pale-faced, busying herself with sheets and blankets. 'That will do, thank you,' Oriole said. 'My cousin and I would like to rest a while before luncheon.'


'Of course, ma'am.' The girl gave a little curtsy and backed out of the room.


'Rest?' Meg inquired.


'This voyage will provide us with a very good rest,' Oriole said, locking the door. 'They say the Roddam is one of the fastest ships afloat, but even she will not make Southampton in under twelve days.'


'But I don't feel like a rest,' Meg protested. 'I really would like to have a last look at Jamaica.'


'Oh, what nonsense, girl. It will be there for hours. I would not be surprised if it is still in sight tomorrow morning. You will have ample time to see it again this afternoon.' Oriole removed her hat, laid it on the table with great care, began unbuttoning her gown. 'Do you know ... this is the first time you and I have ever been alone together?'


Meg frowned, at once at the unusual hesitancy in her cousin's speech and because she could see her in the mirror; Oriole's cheeks were quite pink. Her whole expression reminded her of something she had seen before, but for the moment she could not think what it was.


'Oh, really, Oriole,' she said. 'We have spent most of every day alone together for two years.'


Oriole stepped out of her gown, began removing petticoats. 'On Hilltop? It's not possible to be alone on Hilltop. No ceilings, black people always underfoot ... except in the Great House. But I never felt alone in the Great House. There are too many ghosts. Too many Hiltons walking those parquet floors, ever to be alone.'


Meg scratched her head, although Oriole had repeatedly told her what an unladylike thing it was to do. But never had she known Oriole in such an introspective mood. Or such a nervous condition. She was tearing at her petticoats, throwing them over her head and letting them he on the floor.


. 'Will you help me?'


Meg hurried forward, loosed the ties for the corset. To her utter astonishment, as the last tie was released Oriole turned, virtually in her arms, letting her corset also fall to the deck, forcing Meg's hands to slide under her armpits. Meg stepped back as if burned, but Oriole followed her, holding her shoulders. Her face was crimson. 'Do you hate me so much?'


'I...' Meg licked her lips, found she was against the bunk. She sat down. 'Of course not.'


Sitting, she was about the same height as her cousin. Oriole smiled, and took her face between her hands. 'I am glad. I am so glad. God knows, whatever I have done is for the best. You do understand that, Meg?'


Meg's head flopped up and down helplessly. She supposed the ship had struck a storm, she was so confused.


'Because I have loved you,' Oriole said. 'From the very moment we met. I loved you, and I knew I would always love you.' Again the quick smile. 'I think I even loved your wickedness. But I ...' She released Meg's cheeks, turned away, to stare out of the porthole at the bubbling sea. 'God knows, I have fought with myself, and tortured myself, and hated myself, for two whole years. Two whole years, of holding you in my arms at night, darling Meg, of sharing a room with you, and of being afraid to ... to touch you.'


She turned again, cheeks scorching. 'Oh, I am a coward. Because is it wrong? Can it be wrong, when two people love each other? Does their sex come into it?'


Meg discovered her mouth was open and hastily closed it again. Oriole was taking off her shift.


'But when you wandered off, into the mountains, with those black people ... you must tell me about that, Meg. All about that. Every single thing that happened. I won't ever repeat it.' She hesitated, gazing at the expression on Meg's face. 'In your own time, of course, my darling. In your own time. But it was that which made me realize I could wait no longer. And then, to see you bent across the bed while that foul brute made at you ...'


'He is not a foul brute,' Meg shouted. 'And having me whipped was your idea.'


'Of course it was.' Oriole hurried forward to seize Meg's hands; her nipples were the hardest Meg had ever seen; they seemed to possess a life of their own. 'I hate myself for it. I am a savage beast. But not so savage as your father. As any man. They are all foul. 'Tis a tragedy we need them at all. Oh, Meg, Meg, if you knew how sorry I am.'


Meg's hands were released and her head was seized instead. Before she could understand what was happening, she was pulled forward, still sitting, so that her face was against Oriole's breasts, smothered in hard pointed softness, her lungs lost in the magnificence of Oriole's scent, while the fingers dug into her hair to stroke her scalp.


'But I shall make amends, Meg. I swear it. I shall make you the happiest woman in the world, Meg. I will sew for you and I will suffer for you and I will protect you, dearest Meg. And more than anything else I will love you.'


The pressure relaxed, and Meg was able to raise her head. Now her own cheeks were on fire. But more than just her cheeks. For had she not, more than once, considered what a splendid body Oriole possessed, without ever supposing it could come into her possession. But here it was, being offered to her, it seemed. And was she not still a mass of excited desires, from that unforgettable night in the Blue Mountains?


Oriole placed her hands on Meg's shoulders, leaned forward, and kissed her on the hps. And then moved her head back, just a few inches. 'Will you not grant me your tongue, dearest?'


And Meg remembered where she had seen that look before; it had been on Oriole's face when her father had finished whipping her.


'Oh, the rain,' complained Lady Claymond. 'It is terrible. I have never known such a summer as this.'


Meg raised her parasol. But the drops were very large, and the entire sky was blanketed with a cold grey. In Jamaica she would have supposed they were about to be hit by a hurricane.


'Of course you have, Mama,' Honor Claymond pointed out. 'It has been like this almost every summer since I can remember. That won't keep it out, you know, Miss Hilton. And your lovely dress will be ruined. I think we should take shelter. The players are doing so.'


Meg supposed she was right. The white-clad cricketers were sprinting from the field towards the pavilion. They were, in the main, Australians, it seemed, and were also, at the moment, the rage of London. But what an odd occupation, for ladies of quality to sit on hard benches in the cold and the drizzle to watch a group of young men, most of whom were bank clerks or of some such undistinguished occupation, knocking a little leather ball to and fro.


She hurried behind her companions for the safety of the carriage. She certainly did not wish her clothes to be ruined; they were the most splendid things she had ever owned. She wore a dark green velvet jacket - known as a manteau de visite, according to Oriole - with grey fur trimmings; the outfit also included a grey fur muff, but this she had left behind today. After all, it was July and supposed to be the height of the English summer.


Her dress was scarlet sateen, with white spots and cream lace trimmings at her hem and draping the enormous bustle which sat behind her hips; her hat was a green velvet turban decorated with violets. She knew she looked absolutely splendid; even one of the batsmen walking out after luncheon had turned to look at her.


'Here we are,' Lady Claymond gasped. 'My word, what a crush.'


There was indeed a crush of people, mainly ladies, these, trying to regain the comfort and shelter of their barouches; the men were mostly joining the players in the pavilion. But at last the door was open and they were climbing inside, while the coachman stood to attention and pretended to ignore the rain, which was now coming down extremely hard.


Meg discovered she was panting. 'Wherever can Oriole be?'


'There.' Honor Claymond pointed a grey gloved finger, and Oriole at that moment looked up, and gave them a bright smile. She was seated in a carriage some distance away, talking to a woman whose face Meg could not see, but who was apparently carrying on a most animated conversation.


She felt a surge of dismay. Jealousy? It could not be. She was, in fact, still uncertain of her true feelings as regards Oriole, for all that they had lived together like sisters for so very long now. Like sisters? More, she supposed, like man and wife for the past eight months. It really was a quite incredible thought.


She was not even sure in her own mind how it all happened. In the beginning it had been the ship, that twelve-day voyage. There had been no other passengers of note, at least none that Oriole considered were worthy of the interest of two Hilton women. So there had only been each other, and the passion generated that first morning in the noise-insulated secrecy of their cabin had had nothing to do but grow.


And she had wanted it, so desperately. The desires, provoked first of all by Alan, and brought to climatic fruition by Cleave, had not been going to lie down and wait until some other man came along. And Oriole was a fascinating ... she supposed she might as well be honest with herself and use the word lover. Her hands were so soft, and so instinctively directed to the right place; the mere slide of those fingers down her groin had been able to send Meg into a transport of ecstasy.


As splendid as that induced by Cleave? Of course not. Oriole was a woman, and Cleave had been a man. Oriole had been very angry when she had said so. 'It was your first orgasm,' she had declared. 'And a man ... with his fingers. It was quite disgusting. Did he not have a penis ?'


The discussion had taken place in the middle of a steamy afternoon, in the middle of the Atlantic, and they had lain together, naked, on Oriole's bunk, the human smell of their sweat mingling in an incredibly delightful fashion with the heavenly smell of Oriole's perfume.


'Oh, he did,' Meg had said dreamily. 'A magnificent rod. Hard as rock, and yet all velvety.'


'You touched it?' Oriole had raised herself on her elbow in amazement.


‘I held it until it was wet,' Meg said.


'My God. And he did not wish to push it in?’


'Why, no.'


'Witchcraft,' Oriole said, and lay down. 'And have you never held a man's rod ?' Meg asked, rising on her elbow in turn. 'Or known his fingers?' 'Of course not,' Oriole said. 'But, you were married.'


'Oh, indeed. And my husband did wish those things, from time to time. Men are the most degenerate of creatures. I pointed out that his duty was to penetrate me, and nothing more, and he came to accept that.' But she had been seething again, at the feel of Meg's breasts resting on her cheek. 'Real intimacy is only possible between women, my darling.'


She had been unable to resist a sally as that small mouth had closed on her nipple. 'And not between men as well, my darling?'


Which had earned her a nip. But even nips were enjoyable. She supposed they were being very, very wicked. But she could see no harm in it, and to be as close as she was to Oriole was to live in a dream world even had there been no sex involved. Until her cousin had entered her life she had not truly realized how lonely she had been. That could never happen again. Oriole was there, always, seeking to help, seeking to correct, seeking to direct, seeking to love. She was like having a second soul, as she sought to discover every last recess of Meg's personality.


Meg had supposed, in the beginning, that as Oriole was twice her age, and remarkably beautiful, she might soon tire of her gauche companion. And had been alarmed by that consideration, for she knew enough of her cousin by now to understand that Oriole believed in total commitment, and abandonment would mean just that. Her fears had been set at rest soon after their arrival in England, to take up residence at Great Uncle Tom's house in Chelsea; this had been a Hilton house for a long time, once inhabited by Matt and Sue, two other Hiltons who had been cousins and fallen in love with each other to the scandal of the West Indies. Not, as Oriole pointed out time and again, that there was ever any risk of scandal between two women, because who could ever know.


Meg had been fascinated at this step back into Hilton history, but it had been very cold by now - they had arrived only a few days before her seventeenth birthday -and within a week she had come down with a cold in the head, which had rapidly developed into a pleurisy on the lung, which had equally rapidly developed into pneumonia. She had supposed herself about to die, and been so exhausted and dispirited it had not seemed very important.


But Oriole had not been prepared to accept such a possibility. She had hardly left Meg's bedside for a moment - they were sharing a room in any event - had nursed her with a devoted care which a mother could not have exceeded, and had finally seen her back to health, although it had been a long process; the English Christmas of which she had been promised so much was an unremembered blur of sad faces peering over the end of her bed, and it had been March before she had once again been able to venture out of doors.


So Oriole loved her. She could no longer doubt that. Well, then, did she love Oriole? She really did not know. She did not think so, if love meant an emotion which excluded all others. She would dream of being shipwrecked upon a desert island, with only Oriole, Alan and Cleave as her companions, and then decide which of them she would go to. It gave her a delightful sensation of power. But the fact was, it was seldom Oriole, and it was seldom even Cleave, much as she enjoyed remembering his ministrations. But then, she wondered, was it not Alan because he had never properly made love to her? Often enough, when she lay in Oriole's arms, she would pretend she was in Alan's. It was not difficult. Save for the absence of the rod, and that had been a problem from her very earliest dreams.


Yet, it seemed that however much Oriole did love her, she was still intent upon marrying her off. March had seen a great improvement in the weather, for a brief period, and they had been able to go riding in Hyde Park, while soon enough the young men began to take out their cricket bags and the 'thock' of a bat hitting a ball could be heard even in central London.


'Cricket,' Oriole had proclaimed. 'Why, there is not a gentleman in the country does not play at cricket, if he would be a gentleman, and play at it every day, at least until it is time to shoot grouse. And this year, my darling, the Colonials are coming over. They come every second year, you know. Oh, they are all the rage. Not,' she hastily added, 'that I would have you marry some wild Australian boy, to be carried off to the outback of New South Wales. But all the gentry will be anxious to play against them, you may be sure of that. We shall find you a perfect match by August.'


'But Oriole,' Meg had protested, more out of curiosity than concern, 'what will happen to us?'


'Silly goose,' Oriole had said happily. 'You know my terms. We shall all return to Hilltop together, and he will spend his days learning how to be a planter, and you and I will spend our days living as Hiltons were meant to live, in the Great House.'


A fascinating thought, except that Meg had suddenly realized, after only a week or two of attending Lord's Cricket Ground, that she had absolutely no desire to marry any one of these young men, all carefully trimmed moustaches and sweaty white flannels, all outrageously bright jackets, which they called blazers, and inane remarks, from what-hos to maiden overs, a term she had never been able to understand.


But how to make Oriole understand that. What Oriole would say were she to discover that Meg would still rather marry someone like Alan McAvoy did not bear consideration.


'Why, Tommy,' Honor Claymond exclaimed. 'You're all wet.'


Meg awoke from her reverie, to discover two young men leaning through the window of the carriage, despite the rain, and one of them was the Honourable Thomas Claymond, a young man she had seen far too much of during the past month; he was a very keen cricketer.


'Had to come across, what?' He pulled his moustache, took off his cap, striped in black and red and gold, and hastily replaced it again. 'Why, how good to see you, Miss Hilton. Thought you'd like to meet the Terror, eh?'


Meg smiled at the second young man. Anyone less like a Terror would have been hard to imagine. His face was calm, almost vacant in its dreamy expression, which was accentuated by the rather thick, untrimmed moustache which threatened to edge down beside his mouth. 'Are you so terrible, sir?'


He also wore a striped cap, mainly in green, which he now hastily raised. 'Charles Turner, Miss Hilton. I persuaded Tommy to introduce me to the most beautiful young woman in England, so they say.'


'Well,' Honor remarked, and her mother raised her eyes to heaven.


'You are a flatterer, Mr Turner,' Meg declared. 'And are you also a cricketer?'


'Also a cricketer,' Tommy Claymond shouted. 'Also a cricketer? Haven't you been watching the game?'


'I don't think Miss Hilton is really very interested in cricket,' Honor remarked. 'Mr Turner, my dear Miss Hilton, is the finest bowler in all Australia. I suspect in all the world.'


'Well, now,' Turner objected. 'I'd guess George Lohmann would have something to say about that. Oops, the rain's stopping. We'd better be getting back, Tommy boy.'


'Ah. Yes. You'll excuse us, Mother, Miss Hilton.'


Lady Claymond sniffed as they took their departure. 'Australians. Good heavens, what an uncouth lot. I really do not understand what Tommy sees in them.'


'Margaret.' Oriole stood outside the coach, her parasol held aloft like a banner, smiling at them. 'There you are. We really must be getting home. There is packing to be done. Mrs Andrews has invited us down for the weekend.'


'Moira Andrews?' Lady Claymond inquired, flushing.


'Who else, my dear Lady Claymond?'


'But...' Vanessa Claymond stared at her daughter as if she had suddenly turned green. 'We are visiting Beltney House this weekend.'


'What a jolly surprise,' Oriole said. 'Oh, we shall have such fun. Come along, Margaret.'


Margaret gave a hasty smile to Lady Claymond, decided to ignore Honor, and hurried behind Oriole. 'Are we really going to the Andrews?'


'Of course. Well, I had to angle for a while. These people have no idea who the Hiltons are. No doubt they have been allowed to forget. We shall remind them, Meg.'


'But, Lady Claymond didn't look very pleased.'


'I doubt she is.' Oriole waited while her coachman opened the carriage door, sat down with a sigh. 'She has observed that her Tommy is far too interested in you.'


Meg sighed. 'I have observed that too. I really think ...'


'But that is why we are going, my darling. As soon as I heard the Claymonds were invited I really pressed. You could not make a better match.'


Meg stared at her in consternation. "That man's a total fool.'


'Of course he is. But quite good looking, and heir to a title. Oh, if one must marry a man, one is sure to marry a fool; and if one must marry a fool, why then, a noble fool is better than a common one.'


'But ... will he agree to leave England and return to Jamaica? And change his name to Hilton?'


'Well, as to that, there is no reason at all why we should not treat Hilltop as a holiday home; the plantation can be managed by an attorney. The Claymonds have a castle in Scotland, I believe. As for the name, well...' Oriole smiled. 'I think even a Hilton could bend her principles a little, to become Lady Claymond. Don't you agree?'


The music ballooned across the great ballroom at Beltney House, reverberated from the high ceiling, echoed around the minstrel gallery where the orchestra was situated, escaped through the half-opened windows to billow across Beltney Park and no doubt scatter the deer which browsed over those endless green pastures.


Although no doubt, Meg thought, as she was whirled round and round to the strains of the waltz, the deer were by now become used to it. She doubted she ever would. The strange contrast of heat and cold, for example. It was, as usual, drizzling outside, and the slight breeze was chill, as would be the corridors of this very ancient pile; but the ballroom was overheated, at once by the roaring fires at each end and by the hundred or so sweating bodies.


The contrasts seemed accentuated by her clothes. Oriole had done her really proud for this extra special occasion, and her dress was of cream satin with tinted floral designs, topped by thick deep crimson velvet also at her waist and trimming her hem. Where the sleeves ended at her elbow her white gloves began, leaving not an inch of flesh showing on her arms, and causing her fingers to be bathed in sweat. But the gown ended just above her breasts, exposing her shoulders and neck, and freezing whenever she passed a window. She was not even protected by her chestnut hair, which had been carefully massed on top of her head and held in position, as well as decorated, by an aigrette surrounded by flowers.


She had, in fact, a mortal fear of incurring another attack of pneumonia; she remembered last winter as quite the most ghastly experience of her life, and from all the signs they would soon be lost in winter again.


But at least, she reflected, she had the compensation of being by some way the most beautiful girl in the room, her natural voluptuousness and rich colour accentuated by the black velvet band round her neck from which was suspended a gold locket. This was at present empty but it was the first real jewellery she had ever owned. When she had descended the stairs this evening all conversation had stopped as every head had turned to look at her, and the heads were still turning, at least from the male half of every couple who whirled by. While Tommy had a fixed but entirely genuine smile on his face as he danced with her, and she had danced with no one else; he had filled her entire programme.


The music stopped. 'Champagne?'


'That sounds delightful. Do you think we could sit down, just for five minutes? My legs are quite dead.'


He goggled at her for a moment, and too late she remembered Oriole's stricture never to mention legs.


'Champagne,' he said again. 'And then we shall find you a seat, what?'


He escorted her from the floor, and then bustled out of the room in the direction of the dining room, where the drinks were being served. She supposed she should wait where she was; tired as she was. There was little risk of having to engage in any more conversation. Moira Andrews might be kindness itself - she was, after all, an American, and was regarded as little better than a colonial herself by such as the Claymonds, although they were happy enough to enjoy her hospitality - but the remainder of her female guests only spoke to 'the Jamaican', as she was called, when they absolutely had to, and the rest of the male guests seemed to regard her as Tommy Claymond's private property, and would not encroach.


Which was a pity, because some of them were quite handsome, and she was more lonely than ever, as she and Oriole had naturally been given separate rooms, and indeed on this weekend Oriole had been rather aloof, not wishing to get in the way of the obviously lovesick young man.


But here she was, looking delightful in pale green, and having just shed her partner, also apparently on the champagne trail.


'Really, my darling,' she said softly. 'You must not just stand about in doorways. It is terribly gauche. Where is Thomas?'


'Fetching me something to drink, I believe.'


'Ah. Well, then, shall we sit down?' Her eagle eye had spotted an empty sofa, and towards this she guided Meg, smiling at everyone they passed, flicking her fan to and fro.


'What a boring lot,' Meg commented.


'Oh, do keep your voice down,' Oriole begged, seating herself and arranging her skirts. 'No doubt there is no one here who has seen as much of life as you ...' She shot a sideways glance; she had never entirely forgiven Meg for that night in the mountains. 'But you should be sorry for them, rather than critical. And you will not find better society. No indeed. Why, when you are married to Tommy, these will be all your friends.'


'When I am ... I have no intention of marrying such a stuffed shirt.'


'Oh, Meg, you aren't going to be difficult, I hope. You will never find a better match, no matter how hard I try. I really do recommend him. I insist upon it.' She arranged her face into a smile. 'Why, Mr Claymond, how handsome you look tonight.'


'Do I? Oh, I say, Mrs Paterson.' Tommy Claymond blushed scarlet and obviously was desperate to smooth his moustache, an impossible task as he was carrying a glass of champagne in either hand. 'I say, you have no glass.'


'Here is mine now,' Oriole said, smiling at her late dancing partner. 'Where are you taking my little cousin?'


'Ah... ah ...' Claymond flushed some more, and looked at Meg. ‘I thought perhaps a brief stroll. On the terrace. Deuced warm in here, what?'


'What a splendid idea,' Oriole said. 'And Arthur can sit down and tell me all about his coal mines. I do adore coal mines. It is my greatest ambition to descend one. Margaret?'


Meg stifled a sigh, and stood up. And drank some champagne, and felt better.


'What a delightful person is your cousin,' Tommy remarked, as they crossed the floor, followed by every gaze, as Meg could tell without even turning her head. 'So ... so ... well...'


'Delightful ?' Meg suggested.


'Oh, quite. Just the word I was thinking of.' He opened the glass doors leading to the terrace. 'It'll be cool out here.'


'It's raining,' Meg pointed out.


'Is it? My word, so it is. Ghastly climate, what? Not the least like your Jamaica, I'll wager.' He remained standing just outside the door.


'You don't really expect me to walk with you in the rain ?' Meg inquired.


'Oh, no, no, Miss Hilton. But the ah... fact is, I wonder if you would brave the rain to the next doorway ?' 'Whatever for?'


Tommy finished his champagne and pulled his moustache. 'Well, ah ... you see, we ... I, I should say, would look such a fool, leading you back across the floor, having led you across the floor in this direction, if you follow me. The fact is ... ah ... my mother and sister consider me a fool in any event.' He paused. Tow don't suppose I'm a fool, Miss Hilton?'


'Of course I don't, Mr Claymond. And I should be happy to walk with you to the next doorway.' She stepped outside, and the drizzle began to settle on her hair and shoulders.


'Oh, you are a sport. I knew it the first time I saw you, that you would be a sport, Miss Hilton. So few girls are.' He closed the doors behind them. 'That will give them something to talk about.'


'I think we should run to the next doorway,' Meg suggested, setting off at a trot, gathering her skirts in one hand and preserving her half-empty glass, precariously, with the other.


'Oh I say, what fun,' Tommy gasped, running beside her. 'You are a sport, Miss Hilton, I say, do you mind if I call you Margaret?'


Meg reached the shelter of the little porch over one of the side doors into the house. 'I'd prefer it if you'd call me Meg.'


'Oh, I say, could I ? That would be smashing.' He reached past her, allowing his arm to brush her shoulder. 'Bother. This is locked.'


Meg sighed. She was feeling distinctly cold, and she suspected her damp hair was about to come down. 'Isn't there a bell?'


'Well, there is, don't you know. But I'd rather not pull it. It would make me ...' 'Look such a fool,' she agreed. 'But if you don't pull it, 


Mr Claymond, we are both going to catch our death of cold.'


‘I say, look here, I do wish you'd call me Tommy. I mean, what, if I'm to call you Meg, don't you think ...'


'I shall be pleased to call you Tommy, Tommy, if you will only pull that bell.'


'Ah. Yes, I suppose I will... hello, it's opening.'


One of the butlers peered out. 'Mr Claymond? Miss Hilton? It is raining.'


'We have discovered that,' Meg said, pushing past him into the warmth of the hallway.


'Oh, indeed,' Tommy agreed. 'Glad you came along, what ? Or I would have had to pull the jolly old bell, what ? Cause a disturbance, what?'


'Indeed, sir,' the butler agreed gravely. 'Is there anything I can get you, sir? And the young lady?'


'Yes,' Meg said. She was suddenly aware of a growing sense of desperation. The past five minutes had been the first time she had ever been utterly alone with Tommy; and it had only been five minutes. 'Another glass of champagne.'


'I say, what a splendid idea,' Tommy said. 'I'll have one too. No, no. I say, my good fellow, make it a bottle, eh? On a tray.'


'Yes, sir, Mr Claymond. To the ballroom?'


'Ah ...' Tommy flushed to his ears. 'To the billiards room, what?'


'Yes, sir.' The butler gave a shallow bow, and returned along the corridor.


'The billiards room ?' Meg demanded.


'Splendid game, what? Have you ever seen it?'


'We have a billiards table at my home, Hilltop, in Jamaica,' Meg pointed out. She could not honestly claim ever to have seen the game played.


'Of course you have,' Tommy agreed, touching her elbow to turn her along the hall. 'Big place, Hilltop. So I've been told.'


'As big as this,' Meg said, not quite truthfully on this occasion. 'But I've never actually played. And listen, the music is starting again.'


'Oh, you don't really want to do any more dancing, do you, Meg? I mean, dash it all, we've been doing it for hours. And you just said your ... ah ... limbs were very tired.' He entered another of his scarlet flushes. "The fact is, I... ah ... have something I would like to say to you.'


Oh, my God, she thought. He can't mean it.


But they were already at the door to the billiards room, and he was pushing it open.


'Warm in here, what?' he said. 'Cosy.'


The drapes were drawn and a fire blazed in the hearth. There were actually two billiards tables, occupying the centre of the carpeted room; the only other furniture, apart from the stands for the cues, were two settees against the far wall, with a table between.


'You will have to show me,' she said.


'Show you? Ah, I see what you mean. Must be active when that butler fellow comes back, eh?' He felt in the pockets, located three balls. 'It's very simple, really, you just, ah, knock the balls about, don't you know. Put them in the pockets. Oh, they must hit each other, of course. That's called a cannon.'


'Sounds fascinating,' she said.


'Oh, it is. It is. I play billiards for hours, sometimes. I say ...' He turned at the knock. 'Yes?'


The butler arrived with his tray and his bottles, placed them on the table, and withdrew. Tommy Claymond followed him across the room and made sure the door was properly closed; for a terrifying moment she thought he was going to lock it, but he apparently decided against it.


Not that it mattered, she supposed. He was definitely about to propose. Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God, she thought. I don't want to many him. I can think of nothing more terrifying. I don't want to be called Lady Claymond. I don't want to live in a great draughty house like this - from all she had heard castles were considerably worse - in such an appalling climate, being forced to spend my entire life either hitting little balls or watching other people hit them.


But how to refuse him? Far more important, how to convince Oriole that she had done the right thing? Oriole would be furious.


'Champagne?' Tommy poured industriously, and still managed to slop some on the floor. His fingers brushed her gloves as he handed her the glass. 'Well ... what, eh? Here's to ... to ... well, us ?'


She sipped, then changed her mind and drank the entire glass. She had not been drunk since that night in the mountains. Oh, my God, she thought, that night in the mountains. Suppose she were to tell him about that? But he might become all gallant and insist upon marrying her anyway. And in any event, if she did that, Oriole would kill her.


'Shall we sit down ?' He escorted her to the settee, and she fell backwards. 'Oh, I say,' he said. 'Are you all right?'


'I think I'd like another glass of champagne,' she said.


'Oh, I say, would you ?' He bent over the table.


But there were other things to which he could not possibly agree. Oh, Oriole would still be angry ... but then, Oriole need never know.


'Here we are.' He gave her the glass, sat beside her, and then got up again. The sofa bounced, and Meg found herself rising and falling. 'Oh, do forgive me,' he said. 'The fact is ... well ... do you know, you are such a sport, Meg. I mean, you come to all the cricket matches, and you aren't afraid of the weather, and you're from Jamaica, too, such an exciting place. Of course, you know, dear Mums says it's not quite right, but I say, what, a chap has to make up his own mind, what?'


Meg drank champagne. It was necessary to choose her moment with great care.


'So what I mean is,' Tommy said, taking a brief turn up and down the carpet in front of her. 'I mean, what, we haven't known each other all that long, Meg, but I know all about you that I wish to, and me, well, there really isn't much to me. What I mean is, not much to know that you can't see, what? No deep waters and that sort of thing.' He peered at her, and she held up her glass. 'Another? Right ho.' He paused, and as an afterthought refilled his own. The couch resumed its pleasant undulation, which she found strange, because he hadn't sat down recently.


'So you see what I'm driving at,' he said, handing her the glass.


He was obviously never going to say it himself, and she was getting sleepy. 'You wish me to marry you,' she said.


He frowned, and his jaw dropped, and then slowly closed again. 'Well ... yes, I suppose I do. I say ...' He sat beside her, and the ensuing upheaval caused her to spill her drink. ‘I say, I'm most awfully sorry. But really, Meg, would you ? I say, I do ... ah ... love you most awfully.'


'I don't know,' she said.


'Eh? Oh, of course, if you wish to think it over, of course, take all the time you wish. Oh, yes, indeed.'


'It's not that,' Meg said, speaking very slowly and carefully. 'It's ... well, you see, I am the very last Hilton.'


'Oh, I say, are you? I say, that's dashed awkward.' He hesitated, frowning. 'Is it ?'


'It could be. My family has lived in the West Indies for two hundred and fifty years, and most of that time we have owned and operated our own plantations. There has always been a Hilton on Hilltop.'


'Ah. I see what you mean.'


'When Papa dies,' Meg said, 'it will be up to me.' She gazed at him.


'Oh, I say, how terribly romantic. Oh, indeed, I think that's a marvellous idea. Oh, yes. Do you know, I've always fancied myself as a planter. Riding a horse, what, swishing the old machete.'


'It's the labourers who carry machetes,' Meg said crossly.


'Well, whatever it is I would swish. Oh, I think that is a first-rate idea. Yes, indeed.'


'Your parents would never agree,' Meg pointed out. 'Ah ... another glass ?' She held hers out


'The fact is, Meg, the pater has always said it would do me the world of good to get out in the colonies and try some real work. Why, do you know, he nearly packed me off five years ago. New Zealand, actually, not the West Indies. The mater stopped him.'


'Well, then ...'


He handed her the refilled glass. 'Oh, she'd come round. She always does.' He brushed his glass against hers. 'Here's to the sugar. And the bananas, of course. Your cousin was telling me all about the bananas.'


Meg sucked air into her lungs, noisily. 'It really isn't as simple as that. I said I was the last Hilton. The name is as important as the plantations. There has always been a Hilton in the West Indies. There must always be a Hilton in Jamaica.'


'Ah.' Tommy drank some champagne. 'Bit of a problem, what? I suppose I could change my name.' 'Eh?'


'Simple business, really. Deed poll and that sort of thing, what?' 'But it would mean ...'


'Renouncing the title? Ah, well ... do you know, I've always wanted to do that. Let's face it, the Claymonds haven't all been saints. No, no. There's bad blood.'


'There is bad blood in the Hiltons.'


'Bad blood everywhere,' he said with a bright smile. 'But, oh yes, it could be done.'


He took their glasses to refill, while Meg stared at him. Oh, my God, she thought. Oh, my God. But he had to be discouraged. Any way. And she was going to hate herself tomorrow, because he was really being an absolute gentleman and a faithful lover. But marriage between Meg Hilton and Tommy Claymond could only be the most utter disaster.


He stood in front of her, held out her glass. 'It shall be done, by Jove.'


Meg inhaled. It had to be done now, or she would be lost. But in any event, now the idea had actually entered her mind, she could feel the sex urge swelling in her belly, as it had done during the dance in the mountains, as it did when Oriole's fingers stroked her flesh. My God, she thought, perhaps I was bewitched.


'So,' he said. 'Will... ah ... you marry me, Meg?'


Meg's nostrils dilated, and she could hear her breath searing. 'You must undress first.'


He stared at her, his mouth open.


'Just your pants,' she said. 'I couldn't possibly marry a man until I've seen the size of his rod. After all, it's the most important thing in a marriage, isn't it?' Was it really Meg Hilton speaking? Her voice sounded absolutely normal, quite matter of fact.


Tommy Claymond stared at her for a few seconds longer. I've done it, she thought. He'll never want to speak to me again.


'Do you know,' he said at last, 'that is a quite remarkable idea. But very good sense. You'd never find an English girl to say it, of course. They all pretend it doesn't exist, even after they're married, I believe. But you ... Meg, my dear girl, I knew you were a sport the moment I saw you. We are going to have such fun together.' He was taking off his jacket and waistcoat, releasing his braces. Meg sat absolutely still, knees clamped together, rigid with horror. It could not be happening.


But it was. The dress trousers settled about his ankles to reveal a ridiculously long pair of white woollen drawers, from beneath which somewhat muscular legs were encased in black suspenders and black silk stockings.


Now he hesitated. ‘I'm afraid ... well, have you seen many ... ah ... rods?'


Meg licked her lips.


'Because, you see ... ah ... I don't suppose mine is very ... ah ... large.'


Meg stared at him. His fingers tugged at the waistband, and the drawers settled around his ankles. Meg gasped in horror; she had never actually seen a white penis before; that night in the mountains they had all been black, and hard, and demanding, at once to touch and to be touched. Tommy Claymond was absolutely flaccid. The word rod did not come into it at all.


'It ... ah ... I'm trembling like a jelly,' he confessed. 'Nerves, you know, what? It ... it will do better, I mean, what, perhaps if you were to show me ... well, I suppose I've a right to ask, what?'


As if she were in a dream, Meg slowly rose to her feet and lifted her skirts.


'You'll have to take my drawers down for me,' she whispered.


'Oh, I say, what? That'll do the trick, what?'


He knelt before her, and she closed her eyes, and opened them again as she heard the door.


Tommy? Whatever are you doing?’


Honor Claymond was accompanied by half a dozen young men and women.


Tommy?' she cried again, her voice rising an octave. For Meg had released her skirts and his head was buried underneath the folds of material.


Meg stared at them in utter horror, her brain seeming to close. And then it opened again, and she was able to see with frightful clarity, to realize just what had happened to her over this last year, just what was going to go on happening to her if she did not end it, now.


'Why, Honor,' she said. 'It's quite all right, really. I asked him to. I mean to say, we had to see what each other looks like before we could possibly consider marrying.'


'I really do not know what to say. I really do not know what to say.' Oriole sat up in bed, an ice pack on her head, but she still shouted. She had shouted all the way back from Beltney. 'Are you mad ? Are you just depraved ? Is there some streak of vicious vulgarity in you that makes you act the whore?'


Meg continued to dress, without replying. It was in any event early in the morning - they had regained London the previous night - and the house was cold.


'Ruined,' Oriole said. 'We are quite ruined. I doubt we shall be able to show our faces in polite society again. I doubt we shall ever be invited anywhere again. Doubt? What am I saying? Of course we will not be invited anywhere again.'


Meg smoothed her petticoats, stepped into her favourite crimson gown.


'And do not suppose that young man will come to your rescue. He has been packed off to Scotland. Poor boy. He will never be the same again. They are saying he was drunk. What were you?'


Meg put on her green velvet jacket. ‘I was also drunk, I suppose,' she said. 'I only knew I had to put him off. But he was very difficult.'


'Put him off?' Oriole's voice was slowly rising. 'The most perfect match you could ever dream of making?'


Meg faced the bed. 'I disagree with you entirely. I tried to tell you that before. If you had not pushed the matter so hard it could never have reached such a stage. Oh, he is a pleasant young man and an utter gentleman. But he is not going to be my husband. I propose to marry a man'


'Meg, my darling.' Oriole's tone softened. 'Forgive me for being angry. Although you deserved it. Of course I know why you didn't wish to marry him. Because of your love for me. But how often have I told you, you have got to marry someone, some time. You have got to have children, to carry on the Hilton name, the Hilton tradition. Don't you understand that? And it will make no difference to you and me. Or very little difference. Really.'


Meg stared at her. But this one came easier; no doubt she was gaining practise at destroying people.


'I did not refuse him because of my love for you, Oriole,' she said, speaking very evenly. 'My love for you is something horrible, something obscene. It is nearly as obscene as your love for me.'


'Meg?' Oriole seemed utterly bewildered.


'You came into my life,' Meg said, 'of your own free will. You elected to see to my upbringing. It was the things you taught me that sent me into the mountains that night. Then you chose to seduce me. Then you chose to inflict upon me some quite unsuitable match. I'll have none of it. I'll have none of you any more. You keep reminding me that I am a Hilton, the last Hilton, that I bear the name of Marguerite Hilton, the greatest Hilton woman. Well, then, you watch me begin to act like her.'


She turned away, checked her reticule; she had secreted a spare pair of drawers and a spare pair of stockings while Oriole was asleep, as well as a spare gown, very crushed.


'Meg? Meg? Where are you going?'


'Out,' Meg said. 'For a walk.'


'Meg. You come back here. Oh, when you come back...'


Meg closed the bedroom door. Presumably she was being very foolish. But it was the only thing to do. And it was something she should have done very long ago. She should never have left Jamaica at all. But this time last year she had been a child. Now she was a woman.


If only she was a woman in the eyes of the law. Then she need endure none of this subterfuge.


'Is that you, Meg?'


Great Uncle Tom, already awake and downstairs in the parlour with his newspaper, for all his sixty-two years.


'Yes, Uncle Tom. Just out for a walk.'


'Ah, nothing like it, a walk in the early morning. If you'll wait a moment I'll come with you.'


'No, thank you very much, Uncle Tom,' she said. 'I... I feel like walking alone.'


He made no reply. But he was at least aware of the crisis, even if he might not yet know the details. Although according to Oriole the details would be known to everyone in London by lunchtime.


And presumably she would not see him again. But now was no time for sentiment.


She had sufficient pocket money in her purse to hire a hansom, once she was safely out of sight of the house. 'The docks?' inquired the cabbie, looking her up and down. 'Now, what would a pretty girl like you want with the docks ?'


She had already decided her best course. 'I'm to meet my father, from Jamaica. He's due in today.'


'Ah, well, you'll want the West India docks, eh? It's a long drive, mind.'


'I don't mind,' she said, and settled herself back on the cushions. Her last look at London Town, and surprisingly, in this very wet summer, the sun was shining and it was quite warm. Perhaps she would return, one day, when she was the Hilton. Then people could say what they liked, and she would not care.


Supposing she cared now.


'Here we are.' The hansom had turned through the gates and she was surrounded by enormous piles of sugar bags emanating a sickly sweet smell, by stevedores, exuding sweat and energy, by seamen leaving their ships for a spell ashore, by small boys looking for tips. 'You've the name of the ship?'


'I'll find it,' she said, and stepped down.


The cabbie scratched his head. 'This is a rough crowd, missie. You're sure you'll be all right?'


'Of course I'll be all right,' she said. 'How much?'


'Well ... seeing as how it's you, missie, a guinea will cover it'


'A guinea ?' It seemed an awfully large amount of money, and left her with just three shillings. But that really didn't concern her at this moment. She was Margaret Hilton. She must remember that, now and always. 'Here we are. And thank you.' She adjusted her turban, and made her way through the staring men, trying not to listen to their ribald remarks, reached the dockside itself, stared at the first steamer, towering above her.


'Looking for someone, miss?' The policeman gave her a benevolent smile.


'Oh, yes,' she said, trying to control her breathing. 'There's a ship leaving for Jamaica today.' She bit her lip, to stop herself trembling. 'Isn't there ?'


'That'll be the Queen Meg,' he said. 'Just over there.'


The Queen Meg,' she cried. What a happy omen. 'Yes, yes, that's the one.'


'Seeing someone off, are you, miss?' The constable fell in at her side.


'Oh, no,' she said. 'I'm sailing in her. My ... my baggage has already gone on board.'


'Then you'd better hurry,' he recommended. 'She has steam up.'


'Oh, dear.' Meg gathered her skirts, chased along the dock, the policeman clearing people out of the way, arrived at the gangway to which sailors were already attaching lines for taking it up. Here there was quite a crowd, waving scarves and handkerchiefs, and weeping and cheering.


'Way there, make way,' shouted the constable.


Meg clung to the rope rail, climbed the steep accommodation ladder.


'Yes, miss ?' An officer stood at the top.


'I'm Margaret Hilton,' she said. 'Of Hilltop.'


'Yes ?' he inquired politely.


'Well...' The policeman had remained at the foot of the gangway, but he was still there. 'May I see the captain, please ?'


'The captain? My dear Miss Hilton, this ship is about to sail. The captain is on the bridge.' 'You don't understand,' she explained desperately. 'I am


Margaret Hilton. Doesn't that name mean anything to you? Of Hilltop?'


'Ah ... your family plant, I believe.'


'My family plant ?' she cried. 'My family are the biggest planters in the West Indies. Oh, you don't understand. I must see the captain.'


'Now then, Mr Darling, what seems to be the trouble ?'


'This young lady ...'


Meg pushed him aside to gain the obviously senior officer; he had two stripes on his blue sleeve. 'Are you the captain ?'


'No, no, miss. I am the first officer. I'm afraid I must ask you to leave the ship, as we are about to sail.'


'I want to go with you,' Meg said. 'I want a passage to Kingston.'


'My word,' said the officer. 'You mean you're a passenger?'


‘I want to be a passenger,' Meg said desperately. 'Listen, I am Margaret Hilton, of Plantation Hilltop in Jamaica. My father is Anthony Hilton. He is a member of the Jamaica House of Assembly.'


'I have heard of Mr Hilton, indeed I have. But do you mean you don't have a cabin booked ?' He looked past her. 'Where is your baggage?'


Meg sighed with impatience. 'I don't have any baggage. I don't have any money. But I must get back to Jamaica. It is terribly important. If you will give me a cabin, my father will pay you when we reach Kingston.'


'My dear young lady,' the mate said, 'that is not the way we do things. Oh, indeed, that is not the way we do things at all. Do you know what I think, I think you are attempting to practise some fraud here. You are absconding from somewhere. Oh, yes, indeed. Ah, constable ...'


The policeman had finally decided to climb the gangway to discover for himself what all the fuss was about.


'This young lady needs to be returned to her home, I suspect,' the first officer said.


Meg glared at him for a moment in impotent rage. But her belly was filling with lead. She was not going to succeed. Once again Oriole had been wrong in her estimation of the magic of the Hilton name. It might have had everyone bowing and scraping in 1788, but not in 1888. And what Oriole would say when she was returned by a policeman, with a tale of how she had attempted to run away ... what Oriole would do, in fact.


'Now then, miss,' the policeman said. 'I think you had better come along with me, back to the station, and there we can talk this whole thing over.'


Meg turned, kicked him on the ankle. He gave a grunt of pain and stooped, lifting his leg to rub the injured spot, and Meg pushed him while he was off balance. He fell over, cannoning into the young officer by the gangway. The sailor waiting there goggled at her as she gathered her skirts, jumped over the fallen men, and reached the top. Then he made an abortive grab, but Meg swung her reticule and caught him across the face, sending him tripping over the constable who was at that moment attempting to get up.


They went sprawling again, and Meg was running down the gangway.


'Stop her,' bawled the first officer, running to the rail. But the crowd seemed more amused than alarmed.


'Let me through,' Meg screamed, and they willingly parted. She reached open space, looked left and right, and darted behind a pile of sugar bags. But of course they were going to catch her, she supposed. She ran as hard as she could for the next shelter, the doors of a warehouse, panting now, boots slipping on the wooden dock, hearing the shouts from behind her, raced into the warehouse and turned blindly to her right, seeking shelter, and ran full tilt into a tall young man.


'Easy now,' he said. 'Easy. Why, my God. Meg Hilton?'


Meg's head went back, and she stared at Alan McAvoy.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN


THE REUNION

 

'ALAN,' she cried, throwing both arms around his neck. 'Alan?'


Because he had changed. It was hard to reconcile this big, broad-shouldered man with the heavy moustache and the mahogany tan and the confident manner and the twinkling eyes with the boy in whose company she had raced to the Grandstand.


'Himself,' he said, apparently remembering their respective positions. His hands, which for a moment had closed on her shoulder blades, now hastily fell to his side.


'Alan,' she said again, and listened to the clamour behind her. 'Oh, my God. Help me, Alan. Hide me.'


He scarcely seemed to hesitate a moment, gathered her in the crook of one powerful arm, carried her a few feet, and deposited her in a narrow space between two enormous piles of sugar bags. 'Don't move,' he said, stepping away from her, and taking a cheroot from his pocket. This he proceeded to light, providing ample reason for him to have stopped.


'You there,' bawled the policeman. 'Have you seen a young woman, in red with a green coat?'


'No,' he said, and puffed smoke.


'She came in this warehouse,' said another voice. 'I'd bet on it.'


'Not within the last five minutes,' Alan said, walking slowly away from Meg's hiding place. 'I would have seen her.'


'Well,' said the policeman, doubtfully. 'If you didn't see her, sir ...' He had apparently identified Alan as wearing an officer's uniform, a fact which was only just dawning on Meg.


'1 haven't,' Alan said brusquely. 'Now be off with you, and let a fellow smoke in peace. What's the girl done ?'


'Well, sir,' the policeman said, 'I don't rightly know. Trying to stow away, she was, as near as I can see. Well-bred, sir, almost a lady. But acting very strange. And when we tried to question her, why it was up skirts and away.'


'Then you'd better find her,' Alan recommended. 'No doubt she has just murdered her lover.'


'My word, sir, perish the thought. Come on, lads. The gentleman is right. We'd best make haste.'


Meg leaned against the sugar bats; her knees felt they could no longer support her. Was he coming back? She raised her head, and there he was.


'Almost a lady?'


'Well...'


'Trying to stow away? You'll have to explain.' She grasped his arm, drew him into the recess. 'I will. When I'm safe. Listen, I have got to get back to Jamaica.' 'Don't you like England ?'


'I will explain, Alan. Really and truly. But right now I have got to get on a ship. And...' She hesitated. 'I haven't any money. Well, three shillings.'


His forehead creased in a frown.


She chewed her lip. 'It's my cousin, Oriole. She dragged me away ... well, you heard ...'


'A little,' he said.


Was his voice cold ? She couldn't be sure. 'She wants to marry me off, to some ridiculous Englishman,' she said. 'I don't want to marry an Englishman, Alan. Not one of these, I mean. But it's going to happen. I must get back. And now. If she finds out what I've tried to do she'll... she'll lock me up.'


'I've heard some strange stories in my time,' Alan said, slowly disentangling himself. 'But this beats all. You're Meg Hilton. Have you forgotten that?'


'I'm not allowed to forget it in my sleep,' she said. 'But I'm Oriole's idea of Meg Hilton. And Papa made her virtually my guardian. She can do what she likes, and I must do what she likes. Alan, I can't stand it any more. I'm going mad.'


'If she is your guardian,' he pointed out, 'she'll have the right to send behind you and have you returned no matter where you go.'


'Not if I can get back to Papa.'


'Why don't you write to him ?'


Oh, damn you for a clear-thinking scoundrel, she thought. 'Because ... because it's a difficult thing to put into letters, especially when he's getting them from her as well. Anyway, you know he never reads letters. But if I could just see him, talk with him ... Alan.' She seized his arm again. 'You're off a ship. You trade with Jamaica, don't you."


'Of course I do.'


She licked her lips. 'Well, then ...'


'But this isn't a passenger liner, Meg. Not even a steamer. To use my mate's ticket I have to berth on a windjammer.'


'Don't you carry any passengers?'


'Oh, half a dozen. But these are friends of the owners, mostly, or supernumeraries travelling on company business. Not unattached young girls. The captain would never agree.'


'Don't you like me even a little?' she asked, holding his other sleeve and allowing her body to move against his.


'Like you, Meg? Like you? Why ...'


His mouth was open, searching for words. She stood on tiptoe - he had grown - and kissed him, thrusting her tongue inside to find his as Oriole had taught her.


For a moment he seemed paralysed with surprise, then his hands rested on her shoulders, and his tongue came looking for hers, and she felt his fingers slipping down her back until they encountered her bustle, checking there in dismay. She wriggled her bottom and they slipped over, closing gently on her flesh, and she felt she could stand there for ever.


His mouth slipped from hers, and he pressed his cheek against her ear. 'Oh, Meg, Meg, how I have dreamed about you.'


'I have dreamed about you too,' she whispered. 'Take me with you, Alan. If you don't, you'll never see me again, I know it.'


He squeezed her so tightly her breath was lost. There was so much she must teach him, she thought, about the art of making love. So much there would be a pleasure to teach him.


And perhaps, after two years at sea, he would have something to teach her as well.


She got her hands between them, pushed him an inch away. 'Will you, Alan? Will you?'


'Aye, well ... Margaret Hilton. Play on that. But leave the talking to me. The old man is a sentimental chap, and much overawed by money. Leave the talking to me.' He squeezed her again. 'Anyway, he's sure to fall in love with you himself.'


'Harrumph,' remarked Captain Weston, glaring the length of the table. 'Harrumph.'


His four officers and the two other passengers, one a company official and the other an overseer on his way to join a Jamaica plantation, looked suitably respectful. Meg went on smoothing the skirt of her blue gown, beneath the table. She had already formulated a dress plan; she would spend her days in her cabin, and alternate her two gowns at dinner. After all, the voyage should only take about a fortnight, even in this old tub. And it was certainly a tub, a three-masted barquentine already curtsying to the swell, and they had only just cast off their tug, were in fact still in the Thames Estuary. Perhaps, she thought, she would not have to pretend to stay in her cabin; no doubt she would suffer from sea-sickness.


But the captain was the one to be humoured. He could still change his mind and set her ashore in Southampton or some such place.


'Believe me, Captain Weston,' she said. 'My father will be eternally grateful to you.'


'If he's able, eh? If he's able? Sick, you say, eh? Sick? And this tyrant of a cousin would not let you return to his side? By God ... if you'll pardon the expression, Miss Hilton ... I'd not credit there were people that hard in the world. Indeed I would not.' Once again his glare swept the table, daring any man to argue with him. His officers nodded, and murmured their assent. 'And trying to force you into an unwelcome marriage on top, why, Miss Hilton, I declare, 'tis downright indecent. That it is.' 'I was desperate,' Meg confessed. 'And so you should be. Oh, yes, indeed, we'll see you back to your father, safe and sound. But you'll understand there are difficulties. Aye, difficulties. Women, ladies, why, Miss Hilton, this vessel was not built for them. There's not been a lady at this table since the last voyage of my wife, God bless here ...' Once again the glare.


'God bless her,' agreed the ship's officers. Meg dared not attempt to meet Alan's eye; he had taken enough of a risk in introducing her in the first place, and they'd be sure to laugh.


'And she,' said Captain Weston, 'was an old hand at roughing it. But a young girl, now, and a Hilton, I can do no more than apologize, Miss Hilton, and there's a fact.'


'My cabin is perfectly adequate, Captain Weston,' she insisted.


'Aye, well, there are no facilities, you'll understand.' He flushed, and renewed the glare. 'I shall manage, Captain.'


'Aye, well, my steward here, Bowman ... Bowman, are you listening?' Bowman was serving wine. 'Yes, sir, Captain Weston.'


'Aye, well, you'd better. You'll ah... see to Miss Hilton's requirements, as and when she requires them seeing to. You understand me, Bowman?'


'Aye, aye, Captain. You have but to call, Miss Hilton. I'm just down the companion.'


'Thank you, Mr Bowman.'


'But there's more to it than that,' Captain Weston growled, half to himself. 'A seventeen-year-old girl...'


'I shall be eighteen in less than six months.'


'No better. No better. Alone, with no other female companionship ...' He glared. 'I'll have no flirtations. Not one.'


Meg felt her cheeks burning. 'Oh, I ... I'm sure your officers are all perfect gentlemen, Captain.'


'Aye, well, they'd better be. Because there will be talk, Miss Hilton. Oh, yes, there will be talk. Not to put too fine a point upon it, there will be scandal. Oh, yes, there will be scandal. Your being here at all, is what I'm driving at. So the best we can do is find ourselves able to look any man, or any woman, in the eye and say, lies, lies, all lies. You understand me, Miss Hilton?'


'Of course, Captain Weston. I think you are absolutely right.'


'Right. Aye, well. That is what we're after, Miss Hilton. To do the right thing. By you, by us, by everyone. Aye.' He heaved himself to his feet. 'You'll excuse me. These are busy waters and the wind is changing. Mr Colt, you'll accompany me to the bridge. Goodnight, Miss Hilton. Goodnight.'


'May I take a last look at England, Captain?'


'Of course you may, Miss Hilton. But my word, it won't be your last. No, sir. England will be there or thereabouts for two or three days as we beat down Channel. Goodnight to you.'


How memory came flooding back. Oriole had used those very words, about Jamaica, not quite a year ago. And then had taken her down to the privacy of their cabin, and there ... she felt the sex excitement swirling in her belly. It was never very far away, had never been very far away since that night in the mountains, had never needed to be very far away, because Oriole had never been very far away, and once Oriole had succumbed to her secret passion she had clearly felt a similar excitement on a similar continuous scale.


But Oriole was now gone, for ever, and there could be no more women. She was certain of that. Because, in the deep pit of her belly, it disgusted her? Because of the civilization to which she belonged? Because having known the rod, all other forms of love making could only be pale imitations?


Or very simply because she had encountered Alan again?


He was holding her chair for her, while the other officers waited, obviously interested. But they were old friends, who had known each other from birth. Otherwise she had not been here at all. So surely they could exchange a word.


'Will you walk with me on deck for a moment, Alan?' she asked. 'I have not had an opportunity properly to thank you for acting as my ambassador with your captain.'


'I... ah . ..' He glanced at his fellow officers. ‘I must get changed, Miss Hilton,' he explained. 'I'm due on watch in an hour.'


'Perhaps some other time,' she said, getting some chill into her tone. She buttoned her jacket, stepped through the doorway and up the companion ladder, to emerge onto the quarterdeck and hastily reach up to clamp her turban on her head. The wind had indeed freshened, and changed direction, and the Wanderer was lying over and making full speed under all canvas, with spray clouding over the bows, and the waves bubbling away from the quarter. England was a green blaze on the starboard beam, bright in the August evening sunlight.


And Oriole would be scouring London, calling upon the police to help her discover her disappeared cousin.


Who was preparing to be miserable? She had never known the rod, there was the trouble. She had only held it, and dreamed of it. And foolishly, over this past twenty-four hours, supposed she was going to have the opportunity again.


The wind was cold. She crossed the deck, uncertainly, gave a hasty smile to the officer of the watch - the captain was in the chart house - and descended the companion ladder into the comparative warmth of the cabin.


'Good night for bed, miss.' Bowman held the door for her.


'I shall sleep sound,' she agreed. He had already lit her lantern and attached it from its hook in the deck beam; from its angle and from its swing she could tell what sea conditions were like; rough and getting rougher.


And she had no nightdress. That had not occurred to her before. Sleep in her shift? No, no. That had to last her the entire fortnight; she would have to ration her petticoats as it was, but that would at least become a reasonable attitude as they moved south and it became warmer. She began to undress, listened to fingers brushing along her door.


Meg released the latch, pulled the door open; she did not have to stop to think who it was, who it had to be; her heart was pounding sufficiently to tell her that. She seized Alan's arm, dragged him inside. 'I can't come in,' he whispered.


'You are in,' she pointed out, and turned the key. 'Oh, Alan ... I knew you would come. And yet I was afraid you wouldn't.'


'But Meg ...'


Her arms were round his neck, and she was kissing his mouth, and he was responding, embracing her, reaching for her thighs, and as usual seeming to freeze as he realized what he was doing, this time no doubt because he had discovered she was wearing only her shift.


'Meg ...' he held her arms. 'This is terribly dangerous. There is still time for Captain Weston to put you ashore.'


'He won't know.'


'He must. Why, it's only half past seven. It's still daylight out there. I but wanted to tell you that perhaps, when I come off watch, at midnight, I could ...'


She shook her head. 'Don't you see? It is then, when you come off watch at midnight, that everyone will be supposing you will come to me, if you are coming at all. They will be watching. Whereas, at half past seven, as you say, it is still daylight.'


'But... I am due on watch in half an hour.'


'Half an hour is long enough,' she said, and backed towards her bunk, still holding his hands. Because it had to be now, now, now, both to preserve her sanity, to quench her bubbling excitement at having run away, and to expel for ever the memory of Oriole which clouded her senses. And who better than Alan? Why, their strange meeting after two years of never a word must have been an act of God. Why, she realized, as she sat down, I am going to marry him.


'Meg ...' He stood above her, looking down, face reddened with mingled embarrassment and desire. 'Meg, are you sure?'


'Sure,' she said. 'I have never been so sure in my life.' She lifted herself far enough from the mattress to ease the skirt of her shift from beneath her, raised the garment over her head, threw it on the floor. 'Don't you want me, Alan? Just a little?'


'Want you,' he breathed, and dropped to his knees. She spread her legs to allow him between; crushed his head against her breasts, felt his tongue come out to lick her flesh, start her nipples into a harder tumescence than she had known before; hugged him tighter and felt his mouth slipping down her belly, and wanted to scream with joy.


And yet, this was no more than Oriole had done, save that he was a man. There was more to be done, and so little time. Her fingers tore at his tunic, while his lips caressed her flesh, sucked her hair. His head came up, perhaps to breathe, and she pulled off the jacket, reached for the shirt beneath. 'Quickly, my darling, oh quickly.'


He stood up, undressed. She stared at his pants, at his drawers, at the towering thrust of flesh which emerged. No more disappointments. Here was magnificent manhood, glowing with pumping blood, and desiring only her.


'Now,' she said, 'now'. She leaned back on the cushion.


'You will be dry,' he said, kneeling above her. 'You will be dry and I will hurt you.'


'I am not dry,' she said fiercely. 'I am not dry'. Now, she thought, it has to be now, before my courage fades and I scream for help.


She stared into his eyes, watched his body lowering, slowly, felt the caress, braced herself for the coming thrust, told herself that she must relax and relax and relax, and yet only half accomplished that. After the soft touch of the glans the thrust took her by surprise, and the pain also took her by surprise, because she way dry, and because, she supposed as her mind swirled away, of her virginity.


His body worked on hers. His face was next to hers, his sweat mingled with hers, and the pain eased. But there was no ecstasy. Oh, there had to be ecstasy. There had always been ecstasy. But his movements were quickening, and so was his breathing, and she was filled with heat. And he was lying on her chest and belly, now crushing the breath from her, kissing her ear. He loved, and he had demonstrated his love.


But there had been no ecstasy.


Yet there would be ecstasy. It would happen, naturally, between them, as it had happened, naturally, between Oriole and herself, between Cleave and herself. She had to believe that.


And Alan had accomplished one certain triumph. She was no longer a virgin. Her maidenhead belonged to him, and therefore, by every historical convention, she belonged to him; it was merely a matter of being patient.


And in the meanwhile, holding him in her arms, tight, as she knew he liked to be held, and feeling the sex excitement, still bubbling unquenched in her belly, start to rise again as she felt his member moving against her thigh. Perhaps it would be possible again, now. Now she felt, even if he hurt her, that she would achieve her goal. Now.... she sat up at the knock on the door, half pushing him to one side.


'Oh, my God,' he whispered, rising to his knees. 'Awake, Miss Hilton?' It was Bowman. 'Maybe he'll go away?' she asked. 'At a quarter to eight? Not likely. My God, a quarter to eight.'


'I'll get rid of him. You ...' She bit her lip. 'Stand over there, against the inside of the door.' The cabin was too small for any proper concealment.


He hesitated, then leapt from the bunk, gathered such of his clothes as he could, and stood against the bulkhead.


Again the gentle tap. 'Miss Hilton?'


'Just a moment, Bowman.' She hunted the room, found Alan's shoes and stockings, and his shirt, bundled them beneath her pillow, then pulled on her shift, opened the door. As she had supposed would be the case, Bowman's eyes bulged.


'Yes?'


'I... ah... as you were retiring, miss, I wondered if you would like me to empty the pot for you.'


'How thoughtful of you, Mr Bowman,' she said. 'But I haven't, used it.'


'Ah,' he said, ‘I beg your pardon.'


'Not at all, Mr Bowman. Perhaps you could attend me in the morning. Goodnight.'


She closed the door, leaned against it, had to fight against a tremendous desire to laugh.


Alan came into the centre of the room, staring. She saw that there was a trace of blood on his penis. 'My God,' he said. 'They told me ...'


'That I had been raped by a black man?’


'Meg ...'


'You should not believe all the gossip you hear.' 'But Meg, what have I done to you?' She kissed him on the mouth. 'You have made me the happiest girl in the world. More than that, you have made me yours, Alan. Only yours, now and always. Now you had best make haste. It is five minutes to the hour.'


He pulled on his clothes. Think Bowman was suspicious ?'


'He was too interested in my bubbies.' She held his arm, kissed his cheek. 'You'll come again? Soon?'


'Whenever I can. Oh, Meg ...' He held her close, massaged her bottom, cupped her breast, kissed her mouth. Hard as a rod, all over again. Oh, if only he could stay. She was sure of it, now. 'I love you,' he said.


'And I love you. I have never loved anyone but you. I am sure of it.'


'I'll be back.'


'Wait.' She held his arm again, unlocked the door, peered into the companionway. But it was empty. 'All right.'


He kissed her forehead, stepped outside, climbed the ladder. Meg closed the door again, locked it... she would have to establish that she always did this, and then threw herself on the bunk, clutching the pillows against her belly. And remembered that night, just before her fifteenth birthday, when she had first dreamed of Alan coming to her bed. Why, if only she had known then what she knew now, on their explorations of the Grandstand and the Racecourse, miles away from anyone, in the dry heat of a Jamaican afternoon, what magnificent adventures they would have had.


But looking over her shoulder was pointless. They would have so many magnificent adventures, with each other's bodies, in the future. Because she had found him again, in time.


She slept happily, and awoke in the small hours to the whine of the wind and the plunging of the ship, and the thudding of feet above her head. The breeze had freshened yet again, she thought drowsily, and hoped Captain Weston would not find it necessary to take shelter in some bay.


In fact, the wind was from the east, so that although by morning it had reached a gale, Captain Weston decided to take advantage of it as he steered west across the Atlantic


Which by morning Meg was prepared to regret. The motion was not so much violent as tremendous. As she was running, the Wanderer did not plunge and heave, but instead soared, up and up and up as she was picked up by the giant waves, until, on reaching the top, by which time Meg's stomach had descended into her pelvis, the ship careered downwards, gathering speed all the while until it seemed likely that she would be unable to stop herself and head straight for the bottom of the ocean. By the time she reached the bottom of the trough, and was prepared to turn for her upwards surge, Meg's stomach had risen into her throat.


She was not actually sea-sick, but she wished she could be. Eating, in such conditions, was a quite impossible thought. Even leaving her cabin was an impossible thought, and for three days she remained in her bunk, visited once by Captain Weston, who fled in alarm when he discovered she was naked beneath the blankets, and three times a day by the faithful and fascinated Bowman, who brought her dry salt biscuits and cups of water, well laced with brandy, emptied her pot, and would have assisted her to sit on it, she had no doubt at all, with the slightest encouragement. Of Alan she saw not a sign. He was far too busy, in any event, with the constant changing of sails, but she was happy that it should be so, as she did not really wish to see him while in this condition.


By the fourth day out, however, she began to feel better, assisted by the fact that at last the wind began to drop. By then she was utterly filthy, but once again Bowman came to her help, and arranged a small wooden tub in the centre of her cabin floor, which he filled with hot water. There was only room for her to sit - her legs had to be outside - and it was not until she was actually sitting that she discovered the water was salt. But the bath itself was a luxury, even if she felt sticky afterwards.


That done she could reappear at meals and on deck, and allow herself to be amazed at the way the sea had changed from green to the magnificent blue she remembered from the Roddam, only sparsely dotted with whitecaps now, while the movement of the ship had settled down to a regular plunge and a steady heave; she could not roll, as Meg remembered the steamship doing, because her sails were full. She found the motion, now she was used to it, much preferable.


'And we're making great time, Miss Hilton,' Captain Weston said, walking beside her on the quarterdeck. 'Oh, aye, two hundred and fifty miles a day for four days. That's a thousand miles, you'll understand. Why, we're a third of our journey. Nothing like an easterly wind to set a ship on her way.'


Meg watched Alan, standing by the helmsman, looking from the plunge of the distant bows aloft to the set of the still more distant topsails. He had greeted her most courteously at luncheon. But then, so had all the other officers. And he had had four days to think, and to remember, as had she. And perhaps realize the enormity of what he had done? Or perhaps, far worse, feel disappointed. Certainly she could not remember any great response on her part. Oriole had often enough criticized her for this. 'Oh,' she had said, 'you he there like a sack of coal'.


But she had never had to do more, with Oriole, or with Cleave. The exploration of her body, the feel of her growing passion beneath their hands, had been enough for them. Perhaps Alan wanted more. Perhaps he needed more. But how even to catch his eye ?


Yet it had to be done soon; as far as she could calculate, she was within a week of her menstrual period.


In fact she could not attract his attention at all that afternoon, and retired to her bunk in a fine frenzy of despair. Was he deliberately avoiding her? Not only avoiding her, but even avoiding meeting her eye? He had been disappointed. She had lain like a sack of coal, and he, after two years at sea, visiting strange ports, filled with the most delightful and experienced houris ... what chance did a seventeen-year-old girl stand against such memories?


She discovered she was both angry and miserable, and cried herself to sleep, to awaken at that soft brushing of the knuckles against her door.


She left the bed in a single bound, not even properly awake, released the lock, pulled the door in, brought him with it.' It was just after six, she gathered from the huge brass chronometer by the companion ladder, and he was wearing deck clothes.


'Meg. I had to see you.'


'Oh, my sweet.' She locked the door. 'But... aren't you on watch? I heard but four bells just now.'


'These are dog watches,' he explained. 'From four until six in the afternoon and from six until eight the watches are only two hours instead of four. This is the only way we can change our times of duty, or we would have the same watches throughout the voyage.'


'Oh,' she said, but she didn't really understand. She wasn't sufficiently interested. Alan was here, and that was all that mattered. She led him to the bunk. 'I thought you would never come.'


'I had heard that you were unwell.'


'Sea-sick.' She sat down, drew him down beside her, kissed his mouth, his eyes, his ears, his nose, his chin, fumbled at his clothes. 'But I am well again now, and you are here. Nothing else matters.'


'Meg...' He caught her hands. 'I cannot stay. I dare not'


'No one saw you come in.'


'Yet at this hour of the afternoon anyone may come along, or may see me leave.'


'And does that matter, now?' She undid the buttons of his shirt, and thrust her hand inside to rub the mat of hair on his chest.


'Matter? My God ...'


She smiled, and leaned forward to kiss his nipples, and as he was protesting, gave one a little nip. 'Ow.'


'Nothing matters,' she said. 'Your captain will not put back now. Our next port of call is Jamaica.'


Once again he caught her hands, forced her upright. 'And what of my career?'


'Career?'


'I mean to be a master. I told you that, remember?'


She laughed, and kissed him on the chin. 'And I remember that you were very angry. Sea captain? Ship's master? Your future lies ashore. Planting Hilltop.'


'Hilltop? I told you...'


'When you were angry,' she insisted. 'But now you have no reason. You felt you could never work for me. Well, then, I will work for you. All of Hilltop will work for you. When we are married, Papa will make you his heir, and in time you will own it all.'


He frowned at her. 'Hilltop?'


'And Green Grove. There is one small thing. You must change your name to Hilton. There must be a Hilton on Hilltop. It would sound too strange, McAvoy of Hilltop. You do see that?' She paused in sudden alarm, for his frown had deepened.


'You move too fast for me, Meg.'


'But... you do love me, Alan ?'


'More than anything in the world.'


'And you do want to marry me?'


'Of course I do. I was going to propose it, now. It occurred to me that if I proposed marriage, although Captain Weston would not permit any familiarity between us, until your father's consent has been given, I would at least be able to walk with you on deck.'


'Oh, what a magnificent idea,' she cried. 'Then I accept. Now. Yes, yes, yes.' Once again she checked her enthusiasm. He had stopped frowning, but he did not look as happy as he should. 'Do you not like the concept of calling yourself Hilton?'


'1 have nothing against any name, Meg, if it is what you want. But I'll not return to Hilltop.'


Her turn to frown, in bewilderment. 'Not return to Hilltop ? Were you so miserable there ?'


'I think I was,' he said seriously. 'Without understanding why. Or without even being aware of it, perhaps. I always knew something was wrong, and could never decide what it was. Now I know. This ship trades with Cuba, amongst other places. I have been ashore there. The Spaniards may just have freed their slaves, but, my God, conditions are still bad.'


Meg shook her head. 'You have become far too serious for me, Alan. What has that to do with Hilltop?'


'I have seen sugar plantations where every canestalk has been planted in human blood, Meg. I have seen men, and women, and even children, reduced to the very shreds of humanity, and indeed murdered at the whim of their masters. And that used to happen, within living memory, on that land which is so sacred to you.'


'Of course it did,' she cried. 'But we freed our slaves fifty years ago, remember.'


'Ssssh,' he said. 'Yet is every inch of your soil stained with blood. The very name of Hilton is stained in it. Hilltop is a cursed place, Meg. You can do no more than give it to the black people. And even then you would not be atoning for a tenth of your family's sins.'


She thrust both hands deep into her hair, in frustration, and in an attempt to control her bubbling temper. 'Of all the concentrated nonsense,' she said. 'I have never heard quite so much balderdash. You must have come under the influence of some of those ghastly missionary people.'


'I have used my eyes and my ears, nothing more.'


'Give Hilltop to the blacks? May I remind you that we were in the West Indies before the first black set foot there? We brought them in, my ancestors, to work for us. That's how they got there in the first place.'


'And they have stayed,' he pointed out. 'And grown, and become a nation, while you ... the plantocracy, after fleecing the islands for every penny they could over two


hundred years, at the thought that they might not be able to continue living like millionaires went fleeing back to England with what they could salvage. Oh, the Hiltons didn't. But that doesn't make them any more noble. They haven't gone yet because they had so much in the first place, they took so much in the first place, that they have a way longer to go before they decide to give it up. But they will I promise you they will. Don't shake your head. I remember a girl telling me that the first thing she would do when she inherited Hilltop would be to sell it.'


'A girl,' she said angrily. ‘It may have escaped your notice that I have now become a woman. But I really wonder if you have managed to become a man. You sound like a boy taking his first look at life. But when you learn a little more about it all you'll realize that some people are put on earth to rule, where the majority are put on earth to be ruled.'


He stared at her, his frown returning. 'And you honestly believe that the Hiltons were put on earth to rule, until Kingdom Come? No matter what they do, what they think, what they feel?'


'Yes,' she shouted. 'Yes, I do. And if you don't believe that too, if you don't want to be one of us, then I don't care to speak with you again. Ever.'

 


CHAPTER EIGHT


THE BRIDE

 

'THERE we are, Miss Hilton.' Captain Weston stood at Meg's side, pointing with his telescope. 'A treat for your eyes, I'd reckon.'


The mountains of Jamaica had actually been in sight the previous evening, distant shadows on the horizon. And the wind had remained fair, so that by dawn they had seemed to loom immediately above the Wanderer as she rounded Morant Point. Now the sun was high in the sky, and reflecting from the rooftops of Kingston itself, as sail was shortened for the passage past the tip of the Palisadoes, over the sunken ruins of Port Royal, Henry Morgan's city of sin, which had disappeared in the earthquake of 1692. She was home. Her eyes were filled with tears.


'Harrumph,' Captain Weston remarked. 'We'll be putting you ashore first thing. You'd best get your gear together.' He glanced at her, and flushed. 'Speaking figuratively, of course.'


Her gown was sadly decrepit by now, and the velvet of her jacket was worn thin; only her turban remained reasonably new as she had not worn it on the voyage.


'That would be very kind of you, Captain,' she said. 'You may be sure that I shall attend to the business of my passage money before anything else.'


'Ah, that's a little matter,' he said. I am happy to have been of service. And we shall be lying here for a week or so; you'll have time enough. Now, if you'll excuse me.' He bustled away from her side, and she turned from the rail, watched Alan marshalling the boat's crew while orders were given to hand the sails and bring the barquentine up to anchor.


He had avoided her for the past ten days, as much as was possible in a small vessel. And when they had been forced to encounter each other, at meals and perhaps another three or four times in each day, he had been distantly polite. But how handsome he looked, and how virile, in his tropical kit, for Captain Weston had allowed his officers to doff their jackets and roll their sleeves above the elbow.


'Are you in charge of seeing me ashore, Mr McAvoy ?' she inquired.


'I have been so ordered by the captain, miss.'


'And you would rather remain with your ship ?'


'There is a deal of work to be done,' he said. 'You'll excuse me?' He hurried off.


'He is a very keen young man,' remarked Mr Lamb, the first mate. 'Oh, McAvoy will go far, Miss Hilton. You may mark my words.'


'I shall, Mr Lamb,' Meg promised, and turned back to the rail. So then, what did she think of it all? She had wept herself to sleep that night, after he had stormed out of the cabin. But next morning she had awoken very angry indeed. What right had he to dismiss her ancestors as rogues? Without the Warners and the Hiltons the British West Indies would never have happened at all. And where empires have to be created, blood has to be shed, that others might benefit. That Alan might benefit not less than anyone else.


So perhaps he held that the very fact of empire was wrong. Where then would Britain have found her greatness?


Anyway, it had all been so silly. The labourers on Hilltop were happy enough. Certainly happier than anywhere else in Jamaica. The Hiltons had made them so. Alan's arguments had been entirely dialectic, and bore very little relation to reality.


And what would he have her do? Marry a seaman, and live in a cottage somewhere in England, seeing her husband but once in six months, eking out a miserable existence on his pittance of a pay? She was Margaret Hilton. She could make him wealthy. If he was hell bent on playing the philanthropist she could allow him to do that as well, if he wanted. Perhaps, she had thought in her anger and her misery, Oriole had been right all the while. Men were nothing more than emotional fools.


So the anger had been replaced by cool disdain. If she must marry a fool, as Oriole had again said, then she would at least marry someone who measured up to her requirements as a man. Alan was a childhood sweetheart, nothing more. Perhaps he deserved to be nothing more. So he had taken her virginity. He had not even realized he was doing that, had supposed he was safe enough, because she had already belonged to another. So she felt, she knew, that she could make him happy. That he could make her happy. Surely he was not the only man in the world about whom that could be said.


The anchor chain rasped through the hawsepipe, and the ship came to a gentle rest in the pale green waters. Alan mounted the ladder from the waist, touched his cap. 'The boat is ready to ferry you ashore, Miss Hilton.'


Thank you, sir.' She swung her reticule as she descended the ladder.


Captain Weston waited at the gangway. 'Miss Hilton, it has been a pleasure having you aboard. Now you get ashore and don't worry about a thing. I'll call. Indeed I will.'


'And I will be glad to see you, Captain. So will Papa, I have no doubt at all. And I shall never be able to thank you enough for granting me this passage.'


She climbed down the accommodation ladder to the boat, bobbing on the gentle swell. Already the ship was surrounded by lighters and bumboats, manned by Negroes in broad-brimmed hats, stripped to the waist and ready to dive should any seaman seeking entertainment throw a coin over the side. She was home. The heat settled on her


neck and shoulders like a physical force; the sun hurt her eyes. She was home.


Alan sat beside her on the transom, gripped the tiller. 'Give way.'


The sailors dipped their oars. 'Don't you feel, every time you drop anchor in this place, that you are coming home?' Meg asked.


'My home is the ship, Miss Hilton.'


'But you will be coming out to Hilltop, to see your parents ?'


'No,' he said. ‘I usually let them know I am in Port Royal, and they come into town to see me.'


'Ah,' she said. 'If you should wish to alter your programme, on this occasion, you would be very welcome.'


He turned his head to look her in the eyes. 'Would I?'


'Of course,' she said. 'I can never forget that had it not been for you, I should not have obtained this passage.'


'Nothing else?'


So he was sorry for their quarrel, and just did not know how to end it. Well, he deserved his misery. And there was no reason for her to end it, until he put his pride behind him and came to call. ‘I cannot think of one,' she said. ‘I can merely repeat, I am sure my father would be very glad to see you. And you may be sure of my gratitude.'


'Aye.' He looked away, altered course. 'Ship your oars.'


The crew obeyed, the boat slipped gently alongside the dock. Alan stood up, stepped ashore. 'Will you give me your hand?'


Meg allowed herself to be assisted. How good it felt. Just to be on dry land. But the dry land was also Jamaica. She turned her face towards the town, felt the gentle hot breeze drifting down from the Blue Mountains. It would have passed Hilltop on the way. She could almost smell the sheep, and the molasses.


She could almost hear the drums.


'Will you be all right now?'


'Why, of course I shall,' she said. 'But will you not walk me to Mr Reynolds' office? I will have him organize me transport to Hilltop.' 'I have my duties, Miss Hilton.'


'Well, then, will you not come to call? With Captain Weston, of course.'


He hesitated, and flushed. 'Perhaps. If the Captain wishes it. Good day to you, Miss Hilton.'


'And to you.' Meg turned away from the sea, surveyed the group of black men who had gathered, as they gathered to greet any new arrival.


'You wanting a coach, miss?' one asked.


'A horse, miss?'


'A lodging, miss ?'


'Man,' said a fourth. 'Why you all ain't hush up your mouth. You can' see this is Mistress Hilton?' Meg's head turned, but she could not identify the speaker. 'Miss Hilton? But what is that?'


Meg stepped forward, and they parted before her. Their voices lingered on the air.


'Miss Hilton. But that is a thing, eh, Harry?'


'Man, she must be come back quick. That is what she must do.'


She frowned, and then arranged her features in a fixed smile as she walked up the street. No doubt Oriole had been busy, by means of the Transatlantic Telegraph system, spreading all manner of rumours about her. Well, they would just have to be combated. She was Margaret Hilton. She must never forget that. Oriole had taught her that much.


She hurried up the wooden sidewalk, ignoring the people, some of them white, now, who stopped to stare at her, and exchange whispers. One lady stepped forward.


'Margaret Hilton, you poor dear child ...'


'You'll excuse me,' Meg said. Reynolds and Son's sign was in sight. The office was on the upper storey of a draper's shop, and was reached by means of an outside staircase. Meg gazed up it, at the sloping roof, and the flag, flying at half mast. Her frown deepened, and she gathered her crushed skirts and almost ran up the stairs, thrust open the swing jalousies at the top, half fell into the outer office.


'Madam?' The clerk sprang to his feet. 'Madam? My God. Miss Hilton?'


'Where is Mr Reynolds?'


'Meg.' Billy emerged in the inner doorway, very much the embryo lawyer, with a stiff collar and a black coat. 'Meg.' He ran forward to take her hands.


'Billy. I saw the flag. Your father isn't dead?'


'Papa? Good Lord, no. Meg? Didn't you know?'


She checked, allowing her hands to be taken, staring at his flushed face. 'Know what?'


'Why ...' He hesitated, then the words came out in a rush. 'It is your father who is dead.'


Meg sat down; fortunately the clerk had hurried forward with a chair.


She stared at Billy, and past him at his father, coming out of the inner office. 'Papa?'


'Meg.' Walter Reynolds knelt before her. 'Where have you been, Meg?'


'Papa?' she whispered. 'Why wasn't I told?'


'You were. We tried,' Walter Reynolds explained. 'We used the cable service. Six days ago. When it happened.'


'But why wasn't I told he was ill?' she cried.


'No one knew he was ill, Meg,' Billy said. 'He went aback as usual on the morning he ... well, it happened. And just fell from his horse as he was returning for breakfast.'


'Heart, John Phillips says,' Walter Reynolds said.


'Papa,' she whispered. 'Oh, Papa.' She had pretended he was ill, to gain a place on the Wanderer. She had pretended. Oh, God, she thought.


'But Meg,' Walter Reynolds was saying. 'Where have you been ? We received an answer to our cable, yesterday, from Mrs Paterson. Shall I read it to you?'


She raised her head. Billy had hurried back into the office, and now returned with the piece of paper.


MEG ABSCONDED STOP BELIEVED JAMAICA STOP ARREST AND HOLD ON ARRIVAL STOP AM FOLLOWING BY FIRST AVAILABLE MEANS STOP PATERSON


'Absconded ?' she asked.


'It means run away. You did run away, Meg?'


'From her. I had to, Uncle Walt. I had to.' She could feel the tears now, lurking behind her eyes, awaiting their moment to come flooding out.


'Now, Meg,' Walter Reynolds said, heaving himself to his feet. 'There is nothing for you to worry about, now.' He rested his hand on her shoulder.


She looked up at him. 'You won't send me back, Uncle Walt. Please. You won't let her near me again. Not ever again. Please, Uncle Walt. Send another cable, please, Uncle Walt, telling her not to come.'


'Meg...'


'Please,' Meg shouted, getting up. And staring at him as a terrible fear crossed her mind. 'She's not... Papa didn't make her ...'


'I am your father's executor, Meg, until such time as you come of age, of course; the entire plantation, as well as Green Grove in Antigua, belongs to you. Well, for the period of your life, at least. It's an unusual will, mainly because these are unusual circumstances; you are the first female Hilton ever to inherit. So, both to protect you and the estate, I imagine, your father has in effect left both plantations to your eldest son, with the proviso that you have complete control until you die. The only thing you cannot do, ever, is sell or bequeath to anyone else. You'll know that has always been Hilton custom. Primogeniture, and not another thing considered.'


Meg's head flopped up and down. But she had hardly listened to the details. They were hers. Everything. She was Mistress of Hilltop. Or she would be, in three years. Every playful dream, every arrogant boast, had suddenly become true. And Papa was dead. Oriole had done her best to make her hate him for what he had done, even while pretending to insist on her forgiving him. For what? He was her father. He had a right to touch her where he chose, surely, regardless of the law. He was her father. He had been her father.


The tears came hard now, flooding down her face, soaking the collar of her already sweat-soaked jacket. Her knees gave way, and she sat while the two men looked at each other uncertainly.


'And of course you need not go back to Mrs Paterson's care, if you do not wish it’ Walter Reynolds said. 'To be frank, I never did care much for that woman, at the best of times. But Meg, we shall have to find someone to look after you. I mean ... well ...' He hesitated, obviously decided not to pursue the matter at this moment. 'What would you like to do first?'


'I would like to see Papa,' she said.


'Yes, well..


'I want to go to Hilltop,' she insisted. She knew he would be already buried. In the heat of the tropics bodies could not be kept for longer than twenty-four hours.


'Of course. Billy, see to the carriage. Meg ...' He knelt beside her again. 'You know you will not be able to live there. I mean, by yourself.'


She found her handkerchief, and mopped at her face. There is nowhere else I want to live, she thought. Why shouldn't I be given my inheritance now? I am as much of a woman as I am likely to be at any future time in my life. I know as much about planting, or about growing bananas, as I shall ever know in my life.


But she knew too that Walter Reynolds, the very epitome of legal rectitude, would never even consider it. In fact, to suggest it might throw him back in Oriole's direction, and that she was determined should never happen, even if she was forced to run away again.


'Could ... could we speak of it later, Uncle Walt?'


'Of course, my dear. Now, while Billy is getting the carriage, wouldn't you like to change your clothes? Have a bath? Something to eat?'


She shook her head. ‘I have no other clothes, Uncle Walt'


'My God. You've worn these for three weeks?'


As if he couldn't tell, merely by looking. And smelling.


'I had a change of linen,' she explained. 'I will have to have some made, I suppose. Uncle Walt ... am I rich or poor?'


'Ah, well... that is something we shall have to discuss, at a future time. Your father, I am happy to say, was a very careful man with his money. Of course, your cousin, Mrs Paterson, persuaded him to spend a great part of his reserve capital on this trip of yours to England. Against my advice, I may add. But you are certainly solvent, and Hilltop is doing as well as it has done at any time for the past fifty years. That is to say, you'll never be a millionairess, like, shall we say, your great-great-great-grandmother, Robert Hilton's stepmother, for example. But I do not think you'll ever want. And as for having some new clothes made, why, that is a simple matter.' He gave her a bright smile. 'What you need is a husband.'


The earth was still freshly turned, and there was no stone; it was in the process of being carved. Meg stood and stared, afraid to look around her. The carriage had driven straight to the cemetery, and yet the message had spread, and she could feel the presence of people, hear the scuffle of their feet; the evening breeze was already sweeping down from the Blue Mountains.


She turned, slowly, gazed first of all at the shutters of the Great House, rising above her. Then looked down the hill, at the houses in the white compound, the huts in the Negro village. And between her and the houses, people. White and black and brown, drawn up the hill by the knowledge that their mistress had returned.


She walked towards them, Walter Reynolds and his son flanking her protectively, and Helen McAvoy ran forward.


'Meg. Oh, my poor, sweet child.'


Meg allowed herself to be embraced, looked past Helen at Harry, and then the other book-keepers. 'Where is Alan?'


Helen released her. 'Alan ?' She frowned.


'I came back on his ship. Didn't you know that?'


'Good heavens. I knew he was due into Kingston sometime this week. But...'


He hadn't come out, Meg thought bitterly. Although he would certainly have discovered by now that Anthony Hilton was dead. But he hadn't even troubled to come out.


'Where's Hannibal?'


'Hannibal?' Helen looked over her shoulder at her husband.


'Hannibal... ah ...' Harry McAvoy came forward. 'He pined, Meg. He just pined away, and died. Oh, several months ago. I'm surprised your father didn't write and tell you.'


Meg gazed at him. Perhaps he did, she thought. And Oriole saw fit to suppress the news. So what have I come back to? An empty shell. Then a shell I shall have to set about reviving. But I am not even to be allowed to do that for three years.


Or until I find a husband?


'You'll come to our bungalow,' Helen said. 'We'll have tea. And ... talk.'


Meg allowed herself to be guided down the hill. The people parted to let her through, and she smiled at them, white and black and East Indian. She did not see Prudence or Percy in the crowd, and she would not ask about them. She had had enough tragedy for one day.


'Oh, sweetheart,' Meg cried, and held the mare's head to kiss her on the nose, while Candy pawed the ground in pleasure. Of them all, Candy had shared most; it had been Candy who had accompanied her that night into the mountains, that night, when it seemed her life had truly begun. That night, which, perhaps, had caused all this, everything that had happened since. Then was Candy her partner in sin.


Helen McAvoy recognized the closeness of tears. She held Mag's arm again, steered her towards the white compound, while whispers and rustles commenced in the people behind her. 'You'll stay with us,' she said. 'I have a room all prepared for you. In fact...'


Walter Reynolds drew level with them, took the other arm. 'It seems to me, and Helen agrees,' he said, 'that if you are determined to remain on Hilltop, it would be best if you boarded with Helen for ... well, for a while. Until other arrangements can be made, perhaps. There is a great deal to be done, as you may imagine.'


'And who will manage the plantation, Uncle Walt?'


'Well ... I have already placed an advertisement in the Gleaner, as a temporary measure, certainly, and there will be one in the London Times, as soon as it can be arranged.'


'Harry has been looking after things here this past week,' Helen explained. 'And he would be happy to be your attorney on the estate, but he knows nothing of bookkeeping or the financial side of the business, and in fact... well...' She glanced at her husband, and flushed.


Harry McAvoy's face was also red. 'Your father specifically stated in his will,' he said, 'that the post of attorney of Hilltop was to be advertised, and the best man found for the job. No mention was made of me.'


He was bitter. Well, he should be, Meg thought. But she realized that it had not occurred to her either that Harry McAvoy, a man who regarded black people as sufficiently unimportant to be carelessly killed, should manage her plantation. What a contrast between him and his son. But perhaps the son was inevitable, given the father.


'I am quite capable of running Hilltop,' she said.


They had reached the palings which surrounded the compound, and stopped, while Billy opened the gate. But Meg realized they would have stopped anyway.


'You ?' Harry McAvoy demanded.


'Of course you shall, in the course of time,' Walter Reynolds said soothingly. 'In fact, again referring to your father's will, it specifically states that an attorney shall be found only for that period of time until you attain the age of twenty-one, at which time, I think I can quote from memory: "Meg will no doubt wish to make her own arrangements.'"


'But you are only seventeen,' Helen pointed out.


'It is September,' Meg said. 'In three months I shall be eighteen.'


'I think we should go upstairs,' Walter Reynolds recommended. 'And sit down and have a chat. You see, Meg ...' He held her elbow, escorted her up the steps to the porch of the McAvoy bungalow,'... think what is involved in the management of a sugar plantation. The manager must decide what is to be done every day. That means he must not only be able 'to read through the necessary reports from the Field Manager and the field overseers, but he must be personally acquainted with every problem which can occur on the plantation. That means he must spend a great deal of each day in the saddle. Then there is the accounting side of it. Oh, the donkey work is done by the bookkeepers, but it is the manager who must decide what funds should be allotted to what project. I'm afraid the great days when a Hilton could sit back and spend whatever he liked whenever he liked are gone, perhaps for ever. And then there is the grinding. The manager generally supervises that himself. Oh, I know Maurice Pilling is a first-rate engineer, and quite capable of operating the factory on his own, but we have to think of the blacks. One reason why Hilltop is still a viable economic unit is that it has always been traditional that the Master has taken part in every activity to do with planting or grinding, no matter how difficult, or indeed, how dangerous, and thus the blacks have learned to expect and accept leadership, which is why they are prepared to work at all. God knows they get paid little enough. Now really, can you see a young girl spending a fortnight in the factory during grinding? Can you imagine what it would do to your complexion? And then ...'


They had reached the top of the steps. Meg shrugged herself free. 'And yet,' she said, 'if I were twenty-one, when I shall look no different from how I look now, Uncle Walt, and have the same problems with my complexion, and still, no doubt, seem to you as a young girl, you would permit me to manage this plantation as if I were a man.'


'Well ...' He glanced at McAvoy. 'I would, unfortunately, have no say in the matter. That is the law. I would still think it a mistake. Managing plantations is not women's work. And there are yet more aspects of the situation you haven't considered. The Master of Hilltop is magistrate for this county.'


'Is there a law against a woman magistrate?'


'I have never heard of a woman magistrate. The idea is unthinkable. He is also an appointed member of the Governor's Council by tradition. That is certainly not a woman's province.'


'But suppose I married?'


'Ah... well... in that case, of course, I... we, would all hope your husband would be a man both eager and capable of running a sugar plantation and playing his part in the life of the community. Of course you would be there to give him your advice, and make no mistake about it, young lady, I ... we ... all understand that you are probably as knowledgeable about the workings of a sugar plantation as anyone in the world. Oh, indeed. It is a pure misfortune that you were born a girl and not a boy. But when you marry, why, then, you will have the best of both worlds, eh ? A husband to carry out your projects, and to see that they are carried out, and none of the heat and sweat ... perspiration, and discomfort of having to do them yourself.'


Meg gazed at him for some seconds.


'Tea,' Helen McAvoy said brightly. 'Let us all sit down and have some tea.'


A white linen tablecloth had been spread, and the dining table was laden with bread and jam and cheese and cake and cups and an enormous pot of tea. Meg discovered she was, after all, very hungry, having refused lunch.


And she further discovered that she had been seated next to Billy Reynolds. Poor Billy. He had been quite overawed by her return, by the events of the past few days. He had been quite overawed by her, she supposed. But then, he had always been overawed by her. He had always been quite pathetic in his worship of her.


The best of both possible worlds, Walter Reynolds had said. Was it not possible to have the best of all possible worlds, she wondered? 'Nothing like a good tea,' Helen McAvoy said, and rang the little brass bell to summon Miriam to remove the debris.


'I feel much better, Aunt Helen,' Meg agreed. She had said little during the meal, had hardly listened to their frantic attempts at conversation. Was she mad, or merely desperate? But then, what she was proposing to herself was no different to what Oriole had proposed, or what, indeed, Walter Reynolds and Helen McAvoy would soon enough propose for her. There would be no question of Meg Hilton hanging around until she found someone with whom she could properly fall in love. Besides, she had tried that, and it hadn't altogether been a success.


And even more besides, she dared not wait until she was twenty-one. Three years was a terribly long time, and throughout that period Oriole would be practising her wiles, attempting to regain control. She did not know how reliable Walter Reynolds would be when it came to resisting the sort of pressure Oriole would apply. For all she knew, Oriole was on her way out to Jamaica at this moment, to descend upon her like an avenging angel. And Oriole would have a quite different tale to tell of what had happened in England. She might easily be able to persuade Walter Reynolds that Meg was a totally irresponsible young woman who needed the care of an older person, preferably a relative.


But if she was married, or about to be married, Oriole would be defeated before she could even deploy her troops. And if she was going to marry, then it should be someone


who loved her. There was the decisive point. Of course, Billy was himself not yet twenty-one. But he would be in six months. And he was then in any event going to become a partner in Reynolds and Son, which would in effect make him her guardian as much as his father.


'I think I would like to take a little walk,' she said. 'May I, Aunt Helen? Just to look at the place again? It seems so very long since last I was here.'


'Why, of course you may, Meg.' Helen gave one of her bright forced smiles. 'It is your home, after all. But I wonder...'


'Perhaps Billy would walk with me.'


'Eh?' Billy nearly overturned his teacup. 'Oh, I say, of course, I'd be pleased to, Meg, really I would.'


'Well, then, if you'll excuse us.' Meg attempted to get up, and Billy hastily seized her chair to pull it away.


'Best thing for you, a walk,' Walter Reynolds said benignly.


Meg smiled at her future father-in-law, secured her parasol. Billy was already holding the door for her. She filled her lungs to the maximum. Hilltop air, drifting all the way down from the mountains. From the land of the drum. She wondered if she would hear them tonight.


'It is absolutely top hole, having you back.' Billy held the gate for her. ‘I mean, I'm so terribly sorry about your dad, but you were coming back, anyway.'


'Yes,' she said, and raised her parasol.


'Where would you like to go?'


'Ah ...' She pretended to think. 'Why not let's walk across to the Grandstand?'


'What a topping idea. Yes, indeed. The Grandstand.' He fell in at her side. 'It's nearly three years since I was over there. Do you remember? You got a thorn in your foot.' He frowned.


'Oh, I don't go barefoot any more,' she said. 'And that terrible boy Alan McAvoy wanted to fight with you, and ruined my hat.'


'Yes,' he said. 'My word, yes. I'd forgotten.'


'And my cousin arrived,' Meg said grimly, gazing at the sheep. How many kids or lambs had been stolen this past year, she wondered.


'Oh, yes. Quite a momentous occasion, wasn't it?' He brooded at the grass. 'Why did you quarrel with her, Meg? I don't mean to pry, of course


'She wanted me to marry a lord,' Meg said.


'A lord? My word.'


'Well, he would have become a lord,' Meg explained. 'When his father died.'


'Ah. Yes. I say, why didn't you?'


'Because I didn't love him.' Meg swung her hand; her knuckles brushed against Billy's.


'Ah. What a splendid way to look at it. I mean, a lord ... you'd have been Lady ... ?'


'Claymond. But I don't want to be Lady Claymond. In the first place, I will never change my name from Hilton. And in the second place, when I marry, it shall be for love.'


'Oh, I say,' Billy said. But he didn't, actually, say anything more, and for a while they walked in silence. The Grandstand came in sight. It looked even more decrepit than she remembered, and the grass was even longer.


'Anyway,' she said, 'the man I marry must know Jamaica, and planting ... although,' she hastily added, 'it isn't really necessary for him to know all that much about planting, because, as your dad said, I will be able to guide him. But he must know Jamaica. And how to deal with black people. And all that sort of thing.'


'Oh, I say,' Billy said again. 'But you are quite right. Only Jamaicans can know about Jamaica.'


'And,' Meg went on, 'it must be someone I know and who knows me. Someone I can trust. Because he will be the real Master of Hilltop, you see.'


'Master of Hilltop,' Billy murmured, standing at the sagging gate to the paddock and looking around him.


And Meg suddenly remembered her last words to him, before boarding the Roddam. Oh, my God, she thought. But she was not going to give up at this stage.


'He will also have to be master of me,' she said.


‘Oh, I say ...'


'And all of my scandals.' Meg forced a smile. 'Actually, you know, there wasn't any scandal, really.' 'Oh, I know about that.' 'You do?'


'Yes, well... John Phillips and Dad are great pals, really, and, well...'


Oh, damnation, Meg thought. And yet, if it had been an unnecessary embarrassment, it at least proved that the fact of her having spent a night in the mountains hadn't actually put him off her. 'You'll see better from the upper level,' she said, wondering just what would be required actually to make him propose. But a glimpse of stocking might help.


She climbed the steps, and they creaked.


'Be careful,' Billy called. But he was looking up. Meg hoisted her skirts a bit higher, gained the first floor, and discovered she was panting. There was another tier above, where the family boxes, and those of their most distinguished guests, had been situated in the old days. She had never ventured up there before, because that floor had gaping holes in it where the wood had sagged right away. And the stairs wobbled even when she leaned against them. She began to climb, skirts pulled to her knees in her left hand, right hand grasping the shaking bannister.


'Oh, I say.' Billy hastened up the lower stairs, checked as a board creaked. 'Do be careful, Meggie.'


She would have to break him of that habit, for a start. 'It's all right, really. Up you come.'


'I'm heavier than you,' he said doubtfully.


Meg sighed. She had reached the upper level. She wouldn't risk the floor, but remained at the top of the step, letting her skirts blow, now, because the evening breeze had freshened, and was taking her hair as well; she had not bothered to put her turban on after tea. 'The view is stupendous. You can see everything. Even the bananas.'


'Oh, I say. Can you?' Billy tested the first step.


'The thing is,' Meg said, looking down and encountering his gaze coming up. She spread her legs, standing astride, almost immediately above his head, holding on to the bannister with both hands. 'He would also have to change his name to Hilton.'


'Eh?'


'I promised Daddy.' Well, she thought, I would have promised Daddy, if he'd asked me. 'The Hilton name mustn't die, and I'm the very last. My only cousins are girls.'


'Oh, I say.' Billy was panting, and taking his steps very carefully, testing each one before allowing his weight on to it. He was also handicapped because he could not stop himself looking up.


'But that shouldn't be very important to the man who would be Master of Hilltop,' Meg said thoughtfully, and slipped. She thrust her right foot one way, her left foot the other, and scattered down the first three steps. When she was sure that he could reach her she released the bannisters and landed beside him with a thump which was followed by a dreadful cracking noise. 'Oh, my God,' she screamed. She hadn't intended anything quite as dramatic as that.


'Hold on,' Billy bawled, holding on to the bannister instead of her, she discovered to her dismay. But at least she wasn't falling, although she had certainly sunk, and when she tried to move she discovered she was gripped, at once underneath her thighs and in the small of her back.


'Meg?' Billy had ascertained that the bannister had stopped moving. 'Are you all right ?'


'My bottom is stuck.'


'Your ... let me help you.' He held her wrists, and pulled.


'Ow. Stop it.'


He released her. 'But, you can't just stay there.' 'How far up are we ?'


Billy looked down. 'About five feet from the next floor.' 


'Well, then, go down and push.'


'Push? Oh, I say ... well, I couldn't.'


'Yes you can,' she insisted crossly. 'I am asking you to, so that is quite all right.'


'Oh. I suppose you're right.' Billy went down the stairs, disappeared underneath. 'Are you ready?' His voice drifted up to her.


'Just a moment.' She grasped the bannisters. 'Yes.'


There was a moment's hesitation, then she felt his fingers gripping her bottom. 'Here goes,' he said.


His hands pushed, and she pulled, and felt herself coming free. But she didn't want it to happen too quickly; she presumed she might as well take advantage of even a mishap like this. She allowed herself to sag backwards, and he gave a grunt, and now she could feel his fingers; one hand had slipped between her legs.


'Once more,' she said


'Oh, Lord,' he groaned, but pushed again, and this time she allowed herself to come free in a rush, and kept on going, down the stairs, to meet him at the foot. 'Oh Meg.' His face was crimson. 'Are you all right?'


'A little shaken.' Her own face was burning. She leaned against him, and after another brief hesitation felt his arms go round her. 'That was awfully gallant of you, Billy. I knew I could depend on you.'


'Yes, well ...' His fingers tightened on her shoulders, slipped into the small of her back. She had a deal of teaching to do here as well, she supposed. But teaching Billy might be amusing. 'Meg...'


'Yes,' she said. 'Oh, yes, yes, yes.'


'I mean, will you marry me, Meg? Supposing Father will give his permission.'


'Yes,' she said. 'Yes, yes, yes.'


'Well,' remarked Walter Reynolds. 'Well, I do declare.' But he was obviously delighted. Meg and Billy stood before him, holding hands. Billy had wanted to stay at the Racecourse,


and do a little more than hold hands, but Meg had refused. She did not want to be disappointed before she was married, and if it was a case of educating Billy, that too would be far better done in the comfort and privacy of their own bedroom, with no one in the world possessing the right to interrupt them or criticize them. 'What do you think, Helen?'


Helen McAvoy forced a smile; poor woman, Meg thought, she also must have hoped for Alan. 'I think it is a marvellous idea, Walt.'


'Oh, thank you,' Meg said. 'Can it be soon? Right away?' 'Oh, no, no,' Walter Reynolds said. 'It wouldn't be right.'


'Your father has been dead only a week, Meg,' Helen said. 'You'll have to wait at least six months.' 'Six months ?' she cried.


‘I’ll be twenty-one,' Billy remarked, perhaps to himself.


'Six months,' Walter Reynolds said. 'There is a good time for an engagement. It will give us time to have things prepared, eh?'


'Of course,' Helen agreed. 'You have returned without any clothes. Well, we will be able to have yours sent out from England, I have no doubt, yet will you need a great many more, and then there are the details to be seen to ...'


'Six months,' Meg muttered. But there was no need for that to be a disaster. 'And Billy will be twenty-one, Uncle Walt. So it will not be necessary to hire an attorney to manage the plantation. Billy and I will do it.'


'Bless my soul.' Once again Walter Reynolds looked at Helen.


'Well,' she said, 'I am sure Harry would be happy to look after things for that short period.'


'That would be splendid,' Meg said. 'Because of course we shall need all of his experience to set us off on the right track, won't we Billy?'


She squeezed his hand.


'Eh?' He seemed to awaken from a reverie. 'Oh, yes, indeed, Father. I'm going to be a planter. I'm going to be a Hilton.' 'Eh?'


'Well...' Meg licked her lips. She would have preferred that piece of news to have been broken more tactfully. 'It was what Father would have wished. There will be no Hiltons after me.'


'My word.' Walter Reynolds stared at Helen.


'It'll be easy enough,' Billy said. 'We can look after it at the office. Billy Hilton. William Hilton. There has never been a William Hilton. It has a ring to it.'


'Yes, well...' Walter Reynolds still looked as if he'd been sandbagged. 'You do understand that Billy, or whoever you married, Meg, can only be your attorney until you are twenty-one.' He was looking at his son. 'You do not inherit until then, and I have no power, in fact, I am specifically forbidden by the terms of your father's will to assign the ownership of the plantation or even to admit a second party to joint ownership.'


'I don't mind being Meg's attorney for three years, Father,' Billy said.


'And it's only three years, Uncle Walt,' Meg said. 'Then I can do as I like.'


'Yes, well ...' Walter Reynolds was frowning, having noted the ambiguity of her words.


'Well,' Helen said brightly. 'I'm sure there is a lot to be done...'


'Oriole,' Meg said, determined to leave nothing to chance. 'I don't want to see her, Aunt Helen. Really and truly.'


'Not see her? But my dear child ...'


'She is almost certainly on her way now,' Meg said. 'And even if our engagement is announced by the time she arrives, she will be quite impossible.' She gave Billy's hand another squeeze. 'I told her I wanted to marry Billy, when she was trying to get me engaged to some ghastly Englishman, and she wouldn't have it.'


'Bless my soul,' Walter Reynolds remarked. 'What could she have against Billy?'


'She had some very odd ideas,' Helen agreed.


'So I don't want her talking at me, bullying me, badgering me,' Meg said. 'I know she'll try. I know it.'


'She won't have the chance,' Walter Reynolds said. 'You may leave that to me. Bless my soul. So much to be done. The reception...'


'Will be held at the Great House,' Meg said.


'Eh? But...'


'We have six months,' Meg said. 'If the women started now, they could have that place entirely habitable in six weeks. And we are going to live there, eh, Billy?'


Again the squeeze. But Billy seemed to have at last woken up to the realization of just what had happened.


'Oh, indeed we are,' he said. 'Hiltons don't live in bungalows.'


'My word,' Walter Reynolds said.


'I think that is an excellent idea, Walt,' Helen said. 'It is a terrible shame, having that great ... house, just sitting there, mouldering.'


Meg wondered if she had baulked on the word mausoleum.


'Oh, indeed,' Walter Reynolds said. 'Mind you, it will cost a great deal.'


'Surely we can spend a little on Meg Hilton's wedding, Walt,' Helen said.


'Oh, yes, yes indeed. I suppose we can. So much to be done. My word ...' He peered at his hunter. 'How late it is. My word. We must be getting back to town. My word.'


Meg wondered if he was suffering from shock.


'Well ...' Billy turned to face her, and held her other hand. 'Well... I do love you, Meggie. So very much.'


'And I love you, Billy,' she promised herself, and kissed him on the mouth. Perhaps he hadn't expected that; his lips never parted.


'I suppose I had better kiss you too, Meg,' Walter Reynolds said, 'as I am to be your father-in-law. My word. If only Patricia had lived for this day.'


Meg stood on the front porch and waved them out of sight with her handkerchief. Don't stop to think, she kept telling herself. It is a decision, an essential decision, to gain your freedom, and to guarantee that you keep your freedom. To make Meg Hilton a real human being, for the first time. To guarantee the future, and the future prosperity, of Hilltop.


As for Billy, he loved, and there was sufficient for the moment. All things were possible, where a man loved.


'Meg’ Helen threw an arm round her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. 'I am so happy for you, Meg. So very happy.'


'Thank you, Aunt Helen. I am so very happy for myself.' Meg allowed herself to be escorted inside.


'But there is, really, so very much to be done,' Helen said. 'Six months will prove a very short while. We will go into town tomorrow and arrange for a dressmaker... I know the very woman, not cheap, mind, but the best. And then we shall have to discuss the catering and ...'


'And we shall have to arrange for a start to be made on cleaning up the Great House.'


'Of course, and we shall have...' She gazed at Meg with her mouth open. 'But first of all, we have to choose the date.'


'As soon as possible,' Meg said. 'I know, we could be married on Billy's twenty-first birthday.'


'Oh, really, Meg, that would cause a fuss, and there is going to be enough of a fuss already. Any way, whether or not depends, well, on your dates.'


'My dates?'


'Well, your period. You can't possibly go on a honeymoon if your period is about to occur. We shall have to work it out, as exactly as we can. Now, when was your last ?' She sat at her desk with a pencil poised over a sheet of paper.


While Meg stared at her in total consternation. She had just remembered that she had not menstruated at all in the three weeks since leaving England, and not for two weeks before that.

 


CHAPTER NINE


THE WIFE

 

'AMAZING,' said Mrs Mottram.


'Scandalous, you mean,' said Mrs Holroyd.


Their voices were lost in the general hum of whispers, and in any event they were seated at the very back of the huge withdrawing room.


'Mind you,' said Mrs Mottram, 'it is quite exciting, at last getting inside here. Do you know, my grandmother used to tell me stories of entertainments here when Richard Hilton the Elder was alive.'


'Scandalous,' Mrs Holroyd said. 'He had a French wife.'


'That's right, a pretty little thing called Cartarette. Do you know, according to my grandmother, he won her as a slave while fighting for the niggers in Haiti.'


'Scandalous,' said Mrs Holroyd.


'But of course, all the Hiltons were like that.'


'Are like that,' Mrs Holroyd pointed out. 'Scandalous.'


'Oh, indeed. And now, to get married within two months of her father's death. Do you know, they were saying she only waited for the house to be redecorated. It is a magnificent place, isn't it?'


'Scandalous,' said Mrs Holroyd. 'Built with pirate money. That's all the Hiltons were in the beginning, you know. Pirates.'


'Buccaneers,' Mrs Mottram said thoughtfully. As a shipping agent her husband handled a good deal of Hilltop business.


'Scandalous,' Mrs Holroyd observed. 'And what about this cousin? Coming all the way from England, and returning on the very next boat? Do you know, my housekeeper tells me she and Margaret Hilton were heard shouting at each other in her hotel room.'


'Well, I'm not surprised. A Hilton, marrying a Reynolds? Even if he has changed his name. The family must be ... well, horrified.'


'Scandalized,' said Mrs Holroyd. 'And now they say she is going to manage Hilltop herself. A chit of a girl, only just eighteen years old. Quite scandalous.'


'Sssssh,' Mrs Mottram suggested, as the music began, played on the Hilton grand piano. Billy and his best man, an architect named Roger Piatt, were on their feet, half facing the archway to the hall, through which Meg could see them as she reached the foot of the stairs and prepared to turn into the drawing room. She stopped, both because she was surrounded by the maids and men servants, dressed in their best, the men in white with brass buttons, the women with freshly laundered white turbans on their heads, and because her knees would suddenly take her no further.


No doubt she would have been over excited in any event, she supposed. Quite apart from the fact of the wedding, this was the first time she had ever actually dressed in the Great House; Helen had insisted she remain in the compound until today, perhaps out of superstition, perhaps because she was afraid to let her charge out of her sight.


For that matter, Meg wasn't at all sure she wanted to be out of Helen's sight. But it was about to happen. She had only seen Billy once in the past month, since, indeed, Helen had decided there was no question about the situation, and had brought John Phillips out to examine her. Then she had gone to visit Walter Reynolds to arrange for the wedding to be brought forward. She had never told Meg what had taken place at that meeting, but Walter Reynolds had promptly arranged a reception to announce the change in plans, at which he had been courtesy itself, although she and Billy had not been allowed a moment together.


He had smiled at her as he had put the diamond solitaire on her finger. With his eyes as well as his mouth ? It was impossible to say. And when she had squeezed his hand there had been no response. Yet Walter Reynolds had been more cheerful than ever. 'Well, he would be,' Helen had said. 'Miss the chance of marrying a Hilton ? He'd need his head examined. Although .. . he'd be a lot happier if he knew who ... well, whose child it is likely to be.' She had gazed at Meg, and Meg had shaken her head. And Helen had sighed. 'Of course, a great deal of scandal, a great deal of possible, well ... unpleasantness, even, would be saved were you to ... well... lose the child.'


'Never,' Meg had said, and that had been that.


Because Billy loved her. She must always remember that. But what a silly thing, that a single unmemorable ten minutes with Alan McAvoy should have caused so much trouble. She glanced at Helen, acting as matron of honour, just as her husband was giving the bride away; behind them were her bridesmaids, the Simmonds girls. All were waiting patiently for her to resume moving. Thank God it had not occurred to Helen really to sit down and work out that it must have happened during the voyage from England.


She inhaled, stepped forward, and checked again. 'Prudence.'


All she had been able to learn about her nurse was that Percy had died and she had left Hilltop and gone to work as a domestic in Kingston. But here she was, enormous as ever, wearing a blue gown and a blue turban, and smiling at her. 'Miss Meg, but you looking just wonderful, child’


'Why, thank you, Prudence.' Meg looked down at herself. She supposed she did look wonderful; she had not really noticed before, there had been so much on her mind. But the gown was white satin, as her veil was white as her shoes were white as her stockings were white as her underclothes were white. After all, Helen had said, 'No one knows except the immediate family. Why should we make a public confession of it?'


'Prudence,' she said again, and held out her hand. 'You'll come back to work for me.'


'Well, Miss Meg, I got for come back if you does want it.'


'I do. I do. Don't go. I'll talk with you after.'


'They really are waiting,' Helen said.


'And I'm coming.' Somehow the sight of Prudence had given her just the courage she needed. She walked up the aisle left in the centre of the carefully arranged chairs, looking neither to left nor right, gazing at the Reverend Keslop with a fixed half-smile on her lips, while the pianist, playing better than she had ever done, burst into the strains of Mendelssohn's Wedding March.


Billy was still looking at her, and he also had a half-smile on his lips. Of course he would forgive her, had forgiven her. He loved her. It was really no different than if she had come to him a widow. He would have been glad enough to get her then. He was glad enough to get her now.


His fingers closed on hers, and she squeezed, and received a squeeze back. He loved her. Nothing else mattered.


'How beautiful you look, Mrs Hilton,' said Mrs Mottram.


'Charming,' said Mrs Holroyd. 'Absolutely charming.'


'But then it is traditional, isn't it?' said Mrs Mottram. 'For Hilton women to be beautiful. One has only to look at the paintings in the hall.'


Meg sipped champagne. It was her fourth glass, and her nerves were at last beginning to settle. 'Don't you think the artists were intent on flattery, rather than truth?'


'No one could flatter you, my dear,' said Mrs Mottram.


'Charming,' said Mrs Holroyd. 'All Hilton women were charming.'


Meg attempted to look around the crowded room, seeking a rescuer. But it was difficult to catch an eye.


'It is strange, isn't it? said Mrs Mottram. 'You were Miss Margaret Hilton, and now you are Mrs William Hilton.'


'It was Father's wish,' Meg said severely. If she was going to be involved in a lie she was determined to insist upon it.


'Charming,' said Mrs Holroyd. 'I find it absolutely charming.'


'And it must be a great joy to you, once again to be living in the Great House,' said Mrs Mottram.


'Charming,' said Mrs Holroyd. 'It is a most charming place.'


'My grandmother always told me what a wonderful house it was,' Mrs Mottram said. 'She always thought it was a terrible shame that it should be so neglected. But my dear, didn't it cost an awful amount to renovate ?'


'Why, I suppose it did,' Meg said. 'But where else would you have me live?'


'Charming,' said Mrs Holroyd. 'Such a charming idea.'


'Why, nowhere else, my dear,' said Mrs Mottram. 'It's merely that your father ...'


'Father had his own ideas,' Meg pointed out. 'Now if you'll excuse me, Mrs Mottram, Mrs Holroyd, I really see someone with whom I must have a chat.'


'Charming,' said Mrs Holroyd.


But Meg was already hurrying across the room. Surely it was time. It was over an hour since the cake had been cut and the speeches had been concluded. The presents, laid out on the huge table in the dining room, had all been inspected a hundred times. The waiters had circulated with their bottles of champagne innumerable times. The guests were all growing steadily redder in their faces and more slurred in their speeches, and the afternoon heat was beginning to fade. As undoubtedly their various drivers would also have been imbibing, the ride back to Kingston, or to the neighbouring plantations, was going to be a very hazardous business once it grew dark.


'Surely it's time,' she whispered to Helen McAvoy, deep in conversation with the Bishop.


'It is, actually. I was waiting for a signal from you. Will you excuse us, Bishop? If we do not call a halt soon, this will turn into a total rout'


'Four o'clock, is it? My word, but how time flies, when one is enjoying oneself. I was saying to Mrs McAvoy, my dear Mrs Hilton ... my word, how good it is to be inside this house once again, to see it looking so splendid again. My word, how it does bring back memories.'


He paused, having clearly run out of breath.


'It is very kind of you to say so, Bishop,' Meg agreed. 'You must come again, soon, I hope. But now we really must be about our honeymoon.'


'Oh, indeed you must. Charles Landis's country lodge is it? Oh, very nice. You'll be comfortable up there.'


'We shall be alone, Bishop. That's the important thing. Will you excuse me?'


Helen McAvoy was already clearing a way through the throng, but to prevent an upheaval Meg made her way out the back of the room to the pantry, where there was the second staircase.


'Oh, Miss Meg, but it was too sweet, that service,' said Annie the cook.


'Yes'm, Miss Meg,' Lawrence the head butler said, waiting while one of the underbutlers restocked his tray with full glasses of champagne. 'And you did make the prettiest bride in all the world.'


‘I thank you all,' Meg said, and smiled at Prudence, seated in a rocking chair, her pale blue gown stained dark blue with sweat, singing to herself as she rocked slowly back and forth. 'Prudence will be coming out to work, Annie. You'll be nice to her until I get back?'


'Oh, yes'm, Miss Meg. I must be being nice to old Prudence.'


'And keep Hilltop safe for me, Lawrence.'


'Mrs Hilton. Mrs Hilton.' Joan Simmonds, out of breath and red in the face. 'Oh, thank heavens. Mrs McAvoy is quite anxious.'


'Lots of time,' Meg insisted, climbing the back stairs ahead of her. 'Lots of time.' Because strangely, where she had been so anxious for the reception itself to end, or at least, for her to escape from the noise and the people and the insincere congratulations and the heat, now she had accomplished that she had not the least desire to get changed and ride off into the mountains. Not with Billy Reynolds, at any rate. Oops, she thought. Billy Hilton.


But how much of that was fear at being alone with him ? And yet, he loved her. Forget that for a moment and she was done. And whether she would or not, the moment was rushing at her. Both Helen and Pansy Simmonds were waiting for her in the bedroom, and her wedding dress and sweat-soaked petticoats were removed, gently but firmly. 'I've ordered the carriage to come round to the front,' Helen panted, face scarlet with exertion, forehead creased with worry. Because she was overseeing the whole event, Meg wondered, or because she too was apprehensive about the coming hours?


"There we are,' Helen said, and stood back, and Meg realized she was dressed. She stepped away from them, stood in front of the full-length mirror. The Kingston dressmaker had done her best, and the result was really very good, she supposed, however much Oriole might have sniffed at it. She wore a dark brown silk dress, the skirt draped up to reveal and display the lining of pale green on which were brown floral designs; her underskirt was a paler brown, accordion pleated at the hem in the same colour to form a slightly sombre but distinctly attractive ensemble; there were lace trimmings to her high neck and her sleeves, and Joan Simmonds was carefully pinning a pale green bow in her upswept hair.


'Ooh, you look delicious,' Pansy cried. 'He'll hardly be able to wait to get them back off you.'


'Pansy,' Helen admonished. 'What a thing to say.'


What a thing to say, Meg thought, walking slowly to the door.


'Your bouquet,' Joan cried, handing it to her. 'But don't throw it until we get there,' Pansy cried, and led her sister in a rush for the back stairs.


'Give them five minutes,' Helen said.


Meg hesitated, then sat on the edge of the bed. How tired she had suddenly become. And this would be her bed, no, no, it would be their bed, when they returned from their honeymoon. But by then, the possibility of crisis would be behind her. Why, by this time tomorrow she would have ceased being nervous. And what was there to be nervous about ? He was the one should be nervous she thought; ten to one he was a virgin.


'Meg ...' Helen hesitated. 'It will be all right. I promise you. Billy is a good boy.'


'I know that, Helen. Or I would not have married him.'


'Yes.' Helen turned away, peered into the mirror, pretended to be adjusting her hat. 'Meg ... why are you ... I mean, why have you married Billy? I never knew there was anything between you.'


'There isn't and there wasn't,' Meg confessed, getting up. 'I always rather disliked him. Although I think he has always been fond of me.'


'Then why on earth ... I mean, Meg Hilton, heiress to all this ... you could have taken your pick of any man in Jamaica.'


Meg kissed her on the forehead. 'No other man would have been able to grant me Hilltop now, Helen. I'll not wait for three years. I'm Meg Hilton, remember?'


Something to remember always. She walked on to the gallery, inhaled slowly, filling her lungs to their last millimetre, and gazing down at the sea of upturned faces, smiling at her, laughing and whispering to each other. The Simmonds girls had forced their way to the very front of the throng, and were eagerly waiting.


'Here you are,' she said, and dropped her bouquet. Joan caught it with a squeal of joy; Pansy gave a squeal of disappointment. Everyone else clapped and cheered and broke into laughter. Meg picked up her skirts and descended the stairs, and discovered Billy waiting for her. He had changed from his frock coat into a light suit, with a pale grey topper clutched under his arm. 'Mrs Hilton,' he said.


'Mr Hilton,' she smiled. He was a dear. And he loved her.


The carriage waited at the front stairs. Jimmy Pilling and a gang of the younger overseers had just abandoned it, having tied a collection of old boots and saucepans to the back. Washington the coachman was waiting to hand Meg up, and she paused in the doorway, and turned to wave at them, before sitting down. Billy clambered in, took off his hat; his face was shiny with sweat.


'Bye, Meg.' Walter Reynolds, leaning in the window, looking for his kiss.


'You must come to dinner,' she said. 'As soon as I... we get back. There is so much for us to talk about.'


'Oh, indeed,' he said. 'Take care. Or should I say that to you, young man ?'


Billy grinned happily, and they heard the crack of Washington's whip. The coach moved away from the steps, down the drive. The overseers had mounted their horses by now, and rode round and round the carriage, shouting and cheering.


'Silly fools,' Billy said. He rapped on the hatch. 'Faster, Washington. Faster.'


'Man, Mr Reynolds, sir, I ain' wanting to shake you up,' Washington said.


'Hilton, you damned fool. My name is Hilton.'


'They'll get used to it.' Meg caught his arm. 'And we may as well make them jealous.' She pulled him back, and her arms went round his neck.


'Sweetheart.' Billy's hands were on the bodice of her gown, trapped between them. She remembered he had wanted to touch her breasts the afternoon they had become engaged. Now he squeezed them, not at all gently. And his kiss was wet. So much to teach him, she thought dreamily. Her hands touched behind his back, and stroked the rings; a gold wedding band had been added to the diamond. 'We'll make them more jealous yet,' he decided, releasing her, for the horsemen were cheering even louder. Billy dived under the seat and produced a bottle of champagne. 'Still cold. I had Washington put it here.'


'What a splendid idea.' She watched him wrestling with the cork, and a moment later there was a pop and it flew out of the window. 'But we've no glasses.'


'We'll drink from the neck. I've always wanted to drink champagne from a bottle.' He held it out.


'Wouldn't you prefer to drink it from my slipper?'


He considered. 'No. I'd rather drink it from the neck. Go on.'


Meg hesitated, then held the bottle to her lips, and drank; some of the bubbles got up her nose and she wanted to sneeze. But the whole thing reminded her of drinking from the bottle Jack and Cleave had held out to her. They were there, only a few miles away. Perhaps they had sneaked down from the mountains to watch the ceremony. The wedding of Meg Hilton must have been known all over the island.


Billy took the bottle away, drank himself. 'What on earth is the matter?'


'Why should anything be the matter?'


'A shadow crossed your face. Oh, I know what it must be.' He gave her back the bottle. 'I love you, Meg. Nothing else matters, save we love each other.'


She raised the bottle again, head tilted back, and felt his hands once again fumbling at her gown, pressing her breasts. Then they slipped down to her ribs, for just a moment, before returning. She lowered the bottle. 'It's only a short ride.'


'It's not, you know. It's way up in the mountains,' he said disconsolately. 'It'll take hours. We won't get there before dark.'


'Well, then ...' She looked at the seat. It wasn't really long enough, Or wide enough. 'We'll just have to spoon. It's the last time we'll ever have to just spoon.'


'I've never spooned with you,' Billy said wistfully. He was pulling on her breasts now, and she allowed herself to go to him, kiss him, hold him tight. Did she want to do more? He was a man. He would have a rod, and by now no doubt it was as hard as anything Alan or Cleave had ever produced. Did she want to hold it, and feel it throb? My God, she thought. I must want to hold it.


'I suppose you've spooned with lots of men,' Billy said into her hair.


'No, I haven't.'


'Well, at all those balls you went to in England? Oh, you must have. Anyhow, I know you did. I mean, you must have done more than that. Or you couldn't be ... well, you wouldn't be pregnant. Would you ?'


'Billy...' she said uneasily, gazing out of the window. The overseers had at last given up the chase and were returning to the champagne. But he still held her close, his hands on the bodice of her gown.


'Who was he, Meg?'


'No, Billy,' she said.


'But, I've a right to know. I'm your husband. I'm Billy Hilton. You don't want to forget that.'


'William Hilton, please,' she protested. Billy Hilton was just too absurd for words. No one had ever called Richard Hilton, Dickie, or the great Robert, Bobby. It was quite unthinkable. Although they had called Christopher Hilton, the greatest of them all, Kit. But that had been two hundred years before. Things had been different.


'Oh, very well,' he said. 'William Hilton. I'm master of Hilltop, or I will be, when I'm twenty-one. That's less than four months. I've a right to know.'


'It's in the past,' Meg said.


'No, it is not in the past. I have to be a father to that child. Some bastard in your belly.' He hesitated, and flushed.


'If you weren't prepared to be that,' Meg said, 'then you should not have gone through with the marriage.'


'I thought of that, believe me.' He upended the champagne bottle over his mouth, threw it out of the window. 'But Father said it was the right thing to do.'


'Of course it was,' Meg agreed, beginning to get angry. 'You'd never have another opportunity to be the Master of Hilltop.'


Billy was fumbling beneath the seat. 'There should be...' he produced a bottle of rum.


'You're not going to drink that on top of champagne?'


'Who's going to stop me? Or are you practising to be a nag?'


'Oh, suit yourself,' she said.


'I intend to,' Billy agreed, and upended this bottle in turn.


Meg stared at him for a moment in disgusted annoyance, then turned away to look out of the window. The carriage had left Hilltop itself now, and was following the road leading north of the plantation, into the mountains. The land of the drum. But she was not going to see Jack and Cleave. She was going to spend the next fortnight in the most beautiful surroundings imaginable, in the company of.. .her husband. There it was.


She turned back to him, attempted to take his hand, and was shrugged aside. He was drinking again. 'Billy,' she said. 'I'm sorry. Really I am. I am most terribly sorry about the whole thing. But I agreed to marry you before I knew I was pregnant, so that had nothing to do with it. I will make you a good wife. I swear it. And my child will be brought up as ours. I swear that too. But you do see I can't tell you the name of the father. Why, you might meet him, at some time in the future, and what would happen then?'


Billy drank some more rum. 'Bugger off,' he said, and fell asleep.


It occurred to Meg that that was the best possible solution to her present problem. After all, she reminded herself, she had expected some sort of a crisis, and had allowed herself to be relieved by Billy's behaviour during the ceremony. What she had not realized was the effect alcohol had on him. Well, now she knew, it could be combated. The first essential was obviously to have him sober again.


They were climbing now, and travelling more slowly as the horses strained and tugged. Then they were descending again, the slopes shallower, Washington dragging on the brake. And all the while the countryside grew more wild and more beautiful. The trees thinned, but when the road took the side of a mountain she could look down on thick forest, and away to her left, the dying sun hovering above the Caribbean Sea. It was a question as to whether they would reach the hill station by dark. She peered into the valleys, trying to discover the fern grove through which she had ridden the previous year, or the stony ravine, but although she could see the river which formed Hilltop's boundary, there seemed to be several fern groves and several bare patches, and it was impossible to decide which was which.


A last climb, and Washington was drawing the horses to a thankful stop before the lodge. Billy was by now snoring gently; Meg had removed the rum bottle from his fingers, but not before some had spilled over his clothes. She wrinkled her nose distastefully, and leaned out of the window.


'Mistress Hilton. Man, but it good to see you, ma'am.' The watchman's name was Austin, and he was a fair-skinned mulatto.


'It is good to be here, Mr Austin.' Meg allowed herself to be helped to the ground. The sun was gone, and the night was already dark, although clear; the stars seemed just above her head. The lodge consisted of a bungalow, and a smaller, servants' house at some distance, as well as a stable and a chicken run.


'I got everything prepared for you, Mistress Hilton,' Austin said. He peered into the coach. 'But what happen here?'


'My husband has celebrated a little too well,' Meg said. 'Ayayay. But he ain' know he has to carry you across the threshold and thing?' 'I think I will let you and Washington carry him,’ Meg decided, and went inside. The lodge was very small; a living room, with an alcove for dining, a kitchen, a bathroom, and a single bedroom, occupied in the main by a vast four-poster bed. She stood against the wall as the two men lifted the still sleeping Billy into the room, and hesitated.


'You wan' us ...' Austin began uneasily.


'No,' Meg said. 'I will do it.'


'Well, yes'm. That is the thing. Seeing as how he is your husband, eh? Well, now, you wanting food?' Meg shook her head. 'Drink? I got champagne on ice.' 'No more champagne,' she said. 'Well, mistress ...' 'I don't want anything, really.'


‘Yes'm.' Austin brightened. 'Well, mistress, Washington and me going home to bed, then. But if you want anything, I put the bell in there, so you can ring it, eh?'


'Thank you, Austin.'


'I going see you in the morning before I goes back, Miss Meg,' Washington said.


'Thank you, Washington. I will look forward to that.'


She remained standing in the bedroom doorway until the front door had closed. Then she closed the bedroom door in turn, and stood at the foot of the bed, looking at her husband. My wedding night, she thought bitterly. But that was foolish. The one thing she must not do was become bitter. Billy was a man, and Billy loved her. But most important, he was a man. In fact, he was her man. There was quite an exciting thought. She had never owned a man before, however much she had dreamed of doing so. Well, then, that was something to enjoy.


She undressed, laying her clothes on the chair by the bed. When she was naked she loosed her hair, let it settle about her shoulders, opened her suitcase and found her brush, walked slowly up and down the room, brushing. She felt delightfully wicked, and just a little apprehensive, almost hopeful that he would wake up. But he remained fast asleep.


She knelt by the suitcase, took out her nightdress, a daring lace concoction in pale pink. But no nightdress in the world was as daring as nothing at all. She let it lie, and stood up again. There was no mirror. Damnation. She used her hand mirror, held it at arm's length. The Hilton bride. That oval, delicately featured, determined face with its faint smattering of freckles, framed in the mass of wavy chestnut hair. Those surprisingly square shoulders, created to support those heavy, big-nippled breasts. That flat, muscular belly. If not for long. Those wide hips, that curling love forest. Those long, powerful legs. Oh, yes, indeed, the man who could feel angry or even doubtful when confronted with so much womanhood would have to be a pervert.


She smiled at her own choice of words. Or the woman, either.


She crawled onto the bed, knelt beside him, gazing at his face. See a person sleeping, she thought, especially when he or she is also drunk, and you learn a great deal about them. There are no smiling eyes to set expression, no talking lips to create an atmosphere. Here there was only slightly petulant mouth, fat cheeks, thick neck ... it occurred to her that her ghastly attempt to put off Tommy Claymond might really have been a necessity for Billy Reynolds.


But she was here to find out. She discovered her heart was beating quite strongly. It was a delicious sensation of power.


She got off the bed, removed his boots. She climbed back onto the bed, muscles straining as she lifted him, eased his jacket sleeve free of his right arm, rolled him over and had to catch him again to stop him going right across the bed onto the floor. Then when she had him on his face she had to turn his head to make sure he kept on breathing.


A fierce struggle, and she got his jacket off. She pushed hair from her forehead and started work on his shirt, rolled him on his back when he was stripped to the waist. And was pleasantly surprised. There was not much hair on his chest, but it was a good chest. She realized that his stocky build had not been fat, as everyone supposed, but in reality was hard muscle.


She unfastened his trousers, eased them down, dropped them on the floor, pulled at his drawers. She was panting now, with exertion, certainly, but also with excitement. His legs were proportioned to his body, and were short and heavily muscled, and thereby totally lacking in any suggestion of grace, when she thought of Alan. But his penis was surprisingly large, even when asleep, and unlike Alan, he had not been circumcised. She had not expected that, rocked back on her heels in dismay, and watched it begin to rise.


Her head jerked, and she gazed at him.


'Slut,' he said. 'Whore,' he shouted, and sat up to swing his hand. She jerked backwards again, found herself at the end of the bed, and overbalanced. She put her hand down to stop herself and fell heavily; a thrill of pain shot up her arm.


'Bitch,' Billy snarled, crawling down the bed.


'Oh, my God,' she moaned, attempting to roll away from him, pulling her wrist in against herself. The pain was excruciating, and she thought she had broken it.


Tart,' Billy said, warming to his work. She turned her head, saw his foot coming, and hastily rolled away from him. The kick caught her on the thigh and sent her on an extra gyration; she came to rest against the washstand, on her knees.


'No,' she said. 'You'll hurt the child.' The child,' Billy said, siding above her. 'I should kick it to death.'


Meg bowed her head, the wrist pulled in against her belly, hugging herself with her good arm. She had never been frightened of him; she had never for a moment suspected it would be possible to be frightened of him. Not little Billy Reynolds. Not when she was taller and stronger. She had never doubted that either.


But now she could think only of the babe in her belly, of the swelling pain in her wrist.


'Get up,' Billy commanded.


She shook her head. Anger and frustration, and if she dared admit it, fear, were clawing at her mind and threatening tears. She would not cry in front of him. She would not.


His fingers dug into her hair, pulling her head back. She moaned with this additional pain, and her eyes widened. Before she could stop herself they had filled with tears.


'My wife,' he said. 'Couldn't wait to get your hands on me, eh? Would it have mattered if I'd been someone else?' He bent his head low. 'Would it have mattered if I'd been black?'


My God, she thought; the things that must be stored in his mind. The hate that must be stored in his mind. And I had supposed he loved me. Of that alone I had been sure.


'Get up,' he said. 'Or I'll kick you up.'


She stared at his rod, swollen and hard. He wanted her, however much he hated her. However little, at this moment, she wanted him. At this moment ? At any moment. Now, or ever. But he would kick her again. She held on to the washstand and pulled herself up.


'Slut,' he said again. 'How many men have you known, slut?'


She tossed hair from her eyes. 'Dozens,' she said. 'Hundreds. One every night I was in England.' Wasn't that true, if you accepted Oriole as a man ? For all her pretended contempt of the sex, Oriole would have preferred to be a man. Oriole would have made a magnificent husband.


'Aye,' he said. 'Now you're stuck with just one.' He reached out, seized the wrist she was pressing against her belly.


'Oh, God,' she screamed. 'No'.


He pulled, and she seemed to fly across the room. She was aware only of the agony which had gripped her entire arm, even extended to her shoulder and thence down into her chest. 'Oh, God. I've broken my wrist.'


Her knees touched the bed and she fell down. The tears welled out of her eyes like water from an overfilled cup; she was not aware of sobbing.


She discovered she was on her back, and he was lying on her belly, working himself against her as Alan had done when they had been children. His mouth was around hers, although he did not seem to be kissing her, then he lowered his head and began to suck and pick at her breasts. She could not lie still, such was the agony in her arm. She rolled and twisted, and tried to get up, but was pinned by his weight.


Then the weight was gone. She opened her eyes, stared at him, kneeling between her legs. His fingers were busy, but with no thought of pleasing her, seeking only the path to his own satisfaction. She tried to sit up, and he pushed her in the face. She fell back with a thump, and the room went whirling around her head in a mist haze. She felt his fingers on her thighs, and then he was inside her, in a single tremendous, painful thrust, which was repeated three times, seeming to drive right through to her backbone, sending pain racing up from her womb to meet that descending from her shoulder.


Meg fainted.


'Ow,' Meg said. 'Ouch.' The pain had abated during the night, but the twisting was reawakening it.


'Only a sprain.' John Phillips sat on the edge of the bed, his body tense. Perhaps, she thought, he was remembering the last time he had to attend to her. Or perhaps he was embarrassed at being in her bedroom on the first day of her honeymoon; she had not dressed, wore a cream robe over her nightgown.


'It's very painful,' she said.


'I'm sure it is. I'll bind it up, and you'll wear a sling, I'm afraid for a week or two. But it should improve as time goes by.' He released her, opened his bag, began removing bandages. 'Dashed bad luck on your honeymoon. May I ask how it happened ?'


'I fell out of bed.'


'Ah.' He wrapped bandages about her wrist, drew it tight, went round and round. 'Would you like a general examination?'


'Do I need a general examination?'


'Well... ah... it's a high bed. You might have hurt yourself somewhere else.'


'I'm sure I have,' she agreed. 'I know I have a bruise on my left buttock, if you'd like to look at that.'


He ignored her sally, finished binding the wrist, tied his knot. 'You also have a bruise on the throat, Meg.'


She touched it with her fingers; she had not looked in the mirror since last night. She was not sure what she would find. But her throat was certainly painful; she had supposed it had been all that conversation at the reception.


John Phillips stood up. 'Caused by fingers, I would say.'


Meg slowly lowered her hands. So he tried to strangle me, she thought. After I had fainted. There could be no other explanation. She forced a smile. 'Billy is a tempestuous lover.'


Phillips flushed, and shifted his feet uneasily. ‘I should tell you that Washington says he heard screams coming from here last night.'


'They could have been screams of ecstasy, John,' she said.


'They could have been.'


'Oh, very well, they were screams of ecstasy. I'm sorry to have embarrassed Washington. I ... I get very excited about... well, about sex.'


'I believe some women do,' he agreed, and packed his bag. 'Where is Billy, by the way?'


'Walking. He's fond of walking.'


‘Hm.' Phillips closed his bag.


'You'll have a cup of tea? Or a drink?'


'No, thank you,' he said. 'I have to be getting back.'


'But after coming all the way out here,' she said. 'Why, you must have been several hours on the journey. And you'll be a long time going back.'


'All the more reason to get there,' he said. 'Washington must be far more tired than I am.' He went to the bedroom door, hesitated. 'I'll stay, if you wish me to have a word with Billy.'


Oh, would you ? she thought. Oh, please stay. But she was Meg Hilton. She could not confess she was afraid of her husband. 'Now why should I want you to do that?' she asked.


'Ah ... no reason at all that I can think of,' he agreed. 'Well ...' Again the hesitation. 'I think someone, you, I would say, should remind Billy first of all that women are made of flesh and blood, and secondly, that you are carrying a child. I'm all for passionate marriages, but if you suffer a similar catalogue of bruises every night you'll be fit only for a nursing home, and very shortly. And you will lose the babe.' He frowned at her. 'You do wish the child?'


'Of course I do. What a remarkable thing to ask.'


'Then I apologize. I'll say goodbye. But take care, Meg. I'll come see you when you get back to Hilltop. Tell Billy that, when you give him my regards.'


The bedroom door closed, and Meg remained staring at it for some minutes. He knew that she had been beaten. Of course he knew that. Washington and Austin also knew that. All of Jamaica would know that, soon enough. Meg Hilton had been beaten unconscious by her husband on her wedding night. Well, they would say, it was no more than she deserved, the hussy.


She picked up her glass, looked at herself. The face had not changed. It was still lovely, still calm, still determined. But had it also taken on a slight tightness at the lips, a slight watchfulness at the eyes ? Or had those facets of her personality been there before, unnoticed?


And certainly there were bruises on her throat, ugly brown stains on the freckled flesh. The wretch. The criminal, in fact, as John Phillips would surely be willing to testify. Why, if she wished, she could obtain a divorce on such treatment. Or could she? Billy was the one who would know the law.


She laid down the mirror, walked to the window, looked out at the mountains and the trees, at Austin chopping a branch for firewood. The carriage had already left.


But did she want a divorce ? A divorce would accomplish nothing, would indeed make matters far worse. She was only eighteen, and for the next three years she was entirely in the hands of Billy's father. A divorce, for that time, would be unthinkable.


Besides, did she want one ? She was Meg Hilton. There was no need for her to be afraid of Billy. Of any man, but especially of Billy. Even physically. He could never have hurt her last night but for that accident. He would not be able to hurt her again, once she was well. Once she had had the child. But that was seven months off. Her recovery, her victory, for she was determined upon nothing less, would have to be based upon something stronger than physical strength. But she possessed that, too. She was Meg Hilton. His future was her decision.


She watched her husband coming up the path, hands thrust deep in his pockets. She did not remember him going out. According to Austin he had taken a packed lunch, and indeed the haversack hung from his shoulder. Oh, Austin would have a lot to tell after this honeymoon; a wife who screamed when entered, a husband who went for a whole-day walk on the first morning.


She left the window, took off her gown, got into bed, pulled the pillows behind her. She listened to the front door banging, to his feet on the wood of the living room, hesitating as they reached the bedroom door.


'You may come in,' she said.


He stood in the doorway, gazing at her; his face was flushed. And of course, she remembered, he would have a hangover.


'John Phillips has just left,' she said. 'He thinks I'll live. Apart from a sprained wrist...' 'You fell out of bed,' Billy said.


'A bruise on my thigh, and these bruises on my throat.' She touched them with her fingertips. 'Didn't you have the nerve to go through with it?'


'Meg ...' He came forward, stood by the bed. 'I was drunk, Meg. Truly, I was drunk.'


'Oh, you were,' she agreed. 'Well, half a bottle of rum on top of several bottles of champagne, what do you expect?'


'Meg...' He sat on the bed. 'I'm sorry.'


'So say no more about it. Nor will I.'


'Meg...' He reached for her, and she removed her hand from his grasp. 'Meg.'


'But I really do not want another beating. In fact, John Phillips said that on no account must I suffer another beating.'


'You... you didn't tell him?'


'I didn't have to. He's a doctor, remember.'


Billy stood up again. 'And didn't I have a right? You're carrying another man's child, in there. You've slept with God knows how many men. You spent a night in the mountains with niggers. My God, you have no right to preach to me. And John Phillips knows that.'


'You know that, Billy,' Meg pointed out. 'You knew that, when you married me. John Phillips knows that, and so does Helen McAvoy. Having accepted those facts, you have no right to ill-treat me.'


'No right?' he shouted. 'No right. Why...'


'In fact, when you come down to it,' she said, 'you have no rights at all, Billy Reynolds, except where I give them to you.' He must be crushed, she reminded herself. He must be reduced to my husband, or I will always be forced to trail behind him as his wife.


'Why ...' He was purple in the face again, as he was last night.


'So shut up and listen,' she said. 'Unless you really do intend to beat me again. Or perhaps to throttle me again. I should say that John has promised to come and see me whenever I need him, and certainly when I return to Hilltop.'


Billy stared at her, his fists opening and shutting.


'The marriage has been consummated,' she said. 'So far as I am aware. I really do not think I could stand another evening with you now, so I would be obliged if you would make yourself up a bed in the living room. Or perhaps Austin would do it for you.' ‘You...'


'I shall not entirely end your conjugal rights, Billy. As you have seen fit to observe, I am a healthy and passionate woman, even if those are not quite the words you would have chosen, and thus I may need you from time to time. I will tell you when. But so help me God, if you touch me without my invitation I will have you thrown out of the house.'


His mouth dropped open in sheer amazement. 'You speak to me like that?' he bawled. 'My father...'


'Happens to be my guardian,' she said. ‘I had not forgotten that, or believe me, you would already have been thrown out of the house. You are my husband. 1 chose you, in my ignorance. You may remain my husband, and for longer than three years, if you behave yourself. But not otherwise.'


He gazed at her for several seconds. She almost smiled. He was defeated, and he knew it. And she was at this moment all of a cripple. There would be no more crises.


'You think you own the earth,' he said at last. 'Hiltons. Father always said they thought they owned the earth.'


'I do own the earth, Billy, so far as you are concerned.'


'You think so? You're my wife. You think I'm just a convenience, so you can be Margaret Hilton in fact as well as name. So you won't have to wait three years. Well, I'll tell you this. You're not being a whore. My wife isn't being a whore. If I'm not good enough for your bed, then no one is. If you so much as look at another man, I... I'll kill you.'


Now Meg did smile. 'No you won't Billy,' she said. 'You had your chance last night, and you didn't.'


But when he had stamped out of the room, she got up and locked the door.

 


The pain began to ease, slowly, and Meg felt she could breathe again. Yet her lungs were exhausted; she had been gasping for breath for too long as it was. Now she just wanted to lie still, and allow her tortured muscles to relax, and feel... she tried to sit up. If the pain was gone, then the child was born.


Helen smiled at her. 'We thought you had fainted.'


'My baby?'


'Is a boy. A handsome little fellow.' Meg lay back with a sigh. Your grandson, Helen, she thought. Will you not recognize him? 'He has your eyes,' Helen said. 'Where is he?' 'Being washed. Here he is.'


Prudence waddled into the room. 'Man, Miss Meg, you got for be proud of this one. Oh, yes, man.'


The tiny scrap of flesh was placed in her arms, and immediately began scrabbling with his gums at the bodice of her nightdress.


'Oh, he is one hungry chil’,' Prudence declared. 'He going be big like he mummy. And you ain' glad you got big bubbies, chil', for to feed he?'


'I have always been glad I have big bubbies, Pru,' Meg said, and smiled at John Phillips. 'Well, John?'


'All done, Meg,' he said. 'Now you can start to live again.'


Because he, more than anyone else, knew just how trying had been these last six months, for the most part trapped in the house, a daily walk to the cemetery her only outing. Unable to ride, unable even to take the carriage to Kingston for fear the jolting roads would have caused a miscarriage.


And at home, living a solitary, private existence. She even ate alone; Billy took his midday meal aback, and seldom came home for supper until after she had retired. While as for entertaining ... but of course, whatever the rumours flying the length and breadth of Jamaica, no one would expect a pregnant woman to do any entertaining. But they would expect something now.


John Phillips squeezed her hand. 'Helen and Prudence know what to do about feeding. Let him have a suck; your own milk will be in by tomorrow, I should say. And I'll be out to see you then. I must get back to town.'


Thank you, John,' she said. 'And God bless you.'


'God bless you, Meg.' He closed the door behind him.


Meg eased the strap of her nightgown down, allowed the tight little hps to close their gums on her teat.



'Well,' Helen said brightly. 'I've sent a messenger for Billy, of course. I expect he'll be here any moment.'


'Do you really?'


Helen glanced at Prudence, busily folding nappies in the corner. 'Well... he does mean to acknowledge the child?' 'I have no idea,' Meg said.


'But ...' Helen sighed, obviously deciding it would be unprofitable to pursue that subject. 'Have you decided on a name? Anthony?'


'Not Anthony.'


'Oh... well, William?'


'Certainly not William,' Meg decided. What would you say, Helen McAvoy, she wondered, were I to call him Alan? 'I shall call him Richard.'


'Richard? Oh, of course. What a splendid name.' Helen turned as the door opened. 'Why, Billy. Just in time. Meg has chosen a name. Richard Hilton. What do you think of that?'


Billy wore his riding clothes, and looked sweaty and tired. He always looked tired. Managing a plantation was much harder work than he was used to. 'Is that the name of its father?'


'Well, I...' Helen gazed at Prudence in alarm.


'It's the name of my grandfather,' Meg said. 'And my great-grandfather, I might add.'


'Oh, yes, of course. The general,' Billy said. 'Can't let that memory die.'


'You'll want to talk to Meg,' Helen said. 'Come along, Prudence.'


'Do you want to talk to me, Billy?'


The door closed. Billy gazed at her for a moment, then leant over the bed and kissed her on the forehead.


'Why, Billy,' she remarked. 'Instructions from Daddy?’


He straightened. 'Must you be so utterly hateful?' 'Give me a reason not to be.'


'For God's sake ...' He turned away. ‘I am the wronged party. Me. Don't you realize that? Believe me everyone else does. You came to my bed, already pregnant ... there'll be no disguising the fact now. We've only been married seven months.'


'The child could be premature.'


'Oh, what rubbish. I met John Phillips outside. He tells me it weighs seven pounds. Premature? It'll be all over Kingston by lunchtime. Just as the story of what happened on our honeymoon was common knowledge in twenty-four hours.'


'And that was my fault? You got drunk and behaved disgustingly,' she pointed out.


'Aye, well, there are those say I was granted sufficient cause.' He sat on the edge of the bed. 'But I did not come here to quarrel. You'll agree I have been the perfect gentleman these past seven months ?'


'I have no idea,' she said. 'I have hardly seen you these past seven months.'


'I had supposed that was how you wished it. Anyway, they are done now. Your child is bora. I am glad that you are both so well. I would like to think that we can now begin our marriage.'


She stared at him, for all that she had known this was coming for some seconds. The fact is, Billy, she thought, I do not love you. The thought of your belly pressed against mine, of your rod thrust into my hole, fills me with disgust. I married you to gain control of my plantation. And so far I have been prevented from doing that by my condition.


But her condition was now at an end. And she was still only eighteen. Besides, she realized, having known no sex, not even the touch of a man's hand, saving that of John Phillips, for so long, she might even find Billy acceptable. And perhaps, after all, he did love her.


'Do you really wish that?' she asked, allowing her voice to soften.


'Of course I do.'


'Do you love me, Billy?'


'Of course I do, Meggie. Or I would not have married you.'


She stretched out her hand, and he seized it, kissed it, pulled it against his cheek. 'Spite of all?'


'It was the thought of that... that child actually in your belly,' he muttered. 'But it's gone now. You are you, not somebody else's. So perhaps you could be mine.'


His eyes were filled with tears. But then, hers were sufficiently moist. If she had two and a half years to wait, they could be worse spent than in the company of someone who loved her.


"When I'm a little stronger,' she promised.


Because for you, Billy, she thought, I need all of my strength. And even that might not be enough.


She stood on the verandah and looked down the hill. She wore a silk riding habit, in pale green, with a darker green scarf at her neck. Her hat was a straw with a dark green ribbon. She wore stockings and riding boots, and not another thing. The silk was hot in any event, but she loved to feel it against her skin. And she was Meg Hilton. It was terribly important to keep reminding herself of this, all day, and all night. Especially all night. Sharing a bed with Billy, sharing her body with Billy, was an exhausting and distressing business. The fault was her own, she knew. Billy could not be criticized for lack of passion. The sight of her body acted on him in much the same way it had acted on Oriole. She understood, now, that his behaviour on their wedding night had been caused by sheer desire, mingled with some masculine distress that he was not the first. He delighted in fingering her, and there again, she could admit to herself, at the least, that had the fingers belonged to any other man she would have been driven into a frenzy of delight every night.


But Billy's fingers disgusted her, no less than the way he spilled saliva during his ejaculations, dribbling it down her neck and into her ear. She did not love him. So the fool was her. How easy she had supposed it, in her innocence. Billy was a man, and a man had hands and lips and a rod, and could therefore make a woman happy. And Billy was the passport to freedom, to being Meg Hilton. To everything she wanted.


So then, she had everything she wanted. Save the sex she wanted. Her gaze drifted to the right, to the mountains. The drums were still there. And a kid had been stolen only three days ago. There was what she wanted, what she craved as she lay awake, with Billy snoring in satiation beside her. That was what she could have, if she dared. She was Meg Hilton. So then, what was to stop her daring? Some deep-seated quirk of respectability, of awareness of herself as a white woman, of fear of what Billy might do then ? He would certainly have right on his side. She doubted he would even be convicted in a court of law, then, if he beat her within an inch of her life.


So then, she did not have everything she wanted. She had, indeed, very little that she wanted. She did not even have her plantation. Yet.


But that could be rectified. Washington waited at the foot of the stairs, holding Candy's bridle. She had not ridden Candy for eight months. And the groom had fixed a sidesaddle for her. She was the mistress. Even riding Candy astride must wait, for more courage, perhaps. For more certainty.


He cupped his hands, and she settled herself in the saddle, gloved fingers stroking the mare's head. Candy gave a little whinny of pleasure.


'You want me come with you, mistress?'


'Not necessary, thank you, Washington. I am only going down to the factory.'


Because the office, which in the old days had been situated in the Great House itself, had been moved by Anthony Hilton to a little building just outside the main factory gate.


She touched Candy with her heels, walked the mare down the hill, gazed at the huge chimney, and through the gates at the machinery, the drums and the rollers and the crushers -for the sake of coolness the factory had no walls, the roof being supported on iron uprights. The machinery was idle, now; the estate had ground its cane three months ago. She had sat on the front verandah and listened to the clanking and watched the black smoke billowing from the chimney. Billy had been pleased, then. He had been able to prove himself a planter: William Hilton. And apparently it had been a successful crop, so he said.


It was time to find out. At the sound of Candy's hooves a labourer hurried forward to hold the bridle. Meg slid to the ground, felt the folds of silk clinging to her legs; the sun was high and no doubt he could see her legs, through the thin material. It was part of the business of being her own woman, of being Meg Hilton.


'Mrs Hilton.' Paul Simmonds waited in the doorway, polishing his spectacles. 'What a pleasant surprise.'


'It's good to be out again, Paul.' She went inside, took off her hat, fluffed out her hair. 'I'd like to look at the books.'


'The books? Oh, of course, of course. Have my chair.'


'Thank you.' She sat in the cane-bottomed swivel chair, and Simmonds piled ledgers in front of her.


'Where would you like to start?'


'The shipping returns.'


'Ah, here we are.' Simmonds opened the appropriate ledger, stood at her shoulder. 'It has not been a very good year, I'm afraid. Well, that was to be expected. With Mr Hilton dying, just as the crop was planted, you know, and then, well, Mr William had to learn, you know, and ...'


"The yield is twenty per cent down,' Meg said.


'There it is, Mrs Hilton. And the price is suffering, too. I'm afraid if they don't stop talking about it and actually convene this conference they are proposing to find a way to end the bounty system for beet sugar, well, the outlook is very bleak indeed.'


'We shall have to increase our production’ Meg decided. 'There can be no other solution.'


'Well... you see, Mrs Hilton, Meg.' Simmonds produced a handkerchief and wiped his brow. 'We have actually cut production, for this crop.'


'What did you say?' She turned her head to look at him.


He did some more mopping. 'Mr Hilton's decision.' 


'Billy's? What does he know about planting?'


'Well, Meg, he is owner of the plantation now. And he reasons that it is the large number of blacks we employ, which involves supporting their women and children, that is eating away all our resources. So you see ...' He hesitated. Meg was staring at him with her mouth open, but he could see the colour gathering in her cheeks.


'Go on.'


'Well, he reckons that if we cut our labour force, even if that involves reducing the amount of acreage planted, it will reduce our overheads even more, the price of cane being what it is.'


'And what has happened to the blacks he has decided not to employ ?'


'Ah, well, they have been removed from the plantation.'


'Removed from the plantation?' she cried. 'How?'


'They were told to go. Oh, there was some objection. One or two insisted that they had lived on Hilltop for over a hundred years, that it was their home, and that sort of... rubbish?' he said hopefully.


'Rubbish,' she shouted, getting up. 'Rubbish? They were saying the exact truth. Why wasn't I told about this?'


'Well... Mr Hilton said not to bother you with the details of how the plantation was being run.'


'The details,' she cried. 'Where is he now?'


'Aback, I should say. But Meg ... Mrs Hilton ...'


She was already banging the door behind her. She could not remember ever having been so angry in her life. She flung herself into the saddle, wrenched Candy's head round, slapped her with her crop. Candy's head jerked, and she bounded off towards the fields. Meg dared not allow herself to think, to consider an argument for Billy's action. It was essential to be angry. To stay angry. If that was how he intended to run her plantation ... She galloped along the path in between the still young stalks, came upon a band of East Indian women, sitting by the roadside, chipping away at the weeds. If anyone had to go it should be these, not the blacks. The blacks belonged here. 'Where is Mr Hilton ?' she demanded.


The driver, also an Indian, was already on his feet, touching his forehead. 'Mr Hilton, mistress ?' He rolled his eyes.


'Yes, Mr Hilton,' she shouted. 'My husband. Where is he?'


'Well, mistress...' The driver turned his head and looked along the path.


'Oh, go back to work.' Another thump in the ribs had Candy trotting along the path, round a bend and out of sight of the work gang, down the straight to another bend, a cross-road this formed by the junction of four fields. Meg pulled rein, looked left and right, and saw Billy's horse, waiting patiently, bridle hanging loose. Of his master there was no sign.


She dismounted, left Candy also waiting, and walked along the path to the horse. There was cane to either side, shutting out the breeze as it rose above her now she was on foot. The morning was still. But not that still, she realized, hearing the stifled giggle.


She peered into the canefield, reached forward and parted the stalks, gazed at the brown legs, the thick and long black hair, the aquiline features of the Indian girl as she sat up, pathetically trying to cover her nakedness, rather as she herself had once done, in the river north of the plantation, Meg remembered. Also sitting up, dust clinging to his shirt and his hair, for he had discarded only his riding breeches, was her husband.


Meg entered Kingston at a gallop, extracting the very last ounce of strength from the flagging Candy. By then she was exhausted herself, and her skirt and bodice clung to her body, soaked in sweat; it was four o'clock in the afternoon. Passers-by, just emerging from their siestas, stared at her in amazement as she dragged the tired mare to a halt outside the office of Reynolds and Son, threw herself from the saddle.


She glared at them, and they turned away. She put up her sleeve to wipe sweat from her eyes and removed a layer of dust. She realized she must look a perfect sight. But that really did not seem relevant at this moment.


She stamped up the stairs, hurled open the swing jalousies.


'Mrs Hilton,' exclaimed the clerk, rising like a startled bird.


'Where is Mr Reynolds ?'


'In ... in ...' The clerk stared at the inner door with his mouth open. Meg strode across the room.


'But... you can't go in there. Mr Reynolds is engaged.'


Meg twisted the handle, threw the door open. Alistair Mottram started to his feet in alarm. Walter Reynolds leaned back in his chair.


'Margaret, how good to see you. Margaret?' He began to take in the dust as well as her expression.


'You'll excuse us, Alistair,' Meg said.


'Oh, I...' He glanced at Reynolds. 'Of course.'


'Oh, sit down, Mottram,' Reynolds said. 'Really, Margaret, you cannot just come breaking in here ...'


'I wish to speak to you, Walter. Now.'


'I really must be off,' Mottram said, getting up again. 'My business is not the least urgent, and I ... I can see that Margaret's is. You'll excuse me.' He hurried through the door, and Meg closed it.


'You really are quite the most arrogant young woman in all Jamaica,' Walter Reynolds said mildly. 'In all the world, I suspect. What is so terribly urgent?'


'I have just left your son,' Meg said, placing her gloved hands on his desk and leaning forward. He started to gaze down the neck of her habit and recalled himself with a jerk.


'He is lying in a canefield with his pants off on top of an East Indian girl.'


'What?' Reynolds sat up straight. 'For heaven's sake, Margaret, you really cannot talk like that. Such language...'


'That, in itself, would be immaterial to me,' Meg said. 'Providing he never brings his dirty body to my bed again as long as I live. I am just explaining why I have come to see you instead of him.'


'Now, Meg,' Reynolds said. 'Why don't you sit down and have a cup of tea. You must be exhausted. You look exhausted. I will have Dorian make us a nice cup of tea . ..'


Meg sat down. 'I have just learned about your plans to reduce the acreage under cane.'


'Plans? We have already reduced the acreage.'


'And the labour force.'


'Well, that was the object of the exercise. A nice cup of tea...'


'Those people's families have belonged to Hilltop for a hundred years and more.'


'Oh, really, Margaret, black people ...' 'People, Walter. Hilltop people.'


'And do you suppose that if we stopped paying them they'd still work for you?'


'I have no idea,' she said. 'And neither do you, because you didn't give them the opportunity, did you? You just told them to leave.'


'Now, look here, Margaret. Your father in his wisdom made me executor of the estate, and entrusted me with the ultimate responsibility for the management of Hilltop. You, in your wisdom, elected to transfer that responsibility to Billy, who has, in my opinion, done a magnificent job.'


'Lowering the sugar production by twenty per cent,' she said. 'Oh, yes, an excellent job.'


'It was his first grinding. And frankly, I do not think he got all the co-operation he was entitled to expect, either from the overseers or from the labour force. The result of all the rumours about your peculiar honeymoon, I have no doubt at all. He will do much better this year.'


'With a reduced acreage?' she demanded.


'Well, it can't be helped. I am determined to make Hilltop a viable proposition. When you inherit properly, Margaret, you are going to inherit a successful, prosperous plantation, not a rundown financial ruin.'


'When Billy inherits, I think you meant.'


There is no need to be abusive. Billy is your husband...'


'Was my husband,' she declared. 'As of now.'


'Your ...' Walter Reynolds stood up. 'You, of all people, have no right to speak to me in such terms. You, who spent a night in the mountains with a bunch of niggers, who arrived back in Jamaica carrying someone else's child. I'm amazed Billy has had the self possession to put up with it.'


'What would you have him do, Walter? Divorce me for adultery? And lose Hilltop?'


'Why, you ...'


'So you had better be careful,' she said. 'Or I may choose to divorce him. I have grounds, now.'


Reynolds sat down again, leaned across the desk. 'You listen to me, young woman. You have no grounds at all. Women do not divorce their husbands for adultery. You'd not find a jury in the land, or any other land, to support such a plea. Supposing you could prove it. Why, you'd be laughed out of court. A plantation owner, taking a little bit on the side from one of the weeding gang ? It's the commonest practice in the world.'


She stared at him in impotent anger. But she knew he was right. Certainly in Jamaica. But probably in England as well. And losing her temper would accomplish nothing. There would be other ways to get rid of Billy, when she was ready. When she was twenty-one.


'I said, it doesn't matter that much to me,' she said, speaking in a controlled voice. 'What does matter to me is Hilltop. I think you are wrong. I know you are wrong.'


'And I know I am right. The price of sugar is low, and is falling every day. They keep talking about this conference, but there is no sign of them convening it. And incidentally, there have been no figures advanced to prove that even if the beet producers cease to be bounty supported it will make any difference to the price of cane sugar. It is all pie in the sky. Only by the strictest economy are we going to pull through at all. Why, if it weren't for the banana crop, you would be damned near to bankruptcy.'


Meg leaned back in her chair. What had Oriole said, all those years ago? 'Well, then,' she said, 'why do we not abandon cane altogether, and plant nothing but bananas ?'


It was his turn to stare. 'Abandon cane?' he said. 'A Hilton, wishing to abandon cane?'


'Oh, for God's sake,' she shouted, ‘What is so magic about the word cane ? I seem to remember that when my family came to the West Indies they planted tobacco. They lived by tobacco. Where would we have been if, when cane was introduced, they had said, oh, no, we have always planted tobacco, we must keep on planting tobacco ?'


'Bananas,' Walter Reynolds repeated. 'Anyway, it's impossible.'


'Why is it impossible ? According to you, we have nothing to lose. We can be sure the bananas will sell. They are one of the few things in the world which happen to be in demand.'


'We have a great deal to lose, Margaret. In the first place, it would mean losing a year's crop during the changeover. In the second place, there would be the cost of converting the canefields, of replanting, of the plants themselves. Why, we'd need ten thousand pounds to see us through.'


'Is that all?'


'All?' he cried. 'Ten thousand pounds? Your profit margin is less than half that as it is, at this moment.' 'The bank...'


'Hilltop is already mortgaged, young lady. Don't glare at me. It has been mortgaged for years. The only way you are going to find the money to plant bananas over all your acreage is to give some Yankee a lien. Do that and you'll be well on the way to losing Hilltop altogether. I refuse to countenance the idea.'


'My guardian,' she said bitterly, and got up. 'Your idea of progress is to sit on your ass and do nothing.'


'Foul language will accomplish nothing,' he said, going very red in the face. 'It is a disgusting habit, especially for a young lady, and one you would do well to overcome. My advice to you is to go home and make it up with your husband.'


'My husband,' she sneered. 'I'd hate to disturb him, Walter. I have better things to do.'


She picked up her hat and stalked out of the office, down the stairs, into the afternoon cool. Candy looked at her inquiringly, no doubt wondering if she was going to be required to gallop all the way back to Hilltop.


But Meg didn't want to go back to Hilltop at this moment. She wasn't sure what she would say, or do. She had never been quite so frustratingly angry in her life.


She turned away from the mare, down the street towards the harbour. She wasn't sure what she was looking for. Oh, yes, she was sure. Perhaps the Wanderer was in port. She felt that to find Alan, to see Alan again, to hold Alan in her arms, would be to cancel everything, to restore her shaking sanity, make her a woman again.


Make her a Hilton again.


She stood on the dock, gazed at the schooners, the steamer, apparently recently arrived, the barquentine anchored farther out. But it was not the Wanderer. She sighed, and wondered if it would be best to stay in town for the night. It would certainly be dark before she could get home. But there was Richard, waiting to be fed. Well, Prudence could look after him for tonight. Prudence certainly would.


But she should get back. She turned, and stopped.


'Meg Hilton, by all that's wonderful.'


Her mouth dropped open in sheer surprise at the sight of the Honourable Tommy Claymond striding down the street towards her, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat and an open-necked shirt, his sleeves rolled to the elbow.


'Tommy? It can't be.'


'Arrived last week, don't you know. I've been trying to pluck up courage to come out to Hilltop to see you. Just a call, what?'


'But... I don't understand.'


He linked his arm through hers, guided her back up the street. 'Well, the pater died, don't you know. I'm Lord Claymond now. Not even the mater can tell me what to do any more.'


'And the first thing you decided to do was come out here ?'


'Of course. Well, you made it sound so lovely, so exciting. But I wanted to see you as well, what? I say Meg, you are the most beautiful girl, you know. I have been dreaming of you every night. But you're married, they tell me. To some scoundrel of a lawyer.'


'We don't want to talk about him,' Meg said, squeezing that muscular arm. Suddenly she was seething with excitement, and with decision, too. After all, the Reynolds were forcing her to act on her own, if she was going to accomplish anything. Well, then, she would act on her own. 'Tommy. Will you lend me ten thousand pounds ?'

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

THE COURTESAN

 

TOMMY CLAYMOND stared at her for a moment with his mouth open, then gave a nervous laugh. 'I say, Meg, you haven't changed. You are a sport. Dinner? It's not much of a hotel, but they do feed you.'


She linked her arm through his. 'I should love to dine with you, Tommy. But I was perfectly serious.'


'Ten thousand pounds? There is an enormous sum of money, Meg. Whatever can you want it for?'


'I wish to replant, change the plantation from cane to bananas.'


'Bananas ? Oh, I say, what a topping idea.' He glanced at her, frowning. 'Is it?'


'We can sell all the bananas we can grow, and sell them well, to the States.'


'Why can't you sell your sugar to the States?'


They grow their own. Louisiana alone probably produces more sugar than all the West Indies' put together. Why should they buy ours?'


‘I say, you know, you do know a lot about it, what? This is the place.'


'My horse is tethered outside Reynolds,' Meg told the major-domo. 'Will you have her stabled and watered, please. And some oats.'


Because she had already decided not to go home? Then what of Richard? But Prudence would see to Richard, for one night. This game was being played for the future of Hilltop. Which was Richard's future as well. She might never have another opportunity.


'It's early, yet,' Tommy said, 'We shall have to sit on the verandah, what? We could try one of these rum punches.'


'I should love a rum punch,' she agreed. 'Good evening, Charles.'


'Oh, good evening, Mrs Hilton,' said the manager, bowing over her hand. 'Lord Claymond.'


'I have decided to stay the night in town, Charles,' Meg said. 'Will you let me have a room?'


'Of course, Mrs Hilton.'


'I'm afraid I haven't got any luggage with me, and I would like a bath. Perhaps you could arrange it.'


'Of course, Mrs Hilton. Would you... ah... shall I send the housekeeper up to arrange some sleeping things ?'


Meg gave him her best smile. 'I don't think that will be necessary, Charles. After all, the nights are warm enough.'


She felt Tommy positively quiver at her elbow. 'Oh, Meg,' he whispered, as he found himself escorting her towards the stairs. 'You are a sport, really you are.'


She smiled at him in turn. 'Why don't you order us our rum punches, and then join me in my room?'


'Your room? Oh, I say, what?'


'I'm sure it has a verandah. All the rooms here have verandahs.' She followed the maid up the stairs, was shown into a room on the first floor, facing the gardens at the back of the hotel where she would be spared at once the noise and the dust from the street. 'Thank you. I'm afraid I don't have any money with me. Next time I'm in town, perhaps.'


'That is all right, mistress,' the coloured girl smiled, and withdrew.


Meg remained standing at the window, gazing down at the palm trees and the flowering poinciana which made the garden a blaze of colour. To match the pounding of her heart? What was she become? Why Meg Hilton, to be sure. Hiltons decided what was wanted, what was necessary, and went about securing it. Kit Hilton had never hesitated, and neither had Marguerite his wife. Their weapons had necessarily to be different, but the end results had been comparably successful.


She listened to the knock, took off her hat. 'Come in, Tommy.'


He hesitated in the doorway, and she realized that she must be silhouetted in the window, with the light penetrating her gown. 'Oh, please shut the door, Tommy. Do I embarrass you ?'


The door closed, 'Oh, Good Lord, no. I mean to say, what...'


'I am Margaret Hilton. I must confess I very seldom bother with underclothes around the plantation. And I had not expected to visit town today.' She laid her hat on the table, stood facing him. 'Aren't you going to kiss me?'


'Kiss you ? I say, what... I mean, well...' He was looking at her left hand.


'I really would not let that bother you,' she said. 'My husband began life as a convenience, and has now become an inconvenience.'


'Yes, but I say, dash it all, isn't this rather, well... open? These people know you.'


'Everyone in Jamaica knows me, Tommy. I am Margaret Hilton.'


'My word. I hadn't realized. Oh, I say ...' He turned to the door, almost gratefully, at the knock. The waiter placed the tray of glasses on the table, bowed to Margaret, and withdrew. 'I say,' Tommy complained. 'Dash it all, the fellow didn't wait for a tip.'


'I will see to the tip, later on.' She held out a glass, raised her own. 'Here's to us. And the last time we met.'


'Oh, I say ...' He gulped rather than drank, seemed to feel better. 'There was a to-do, wasn't it? I say, did you really leave England the next day? That's what they said.'


'Yes. I did. Not to get away from you, so much, Tommy, as to get away from Oriole. Besides,' she lied, 'I had heard things were very bad here, and 1 had to sort out the plantation. Aren't you going to kiss me?'


'Well, I ...' He put down his glass, held her shoulders, leaned forward. His breath smelt of rum, but then, so would hers. His lips touched hers, and she opened her mouth and sucked his tongue inside. For a moment he resisted her, then his body came against hers, and she felt his hands on her back. 'Oh I say,' he whispered, when he had got his breath back. 'Meg ...'


She released him, walked away from him, sat on the bed. 'I wouldn't like you to think I'm a tart.'


'Oh, eh, I say, how could I?'


'Because I am behaving like one. I'm afraid my circumstances are rather odd. I had to marry my husband to gain control of my plantation. Now he is reluctant to divorce me. Why should he ? And as he has, well, overlooked various sins in my past, he is not likely to be concerned with sins in the future.'


'Oh, I say ...' He sat beside her on the bed.


'So I can only come to you as a mistress, you see, Tommy. But I cannot even be as straightforward as that. I must have ten thousand pounds. I cannot pledge anything, as 1 am under age, and my guardian would certainly not condone what I am doing, what I am planning to do with the plantation.'


'Oh, I say...'


'So all I can offer is to sell myself for the required money. I imagine it is a good bargain, Tommy. I am told I am a beautiful woman. Well, I can see that every time I look in the glass. I am also a desirable woman, as I shall prove to you. And I suspect, I will put it no stronger than that, that you are in love with me. I also only wish the money as a loan, so you are getting what you want more than anything else in the world, really for free, and with a bit of interest thrown in.'


'Oh, I say ...'


Meg got up at the rap on the door. 'Come.'


Two maids brought in the steaming tin bath, placed it in the centre of the floor, laid the folded towel and the scented soap on the table, bowed to Meg.


'Oh, I say,' Tommy said. 'I really think I ought to be off, if you are going to have a bath.'


'Of course you are not going to be off, Tommy,' she said, and smiled at the maids. 'You are going to scrub my back. Aren't you ?'


The girls simpered, and closed the door behind her.


'Oh, I say,' said Tommy Claymond. 'You are, well, very frank about things, aren't you?'


'I'm Meg Hilton,' she said. 'Will you assist me?' She turned her back on him, and as he continued to hesitate, added, 'It unbuttons'.


His fingers touched her shoulders, began to fumble. She found her breathing quickening as the sex urge tumbled in her belly. Perhaps, she thought, I should have been a whore. What a terrible word. I should have been a courtesan. Because I would have enjoyed my work as well as been able to make men happy. Providing the men would not have been like Billy.


She felt his breath on her neck, leaned back in his arms. His hands slipped under the material, stroked round her ribs, found her breasts. She wanted to scream with joy; his touch was so remarkably gentle. Yet there could be no argument about the strength in those fingers, so much more used to wrapping themselves around the handle of a cricket bat.


'Oh, Meg,' he whispered. '1 do love you so, Meg.'


She had not been touched like that since Cleave. She turned, in his arms, found his lips once again. And this time his mouth was opened and waiting. She drove her own hands down, to caress the front of his trousers, to find what she wanted and hold it, and feel it swell beneath her fingers.


'Oh, Meg,' he said again. 'Oh, Meg.'


She shrugged her shoulders and felt the material slipping. It caught on her breasts, and she moved away from him, still holding his mouth with hers. The gown settled on her thighs, for a moment, and then clouded around her ankles. His hands, on her shoulders, began to slip down her back, roaming lower in delighted amazement at finding nothing but flesh.


His mouth slid from hers, touched her ear. 'Oh, Meg, my-darling Meg,' he said. 'How I love you, Meg. How I want you.' He was turning her, and her knees touched the bed. Instinctively she began to fall backwards, and then checked herself. Always in the past she had been in too much haste, with Billy in her anxiety to get it over, with Alan for fear that she would not enjoy it. She had not hurried with Cleave, and she had never been allowed to hurry with Oriole.


She sat down, released him.


'Meg?' His head moved away, as he was bending from the waist. 'You haven't...'


'I haven't changed my mind, Tommy. I want to enjoy you.'


'To ...' He had clearly never supposed a woman, or at least, a lady, could say something like that.


'I've shocked you again,' she said, and lay back, one knee up, nestling her head on her hair. 'Do you like being shocked?'


'By you, Meg. By you. Meg?'


He was staring at her breasts.


'I am feeding my son, Tommy. But not tonight. Would you like some?' 'Oh. I say ...'


'Someone has to, Tommy. Or it will be very painful.' She realized it was something she had wanted to experience since Richard's birth. 'Please.'


He hesitated, then slowly lowered his head to suck the oozing milk.


'And touch me, sweetheart. Touch me,' she whispered. She felt his hand on her knee and sliding up the inside of her thigh. 'Meg...'


'Don't stop sweetheart. And don't talk. Just touch me.' Fingers. Not so expert as Cleave's certainly. But yet, sufficiently practised. Tommy Claymond was a man about town, and if he classed all ladies as feelingless lumps of propriety, he had surely encountered sufficient of their more fortunate sisters.


She spread her legs, wider and wider. She wanted to tear herself apart, with slowly building desire. Her knee bumped into him, and he got up to make room. For a moment his hands were gone, and she reached down in frantic endeavour. But he had merely replaced his fingers with his lips, and she could drive her fingers into his hair, while her legs suddenly wanted to come back together, and had to be prevented by his own hands, parting her thighs.


And now the passion had built into a physical force, almost separating her groin from the rest of her body, but yet sending out thrusts of the most utter delight, reaching up into her belly and thence her heart and her throat and her mind, streaking down to affect even her toes, a climactic eruption of everything she had wanted for two years, a final exorcism of the last memory of Oriole, a final obliteration of her hazy recollection of the night in the mountains.


His head raised, and he gazed at her in alarm. 'Meg?'


'What did I say?'


'You screamed,' he said. 'Meg, did I hurt you?'


'No,' she said. 'No, you have not hurt me. Now, Tommy. Now, now, now.'


She could look at it now, slowly lowering to touch her. She knew that its touch alone would restore the ecstasy, and there it was, stroking gently over her flesh as he sought an entry, and then plunging downwards, reawakening every quivering nerve-end, every jangling desire.


He rose and fell and rose and fell, each surge a joy. She wanted to make it last for ever, but already his movements were slackening, and his mouth was gasping beside her ear. But it had been good. So very good. And there would be others, so many others. It seemed that all of her life she had been waiting for just this moment. But how strange, after all that had happened, to find it with Tommy Claymond.


'Now,' she whispered. 'Instead of just my back, you can wash me all over.'


Meg listened to the cock crow, settled herself more comfortably into her bed, reached out a hand to find the man, and discovered she was alone.


She rolled on her back, gazed at the ceiling. Her head hurt. They had drunk too much champagne with their dinner, and afterwards... afterwards they had lain together on this bed, their bodies seething against each other, until they had both fallen asleep from sheer exhaustion.


Who would have supposed it. Tommy Claymond. The man she had been in such haste to reject in London. How foolish could one be. And she should have known, from the way in which he reacted to her quite preposterous demands.


And yet, now it was done, she would have changed none of it. She had been very, very lucky, in meeting him again. But it had not been luck, because he had come to find her. That could not be luck. And having it happen this way meant he was hers, free of the guidance and encumbrance of Oriole. Just hers. In her own way. In their own way.


She rolled her head to find him, and saw him in the window.


'Admiring a Jamaica sunrise?'


'Well, it is quite magnificent, don't you know?' He turned, came back to the bed, sat beside her, took her in his arms, kissed her forehead, her eyes, her nose, her chin, her mouth, lowered his head to bury it in her breasts, while she hugged him closer, enclosing him in those magnificent mounds of flesh. And then slipped her hands down to make sure he was ready, and lay down, bringing him on top of her. She wanted no more passion, for the moment. She just wanted to feel him inside her, to know he was there. And yet, the passion was there as well. It lurked even beneath the cocoon of exhaustion, and within seconds she was moaning her ecstasy and rocking her body.


'Meg. If only ...'


'Ssssh,' She waited for him to roll off her. 'Never "if only". We have met again, sweetheart, and that is sufficient.' She raised herself on her elbow, kissed him on the nose. 'Now, you spend the morning here, just lying in bed. She kissed him again as she smiled. 'I wish you fully restored to strength by this evening.'


'What will you do?'


‘I will go out to Hilltop, and get some clothes. I will also have to make arrangements for a wet nurse for my child. But I will be back by this evening.'


'But Meg ...'


'That is the only way to do it, my sweet. My husband, as I told you, will not easily give up being the Master of Hilltop. I must be so open, so flagrant about my adultery, that he will have to divorce me. And then ...'


'My ship leaves tomorrow.'


'Well, cancel it. You'll have to put up with this place for a little while, my darling, but as soon as I can get Billy moved out, you may move into Hilltop. You do want to do that?'


'It sounds delightful. But, Meg, the scandal...'


'Are you afraid of scandal?'


'Of course ... well, not, I mean, not if you aren't'


She kissed him again. 'All Hiltons live scandalous lives. You wouldn't have me a changeling, would you ? Anyway, this is Jamaica. People have to accept scandal as a way of life. The island is too small.' She kissed him again. 'They are too anxious to be invited to Hilltop.'


'But, Meg, I can't stay on Hilltop. I have ...'


'Of course you have your responsibilities, your own life, my darling. I never supposed you would really want to sit down and plant. But I must It is my life. Hilltop is my life. But you'll see. After we are married it will not matter. We will spend part of each year on Hilltop, and part of each year in England, or Scotland, or wherever it is you wish. Isn't that fair?'


'After we are married ?' He spoke slowly.


She kissed him again. 'And I won't even ask you to change your name to Hilton. There is a Hilton now. My son Richard. Besides ...' She kissed his nose. 'I think I have grown up a little.'


Strangely, he licked his lips. 'Meg ...'


'So now I had better get dressed.' She got out of bed, attempted to smooth her hair with her fingers. But did it matter what she looked like ? The fact that she had spent the night in this hotel bedroom, with Lord Claymond, would be common knowledge by now.


'Meg ...' He had raised himself on his elbow. 'I can't marry you, Meg.'


She turned, slowly, her habit already in her hand.


Tommy sat up, once again licking his lips. 'The fact is, well ...' He hesitated, gazing at her, hoping for one of her interruptions. Meg slowly stepped into the habit, pulled it up to her shoulders, inserted her arms into the sleeves. She did not wish to think at this moment. There was nothing to think about at this moment.


'You see, even if you persuaded your husband to divorce you, well... I'm Lord Claymond now, you see,'


She gazed at him, reaching behind her to fasten her buttons.


'You see, I have my duties, and ... well, the court, and, well ... Her Majesty does not believe in divorce. She will not receive divorcees at court.'


Meg sat down, pulled her skirt to the thighs, began to put on her stockings. From the corners of her eye she could see him gazing at her legs. How he wanted to possess those legs all over again; that was obvious. But he dared not. The world was full of men who dared not.


'You do understand, Meg,' he said. 'I mean, you see, well, the Claymonds, well ... they ... ah, we ... have a position. My sister Honor, well, and her fiance, and my aunts, well, you do understand, Meg? The mistress of the family could not possibly be a divorcee.'


Meg put on her first boot. The Claymonds, she wanted to shout. Who in the name of God are the Claymonds? I am Margaret Hilton. Don't you understand that, you gibbering aristocratic ape? I am Meg Hilton. My family created this empire of which you are a peer, of which you are so proud.


Instead she said, very quietly, 'I can understand why you wish to catch that boat.'


'Meg ...' He leaned forward, held her arm. 'Yesterday, last night, you did say you'd be my mistress.'


"That was yesterday,' she said. She shrugged her arm free, pulled on her second boot. 'Perhaps, incredible as it may seem, Lord Claymond, I discovered last night that I might possibly be able to love you. After all, I suppose. I have not grown up so very much.' She stood up. 'Well, I know you have a lot to do.' She put on her hat, turned to look at him. ‘I should say, thank you very much for a most enjoyable night. I hope you can say the same.'


'Meg ...' He made to get up, and then thought better of it. 'Meg, that money you need. I wrote the cheque. It's there on the table.'


She looked down at it. Which makes me quite firmly a whore, she thought, should I take it. And possibly even a lady again, were I to tear it up and throw the pieces in his face.


But I am neither a whore nor a lady, she reminded herself. I am Meg Hilton, and the only stupid thing I have done was even to think of giving up that name, that individuality. So what does it matter what he thinks of me? It matters nothing more than whatever anyone else thinks of me.


She picked up the cheque, folded it, placed it in her reticule. 'Thank you very much, my lord. I can only hope I was worth that much money.'


'Meg,' he said. 'Oh, my darling Meg. I shall always love you, Meg. I shall always dream of you. And perhaps, Meg, one day, perhaps . ..'


Meg closed the door behind her.


She walked Candy up the street; it was still early, and Reynolds and Son was closed. She turned the mare down a side street, into the residential area of the city, and saw Billy's horse tethered at the foot of his father's front steps. She had expected nothing less.


'Good morning, Mrs Hilton. Man, but you up early.' Raleigh was the Reynolds' gardener. As if he didn't already know where she'd been.


'It's the best time of the day, Raleigh.' She dismounted, gave him the reins. 'I shan't be long.'


No, she thought as she climbed the stairs. I won't be long. To be long would be to give way to the tears which were lurking immediately behind her consciousness. She had to be alone, and soon.


The front door opened as she approached it; Clark, the Reynolds' butler, had seen her coming. 'Man, good morning, mistress. But it is good to see you in town. You ride all the way in from Hilltop?'


His gaze flickered over her habit; his practised eye was able to establish that she was wearing nothing underneath.


'I spent the night in town, Clark. Is your master up yet ?'


'Oh, yes'm, mistress. And Mr Hilton does be here too. You knowing that?'


'I saw his horse. Would you tell them I'm here ?' She took off her hat. The lounge was gloomy, with the blinds drawn. But this was a gloomy house in any event, with its dark mahogany furniture and its silver-plated frames with their faded photographs.


'But, you ain't going up, mistress?'


'Thank you, no Clark. I will wait here.' The sight of Billy and his father in pyjamas and dressing gowns would be too much for her, she suspected.


She sat down, by the door. What this house needed was a woman. Although even that said nothing for Walter Reynolds; the bungalow at Hilltop had lacked a woman for a similar length of time, just about, and it had never been gloomy.


She realized Clark was still there. 'Well, go on.'


'Yes'm. You going have a cup of coffee?'


'After you have asked Mr Reynolds to come down. And Mr Hilton as well.'


'Yes'm.' He hurried for the staircase, and paused at the foot.


'Clark ?' It was Billy, and Meg's heart sank. He was wearing a dressing gown. 'Who is down there ?' 'Well sir, it is the mistress.'


'Meg?' Billy completed the staircase at a run. 'Where in the name of God have you been ?' 'At Bladings' Hotel.'


'But...' He remained standing at the foot of the stairs, staring at her. 'You told no one. I have been half out of my mind with worry.'


'Indeed? I had supposed you quite occupied.'


'But... Richard. You left little Richard without any supper.'


'And he cried himself to sleep, and kept you awake,' she said. 'Oh, I am a terrible mother. I am nearly as bad a mother as you are a husband. Good morning, Walter.'


Walter Reynolds was also wearing a dressing gown. 'Meg?' He peered at her. 'Where did you spend the night?'


'At the hotel,' Billy said, uneasily.


Meg got up. 'Oh, you may as well know the truth. Everyone else will, soon enough. I spent the night at the hotel with a man.'


They goggled at her.


'His name is Lord Thomas Claymond, and he once asked me to marry him. Rather foolishly I refused, so when he turned up I thought the least I could do would be to makeup for my mistake.'


'Good God,' Billy sat down.


'You ...' Walter Reynolds' face was purple. 'You have the effrontery to come here, straight from another man's bed, and ...'


'Just as Billy has had the effrontery to chase into town, straight from another woman's cane patch, claiming to be worried about me? I think the whole thing is rather amusing.'


'You can't prove that,' Billy snapped. 'There are no witnesses.'


'Oh, indeed not,' she agreed. 'Save for an entire weeding gang.' 'They'll.. 'Not testify?'


'No court will take the evidence of a gang of East Indian coolies,' Walter Reynolds declared. 'Whereas ...'


'Of course,' she said. 'I slept at the hotel in full view of all Kingston, so to speak. You are quite right, my dear Walter. You will not lack for witnesses. So, then, are you going to divorce me, Billy?'


Billy stared at her, his mouth opening and shutting.


'I will admit all,' she said. 'I will even admit, and I can prove it, that Richard could not be your child. I do promise you that John Phillips will testify on my behalf. And your court will listen to him, Walter.'


'You ... you'd be stoned in the street,' Walter Reynolds declared. 'Certainly you'd never be admitted to polite society again.'


'Polite society,' she remarked. 'What a banishment that would be. Do you really mean I would never be forced to listen to Ann Holroyd's banalities again? My God, I shall go mad with suffering. But there is worse, isn't there, Walter? I shall never be forced to look at you again, very probably. My God, is there no end to my misery? But there will be compensations. I will have Hilltop. You cannot take it away from me, dear Walter. You may make life difficult for a year or two, but it is mine, mine, mine, and no one can gainsay that. I will also have Richard, because if you divorce me for adultery, Billy, you cannot possibly claim my child by yet another man.'


Walter Reynolds sat down. 'Billy will have rights. He is your husband ...'


'Oh, come now,' she said. 'You are clutching at straws.


How can he have rights, when I have not yet even inherited ? You were very careful about that, Walter. What were you afraid of? That he'd fall under my spell ?'


Walter Reynolds felt in his pocket for a handkerchief, found he had none, and instead wiped his brow with his sleeve.


'You are an utter bitch,' Billy said.


'I am an utter Hilton, Billy. You want to remember that, should you ever risk marriage again, you should discover something about your future bride's family and background, the sort of character she must have inherited. But of course, you cannot marry again, until you have divorced me. So, are you going to ?'


She smiled at them, enjoying her triumph.


'I'm sure,' Walter Reynolds said, 'that we can sit down like reasonable human beings and discuss this. After all, although you have behaved in a quite shocking, a quite disgusting manner, Meg, the fact is I am very conscious that Billy has, well... also let the side down, shall we say. I am also very conscious of my responsibilities as your guardian. I could not possibly betray the trust put in me by my dear friend Tony, and quarrel with you, no matter how outrageously you have behaved.'


'My dear Walter,' she said. 'You are sweet. But Papa did not only place me in your trust, did he ? He placed Hilltop in your care as well.'


'Of course he did, and God knows I have done my best...'


To run the plantation into the ground. Well, I propose to change all that. Once this crop is ground, we shall tear out all the stalks and turn Hilltop into a banana plantation.'


'A banana plantation ?' Billy's voice was incredulous.


'Now, Meg,' Walter Reynolds said soothingly. 'I know it makes some sense, economically, once you have your bananas growing. But as I explained to you yesterday, it is going to cost an awful amount of money. Money which we just do not have.'


'I think you mentioned ten thousand pounds.'


'Quite. It will certainly come close to that.'


'Then we may have something to spare.' Meg took the cheque from her pocket, placed it on the table. 'Ten thousand pounds.'


They gaped at her for a moment, then Billy leapt forward. 'My God.' He scrutinized the figures. 'It is ten thousand pounds. Thomas, Lord Claymond?' He raised his head. 'You ... you whore.'


'If I am a whore, Billy, I must be the most successful one in all history. Why, I should go down in history. Ten thousand pounds, for one night. It is, by the way, only a loan. But a loan without repayment terms, so although I am determined that we shall repay it, we can do so from our profits once the bananas are ripe enough to be picked.'


'But...' Walter Reynolds stared from the cheque to the girl in front of him. 'We cannot possibly accept this. Even supposing my lord has not already stopped payment. It is ... well...'


'Oh, it is awfully dirty money. You may smell the semen on it,' Meg agreed. 'But is not all money fairly filthy? And I do promise you that Tommy will not stop payment. Ten thousand pounds, Walter, for the replanting of Hilltop.'


Walter Reynolds gazed at his son.


'Well, Father, as you said, it does make economical sense, and in view of the fact that, well...'


'That by now everyone in Kingston, and by tomorrow everyone in Jamaica, will know that I spent the night with Lord Claymond,' Meg said, 'you may as well use the profit.'


'My word,' said Walter Reynolds. 'What to do, eh? If only I knew what to do.'


'I am telling you what to do,' Meg said. 'And I am going to tell you what else to do, as well. I want to take over the running of Hilltop as of now. Oh, Billy can continue to be the Hilton. He can sit on the bench and he can attend the Assembly. But I want complete control of the plantation.'


'Now, my dear Meg, you know I cannot agree to that'


‘You will agree to that, Walter,' she said. 'I will be nineteen in a couple of months. Then I will be twenty-one in only two years. If you do not give me control of the plantation, now, I will remove all of Hilltop's business from Reynolds and Son on the day I inherit. I will also remove all of my shipping business from Alistair Mottram. I am very well aware that you have a financial interest in that firm.'


'But... the legality of it.'


'Oh, you will continue to sign the cheques, Walter, and to make the decisions, just as long as you remember that I will tell you when to sign and what decisions to make.'


'Well, really, I don't think I could allow ...'


'Oh, be quiet,' Meg said. 'You know you are going to allow it, and there is an end to the matter. I will now return to Hilltop and see to Richard's breakfast.' She picked up her hat and walked to the door, stopped there. The two men continued to stare at each other. 'There are just two more things I have to say. Firstly, should you have a sudden rush of propriety and tear up that cheque, I will replace it even if I have to sleep with every man in Jamaica, and be sure I will do so most publicly. And secondly, as of this moment Billy and I have separate bedrooms, and should he ever attempt even to open my door again, I will blow out his brains.'

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN


THE MISTRESS OF HILLTOP

 

PAUL SIMMONDS added up industriously, his pencil moving up and down the list, his finger every so often raising to flick sweat from his forehead. 'Eight thousand bunches, and from that grove alone.'


Margaret Hilton dried her neck with her handkerchief. The banana trees actually grew taller than the canestalks, and made her feel she was standing in the middle of a forest; But yet the early afternoon sun was intense, seeming to scorch through her pith helmet to burn her brain, making the muslin of her blouse cling to her shoulders, outlining the bones, and rest damply on her chest, leaving the dark circles of her aureoles clearly visibly. Yet Paul Simmonds hardly spared a glance, now. Perhaps he had seen them too often over the past eight years; perhaps he was too old.


But in either event, it did not matter. She was Margaret Hilton. There was no one in the whole world would argue with that fact now, and her banana crop was the most successful in all the West Indies.


'Excellent, Paul. Excellent,' she said. 'You'll bring Marion up to the house for a drink, this evening. I want to hear all about Pansy's new baby.' She turned Candy's head - no longer a skittish young lady, now, but a slow-moving and reliable matron - and walked the mare down the row of carts. Bully, her German wolfhound, got up and padded behind her. The labourers, men and women, raised their hats to her. Only the best worked for Hilltop. The Indians had long been discharged and sent home, save for those few who had opted to attempt to eke out a living in Kingston's bazaars. And the blacks knew that if they worked well they would be paid better wages than anywhere else on the island, while if they worked badly, they would find themselves sacked the next moment. 'Well done,' she said. 'Well done.'


She walked her horse round the slope surrounding the Great House, Bully trotting at Candy's heels They went past the factory, which still stood, its machinery rusted now, but providing a reminder of the greatness of the past, and at the same time a spur to the greatness of the future, a greatness she was determined to achieve She smiled as she remembered the earth tremor of a fortnight before. It had come rumbling out of the mountains, set the chandeliers to swinging and the labourers to shrieking their fear. And even she had supposed that her new grandstand would come tumbling down. But then she had remembered the chimney, had been able to point and say, 'While Hilltop chimney stands, no harm can come to Hilltop.' Perhaps Father had used those same words the day she had been born.


She continued over the pasture, and towards the Racecourse, listening to the growing sounds of hammers and saws, watching the new building take shape. To re-create the Racecourse she had had to tear the old Grandstand down; the wood was far too rotten to be used. But it had been worth it, and the new stand would eclipse the old in every way. While the grass had already been cut and the palings repaired, so that the course itself looked ready to receive its first charge of eager ponies. Well, it would not be long now.


'It coming along nicely, mistress,' said Fellows the foreman, touching his straw hat.


'Indeed it is, Fellows. I am very pleased with you. But we must still make haste; the meeting is advertised for August.'


'Oh, yes'm, Mistress Hilton. It going be ready long before that time.'


'See that it is.' A touch on the rein, and Candy obediently turned, and waited as the children approached, chasing in front of Prudence, who waddled ineffectively behind, waving the parasol. Bully gave a brief bark of pleasure, and Meg smiled at them. Now there was memory, of herself and Alan McAvoy chasing out to the Grandstand after school. But these were brother and sister. Richard was eight, Aline a year younger; Meg had named her after Edward Warner's wife, reaching back into the family history to find a woman worthy of comparison with the great Marguerite. Aline Warner had been captured by the Caribs, had suffered nameless indignities, and yet had survived, until she could be rescued by her warrior husband. Those had been the days, and then had been the men, and the women.


Now, of them all, there was only her left. And the two children. She dismounted, waited for them, hugged Richard first, then swept Aline from the ground. Tommy's child? It had to be. She was certain, in her own mind. 'Sweethearts,' she said. 'What did you learn today ?'


'Six times,' Richard said, seriously. 'It is very difficult'


'But tomorrow,' Aline said, importantly, 'Miss Simmonds says we are going to learn seven times, and that is even more difficult'


'Oh, it is,' Meg agreed. 'How do you think the stand is coming along?'


'First rate,' Richard said. Definitely Alan's son. Life was a very serious business to Richard Hilton. 'Absolutely first rate.'


'Can I climb up, Mama? Can I climb up?' Aline jumped up and down. Definitely her daughter. And Tommy's of course. Oh, what a sport you are, Meg. She wondered if Lord Claymond, now happily married and with children of his own, still remembered that. She wondered if he had ever told his wife about his visit to Jamaica. 'No, you cannot climb up,' she said. 'You will fall off and break a leg. But when it is finished, why, there will be a seat for you at the very top.'


'Oh, will there, Mama? Will there?' She continued to jump up and down with excitement 'If you're good.'


Prudence had by now caught them up, gasping. 'Man, Miss Meg, but these children too wearing, and that is a fact'


'You'll walk home beside Prudence, and take Bully with you,' Meg said. 'I'll see you at supper.' The sound of drumming hooves had her turning to the fence, to watch the colt come chasing by, nostrils flaring, tail flowing, jockey crouched low over the rein. She smiled. Her secret And living up to all his early promise.


She remounted, waved at the children, turned her horse once again towards the banana groves.


Her heart began to pound. Was that obvious to the homeward bound gang of labourers ? Or did they just put it down to heat flush? But surely they knew. Everyone knew, where she went, what she did, at sunset Everyone in Kingston surely knew. Even Billy, surely knew. And not one of them dared say anything about it She was Margaret Hilton.


Did Alan McAvoy know? What a strange thought And an irrelevant one. Alan McAvoy had no more existence for Margaret Hilton. He had left the shipping line and quite disappeared from her ken. And if Helen, hunched in her cottage somewhere in England, ever told him some of the rumours which had swept Jamaica, which had, Meg was quite sure, led to Harry McAvoy's early retirement, what did he do, what could he do, save think, she might have been mine, had I had the sense to keep my mouth shut, to see life her way.


She asked no more. Her way. They said she was an arrogant, domineering bitch. Well, then, she would continue to be an arrogant, domineering bitch. But more than that, she would be a successful bitch. She would be Margaret Hilton. There was not a woman in Jamaica would not change places with her, if they could. If they could dare.


She rode beneath the trees, and was shaded from the dying sun. She did not hurry. She never hurried. Life waited on her. Besides, it heightened anticipation, lengthened pleasure. When she rode out here, she always pretended she would do more, would cross the river and ride into the mountains, and seek him out. She never would, of course. To do that would be to submit herself to his laws, and she had no intention of ever submitting herself to anyone's laws again, not even Cleave's.


So then, she pretended he would one day come back to the river, to look for her. He had never done so. Perhaps he also was not prepared to submit to another's laws. And after eleven years she was not even sure she wanted to see him again. She remembered a boy, and he would now be a man. But the knowledge that he was there, in the mountains, was as evocative as the sound of the drums, filling whatever emotional needs she lacked. But Margaret Hilton had very little time to spare for emotional needs.


Candy climbed the slope, walked down the far side, stopped. She had been here too often to require instruction.


Meg dismounted, and the mare went down to the water's edge to drink. Meg lay on her belly beside her, lapped the water into her mouth, felt her hair trailing in the slow-moving current. This act of obeisance to the river god was necessary. It restored her youth, made her once again the sixteen-year-old girl who had lain here, a mass of conflicting emotions, that evening eleven years ago. That girl for whom all life was about to begin.


Her thirst abated, she rose to her knees, unbuttoned her blouse, slowly and thoughtfully. The blouse lay on the ground, and she cupped her own breasts, still large, still full, after feeding two children, just beginning to sag. Still eager to respond.


She stood up, released the waistband of her riding skirt, allowed it to settle to the ground. She walked up and down, wearing only her stockings and her boots, throwing her long legs in front of each other, enjoying the cooling breeze which drifted down from the mountains, caressed her overheated flesh, raised nipples and goose pimples, ruffled her hair.


She sat down, nestling her bottom into the earth, enjoying the sensation of becoming coated with dust in that most intimate part of her body, slowly pulled off her boots, rolled down her stockings. She lay down for a moment, and then rolled over, to complete the utterly wicked feeling of being naked in the dirt. Then she rose to her knees and then her feet, and waded into the water slowly, feeling it rise from ankle to knee, from knee to thigh, from thigh to groin, from groin to navel, from navel to breast. The embrace was physical, because out here the river flowed hard, and she had to brace herself to stop herself being knocked over and swept downstream.


There was a rustle in the bushes, and she turned her head, heart starting to pound. But it was only Candy.


'But is true,' Prudence said. 'They saying that Mistress Holroyd too too sick.' She drew the brush through Meg's hair, slowly and lovingly. She adored Meg's hair, would play with it and dress it by the hour.


Well, Meg thought, gazing at herself in the mirror, she enjoyed having it brushed and dressed by the hour. Besides, Prudence was the source of all Kingston's gossip.


'Sick with what?'


'Well, nobody knowing for sure, Miss Meg. Not even the doctor knowing for sure. They saying she got plenty pain in she belly, and she just wasting away.'


'My God,' Meg remarked. 'It sounds like cholera.'


'Oh, no, no, Miss Meg. Nothing like that. The doctor must be making sure about that, or he would be locking her up. Anyway, she maid telling me that she ain't passing-passing like they does do when they got cholera. But is a fact she is sick.'


'Happens to us all,' Meg said thoughtfully, and continued staring at that oval face, those finely etched features, those high eyebrows, those large, pale blue eyes, and that so firm mouth. What did she look like when in the grip of a passion ? It was a great longing of hers, to see that face collapsing into ecstasy, to see the strength draining away in continuous paroxysms of delight. Not a wish likely to be gratified, she thought. The first change ‘ see in this face will be when I too am seized by some illness, or just by old age. My God, there was a gloomy thought.


'So what happening is,' Prudence continued, 'they thinking she going die. You know what I am saying? I am saying she just done talk sheself to death. That is what she must be done. You can' spend your entire life talking-talking and not expect to get wear out.'


'It's a thought,' Meg agreed, and wondered why Prudence had never talked herself to death.


Prudence sighed, and began coiling the plaits on top of Meg's head. She did this every evening, after the mistress had returned from her mysterious ride and had had her hot bath. Because the mistress liked to dress for dinner every night, whether or not the master was home. He only came home for weekends, anyway, since Meg had decided it would be best for him to return to his father's law practice and leave the plantation entirely alone.


'Ayayay,' she said, suddenly remembering. 'But you knowing who I did see in town yesterday?'


'Now, how am I to know that, Prudence, unless you tell me?'


'Well, is a fact I did be so surprise I did forget all about it,' Prudence confessed. 'But is that Mr McAvoy?'


Meg stared at her in the mirror. 'Harry McAvoy?'


'Oh, no, no, Miss Meg. That little boy you did play with. But he ain' no little boy now. Oh, no, no, no.'


'Alan ?' Meg turned, and Prudence gave an exclamation of alarm as a plait fell down.


'How I going do this, mistress, if you ain't holding still?'


'Alan McAvoy? In Kingston?'


'Is that what I am saying.' Prudence slowly turned Meg round again to face the mirror, resumed her labour.


'I thought he had left the shipping line that trades with Kingston,' Meg said. Now, why was her heart pounding like that? Alan McAvoy? There would be a disaster. But perhaps Meg Hilton did need some emotional involvement after all. Besides Alan . . . there would be passion there, and perhaps ecstasy. She had been too long without ecstasy, save it was self-induced.


'Well, is a fact, he is on he own ship.'


'His own ship ?' Meg started to turn again, and was gently but firmly restrained.


'Oh, it ain' much of a ship, Miss Meg. Just a schooner, trading round the islands, like. Smuggling, more like. That is what them boys saying. But he is the master, and the owner, they saying. He going get catch one time and locked up. Oh, yes. There, now how that looking?'


Meg glanced at herself, got up. 'It looks divine.' Alan McAvoy. 'Where is he staying?'


'Well, he ain' staying nowhere, Miss Meg. I did see he on the dock getting in he dinghy. He sail out the same time.'


'Oh, Prudence.' But there was no point in becoming angry with Prudence. 'Do you think he will come back ?'


'Oh, yes, Miss Meg. He is coming to Kingston regularly. I ain' knowing why. He don't do more than take on water.'


Regularly. Alan McAvoy. A smuggler? That didn't sound like the serious boy in her cabin on board the Wanderer. But perhaps he would be more worth meeting again, if his point of view had changed. 'Well,' she said. 'It would be amusing to meet him again, after all these years. To show him how Hilltop has changed, perhaps. You must tell me whenever next his ship is in Kingston, Prudence. Remember, now, and be sure you do.'


'Oh, I going do that, Miss Meg. You knowing the master is downstairs?'


Meg glanced at her. A warning? 'Then I should join him.' She added a last drop of perfume behind hei ears. She drenched herself in perfume every evening, a habit she had learned from Oriole, she told herself. She picked up her fan, went outside, descended the stairs, slowly. From above her the evening air drifted through the opened skylights, cooling the house. Lawrence had already lit the candles in the chandeliers, and the hallway glowed; the eyes in the pictures lining the wall seemed to wink at her. Glad to have you in our company, my dear, they seemed to say: Cartarette Hilton. Suzanne Hilton. Georgiana Hilton (who had been torn to pieces by a mob of rebelling slaves). Soon Margaret Hilton would hang amongst them; Jeremy Spender the artist came out every Tuesday morning, and her portrait was almost ready.


She reached the foot, looked first of all to her right, from where the steady clatter of cutlery could be heard. Richard and Aline were eating their supper, superintended by one of the housemaids as Prudence had been dressing the mistress. Meg paused to smile at them, two little dots at the edge of the vast expanse that was the dining table. She would have to do something about school, at least for Richard, some time soon. There was a limit beyond which Marion Simmonds' basic teaching could not go. His name was down for Eton, because all the Hilton men had been to Eton, but she hated the thought of sending him away. Besides, once he was in England he would be within the orbit of Oriole Pater-son. Oriole still sent a card every Christmas, reminding them of her presence, lurking in the wings. Waiting for an opportunity? Oh, yes, she would be waiting for an opportunity to get her hands on a Hilton.


If not this Hilton, Meg thought, entering the withdrawing room, listening to the click of the billiards balls. Billy was fond of billiards. He would play by himself for hours. Tommy Claymond had claimed to do that as well.


Lawrence waited with the tray of iced rum punch. She took two glasses, walked up the room, her heels clicking on the floor. Even for an evening at home she wore a dress of electric blue satin, the bodice cut in a deep decolletage, the sleeves edged with lace, but no jewellery. Her flesh was bare, smoothly tanned. Jewellery could only detract from that splendour. But jewellery also suggested a woman who wished to be inspected, admired, not a woman to be taken to bed. So, did she leave her box locked deliberately to titilate her husband ? To make him understand what he was missing?


'Good evening, Billy.' She held out the glass.


He pocketed a red, stood straight, drank. 'You look delightful tonight, my darling.'


'Why, thank you.' She sat down. 'You look tired. Been a busy week?'


'Not really. A couple of conveyances. And a divorce.' He glanced at her, and flushed, set the balls up again. And was he waiting too, she wondered? For what? He would never divorce her, no matter what she did. She even, from time to time, allowed him into her bed, for amusement, and certainly for his gratification. And for their mutual security, to bolster the magnet of her money and the position he enjoyed as Master of Hilltop with the magnet of her body, which he still adored. Because, strangely, she no longer wished to be divorced, to be rid of him. He could not be described as a lover, he was hardly a husband, and he was most certainly not a friend. But he provided an element of stability, an anchor, she sometimes thought, as well as a constant spur, to drive her onwards, to be more beautiful, more wealthy, more arrogant, more outrageous, every day. Without Billy, she sometimes thought, she would sink back into quiet domesticity. Without Billy, she might cease to be a Hilton.


So then, what was he waiting for ? Because he was waiting. There was no question about that. For her to grow old and decrepit? He would surely get there first. The same applied to the possibility of her dying, and in any event, that would benefit him nothing, as everything would go to Richard.


'I hear Ann Holroyd is very ill,' she remarked.


'Cancer, so John Phillips says.'


'Ah.' Cancer, she thought. There was the one thing could perhaps bring her down prematurely. Because he way waiting.


He replaced the cue in its holder, sat beside her. 'You do look delightful tonight, my darling.' She smiled at him, sipped her punch. 'That's because it's Friday, and you have not seen me since Monday. I think that is an ideal arrangement for every marriage, don't you ? That a husband should only see his wife at weekends. That keeps him always anxious.'


'And allows his wife ample time to herself during the week,' Billy said.


'Oh, indeed,' she said. 'A woman needs some time to herself.' She wondered if she was afraid of him. If, for all her victory, her flamboyant display of her victory, time and again, she was afraid of him. A relic, perhaps, of that infamous honeymoon.


The remarkable thing was that, when she felt afraid of him, she almost wanted him.


'But when the husband does come home,' he said, 'then he needs all of her time to himself.'


She smiled at him. 'Why, Billy,' she said. 'A wife is always happy to oblige her husband. But shall we wait until after dinner?'


'Then let's have it.' He snapped his fingers. 'Lawrence, as soon as the children are finished we shall eat. And fetch up a bottle of champagne from the cellar. After all, my dear,' he said, 'your Grandstand is all but finished. We should celebrate.'


He smiled at her, but his eyes were cold. Definitely, he was waiting.


With an embracing swoosh of sound, a drumming of hooves lost in a flurry of flying dust and a slither of straining leather, the whole absorbed in a booming roar from the stand and from the paddock, the ponies swept round the last bend and streaked past the winning post.


'Ultimatum,' bayed the crowd. 'Ultimatum.'


'Gad,' cried Roger Piatt. 'Where have you kept him, Billy, where have you kept him, sir? I demand to know.'


'By a length,' shouted Paul Simmonds. 'Did you see it, Bishop? By a length.'


The Bishop settled back in his seat contentedly. He had had inside information, and had backed the Hilltop horse.


'Well,' declared Mrs Mottram. 'Keeping it a secret. They could at least have told Alistair.'


'Absurd,' said Mrs Holroyd. 'Absurd.'


'He was told absolutely certainly that the Rose Hall horse was to win,' Mrs Mottram complained.


'Absurd,' said Mrs Holroyd, fanning herself.


Mrs Mottram glared at her. Was she really dying of cancer? If so she was taking an awfully long time about it. Today she did not even look ill, if one excused her colour, which had lost every trace of pink and was now a gentle golden brown, even in her cheeks.


'He must have lost a fortune,' Mrs Mottram said, and got up. 'I really must go and see how much it was.'


'Absurd,' said Mrs Holroyd. 'Absurd. Absurd that I should be dying, on a sunny afternoon like this, don't you think, Marjorie ? Absurd. But that's what John Phillips says. Absurd.'


Marjorie Mottram sat down again.


Billy gazed at his wife, who was smiling at him. 'Where did you keep him, all this while?'


'Tucked away. You should take more interest in the plantation.'


'I would, were I permitted.'


Meg's smile widened, and she rose. She wore pale green, which fluttered in the breeze, with a matching hat, its huge brim dipping over her face to shade her from the glare but also assisting to denote her, like a beacon, on the upper tier of the stand. Today was her triumph. Today she had recreated all the splendour that Robert Hilton had known and loved, the splendour that should always surround the name of Hilton. Today Hilltop lived again, properly, for the first time in a hundred years. And as had happened in Robert's day, her colt, secretly trained, had been the victor.


But there was more to it than that. For all the scandal that surrounded her name, the constant whisper which seemed to follow her like a shadow, they had come to look, to criticize, if they dared. And they were enjoying themselves. They had had the best afternoon of their lives, with food and drink, (she had served nothing but champagne), and entertainment on a scale not one of them could remember. More important yet, they had been able to look down on the paddock, filled with her labourers, men and women, and know that they too were enjoying themselves, that they, in fact, had known they were going to enjoy themselves, long before the horse racing had started. Hilltop was a happy place. The Hiltons had made it so and kept it so. Why, even their scandals had been caused by their determined pursuit of happiness.


She thought she could ask for no greater epitaph.


'Shall we go down? I think Absolom deserves a tip. Certainly some congratulations.'


'Of course.' He held the chair for her, hurried at her side. William Hilton, the Hilton, escorting his beautiful, wealthy, talented, and successful wife. She had spent the entire night in his bed, just to be sure that he was as happy as anyone, this day. And he radiated his power, his possession, his happiness.


While she merely radiated the Hilton. She walked through the boxes, smiling at them, pausing as she saw Ann Holroyd.


'Why, Ann, how very good of you to attend. You are well?'


'I am dying,' Ann Holroyd said. 'Did you not know?'


Meg kept her smile fixed. 'We are all dying, my dear, one way or the other. Do come up to the house and have a cup of tea.'


She reached the top of the stairs, filling her lungs with air, losing it again as she was assaulted by the children.


'We won, Mama,' Richard cried. 'Ultimatum won.'


'We won, Mama,' cried Aline, a determined carbon of her brother.


'Did I not tell you we would?' Meg descended the stairs, smiling at her guests, reached the foot, was surrounded by the labourers and their wives, clamouring for her attention. 'We win, mistress.'


'Ayayay, but that is a horse, mistress.' 'Man, mistress, we must be got the best horse in all Jamaica.'


She smiled at them and shook their hands, and a passage was made for her to reach the enclosure, where Ultimatum, still quivering after his run, was being unsaddled.


'Congratulations, Absolom. A superb ride. Your grandfather would have been proud of you.'


The jockey grinned and squeezed her hand. 'Man, Miss Meg, even a big fellow like he would have had an easy ride on this one. He is too good.'


'Give him a rub down.' She turned back into the crowd; the white people had not entered the paddock, but waited by the stairs to follow her up to the Great House, the ceremonial parade Oriole had so often described to her, which always accompanied a Hilltop Race Meeting. 'Why, Prudence,' she said. 'I hope you backed Ultimatum?'


'Man, mistress, I got for back your horse,' Prudence said. 'This Henry.'


'Good afternoon, Henry.' Meg shook hands with the black man, considerably younger than her old nurse, she suspected, and very well dressed. 'You're not a Hilltop man?'


'No, no, Mrs Hilton. I am from Kingston.' 'Henry is me own cousin,' Prudence explained. 'He does be a clerk.'


'Prudence's cousin? You must come out to see us more often, Henry.'


'I will do that, Mrs Hilton, if you are wishing it.'


Prudence lowered her voice to a hoarse whisper. 'Henry is the one what I got watching for that Mr McAvoy. And you know what he saying? Mr McAvoy's schooner in the harbour this minute.'


Meg's head jerked.


That is quite true, Mrs Hilton,' Henry said. 'He dropped anchor last night.'


Her nostrils flared as she inhaled. 'And how long does he normally stay?'


'Well, about two days. He will likely sail Monday afternoon.'


Meg licked her lips. 'I thank you, Henry. Prudence, you must bring Henry up to the House and give him a glass of wine. You'll excuse me.'


Because she had not yet made up her mind? Because she could not make up her mind? This was Saturday. Billy was home, and she was entertaining. And on Monday, when she would again be free for five days, Alan would be gone again.


And yet, was her mind not already made up? Had it not been made up the day Prudence had first told her of his visits to Kingston? What madness. What utter abysmal madness. But how she wanted, how she craved, the body of a man. Any man, perhaps, so long as his name was not Billy Hilton. But Alan McAvoy more than any.


To hold Alan in her arms again, just once, would be to ensure it had all been worthwhile.


She joined her guests, linked arms with her husband, led the procession, smiling and talking. Margaret Hilton, after a successful race meeting. Old Robert must have walked like this, at the head of his guests, in the great days. And Cartarette had certainly walked like this, her disfigured hero at her side. Knowing they were Hiltons. Knowing the world, or this corner of it, to be sure, was all theirs.


'Champagne, Lawrence,' she said as they climbed the stairs to the verandah. 'Lots and lots of champagne. We are going to celebrate.' She gave Billy's arm a squeeze. 'Aren't we, my dear?'


There's a happy thought.' He was already lifting his first glass. 'Aren't you going to celebrate?'


She released him. 'In a moment. I must just make sure everything is all right in the kitchen. Do please have a drink, ladies, gentlemen. Enjoy yourselves. I shall be back in a moment.' She hurried along the verandah, heart pounding, legs suddenly feeling weak. She had not made the decision; it had been made for her, deep in her mind. It was merely a matter of having Prudence make the necessary arrangements.


By midnight the last of her guests had left, and by midnight Billy was snoring contentedly in his armchair in the far corner of the drawing room. And by midnight, too, Prudence had a horse waiting by the back steps, not Candy tonight, because a lot of hard riding was involved, but a stallion, bred from the same dam as Ultimatum himself. Henry also waited, also mounted.


And by then Meg, who had not actually drunk any champagne all evening - Lawrence had merely pretended to refill her glass - had changed into her riding habit, with her hair tucked up into a broad-brimmed felt secured under her chin with a strap; she would not easily be identified. And she had discarded her rings; she did not even want to identify herself.


'Man, Miss Meg,' Prudence said. 'You knowing what you doing?'


'You know what to tell the master,' she said. Her bedroom door was locked. Well, having got himself drunk he would expect that. And if he rose early, which was again unlikely, he would be informed that she had already left on a tour of the plantation, and would not be back before luncheon. And did it matter, any of it ? She was Meg Hilton, and Billy would not find it easy to forget that.


They walked their horses down the slope and past the sleeping villages. They eased into a trot when they reached the road out of the plantation, and kept that steady, unwearying pace throughout the night. Soon enough they overtook one of the carriages, still rumbling slowly towards town. But there was no moon, and it was Henry who called the greeting to the driver; the people within were probably asleep, and if they were awake they would hardly recognize her, she thought. And then, even if they did, they would suppose themselves dreaming. Meg Hilton, careering about the country in the dead of night, attended only by a black man ? Impossible. Of course, they would reflect, there were all those rumours, but still, it was impossible.


Yet it would be sure to come out eventually. Kingston was too small. Jamaica was too small. So this was utter madness. But what magnificent madness. What Hilton madness!


A dog barked as they rode into Kingston and a moment later the first cock flapped its wings and uttered a tentative crow. But it was only three in the morning. They walked their tired horses down King Street, halted them at the docks. The harbour was dark, save for the riding lights nodding on the ships at anchor. Meg dismounted, rubbed her bottom, clapped her hands together, it was chill, close to the water.


'There is a boat here.' Henry had tethered the horses, and was now dragging a dinghy out from beneath the dock. He got in himself, held the craft steady while Meg sat on the edge of the wood and eased herself forward. She sat on the transom, and he unshipped the oars, and pulled slowly across the water.


'You know I am forever in your debt, Henry,' she said. 'I'd not have you forget that.'


'How shall I forget that, Mrs Hilton? I am just happy to help you. Prudence does talk ...' He corrected himself. 'Prudence talks about you all the time.'


'And you won't forget me?’


'I will have the horses ready at dawn, Mrs Hilton.'


Thank you, Henry.' How her heart pounded. The dinghy was now beneath the shadow of the schooner, riding quietly to her anchor. A man was leaning on the aft gun-whale, watching them, not speaking until he was sure they were coming alongside.


'What you want?'


Of course, Meg realized, for trading, or smuggling within the Caribbean, Alan would certainly have a Negro crew.


'I wish to see your captain.'


The dinghy was against the hull now, and Henry had shipped his oars. The schooner had a low freeboard, and the gunwhale was only a few feet above their heads.


"The captain sleeping. You ain't knowing that?'


'He will be pleased to see me,' Meg said. 'Help me up.'


The sailor peered at her. 'Mistress?' he asked, recognizing her as a white woman. 'You knowing the captain?'


'Yes,' she said, holding on to the rubbing strake to pull herself to her feet. 'Are you going to help me up or not?'


The sailor hesitated, then extended his arms downwards.


'Give me a push, Henry.'


Henry also hesitated, then seized her thighs and pushed her upwards. She went with a rush, and the sailor turned her to allow her to sit on the gunwhale. She swung her legs over - she was not encumbered with petticoats - and her boots hit the deck with a soft thud.


'You all right, Mrs Hilton?' Henry said.


'I am all right, Henry,' she said, and gazed at the sailor, who was scratching his head.


'Mistress Hilton? Well, goddam.'


'Oh, I am sorry,' Henry said, 'I didn't think.'


'I'm sure it's not important,' Meg said, although her brain was tumbling. 'Just be sure you are waiting for me at dawn. She smiled at the sailor. 'Shall I take off my boots?'


'Well, mistress ...' He was scratching his head again.


'I think it is probably best,' she said, looked around her, and found a vacant space on the iron horse surrounding the mainmast, a receptacle for belaying pins and coiled halyards. She sat down cautiously, unlaced her boots. The sailor stared at her, blinking in the darkness.


'You want me call the captain?'


'No. Just tell me where he is.'


'Well, he does be in the aft cabin. But mistress, if I ain' call he, he will be sleeping.' 'You had best give me a lantern,' she decided.


He hesitated, then went aft. Meg drew off her first boot, and then the stocking as well, wriggled her toes. She looked around her, at the masts - the schooner had two - the loosely furled sails, the sweep of sheer deck, from the helm to the bow. Alan's ship. She inhaled the tang of the tar in the seams, the scent of the warps and sheets. A trading schooner, used for smuggling. The summit of Alan's ambitions, to be his own master, no matter how low in the success scale that had to be.


The man who might have been Master of Hilltop.


The sailor was returning slowly, carrying a lantern. 'Man, mistress, you sure the captain ain' going bust me ass for this?'


'I promise you, he won't.' She rolled down her second stocking, thrust it into the boot, stood up. There was a heavy dew, and the deck was damp underneath her feet. 'Down there?'


The curved hatchway was closed.


'Yes'm. But...'


'And who else sleeps down there ?'


'Well, nobody else, mistress. Is the captain own cabin, down there. We got for sleep forward.'


She nodded. 'Hold the lantern for me.


She tiptoed aft, gently eased the hatchcover back, peered into the gloom. Down there smelt even more strongly of tar, with added smells besides, the smell of rum, the smell of food, and the smell of man. So then, she thought. You could turn back now. This fellow would be glad to set you ashore, and Henry would not yet have finished stabling the horses. You would have had your adventure, seen how he now lives, and been sufficiently disappointed.


And you would regret your cowardice all of your life. Perhaps, in fact, she thought, this journey had been undertaken just to compensate for the cowardice she had shown over the years in never returning to the mountains. Besides, she thought, after Henry's careless slip the damage was done. If she would have to live with this midnight escapade, she might as well enjoy it.


She fumbled for the ladder with her toes, found it, and went down, the lantern held level with her face. She found herself in a tiny saloon; the bunks to port and starboard contained mattresses, but nothing else. The table in the centre supported a half-empty bottle, and a single glass. Poor Alan. Reduced to drinking himself to bed.


The schooner was narrow gutted, and the saloon filled the entire width, while the low deck beams - she had to duck her head - made it seem even narrower than it really was. Forward a door swung open, and she heard a faint snore. She had to sit down to get round the table, then stood in the cabin doorway, the lantern thrust forward. Here again there were two bunks, and nothing else, save a hanging cupboard in which there was a solitary white duck suit, and a matching cap. His shore-going outfit. An unemptied bucket of urine stood beneath it. She wrinkled her nose, lifted it, placed it in the saloon, then closed the cabin door behind her, and suspended the lantern from a hook set in the deck beam.


Alan lay on his back on the starboard bunk, naked; his discarded clothes were on the port bunk, and he had not troubled to remove his shoes. His hair was lank and needed cutting, and he had not shaved in at least three days, she thought. Yet the face, surprisingly, was neither sad nor emaciated, and the body was even more powerfully muscled, more intensely masculine than she remembered, the big chest giving way to narrow thighs before stretching out into long, muscular legs, and between the rod she loved so much, which filled so great a proportion of her dreams, half erected even while he slept. Perhaps, she thought, he dreams of me.


The passion was by now surging in her belly, but with it, even as it reached up to explode in her brain, was an understanding she had not previously known. She loved this man. She had always loved him. The sight of him, drunk and unshaven, made her love him the more. She realized that this was what she truly wanted, man the primeval, man such as Cleave, but yet, being a woman, being a Hilton, she wanted the savage overlaid with some veneer of civilization.


She unfastened her gown, let it lie on the deck. She took off her hat, threw it on the bunk. Then she slowly removed his shoes, placed them softly on the cabin sole. He stirred and half smiled. Definitely he was dreaming. And for this moment he was all hers.


She felt like a child with a new toy, and in no hurry to wake him. She touched his rod, stroked it, caressed it, felt it rise beneath her fingers as the man sighed, and lowered her head to kiss it, felt his fingers on her hair, fumbling, for a moment uncertain as to what was happening, uncertain which was dream and which was reality.



She raised her head and gazed at him, at the incredulity in his eyes, then she was crawling onto the bunk, on top of him, laying her belly on his, closing her thighs on his now flaming member, allowing her hair to fall beside his face, kissing him on the mouth.


'Meg?' he whispered. 'Meg Hilton?'


'No questions,' she whispered back. 'No questions. And no haste, my darling. Please, no haste.' She slipped off him, lay beside him, one leg still across his thighs. 'Use your hands, first. Please, my darling.'


But she realized her anxiety was needless, because his anxiety had gone. Nine years before he had still been a boy, for all his appearance as a man. He had been afraid, at once of what he was doing, of discovery by his captain, of hurting her, of having her change her mind, perhaps. As she had been afraid she might. And mutually fearing, they had done no more than distract each other. This night there was no fear. His hands came to her, slowly, stroking down her shoulder blades to the small of her back, slipping round her buttocks to hold them and squeeze them, but still gently, seeking to give rather than to take sensation. Then they were between her legs. And tonight, because of her frame of mind, of her midnight ride, of her surroundings, which belonged to him, for the first time ever, and because more than


anything of the surging passion in her belly, she exploded in a tumultuous orgasm within the seconds of his first touch, and then immediately rose to another climax.


Now she could allow him inside. She lay on her back, felt that gentle caress she still remembered as if it had been yesterday, then the thrust, but slowly, this first time, making sure she was wet and ready to receive, then quickening, rising to a tempo of savage bursts which seemed to impale his rod upon her womb, while at the same time filling her entire belly from the navel down with shrieking passion.


This was what she had waited for all her life. This was all she wanted from any man. But this was what she wanted from this man, most of all.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE 

 

THE GUERILLA

 

THE stillness of the night ended with the dawn breeze, drifting down from the Blue Mountains, caressing Kingston before spreading across the harbour in a series of ripples, gentle, but sufficient to make the ships tremble and do little curtsies to their anchors.


Meg raised her head, glimpsed the first lightening of the black at the ports; the lantern had long burned down and the cabin was gloomy.


'Meg,' Alan whispered. 'Meg.' He had tried to speak several times in the past couple of hours, and been silenced by her kisses. But now she sat up.


'I must go. Will one of your men row me ashore?'


'I will row you ashore myself, Meg. If you must go.'


'I must.'


'But to have you here ... I still feel I am dreaming.'


She slipped from the bunk to the cabin sole, ran her fingers through her tousled hair. 'No dream, my love.'


'Yet something totally incomprehensible.'


'Not in the slightest.' She found her gown, put it on. ‘I heard you were in the habit of coming into Kingston for water, and asked to be informed whenever next you were anchored here. I wished to see you again.' She leaned over the bunk, kissed him on the nose. 'I wished to make love to you again. To have you make love to me.'


'But ...' He raised himself on his elbow, held her arm. 'After seven years ?'


'Nine years,' she said.


'And we parted with a quarrel.'


'Over an ethical matter which I am glad to discover you have got out of your system. They tell me you are become a smuggler.'


'A smuggler,' he said. 'And you are married, with children.'


'Richard is your son, Alan.' He sat up. 'Mine ? But we ...'


'Shared but one embrace? You have a potent weapon there. No doubt I am again pregnant. Aline is another's, but not my husband's.'


'Billy Reynolds,' he said bitterly.


'How else would you have me own my plantation at eighteen?'


His eyes gloomed at her in the darkness. 'You married ... that, just to own your plantation ?'


'I am Meg Hilton, and that is Hilton land.'


'And however much of a convenience it may have been nine years ago, yet you still sleep with him.'


'From time to time,' she said coolly. 'When I choose. I sleep with whoever I choose, whenever I choose, although I may say that I do not choose, very often. And I take back what I just said. You have not improved your sophistication. And I would not quarrel. Will you take me ashore ?'


She turned for the doorway, and he was out of the bunk to slip his arms round her waist and pull her back against him. 'Nor would I quarrel with you, my dearest Meg. I love you. I have always loved you. You must know that.'


She turned in his arms. 'Of course I know that. Just as I have always loved you. And will always love you, I suspect. Which is why I am here.'


'Well, then ...'


She laid a finger on his lips. 'I am Meg Hilton. Are you ready to become Alan Hilton?' He gazed at her. 'Meg ...'


‘I said I would not quarrel with you. You have but to answer yes or no.'


'You would have me go against all my principles.'


'I would have to say yes or no. Although I cannot really understand principles which allow you to engage in smuggling, and yet refuse you the permission to manage a banana plantation.' She sighed. 'But as I imagine your answer will be no, then I must come to you, whenever I can, as your mistress, and we shall have to be satisfied with that.'


'Do you know,' he said, 'if I have not changed at all, neither have you. You are still the most arrogant, selfish woman I have ever known.'


'I am Margaret Hilton,' she pointed out. 'I have a right to be arrogant. As for being selfish, I long ago came to understand that what is best for me is generally best for those around me.'


'Even committing adultery ?'


'Why not? I have asked Billy for a divorce, on more than one occasion. He prefers not to. He enjoys being William Hilton far too much. Therefore I no longer consider myself bound to him.'


'Oh, Meg, Meg ...' He hugged her against him. 'Marry me, Meg. I'll make Billy give you a divorce. I promise.'


'I'll not marry a smuggler whose entire fortune is a rotting old schooner, Alan.'


'But you love me, Meg. You say you do, and I know you do. Only a woman in love would come to me like this. Only a woman in love would have shared what you have shared these past few hours.'


'If I shared them, Alan, if I came to you, in defiance of husband and convention, it is because I came to you as Meg Hilton. Cannot you understand that?'


He released her, sat on the bunk with a sigh. 'Yes. Yes, I suppose I can.'


'And I will come to you again, Alan. Believe me. Just tell me when you will next be in Kingston.'


'Well, a matter of four days, really. I do not go very far.'


'Four days?' she cried. 'Where do you go to?'


That had better be left to me.'


'Don't you trust me?'


'I trust your good intentions, Meg, as regards me. I cannot trust the certainty that your good intentions will always coincide with my ambitions.' He smiled. 'It would be quite in keeping with your character to have me locked up here in Kingston merely to keep me available.'


'And why not ?' she demanded. But she was also smiling as a magnificent idea began to take root in her mind. 'All right. I'll ask no questions. But I'll come with you.'


'Eh?'


'You sail on Monday afternoon. It would delay you no longer than an hour to put into that beach further up the bay. It is deserted in the evening, and no one will see. I will be waiting there, and you can pick me up, and we will have four days together, and you will return me here on Thursday, or Friday, it matters nothing.'


'You must be mad.'


She kissed him on the nose. 'Not mad. In love. We quarrelled, and so lost each other for nine years. That is too long. So perhaps we can live together as man and wife. That is no reason why we cannot spend as much time together as we may. If your voyage is to take only four days, why then, it is a perfect opportunity.'


'And your husband?'


'Billy has a house in Kingston, and never visits Hilltop except at weekends. He will leave on Monday morning, which will give me ample time to reach the beach, and he will not return until Friday afternoon, by when I shall be home again.'


'And you don't think he'll find out? Suppose he did go out to Hilltop during the week? Suppose we were delayed by bad weather?'


"There is no sign of bad weather, my darling, and Billy is above all else a creature of habit.' She frowned at him. 'Don't you want me to come with you ?'


'Oh, Meg ...' He seized her arms to hold her close again. 'It would be magnificent. But... what of your children?'


'Prudence will look after them.' 'And she will not tell anyone?' 'She will not.'


"Then what of the overseers ? They say you manage Hilltop. Don't you suppose you will be missed ?'


'I will tell them to mind their own business. Alan, Alan. It does not matter what they think. They are used to thinking the very worst of me. Believe me. And I do not care. Alan. Please. Let me come with you.'


He was frowning again; the cabin was by now quite light. 'I dare not, Meg. This ... this smuggling, as you call it, is a dangerous game.'


She smiled. 'My presence will probably be your best security, if you are caught. What, Commander Pritchard arrest Meg Hilton?'


'I was not thinking of the Navy. Meg ...' He sighed, and began to dress himself. 'You can keep a secret?'


'Of course.'


'This is my life at stake.' 'Then be sure of it.'


'Aye.' He opened the cabin door, stopped, released bolts holding the table to the floor. To her surprise she discovered the entire structure folded, and could be lifted, at least by a man like Alan, onto the bunk. And beneath it, quite concealed when the table was in place, there was a large double hatch, some six feet long. Alan stopped, thrust his forefinger into the brass grips, and lifted one side. Meg stood above him and stared at the wooden crates.


'Gold ingots?' she whispered.


'You really think little of me,' he said. 'Those are rifles. Modern breech-loading rifles, each with two hundred rounds of ammunition.'


'My God,' She sat on the bunk. 'Whatever do you wish them for?'


'I do not wish them for anything. I deliver them to Cuba.'


'Cuba?' She found herself scratching her head.


'There is an insurgency movement there, in case it has escaped your notice. The Cubans are endeavouring to throw off their Spanish masters. Believe me, it is a bloody and filthy war, like all civil wars.'


'And you supply the rebels with arms?'


'I supply the patriots with arms.'


'My God,' she said again.


'And if I am taken, I will be hanged,' he said. 'So will anyone with me.'


'But why?' she cried. 'Why risk your life, time and again? Are you so well paid?' 'I am adequately paid. I do not do it for the money.' "Then why?


He sighed, and slowly lowered the hatch back into place. 'I doubt you will ever be able to understand that, Meg.'


'I don't see how I can, if you will not explain.'


'Well... for nearly four hundred years these people have been subjected to the most ghastly tyranny in history.'


'Oh, nonsense. Are they not of Spanish descent themselves ? Was every Cuban woman forced?'


"The original Cuban people, the Indians, were liquidated by the conquistadores. There is not one left. Negroes were imported to work the sugar, as in the rest of the West Indies. So a large part of the population is of mixed blood. And they are treated as inferior beings by the Creoles, in turn treated as inferiors by the Spaniards from Spain, who include nearly all the government officials.'


'It sounds exactly like any West Indian island to me.'


'Save that our notions of justice are slightly different.'


‘I am not at all sure of that,' she said. 'I remember your father shooting a goat stealer once. And the whole thing was hushed up by my father.'


"Those were our fathers,' he said. "Those were the very people I am determined never to follow. But the people you are aping to the best of your ability. Anyway, shooting a burglar is one thing. Systematically destroying pride and dignity and indeed humanity is another. The Cubans mean to be free, to be Cubans. And I intend to help them to achieve that.' He finished dressing. 'Now I shall put you ashore.'


She held his arm. 'And take me aboard again, Monday afternoon.' 'I have just explained ...'


'Very well. So well that I am determined to see for myself. Just as I am determined to spend four days in your bunk.'


'And because you are Meg Hilton, the thought that you might be putting yourself in danger, that you are certainly making a mistake, is irrelevant.'


'Of course,' she said. 'Because I am Meg Hilton.'


She stayed on deck to watch Jamaica fade into the night. And perhaps to stare back at the beach, where Pilgrim had waited with the horses to wave goodbye. He would be there again on Friday morning. Faithful Pilgrim. And would she?


Of course she would. For no matter what Alan decided, as a result of this voyage, she must return. She was Meg Hilton, the Mistress of Hilltop. And the mother of two children. They had wept when they had heard she was going away for four days. She had made no secret of it, having already half made up her mind. The decision was Billy's in the long run, but she could influence it to the best of her ability; once again she had discarded her rings.


Besides, she thought, now there were ways of doing it. If Alan was as determined as he seemed, and as dedicated as he seemed, the only surrender had to come from her. But yet again, could she not have the best of all possible worlds? Hilltop was solvent again, and slowly growing in its prosperity; the mortgage had been liquidated, and there was even money in the bank. An attorney could manage it as well as she, now. And Billy was well set up in his law practice; he wished only the aura of the Hilton name, the Hilton prerogatives. Well, if they separated, he would retain the name, and a legal settlement could be drawn up by which he would retain the prerogatives, and half the income from the plantation for the duration of his life, but would prevent him from ever interfering in its management; while it would leave her free to marry again, whom she chose, and live where she chose, and educate her children as she chose, safe in the certainty that the plantation would be theirs to inherit when she died.


It seemed a superb solution to all the remaining problems of her life, so simple in fact, she wondered she had not thought of it before. She had thought of it for the first time, lying in Billy's arms on Sunday night. He had suspected nothing of her midnight journey to Kingston, had believed entirely what he had been told, had been anxious to make up for the time his drunkenness had cost him on Saturday. And for the first time in a long time she had been anxious as well to play the wife. Partly because the tremendous passion aroused by Alan had still been surging through her body, but more because she was, for the first time, truly and deliberately about to betray him. And more even than that, she thought, because the idea, the certainty, was already taking shape in her mind.


Because she now knew where she could be as happy as on Hilltop; here, on the deck of this ship. It was like the Wanderer all over again, filling her with a sense of freedom which reached down to her sexual instincts as well as her intellectual roots, and more enjoyable, more intimate, than on the Wanderer, because the Margarita was so much smaller; every dip of the bow into the north easterly wind sent the spray all the way aft; it even settled on her face and hands.


And to share this ship with Alan ... he must always have had the same dream, or why call his vessel by her name?


She turned away from the slowly fading mountains, looked forward, first of all at the helmsman, then over the bow at the horizon. Nothing there yet, but Cuba was only a hundred and forty nautical miles away, so Alan had said.


He came on deck now, having completed his chart work. 'Come away a point,' he told the coxswain, then came aft to stand beside her, bracing himself on the stay next to her. 'Homesick?'


'It is only the second time in my life I have left Jamaica,' she said, leaning against him, allowing her hair to blow across his face. 'And this time I don't care at all. I am looking forward to seeing Cuba.'


'Aye, well, it'll be dark in an hour, so you won't see it tonight. My idea is to close Carbo Cruz, that's the south western tip, during the dark.' He squeezed her. 'There are guardacostas.'


'Where do you land your guns?'


'Once we round Cabo Cruz, we are in the Gulf of Guacanayabo, which we cross, and on the far side there is a shoal of little islands, called the Jardines de la Reina.'


'The Gardens of the Queen,' she murmured. 'How beautiful'


'Cuba is even more beautiful than Jamaica,' he said. 'Well, these islands are an absolute wilderness, and the mainland shore opposite them is hardly better than swamp. Even if the coastguard do manage to see us, I would hope to give them the slip amongst the shoals and reefs, and we shall land the guns tomorrow morning on the coast. And be away at once.'


'And you have done this before?’


'I have been doing it for two years.’


"Therefore you are an expert,' she said. 'Where do you pick up the guns ?'


He shook his head. 'I'd better keep that to myself.'


She made a moue. 'Don't you trust me?'


'I trust you with my life, my darling. But I do not wish you to be in any way involved. It is sufficiently risky for you to be here at all.'


'But you don't get them from Jamaica. At least tell me that.'


He smiled, and kissed her on the nose. 'I don't get them from Jamaica.'


'And you will tell me once we are married.' 'Married?’


'Because then I shall accompany you on all of your voyages.'


'You? Marry me? Give up Hilltop to sail with me?'


'You have but to persuade me,' she said. 'That is why I am here, to be persuaded. Will you not take me below, and begin?'


Meg was on deck at dawn. The breeze had dropped, now that they were in the shelter of the land, and the schooner ghosted along, sails just filling, bows just disturbing the green water. Which merged almost imperceptibly into the green of the land on the northern horizon, a forest of mangrove swamps, or dotted the sea ahead of them in a cluster of little islands. Waters which would require expert navigation; even in conditions this calm she could see little flurries of white where the gentle swell broke on coral heads or bubbled across sandbanks.


Alan was himself on the helm; two of the crew were forward, with the lead line, two more stood by the main halyard, ready to let the biggest sail go with a rush if it was necessary to anchor in a hurry; two more stood by the anchor itself; and the seventh was aft with her, constantly sweeping the horizon to the south, and the headland of Cabo Cruz behind them, and the depths of the Gulf to the north east, with a telescope, searching for any signs of the Spanish navy or coastguard.


But the sea was empty, and so was the land, so far as Meg could see. And it was a splendid land. Beyond the swamps she could make out the serrated backbone of mountains, which would stretch, carrying the island with them, some two hundred miles in a gentle curve to the north west, until it was almost in sight of the Florida cays.


She stood beside the helm. 'It is beautiful.'


He glanced at her and smiled. 'And like most beautiful things, it can be deadly. Lower your mainsail.'


The halyards rasped through the blocks, and the great sail came clouding down on the boom, to be rolled and furled by the crewmen. Margarita's speed was reduced by half, and she inched forward, close to the first island now, under foresail and mizen alone.


Meg decided that Alan needed to concentrate, and moved back to the rail, to look down into the sea which was so clear she could see the sand and the occasional patch of weed on the bottom.


'Leigh-ho,' Alan called, and the foresail was sheeted in on the starboard tack as the helm went to port and the schooner came slowly round, passing now exactly equidistant between two of the islands.


The sailor on watch gave a grunt, and Meg went to his side. 'What do you see?'


'Look there, mistress.' He gave her the glass, and she focused on the headland. Just beyond it was a puff of black smoke.


Oh, my God, she thought. Oh, my God.


The sailor grinned at her; he could see the sudden flush of alarm. 'They can' see us, mistress. Not yet. We ain't got no smoke to fill the sky. And we going be gone in two minutes.'


Meg remained watching the headland. Now she could see the prow, and a moment later the whole shape of the steam cutter, and it was altering course, towards them. Oh, my God, she thought; but immediately it was again lost to view as the trees on the island they had just passed interposed. She lowered her glass, looked around her. They might have been in a lagoon, save for the numerous rock-filled passages which led out to sea the.


She gave the glass back to the Negro, hurried to the helm. 'There's a small steamship rounding the cape.'


'A guardacostas,' Alan said, never taking his eyes from the narrow passage ahead, between a third island and a sandbank to starboard.


'It is coming this way.'


'It is on patrol. She won't come in here. She dare not. There is nothing to be afraid of.' She bit her lip, moved back to the rail. Of course there was nothing to be afraid of. She was Meg Hilton. But she wished she hadn't seen it.


The morning grew warm as the sun rose between the mountains. The Margarita continued to wend her way slowly between the islands, gradually approaching the shore, while the leadsman called the equally gradually shoaling depths. Now there was another puff of smoke from ahead of them, grey woodsmoke this. It could have been charcoal burners. But Alan altered course again.


'Down mizen.'


The seamen hurried aft to secure the mizen boom and lower the after sail. Meg remained by the rail, out of their way. Alan had guided them right through the maze of islands and sandbanks, and they were now in clear, if very shallow water, with the beach which fringed the swamps only a hundred yards away.


'Let go your anchor,' he called. 'Drop the foresail.'


The chain rattled through the hawsepipe and the bower anchor splashed into the water. The Margarita rode over it and then commenced to turn as the foresail was stowed and she lost way. The chain continued to rattle, sounding disturbingly loud, and indeed a flock of birds rose from the distant swamp and flapped their way to quieter surroundings.


Alan left the wheel and went forward. 'Enough,' he said, and the chocks were pushed into place. The noise died, and the morning was absolutely still.


'There we are.' He came aft again.


'It's just magnificent,' she said. 'But you are magnificent, the way you conned us through those rocks.'


'I happen to know the waters,' he said. "The first couple of times I had to be piloted by one of the local fishermen. Simple as that.'


Meg looked over the side. 'I'd love a bathe.'


'Um. You wait until we have gone ashore. I'll leave you in charge of the ship.'


'Me? I don't know anything about ships.'


'You don't have to. But I don't want you ashore. You never can tell when a patrol will pass by. They can't harm you out here. We won't be long. Only an hour or two.' He smiled at her. 'Long enough for you to have that swim in private.' He was again away giving orders for the boat to be broken out, sending his men down the hatch to the cabin, to move the table and start bringing up the guns and the ammunition. Nor were they hidden only under the table. From the hold amidships, large numbers of bunches of bananas were brought up and stowed on deck; from beneath where they had lain more cases were heaved up. 'We'll need about three trips to get them all ashore,' Alan said. 'But it won't take long.'


'How many have you brought?' she asked in wonderment.


'A thousand rifles, and two hundred thousand rounds of ammunition.' 'It must have cost a fortune.'


'The revolutionary movement has some wealthy backers. I'll tell you this; we'll make a lot faster time on the way back. Which is when we might need it.'


He climbed down the ladder into the heavily laden boat, with four of his men. Meg watched them pull for the shore, and now she could see people on the shore itself, hard to distinguish beneath their broad-brimmed straw hats. But they wore white cottons and looked poor. All revolutionaries looked poor. Until, she supposed, they came to power. Supposing this lot ever did. The mainland Spanish colonies had achieved their independence while Spain was engaged in a European war, and even so it had taken them years of heartbreak. She did not see much prospect of success here.


The crates were unloaded, the boat returned for its second load. But Alan remained ashore. He was doing what he wanted, and that was important. He thought he was doing good. As if providing the means to kill could ever be good. Or could it ? When people had been enslaved for too long, to rise in bloody murder was perhaps their only hope. Certainly Richard Hilton the general, must have believed that when he had fought for the Negro Emperor of Haiti, Henri Christophe.


What a philosopher she was becoming. She remained by the rail while the second and then the last load of crates was sent ashore. By now donkey carts had appeared on the beach, and the crates were loaded. Alan looked out at her and gave a wave, and the entire party set off through the seagrape bushes which clouded the beach. The last axle creaked into trees, and silence once again descended upon the bay. And she was alone, on Alan's ship. She found the thought very exciting, and as she enjoyed doing when she was excited, she took off her clothes, paraded the steadily warming deck naked, feeling the heat of the sun scorching her flesh, feeling the gentle breeze caressing her skin. And stopping, with an exclamation of annoyance, when she discovered that a piece of melting tar from the deck seams had stuck to her toe.


She pulled it off, but the black stain remained, and on her fingers. She explored, looking down the still-open main hatch, at the bananas which had been returned there to convince any customs officer that the Margarita was an ordinary trading schooner, then tried the forehatch, but hastily withdrew her head without attempting to descend. Seven men lived there, in an intimate heat. It was no place for her.


She returned to the gangway, studied the shore again. It was empty. There was nothing to stop her going for a swim. Because the sea was equally empty. And the water looked so cool while the day was so hot; sweat was gathering between her shoulder blades and between her breasts, coating her neck, dampening her armpits. She considered pulling her hair on top of her head, then decided to leave it and let it also have a wetting, stepped onto the ladder, turning to face the boat to descend into the water, and heard the sound of a shot.


For a moment she clung to the ladder, quite paralysed with a mixture of shock and fear. Then she twisted her head; the sound had come from the shore. But the beach was empty. And then she heard more shots, a perfect fusillade, followed by others, fired singly.


'Oh, my God,' she gasped, and scrambled back up the ladder, instinctively reaching for her discarded gown. One could not face a battle naked.


A battle? She stood at the gunwhale, peered at the shore. The firing was now fairly continuous, but she could see no smoke and she could see no people. It was quite uncanny. And what should she do ? What could she do ?


She panted, and took a turn up and down the deck. Alan was over there, being shot at, perhaps killed. With his crew and his friends. She had no doubt about that. They had been surprised by Spanish soldiers. And she was here, alone. Why, they might never return. Margarita might be left here to rot. And, with the ship, her namesake.


She felt tears beginning to start and angrily fought them back. She was Margaret Hilton. That was all she need remember, at any time. Margaret Hilton need fear no one, and nothing.


A man's voice made her raise her head, once again peering at the shore, and then slowly rising to her feet. She wanted to scream for joy. The sailors ran down the sand, carrying rifles, to be sure, but not at this moment firing. And with the sailors ... but he was not there, and they were launching the boat, running into the shallow water with it as they pushed it over the sand.


'No,' she wanted to scream. 'Go back. You cannot desert your captain.' Well, she'd soon put a stop to that when they gained the ship. She'd ... she stared at them. Having launched the dinghy, and dipped their oars, the five men had suddenly abandoned the boat and leapt over the side, swimming for the shore, leaving the derelict boat drifting slowly down wind.


Meg scratched her head. They'd lose it. It would drift into the reefs and be lost, and how then would Alan get on board? Perhaps she should dive in and swim after it. She had no doubt she could. On the other hand she wasn't at all sure she'd be able to scull that heavy boat back here.


She turned, her mind a frenzy of uncertainty, and stared over the seaward side of the vessel, at the launch which came slowly out of the cluster of islets. It was a steam launch, uttering little belches of vapour from its single small funnel. It was full of men in blue uniforms, and in the bow was mounted a strange-looking weapon. She had never seen a Maxim gun, but she had seen enough pictures to recognize it immediately.


She dropped to her knees. The men on the pinnace had certainly seen the dinghy, just as the men in the dinghy had seen the pinnace. Perhaps they would pass the ship by. She crouched on the deck, holding her head in her arms, holding her breath.


Now she could hear the putt-putt-putt of the engine, coming very close. Oh, my God, she thought, they are going to board. Well, then, stand up and declare yourself. Margaret Hilton, mistress of Hilltop in Jamaica. Even Spanish soldiers must have heard of Hilltop. If not, there was a British consul in Havana. She would demand to be taken there. She braced herself to stand up, and her brain was paralysed by a new sound, a swift rat-a-tat which seemed the deadliest thing she had ever heard, as it was accompanied by the crunch of bullets biting into wood, and below her.


The schooner shook, even the masts seemed to tremble. And Meg heard laughter. She left the rail and crawled across the deck. She wanted only shelter. And now a burst came over the gunwhale, seeming to pass immediately above her head, tearing into the masts and sending flying splinters of wood in every direction. They were aiming at the quarterdeck; she would never make the cabin hatch. She rolled against the open hatchway to the hold, got her legs over, hung for a moment, and dropped into the darkness.


And was immediately surrounded by sound. The chatter of the machine gun seemed much louder down here, and the crunch of the bullets into the hull was like blows from a giant hammer. She gasped, and watched water spurting inches from her face. They were aiming at the water line, enjoying themselves, shooting and shooting and shooting, until someone came on deck or the ship began to sink. It would sink. She could tell that immediately. The timbers were old, and the machine-gun was being fired at almost point-blank range. She crouched behind the pile of bananas and watched the deadly spurts of water. Perhaps it would be better to stay here and drown. Her instincts warned her that men who could so wantonly destroy an anchored, helpless vessel, who could laugh while doing so, were not the sort of men to whom she ought to surrender.


Something ran across her foot. She drew it up, and stood up in the same instant. The sound of the chattering gun was almost lost in the squeakings which arose from the Margarita's bilges. Oh, my God, she thought, instinctively reaching for the hatch. The rats had no thought of attacking her. Their one idea was to escape the sinking ship. Yet they were terrifying, in their size, in their very meaning, and above all in their desperation.


Meg dug her fingers into the hatch combing, swung herself up, tumbled onto the deck. There was a shout from the pinnace. Someone had seen her head for a moment before it had again dropped behind the bulwark. But they would not come after her. The deck was already sloping, and the gun had not ceased its deadly sound.


She rolled on her back, sliding away from the hatch, still hearing the squeals of the terrified, drowning rats, gazed at the masts, suddenly at a crazy angle, and, as she watched, parting the shrouds with their weight. The mainmast hung for a terrible second, then there came a crack which cut across the morning. Meg was against the gunwhale by now, and threw up her hands, as if she could possibly have staved off the bone-crushing weight of the timber. But it fell aft of her, with a crash which again shook the morning, and pulled the schooner even farther over. Meg discovered her legs in the water, and flung herself clear of the ship. For a disgusting moment she was surrounded by squealing rats, and one crawled onto her head. She shook it away, dived into the water. But she was hampered by the gown which wrapped itself round her legs, and was forced to surface immediately, to find herself alongside the pinnace.


The gun was silent. Willing hands reached down to pull her out, the men laughing and chattering amongst themselves in Spanish. Fingers dug into her legs, her ribs, her breasts, her hair. One even held her toes. They were all anxious to secure a piece of their so strange, so magnificent prize.


Then the hands were gone, and she was dumped on the deck of the pinnace with a force which left her breathless. And stared up at an officer, peering at her, thin lips twisted, cap pushed back on his head. He asked her a question, and she gazed at him in bewilderment. He asked again, his face hardening, and accompanied his question by a kick on the thigh.


She drew up her legs, aware that her gown was clinging to her body like a second skin. lNon ... non comprendo,' she said, hoping it was the right thing.


The officer leaned forward, thrust his fingers into her wet hair, turned her head this way and that violently, asked again, and while she tried to catch her breath, slapped her so hard she thought for a moment she had lost consciousness.


'Stop,' she screamed as the morning seemed to rotate about her. 'I am Margaret Hilton. Margaret Hilton, Mistress of Hilltop. You cannot harm me. Margaret Hilton.' But her words were almost a sob. The officer could no more understand her than she could understand him. He straightened, and shrugged, said something to his men.


One of them answered him, asking a question, smiling, as were his companions.


The officer hesitated, again staring at her, his face also smiling. Oh, my God, she thought. Oh, my God. This question she could understand.


The officer shrugged once again, and turned, and walked aft, away from her.


Meg attempted to sit up, and her shoulders were seized to hurl her flat again, once again leaving her breathless. While she gasped her wrists were grasped and a man was also kneeling on her hair. She gazed at their grinning faces, and attempted to kick, realized her mistake as her ankles were in turn seized and pressed to the deck, pulled as wide apart as her arms. The man who had asked the question knelt between her thighs, reaching forward to dig his fingers into the neck of her gown and rip it down, slowly, as a child might peel the wrapping from a sweet. She stared at him, wishing she could summon all the force of her mind to strike him dead, but the gown was at her waist, and another man was leaning forward to fondle her breasts, giggling with anticipated pleasure as he did so.


Then the man between her legs jerked away, and threw the gown into the air, while his companions cheered. She was naked, on the deck, in front of twelve men. Twelve men.


But it was only the first who mattered. He had dropped his breeches before she knew what he was doing, was thrusting at her with a tremendous lance, burning into her flesh, no caresses here, jerking back and forth. She tried to raise her bottom, and was thrust against the deck again. She tried moving from side to side, and was hit a blow in the stomach which had her head swinging and made her think she would choke. And as if to add to her misery, the engine had commenced its putt-putt again, sending throbs through the deck, through her, through the penis upon which she was impaled.


She tried screaming. Her breath was back and she opened her mouth as wide as they had opened her legs, and screamed and screamed and screamed, and lost her breath again as his weight lay heavily on her belly and chest.


But there were twelve men. She had not, after all, escaped the rats. They crawled on her, they played with her, they investigated her, looking into her mouth, thrusting fingers into her ears, rolling her on her face to practise she knew not what upon her, for always there was one between her legs, caressing and hurting, thrusting and gasping. For a terrible moment she felt a build-up of passion, the ecstasy bubble which lurked in her belly. No, she prayed. No. I cannot have an orgasm while being raped. And the ecstasy soon enough faded in pain and horror. She could only lie there, and pray for death, and think, I am Margaret Hilton. I am Mistress of Hilltop. Oh, my God, then I am being punished for being Margaret Hilton. For being mistress of Hilltop.


She discovered that she was alone. Relatively. There were still men all around her, but they were going about their duties, coiling warps, preparing canvas fendoffs. She lay in a huddle against the wheelhouse, each throb of the engine still seemed to travel right through her body. She ached, from her toes to her head. She smelt. Her hair was a tangled ruin. She could tell, as she attempted to lick her lips, that her face was bruised and swollen. Had they hit her there? She could not remember. But she could remember someone trying to kiss her, as she twisted her head to and fro, and finally holding her jaw between his fingers. She could still feel their imprint on her flesh.


But it was the imprint on her mind which mattered. She had been raped, by twelve men. She had revelled in sex, in the enjoyment of her body, in the indulgence of her belly desires, for more than a dozen years, ever since that night in the mountains with Cleave. Her body, her sensuality, had been her weapon, far more than the wealth of Hilltop or the aura of the Hilton name, which she had used to dominate all Jamaica. Now it had been torn from her hand, and defiled. She wondered if she would ever have the courage, or the wish, to pick it up again. If she would ever be granted the opportunity.


The thuds through the deck were slowing, and again she saw feet. She raised her head, stared at the officer. He held a blanket, which he now dropped on her. Then he turned away without a word.


The cloth was filthy, but it was some protection. She pulled it about her shoulders, managed to sit up, discovered that they were in a small harbour and about to come alongside a dock. The officer turned, and said something. She did not understand the words, but she did not wish to be kicked again, and hastily scrambled to her feet. The blanket hung from her shoulders but only reached her thighs. She took it off and wrapped it around her like a sarong, hiding her breasts and her groin, leaving her shoulders and legs exposed. Her muscles shook, and her knees touched each other. She discovered she was shivering, despite the afternoon heat.


The boat came alongside the dock, and the engine died. The officer jerked his head, and she saw the gangway had been opened. She stepped across, onto the wood of the dock, gazed at the soldiers and policemen waiting there, at the crowd of people, men and women and children, gathered in the dust road beyond, some Negroes, most mulattoes, at the cluster of ramshackle buildings.


The officer pushed her shoulder and she staggered forward and tripped, and all but released the blanket. Hastily she hugged it tighter, regained her balance, walked up the street, feeling the dust between her toes. Once she had liked to roll in the dust. Now she was going to be made to do more than that. She had no doubt of that.


The peons stared at her, and she bowed her head. What a treat for them, she thought. A white woman, being mistreated. And they would have no doubt as to what the sailors would have done to her.


They came to a gateway, where there was a sentry. She turned through without being pushed, discovered herself in a square, surrounded by barracks. There was a flagpole from which fluttered the red and gold ensign of Spain, and beside it a cannon, pointed directly at her. Perhaps it will go off, she thought, and all this will end. But the cannon did not go off and she was being pushed forward again, towards a shallow flight of steps which led to a verandah on which there was a cluster of soldiers, while other soldiers had now appeared to left and right, gazing at her, laughing and joking amongst themselves.


She stumbled up the stairs, across the verandah. The door in front of her was open, and inside was a desk, and a bookshelf, and a hat and stick stand, and a chair. Without thinking she sank onto the chair, and received a clout on the side of the head which sent her scattering to the floor on her hands and knees. She realized she had lost the blanket, and that there were men at all the windows looking into the room. Desperately she regained the cloth, hugged it across her body. She would not look at them. She could not acknowledge that they were there. If she did not grant them existence, then in time they would have to disappear, and return to the atmosphere from which they had been conjured.


Feet, clad in riding boots, stamping on the wood. Heels clicking as officers and men saluted. She raised her head, stared at the officer. A senior officer, certainly, judging by the amount of gold braid he was wearing. An elderly man, with a face which seemed a series of ridges and valleys in the brown flesh. His eyes were also brown, and absolutely devoid of life.


'Get up,' he said in English.


Meg hastily scrambled to her feet. The commandant went round his desk and sat down. The chair in front of the desk remained vacant, but she was not invited to sit.


'You are from the schooner which was sunk,' he said. 'Some of your companions have also been taken.' He shrugged. 'They are all dead.'


Oh, God, she thought. Oh, God. But he said some. Yet to ask might be to betray Alan.


'One or two escaped,' the commandant said. 'I wish you to give me their names.'


Meg licked her lips. '1 do not know their names,' she said. And was surprised at the evenness of her voice.


'I also wish to know who supplied the weapons and ammunition you were trying to deliver to the insurgents,' the commandant said, as if she had not spoken. 'I wish to know who paid for them and where they were delivered to you. I wish to know these things.'


'I do not know,' she said. ‘I do not know anything about it.'


The commandant gazed at her, and she realized it was necessary to say something more.


'I am Margaret Hilton,' she said. 'I am the owner of Hilltop Plantation in Jamaica.' She paused, but he did not seem interested. 'My husband,' she said, desperation beginning to take hold of her mind, 'is a member of the Jamaica House of Assembly'. How remarkable that she should be attempting to hide behind Billy.


The commandant pointed with his pencil. 'You are the woman of the captain of the schooner,' he said. 'He is a white man. What is his name?'


Would they ask that if they had him ? If he was dead? It would not matter, if he was dead. But he could not be dead. Not Alan. She licked her lips again. 'I will not tell you that,' she said. 'I am Margaret Hilton. I...'


'You are nothing,' the commandant said.


She went on speaking, because to stop would be to burst into tears. 'I have been raped by your people. I intend to prefer charges. I wish to see the English consul.'


'You are nothing,' the commandant said again. 'But you are guilty of gun running, of supporting insurgents against the Crown of Spain. This island is under martial law. I would be within my rights were I to have you hanged, now.' He leaned back in his chair, and smiled. 'My men would enjoy seeing a white woman hanged.'


Oh, God, she thought. Her knees gave way and she sank into the chair.


Someone moved to her shoulder, but the commandant waved him away. 'But I will not have you hanged, white woman, at least, not for a while. You are going to tell me the answers to the questions I have asked you.'


She shook her head. 'I do not know,' she said. 'I do not know.'


The commandant looked past her, and nodded. Hands immediately seized her shoulders, dragged her to her feet. Other hands had gripped her wrists and she could no longer control her blanket. Oh, God, she thought. It is going to happen again.


Naked, she was taken outside. The crowd of soldiers seemed to have grown, and they were laughing at her and exchanging comments. And they had been joined by their wives and daughters, dark-skinned girls with flashing eyes and equally flashing teeth. The presence of the women was much harder to bear than the presence of the men. But it was necessary to shut them all out, to pretend they did not exist, to insist to herself that she was suffering some very private nightmare, some personal hell into which she had been pitched for years of determined arrogance.


Dust between her toes. She was once again being forced across the courtyard, close to the flagpole. Then she was halted, and her arms were taken above her head. The men surrounding her talked, constantly, to her and to each other, and smiled, and stroked her breasts and pinched her nipples and squeezed her buttocks and her groin. But she could not understand them, she could only feel.


Her arms were being secured to a rope above her head; she saw that it was suspended between two poles, like a washing line. Oh, my God, she thought, I am going to be left here to hang by my wrists.


But there were other hands scrabbling at her ankles. Men, kneeling, their arms around her legs. She wondered she did not kick them in the face. But she was too afraid to kick them in the face. She had not been afraid since the first night of her honeymoon. And then she had had no real cause for fear. Now, she knew, there was cause for fear.


Her legs were being pulled apart, and secured. She looked down and discovered that where she had been made to stand there were steel hooks, driven into the earth, about two feet to either side of the rope from which she was suspended. Now her ankles were each made fast to one of the hooks, so that she was stretched taut, legs spread, her weight taken by her wrists, which were already commencing to burn. She wondered if she was about to be flogged. There was no other reason for her to be tied in quite such a fashion.


But these people, these scum, could not possibly mean to flog Margaret Hilton. She wanted to scream to the world her name, her rank, her position. Instead she said nothing. Because this world would not understand.


The crowd was gathered close now, and when she opened her eyes she saw the rope. So she was, after all, to be flogged. She braced herself. She had not given Oriole the satisfaction of hearing her scream; there was no necessity to give these people any satisfaction either.


She gazed at the rope, suddenly aware of how exhausted she was, aware that the heat was leaving the sun, so that it must be not less than six hours since the sinking of the schooner, and therefore nine hours since last she had eaten, or drunk. Her throat was parched, her belly rumbled, and she was about to be flogged.


She gazed at the rope, her brain still flickering despite its despair, its exhaustion. For if they were going to flog her they were going about it in a very strange manner. The end of the rope was being made fast to a cleat in the pole facing her, some six feet away. Then it was brought towards her and carried underneath her; the man doing so gave her a squeeze on the inside of her thigh. She sucked air into her lungs, and gazed at the commandant, who had joined the throng.


'Now you must answer my questions,' he said. 'First, the name of the man who brought the guns. The white man. Your lover.'


She gazed at him.


'If you do not answer,' he said. 'I will have them lift the rope, and I will not ask you again before morning. The name of your lover.'


She gazed at him, wishing she had the courage to spit in his face, able to summon no more than the will to resist passively.


The commandant shrugged, and turned away. He spoke in Spanish, and she felt the rope brush her leg as it was tightened.


Meg sucked air into her lungs, attempted to hold it there. She knew now what they were about to do to her. The rope brushed the inside of her thighs, then rode into her crotch, and was still dragged tighter. She attempted to push herself up with her toes, but her ankles were securely held to the ground, and she could not rise no more than an inch. And by now the rope was eating into her vagina, seeming to saw back and forth as if it would cut her into two.


Then it was secured, and for a moment the relief was so great she wanted to shriek with joy. Her muscles relaxed, and her body sagged; the rope above her head had several inches of give. And immediately the cutting began again, forced her back onto her toes. But her toes were already beginning to curl with cramp, and the pain spread upwards into her calves.


The evening became dim with agony. Which was as well, she reflected with the part of her brain which continued to work. For if the commandant had returned inside, his men had not. Nor had their women. They clustered around her, giving full vent to their antagonism. She had no rights, in their eyes. She was a member of that hateful band who supplied the guerrillas with arms and ammunition, enabling them to lay in wait and murder husbands and brothers, sweethearts and sons. No fate was too bad for her. And so to the steady pressure of the rope they added their own torments. Some pulled the rope to and fro, causing it to saw, so that Meg was sure she must be bleeding. Others sat on the rope and then got up again, causing it to drive into her tortured flesh like a knife blade. Others fingered her flesh, pulled nipple and nose, stuck their fingers in her eyes, smeared her with honey and left her to the insects which rose as the sun went down.


And to all of the man-created torments were added those of her parched throat and rumbling belly. She wondered she did not go mad, wished to go mad, prayed to go mad, or to die of heat stroke or exhaustion or heart failure. Or despair.


Then she realized she was alone. Of human beings. It was dark, and there was a moon, and the fort was quiet, save for a snatch of music emanating from an open window, and accompanied by a clink of glasses. Oh, God, she thought, what would she give for a sip of liquid. Any liquid. She thought she could drink her own urine, which from time to time gathered between her legs.


And if she was alone of human tormentors, the insects remained, clustering around the honey, picking at lips and chin and nipple and navel, satisfying their hunger upon the exposed body presented to them.


Perhaps she slept. Afterwards she could never remember if she had slept. She was cocooned in a corset of pain, which began in her toes, stretched up into her calves and thighs, rose to a crescendo where the rope cut between her legs, but extended onwards to her shoulders and arms, now drained of most sensation as they had been drained of blood. And if she slept, she awoke again to the intense, mind-consuming throbbing, sometime in the early morning, and she knew she could stand it no longer.


Meg screamed, and again and again. 'I don't know,' she shouted. ‘I don't know where we got the guns. I don't know the name of the crew. I only knew the name of the captain. Alan McAvoy. Oh, God. His name is Alan McAvoy.'

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 


THE PRISONER

 

CLANG, clang, clang. The noise ballooned through the cell block, only partially deadened by the earth walls. And was greeted by another noise, the gush of baying voices which all but drowned the clatter of the tin pans.


Meg preferred not to lift her head. Lifting her head was a lengthy, painful business. It involved using her brain, trying to connect with her worn muscles. It involved realizing the gaping void that was her belly, and from that beginning, the steaming cesspit that was her body, the filthy matted undergrowth that was her hair. And after that, it involved realizing where she was, how long she had been here, what she had become.


Besides, Jamie would look after her.


The noise rose to a crescendo, punctuated now by the crack of whips, as the guards drove the too eager hands and fingers back through the bars. It surrounded her like a hurricane breeze, but she was safe in here. Her cell might be no more than six feet long and three feet wide, but it was hers. When first they had dragged her down here, pulling her by the wrists, her bottom bumping on the stone steps - she had been unable to control her muscles sufficiently to walk - she had been terrified. Then, she had had sufficient feelings left to be terrified. She had assumed herself about to be thrown into the midst of the baying men to either side, reaching for her through the bars. She was a woman, and they had been left here to rot, or until someone signed an order and they were hanged.


Then, she had possessed feelings. Between her legs had been an unthinkable raw mess, and the thought of any man seeking her there had suggested madness. But she had been thrown in here, a concession to her sex, perhaps to the colour of her skin, for other guerrilla women, taken alive, had been given to the men.


She sometimes considered, when she could not prevent herself thinking - rare moments of lucidity, when her body stopped trembling and her teeth stopped chattering - how odd were the ways of the human mind. When she had been thrown down here, she had been worried about things like indignity, and privacy. Now the half-crazed beasts to either side were her companions. They liked to watch her get up from her pile of straw, and stretch her legs. Why, she could not imagine. The billowing flesh, the throbbing muscles which had been her glory no longer existed; there were traces of grey in her hair. But she was a woman, and if she smelt, if she had not changed her gown for over a year - supposing such a scrap of nauseating material could still be considered a gown - she was still woman, white woman. She was still attractive, to them.


To Jaime most of all. He was at the bars now, with the lump of black bread and the cup of water which he had secured for her. There were no rations, in this gaol, for prisoners. There was a ration issue, and the strongest took what they could. So thank God for Jaime. Even three years in this hell of despair had not dwindled those muscles, diminished that spirit.


He was the son of a Spanish Creole and a Negro mother so far as she could understand, and he reminded her of Cleave. Not really. But his skin was black, and he had a fine physique; and he possessed, above all, that unique mixture of utter gentleness, unhibited humour, and savage anger, which was a West Indian Negro's birthright. When first he had put his arms through the bars, having destroyed, with ruthless energy, all those who would rival him at his game, she had supposed herself about to die with terror. She had still been in agony, her flesh had still been raw, and Jaime possessed long arms; a three-foot-wide cell was not sufficient entirely to escape those fingers.


Until she had realized he sought to reassure, not to harm. Now she went to him, leaning against the bars, taking the bread and water from his fingers - she would not feed stuff like this to Bully as a punishment on Hilltop, but oh, God, Bully and Hilltop were not to be thought of -while his hands stroked her shoulders and her breasts, fingered her hair. She was his woman. Had they not been separated by the bars, she would have belonged to him utterly, and been happy to do so. He brought her food, he kept her alive, and in return asked for nothing more than to touch her flesh.


She nibbled carefully; her teeth were loose. And the saliva, starting into her mouth, was painful. And with the food, the lurking despair, compounded of so many things: the death of Alan - because he must have been killed, in that lonely jungle skirmish, else surely he would have appeared, an avenging angel, to take her from this place - her years of success, of determined overlordship of all she encountered, her children, her warm bed, her clothes hanging waiting in a scented cupboard, and above all her plantation. They were there. And she was here. And there was nothing she could do.


Because of her own arrogant stupidity. Save enjoy the touch of Jaime's fingers, as he smiled at her through the bars.


Sometimes they sang. The majority of the prisoners were either Negroes or of Negro descent, and they found a relief from their misery in the mournful cadences of the spirituals they had learned from the missionaries. At other times the tempos grew more vehement, as their anger bubbled over at the inhumanity to which they were subjected, and as their memories reached back to more primeval ancestors. Then the entire prison shook, and the clanging of the bell summoned the guards, and hoses were turned on the cells, through which jets of water were pumped from the bay. The jets themselves were a blessing; they brought a sensation of cleanliness. Meg would strip off her tattered gown and cling to the bars as best she could, while the water scorched her body, and the male prisoners cheered.


But afterwards, when the floor of the cells had turned to liquid mud, and the damp spread, she would lie on her sodden straw and shiver, and pray that the water need never come again.


But more often the prison merely hummed with the sound of a hundred voices in muted conversation. The men were herded some ten to a cell, and their voices were all around her constantly, occasionally rising in anger, occasionally, and far harder to bear, swelling into a wail of maddened anguish. But for the most part confined to that endless murmur. She felt she knew them all intimately. But she knew none of them, save for the ten next door, and of those, only Jaime was really a face. The white lady, as he called her, was his possession. No one was allowed to forget that.


The others she never actually saw, save as she passed their cells on her daily outing, and then they were a blur of faces. For she was exercised by herself, allowed to walk round and round the barbed-wire-enclosed yard, for ten magnificent minutes in every day. She was not alone, of course. Apart from the guards who stood in the centre and watched her, her exercise period always attracted a gaggle of soldiers, who would stand on the far side of the wire and stare at her, and shout remarks which she had no doubt were obscene, but which she could not understand and could therefore ignore.


Sometimes the commandant himself stood there, with one or two of his officers, watching her. She could not understand in the first place if they were satisfied she was a guerrilla, why she had not been hanged - several unhappy men, and more than one woman, were hanged at least every week. On the other hand, if they accepted the fact that she was not a guerrilla, why did they not let her go, or at least permit her to see the British consul in Havana? They could hardly suppose the mere fact of keeping her alive would make her feel like forgiving them. Life, in her circumstances, was infinitely inferior to the peace of death.


Perhaps, she thought, they still sought information from her. Yet, when they had splashed water on her face on that dreadful tortured morning, and she had awakened to a world of screaming agony, and she had given them Alan's name, and nothing else, and merely screamed over and over again that she knew no more, they had taken her down from the rope and put her in the cell. Then she had assumed they accepted that she knew nothing.


But the mystery of her survival, at least as her captors interpreted the word 'survival', was no greater than the mystery of others. Jaime, for example. Apparently he had been taken with arms in his hands, yet he had not been hanged. It was difficult to understand what he said, as she spoke little Spanish and he spoke no English, but he did have a theory as to their continued life. So far as she could make out, it involved 'the others'. Although who the others were she could not decide.


But most probable of all, they were being reserved for some final catastrophe, she thought; at various times groups of the men were taken out of the gaol and marched away under heavy armed escort, and were never seen again. That day would be the ultimate. The end of Meg Hilton of Hilltop. Why had such an omnipotent, confident creature ever existed? That surely was a childhood dream.


The true Meg Hilton, if that was her name, was this shambling, shivering animal, who existed in the warmth of Jaime's affection, and lived for the sound of the song, or the sound of the muted voices. They alone reminded her she was a part of the human race. They alone mattered. So the morning she awoke to silence was the most terrifying she had known since the ship's officer had turned away from her on the deck of the pinnace, and left her to his men.


She sat up, clawing hair from her face. Yet it was not silent. Only the cells were silent. There was noise, all around them, a scurrying and a whispering; from the town which lay beyond the fort an occasional shouted command. And the whisper was punctuated, in the still farther distance, by deep-throated explosions.


Meg ran to the bars, found that every bar was occupied by a staring silent face. Jaime was next to hers, as usual. 'Americanos' he said.


She gaped at him.


'Americano' he said again. 'Soldanos. Americano'


Oh, my God, she thought. Why was she not overjoyed? How could she be overjoyed ? Even supposing it was not a dream. Why should the American soldiers be coming? This was Cuba. She could not understand it. But supposing it were true, they would be white men. She did not think she could stand that. The thought was unbearable.


One of the prisoners uttered a shout, a baying cry. The others listened to it for a moment, and then copied it, and also began shouting. Meg fled from the door to the back of her cell, crouched on the straw. She expected the hoses, she expected worse, for this was a paean of vengeful rage, not even a voodoo celebration. Surely the guards would hurry to quieten this cacophony, which rose and rose and rose until the entire cell-block seemed to be swaying to the chant.


But the guards did not come, and slowly it dawned on her that the guards were not coming. That there were no guards left to come. The Spanish had evacuated the town, leaving their prisoners behind them.


To starve, or to be rescued by the Americans ? She did not know which she would find easier to accept. She could only he in the corner of her cell, surrounded by the shrieking voices, until even the voices were overlaid by the tramp of marching feet, and she sat up to stare into the compound, and to watch the gates swing wide, as the men entered, wearing khaki uniforms, with slouch hats which rose into a peculiar crown, and gaiters, and armed and confident with their victory. And their faces were white.


She stared at them as they flooded the compound, releasing the prisoners, although a squad stood by with levelled rifles and bayonets in case of a riot. They came to her door almost last, turned keys in the rusted lock, forced it open, and stared at her. She crouched against the wall, knees drawn up, breasts hugged in her hands.


'By all that's holy,' one of them said. 'A white woman. Hey, sarge. You remember that rumour? Lookie hear.'


Other men, other faces. And then other uniforms. She tried to shut her ears; she did not wish to hear what they had to say. But then a man was kneeling by her, touching her shoulder, and she had to open her eyes again. 'Go away,' she whispered. 'Leave me alone.'


'You're safe, ma'am,' the officer said. 'Believe me. And when we catch a hold of those devils ... but right now you're safe.'


'Go away,' she begged. 'Leave me alone.'


He looked over his shoulder, perhaps at a superior.


'Poor girl,' said the second man. 'She has malaria, for a start, and I shouldn't wonder if she's half out of her mind. Locked up in here with these devils, and for so long.' He also knelt, an elderly man with kindly grey eyes. 'You come along with us, miss,' he said. 'We're going to take you home, after we've got you feeling yourself again. Think of that, miss. Home.'


Home. She sat on the transom of the tender which nosed its way into the dock, gazed at the crowd. Waiting for her. Oh, no doubt about that. When the American doctors had discovered who she actually was, they had become quite excited. The world had supposed her dead. And when she had begged them not to let anyone know that she was alive, until she was again well and strong, they had whispered amongst themselves. And decided to do what was best. What they thought was best. The world had supposed her dead. She remembered the legend of Great-Grandfather's Richard, General Warner. The world had supposed him dead too, lost in a hurricane off Haiti. And when he had eventually returned to Jamaica, the world had been reluctant to accept the fact that he was again alive, had pointed to his changed personality, his disfigured face, and cried impostor.


But Richard Hilton had not only returned with a disfigured face. He had returned as a veteran of Henri Christophe's wars, a famous general, a man of iron. He had taken all Jamaica, and bent it to his will. Richard Hilton.


Her name was Margaret. Once she had been proud of that. After all, the first Marguerite Hilton had been raped by a black man, so the story went, during a slave revolt. But she had been raped by twelve men. And then she had been caged like an animal, for upwards of a year, her self respect, her confidence, torn into shreds before her very eyes. And worst of all those things, she had been forced to sit astride the burning rope while men and women and children had jeered at her. No one could know of those things, and see her as Meg Hilton. No one must know of those things.


But she knew of them. She was not even sure she wanted to see her own children again.


The boat came into the dock, and she stood up. Her clothes had been given her by sympathetic American ladies, in the base camp outside Havana. They were ill-fitting and they were dowdy. Her hat was a small straw one, and she wore a white blouse and a blue skirt. And she discovered her hands were tightly clenched. She was always discovering this, nowadays, and having to force the fingers apart.


'Mrs Hilton?'


The officer waited for her, hand outstretched. She unclenched her fingers, took his, looked up.


'Meg. Oh, my darling Meg.' Billy, reaching for her. A Billy who had changed, slightly, and yet very perceptibly; his suit was new, his cravat was bright, his face was pinker than she recalled. And yet, that was not the change. It was deeper than that, in the increased squareness of his shoulders, the confidence in his demeanour. 'Meg.' He drew her to the dock, held her in his arms. The crowd actually applauded.


'Take me away, Billy,' she whispered. 'Please take me away.'


'Of course.' Billy snapped his fingers, and the crowd cleared.


"There is a letter, six ...' The ship's officer hesitated. 'Give it to me,' Billy snatched the envelope, thrust it into his pocket, held Meg's arm. 'Man, she back from the dead,' whispered the crowd. 'Man, you ain' hear? She done be from Cuba.' 'Man, you ain't know? Them boys did hold her captive.' 'Man, you ain' hear ...'


Meg hurried up the street, holding Billy's arm. "Thank God you did not bring the children.'


'The children,' he said. 'Ah. I have the trap at the hotel.'


'I'll not go in there, Billy,' she said. 'I couldn't face anybody today.'


'Of course,' he said. Because they were all there. Even a hasty glance revealed Marjorie Mottram and Ann Holroyd - hadn't she died yet? - and John Phillips and several other people. Waiting for her. Waiting to see what had become of the runaway.


But Billy waved at them, and they went inside. He helped her up to the seat, took the reins himself. He made to turn the horse, and pulled again as a bleating noise came down the street, accompanied by several explosions. Meg stared at the motor car in amazement.


'We have become quite modern,' Billy said, and flicked the whip.


Meg noticed the overhead wires for the first time, seeming to trail across the sky. Kingston had gone forward, but Meg Hilton had gone back.


'Those people,' she said. 'Will you explain ...'


'Of course I will. Later. Right now we have to worry about you.' He reached across to squeeze her hand, they were still driving through crowded streets, every verandah, every window filled. People had stared like this when she had returned from her night in the mountains. But that had been only Hilltop.


Meg licked her lips. 'I... I owe you ...'


'Nonsense,' Billy said. 'Utter nonsense. No explanations. You always were an ... well, impulsive girl, what? I am only sorry your impulsiveness this time got you into trouble. Terribly sorry.'


Meg watched the houses disappear, the trees begin to grow thicker. With the houses, they had lost the people. She felt she could breathe again. And the air was Jamaican air. The best in the world.


'I just wanted you to know,' she said. 'It... it was an impulse, I suppose. It was Alan, you know, seeing him again, I...' She attempted a smile. 'I always had a soft spot for him.'


'Indeed you did,' Billy said, concentrating on the road. They tell me he got himself killed.' 'Yes,' she said.


'Ah. And you were taken.' He glanced at her. 'Were they very unpleasant to you ?'


Unpleasant, she thought. There is a word I must remember. 'Yes,' she said. 'They were very unpleasant.'


'Well,' he said, 'locking you up for over a year. My word, locking Meg Hilton, the Hilton, up. It's unbelievable. You'll understand, we thought you were dead.'


'Yes,' she said. 'I understand.'


'When you weren't here, when I returned that weekend,' he said, 'well, I got the truth out of the servants, of course, I was half out of my mind with worry. But no one knew where McAvoy had taken his ship. You might have been half way round the world by then. Well, of course, I was sure something had happened. I mean, you wouldn't have deserted your children. Not unless you had lost your senses.' Again the quick glance. 'I hired detectives, I did everything I could to find you, but without success. So we were forced to assume that perhaps the ship had been lost, or something like that.' 'So what did you do?'


'Well... grieved, of course. My word, I was beside myself with worry. I didn't know how to tell the children. Fortunately, well, everyone rallied round. Oh, yes, indeed. Everyone.'


'What about Hilltop?'


'Well, it was necessary, well... to go to court, you see, and have an order made, well... someone had to look after things, sign cheques, and that sort of thing. And Reynolds and Son are your attorneys, of course.'


'And how is the plantation?'


'Oh, thriving. Thriving. Well, there's not much can go wrong with bananas, is there? We had that dreadful storm two years ago, well, only a month or so after you left. The storm which we thought might have sunk your ship.'


'I knew of no storm,' Meg said.


'Yes, well... it swept through all the islands. Caused an enormous amount of damage. But Hilltop escaped virtually scot free. Oh, yes indeed.'


'I'm glad of that,' she said, watching the mountains rise before her as they took the upper road. 'Will we have to go to court again, to have me re-established as alive?' Her turn to glance at him. 'Although, once it is realized that I am alive, I suppose that won't be necessary. After all, I own the place.'


'Yes,' he said. 'Of course you do. It's ... well, it's something we shall all have to discuss, eh?'


She gave him another glance, then resumed enjoying the countryside. Perhaps he was getting ready to ask for a share in the management of the plantation. But she could deal with that later. Right now she was tired. She wanted a hot bath, in her own room. She wanted to hear the drums again.


But already the magic of Hilltop was reaching out to her, restoring her health and her confidence. A day or two on Hilltop and she'd be right as rain all over again.


She craned her neck as they came down the slope, into the valley. She gazed at the chimney, towering skywards, at the villages, neat and freshly painted, at the banana trees, clustered in immense groves, and at the Great House. Her House. Her bananas. Her plantation. Oh, it was good to be home. So good to be home.


The trap rolled to a halt before the front steps, and she looked up at the verandah, seeking familiar faces amongst the servants, frowning when she recognized no one, seeking her children, frowning when she realized they were not there, and feeling her mouth drop open in utter horror as the servants stepped aside to allow Oriole Paterson to come to the top of the steps.


Washington hurried forward to hand Meg down. She wanted to scream with joy. He at least remained. 'Man, but we is too glad to have you back, mistress,' he said.


'Thank you, Washington.' She kept her gaze fixed on the woman at the top of the steps.


'Meg.' Oriole, although a hasty calculation told Meg she was at least forty-five, hardly seemed to have changed at all. Her clothes were as elegant as ever, her manner as assured. 'Oh, my darling Meg.'


She did not descend the steps, and Meg mounted them, slowly. 'Whatever are you doing here?'


'Why, my dear,' Oriole said. 'When I heard ... we supposed you were dead.'


'So Billy was telling me.' Meg reached the top of the stairs, had her hands seized, and withdrew them again. 'Where are Richard and Aline?'


'Well, my dear ...' Oriole glanced at Billy, who had also climbed the stairs.


'I... I thought it best... well, Meg is feeling very tired.'


'Where are my children?' Meg demanded.


'I think you should come inside, my dear,' Oriole said. 'As Billy says, you must be very tired, and we don't want a fuss in front of the servants. Anyway, I'm sure you want to change your clothes. You do have a weakness for wearing rags, don't you.'


She turned away and went inside, and Meg could do nothing but follow her. 'Fuss?' she shouted. 'Where are my children?'


'You've met Dr Roberts?' Oriole said, brightly. Meg gazed at the young man. 'I have never heard of Dr Roberts.'


'Well, of course, he only came to Jamaica about three years ago. You would hardly have had time. Peter Roberts, Margaret Hilton.'


'Charmed, I'm sure,' said the young man, smoothing his moustache. His face was surprisingly pale for a white man in the tropics, and he wore a heavy gold watch-chain.


Meg decided she didn't like him. 'My pleasure,' she said coldly. 'Now, if you'll excuse us ...'


'Oh, but Peter is here on a professional call.'


'Why, Oriole,' Meg said. 'Don't tell me you are ill?'


'I am never ill,' Oriole said. 'But I had supposed you would wish a medical examination.'


'A medical examination?'


'Well,' Oriole said. 'After being a prisoner of those horrid Spanish for over a year, why, my dear, you have no idea of the tales they tell.'


'All of which are true,' Meg said, walking farther into the room. Her drawing room. It had not changed. She was home.


'Oh, my dear' Oriole cried, running forward.


Meg turned, her back against the piano. Billy had also entered the room, remained standing by the archway into the hall.


'But I already have a doctor,' Meg said. 'John Phillips. As a matter of fact, I would like to see him. Perhaps you would arrange it, Billy.'


'Ah, well, yes ... or rather ...'


'He means, that is quite impossible,' Oriole said. 'John Phillips, well ... he is no longer suitable. Peter Roberts now ...'


'No longer suitable?' Meg came forward again. 'What is happening here ? Where are my children ?'


'Well,' Oriole said. 'I'm afraid, when Billy turned to me for help, and in the circumstances, the best thing I could think of was to send them to school in England.'


'You did what?' Meg shouted.


'Well, you had Richard's name down for Eton, in any event. And I have found a good governess for Aline. Well, she is staying with my sister Hermione. You remember Hermione. She was very fond of you, Meg. And she is attending school. Doing very well, Hermione says, and, well...'


'You bitch,' Meg shouted. 'You utter bitch. You...' She swung her hand and Oriole ducked and retreated.


'There,' she said to Dr Roberts. 'What did I tell you?'


'Now, Mrs Hilton,' Roberts said, advancing. 'If you would care to come upstairs ...'


'Come upstairs ?' she demanded, and turned to Billy, who had remained in the archway. 'What is happening here? What has happened while I was away? What is that wretched woman doing here ? Didn't I say I never wanted to see her again ?'


'Now, Meg,' Billy said, also advancing. 'This sort of thing isn't going to help. Really it's not. I do recommend that you do as the doctor says, and remember that we are all simply trying to help you.'


'Help me?' She glared from one to the other. 'Do you suppose I need help?'


Billy exchanged glances with Roberts and with Oriole.


'She is your wife,' Oriole pointed out. 'You have the right.'


'The right?' Meg cried. 'The right to what?'


Billy licked his lips, and then cleared his throat. 'Well, Meg, the fact of the matter is, well... the fact is, you have been acting strangely for a very long time. Longer than you know, perhaps. Many people have mentioned it, talked about it. Well, of course, there are reasons. Your mother dying within minutes of your birth, and then, well ...' He licked his lips.


Meg stared at him. An icy hand seemed to be closing on her brain.


'And then, running off to the black people in the mountains. That really was not a rational act. Many people said so at the time. But quite apart from that, no one knows for sure what happened there. But everyone is sure that something happened, that you returned not the same girl who had set out.'


Meg sat down in a straight chair, close by the piano; her knees seemed to have lost all their strength.


Once again Billy's tongue flicked round his lips. 'And then, your behaviour in England, and running off like that, and coming back here ... I'm afraid you made rather a fool of me. But I was in love. I ignored everything that was whispered.'


'You wanted Hilltop,' Meg said, half to herself.


Billy apparently had not heard. 'And then, since your marriage, well, your behaviour has been the scandal of all Jamaica. I'm not talking about that episode with Lord Claymond, although heaven knows that was bad enough. But everyone knows you go off to the river north of the plantation, and well ... heaven knows what you do there.'


'It has been the scandal of Jamaica,' Oriole said. 'Why it has even made the English newspapers.'


'And then,' Billy said, 'well, going off with that common smuggler, running guns in to the insurgents in Cuba, that surely was not the behaviour of a rational woman.'


'The insurgents in Cuba?' Meg asked, her voice little more than a whisper. 'They have won their war, with the help of the Americans. They are the government now. not the insurgents.'


'You could not possibly have known the Americans were going to become involved,' Oriole said. 'Not two years ago. No one could have foreseen the sinking of the Maine.'


'So what it all comes down to,' Billy said, 'is that, well, I have taken advice, legal and medical, and we have discussed the matter, and well, the upshot of the matter is that I have been advised that, in the interests of Hilltop, and of your children, and, I may say, of yourself, Meg, well, that it would be best if I were to take the running of the plantation out of your hands.'


Meg got up again, slowly. 'Are you out of your mind?'


'Now, Meg ...'


'You ? Who did his best to ruin the plantation in the first place? You? What makes you think you could ever take over the operation of my plantation? If you don't like the way I do things, the way I live my life, well, you know what you can do. You can get out. You can leave now. And you can take that... that creature with you, and your quack doctor.'


'Now, Meg, losing your temper is not going to help. Indeed, it is only going to confirm us in our unhappy conclusions. I have a legal right...'


'A legal right?' she shouted. 'You? What legal rights can you possibly have on Hilltop?'


Billy looked at Roberts in desperation. The doctor cleared his throat. 'Your husband has the rights that accrue to any husband, Mrs Hilton, when it is discovered that his wife is of well, unsound mind.'


There was a moment of utter silence.


'You,' Meg said, pointing at Oriole. 'This is a scheme from your diseased brain.'


'Well, really, Meg,' Oriole said. 'But I am not going to let you annoy me. I swear it. I feel sorry for you, my dear child. Now, come along, and ...'


'Who is going to declare me of unsound mind?' Meg demanded. 'Who?'


'I am prepared to sign the necessary certificate,' Roberts said.


'You?'


'I would have been, I think, anyway,' Roberts said. 


'Having regard to what I have learned about you. But having observed you, my very last reservation has been removed.'


'And you had better remove yourself as well,' Meg said. 'Before I have you thrown off this plantation. I think I will have you thrown off this plantation anyway. Along with your accomplices. Unsound mind ? You have John Phillips out here, and let us see what he has to say.'


'I'm afraid that won't be possible,' Oriole said. 'Dr Roberts is a fully qualified medical practitioner, and he is perfectly capable of deciding whether someone is mad or not.'


'Mad?' Meg whispered. 'Mad?' she shouted.


'Mad,' Oriole said firmly. 'Now of course, we are not proposing to have you certified. I don't think such a scandal would be good for the family name. There has never been a mad Hilton, in the eyes of the world, and praise God, there never will be. But...'


'Mad?' Meg screamed. 'I demand to see John Phillips. I demand it.'


'I'm afraid, Mrs Hilton, that you are not in a position to demand anything, from anyone,' Roberts pointed out. 'As of this moment, you have no more rights than a three-year-old child. You may be grateful that your family is determined to look after you to the very best of their ability.'


'As I was saying,' Oriole said brightly. 'You will remain on Hilltop, of course. You will have your own room, the use of the house, you may walk in the garden, you may even ride aback, suitably superintended, of course. We can't have you doing yourself a mischief.'


'Oh, God,' Meg whispered. 'Oh, God,' she screamed. 'Help me.'


Oriole smiled at her. ‘I very much doubt whether He really has any interest in you any more, my dear. But I shall help you. I shall be always at your side. Why,' her smile grew arch. 'It will be just like old times.'

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

THE MADWOMAN OF HILLTOP

 

MEG gazed at her for a moment. She could think of nothing to say, nothing to do. She was aware only of a building feeling in her belly, reaching up into her chest to cloud her brain. It was a feeling she had never known before, even in the Cuban cell, but it arose from that experience; it was composed of hate and fear and desperation, but above all of exhaustion. She was so tired. She had been sustained only by the thought that she was coming home. But she was not home yet. She was never going to be home again. She had no home. It had been taken from her.


She gazed at Oriole, saw the expression on her face as she reached for her hand, and screamed. It was all she could do. She screamed, and screamed and screamed. She could feel the sting of her father's belt, the saw of the Cuban rope, the agony of her children seeking a way out of her belly, the pain of her wrist when she had fallen from her bed in front of Billy, all consuming her being. She screamed, and again. She watched their faces, settling into determined patience, but determined satisfaction as well. They had declared her mad, and she was acting the mad woman.


Her knees gave way and she sank to the settee. The screams subsided into tears, but even the tears were subdued by the drumming in her brain. She wanted to sleep. She wanted nothing but to close her eyes and shut out all of their hateful faces, their hateful plans, for as long as possible. For until she felt well and strong again. For until she was Margaret Hilton again. She had not been Margaret Hilton since the moment, she had stood on the ladder, looking down from the side of the Margarita into the clear blue water, seconds before her entire life had fallen apart.


She heard voices mumbling. Presumably they were speaking English, but they sounded as incomprehensible as had the voices in the Cuban gaol. There, she thought, that was the truth. She had never really been rescued from that cell. Well, all the time she had known it was impossible. Why should the Americans involve themselves in someone else's revolt? It had all been her imagination, a long dream. Even the months spent in the hospital, cared for by those exuberantly cheerful young women, had been nothing more than a dream. Much of it had indeed been spent in a dream. She had had malaria, they had said, and a lot of other things besides, and they would not let her go home until she was cured.


If it had not been a dream, Billy would have come to her. Surely. He would have learned that she was still alive, and he would have come to her. She had wondered about that at the time. But of course, then, she had not realized it was a dream. Now, if she were to open her eyes and her brain -if she were to risk that - she would again see Jaime looking through the bars, reaching for her with his fingers, offering her bread, and soup.


But it was safer not to. Dreaming, she could not be hurt. Dreaming, she could reassure herself that she would in time awake, and the nightmare would be over. Dreaming, knowing that she was dreaming, made the pain, made the misery, almost enjoyable, because she could end it when she chose, simply by awakening, simply by walking into the light of day, simply by throwing back her shoulders and saying, 'I am Margaret Hilton'. That simple phrase had saved her from enough disasters in the past. It would again in the future. When she was ready. When she was no longer quite so exhausted.


Besides, she could feel Jaime's fingers, even while dreaming. He seemed to have an awful lot of fingers. He seemed to have an awful lot of hands. They caressed her, gripped her, seemed to be making her walk, in her dream, of course. She climbed stairs, and felt a cool breeze on her face. Definitely a dream; there was seldom a cool breeze in the cell-block. But this breeze was not only cool, it was scented, with the faint tang of bananas for which she had worked so hard, and so successfully. But more than even the bananas, the breeze carried with it the scent of the mountains, of the land where Cleave ruled, the land of the drum.


She could hear the drums from time to time, carried on the sweet-scented breeze, filling her mind as the scent filled her nostrils. She thought that if she could gain the security of the drum, see the smiles of the faces of Jack and Cleave, know the primitive certainty of that mountain society, her brain would clear, and she would be able to think, be able once again to make that essential decision, 'I am Margaret Hilton'.


But just as she raised herself to the required pitch of mental and physical strength, and was ready to throw back the covers, and get out of bed - because she was again in a bed, as she had been in the American hospital - the drums would fade, and stop altogether, and she would be surrounded by voices, strange voices, save for that of Oriole. But Oriole's voice, if familiar enough, was also the voice of an enemy. It was Oriole's voice which was responsible for her being here, and certainly it was Oriole's voice which was keeping her here, keeping her from Cleave, keeping her from the drum.


It was necessary to combat Oriole, by stealth, by keeping her secrets to herself. When she heard Oriole's voice she would turn her face into the pillow, to make sure that she did not speak, because she was not at all sure whether or not she was speaking, sometimes. It did not matter, so long as Oriole was not there. Others, the nameless servants, Peter Roberts, even Billy, were also there from time to time. But they did not matter. Only Oriole mattered. Only Oriole had had substance in this endless nightmare.


Only Oriole had substance in more than that. For the day came when Meg awoke, as if from a very long sleep, her mind absolutely clear, to find Oriole sitting by her bedside, busy with her embroidery.


'Get out,' Meg said. 'Get out of my room.'


Oriole raised her head, gave a patient smile. 'Oh, dear,' she said. 'Are we in one of our bad moods today?'


'You ...' Meg endeavoured to sit up, found she could hardly move. She sank back on the pillows, exhausted. 'Get out,' she said. 'Get out of my house.' She sensed another presence in the room, turned her head with an effort, saw the black woman standing by the door. 'You,' she said. 'Show Mrs Paterson out.'


The woman gazed at her.


'Now, Meg,' Oriole said. 'You know it isn't good for you to become excited. Dr Roberts will have to give you a potion, and you know how you carry on when he gives you a potion.'


She might have been speaking to a small child, Meg realized. She felt so angry she thought she might explode. Or do something violent. And she could not even move.


She raised her arm, looked at it. She could not ever remember having been so thin.


'Send in Prudence,' she said.


'Prudence has been dismissed,' Oriole said.


'Dismissed? Why, you ...'


'I never approved of that wretched woman, as you well know, Meg,' Oriole said. 'The very first thing I did once I was again in charge of Hilltop was to send her packing.'


'In charge?' Meg stared at her in helpless fury. 'What else have you done ?' she asked, keeping her voice even with an effort. 'Where is Bully?'


'That ghastly creature? I had him put down.'


Meg found herself unable to speak for some seconds. She thought, the very moment she could find the strength, she would throttle her with her own hands.


'I would like to see my husband,' she said.


'Of course you may. I imagine he will be coming in from the fields about now. Madge, will you ask Mr Hilton to attend Mrs Hilton?'


The Negress bowed, and left the room. Oriole put down her needlework, got up, bent over the bed.


'If you touch me, Oriole, I will kill you,' Meg said. 'I swear it'


Oriole hesitated, but she remained smiling. 'I was going to smooth your pillow. Touch you, Meg? I wouldn't touch your body unless I was wearing gloves.'


'Then why are you here at all ?'


Oriole straightened, listened to the feet on the stairs. 'It is my duty to be here, where the Hilton home is. Besides, I enjoy being here, my dear. I had always intended to be Mistress of Hilltop one day. Didn't you know ?'


Meg watched the door, watched Billy come in. He was wiping sweat from his face and still wore his riding clothes.


'What has happened ?'


'Nothing has happened, darling,' Oriole said. 'Meg asked to see you. I would close the door.' Billy closed the door. Darling? Meg thought. My God. 'Is ... is she all right?'


'Slightly more lucid than usual,' Oriole said. 'And thus considerably more vituperative.'


Billy stood by the bed. 'Good morning, Meg.'


'What is that woman doing here?' Meg demanded.


'Caring for you, mostly,' Billy said. 'You have been very, very ill, you know.'


'Ill? What with?'


'Well ...' Billy glanced at Oriole, then sat down in the chair she had just vacated. 'Roberts calls it a breakdown. You are having a breakdown.'


'I never heard such nonsense in all my life,' Meg said. 'Breakdown ? What a totally meaningless phrase. I was very tired. All I wanted was a good night's sleep. And I told you yesterday that I did not wish to be attended by that man. I wish to see John Phillips.'


'Yesterday?' Billy asked, and scratched his head.


Oriole came back from the window to stand beside him. 'Do you know, darling, I am beginning to think that she may have recovered her senses.'


'1 also want her sent away from here,' Meg said, determined to keep her temper.


'Yesterday,' Billy said, apparently to himself. 'My dear Meg, you have lain in this bed for seven months.'


Meg frowned at him.


'You have been totally mad for seven months,' Oriole said, smiling at her. 'The word breakdown is merely a euphemism for dementia. Madge and I have had to care for you almost every moment. Why, we have had to wipe your bottom for you. It has been like having a baby in the house, save that you are rather large, and totally ungrateful.'


'I don't believe you,' Meg said.


'What is the last thing you remember?' Billy asked.


'Well... I remember coming back to Jamaica. I remember coming out here to find that creature installed. I remember that detestable doctor.' She hesitated. 'I remember screaming. I was very angry.'


'That was seven months ago,' Billy said. 'Believe me, Meg.'


She stared at him. 'But... Richard? Aline?'


'Are safe in England,' Oriole said. 'Oh, we wrote and told them that their mother had decided to return. And they were overjoyed. Of course, we also had to tell them that you are not well ... very well. It is difficult to make children understand these things. But as they grow older, they will more appreciate the situation.'


'Dear God,' Meg whispered. But she would gain nothing by again losing her temper; she had to get out of this bed first, and that meant regaining her strength. Then she could once again think of being Meg Hilton.


'So you see,' Billy was saying, 'everything is completely under control. Now what you must do is ...'


'Under control ?' she cried. 'Under control ? With that... that harpy lording it over Hilltop? Lording it over you ?'


'Now, Meg,' Billy said. 'Oriole has been very good to you.' He flushed. 'Very good to us. To me.'


To you? My God,' Meg said. 'Do you sleep together?'


'Well,' Oriole said. 'What a question.'


'Surely one I am entitled to ask,' Meg said, keeping her voice quiet. 'Quite apart from the fact that she is pushing fifty, and just about old enough to be your mother ...'


'Well, really,' Oriole remarked. 'You seem to forget your own age, my dear. And I will say, that you should just pray that you retain as much of your looks when you are forty-seven.'


'She is also a totally unnatural creature,' Meg said. 'Or didn't you know that?'


Billy's flush deepened. 'Ah, well... Oriole has no secrets from me. She has told me of your absurd passion.'


'My passion ?' Meg cried.


'I believe it is fairly common amongst teenage girls,' Billy said. 'Or so Dr Roberts says. It really is nothing to be ashamed of. Although in your case, of course, he regards it as but an early manifestation of this sexual obsession which has so humbugged you throughout your life.'


'Sexual obsession? Oh, my God.'


'Now really, Meg,' Oriole said. 'You should attempt to be honest with yourself. All Jamaica, half the world, knows about your escapades. You have the reputation of being unable to keep your hands off anything in pants. If that is not an obsession, what is? As a matter of fact, Peter Roberts says it is the principal manifestation of your madness.'


'My... I am not mad,' Meg shouted. 'All right, so I had a ... a breakdown, as you call it. I seem to have lost my senses for a while. I suppose it was because of the prison. You have no idea what it was like in that prison, what I suffered.' Oh


God, she thought; I am going to cry. But I cannot cry in front of them now.


Oriole sniffed. 'To all intents and purposes, my dear, you entered that prison quite voluntarily. Whatever happened to you, however terrible, was only what you deserved.'


I will not lose my temper again, Meg thought. I will not. I must reason with them, explain to them. She inhaled, slowly, filling her lungs to capacity.


'She is going to have one of her screaming fits,' Oriole said.


'I am not going to scream,' Meg said. 'I am done screaming. All right. I deserved what happened to me. And I had a breakdown. I am very grateful to you, Billy, and to you, Oriole, for taking care of me. But I am well again, now. You can see it. You have just recognized that I am well again. So I intend to get out of this bed, and resume being Mistress of Hilltop.'


She gazed at them, and licked her lips. There was no response in their faces.


'I shall bear no grudges,' she said. 'If Billy wishes to maintain you as his mistress, Oriole, that is perfectly all right with me. You may even live in this house. But I will not, I cannot, have you looking after the upbringing of my children, the management of my plantation.'


'Poor child,' Oriole said. 'How sad that her moments of lucidity should be so brief.'


'I am not mad,' Meg shouted. 'I am not mad,' she sobbed.


'Oriole ...' Billy's voice was uncertain.


'Now, Billy ..


Meg raised her head. 'I would like to speak with Billy alone,' she said. 'Will you leave us, please.'


'I shall do no such thing.'


'Billy, tell her to go.'


'Oriole ...' He was even more uneasy.


'Oh, really, Billy, she just means to twist you round her finger. I know what she can get up to. And you are such a kind-hearted old dear you would let her, too.' She rumpled


Billy's hair affectionately, while Meg stared at her in impotent rage. Then Oriole's face hardened. 'Now, you listen to me, Meg Hilton. You had a good run for your money. Far too good a run. You dragged the very name of Hilton in the dirt. You made this plantation, our plantation, a cesspool of scandal. It will not happen again. You are mad. Mad, mad, mad. Dr Roberts has said so. All Jamaica accepts it. They know only a latently mad woman could possibly have behaved as you have behaved these last ten years. They are very sympathetic. They blame it on that night in the mountains when you were a girl. But they know that it is so.'


Oh, my God, Meg thought. Oh, my God. 'But you know I am sane,' she cried. 'You know it.'


Oriole's lips relaxed into a half smile. 'I may know it, and Billy may know it. Peter Roberts may know it as well. But no one else does.'


'And do you think I will not tell them ?' Meg shouted.


Oriole's smile widened. 'Tell whom, my dear Meg? Oh, you may shout it to these walls, as often and as loudly as you like. Because these walls, and Madge, and Billy, and me, are all you are going to see. Mad people have to be confined. You should just be grateful that we have not sent you to the asylum.'


If only she were not so tired still, Meg thought, she could fight them. She could rise from this bed and knock both their heads together and make her escape down the hillside to the town and thence the village. Once there she would be free. The book-keepers would help her. And the blacks would certainly help her.


But instead she felt a wave of exhaustion creeping up from her belly to overwhelm her mind. She lay back on her pillows. 'I am amazed you do not just smother me,' she said, 'and have done with it'.


'Now, don't be a silly girl,' Oriole said gently. 'On the contrary, my dear, we are going to do everything we can to preserve you alive. Don't you know that when you die, the plantation passes to Richard ? Well, we are doing our best with the boy, but he is your son, and it is quite impossible at this stage to be sure he won't turn out to be an utter monster like his mother.'


My God, Meg thought; I had forgotten. Richard would be twelve. They would have nine years, if she were dead. Only nine years.


But for the entire term of her life, if they kept her alive. Even supposing Oriole was not able to seduce him utterly to her cause in nine years.


'I would like to write to him,' she said. 'And Aline.'


'I do not think that would be wise, my dear,' Oriole said. 'It is highly dangerous to expose children to the ramblings of a mad-woman. All medical authorities are agreed upon that. No, no, I will write them both on your behalf, as indeed I have been doing these past seven months. Now you have a good rest. You are looking quite pale.'


Billy got up. 'And you'll see, Meg, we don't mean you any harm. Why, if you'd just behave yourself, there is no need for you even to be confined to this room. You'll see.'


I'll see, she thought, shutting her eyes and listening to the door close. But a moment later it opened again, and she opened her eyes to see the large Negress come in, carefully shut the door behind her, and then take a seat in the rocking chair by the window.


'I would prefer to be alone,' Meg said.


The mistress done say ...'


'I am the mistress,' Meg said.


The mistress done say,' Madge continued as if she had not spoken, 'that someone got for be with you all the time. Day and night. Oh, yes.'


Oh, God, Meg thought. But she could not fight them. Not by herself, and certainly not while she was this weak. Health must be her first priority. Because Billy had given her some hope, once she regained her health.


And every day she could feel the strength returning to her muscles and, correspondingly, to her mind. She thought. She wished she could be sure. Muscles were a simple matter. She could walk, she could stand on one leg, she could bend without becoming dizzy, she could lift things and she could feel the energy beginning once again to surge through her system.


She could watch her body regaining its normal contours. It remained a voluptuous body. Because she was still a young and beautiful woman. Every glance in her mirror told her that. Save for her hair; the mahogany brown had several streaks of grey. But that was in itself almost beautifying. Her bone structure was so very fine that she was perhaps more beautiful than ever, she thought.


But who could tell what was taking place, what had taken place, in her mind? Just as who could tell what had taken place to those delightful, devastating, demoniac urges which had driven her through life? No man had touched her for over a year more intimately than on her arm. Once that would have driven her wild with continuous desire, which she would have known how to satisfy. Now she had no desire to touch herself, just as she had no real desire to be touched. There was the true legacy of that Cuban prison. It had left her only half a woman.


But was not her true problem one of guilt, she wondered. She had never been a religious person - in itself a cause for guilt, she sometimes felt, in her confused and weakened state - but she could not deny the fact that she had defied and ignored most of the moral tenets man had decided were decreed by his fear of God. It had not seemed important, as Margaret Hilton, and she had relieved her conscience with the reminder that she was pursuing her own life, not consciously causing harm to any other living creature, and in fact doing her best for all those who happened to be dependent upon her generosity. But perhaps that had not been enough.


Then there was the fact of her neglect of her children, as Oriole never tired of pointing out. She had been a good, almost an indulgent mother when in the mood, but the moment the 'itch between her legs', another of Oriole's phrases, caught hold of her, she had thoughtlessly abandoned them and departed to satisfy herself. No matter that she had supposed it would be for a matter of hours or at most days. It was the thought which counted, and that she had been separated from them for two years was merely the considered punishment of heaven, which quite justified her new gaolers in keeping her separated from them for another half-dozen.


She could not argue with that reasoning, however much she felt, she knew, that Richard and Aline would understand, could they but be given the chance. But there was a greater guilt yet, of which presumably Oriole was quite unaware. She could not avoid the responsibility for Alan's death. She could not help but feel that she had brought him bad luck. After all, he had run guns in to the insurgents on several occasions without a mishap, until he had made the mistake of taking her with him. But even if it had been merely a question of time until the Spaniards had caught up with him, she had to feel that had he not known, that dreadful day off the Jardines de la Reina, that she was on the schooner, he might have made his escape. That knowing her life was in danger, he had chosen to shoot it out with the Spanish soldiers, and thus lose his own life.


This single thought, recurring almost daily, was sufficient to bring her to tears. Alan was dead, and it had been her careless insistence on making the most of their reunion there and then, instead of satisfying herself with occasional meetings in Kingston, that had caused it.


But tears came easily in any event. It seemed that her strength, of which she had always been so proud, had been drained in that prison, so that although her body seemed as healthy and as powerful as ever before, exertion of any sort, and especially mental, left her collapsed and miserable. She tried to tell herself it would pass, it had to pass; built a peak of determination and resolve for when she was at last allowed out of the house, and then felt too tired, too weak and too indecisive to do anything. Supposing it had been practical, anyway; she was accompanied on her rides round the plantation by both Madge, riding a mule, and Oriole, and she had been given as her mount a mule also, which could easily be overtaken by any of the plantation horses.


And where would she go, what could she do ? The black faces were the same, but they all now looked to Oriole as the mistress, not her. And the white faces had changed. The last relic of the old Hilltop staff. Paul Simmonds, was gone. These were Billy's people, and Oriole's, who smiled and bowed at her as she passed them, and whispered scornfully behind her back.


Escaping Hilltop would be an immense operation, and what would it avail ? According to Oriole, she was known throughout Jamaica as the Madwoman of Hilltop. It was several years since she had seen even John Phillips, and their's had in any event been a very spiky doctor and patient relationship. For the rest, Walter Reynolds was Kingston's leading lawyer as his son was Jamaica's leading planter as Oriole was Jamaica's leading hostess. There was no one to take the point of view of the ne'er do well. And somehow it did not seem to matter.


Nothing mattered, not the death of the Queen, nor the end of the war with the Boers. Not even the shattering volcanic eruption in the islands south of Jamaica, which within a week devastated both Martinique and St Vincent, and had the superstitious Negroes whispering that the end of the world was nigh. The fact is, she thought, I have lost my interest in living, in owning, in ruling. But perhaps she had never possessed those interests. She had boasted that some people, Hiltons, had been placed on earth to rule. Alan had suggested how wrong she was. And could she argue against that? Had that frightened, tormented creature the Spanish sailors and soldiers had played with truly been a ruler?


She could not even force herself to resent Oriole's parties, for which she was always locked in her room, in the company of Madge and Lilian, another large Negress, each armed with a sedative drink which she was empowered to use should her mistress - Oriole was very careful to preserve the form - have one of her nervous fits and become recalcitrant. So Meg would lie on her bed and listen to the music, and the faint babble of conversation seeping up the stairwell, and think to herself how excited they must all be, to be dancing only a floor away from the Madwoman, how Ann Holroyd, from her perch in heaven, unless gossips were firmly confined to hell, must be wishing she could have held on just a little while longer. Or from her bedroom window, once the gauze blinds had been drawn, she could watch them playing at tennis, for Oriole had put down a court close to the grandstand. She was grateful that Oriole and Billy had no interest in horseracing; she was at least spared the indignity of having to listen to her stable being exploited.


Before she was properly aware of what was happening, she had been back on Hilltop over two years, which very rapidly became three; after which time became meaningless. She was allowed to read the children's letters home, and could not deny that they both appeared very happy, and very solicitous over her health, which Oriole kept assuring them was slowly but surely mending. But she was not allowed to write herself. Nevertheless, the letters themselves were a joy, and were the principal event in her fife, well worth waiting for.


For the rest, she rode, carefully guarded, and she was allowed downstairs every morning, when Billy was out and she could be looked after. She was allowed to play the piano if she wished, and she could read any of the books in the library. She was allowed to sew, and Oriole was perfectly willing to send into Kingston for the materials she required; she became quite a dressmaker.


And she waited while she hated. She did not know for sure what she was waiting for. She remembered being aware that Billy had spent several years just waiting for his opportunity, for her to kick over the traces, as he had known she


eventually would. So then, she waited ... for Richard's return? She rather dreaded that, and it was still a long way in the future. For Oriole to drop dead ? But Oriole, even as she sailed past fifty, was obviously as healthy as ever before in her life. For her own lassitude to disappear, for the certainty of her own health to come bubbling back through her veins and her mind like that energy she remembered from her youth? Or had her youth been only a dream?


Only of her hate was she certain. She hated Oriole, and she hated Billy. She would avenge herself on them one day, of that she was absolutely certain, absolutely determined. But she had no idea when.


Until the day when she was not allowed to leave her room at all, nor were the drapes drawn from across her windows.


'The mistress saying you got for spend this day in bed,' Madge said, and she had brought Lilian along to reinforce her decree.


'But I am not ill,' Meg protested. She never did anything more than protest nowadays, where once she would have commanded. 'There is no reason for it.'


'The mistress got reason,' Madge said. "That man coming. You got for stay in bed until he gone again, and that is a fact.'


"That man?' Meg asked. 'What man?' 'That nuisance man. That is what the mistress done call he. That Captain McAvoy man.'


Meg sat up as if jerked by a string. 'McAvoy? Alan McAvoy?'


'Now, mistress, the mistress say if you making a noise you got for take your medicine.'


Meg stared at her. Her heart seemed to have doubled in size and was trying to break its way out through her ribs. But it could not be true. 'I won't make a noise,' she promised, lowering her voice. 'Is this man named Alan?'



'Well, I ain't knowing about that, mistress. Now you got for he down.'


She held Meg's shoulders, and Meg allowed herself to be pushed flat on the bed.


'But he's a sailor,' she said. 'You must know that, Madge.'


'Well,' Madge said. 'He got for be a sailor.'


Oh, my God, Meg thought. Oh, my God. She closed her eyes, because she could feel the tears start. How to explain it? Alan had been killed in the jungles of Cuba, fighting the Spaniards. No, he had not been killed. The colonel had asked her questions, about his name and his whereabouts. She had assumed that he must have been killed, because she had heard no word. In all the time she had been in prison, in all the months she had spent in the American hospital, she had heard no word. If Alan had been alive, he would have come looking for her, surely.


But Madge said he was coming looking for her now, and thus she was to be confined here in darkness, unable to communicate with him, until he was gone again. Well, they would see about that. They ... her door opened, and she sat up again violently.


It was Oriole. 'You may draw the blinds, Madge,' she said. 'And how are you this morning, my dear?'


Madge drew the curtains. Meg stared at her cousin. 'Where is he?' Oriole frowned at her. 'Where is who?'


'Alan,' Meg shouted. 'Alan McAvoy.'


Oriole looked at Madge.


'Ow me God,' Madge said. 'But she asking why she locked up in here ...'


'And so you told her, you stupid nigger.' Oriole came closer.


'Was it Alan?' Meg begged. 'Was it?’ Oriole's face twisted, then she smiled. 'Yes, it was your lover.'


'But... I had thought him dead.'


'He is dead, so far as you are concerned.'


'But tell me what happened. Please, Oriole. Please.'


Oriole hesitated, then shrugged and sighed. 'It appears he was very badly hurt in that battle you seem to have had with the Spanish authorities. Do you remember anything of that?'


'Yes,' Meg said. 'Yes. Please go on.'


'Well, his friends, if you can call them that, apparently took him away to a place of safety ... I am merely recounting what he has told me, you understand; I have no idea of how true it is.'


'Yes,' Meg said. 'Please go on.'


‘Well, after some time they managed to nurse him back to health. And then, he claims, he tried to find you, and was told that the Spaniards had sunk his schooner, and that you had gone down with it. He says he nearly went mad with despair, abandoned Cuba, and sailed away in some American ship. He spent several years trading in the South Seas, would you believe it, hobnobbing with cannibals, and then returned here, just on passage to England, oh, six years ago. And discovered you were still alive. Well, it was during your breakdown, you know. He came rushing out here. But of course Billy and I had him sent off the plantation. I mean, the idea of it, your lover trying to see you in your husband's home.'


Meg bit her lip. My home, she wanted to say. My home, she wanted to shriek. My home, she wanted to yell, as she tore Oriole's face to shreds. Why, she had not felt like doing that in six years. Her hate had been too deep-seated.


'And then would you believe it,' Oriole said, 'he wrote you a letter. Quite the most disgusting thing I have ever read.'


'Oh, please, may I have it ?'


'Good heavens, no, I burned it. Obscene it was. I thought then we had seen the last of him. But here he is back again. Well, I have convinced him that you have no desire ever to see him again. And of course that it is doubtful you will ever fully recover your senses. For which misfortune he must accept a large measure of responsibility. Oh, indeed, he may come to Kingston as regularly as he likes; I imagine we have seen the last of him at Hilltop.'


Meg stared at her, her entire brain seeming to have frozen into hate.


'So now, you had better spend the rest of the day in bed,' Oriole decided. 'You are looking quite pale. You'll keep an eye on Mistress Meg, Madge. And don't hesitate to give her the potion should she begin to be restless.'


The door closed behind her, and the two black women came to stand by the bed. Meg shut her eyes. She did not wish to look at them, and she did not wish to have the potion inflicted upon her. She wanted to think, as she had never thought before, as she had never had reason to think before.


First of all, to understand. Alan was alive, and well, and still in love with her. Else why come out here twice?


But he supposed her mad, and beyond his reach.


Therefore it was up to her, to find him again, to convince him that she was nothing more than a prisoner. Alan would know how to help her free herself, how to help her regain control of Hilltop.


But how to reach him? She had no hope of escaping Madge and Lilian at this moment. And they were with her every moment of the day.


Well, then, at night. But soon Alan would have left, and she did not know when he was coming back to Jamaica, or indeed if he was coming back to Jamaica. But oh yes, he was coming back. Oriole had suggested that. He was coming back. Oriole had suggested that. He was coming back. Well, then, escape when he returned. Except that she might never know when he returned.


So, then, escape as soon as it was possible, and ... how? The stables were patrolled by watchmen all night, as was the main road leading to Kingston. And even if she tried to go on foot, and evaded the watchmen, it was better than twenty miles. She would be missed and overtaken long before she could gain the town. And supposing she did gain the town ? Who would help her? They all believed her mad. They would be eager to return her to the loving care of her cousin.


She felt so despairing she wanted to shriek her agony. But she kept her eyes closed, made herself lie still. There was no such thing as an insoluble problem. Not for Margaret Hilton. How many years was it since she had thought that?


Be rational, she told herself. Escape Hilltop Great House. There was the first priority. That could be done, at night. She was sure of it.


Escape the plantation itself? That could be done, on foot. But then what? And supposing that was accomplished, somewhere to live until Alan returned. Somewhere safe, where she could never be found.


In Jamaica?


The tears were starting to come again, seeping out from under her closed eyes, dribbling down her cheeks. Madge grunted, perhaps in sympathy, and moved away from the bedside. It was close now, and the maid threw open the windows. Faintly filling the room, drifting down from the mountains. Meg heard the beat of the drums.

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 


THE MAMALOI

 

HOW they filled her head, all night, rhythmic beats of hope. If she dared.


But did she dare? Throughout the great days, when she had followed her own whims, her own decisions, her own impulses, with a total disregard for anyone else's feelings, she had yet never really contemplated crossing the river and making for the mountains. She had feared the implicit surrender in such an act, and then she surely could have feared no surrender.


This trembling creature feared everything.


But there was even more. When last Cleave had seen her, she had been a girl of sixteen. Now she was thirty-five, and perhaps older than that. She remembered the ceremony with a continuing thrill of pleasure, because it was a memory. How could she be sure she would not be disgusted by the eroticism of the dance, by the primitivity of her surroundings ? And what of Cleave himself, when he came to touch her? The last man to touch her, sexually, had been the twelfth sailor on board the Spanish guardacostas; Jaime's rumblings had been no more than fumblings. But the sailor had not been the last thing. That had been the seething rope, the feel of which still had her awake in the small hours, often enough. Could she stand the touch of man's hand? Or would she immediately break into an uncontrollable screaming?


And what of Cleave? She had been sixteen, he had been older. He would now, perhaps, be forty. He would have


changed, and not only in appearance. Besides, as he had never come to her at the river, why should she even suppose he still wished her, would be prepared to help her?


Why should she even suppose he still remembered her? That night in the mountains might have been the most dramatic, the most important of her life. It could have been no more than an episode in his, and it had been nineteen years ago.


But Cleave, and Jack, had said come back when you know you want to. Come back, they had meant, when you know there is no one else to whom you can turn. And now there was no one else to whom she could turn.


But there was the dream again. Snap her fingers, and find herself in the mountains. She listened to Lilian snoring, sitting in the chair by the window; she and Madge took turns. But there was little difference between them. Meg rolled over violently, causing the bed to creak, and instantly the nodding head came upright. Escape could be nothing more than a dream while Madge and Lilian shared her room.


She rolled on her back, gazed at the white gauze mosquito netting with which the bed was surrounded; another innovation of Oriole's, because it had become fashionable - and it certainly afforded protection from the insects which swarmed to the glow of the lamp. She was going to dream no longer. How could she, if she would ever regain her freedom, regain Hilltop, regain Alan? And he was there. He had come out to see her, only a week ago. He still loved her. He would help her.


So why should she be afraid of a black woman? They did not both sleep in here. They were here one at a time. She was at least as big, and surely as strong. Was she so afraid of violence? They were authorized to use violence to her.


So then, think, but think carefully and accurately, and above all, honestly. The maid could be dealt with, if she had the strength, at least of mind as well as body. And if it turned out that she did not, well then, what had she lost? She would no doubt be given a sleeping potion and put back to bed. That had happened often enough in the past.


Then what of afterwards ? Hilltop Great House was never locked. Leaving the house would be simple enough. But the surround and the garden were patrolled all night by a watchman. Only a watchman. How one's sins came home to roost. Oriole did not like dogs, would not have one near the house. Only a watchman.


More violence ? Against a man ? Or stealth. Or subterfuge. That too could only be tested at the time. But afterwards. They would suppose she had made for town, which would be to her advantage. But there was her weakness for self deception, for dreaming, once again threatening to bring her down. Oriole would know where she had gone. Oriole would know there was only one place she could have gone.


But would Oriole dare to follow? Would Billy? They would turn out the police, and the police would follow. But by then a good twenty-four hours would have elapsed. By then she would know whether Cleave would help her or not. Once again, failure could only be followed by a sedative, a confirmation of what everyone already knew, that she was mad. There was nothing to lose, there.


But supposing Oriole followed, right away. How long would she have? Be honest, she shouted at herself in her mind, be realistic. One hour? Surely more. She did not propose to kill her watchdog. So, stunned ... an hour. No more. She could not expect more than an hour. Then they would be behind her, and Washington would track her down. Washington could track anything. Well, then, was there anything which could prevent Washington tracking?


Rain. Torrential Jamaican rain. There it was. The wet season was only a month away. A month was no time at all, when one has been imprisoned, in various cells, for eight years. A month would merely give her time to build her strength, and plan. She wanted to smile. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to shout for joy. As in the past, the solution to her problem was so simple she was amazed she had not thought of it before. It required only patience. And determination.


It required her to say, perhaps for the last time, I am Meg Hilton.


She lay on her back, and listened to the rain. Driven by the wind from the mountains, it struck her jalousies like handfuls of pebbles thrown by a gang of roistering giants. And the wind was high, too; the gusts almost seemed to shake the old house. It was a good night to be in bed.


But it was the third such in a row. The weather had broken, and the mountain trails would be hardly recognizable. Not even Washington would be able to track up those. Supposing she ever left this warm bed. Supposing she dared.


Because, having made the decision, this last month had been comparatively easy. She had even smiled at Oriole. She had a secret. And the secret would take her back to where she belonged, and send Oriole back to where she belonged.


But it was so easy to say 'tomorrow', and lie here, in the warmth and the comfort. Suddenly, when it came to the point, it no longer mattered whether or not she was Margaret Hilton, whether or not she was Mistress of Hilltop. Suddenly it no longer mattered who she was, or what. But what a dangerous thought. No doubt it was how ninety per cent of the people in the world felt. So long as they were fed, and clothed, and housed, they were perfectly willing to exist, moving from one simple pleasure to the next, allowing others to make their decisions for them.


But they were not Hiltons. It had to be now, now, or it would never be at all.


She rolled over restlessly, and Madge's head jerked. 'I am so thirsty,' she said.


Madge signed, and got up, and rescued the pitcher of water from its cooling position in the windowsill, poured a glassful, still sighing, and waddled across the room. Meg had already lifted the mosquito netting, was waiting for her. She drank, greedily; she was thirsty. Her throat was parched with fear of the coming moments.


'Now you go to sleep,' Madge said. Just as if she were fifteen again, she thought, and Prudence was scolding her. It helped to make her angry, to reinforce the decision.


'I must go to the toilet.'


'Eh-eh? But you just drink the water,' Madge commented. But she raised the net higher, and waited. Meg got out of bed; the lamp on her bedside table had burned right down, and there was only the faintest glow of light in the room, but she had rehearsed in her mind so often what she must do that she had no doubt she could have carried out her plan in utter darkness. For Madge now stooped to tuck the mosquito netting under the mattress, to make sure no insects could get into the untended bed.


Meg sucked air into her lungs, turned down the wick, and in the same instant picked up the lamp and swung it against the back of Madge's head. The Negress gave a gasp and fell forward, hands flapping out to grasp the netting, and with her weight tear it from its wires and bring it down in a cloud of white gauze. She struck the bed, and lay still.


Meg found herself gasping. Had she meant to hit quite that viciously? She bent over the woman, heart pounding so hard she could hear nothing else for a moment. Then Madge breathed stertorously. But she did not move. And there was no time to be lost. Again it had all been rehearsed, time and time again, in her mind. She dropped her nightgown on the floor, scooped up her pale green day gown from the chair where she had placed it last night. She needed nothing else. She was going to Cleave.


She opened the door, stood there for a moment. There was no lantern in the gallery, and the house was utterly dark. Nor could she hear a sound above the pounding of the rain on the skylights, and the booming of the wind as it got under the eaves. She closed the door behind her, tiptoed to the stairs, hurried down them. Perhaps they creaked, but if the rain drowned them to her ears, then it drowned them to all other ears.


At the foot she hesitated again, looking through the gloom towards the portraits, towards herself, hanging there smiling at her. Jeremy Spender had apparently been instructed by Billy to finish the painting, when she had been supposed dead. And it was a fine likeness. Margaret Hilton. The Hilton. It smiled at her, saying to her with those confident lips, 'Come back to me, Meg. Come back to yourself.'


She pulled the front door open, and a gust of wind got inside and whistled up the stairs. Oh, my God, she thought; that would certainly wake them. She stepped outside, closed the door again, thought she had banged it but could not be sure, flattened herself against the wall while she got her breathing back under control, looked out at the garden and the pasture beyond. All utterly black. There could not be a better night for escaping, supposing she did not lose her way.


She ran across the verandah, reaching the top of the stairs, and heard feet, squelching in the wet ground. She dropped to her hands and knees, then lay flat on the floor, body pulled in against the verandah rails. But the watchman was not really worrying with anything that might be happening, save the rain. He huddled beneath a waterproof cape, head bowed, as he walked round the house. He was required to do this at least once in every hour. Nothing more. Within seconds he would have found himself some shelter under the verandah.


She got up again, went down the steps. Now she had only to guard against losing her way. But her eyes, growing accustomed to the darkness, could make out the tower of the chimney. As long as she kept the bulk of the House over her right shoulder, and the chimney over her left, then she was going north, going the right way.


The front stairs faced south, and while descending them she was almost sheltered from the rain. But at the foot it struck at her with all its force, pounding on her hair, plastering it to her scalp, thudding right through the thin cotton of her gown, while her feet were immediately soaked to the ankle. And equally, she was cold, chilled to the marrow, flesh rising in goose pimples, great shudders hurrying through her muscles.


I am Meg Hilton, she told herself. There could be no stopping now. She went round the building, began her trek across the pasture. She was aware only of the discomfort, the cold, the slashing of the rain into her flesh, the terror which constantly welled up into her throat, and her repeated exhortations to herself: I am Meg Hilton.


She stumbled up the pasture, occasionally stepping into a hole and falling, rising again immediately. To stop for even a second would be to remain there for ever, or until they found her. She walked into the midst of a herd of sheep, huddled close against the storm. They bayed plaintively at the violent arrival of this alien, but she pushed them aside and attempted to stumble through them, tripping and falling in their midst, and regaining her feet in a flurry of mud and streaming water.


On the far side, where the pasture began its dip to the banana trees, she looked back, and nearly choked with fear as she saw lights flickering in the windows of the Great House. She had gained not a mile, and they were already awake and preparing to follow her.


She gathered her skirt around her waist and ran for the trees, arriving beneath their shelter quite out of breath. She sank to her knees and panted for some seconds, before getting up again and driving herself onwards. Now she had some slight protection from the teeming rain, but at the same time she was surrounded by noise as the branches swung to and fro, every so often catching her searing blows across the head. She panted, and fell, and got up again, and ran again, and fell again, and knew she had torn her gown.


How big the plantation was. She had never been farther than the Grandstand, except on horseback. Now it seemed to last for ever, so that she was sure she was running round and round in circles, although that was impossible, because the groves were numbered and signposted, and she could keep a track of her progress. But the noise of the rain and the swaying of the branches obliterated all other sound, and she could not tell how close her pursuers might be, until she suddenly heard the report of a rifle, booming through the night. Were they calling to each other, saying they had found her trail ? Or were they calling to her?


But the report had been distant. A moment later the banana groves ended, and she gazed at the slope which led up to the cluster of cedars which marked the river.


She wondered what time it was. It had been just after midnight when she had made her escape from tie house. She seemed to have been stumbling onwards for ever. Her head hurt and her back hurt and her belly hurt and her legs felt like lumps of lead; she dared not think of her feet - it seemed every pebble and every thorn on the plantation had attacked her insteps. And however dark it was, it could not now be far off dawn. And her pursuers were close behind.


She climbed the slope on her hands and knees, looked down on the river, and felt her heart give a great lurch of dismay. Three days' rain had been sufficient to turn the always fast-running stream into a tumbling, foaming torrent. And it would have increased the depth as well. She forced herself to her feet, half ran and half fell down the slope, once again sank to her knees as she gazed at the rushing water. She was so tired. To attempt to cross here would be to commit suicide. And why not, she wondered. Could there be a better place to die than here, where she had known so much happiness? And was there really any point in continuing to live?


She was Margaret Hilton. There was Richard and Aline to be thought of, to be regained. And there was Alan.


She followed the stream, looking for the ford. But the ford itself was flooded with rushing water, and from a few inches deep it had risen clearly to a few feet. She turned her face up to the sky, allowed the water to flood her cheeks and eyes and ears, opened her mouth to allow it to trickle down her parched throat. And heard the rifle again, and closer.


She stumbled into the water, gazing at the darkness which was the farther side. Only there mattered. The river thudded into her ankles and then her knees, and she lost her balance, regained it with a desperate surge of strength. Then she suddenly sank to her waist and lost her footing altogether. Instantly the water picked her up, threw her over, seemed to toss her into the air with playful malevolence, before sucking her down. She struck the bottom even as she lost the last of her breath, then forced herself back to the surface, gasping, arms flailing, rolling over and over and taking water in through her mouth and nose, striking out with her arms in desperation, and slashing her fingers across a series of branches.


Desperately she clutched, and felt the sodden wood tearing through her fingers. Then they lodged again, and her back struck something, and she was wedged, the water still pulling at her and seeming to be driving right through her, but able to keep her head free and to breathe, and to wait, while the exhaustion threatened to overwhelm her, and while she gathered her mind for one last mighty effort to free herself or to he there until she drowned.


She awoke to a feeling of blessed warmth seeping through her bones. For a moment she did not know where she was, then the memory came flooding back and she frantically grasped at the trailing branches yet again, discovered she was digging her fingers into the earth. She was on dry land. At least, the land was rapidly drying as the sun rose noon high; for the moment the clouds had cleared.


Then she did not know where she was. She raised her head, scooped hair from her eyes, found that her fingers were also coated with mud, and gazed at feet. Black feet, naked, and mud stained. Oh, God, she thought. They had, after all, caught up with her. Her head flopped forward, nestled into the rain-softened earth. She was so tired. Every muscle in her body seemed to be weighted with lead, and her head swung, while her empty stomach ached for food.


And they had caught up with her. She would be returned to Hilltop, in ignominy, to have her guard no doubt doubled in the future, while the rumours would be spread all over Jamaica of how the Madwoman had attempted to escape.


Someone knelt by her head. 'Miss Meg?' a voice asked. 'It is really you?'


Meg's head jerked as if he had pulled her hair. She blinked tears from her eyes, gazed at Cleave. Was it really Cleave ? There were scattered grey hairs on his head as well, but his face had not changed, except perhaps to grow firmer, grow harder. And grow more confident. Not that Cleave had ever lacked confidence.


'We heard them rifles,' Cleave said. 'In the night we heard them. And we knew they was looking for someone. But who they going be looking for, if it ain't Miss Meg?'


Meg licked her lips, slowly and painfully. Cleave snapped his fingers, and one of the other men also knelt beside her, holding a bottle. She drank greedily, hoping it would be rum, but it was water, and tasted like nectar.


'Where are they?' she whispered.


'They stop by the river,' Cleave said. 'That water running too hard, and they stop there. But how you manage to cross, Miss Meg?'


Again she licked her lips. 'I swam.' She attempted to push herself from the ground, found she lacked the strength, lay still again.


"They mus' be thinking you drown,' Cleave said, half to himself. 'You coming to us, Miss Meg?'


Meg made a great effort, rolled on her back. 'Yes,' she said. 'I am coming to you, Cleave.' Her eyes flopped shut again.


When she awoke she was being carried on a rough fitter, and someone's shirt had been thrown across the upper half of her body because her gown was in rags. The sun was still high, but no longer exactly overhead.


Cleave walked beside the litter, and now he looked down. 'Is not far,' he said.


They were in the stony ravine. How memory flooded back. Nineteen years, and she could remember this place as if it were yesterday.


She licked her lips. ‘I am so very hungry,' she said.


He nodded, and gave her a banana. Perhaps one of her own, she thought, stolen from Hilltop. But nothing had ever tasted so good.


The men carrying the litter stopped, in the shelter of the cliff, to rest. She was laid on the ground, and Cleave squatted beside her.


‘I am sure I can walk,' she said. "There is no need to carry me any more.' 'You can' walk,' Cleave said.


She lay back, and gazed at him. You are here, she thought. So what happened now ? Is it up to you, or up to him ? Did she feel passion? She did not, at the moment; she felt only weariness and anxiety.


'Them people done saying you are mad,' Cleave said.


'Do you believe that?'


'For truth, I ain' knowing what that is,' Cleave said. 'It means that I am unable to think. That I have the mind of a child.'


Cleave's mouth widened into a slight smile. 'You ain' no chil’, Miss Meg, and that is a fact.'


'I am not mad, Cleave,' she said. "They have been keeping me a prisoner, for seven years they have kept me a prisoner, so that they could have the plantation to themselves.'


Cleave thought for a while. 'You wan' another banana ?' he asked at last.


She took it greedily. No doubt bananas would be her main diet for a while. Bananas and their cousins, plantains.


'So what you doing now?' Cleave asked.


'Well...' She swallowed. 'There is someone who will help me. He is a sea captain. If I could stay with you until the next time he is in Kingston, I am sure I will be all right'


Cleave thought again. Then he got up and snapped his fingers, and the men picked up the litter.


Oh, my God, she thought. What have I done ? Suppose he will not help me ? Nineteen years. It is too long.


'I... I don't mean to inconvenience you in any way,' she said.


He looked down at her. Ts good to have you with us, Miss Meg,' he said.


Which was sufficiently non-committal. She chewed her lip. 'Is ... is Jack well?'


Again the sombre glance. 'Jack done dead, Miss Meg. Oh, four year' now.'


'Oh. I... I'm terribly sorry.'


'Well,' Cleave said, 'he was old.'


Voices, and people, the women and children she remembered. But no, she thought, these are the children and grandchildren of the people I remember. Why, one of these heavy-breasted matrons is probably the girl who danced.


But the drums were still there. Surely. She had heard them often enough. Yet she could not see them tonight, and there was no kid bleating as it went to execution. Only the stake to which it had been tethered still waited. She wanted to scream for joy. The stake was real, therefore it had all been real.


'But what is this?' a woman asked as the litter was put on the ground.


'Is Mistress Hilton,' said one of the men. 'You ain' knowing that?'


'She?' asked a woman. 'That is she? Why she naked so?'


'She mad,' said another. 'You ain' knowing that? Is what they saying in Kingston. That she mad.'


Oh, my God, Meg thought. Oh, my God.


Cleave held out his hand, and she grasped it to rise to her feet. The shirt started to slip, and she hastily clutched it against her breast. Her legs felt weak, and she would have fallen if Cleave had not supported her.


'What you got there, Cleave ?' asked one of the men.


'Hush up your mouth,' Cleave recommended, leading Meg away from the litter and towards the hut. 'This woman sick. You ain' seeing that?'


She had to duck her head to get under the troolie-palm roof. Within the shade there was a hammock, hung from two of the uprights, a roughly carved wooden table, with a bench to each side, and some cooking utensils. Cleave guided Meg to the hammock, and she sank into it. But her brain was seething.


'I am not mad, Cleave,' she whispered. 'Please believe me. I am not mad.'


'I say you is sick,' Cleave pointed out. 'You been out all night in the storm. Man, Miss Meg, if you ain' restin, you going be sick bad.' He raised his head to gaze at the people clustered outside the house. 'You all ain' got business?'


'Man, Cleave,' said one of the men. 'You knowing she can' stay here. Them white people going come looking. They going send them nigger policemen.'


'How they goin' know where she is ?' Cleave demanded. They done give up the trail, anyhow.'


'They goin' come again,' the man insisted. 'They mus'. Man, they ain' going leave no white woman in these mountains.'


Cleave chewed his Up, looking down at Meg. 'Help me,' she whispered. 'Oh, please help me.'


'We goin' let the mamaloi decide,' Cleave said at last.


The watchers exchanged glances.


'Yeah, man,' said the man who had objected to Meg's presence. 'That is the thing. The mamaloi going know.'


'So that is what we goin' do,' Cleave said. 'When the mistress done get better, and can walk. Then the mamaloi going decide. You all gone now, and leave she.'


They hesitated, then drifted away, about whatever business occupied their time. Meg leaned back in her hammock with a sigh. The first crisis had been surmounted. But there were others, looming close at hand.


'I do not understand,' she said. 'Who is going to decide my fate?'


'I got for take you to the mamaloi,'' he said. 'When you can walk. Is the mamaloi going decide. Is the mamaloi must tell us what to do. Is the mamaloi what is our mistress.'


And therefore, she reflected, by implication the mamaloi was her mistress, if she would seek shelter here. The mamaloi. She knew the meaning of the word well enough: A mamaloi was a voodoo priestess. She knew the legend of how her great-great-grandfather, Matt Hilton, had fallen in love with a mamaloi, had nearly wrecked the entire West Indies in his hunt for her. That mamaloi had been sold into slavery by Robert Hilton, to prevent his cousin destroying the family in his, to Hilton eyes senseless, passion. And yet, so the story went, she had borne no hatred, where certainly she had sufficient cause. And when the slaves in the French colony of St Dominique had risen in revolt in a long orgy of rape and murder and mayhem, it had been the good offices of the mamaloi which had saved the life of Great-Great-Grandmother Suzanne, Matt's wife.


So, mamalois were not necessarily evil things. But at the same time, Meg remembered with a shudder, it had been that same mamaloi who had ordered Suzanne's sister, Georgiana, to be torn to pieces while she still lived and screamed.


So then, mamalois were creatures of instinct. Or creatures able to communicate with the gods, and tell their wishes. That was what Cleave would believe. And believing that, he would do as the mamaloi commanded him, however much he might wish to keep the white woman in his village.


However much. It was late afternoon, and he was back beside her hammock, bringing her cassava bread, and some baked fish, and avocado pear, and bananas. She was so hungry it tasted like a banquet. And why should it not be a banquet? she wondered. She was free of Hilltop. It was all but twenty-four hours since her escape. Oriole would be desperate with anxiety, that she might be dead, that her rule of Hilltop might be imperilled. But when her body was not left stranded on the rocks where the river debouched onto the beach before finding its way into the sea, they would know that she had to be alive. And as the villagers had warned Cleave, they would resume their search.


'Will you not eat with me ?' she asked.


He hesitated, then broke off a piece of fish, slowly conveyed it to his mouth, sucked his fingers.


Meg licked her lips, masticated slowly and painfully. 'I wish you to know,' she said, 'that whatever the mamaloi decides must be done with me, I am grateful to you for having brought me here today. I will never forget that.'


Cleave ate some more fish. What was going on inside that mind, she wondered. Where was the boy who had sought her body?


She ate her avocado. 'Did ... did Jack bring me here because the mamaloi told him to ?' she asked.


'Jack didn't listen to no mamaloi,' Cleave said, 'Jack was a hougan.'


A voodoo priest.


'And now there is no hougan in this village?' Cleave shook his head.


'Why are you not the hougan? Meg asked. Oh, she thought, if only he could be the hougan; my troubles would be over.


'I ain' knowing that,' Cleave said. 'You wan' some more?'


'No, thank you.' She finished the last of her food.


Cleave stood up. 'You wanting a drink? I got rum.'


Her turn to hesitate. But how she wanted to drink that rum again, to feel her mind go whirling up into the mountains, perhaps to regain the tempestuous confidence of her girlhood. Perhaps to want his fingers, again. She could not be sure, now.


'Yes,' she said. ‘I would like a drink of rum.' She smiled at him. 'It may do me good.' He nodded, left the hut. It was growing dark now, and the mosquitoes were starting to buzz. She slapped one, watched the splodge of blood on her arm, looked out at the clearing and the village. Wherever the people went during the day, they were mostly home by now. They sat around and smoked pipes or primitive cheroots, and drank, rum she supposed, and sang to themselves. A fire had been lit, and flickered in the centre of the clearing. Why wasn't there a feast, and a dance, in honour of her coming? she wondered. Because they did not wish her here, now. They had changed, after all. They were no longer Jack's people. Now they belonged to the mamaloi, and wished no white woman to complicate their lives.


She watched Cleave walking across the clearing, carrying a bottle by the neck. People spoke to him, and he answered. She looked for the flash of their smiling teeth in the gloom, but saw nothing. They were not smiling tonight.


He ducked his head, stood beside the hammock. He held out the bottle, and she took it. It was three-quarters full. Stolen, no doubt; even rum cost more money than these people possessed. She raised it to her lips, drank slowly, afraid of what she would taste, afraid of what she would feel like, having tasted.


And there it was. The heat filled her mouth, seeped down her throat, exploded in her chest in that well-remembered way. She dilated her nostrils as she inhaled, felt a dropping away of her cares and her fears, held out the bottle in turn.


Cleave hesitated, then took it.


'Won't you sit?' she asked.


He drank, while hesitating, then slowly lowered himself to the hammock beside her. It sagged beneath the added weight, so that their bottoms almost brushed the ground, and they slid towards each other, their thighs touching.


Cleave offered the bottle once again, and this time she drank even more deeply. It is going to be all right, she thought. Always before she had endeavoured to remain sober when making love. Alcohol dulled the senses, those that mattered, anyway, left memory uncertain. But for the first time, alcohol was essential, to relax the nerves, quieten the fears. And this was the first time. She was a virgin again, the passionate excesses of her youth disappeared into the limbo of uncertain memory.


She returned the bottle, and his fingers touched hers. Now it was quite dark, the only light provided by the flickering of the fire, and that did not penetrate in here. No one could tell what they were doing, here in the darkness.


Which was nonsense, because everyone knew what they were doing. Except her. The darkness was necessary, for her. For this last time, she wanted the darkness, to hide from herself.


She shrugged away the shirt, let it fall to the earth beneath the hammock. She could see his face, dimly, in the gloom; the firelight glinted from the bottle as he held it out. She took it, set it on the floor beside the shirt. Still he hesitated. Perhaps he needed more than just a drink. Perhaps he needed the impetus of the drum and the blood and the erotic cadence of the dance.


But if she lost the magic of the rum, then she would lose all else. She was sixteen again, uncertain what was going to happen, what she would feel like, during and even more, after. To think, now, would be disaster.


Meg reached out to take his hand, place it on the naked flesh of her shoulder.


His fingers seethed. Or was it her flesh which was seething? She turned into his arms as his fingertips stroked across her shoulders, trickled down her spine. She wanted to shriek with joy, and not only because of the delight induced by his touch. Because she could feel the passion building in her belly. Because she knew, after so long, that she was still Meg Hilton, that not the Spanish sailors, not the Spanish prison, not even Oriole's imprisonment, had robbed her of herself.


And when Cleave's hand moved slowly round her ribs, to hold her breast from underneath, and slowly slide his fingers forward to find the nipple and very gently squeeze it while thrusting it away from her flesh, she exploded into the quickest orgasm she had ever known, twisting on to his lap, searching his pants with her hands, sliding them down, finding what she wanted and cramming it into herself while she pushed him back on the hammock. He had never entered her before. He had left her a virgin. Now he must make her a whole woman again in every way.


He seemed longer and harder and more powerful than anything she had ever known, himself included. And possessed of greater control. She could raise and lower herself to her heart's content, each descent accompanied by that tremendous surge of utter ecstasy. Exhaustion returned, made itself felt in flooding sweat which dripped from her hair and coated her flesh, and still she sought orgasm after orgasm. It was more than eight years of enforced chastity. It was a clearing away of every man who had forced her, of every indignity to which she had been exposed, of the very last memory of the sawing rope. And when at last she collapsed on his chest, unable to move, aware only of her own gasping breaths, dimly feeling his fingers still exploring her back and her bottom, she could think again, at last I am Meg Hilton.


She became aware that it was daylight, and that people were stirring all round her. She lay on her side in the hammock, her knees drawn up almost to her chest, curled up like a child. All her years seemed to have dropped away. She had slept with utter soundness for very nearly twelve hours; her head was clear, her muscles were active, and her belly seethed with passion. But the passion was muted.


A little boy stared at her over the side of the hammock. He picked his nose with one hand, scratched himself idly with the other. Instinctively she reached down to find some covering, and then realized there was no need. There was no need to do anything she did not wish. She was Meg Hilton.


'Hello,' she said. 'What is your name?'


The boy gave a shy smile, then turned and ran out of the hut. And Cleave came in.


Meg sat up. His face was again sombre. 'Is something the matter?'


'We must go,' he said. 'To the mamaloi’  She had forgotten the mamaloi. But surely, after the night they had just spent, the mamaloi was unimportant. 'But first, you must eat.'


He held out the cassava, the fish, the bananas. Staple diet. She gazed at his pants, found the bulge. 'Will you not sit beside me?'


He shook his head. 'Now is not the time, Miss Meg.' He hesitated. 'You ain' sorry?'


'Sorry ? Why else do you think I came here. I should have come back here long ago, I think.'


'Them white people ain' goin' like what happen,' he pointed out.


'Them white people ain't going to know,' she said, and smiled. 'Unless I choose to tell them. And when I do that, it will be because I won't care whether they like it or not. I don't care now.'


He gazed at her for some seconds.


'You eat,' he said at last. 'Come outside when you is ready.'


She ate slowly and carefully; she was hungry, but her stomach was also churning with suppressed excitement. She finished her meal, stood up. She knew they looked at her, every man, every woman, and every child, whatever they were doing. Cleave's woman. All that tall, powerful, uninhibited voluptuousness was Cleave's. She felt the excitement building. She did not want to consider the future. It would be weeks before Alan could return to Jamaica, and in that time she must remain here, as Cleave's woman. Now was not the time to consider what Alan would think of it. Now was only the time to be Cleave's woman.


She found her tattered gown, dried now, and put it on. She ran her fingers through her hair, smoothing some of the tangles, then stepped outside, into the morning light. The people looked at her, but did not speak. Only Cleave got up, came towards her.


'Is this way,' he said, and led her into the trees which clustered north of the village.


Meg hesitated, for just a moment, then went behind him. She wished he could be a little more demonstrative. A little more possessive, perhaps. How strange to hear Meg Hilton wishing that of any man. Save Alan.


But the strangest thing was that she no longer found any great pleasure in reminding herself that she was Meg Hilton. Or had she ever found pleasure in that?


They walked, it seemed for a long time. Meg's feet were sore from her escapade of two nights before, and now they were soon sore again, but at least there was little undergrowth with its inevitable carpet of thorns and bristles. Here there were mainly loose pebbles, and occasional slabs of flat and surprisingly smooth rock. And the trees provided some shade from the sun which soon came swinging low over the mountains which surround them.


'Why does not the mamaloi live with you in the village?' she asked.


Cleave did not turn his head. 'She is not the mamaloi of my village, Miss Meg. She is the mamaloi’


'Ah,' Meg said. But she didn't really understand. Probably no one down by the coast, even as close as Hilltop Plantation, really understood anything about the mountain people, she thought, or even realized that they did possess some kind of social order, some kind of cohesion.


Cleave stopped, so suddenly she nearly ran into his back. The trees clustered more thickly in a little valley immediately in front of them, and there was a whisp of smoke.


'You mus' be quiet, Miss Meg,' he said. 'Unless she asking you.'


Meg nodded. I go to meet my superior, she thought. What a topsy-turvy world it was. But who was she to decide which was real and which was fantasy? More important, which was good and which was evil ? To Alan, every Hilton since Tony Hilton the first had landed in St Kitts had been a creature of evil, following his or her ambition to wealth and power regardless of who had to be thrown aside or trampled underfoot in that quest. This old lady did nothing more than give a law to a village of outlaws.


'Come then,' Cleave said, and went forward again, but slowly now. He reached the trees, parted branches, looked into the small clearing and the hut, like those of his village, but possessing walls, and indeed, much more strongly built. Amazingly, the smoke issued from a hole in the roof, whatever the fire risk. The morning was still, and the plume of grey rose straight into the air. The faint tang of it came to Meg's nostrils, titillating them with an unusual odour, unlike any woodsmoke she had smelt before.


The door stood slightly ajar, and the interior was dark. Cleave did not knock, but stood immediately outside the aperture, motioning Meg to stand beside him. They waited there for perhaps several minutes, while the sun continued to climb into the skies, and a bird called, far away in the trees. There was no other sound.


Then a voice spoke. 'Who waits?'


'Is Cleave.'


'And the woman is with you?'


Meg's head swung in amazement, but Cleave frowned her into silence. 'The woman is with me.' 'Then enter.'


Cleave stepped back, gestured at the doorway. Meg ducked her head beneath the low beam, pushed the door to one side, stepped into the darkness, hesitating and blinking, her nostrils assailed by the same smell she had noticed outside, but now immeasurably stronger, a smell which suggested untold ecstasies to her imagination, but at the same time untold filth. It rose from a small fire in the centre of the earthen floor, and in her immediate violent inhalation she choked in the smoke which filled the room before finding its way out through the roof. In a fit of coughing she collapsed on her knees, close by the fire.


Dimly she realized Cleave had also entered the hut and closed the door.


'What she want with us?' the woman's voice demanded.


Meg raised her head again, gazed at the red gown, the slender, hunched body on the far side of the fire. And then sat up straight in surprise. She had expected an old woman, but this mamaloi was no older than herself. Indeed, she supposed her younger. And there was something familiar about her face.


'She got trouble with her people,' Cleave said. 'She come to us for help.'


'Us?' the mamaloi asked. 'Her skin is white.'


'We got for help she,' Cleave said. 'You ain' remembering? Is Jack bring she here the first time. Is Jack saying she mus' come back.'


'I remember she,' said the mamaloi, and suddenly Meg remembered her. It was the girl who had led the dance, nine years before. Never could she forget those eager, passion-consumed features. And now? The face seemed close, almost asleep. 'I remember she does own Hilltop,' the woman said. 'I remember she father and he people kill our boy, one time.'


'Long ago,' Cleave said. 'She did be a chil’ then. Now she wanting our help.'


'I remember she come here,' the mamaloi said. 'I remember you did put a sweetness on her. That is what she came for.'


Meg decided she was panting. It was incredible that she should be kneeling here, in a noisome hut, listening to her fate being decided by two black people.


'I got sweetness for her,' Cleave said. 'But is Jack bring she here.'


'And Jack say she goin' come back soon. Jack sayin' after she come one time she mus' be our friend. Why she ain' come until now ? Why them Hilltop people still shoot at we ?'


'She ain' able,' Cleave explained. 'She ain' able, until now. But now she here, and she wantin' to stay.'


The mamaloi stared at Meg for several seconds. 'Then I goin' ask Jack,' she said.


'Now?' Cleave asked in terror.


'Soon,' the mamaloi said. 'Soon. This night I goin' come. You beat the drum.'


Cleave hesitated. 'We can' get no lamb,' he said. 'Them white people hunting for she. They got rifle.'


Once again the dark eyes gloomed at Meg. 'Then it can be fowl cock,' she said. 'Tonight. And Jack goin' say, then.'


They returned by a different route, which took them by a bubbling stream. 'You want to bathe?' Cleave asked.


Perhaps, she thought, he was remembering their first meeting. But she did want to bathe. She nodded, took off her gown, stepped into the surprisingly cold water, waded out to its deepest, where it came to her thighs, crouched there and scooped it over her shoulders, pushed her head back to wet her hair, felt her nipples start away from her chest.


'Won't you join me?'


He hesitated, then took off his pants and came into the stream himself.


'It is good here,' he said, scooping water over his head. 'You mus' stay here.'


'I would like to, for a while,' she said, misunderstanding his meaning.


'My people, they do not understand,' he said. 'They forget that Jack ever lived, think of him only as a jumbi. But once he has spoken, they will be your friends. Until then, it would be best for you to stay here.'


'You mean, here?’


'It is quiet, and there is water. I got for go back, to tell them to prepare for the mamaloi coming, but I goin' come to you with food.'


'Oh. All right.' She realized she had been dreading her return to the village, the glances, some sly and some hostile, to which she would be subjected. But as Cleave said, after Jack had spoken, they would be her friends.


Cleave stood up. 'There ain' nobody goin' trouble you here,' he said reassuringly.


She watched water draining down his shoulders, hanging from his buttocks and his penis before dripping into the water, and held out her hand. He hesitated, then squeezed her fingers, left the water and pulled on his pants. A moment later he was gone.


And Meg had a sudden fear. She remembered that morning on board the Margarita. The same lazy loneliness, the same feeling of well-being, which had been about to be torn apart, for ever. It had seemed.


She stood up herself, left the water, felt the sun, high now, scorching her skin as it dried it. She could not spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder. It had been that fear-induced memory which had kept her subservient to Oriole for so long. It must not happen again. Besides, there were differences. This time she had actually had her swim. And this time she was in no danger from anything. Save perhaps the spirit of Jack. And Jack had been her friend.


She found a smooth piece of rock, brushed it free of dust and leaves, and lay down on her back. The sun seemed to shroud her, warming her and reassuring her at the same time. Around her the mountains and the forest were quiet, only the occasional wailing bird breaking the silence. She could be happy here. Were she not Meg Hilton, were she able to sit back and be Cleave's woman, she could be happy. She need never wear clothes, she need do no more than lie in the sun, and grow old in peace.


Then why did she not, even as Meg Hilton? Did not Meg Hilton do whatever she wished, whenever she wished? No, she thought. That Meg Hilton drowned with the Margarita. That Meg Hilton had defied convention once too often, and suffered dreadfully as a consequence.


It rained, suddenly, the sun disappearing behind the fast-moving clouds. But Meg continued to lie on her rock, allowing the heavy drops to bounce from her skin, awaiting the return of the sun. And in time it came again, warming her and drying her.


So, she wondered, what did this Meg Hilton wish? Did she really wish to be Mistress of Hilltop, ever again? Or was she just being driven by the weight of her ancestors, the circumstances of her heritage? She really did not know. Her first objective must be to escape Oriole and Billy, and regain Alan. All else waited upon that.


And to accomplish that, she was prepared to use Cleave and his people. Oh, indeed, she had not changed so very much. She was Meg Hilton.


Useless to remind herself that she had always wanted to return here, that, indeed, she had always intended to return here. That had been a delicious dream to relieve her hours of boredom. Useless to remind herself that she had always wanted to know more than just his fingers. That was Meg Hilton the courtesan speaking again. But also Meg Hilton the woman. Because Cleave was the most accomplished lover she had ever known, without being in the slightest accomplished. When making love he was doing what came naturally, not shrugging off all the inhibitions of his upbringing and imposed by the society to which he belonged.


And he loved her. At least, she thought he did. She would never find a better man. But she was using him, to get back to the side of the man she loved.


She opened her eyes, gazed at him, realized she must have at some stage fallen asleep. Her body was roasted pink but she felt lazily well, and lazily passionate, as well. She held up her arms, and he dropped between them. She realized with a start of delighted surprise that it was the first time he had lain on her belly; last night she had been on his. And once again her first orgasm came at his first touch, so long had she waited to know a man again.


But today he too was perhaps lazy, or perhaps troubled. When he had ejaculated and she went back to the stream to wash, he lay on his side, his head propped on his hand, and watched her. She came back to him, dropped to her knees at his side. 'Your people are not happy?'


'They mus' be happy, Miss Meg, when Jack comin' to them.'


'But you are not happy. Jack is my friend.'


'Is a fac', he did like you too much, Miss Meg. He was too sorry when you didn' come back.'


She bit her lip. 'Well... I got married, and ...' She gave a quick smile. 'I used to go swimming in the river. Often. I hoped that one day you might be there. And Jack.'


'Jack say you got for come here,' Cleave pointed out.


'Ah.' She squeezed water from her hair. 'I'm sorry.'


'It was because you are white and we is black,' Cleave observed.


Meg sighed. 'Yes. I'm afraid it was. My people are very ... very ...' She could not decide on a word.


'They don' like black people, and that is a fact,' Cleave said.


'Yes,' Meg agreed. 'But ‘ like your people, Cleave.'


'Yet you goin' go again,' he pointed out. 'When this man is comin'. He does be white.'


'Yes.' Once again she chewed her lip. She had never expected Cleave to be jealous. But why hadn't she expected Cleave to be jealous? Had she then, been unable to think of him as a person like herself, for all her pretence? 'If I could make you understand,' she said. ‘I have children. I have my plantation. I ... I owe a responsibility to them. I could be happy here, Cleave. I know that. But 1 cannot stay. I cannot shrug off everything I am, everything I was born to be, just to lie back and be happy. It is not possible.'


My God, she thought, Tommy Claymond. And her brain had scorched white with anger.


Was Cleave angry? He pushed himself up. 'I hear the drum,' he said.


The noise shrouded the mountains, rumbled through the valleys, hung on the air. It was nineteen years since she had heard it so close, and she did not remember it as being so loud. It was dusk, and the people of the village were already assembled, seated around the clearing. And at the stake three fowl cocks were tethered by the neck, eyes darting, heads attempting to dart, plainly already mad with fear, with a sense of doom.


Cleave made Meg sit on the far side of the clearing, exactly opposite the drummers. As on her first visit here, she was ignored by her neighbours. So would they again hold her down should she wish to dance ?


Because the tempo was increasing, the rhythm rolling around their heads like incense, clogging their senses, reaching down into the recesses of their minds and their bellies to drag every primitive urge they had ever known to the surface. They swayed, and hummed, and Meg found her fingers and even her toes moving in time to the music.


And then a girl stepped out, naked, a future mamaloi, perhaps, and with a boy, and once again Meg was riveted to the erotic posturing of the dance. Her own body became alive, and she dared not look at Cleave, sitting beside her. But she wanted to dance, how she wanted to dance.


Supposing she dared. Supposing they would let her. She rose to her knees. Cleave was still there. He had not moved. She released her gown, stepped out of it, stamped her right foot and then her left, raised her arms in the air and sank to her haunches, and then regained her feet again, aware that her breasts were trembling and moving by themselves, aware of all the people seated around her and staring at her, and yet caring nothing for any of them, swaying and stamping, thrusting her belly towards the nearest erected penis, knowing her mouth was open and that she was screaming, unaware of what she was saying, coming to a halt with a dreadful gasp as the sound of the music stopped without warning.


She stared at the mamaloi, wearing her red robe, and wondered irrelevantly if it was the same robe that Jack had worn, nineteen years before. And slowly realizing that the black people were shrinking away from her side, leaving her alone and exposed in the centre of the clearing.


The mamaloi’s arm was extended, the finger beckoning. Meg licked her lips, shook her hair back from where it had clouded across her face and her eyes, slowly moved forward.


The mamaloi stooped, picked up one of the cocks, held it out. Oh, my God, Meg thought. But she was surrounded by silence, by people, waiting.


The extended arm jerked, the cock flapped its wings, attempted to escape. And Meg herself extended both her arms, wrapped her fingers around the bird's neck. The mamaloi's hand fell away, but she remained staring at Meg, while a low moaning chant arose from the people surrounding them.


Now, she thought. Now. All I have to do is twist this neck. Do I not eat chicken often enough on Hilltop? But the necks there were twisted by other fingers, other hands. Yet this had to be done. She sucked air into her lungs, willed the strength to flow from her shoulders down her arms to her fingers, willed her mind to give the command, to twist her hands ... and lost her balance as the earth shook, seeming to tremble immediately beneath her feet, while a low rumble drifted through the mountains, as if all the evil spirits in the world were laughing together, and she found herself on her knees, scrabbling at the dirt as if she would slide along it.


The cock was gone.

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


THE HUSBAND

 

 

SLOWLY Meg raised her head, looked around her. The trees still stood, although they still seemed to sway, and there was no breeze. Even the huts of the village still stood, although in one an upright had collapsed and the palm-thatched roof had caved sideways, leaving the hammock trailing on the earth.


But the people had fallen. Like her they had thrown themselves on the ground, clawing at the dust in their terror. Only the mamaloi remained standing, eyes wide, as if expecting another such seething movement to seep across the land.


Meg got to her knees, looked over her shoulder. Cleave was also on his knees, gazing at her, and beyond her at the mamaloi. For the priestess was now also staring at her, she realized, and as she watched her, her heart beginning to pound, she saw that long, red-robed arm come out, the finger pointing.


'You hear what Jack say?'  Meg scrambled to her feet. 'No,' she said. 'That wasn't Jack. That was an earth tremor. Nothing more. There have been such tremors before.' She turned, looked to right and left, looked to Cleave. 'You must remember them. There is nothing supernatural about an earthquake.'


'You hear what Jack say ?' shouted the mamaloi, and this time she was not addressing Meg. 'When this woman did be born, the earth shake so. Jack tell me this. He say he did shake it himself, because one more bad Hilton coming.


Then he try for to make friends with she, but she ain' coming back, until now. And he shaking the earth again.'


The Negroes nodded their agreement, sidled away from her, gathered by the drums. The jumbi of their hougan had spoken, and that was enough. They would never accept her now. She didn't know if she could accept herself. One more bad Hilton. They had laughed about the tremor at her birth. Even Percy had laughed. But had he meant to laugh ? Had not all the Negroes known there was one more bad Hilton amongst them? She gazed at Cleave, standing by himself, his entire massive frame a picture of uncertainty.


'She must go,' the mamaloi hissed. 'She must go, now.'


Meg sighed, and walked towards Cleave, stooped, and picked up her gown.


'It is dark,' he said.


‘I must go.'


'Where?'


She shrugged. ‘I will try to reach Kingston. Perhaps ... perhaps Dr Phillips will help me.' She could think of no one else. She wanted to think of no one else. She was crushed. On top of everything else, this last rejection, by the gods, seemed to leave her with nothing to hope for. Perhaps she thought, it would even be better if I went back to Hilltop, surrendered to Oriole and Billy, and accepted imprisonment for the rest of my life.


'I going take you,' Cleave said.


Her head jerked.


'She must go,' the mamaloi said again. She had crossed the clearing, stood immediately behind Meg. 'If she stay, Jack goin' destroy us all.'


Meg licked her hps. But she didn't know what to say.


Cleave was not looking at her. ‘I goin' take she out,' he said to the priestess. Then he looked at Meg. 'Come.'


She stumbled down the path behind him, into the darkness. She would not look back. However she might have dismissed it as superstition, those people believed she had all but brought them disaster. She could not look back.


The sound of the dogs and the chickens and the slowly recovering people died behind them, and her feet were already hurting; in the darkness she could not see where were the sharp pebbles which scoured her insteps.


'Cleave,' she said.


He stopped, waited for her to catch him up.


'I am sorry,' she said.


'I got for be sorry, Miss Meg,' he said.


'Will you be all right, when you go back?'


'I got for be all right, Miss Meg. I am the head man.'


He was moving on again. She had become a duty. She had not the heart to beg him to stop.


They walked, it seemed for an eternity. The pain in her bruised feet soon became secondary to sheer exhaustion. And they had not yet regained the river. Then it was another twenty miles to Kingston. She suddenly realized she would never make it. She lacked the strength, and after what had just happened, she lacked the determination. She was beaten. Meg Hilton had finally been beaten into the ground, not by Spanish soldiers and sailors, not by unthinkable conditions, not by Oriole's hate or Billy's ambition, but by the people of the drum, poor people, who wished only to live their lives in peace, and wanted none of the problems she would bring.


She found herself on her knees.


'Cleave,' she wailed.


He stopped, and came back to her.


'I must rest,' she said. 'I can go no farther.'


He sat down beside her. For a few moments he left her there, listening to her panting breath. Then he stretched out his hand, took her shoulder, pulled her over. She fell, half into his lap, and felt his arm go round her. There was no sexual urge. There was only the comfort of a strong man protecting an exhausted woman. This, she thought, was all she had ever wanted from any man. Her eyes were shut before her head reached his chest.


She slept, deeply and dreamlessly, and came awake with a sudden shock, to the crack of the rifle.


She rolled over, landed on her hands and knees, mind instantly awake; she thought that sound would haunt her for the rest of her life. And it had been very close.


Cleave also sat up, scratching his head. He must have been as exhausted as she, she realized.


It was just dawn, and the mist still clung to the trees. Sleepy birds had also been disturbed by the report and noisily called to each other as they wheeled overhead.


'Hilltop people,' Cleave said.


Meg stood up, pushed hair from her eyes.


'Close,' Cleave said, also getting up.


She looked down the trail, saw nothing. They were in a wooded copse, and the great trees shut them in behind a wall. 'We must hide,' she said. ‘I do not want to see Hilltop people.'


He nodded, chewed his lip. 'But they goin' know we was here,' he said, pointing at the underbrush where they had lain, and where the twigs were broken and the ground sagged under their weight. 'We got for get away.'


He held out his hand, and she seized it, followed him into the bushes. Now the going was much harder than last night; branches scattered the earth, thorns reached out to seize her hair and tear her gown. And she thought they must be making a noise like a herd of elephants.


But Cleave went on, leading her downhill, cutting across the side of the mountain and stopping, at once to flick sweat from his forehead and to listen, as the rifle exploded again, from above and behind them now.


'Here,' someone shouted, and Meg instinctively dropped to her knees. The voice had seemed to come from almost alongside them.


Cleave also knelt. His face was grim. He knew they could not escape.


'What is it?' bawled another voice, this from in front of them; the path made a U-bend. And this voice belonged to Billy. Oh, my God, she thought. Oh, my God.


'They close, Mr Hilton, sir,' Washington said. 'They close.'


'Listen, Meg whispered urgently. 'It is me they want. They do not even know you exist. Get away. Climb this slope. You can do it.'


'And what goin' happen to you?'


'Nothing will happen to me. I promise. They will merely take me back.'


'And lock you up,' he said. 'We both got for climb this cliff, Miss Meg.'


She shook her head. 'I'll never make it. And they'll follow. But if they capture me, they won't bother with you.'


Cleave hesitated, then shook his head in turn. 'I can' leave you, Miss Meg. I say I would take you to Kingston. I mus' be doing that.'


'Cleave ...' She bit her lip.


'Here,' shouted Washington. 'They does be in these bushes, Mr Hilton.'


She gave Cleave a stricken look, but it was too late for him now. There was only one thing left to do. But how memory came back to her, of crouching in the hold of the Margarita, listening to the Spanish bullets ripping into the wooden timbers, listening to the squealing of the rats. How memory flooded her system with what had happened afterwards.


She sucked air into lungs, stood up. 'Well done, Washington,' she said. 'I think you could track a devil down to hell.'


The groom peered at her, and took off his hat. His face twisted with embarrassment. 'Well, mistress, I had to do ...' He checked, looking over his shoulder.


There were four other black men, standing on the path and peering into the bushes. And there was Billy, carrying the rifle.


'Meg?' he said. 'My God, but you had us worried.' 


‘I can imagine, Billy,' she said.


'Well, come on out of there,' he said. 'You have torn your dress. You are a most annoying girl, really you are.'


He was trying to treat her like a child, like a madwoman, in fact, for all that his face twitched with suppressed emotion. Fear that she had died ? Anger that she had yet again disrupted his peaceful existence?


'Very well, Billy,' she said, and parted the bushes.


'Eh-eh,' Washington said. 'But what is that?'


Cleave stood up, and Meg caught her breath.


'My God,' Billy shouted, forcing his way forward.


This man was guiding me out,' Meg said, keeping her voice even with an effort.


'Guiding you out?' Billy shouted. 'Guiding you out?'


'I know he,' Washington said. 'Is one of them mountain people.'


'Mountain people,' Billy snarled. His face was so suffused Meg thought he might be about to have a fit. He pushed his way close to her, seized her shoulder with his free hand, shook her like a rat. 'Mountain people,' he said. 'You went to them ?'


'Let me go,' Meg said, still speaking quietly. 'Yes. I went to them.'


'To your lover,' Billy said. 'Your black lover. You bitch. You whore. You crawling thing.'


Meg stepped away from him, faced Cleave. 'You had better go home now, Cleave.'


'He ain' goin' beat you?'


'No,' Meg said. 'He is not going to lay a finger on me. Go home, Cleave.


Cleave hesitated, then turned.


'You,' Billy shouted. 'You're not getting away. I may not be going to beat her, by God, but I'm going to beat you. Washington, tie that fellow up.


'Me, Mr Hilton?' Washington gazed at the rippling muscles in Cleave's back.


But Cleave had checked, and half turned at the threat.


'No,' Meg said. 'Do not stop, Cleave. Go home. No one is going to touch you.'


'Touch you,' Billy screamed. 'Touch you,'


Meg sensed the desperation in his voice, began to turn herself, saw the gun muzzle coming up, gasped in sheer horror. The noise of the shot, for the muzzle was not six inches away from her shoulder, knocked her over so that she thought for a moment she had been hit. Still lying in the bushes she watched Cleave's back explode in a splash of red, watched his arms come up, watched him take half a step forward, and then collapse on his face, crackling through the bushes to strike the earth.


Meg started forward, but checked before she reached him. The bullet had struck at a range of not more than six feet, and Cleave hardly seemed to have a back any more. What his chest would look like where the bullet had come out did not bear consideration.


'Oh, God,' Billy said. 'Oh, God.'


Branches cracked, and Washington stood beside her. 'He mus' be die right away, Miss Meg.'


Meg turned, to face her husband.


'All right,' Billy said, his face suffusing. 'A man has a right to kill his wife's lover. Especially when...' He glanced at Washington.


He loved me, she thought. And once, I said to him, they shall not shoot you; I will stop them doing that. And he had said, 'When you are Mistress of Hilltop.'


He had loved her, and had died, because of that love. As Alan had all but died, because of that love. So, what could be worse than death ? What could she possibly fear while she breathed ?


'Especially when he is a nigger, you were going to say,' she said, quietly. 'Give me that rifle.'


Billy's head jerked. 'Eh? Give you ... you must be mad. You are mad.'


'I am not going to shoot you with it, Billy,' she said. 'I am placing you under arrest for murder.'


He stared at her, his jaw slowly sagging. Then he gave a nervous laugh. 'You are mad, after all, you know. A wife can't arrest her own husband.'


'Watch me,' Meg said. 'Or do you propose to shoot us all?'


Billy looked at Washington, then at the four other black men waiting on the path. His fingers trembled.


'You,' Meg called. 'Massie, is it? Fetch the horses, Massie.'


Massie hesitated but a moment. 'Yes, sir, Miss Meg. I goin' do that.' He hurried down the path.


'Now you listen to me,' Billy shouted. 'All of you. Mistress Hilton is mad. You know that. You've been told it often enough. So you are to take no notice of anything she says. Now, we'll just bury this fellow, and then ...'


'We been told it often enough,' Washington remarked, half to himself.


Billy swung towards him. 'Now, what the devil do you mean by that ?'


'Give me the gun, Billy,' Meg said again.


Billy hesitated, looked down at the other three men, saw the hostility in their faces. He snorted, and threw the rifle on the ground. 'Take the damned thing. I didn't mean to shoot the bastard. I lost my temper.'


Meg stooped, picked up the rifle. 'Do you think I am mad, Washington?'


'No, man, Miss Meg. I ain' never think that,' Washington said.


'Thank you, Washington. I would like you and your companions to place Cleave on one of the horses. We shall not be going to Hilltop, but direct into Kingston. You know how to join the road ?'


'Oh, yes'm, Miss Meg. But... we only got six horses.'


'We will have to double up,' she said. 'I can ride with you, Washington.'


'With me? You?' Washington was plainly delighted. 'Oh, yes, man, Miss Meg. I going see to that right away.'


Meg pointed the gun. 'We'll go back to the path, Billy.'


'You are joking, I suppose, Meg. Kingston? What, would you make more of a spectacle of yourself than you are already?'


'I have nothing to lose, have I, Billy ? I have only my freedom to gain.'


'Your freedom? Everyone in Kingston knows you are mad.'


"Then I will have to prove that I am not mad. Here is Massie with the horses.'


'Anyway,' he said. 'It simply isn't on, you know. A wife cannot arrest her own husband. It is unheard of. Why, a wife cannot even testify against her husband. I suppose you hadn't thought of that.'


'I think,' Meg said, 'That a wife cannot be forced to testify against her husband, Billy. No one is going to force me to do anything. Not ever again. Mount up.'


It was nearly dusk before they reached Kingston, as Meg insisted upon going right round Hilltop, which involved nearly double the journey. Fortunately, Billy had set off prepared for an all-day search, and the men carried flasks and bread and bacon, which enabled them to stop for a brief luncheon.


'This really is an act of total folly, Meg,' Billy said, seating himself next to her. 'Listen to me. There is no court in all Jamaica will convict me for shooting that man. Not on your word.'


'There will be five other words,' she said, staring at the blanket-covered mound which was Cleave. The sun was high, and it was impossible to keep away the insects.


'Black men,' he said contemptuously. 'Everyone knows they hate the whites.'


'Your own employees? Are you admitting you are that hard a master ?'


He chewed thoughtfully. He was clearly wondering who she was, having never known her in such a mood before. But then, it was a long time since she had known herself in such a mood, either.


'Meg,' he said at last. 'Listen to me. All right. I have been beastly to you these past few years. It was Oriole's idea, believe me. She is the most grasping, the most vicious woman I have ever met. Meg, I'll send her away. I promise you. I'll send her away and we'll go back to how we were before ... well, before you went away. Roberts will agree that you have recovered. He knows we've been practising a fraud all this time. God knows he's been paid enough to take part in it. Meg, these chaps will do as you tell them. Let's bury that man and go back to Hilltop. Things will be different, you'll see.'


'You are utterly contemptible, Billy,' she said. 'I always knew you were. I never expected to hear you prove it.' She got up.


'Meg,', he said, his voice urgent, reaching for her hand. 'If ... if I were to be convicted, they'd hang me. Don't you realize that?'


She evaded his grasp, looked at him over her shoulder. 'There has never been a Hilton hanged,' she said.


'Well, then ...' He was on his knees, perhaps as part of getting up.


'But the family has experienced everything else,' she said. 'Even having one of them declared mad. I don't think a hanging would be very amiss.'


The road round Hilltop took them down to the coast, and they encountered people. By the time they reached Kingston itself they had accumulated a following of black people, men, women, and children, gossiping with each other and with the Negro drivers. 'Well, is a fact, man,' Washington explained, 'there is trouble all right. But the mistress is goin' to see to it. Oh, yes, the mistress will see to it.'


He was being very careful. But he was her man, as long as she deserved it.


'Meg,' Billy said for the twentieth time.


'Be quiet, Billy,' she said. 'I shall remember everything you say, and may well repeat it.'


He chewed his lip, and they rode down King Street, the size of the crowd now attracting several policemen, one of whom stepped in front of the procession with his hand raised.


'Mr Hilton?' He peered at Billy. 'But what is this?' His gaze turned to Meg. 'Mistress Hilton. Eh-eh. But we is hearing...'


"That I was ill, constable,' Meg said. 'I am well again now.'


The policeman appeared to notice the blanket-covered body for the first time.


'Ow me Gawd,' he remarked. 'But what is that?'


'It is a dead man,' Meg said. 'Shot by my husband, who wishes to give himself up. Will you lead us to the station, please ?'


The policeman pushed his white helmet forward the better to scratch his head. He looked at Billy.


Who licked his lips. 'It... it can all be explained, constable,' he said. 'My wife feels we should do it properly, don't you know.'


The policeman replaced his helmet. 'You men,' he said to his fellows. 'Watch the crowd, eh? You coming with me, Mr Hilton, Mrs Hilton.'


Meg looked to left and right. Windows were opening, jalousies were being thrown back, verandahs were suddenly crowded. Whenever Meg Hilton came to town, there was a sensation. But this would be the sensation to end all.


They followed the policeman, the procession behind them now accompanied by the other constables, but it was perfectly well behaved, although the rumours were spreading even wider and ever more extravagantly. They walked their horses through the gates of the Central Police Station, and Meg's heart gave a lurch; it reminded her too vividly of the Spanish military camp, nine years before, although these buildings were in much better condition and the paint was fresh. And above all, the Union Jack fluttered from the flagpole.


Washington and the other drivers were allowed in, and then the gates were shut. But a constable had been sent ahead and a young white police officer was waiting for them. 'Mr Hilton? Mrs Hilton? My word. Allow me, Mrs Hilton ...' He hurried forward to assist Meg from the saddle.


Billy dismounted. 'I think this is a matter for the Inspector General, Hardie,' he said.


'Oh, eh, well, yes, of course you're right, Mr Hilton.'


'And I would be obliged if you'd send for my father, as well,' Billy said.


He was regaining his confidence every moment.


'Of course. Yes, indeed. But you'll come inside. Mrs Hilton...' He offered Meg his arm. 'We had heard you weren't very well.'


'I am perfectly well, thank you, Mr Hardie,' she said. 'Will you send for someone for me as well, please?'


'Oh, of course, Mrs Hilton, of course.' He escorted her up the stairs. 'But your gown ... will you allow me.' He took off his uniform jacket.


'Why, thank you.' Meg allowed herself to be wrapped in the heavy drill. 'I'd like ...'


'Let's get you somewhere private.' He escorted them through a charge room filled with uniformed constables, all hastily clicking to attention at the appearance of Jamaica's most powerful planting family.


'I would like to see Dr Phillips, please,' she said.


'Now, Meg,' Billy protested.


'Will you send for him, Mr Hardie?'


'Oh, I, well ... of course I shall. If you'll come in here ...' He opened a door, showed them into an office, furnished with two desks and three comfortable chairs, and with an opened window which looked out over the compound. 'I'm sure the colonel is on his way.'


"Thank you, Hardie,' Billy said, and himself closed the door. 'Now look here,' he said. 'The sooner we call a halt to this farce the better.'


Meg sat down. Her legs felt weak. It was very many years since she had spent almost an entire day in the saddle.


'I am speaking to you, Meg,' Billy said.


'I would save what you have to say for Colonel Waite,' she suggested, and watched the door open.


The Inspector General was a heavy-set man with a ginger moustache. He had spent most of his adult life in the Colonial Police Force, and the previous fifteen years in Jamaica. He peered at them with a frown, and then closed the door and came into the room. 'Meg? Billy? But Meg... they said ...'


"That I was mad, Cyril? I assure you, I am not.'


Colonel Waite took off his uniform cap, held out his hands. 'Well, it is absolutely splendid to see you, and to see you looking so well.' He squeezed Meg's hands. 'Billy?'


'This is a dashed unfortunate affair, Cyril,' Billy said.


'I have been hearing some garbled reports,' Waite agreed. There is a dead man downstairs. Shot in the back, so far as I can make out. I have also been given a rifle registered in your name, Billy, which is reputed to have been the ... ah ... weapon used.'


'Well,' Billy said. 'If I can explain ...'


'You are sure you wish to ? I shall have to have a secretary in here, to take down what you say.'


'Well,' Billy said. 'Couldn't we, well, discuss this privately first?'


Waite looked at Meg.


'I think we should have a witness, Cyril,' she said. 'It is a very serious business.'


Waite scratched his head, turned to the door at a knock. 'Yes?'


Walter Reynolds hurled the door back as he entered the room. 'Billy? What on earth ...' He stared at Meg, and his jaw dropped. 'What is she doing here?'


'I am accusing my husband of murder, Walter,' Meg said.


'My God,' Waite remarked, at large.


'You...' For a moment Walter Reynolds seemed to have lost the power of speech. 'She's mad, you know, Cyril. Quite mad. You do know that? She has had to be kept under restraint these past seven years.'


'I have been imprisoned by my husband and his paramour these past seven years,' Meg said, still speaking very quietly. "That is another charge I shall be preferring in due course. For the time being, murder will do.'


'My God,' Waite said again, and sat down behind one of the desks. Then hastily rang the bell.


'Now look here,' Walter Reynolds said. 'I demand ...'


The door opened, and an orderly came in. 'You rang, sir?'


'Yes. I want someone in here with a notebook.' Colonel Waite glared around the room. 'No one is to say another word until that happens. And when it happens, I wish you to consider very carefully what you do say.'


'Dr Phillips is here,' the orderly said.


Waite sighed. 'Well, you had better show him in.'


Then I wish Dr Roberts summoned,' Walter Reynolds said.


'Oh, very well,' Waite agreed. 'Send for Dr Roberts, constable. And get that secretary in here.'


The orderly wisely left the door open, and a moment later John Phillips came in, clearly dragged straight from his surgery. 'Walter? Billy? Cyril? I was told this was a very urgent matter.' He saw Meg. 'Meg? They told me ...'


'Don't say it,' Meg said, 'or I am liable to be very rude. I sent for you, John. I wish you here while I make my deposition. Is your man ready, Cyril ?'


The police secretary had sidled into the room and taken his seat, notebook poised on his knee.


‘Well, ah ...' Waite looked from one to the other of the men.


'You surely aren't going to listen to her,' Walter Reynolds protested. 'She is quite mad. That is an established fact' He turned to his son. 'Billy?'


'Well, I'm afraid it is, you know.'


Colonel Waite looked at Meg. 'She seems perfectly sane to me,' he said.


'I think that is something we should clear up before we go any further,' Meg said. 'Ah, Dr Roberts.'


The door had opened again; the room had become quite crowded. 'Mrs Hilton,' Roberts said. 'I must protest at your behaviour. I heard how you had absconded ...'


'From my own house, my own plantation?' Meg demanded.


'Well, in view of your health ...'


'My health? Colonel Waite has just congratulated me on how well I look. But then, he was not informed of what he should say. I am perfectly fit in body and in mind. Cyril, I wish to state that I have been kept a prisoner in my own house for the past seven years, by my husband, by my cousin Oriole Paterson, and by this so-called doctor, who signed all the necessary certificates.'


'Meg,' the colonel begged.


'I'd like to finish,' she said quietly. "The basis for their confinement was my behaviour in running off with my lover for what I supposed was a few days in Cuba. This no doubt makes me a very wicked woman in some people's eyes, but not necessarily a mad one. I hope your man is taking all of this down. As you know, my adventure turned out badly; I was taken by the Spanish, considered to be a guerrilla, and subjected to quite inhuman treatment. As a result of that I contracted malaria and returned here in a generally weakened state, and, I admit it quite freely, then suffered a breakdown in health, physical as well as mental, which caused me to be confined to bed for several months. Upon my recovery, however, I was informed by my husband, by his paramour and by Dr Roberts here, that I had been certified insane and that they had no intention of ever allowing me to resume a normal life again. Let me finish, Cyril. The reason behind all of this, the reason, I even suspect, that I am still alive, is that by the providentially thoughtful terms of my father's will, I do not own Hilltop, but only hold it in trust for my son Richard. Therefore, were I to die, the entire estate would pass to him. But while I am alive, I have the complete running of the plantation, so that anyone who controls me, controls the whole.'


She paused, to catch her breath. There was a moment of utter silence in the room.


Then Colonel Waite said, 'My God.'


'Now,' Meg said, ‘I have managed to make my escape with the help of some friends. That these friends happen to be black is neither here nor there. They are my friends. My husband followed me, with five Hilltop drivers, and having caught up with me as I was being escorted into town by one of these friends, shot him dead. I therefore accuse William Hilton of murder.'


'My dear Meg,' Waite protested. 'Think what you are saying.'


'Mad,' Walter Reynolds declared. 'Quite mad. She will have to be locked up.'


'She cannot be mad, legally,' John Phillips said. 'She has not been certified.'


'But...' Meg said.


'No one can be certified,' Phillips said, 'by a single doctor. I think Roberts has acted very irregularly if he has had her confined for seven years without a second opinion.'


Roberts flushed. 'Well, we wished to avoid a scandal.'


'But why did no one come out to see me ?' Meg asked.


Phillips flushed. 'Well, we did, from time to time. But Mrs Paterson merely said you did not wish to see anyone. We thought it was odd, but then ... well, there were all those rumours about what had happened to you in Cuba.' His flush deepened. 'What were we to do, Meg, short of breaking in?'


Meg drew a deep breath. ‘I also accuse William Hilton, and Oriole Paterson, and Peter Roberts of having, feloniously confined me to my bedroom over a period of seven years,' she said, 'and of spreading a rumour that I had lost my senses. And in defence of my claim never to have been the madwoman they claim, I am willing to submit to any examination or test that any doctor in Jamaica or anywhere else in the world can devise, providing only that the test is carried out in the presence of impartial witnesses.' She turned to John Phillips. ‘I place myself in your hands, John.' Then she sat down again. Her legs would no longer support her.

 


'What shall we do today?' asked Anna Phillips brightly. She asked this every day, with increasing desperation. A small, dark, busy woman, in the strongest possible contrast to her husband, she clearly, found the waiting, the uncertainty, an even greater trial than Meg herself. 'I know, we shall take a drive into the country.' Meg finished her afternoon tea.


'Wouldn't you like a drive in the country, my dear?' Anna asked.


Meg forced a smile. It was necessary, all the while, to act as normally as possible. At least until the case was decided. 'It sounds delightful. Are there an awful lot of people out there?'


Anna Phillips got up, peered through the gauze curtains at the window. 'Not more than a dozen, today.'


The unemployed blacks had clustered outside the Phillips' house from the day she had brought Cleave and her husband into town. That had been two weeks ago now, and still the arguments had gone on. Cleave had been buried, Dr and Mrs Phillips, Washington, Colonel Waite and herself his only official mourners, but even then they had been accompanied to and from the cemetery by a vast crowd of blacks, and the Reverand Keslop had shifted his feet uneasily, sure he had been burying a heathen. Well, of course he had been burying a heathen.


But what were Cleave's friends and brothers and sisters up in the mountains thinking ? They must hate her more than ever before, for being the cause of his death. Once she had driven herself mad supposing she had caused Alan's death. And she had been mistaken. Now she had caused the death of a man who had loved her. And she felt no madness, now. Only a burning determination to be avenged.


But even that must wait upon the courts.


And what did Oriole think of it all ? John Phillips, having been given custody of Meg while the question of her sanity was debated, had sent out to Hilltop for her clothes, and these had been delivered. But the coachman had apparently not seen Mrs Paterson, who had retired to bed with a headache. Nor had he seen Mr Hilton, freed pending further investigations as Colonel Waite had decided.


It came down to one single point. The presence of Washington, the testimony of Massie and the other four drivers, meant absolutely nothing beside hers. And hers was not to be accepted if she was mad.


'Well, then,' Anna Phillips said brightly. 'Shall we get our hats?'


This afternoon she was more nervous than ever before. Yesterday Meg had undergone her very last examination. Today the decision would be taken, one way or the other. And in the meanwhile the telegraph wires had been busy, flashing the news of the latest Hilton scandal to England and America and all over the world. So, she thought, what did Lord Claymond think of it all ? What a lucky escape he had had ? Or that none of this need have happened had he married her?


And what did Captain Alan McAvoy think of it all? Surely he would have heard by now. Surely he should have been here by now. Or had he decided that Kingston was not the place to be right this minute?


'Hats,' Anna said, a touch of firmness coming into her voice. She professed to be sure, because her husband was sure, that there was nothing at all the matter with Meg. But she also knew just how introspective was her charge, just how subject to fits of depression, just how she had to be jollied along as much as possible.


'Oh, I'm sorry, Anna.' Meg got up, and faced the door, her mouth open. John Phillips stood there. And he was smiling.


'John?' Her heart gave a leap, it seemed into her throat.


'It is the verdict of the court, in the first place, that Margaret Hilton is sane,' he said.


'Oh, John.' She sat down again. The tears were beginning to hammer against her eyes.


'It is the verdict of the court, in the second place, that for the past seven years she has been wrongfully kept in custody by her husband and her cousin, and wrongfully excluded from her rightful place as Mistress of Hilltop Plantation.'


Now the tears did come, slowly welling into her eyes and then trickling down her cheeks. She felt Anna's hand on her shoulder.


'And it is the verdict of the court, in the third place, that there has been presented sufficient evidence to warrant the arrest of William Hilton on a charge of wilful murder. The police are on their way to Hilltop now.'


Meg's mouth clamped shut. Somehow she had never really expected that to happen.


'And,' John Phillips added, his smile widening, 'there is a young man out here wishing to see you. A sea captain, I believe.'


Meg leapt from the chair, ran to the door, hesitated. Alan had not changed at all; he was tall and broad and sunburned, and his moustache was carefully trimmed. He wore blue shore-going clothes and carried his cap in his hands.


'Meg,' he said. 'Oh, Meg, my darling.'


His arms were wide, and she was in them, her own arms going round his back, hugging him close while he in turn squeezed her so that she lost her breath.


'Alan,' she whispered. 'Oh, my dearest, dearest Alan. But, my sweet, when ...'


'Over a week ago,' he said.


She released him, stepped back to stare at him.


'But John thought it best for me not to call until this business was settled.' He drew her close again. 'Had it been settled any other way, I'd have pulled Kingston apart to get you away from those leeches.'


'Oh, my sweet.' Her eyes were closed, and still the tears came welling out. Nothing else mattered. She was free, and he was here. Everything that had afflicted her in the past, every torment she had undergone, was really as nothing.


'Ahem,' John Phillips said.


'Oh ...' Meg stepped away, hugged him in turn. 'I am so happy, John. There is so much I want to do. Hilltop ...' She hesitated, glancing at Alan.


He smiled. 'If you wish to go out to Hilltop, Meg, then I shall accompany you.'


'I knew you would.' But she hadn't been sure. And yet, why go jumping at those fences until they were actually immediately in front of her. 'Can we borrow the trap, John?'


'Of course.'


'And the children. I'll be able to have the children back?' They are your children, Meg. To be done with as you see fit.'


As she saw fit. She remembered how she had felt when she had learned of her inheritance. But how long ago was that simple girl who had wanted only to be Mistress of Hilltop. Well, then, what did this woman want, if not that? But she wanted so much more.


'I have your hat,' Anna said, holding it out.


She gave Alan a shy smile. 'Are you sure?'


'I am sure, at this moment, that I wish to do whatever you want to do.'


Then ...' She held his hand, turned to the door, and checked. 'Roberts?'


'Is giving up his practice and returning to England. He will have no more patients here, anyhow. And there will certainly have to be an inquiry by the British Medical Association.'


Was she glad, or was she sorry? Was she going to be vindictive, or was she going to be magnanimous ? Was she going to be Meg Hilton, or Marguerite Hilton's descendant?


'We'd best be on our way,' Alan said. 'We'll hardly make the plantation before dusk, anyway.'


'Oh, dear,' Anna said, flushing scarlet. 'Will you ... well, will you be back tonight?'


Meg gave her a happy smile. 'No, Anna. We shall not be back tonight. Or tomorrow either.'


'But... what about clothes?'


'Who needs clothes. I'll be in touch.' She hurried down the steps, Alan at her side; John Phillips' yardboy already had the trap waiting, and at the sight of Meg the little crowd by the gate gave a cheer; the news had already spread.


Alan helped her up, took the reins, and the crowd parted to let them through. He flicked the whip and the pony increased its speed, to go trotting up King Street, while the motor cars pulled into the side to allow them through while their drivers smiled and waved at Meg. What hypocrites, she thought, happy enough to believe her insane when told to believe that, over-anxious to greet her now she was again Mistress of Hilltop.


'Mistress of Hilltop,' she breathed, leaning back and allowing the breeze to fan her face.


'Aye,' he said. 'I know how important it is to you.'


She sat up again. 'Not so important any more. It's just that I didn't know if I'd ever see you again. I had to have a dream, an aim in life, or I'd never have challenged them at all.'


'Aye,' he said again. 'I have to explain.' 'No,' she said. 'Oriole told me.'


'Why I didn't break down the door and force my way in?'


She squeezed his arm. 'To rescue a madwoman?'


'To rescue the woman I love. The woman I so carelessly exposed to such torment. Meg ...'


'I exposed myself, Alan. And I thought I had caused you to be killed. I don't really understand why I wasn't executed.'


'Because of me,' he said. 'They knew I had escaped. They didn't really want you. But they were using you as a bait to bring me in. They offered your freedom in exchange for my surrender. Can you imagine how guilty I feel?'


'But


'Oh, aye, I never even knew. My friends smuggled me out of the country, so wounded ‘ was out of my mind. Then they told me you had gone down with the schooner. I nearly went wild. Instead I did the only thing I knew, went back to sea, and got as far away from Jamaica and Cuba, and the entire West Indies as I could. There was cowardice for you, Meg. If only I had stayed. I would have learned about you, I would have ...'


'Surrendered and been hanged,' she said, squeezing his arm again. 'Whereas now we are both alive and well, and we are going to be happy.'


'Can you be happy again, Meg? After nine years of such torment?'


'Yes,' she said fiercely. 'I can be happy. I shall be happy. Perhaps ... perhaps it needed something like that to make me realize what constitutes happiness.'


'Hilltop?' he asked, but he smiled gently as he said it.


'Hilltop is Richard's. It is my responsibility to see that he inherits. Happiness for me is standing on the deck of a ship, with you at my side. I know that now. I knew that the night we crossed to Cuba.'


'Meg,' he said, leaning across to squeeze her. 'Are you sure?'


'If you are sure you still want me on your ship.' 'Want you?' he cried. 'Why .. .’ 


'You'll no doubt have heard Billy's reasons for shooting Cleave.'


'The black fellow ? Well...' He gazed at the road, stretching into the mountains ahead of them.


'He was my lover, Alan,' she said, quietly.


'You're Meg Hilton,' he said. 'I don't think any man will ever have the right to be your master.'


'And you?'


'I don't want to be your master, Meg. I just want to be near you.' 'Spite of all?'


'Spite of all. But I do remember you saying that you could only come to me, the way you did, as Meg Hilton. Mistress of Hilltop.'


'As Meg Hilton,' she said. 'I sometimes think Hilltop has been a gigantic millstone hung around my neck. Hung around all of our necks. I sometimes wonder if people, even people like old Tom Warner or Kit Hilton, really understand what they do when they set out to achieve wealth and fame and fortune. If they understand exactly what they are bequeathing to their descendants.'


'Philosophy,' he said. 'But I like this new Meg Hilton. Sure it isn't a passing fancy ?'


He pulled on the rein as he spoke, and they looked down at Hilltop, glowing in the evening sunlight, the banana trees waving in the gentle breeze, the chimney pointing at the sky, the Great House standing foursquare on top of its man-made hill.


'No passing fancy, Alan. But I want to make love to you, at least once, in my own bed.'


He flicked the whip, and the trap raced down the narrow road, past the Negro village and the white town, bringing people onto their porches and their verandahs to see the return of their mistress, rattling to a stop before the front steps.


Which were already occupied by servants carrying Oriole's boxes and bags down to the waiting carriage. And Oriole herself stood at the top of the steps.


'Meg,' Alan begged.


'There will be no scene, I promise you.' Washington was there to help her down.


Oriole waited. 'A triumphant return,' she said. Her face was twisted.


'A return, Oriole.' Meg climbed the steps. 'A happy return.' 'For you,' Oriole said.


'I would not make it unhappy for you,' Meg said. 'If I can. Where is Billy?'


'My God,' Oriole said. 'What ignorance. Billy has been arrested, Margaret. By your command.' Her smile was bitter. 'He is presently on his way to a Kingston cell.'


Meg gazed at her. 'He is guilty of murder.'


Oriole met her stare, but lowered her voice. 'Think well what you do, Margaret Hilton. He is your husband, and he is a Hilton. Hiltons have always done what they thought best for the Hiltons. You are the one who would break that pattern, for your own satisfaction. Billy did nothing more than act the Hilton, and you know that. Your children will know that. The world will know that. And every Hilton waiting in the shades will know that. Think well what you do, Margaret Hilton.'

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 


THE VERDICT

 

THINK well what you do. Think well what must be done.


But for the moment there was so much to be done. She had forgotten the amount of work involved in managing the plantation. And these were new people she was dealing with, white people who had been selected by Billy, with Oriole at his shoulder; she half expected them all to give notice on her very first day. They didn't. Jobs were scarce, and there was no plantation quite so solvent as Hilltop. And of course, they had never supposed her to be mad. But what could they do? It is not possible to defy William Hilton the Hilton. Only his wife could ever do that.


So then, was she going to be vindictive or magnanimous ? Marguerite Hilton or Meg Hilton? She had no desire to be vindictive to them. She wanted only to have Hilltop running as smoothly as it had in the past. She wanted only to enjoy her plantation.


So then, think well what you do. Think well about the house, about the servants. Again, Oriole's creatures. Madge and Lilian had to be dismissed; she could not possibly exist in their presence. Search again for Prudence. But Prudence had died during those lost years.


Her new personal maid was named Muriel, a large dark-skinned woman, anxious to please. And Lawrence was still there, desperate to make amends for the years when he had been Oriole's butler, and not hers.


Think well about the children. Her immediate desire to bring them back to Jamaica had quickly been tempered by discretion. Richard was all but seventeen, and had but a year more at school. Then, hopefully, Oxford. It would be senseless and it would be irresponsible to take him away for her own gratification. Aline was but a year younger, and also just about finished her schooling. And for seven years they had lived with the fact that their mother was mad, just as for two years before that they had lived with the fact that she was dead. So, however eager she was once again to hold them in her arms, they must be approached with caution.


John Phillips helped her here, wrote to them both, told them that their mother was again herself, and that she would be with them soon. Her decision was taken to visit them the moment the trial was over; it was too close to Christmas for it to be held this year, but the court would sit on the 12th of January, 1907, and the trial was not expected to last more than a few days. Then she would be free to visit England, and see them again.


But would they want to see her? Billy was their father, so far as they knew. And she was contemplating sending him to the gallows. Think well about that.


And above all, think well about Alan. To lie in his arms again, after nine years. To know only the utter joy of his embrace, the experienced strength of his masculinity. She had been terrified. There was so very much between them, around them, hanging above them; the memory of their last night together, on board the Margarita, the memory of what had happened since, the realization that they were both nine years older, the understanding that she had fled to Cleave, the understanding that she was seeking the condemnation of her husband for killing her black lover.


And yet, none of those things mattered, as they had never mattered before, once she found herself in his arms. She had even supposed that the fact of their being in her bed, and beneath the roof of Hilltop Great House, might inhibit him. But Alan had survived too much, experienced too much, learned too much, to be inhibited. By anything, she suspected, but certainly by a house and a bed and a memory.


He loved her. Nothing else mattered. And she loved him. So that, physical needs satisfied, they could lie together, her head on his shoulder, and share their thoughts.


'He committed murder,' Alan said. 'He deserves to be hanged.'


'He shot my lover,' she said. 'My black lover.'


'He did not know that for certain, Meg. He shot a black companion, nothing more. He is no different from those men in Cuba, Meg. He is nothing to you. He is not even the father of your children.'


Alan could hate, still. Alan could look at Billy only as the man who had robbed him for all those years. But had he not, in reality, robbed himself?


She wanted to go into the mountains, to try to explain to the people of the drum. But they never heard the drum nowadays. Perhaps the people had moved, taking their mamaloi with them. Their leader had been killed, because of his love for a white woman. Perhaps they would remain no longer in proximity to Hilltop. To a bad Hilton.


Anyway, Alan would not allow her. 'You say they would not let you stay with them,' he pointed out. 'Therefore they are already hostile to you. Now that Cleave is dead, you would probably need an armed expedition to get there and back in safety.'


It was her thirty-sixth birthday, and they dined alone, served by an eager Lawrence, drinking Hilltop wine and eating Hilltop food. The Mistress of Hilltop, entertaining her lover. But she wanted more than that


And what did he want?


She rested her chin on her forefinger, gazed at him across the table. She had dressed with especial care this night, wore an evening gown of cream satin decorated with crimson ribbon embroidery, over a pink slip, with chiffon sleeves also edged with crimson ribbon. Her hair was up, held in place by her favourite aigrette surrounded with flowers.


They had eaten well, and drunk well. And were in no hurry to rise from the table. They had nowhere to go, save to bed, and after ten days spent in each other's arms, even that was a pleasure which could be savoured without haste. 'Well?' she asked.


He lit his cheroot carefully; lighting a cheroot to Alan was as important as smoking it.


'Well, indeed,' he said, blowing a thin stream of smoke at the ceiling, and reaching for the decanter of port. 'I'm afraid ...'


'Alan.'


'I must, sweetheart. Dreamer has lain at anchor now for two weeks. Two weeks lost, as regards profit.'


'You are a mercenary beast. Am I not your profit? Will I not replace your profit ?'


'Indeed you will. You do. You have. But I am a sea captain. I still owe money on my schooner. You haven't forgotten what you said, as we rode out here ?'


'I have not forgotten, Alan. But you have not forgotten that I have children to care for, and a court case coming up in the New Year.'


'And then?'


'When Richard is twenty-one, which is only four years off, I will sail away with you, to the ends of the earth.'


'And forget all about being Hilton.'


She accepted a glass of port, sipped. 'And forget all about being Hilton. I have already forgotten all about being Hilton. I have no doubt that thunder we occasionally hear, those earth tremors which bother us, are my ancestors turning in their graves.'


'And I'll be glad to sail away, with you. Those earth tremors may be your ancestors rolling in their graves, but has it occurred to you that they are becoming a great deal more frequent ? And when you remember, what happened in San Francisco last year ... it makes you think.'


'Oh, really,' she protested. 'San Francisco is five thousand miles away. Isn't it?'


'Give or take a few, I'm sure you're right. But Port Royal isn't a thousand miles away.'


'1692,' she said scoffingly. 'And that was an act of God. It destroyed Morgan the pirate. They said you could hear the beating of Gabriel's wings that day.'


'Earthquakes are always acts of God,' he pointed out.


'They say the earth trembled the day I was born, too,' she said, suddenly thoughtful.


'Now there is the most encouraging thing I've heard in a long time.' He smiled at her. 'You're not superstitious about it?'


She hesitated. 'No,' she lied. 'I'm not superstitious about anything. But you can't leave now. There's Christmas, and then there's the trial. You must be here for the trial, sweetheart.'


He leaned across the table to kiss her on the nose. 'Am I being called as a witness?'


'No,' she said. 'But ‘ would not be any good as a witness, if you were not there. I do not know if I shall be any good anyway. My husband, a Hilton ...'


'You were going to forget about that,' Alan said. He took her hand. 'Billy killed a man who loved you, you say, and who was in any event risking his life to see you to safety. Not to see that his murderer is punished would be an act of betrayal.'


She gazed into his eyes, sucked her lip between her teeth. 'Are you sure, Alan? Are you sureV


'Dead sure, my darling. Anyway, I'll be there to hold your hand. I promise you. As for Christmas, if I get away now, I may be back. I'll certainly be back for New Year's.' He squeezed her fingers. 'Won't that do ?'


'Just see that you're back, Alan,' she said. 'Just see that you are back.'


'You awake, mistress?' Muriel stood by the bed, the tray resting imperiously on one hand.


'Yes,' Meg said. 'Yes, I'm awake.'


'That is the thing, mistress. I goin' run your bath for you.'


Meg gazed at the white canopy of the mosquito netting above her head. The bathroom was another innovation, added by Oriole. Oh, my God, Oriole, she thought. Oriole would be in court. Oh, no doubt of that. She had hoped her cousin would leave Jamaica immediately, but she should have known better. Oriole was made of sterner stuff, and she was waiting for the outcome of the trial.


Alan sighed, and turned on his side. 'Well ?'


Meg raised herself on her elbow, lifted the netting, found his cup of tea and passed it to him, then pushed herself into a sitting position to drink her own. 'Well?'


'How do you feel ?'


She sipped. 'How do you think I should feel?’ 'Butterflies?'


'You could say that. I have never appeared in a court of law before.' She raised the netting higher, got out of bed, walked to the jalousie and threw that wide. She looked at the sheep browsing on the pasture, at the endless banana groves. Her land, Hilton land. It was almost two hundred years to the day since Kit Hilton had founded this plantation. So tell me, Kit, she thought, what would you have done?


But she knew what Kit had done. In his determination to seek justice he had brought his own father-in-law to trial for murder. In the ensuing family quarrel he had lost his wife and his plantation, although, being Kit Hilton, he had got them back later. But he had done what he had supposed was right.


And beyond the banana groves were the mountains. Had there been drums last night ? The wind had been from the south, and she had not been sure. But if ever there would be drums again, they would have been last night. Because today would see them avenged. Today would see her justified, in their eyes.


If she could ever be justified in their eyes.


'Meg.' Alan was uneasy. She kissed him on the forehead, and then went to her bath. She soaked in the tub, gazing at the ceiling; one of the skylights overhung the bathroom, and this had been pulled just a little open to allow air into the huge room; it had been a bedroom before Oriole had appropriated it. Muriel waited patiently. But what did she think? What did all of the black people think? Or did they prefer not to think at all, just to let their strange, violent, often senseless employers get on with ruining each other's lives, so long as their lives were left in comparative peace?


She got out of the bath, allowed herself to be swathed in the huge white towel and gently massaged, and then to be powdered. She wrapped herself in the robe and returned to the bedroom; Alan had left the bed and gone to the master's dressing room. He might look forward to leaving Hilltop, but he could not do otherwise than enjoy it while he was here.


She dressed with great care, wore a mauve poplin skirt with a matching bolero jacket; both bolero and skirt were trimmed with lace, the bodice being a foamy mass, while her blouse was also white lace. Her hat was a white straw with mauve ribbons, and her gloves and parasol were cream.


She gazed at herself in the mirror, allowed those firm lips to widen just a shade into a smile. It was a beautiful face, she thought. A Hilton face. But that was dangerous, on a day like today.


'It got for come forward,' Muriel muttered, perhaps to herself, still fiddling with the hat. But at last it was perched at just the right angle, inclining from the mass of her upswept hair, threatening, it seemed, to slide down over her nose at a moment's notice.


'There we are then.' She stood up. 'Tell Lawrence Captain McAvoy and I will be back out for dinner, and we shall need something light. I have no doubt.' She went outside, stood on the gallery. Alan waited for her at the foot of the stairs, Lawrence and Washington in attendance. Washington was in a state of high excitement; he had given his evidence yesterday.


Meg descended the stairs slowly. Never had the portraits to her right seemed so alive, so interested in her progress. She stopped, and looked at Susan Hilton, the first of all the


Hilton women, the Irish girl sent to the West Indies as an indentured servant whom the first Tony Hilton had taken for his own. Susan's portrait had to have been painted from memory; there had been no artists in the St Kitts of 1630 or the Tortuga of a few years later. But her artist, even working from diaries, had managed to capture her magnificent auburn hair, always described as shining, as he had captured the pale skin with the dusting of freckles, the strong, somewhat aquiline features, the wide-set grey eyes, the pointed chin.


So, Susan, what would you have me do this day?


Below Susan there waited Marguerite. This had been painted when she had been a girl, and still a Warner, but from all accounts she had not changed with age, until her beauty had dissolved in horror. Marguerite's eyes were green, and glinted, and her nostrils seemed to flare even in the portrait, as they had been said to do whenever she was emotionally aroused. The rounded features were framed in the deep brown, straight hair, separated, as had been the custom at the time, into four strands, each tied with a blue ribbon, while round her neck, nestling against her half-exposed breasts, was a string of pearls. The whole made a picture of confidence. Confidence had been the first Meg Hilton's greatest characteristic.


So, Meg, what would you have me do ?


Next to Meg was Lilian Hilton, Marguerite's rival, Kit Hilton's second wife. Her Scandinavian blood was revealed in the mass of straight yellow hair, the blue eyes, the long somewhat serious face. No one could have been more of a contrast to the tempestuous Marguerite. But she had been the first Hilton woman to five and rule in this house.


So, Lilian, what would you have me do this day?


She went a few steps farther, stopped in front of the sisters, Georgiana and Suzanne. Georgiana had been the younger, had lived her life with a careless exuberance. Her hair was light brown, and scattered; her features were real Hilton, finely carved, a trifle small; her eyes were a deep blue, and seemed to be summoning the artist, or anyone else who would meet them, to come closer. Had they summoned the men, and the women, who had torn her limb from limb ?


Georgiana at the least would have no doubts as to what she must do. To kill a black man, for Georgiana, would be a sure passport to her version of heaven.


But Suzanne, waiting beside her sister with all the calm dignity which had been her greatest asset, Hilton face relaxed and composed, pale yellow hair worn short, so that it did no more than rest on her shoulders, pale blue eyes gazing at the world with that almost frightening steadiness. Suzanne had stood at Matt Hilton's shoulder through every tribulation, in the cause of freedom and equality. No doubt about Suzanne either, on the opposite side to her sister.


And at the foot of the stairs, close to her own portrait, Carterette, old Richard's wife. Titian hair, thick and long and quite magnificent, enormous blue eyes, surprisingly short nose, her face was a mass of flaws which came together into a perfectly splendid whole. Cartarette had suffered at the hands of Christophe's blacks, but had lived to marry Christophe's general, and to take her place in that brief flowering of Negro culture in the West Indies.


So then, Great-Grandmama, what would you have me do ?


Or you, she thought, staring at herself. The face looking at her matched any of the others in its beauty, in its serene arrogance. But that portrait was of the Mistress of Hilltop. That face had never known the Spanish sailors or the Spanish rope between her legs. That face had never known fear.


Alan took her hands. 'Communing with your ancestors?'


She smiled at him. 'And should I not, as I set out to destroy everything they stood for?'


Courtney was nervous. He was a short slender man, who wore a pince-nez and was very precise in his manner as he was in his habits. Over the previous ten years he had built up a considerable reputation as Attorney General. But he had never had to face Kingston's senior lawyer in court.


Nor had he had to prosecute a Hilton.


He sat at his desk and polished his glasses, raised them to look at Meg, and then lowered them again. 'So there it is,' he said. 'One cannot blame them, of course.'


'I am blaming no one,' Meg said quietly.


'Still, it will be an ordeal. In effect, I fear, it will be you on trial all over again. Oh, they cannot attempt to have you... ah...'


'Certified?'


'Oh, good heavens, no, Mrs Hilton. I really wasn't thinking of that. What I meant was, they cannot hope to impugn your sanity again. Oh, no no, no. But what they will try to do, I have no doubt at all, is prove how your... ah ... well ... mode of living, your ... ah ... adventures, one could say, might over the years have driven your husband to distraction, have perhaps, driven him from his mind. After all, no one can argue that your husband did not pull that trigger. Walter Reynolds can only attempt to convince the jury that he was justified in doing so, or that he was driven insane, at least temporarily, by jealousy. I shudder to think what... ah ... secrets of the marriage bed they will attempt to drag out. You do understand this?'


'Yes,' Meg said.


'Normally, of course,' Courtney went on as if she hadn't spoken, 'such a state of affairs is impossible, except in ... ah, divorce cases. The wife, and the husband, is protected by the very simple, very ... ah ... intelligent, ah, civilized law that no man can be forced to testify against his wife, and, ah ... ah, no wife can be forced to testify against her husband.' He placed his pince-nez on his nose, gazed at her with a startled expression.


'I understand that,' Meg said. Was he trying to tell her something? Of course he was. It was all a conspiracy, the white people closing their ranks against the blacks. Billy Hilton could not be condemned for murder. Billy Hilton, the Hilton, could not possibly be hanged.


'So... ah... there it is.' Courtney took out his watch and peered at it. 'My word, we should be getting down there’


'What exactly do I do ?' Meg asked.


'Well, you wait until you are called. We cleared all the routine business out of the way yesterday, the ... ah, evidence of arrest, evidence of death of the victim, evidence as regards the, ah ... weapon used. And we also took the evidence of your five drivers. But I must say they were not satisfactory witnesses, from your point of view. Oh, no, no. Yours will be the... ah, crucial moment. And we should be ready for you very early. There are just one or two other points to be cleared away. So it will only be a short wait. I have secured you a private room, so you will be quite comfortable. And then, you just answer my questions, and after that, well, you will have to answer Walter Reynolds' questions. And then you, ah ... just leave the box, don't you know?' He stood up. 'Well, then, Margaret. See you in... ah, court.'


'Yes,' she said.


He hurried round the desk to open the door for her, and she was able to squeeze Alan's hand; he had waited outside. 'Well?' he demanded.


'Just a briefing, Captain, just a briefing,' Courtney said, determinedly cheerful.


'Will Alan be able to sit with me while I am waiting?' Meg asked.


'Oh, ah ... I'm afraid it wouldn't be right, Margaret. Witnesses, well, they should be left to themselves at least... ah, by other ... ah, interested parties, don't you know.'


She nodded. 'Well, then, we must all have a drink when it is over.'


Alan escorted her down the stairs. 'But I shall be in court, my darling,' he said, helping her into the closed cab which would take them to the courthouse. 'You may think of me at your elbow, every second.'


'Yes,' she said, and leaned back on the cushions.


'Meg ...' He took her hand again. 'You are all right?'


'Of course I'm all right,' she said. 'A little nervous, I suppose.'


'Ah, well... we'll have that drink, this afternoon.'


She squeezed his hand; the cab was slowing to a halt. They were inside the courthouse yard, and there was only a short way to go. But already a large crowd had assembled, mainly black people, to gaze at her as she was handed down and hurried up the steps. A buzz of excited whispering seemed to circulate around her ears. But a moment later she was in the cool of the porch, and a Negro clerk was waiting for her.


She gave Alan's hand a last squeeze, and followed the young man down a corridor, and into a small antechamber; it contained a table, two chairs, and a window, looking out at the back of the court. Here the ground was empty, save for a white-helmeted policeman, patrolling slowly to and fro.


'You will be all right here, Mrs Hilton,' said the young man. 'And I will come for you when it is time.'


'Thank you,' she said, and sat down. When it is time. Immediately she was on her feet again. What would he look like, standing there in the dock ? Would he be crushed, or defiant? What would Oriole look like? But Oriole was very possibly to be a witness for the defence. To testify to her outrageous behaviour, which drove her husband half out of his mind.


Well, perhaps it had done that. Billy was unlucky, as Oriole had been unlucky, in being bora in the nineteenth century instead of the eighteenth, when he could have killed whoever he wished and merely thumped himself on the chest and said, I am the Hilton.


She was aware of heat. She wished desperately to take off her hat, but she knew she would never get it on properly again. So she dabbed at her lips and her cheeks and her temples with a handkerchief, and felt the moisture gathering under her corset and in her armpits. Oh to be back home, and sitting in her tub. Or better yet, bathing in the river. But would she ever bathe in that river again? Would she ever dare? It seemed her entire life had begun at that river. So then, was she supposing her life was at an end?


How long they were taking. Why, she must have been here hours. She did not carry a watch. She had never done so. She hated to be governed by time. But if only she knew how long she had been here, how much longer she would have to stay. Although she could judge, roughly, by the sun; it was all but overhead, and she had left Courtney's office at eleven. Soon they would be adjourning for luncheon. My God, she might have to see people, talk with them. She did not think she could do that until after she had given evidence.


The door opened, and she turned, heart pounding, sweat returning with a renewed rush.


'They are waiting, Mrs Hilton,' said the young man.


'So am I,' she said, and was amazed at the calmness of her voice.


She followed him along the corridor, and through a side door, found herself in the courtroom before she properly realized it. For a moment she was surrounded by sibilant sound, a rustling of papers, a gentle whisper which welled out of the spectators' gallery, and was immediately quelled by the hammer of the gavel.


She was facing curved steps. Slowly she climbed, holding the rail with one hand, her skirts with the other, found herself in a pulpit. On a level with her, and to her right, the Chief Justice sat alone, giving her a benevolent smile. His red robes seemed to glow at her. Beneath her were collected the various black-gowned lawyers and clerks of the court. And opposite her, on the other side of the judge, and at a lower level, stood Billy, also in a pulpit. He wore one of his best suits, and looked pale but perfectly composed. He stared at her, as if trying to communicate, but after a brief glance she looked away.


To Billy's left were the jury, six white men and, she discovered with surprise, six black. That proportion surely could not have been drawn by lot. But this was the most important trial of the year, perhaps of all time, in this courtroom.


And to her left were the public seats. She gave them a quick glance, but they contained no more than a blur of faces. She could not pick out Alan, she could not discover whether or not Oriole was present.


The clerk was speaking to her, from just beneath the witness box. 'If you will take the book in your right hand, Mrs Hilton, and repeat after me.'


She noticed the Bible for the first time, picked it up, said, 'I swear by Almighty God that the evidence I shall give will be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.'


The clerk disappeared back to his desk, and she became aware that Courtney was on his feet, fingers grasping the lapels of his coat, wig slightly askew. Now for the first time she saw Walter Reynolds, sitting beside his adversary, and watching her with total hostility. Oh, my God, she thought. Oh, my God.


'Will you state your name, please, madam,' Courtney said quietly. 'Margaret Hilton.' 'Occupation ?'


'I am the proprietress of the banana plantation known as Hilltop,' she said.


Courtney appeared to hesitate. But the question had to be asked.


'Are you acquainted with the defendant, Mrs Hilton?' She stared at him, her brain seeming to be seized in an icy grip.


'Mrs Hilton?' Courtney asked, his voice slightly louder. 'Are you acquainted with the defendant?'


Meg found her head turning, so that she looked at Billy. His hands rested on the sill of the dock, and his lips were slightly parted. And he was staring at her.


'You must answer the question, Mrs Hilton,' said the Chief Justice gently.


Meg licked her lips. 'I am his wife,' she said.


"Thank you, Mrs Hilton,' Courtney positively exuded relief. 'Now, Mrs Hilton, I would like you to tell the court in your own words what happened on the morning of November 18th last.'


Meg gazed into Billy's eyes. My husband shot my lover, she thought. My husband shot a black man with whom I had cohabited. My husband acted the Hilton, for the first and last time in his life. Oh, my God, my husband acted the Hilton. I made him a Hilton, and he played his role. Oh, my God.


'Mrs Hilton?' Courtney was now definitely sounding nervous.


Meg's tongue circled her lips. 'I... I must refuse to give evidence which may incriminate my husband,' she said.


There was a moment of utter silence, then the entire court burst into sound. Meg continued to look at Billy; his mouth had opened ever so slightly, and he had actually taken a step back in the dock.


The gavel banged, and again and again, and the noise slowly subsided.


'Mrs Hilton ?' Courtney looked as if he had just swallowed an overdose of strychnine.


Meg licked her lips.


'You must answer the question, Mrs Hilton,' the Chief Justice said softly.


'I cannot be forced to testify against my husband,' Meg said, turning to face him.


The whispers began again, and were immediately quietened by another series of blows from the gavel.


'Indeed you cannot,' the Chief Justice said, his voice hardening. 'But your position should have been made clear before this case came to trial. By adopting this attitude, you are obstructing the working of my court. I have every right to commit you for contempt.' He gazed at her, watched her mouth settle into a firm line. 'Indeed,' he added, ‘I would be failing in my duty were I not to do so, if you persist in your refusal.'


'I am sorry,' Meg said. 'I have been in prison before, my lord. I have no doubt at all that a Jamaican cell will be more comfortable than a Cuban one.'


The court remained silent, and the Chief Justice went very red in the face. Meg could almost read his thoughts: Hiltons, they think they own the earth.


'You will step down, Mrs Hilton,' he said. 'I will give a judgment regarding your contempt at the conclusion of this trial. Kindly leave the box.'


Meg inhaled, filled her lungs to their fullest capacity, and then released them again, slowly descended the stairs. The clumps of her heels echoed in the noiseless room. The side door was already open, and the same clerk was waiting for her. His face remained expressionless, but his manner was stiff.


'The Crown asks for a recess, my lord,' Courtney said, then the door closed, and she heard nothing more. 'Are you staying in town, Mrs Hilton?' inquired the clerk. 'Am I required to?'


'You are not under arrest, if that is what you mean. No doubt his lordship will know where to find you, when he is ready.'


'Then I shall go home,' she said. She wanted to lie down. She wanted to sit in a warm tub and then go to bed and sleep and sleep and sleep. 'I would like a message sent to Captain McAvoy.'


'As you wish, madam.' The clerk escorted her on to the porch, where the crowd stared at her, voices humming with excitement. The news had not reached them yet, although it was just beginning to, she suspected.


'Ask him to join me at Hilltop, if you will.' She hurried down the steps, was assisted into the trap by Washington. 'Home, please, Washington, as quickly as you can.'


She leaned back on the cushion, closed her eyes. It is over, she thought. It must be over. Now she could turn her back on Billy without remorse, without regret, without bitterness. She had put him in his position, she had kept him there when it was a matter of life or death, and now she could remove him from it. And try to live. My God, she thought, how I just want to live.


And Cleave would understand. Of all the men she had known, she supposed Cleave was the most capable of understanding.


Almost she dozed; she was exhausted. It was quite a surprise for her to discover herself once again on Hilltop, once again pulling to a halt before her own front stairs.


Lawrence waited at the top. 'But you back soon, mistress. Is all well?'


'All is well, Lawrence.' It was still early in the afternoon. 'I shall be taking a siesta today, Lawrence. Don't wake me until Captain McAvoy arrives, but ask him to come right up.'


'Yes'm, Miss Meg. But you ain' taking lunch?'


She shook her head. 'Not today, Lawrence. I doubt I could stomach a thing.'


She went upstairs, dismissed Muriel, undressed, and lay on her bed, on top of the covers. She wondered what old Sir Harry would do with her. She did not really suppose he would send her to gaol. Not Margaret HILTON. Not the Hilton. But she didn't really care. Because she had acted the Hilton for the very last time, satisfied every requirement of every ancestor. Now she could turn her back on them, and be plain Meg McAvoy. Why, she had never considered such a name before, but it had a ring to it.


She awoke with a faint headache, listened to the clatter of hooves outside, and sat up.


The clock on her bedside table told her it was just past six. Alan must have waited to see how the case was going to develop. She got out of bed, scooped her robe around her shoulders, listened to the knock on her door. 'Yes,' she said. 'Come.'


The door opened, and Oriole Paterson stood there.


For a moment the two women stared at each other. Then Oriole reached for Meg's hands. 'Oh, my darling, darling, Meg,' she said. 'Oh, my darling.'


Meg felt herself being drawn forward, checked herself. 'I thought you had left Hilltop for good.'


'I had. I thought you were a changeling. But of course I was wrong. You are Meg Hilton, and proved that today, to all the world. Meg, forgive me, for everything. Oh Meg ...' Her eyes were moist, and she was pulling again.


'I'm sure you are, as usual, quite wrong, Oriole,' Meg said, giving a tug to free her hands. 'I decided, after due reflection, that I owed Billy something. There is nothing more than that. I propose to place Hilltop in the hands of an attorney, to divorce Billy, whatever the outcome of the trial, and to marry Alan McAvoy.'


Oriole's grip relaxed. 'You ... marry that common sailor?'


'I should have married him long ago. Yes, I propose to marry Alan.' She allowed herself a smile. 'And then, if you wish, you may marry Billy. Wouldn't you like to ?'


'My God.' Oriole sat in the chair by the window. 'Marry your husband ? My God. I've had a husband, thank you very much. I do not propose ever to have another.'


'Ah,' Meg said. 'Then you actually prostituted yourself to control Hilltop. Oh, I am not condemning you, Oriole. I think that was splendidly Hilton. Far more Hilton than I could ever be, now. I did prostitute myself once, you know, for the sake of Hilltop. And very successfully too. I suppose you know about that. Billy will have told you. But I still think you are much more of a Hilton than I. What a shame I was the one to inherit. Now, if you'll excuse me, Oriole, I really must get dressed. I am expecting Alan for dinner. I'm surprised he has not come already.'


'Alan McAvoy?' Oriole stood up, tossed her head. 'You are a dreamer, Meg. He won't be coming out here.'


'Oh, do be quiet, Oriole. And do leave.' Meg picked up her brush, started to stroke through her hair.


'Because, my darling, you see, whether you wish to be or not, you are a Hilton,' Oriole said. 'You are the Hilton. Alan McAvoy? He cannot stand the light which surrounds you. He left the court shortly after you did this morning. And returned to his schooner. I believe he gave orders that it is to be prepared for sea as rapidly as possible. What did you promise him, my darling? That you would send Billy to the gallows? Whatever you said, you have ended that particular dream.'


Meg had turned, slowly, gazed at her. Then she ran to the door, pulled it wide. 'Lawrence,' she shouted. 'Muriel. Have my horse saddled. Quickly.' She hurried back into the room threw off her robe, reached for the clothes she had tossed carelessly over the chair.


'Oh, Meg, Meg,' Oriole said. 'You are so very beautiful. So very Hilton. So ... Meg ...'


Meg stepped into her second petticoat. 'If you touch me, Oriole, I will have you thrown down those stairs. And I do mean it. Oh ...' She turned at the knock. 'What is it?'


Lawrence stood there. 'Is Washington, mistress. Man, mistress ...'


'Washington ?' She went to the door, forgetting her state of undress, peered at the exhausted groom. 'What has happened ?'


'Is them boys, mistress. Man, mistress, them boys in the jury.'


'What?' Oriole shouted, hurrying to Meg's side. 'What was the verdict ?'


'Man, Mistress Paterson, despite all, them boys did find Mr William guilty.'

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 


SUNSET

 

THERE was a moment of silence, then Oriole uttered a shriek and reached forward. For a moment Meg thought she was actually going to seize a black man by the shoulders. But she checked herself in time.


'Convicted?' she shouted. 'How could he be convicted?'


'How could it happen so quickly?' Meg asked.


Washington looked from one to the other. 'Well, is a fac' it happen too quick, Miss Meg. What happen is, the Chief Justice he say they got for lunch during the recess, and then, when they done, that Courtney man say the Crown finish, and Mr Reynolds start the defence. But he only call Mr Billy, Miss Meg, and he ask Mr Billy for to say what happen, and Mr Billy say that when he see you with that Cleave man he lose he head, what with jealousy and thing, and he shoot. So then Mr Reynolds say that is he case, and when he addressing the jury he saying that they got for believe Mr Billy, because is you what bring the case, and then you what saying you ain' givin' no evidence, so the truth got for be that you knowin' Mr Billy only done what he got for do.' He paused for breath.


'Oh, go on,' Oriole shouted.


'Well, Mistress Paterson, the fact is ...' Washington shifted his feet uneasily. 'That Mr Courtney, you see, he done ask me, like he ask Massie and them others, what we did talk about while we looking for Miss Meg, and well, Mistress Paterson, we is under oath and that thing, and we had to say well, Mr Billy saying, all the time we looking for


Miss Meg, I knowing where she is gone, she gone to them black people what does beat the drum, and you knowing what I goin' do when I catch up with them, this is he talkin' you understanding, I goin' blow them head right off.'


'You bastard,' Oriole said. 'You unutterable bastard.'


Washington shifted his feet some more. But he was looking at Meg as he spoke. 'Man, Mistress Paterson, we did be under oath and thing. And then, what happen, the Judge he addressing the jury, and he saying, all you got for decide is what Mr Billy thinkin' in he mind when he goin' after Miss Meg, whether he thinkin' well I got for get me wife back, or whether he is thinkin' goddam I goin' kill the boy what she is with. That is the crux of the matter, the Judge saying, and then, seeing as how it is five o'clock, he saying well, I goin' adjourn this here court until tomorrow, while you does consider your verdict.' This time he paused to wipe his brow.


'So what happened ?' Meg asked.


'Well, Miss Meg, the foreman of that jury, and he a white man, too, he standing up and he saying, well, they been whisperin' to one another one time, while them lawyers did be speaking, so he saying, well, Mr Judge, he saying, we ain' got no need for to be lock' up for the night, because we done make up we mind already. Now how is that? askin' the Judge. But they ain' budging, so he for ask them, and they saying that they reckon Mr Billy did be thinkin' all the time that he goin' shoot whoever he finding you with, and that is that. So the Judge done pronounce Mr Billy guilty, and saying then, I ain' goin' adjourn this court, I goin' say sentence.'


'Oh, my God.' Oriole sank to the chair.


'Is a fac', Mistress Paterson, he saying the same thing, about God and thing. But then he putting on he black cap and he sayin' that Mr Billy mus' be hangin' from the neck until he does be dead.'


'Oh, my God,' Oriole moaned. 'Oh, my God. Meg, what are we to do?'


Meg gazed at her for a moment. But what was she to do about Alan, who thought she had lied to him, who supposed she had betrayed everything he held dear?


'Washington,' she snapped. 'Saddle me a horse. Quickly.'


Washington scratched his head. 'You goin' to town, Miss Meg? Man, it is very late, and I does be too weary.'


'I'll ride alone,' she said. 'Just get me a horse. Quickly, man.' She pushed him through the door, reached for her gown.


'Meg.' Oriole attempted to grasp her arm. 'What can you do ? Appeal. Oh, yes, we'll appeal. But Walter will already have thought of that.'


'Billy is guilty of murder, Oriole,' Meg pointed out. She abandoned the idea of trying to put on her hat - her hair was loose in any event, and it would take half an hour to put it up - pulled on her gloves, went to the door.


'Meg...' Oriole wailed.


Meg hesitated. But she did not have the heart to order her from the plantation, at this moment. She closed the door behind her, ran down the stairs; she would not look at the portraits this night. Washington was already at the front steps, with a saddled horse.


'Man, Miss Meg,' he said. 'In this dark, you can' go so by yourself.'


'Of course I can, Washington,' she said. 'Who'd molest Meg Hilton?' Who indeed, she wondered. She sat astride, urged the horse forward, thundered along the roadway out of the plantation and up into the hills, had to remind herself to slow to a walk, as there was a long way yet to go.


She preferred not to think. What she would do if the Dreamer was no longer in the harbour, she just did not know. Because this time he would not come back. This time he would know, without a shadow of a doubt, that a Hilton could not throw off the burden of his or her past; that the name, the family, the plantation, would always dominate every other thought, every other hope, every other fear, every other emotion. As it had done to her, for all of her life.


The clock was striking twelve when she walked her exhausted horse into a sleeping, darkened city. A beat policeman peered at her, but she ignored him and walked on to the waterfront. She stared at the harbour; there were several ships moored out there; an American naval squadron was visiting Jamaica, and in the darkness they were no more than a cluster of lights. She dismounted, left her horse standing, walked to the edge of the nearest dock, stared again. But it was quite impossible to identify any ship.


'Eh-eh,' remarked a voice. 'But is Mistress Hilton?'


She turned, peered at the black man, a sailor by his clothes. 'You know me ?'


'Well, I got for know Mistress Hilton,' he pointed out. 'I see you in court today. You lookin' for the Captain?'


Her heart gave a tremendous bound, which threatened to choke her. 'Captain McAvoy? He is still here?'


'Oh, yes, mistress. He come aboard last evening, and he sayin' we must prepare for sea, but we can' sail until we is loaded, mistress, and that can' be until tomorrow.'


'Then he's aboard ?' Meg cried. 'Take me out, please. I'll see you are well rewarded.'


'Well, mistress, I goin' take you out if that is what you wish, but the Captain ain' aboard.'


'What? Where is he?'


The seaman shifted his feet. 'Well, mistress, he sayin' he got for have a drink, and he comin' back ashore. I did bring he.'


'And now you're waiting to take him back?'


'Ay, well, no, mistress. The fact is...' Again the feet did a quick shuffle. 'He did be drink so much he did pass out, mistress. So I did think the best thing is to put him to bed like.'


'Where? Please tell me.'


'Well, is the last place we was at, mistress. Bladings' Hotel, like.'


'Bladings? Oh, thank you. Thank you. I shall see that you are rewarded.' She ran for her horse.


'But Mistress Hilton,' the sailor called. 'The Captain ... well, he did drink a lot of rum. And he did speak against you, Mistress Hilton.'


She turned the horse, walked it up the street. He did speak against you, Mistress Hilton. And he was drunk. Then perhaps he would beat her, as Billy had done on their honeymoon. Perhaps he would also wish to throttle her. Unlike Billy, once Alan's fingers wrapped themselves around her throat, there would be no letting go.


She dismounted before Bladings, and the major-domo hurried down the steps to peer at her. 'Mistress Hilton?' He fumbled in his fob.


'It is just midnight,' Meg said. 'Captain McAvoy is staying here, I believe.'


'Well, he is here, Mistress Hilton. We did give him a room for the night. But Mistress Hilton ...'


'I'd be much obliged if you'd stable my horse, give it water and oats.' She walked up the stairs, pulling off her gloves, pushing hair from her forehead and eyes. The night clerk peered at her in turn.


'Mistress Hilton?'


'Good evening to you,' she said. 'Which room has Captain McAvoy ?'


'Captain McAvoy? Why, Mistress Hilton, I really could not.. .’


'Or shall I try every one in turn?' Meg inquired. 'Oh, my God. Oh, no, Mistress Hilton, you couldn't do that.'


'Watch me,' Meg said, and turned for the stairs. 'Number thirty-nine, Mistress Hilton,' the clerk called. 'Third floor. Number thirty-nine.' Then give me your pass key.'


'Yes, Mistress Hilton.' He gave her the key, watched her walk across the lobby, scrabbled for the house phone.


Meg climbed the stairs slowly. How her heart pounded. And how simple it was to act the Hilton, to leave everyone scandalized and immobilized before her utter arrogance, her total determination to have what she wanted when she wanted it. How little did they suspect the uncertainties which lurked beneath that mask of omnipotence.


On the second floor she met Charlie Blading coming down. 'Mrs Hilton? Do you know..


"That it is midnight, Charles? I do. But do you know that these stairs are uncommonly steep? When are you going to fit an elevator?'


Blading gaped at her. 'When... when I have the funds to install electricity, to be sure, Mrs Hilton.'


'You have high tension wires attached to your roof.'


'A convenience for the Electricity Company. To bring it right through the hotel would cost a fortune, money I just have not got in these troubled times. But really, madam, Meg, I must protest, this is not a ... well...'


'A brothel, you were going to say,' Meg said. 'Well, I hope it is not. But Captain McAvoy and I have been lovers for a very long time, Charles. You could not possibly describe this as an overnight affair, or even a clandestine one. And I do propose to see him tonight.'


'Yes, well...' Blading pulled his nose.


'And we will be quiet about it, I promise you.' Meg climbed the next flight of stairs, reached the third floor, paused to regain her breath. Blading did not follow her. Poor man, he must have already cursed the day Meg Hilton had followed Lord Claymond in here. Or had it really been good for his business?


Very gently she inserted the key in the lock, turned it, pushed the door inwards. The bedroom was utterly dark, and she waited in the doorway for some seconds while her eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, and to allow the light from the corridor to enter. The third floor contained only single rooms, and not the most expensive in the house either. The furnishings were sparse, a table and two chairs, a wash-stand with a china basin and ewer, and a tin slop bucket. And a single bed, over which the mosquito netting had not been dropped, and across which there lay the body of a man, breathing heavily, and still dressed. He even wore his boots.


It was Margarita all over again. How she wanted it to be the Margarita all over again, but with the right to change the course of their lives, to make them wiser, to eliminate all the misery that had happened since.


But she could not undress him in the dark without wakening him. And besides, she wanted to see his face. She took the candlestick into the corridor, lit it from one of the wall lights returned it to its holder. Then she locked the bedroom door on the inside.


Alan gave a gentle snore, half turned, and fell onto his face again. Gently she rolled him on his back. He had loosened his neck tie, and now she removed it altogether before starting work on his boots. It took her only a short while to undress him completely, and then she lay beside him. Surprisingly, she felt no great surge of passion. He was her man. He had been her man since their earliest days, and throughout all their quarrels and their separations, their triumphs and their tragedies, she had always known that he was hers, as she was his. And now she had come home for the last time.


She nestled her head on his shoulder, kissed him on the cheek, and felt his arm suddenly tighten as he awoke. 'Meg ?' he whispered. 'Meg ?'


She kissed him on the mouth. ‘I am here, my darling. I am here. That is all that is important. Unless you wish me to leave.'


'Oh, Meg...' His hands slid over her back, and then suddenly clenched her shoulders to move her a few inches away. 'Have you heard the verdict?'


'Washington brought it out to Hilltop. Billy will appeal.'


Alan shook his head. 'There will be no appeal.'


'But he has been condemned to death.'


'There will still be no appeal. An appeal can only be allowed on a question of law, or a question of fact. Billy was properly tried, and Sir Harry was entirely correct in his summing up. While no one can dispute the facts.'


'My God.' She sat up, allowed her legs to droop to the floor. 'He'll be hanged.' 'I'm afraid he will. For murder, Meg.' 'And despite my cowardice.' 'Was it cowardice?'


She glanced at him, looked away again. 'I had never supposed that a part of your character,' he said.


‘You supposed that my upbringing, my background, my ancestors, rose up and choked off my words,' she said.


'Did they not? I saw the way you looked at them as you descended the stairs yesterday morning.'


'True,' she said. 'But it will not happen again.'


'Oh, Meg, Meg,' he said, holding her arms again, and attempting to bring her forward. 'A man is what he was bora to be. As is a woman. You were bora a Hilton. You were born to be Mistress of Hilltop. Nothing you wish, nothing I can say, will ever alter that fact. While Hilltop stands, you will be its mistress ...'


'No,' she said. 'I decided on my ride into town. I will place it in the hands of an attorney, and leave for ever. Now. We will go to England, so that I may see Richard and Aline, and then I am yours, my darling. If you still want me.'


'Want you?' he said, and this time he proved too strong for her, brought her down on to his chest. 'Want you? I was angry today. Angry, and miserable. Because I thought I had lost you. But I did some thinking too, you know. And I realized my mistake. You cannot be changed. You cannot be otherwise than as you are. As you know. As you told me, that day in the cabin of Margarita. You came to me in defiance of every convention, because you were Meg Hilton. You could not come to me as anything else. And even should you live on the other side of the earth, you will always be Meg Hilton, and the first news of a crisis in the affairs of Hilltop will bring you charging back to its rescue.'


She allowed her body to relax, her cheek to rest on his, her hair to fall across his face and neck. 'And what will you do then ?' she whispered.


'Come with you,' he said. 'I can do nothing else.'


She closed her teeth on his ear, gently. 'Will you marry me, Alan?'


'Meg..;


'Will you marry the relict of a condemned murderer?' 'Meg...'


'Will you marry the mistress of a black man, Alan?' 'Meg...'


'Will you marry a Hilton, Alan?' He kissed her, held her close. 'I'll marry you, Meg. Whatever comes with you, I'll accept.'


Meg awoke to a greater feeling of well-being than she had ever known. Suddenly she was no longer tired, no longer tormented by doubt. No longer even conscious of her aches and pains. She was merely relaxed, and happy, only mildly concerned to find herself alone in the bed. As it was a single bed, she was the more comfortable for that, and she no longer had any fears that he might not come back. They had ridden their last hurdle together.


She sighed, and stretched, and rolled over, looked at the blinds, at the brilliant light behind. It must be very late, she thought drowsily. He had let her sleep and sleep and sleep, and she was the better for it.


Yet there were things to be done. She sat up, her brain teeming with memories, with ideas, with problems to be solved. But they were, now, this morning, no more than problems.


A knock, and the door swung inwards. 'Alan,' she cried. He was fully dressed in his sea-going gear. And he was smiling at her.


'I've lunch with me.'


She pulled the sheet to her neck, and the Negro waiter rolled the trolley in. 'Lunch?' she asked. 'My God. What time is it?'


'Just gone one,' Alan said, and tipped the waiter.


'One ? Good lord. Do you think I could have a bath ?'


'Oh, yes, Mistress Hilton. The bathroom is right at the end of the corridor. There ain' goin' be no one usin' that now.'


At the end of the corridor. Even Bladings' Hotel. 'Thank you,' she said.


The man closed the door, and Alan sat beside her, kissed her hair, her forehead, each eye, her nose, her mouth, her chin. 'I thought it best to let you sleep.'


'And I feel much better for it. But where have you been?'


'Down at the docks.'


'But...'


'Life must go on, my darling. Dreamer must be loaded, or we'll never get to sea.' He kissed her again. 'Or have you changed your mind again ?'


She rolled away from him, got out of bed, stretched. 'I haven't changed my mind, Alan. I'll never change my mind again, I promise you. But there are one or two things to be done.'


'Of course.' He sat at the table, served cold chicken, poured champagne.


She sat opposite him, as she had done in her bedroom at Hilltop, naked. 'I have to find an attorney to manage Hilltop.'


'Courtney is expecting you at four. He has a short list made out. I had a word with him this morning. If you want someone from England, why at least he'll supply a chap to hold the fort until you can advertise properly.'


She sipped champagne. 'I like being looked after,' she said. 'It is the first time it has ever happened, except when I was a prisoner.' She bit her lip.


'Meg...'


'Oh, no looking over shoulders for Meg Hilton. Time for that when I'm dying. But Alan... I must see Billy.' He frowned at her.


'I must. He is my husband. And ... if I can help him, I must do so. You do understand that, Alan?'


The frown lasted for a moment longer, then disappeared in a smile. 'I'll speak to Courtney. Or better yet, you can do so yourself, when you see him.'


'I wonder he still wishes to speak with me at all.'


'He wishes to speak with you very much. You are due to appear in court tomorrow morning, you know.'


'Me?' she cried.


'To answer the charge of contempt. You had forgotten, hadn't you?' 'Oh, my lord.'


'I have it from Courtney that Sir Harry intends to administer a wigging and a fine. Nothing more.'


'Oh, but...' She stared at her plate, then tossed hair from her eyes. 'Well, then, I'll have to listen to him, won't I ?'


'That's my girl. Now eat up. We've a lot to do.'


She was surprisingly hungry. Alan had finished long before she had, and was sitting back smoking a cheroot and drinking the last of the champagne before she swallowed her last mouthful.


'That feels better. You'll come with me, to Courtney?'


He shook his head. 'He wants to see you alone. Who knows, maybe he wants to talk about Billy.' He smiled at her. 'Don't forget, if you do manage to get him reprieved, you'll have to arrange a divorce. Anyway, sweetheart, I must get on with it. I've arranged to change to a double room, so I'll meet you back here at six o'clock this afternoon.'


'Oh, but ...' She bit her lip again. Did she want to go back out to Hilltop ? Would it not be better never to see it again? 'All right,' she said. 'Six o'clock, in the lounge downstairs.'


He leaned across the table, kissed her on the forehead. 'You know, at last I feel we're almost married.'


'We've been married for nearly twenty years,' she said. 'It just took us that long to realize it.'


'Then I must set about getting you a ring.' He saw the shadow cross her face, and kissed her again. 'All in good time. See you at six.'


She leaned back in her chair and finished her champagne. Only problems, from now on. Even her appearance in court could be only a problem. But it would be discourteous to keep Courtney waiting; it was already past two.


She wrapped herself in her towel, cautiously opened the door, peered into the corridor. How quiet it was in the middle of a Jamaican afternoon. Hotheaded Englishmen like Alan might still be rushing around, but the major part of the city were either in bed or in the cool of their offices, waiting for the heat to begin to leave the sun. Even the faint breeze which filtered in the bedroom window was warm.


And the hotel itself was silent, save for the faintest of tinkles from downstairs where the kitchen staff were no doubt washing up the last of the lunch dishes. She stepped outside, hurried along the corridor, reached the safety of the bathroom. She soaked in the tub, dreamily resting her head on the bath itself, playing with the taps with her toes. She did not wish to think coherently, so instead she daydreamed, of herself and Alan on the deck of Dreamer, running north east before a westerly wind, three weeks at sea with not another white person to speak to, with just themselves.


The notes of the cathedral clock rumbled through the afternoon, reverberating in the bathroom. Three o'clock.


'Oh, lord,' she muttered, and leapt from the tub to towel herself and hurry along the still deserted corridor to her bedroom. She'd never make it. She dropped her shift over her shoulders, buttoned her blouse, walking to and fro in her anxiety, stepped into her skirt and fastened her waistband, used Alan's hairbrush to drag some order into her hair, gazed at herself in the mirror and attempted to smooth her eyebrows, pulled on her bolero and stood back to admire the whole; looked around the room in an attempt to remember if she had brought a handbag, turned to the door, and found herself unable to move, as the room, the hotel, the afternoon, suddenly filled with a long, high yet soft sound, as of the strongest hurricane wind the world had ever known sweeping across Jamaica.


Meg turned to face the window, expecting to be blown across the room by the force of the wind. But the breeze if anything had died; the curtains hardly moved. Immediately outside her window there was a breadfruit tree, and this too was quiet. But as she watched the sound of the airless wind was replaced by something far more terrible, a growing, searching rumble, a swelling paean of noise as if every coach in the world was being driven at breakneck speed down the mountains to converge upon the city.


In that instant Meg knew what was happening. A million memories, locked in the recesses of her mind, of the stories told her by Percy, of that night in the mountains when the fowl cock had escaped her grasp, careered through her brain and seemed to galvanize her muscles into action. She turned again, and threw herself across the room, even as the floor beneath her feet began to move.


She seized the door handle, twisted it, and gasped in sheer terror as the door would not come to her. She clung to the handle and looked up, and watched the chandelier swaying as if a giant had kicked it, before suddenly plunging down. She screamed, her voice lost in the unearthly roar which was rising all around her, deafening her. Her head flopped back and she watched the chandelier falling past her, tensed her muscles for the resulting spray of glass splinters which would tear her back to shreds, and turned her head in horror to watch the entire floor drop away so that the cascading glass fell straight through into the room below.


She found herself hanging, her hands slipped from the door handle, and she lodged them with frantic endeavour upon the towel rail secured to the wall by the door, gasping for breath, her legs kicking desperately while she stared at the washstand, slowly inclining towards her, the ewer starting to tilt, so that water splashed on her face, the slop bucket striking her on the shoulder as it wandered down the sloping floor before also dropping into the room below.


Was the hotel still shaking? Still collapsing? The noise still rumbled through her ears, and she knew she could not hang where she was much longer. She looked down. There would be a bed down there. But she almost choked with horror as she saw that that floor too, had disappeared, and plummeted through into the next, and down there were people, or there had been people. Screams and wails came up to her, sounds of the purest terror.


To which she would belong if she fell through there. The walls of the bedroom still stood, even if the roof was sagging where the chandelier had broken away. And only the joist in the centre of the room seemed to have gone as yet, so that although the floor under the bed had given way to send it and anything else loose hurtling downwards, the boards still clung to the edges, and the jalousies still flapped aimlessly at the windows, and beyond the jalousies there was still the breadfruit tree, the easiest of all trees to climb.


She gasped with endeavour, shook her head in an attempt to end the terrifying noise in her ears, without success, tensed her muscles and with a supreme effort dragged herself out of the pit, face pressed against the trembling walls, body racked with great gasps, fingers burning, scrabbling at the sloping wood with her bare toes and only then realizing that she had not put on her boots.


Or her stockings. Oh, thank God she had not put on her boots or her stockings. Her toes had some ability to grasp the wood, to force her upright. She reached her feet, still pressed against the wall, and the entire building shook again, bringing another rush of terror into her throat, but at the same time impelling her once again into action.


She slid along the wall, breast and belly and thigh clinging to the paper, turned as the floor seemed to steady, and threw herself at the window, even as the hotel gave another horrifying shake. She drew herself forward again, aching fingers eating into the wood of the sill, reached her knees, and then got astride the window, skirts pulled high. Still the noise ballooned in her ears. She, had no idea how long it was since the first shock, but she knew it could only have been a matter of a few seconds.


The branches were just beyond her fingertips. But she had no thought of hesitating. With a lunge and an involuntary gasp she threw herself out. The branches hit her in the face and one poked her in the stomach. She fell through another branch, the crack echoing in her ears like the report of a pistol, and then was struck a violent blow on the chest as she landed on something stronger. Instinctively her arms went round the saving wood, and her legs came up as well, kicking back her skirt to wrap themselves ankle round ankle, hugging the wood to her body and against her face, panting, looking back up at the walls and roof of the hotel, at curtains fluttering through the open windows, at bursting electricity cables cascading sparks into the air, and then seeming to contract with horror, from her toes to her brain, as the whole wall suddenly seemed to tilt above her. .  'Oh, God!' she screamed. 'Oh, God!'


There was a noise like the first note of the Last Trump, and the collapsing hotel plunged into the tree, striking first of all the top branches, cutting through them as if they were grass, then breaking up itself as it struck the stouter wood farther down. Slabs of timber crashed onto Meg's fingers, forced them from their hold. For a moment she was aware of hanging upside down, because her ankles, miraculously, were still locked together. And now she was choking because of the swirling dust which seemed to rise and descend at the same moment, turning the mid afternoon into darkness, filling her eyes and her nostrils and her mouth, making her choke and gasp and retch at the same time.


Wood cascaded onto her back and struck her bare feet, and they slipped. Her hands, reaching downwards, encountered another branch and locked there, tearing at the bark. But now she was falling again, still in the centre of a plunging maelstrom of wood and glass and plaster.


She landed on her feet, with a jolt which went through her entire body, and realized that she had actually reached the ground, without knowing how.


But the ground provided no security at that moment. For still she was surrounded by falling debris and now she saw that the tree itself was on its way down, in a deathly slow motion which was accompanied by the most heart-rending sound she had ever heard. Yet again she screamed, and sank to her knees, or perhaps she had spent the last eternity falling to her knees in any event, for the pain in her legs was intense.


Her head hit something and for a moment she was senseless, then the crashing noise ended, and in its place there was something far more horrible, a quite unearthly silence. It was as if the entire world had ceased breathing for a space of about a second, she supposed as the gods of destruction sat back and inspected the result of their caprice.


Then, slowly, sound seeped back across the afternoon, the crack of a falling timber, the scream of a trapped woman, the whimper of a dying man, the wail of a wounded animal. And Meg realized she was sobbing, and her legs were caught under a fallen branch lying across her thighs. She opened her mouth to call for help, and again all but choked on the still swirling dust. And in that inhalation caught another, yet more deadly smell, the nostril-tingling odour of burning wood.


A whiff of smoke drifted across the afternoon as well. Oh, my God, Meg thought. Oh, my God. She turned her head to and fro, could see only the tumbling branches, and the swirling dust, or was it smoke?


Beyond the dust and the smoke there was sound, some of it even intelligible. At least, not everyone had died in the holocaust, as yet.


'Help!' she shouted. 'Help me!' she screamed.


But the other sounds were mostly screams themselves. And now it was hot, too hot even for a Jamaican afternoon. And now too she saw the flames, licking at the old wood of the hotel, piled like a waiting bonfire all around her. And the flames were licking at the wood of the tree itself.


But she would die of suffocation, from the smoke. It was thicker now, making breathing difficult.


She seized her right thigh in both hands, discovering for the first time that she had lost her skirt and wore only her shift, while her blouse and jacket were both torn to shreds, as were her hands; blood dripped onto the ground. And her foot was immovable.


But she was sitting on the ground, had in fact been forced into it by the impact. Desperately she tore at the grass with her fingers, sawed her bottom to and fro, worked her heels and her legs, as best she could, sawing and dragging at her body.


Something dropped on her hand, and she shook it off with a wail of pain, for it was a glowing ember. She looked up at the branches which still whirled above her head, saw them glowing as a fresh cascade of embers and burning debris rattled through them, screamed again as she was burned on her cheek and on her shoulder. She rolled on her face, attempting to shield herself, attempting to gain some air to breathe, for now she was entirely surrounded by the swirling smoke.


She dug her fingers and her toes into the earth, pressed her body against it, gasped ... but she was on her face. She had managed to roll over.


She gave a convulsive surge forward and came free, reached her hands and knees, and was forced flat again by the billowing smoke which robbed her lungs of air.


Which way to go ? She might well crawl into the fire. But how could she avoid crawling into the fire when it was all around her?


Yet she would survive. She was determined about that. Even if she had to crawl through fire. She had survived too much already just to lie down and die now. Besides, not to survive would be to admit that the mamaloi was right; the earth had trembled when she had been born, now it sought to take her back again, for ever.


She dug her toes and fingers into the ground, inched her way forward. Branches scraped at her shoulders, completed the destruction of her clothes, caught in her hair and jerked her head backwards so that she had to claw upwards to free herself while all the while the burning embers scattered around her, striking the grass with giant hisses and setting it alight.


Air, and light. She discovered herself free of the tree, kneeling, peering at the zinnias which lined the hotel driveway. And peering too at a woman, a maid, she guessed, from the girl's white gown. But the gown ended at the waist, and there were only legs. The trunk lay farther on. She had been cut in two by a gigantic piece of corrugated iron, torn from the roof of the hotel.


Meg vomited without warning. Then she rose to her feet, staggered, and actually tripped over the ghastly corpse. Once again she was sick, but even while the bile dripped down her chin she was again on her feet and running down the driveway, leaping over a gigantic rent which had appeared in the tarmacadam, reaching for the safety of the street.


There was no safety in the street. The air was still filled with dust and with fumes and with swirling smoke. Bladings' Hotel was not the only building that had caught fire, while in contrast the drains had burst and water ran across her toes as she looked from right to left.


People screamed and wailed and howled and begged and shouted and gave orders and asked for orders. Dogs barked and ran to and fro. Horses shrieked their terror. Two black men emerged out of the smoke and attempted to seize her arms. Even as she struck at them she realized they were attempting to take her to safety rather than molest her. But she did not wish to see anyone, speak with anyone. Save Alan.


Alan. He had gone to the docks. Oh, my God, she thought, the docks. In the earthquake of 1692 Port Royal had disappeared beneath the waves.


She staggered down the street, was suddenly accosted by a white woman, hair wild, clothes torn, face blackened with smoke.


'Meg,' she shouted. 'Meg Hilton. Oh, my God, Meg Hilton.’


Meg attempted to shake herself free, but the woman continued to hold her, and now she looked closer she discovered that she was Anna Phillips.


'Anna,' she cried. 'Anna? Oh, Anna. Where's John?'


'I don't know,' Anna Phillips wailed. 'I don't know. He had just set off on his rounds when it happened. Oh, my God, Meg. I don't know.'


'You'll find him,' Meg promised her. 'You'll find him. I know you will. Please let me go. I must find Alan.'


'John,' Anna cried. 'I don't know where he is. Oh, my God, Meg, have you ever known anything like it ? Oh, my God...'


Meg pulled herself free, ran down the street, rounded the corner and stumbled into an overturned automobile, its doors flung open and a man half in and half out, his face a mass of coagulating blood.


This time she was not sick. She did not suppose she had any sickness left. She tumbled down the street, pushed someone away when he would have spoken to her, tripped over the body of a dead dog, and reached the docks ... but the docks were no longer there, the timbers dissolved into the still seething waters of the harbour.


Meg wiped sweat from her face and peered at the ships. But they at least were still all right, although most had steam up. But the Dreamer still rode to her anchors, and as she watched, a boat pulled for the shore. Had it then been so short a time since the earthquake ? Now for the first time she saw the sun, just beginning its afternoon droop towards the waves, before it was obliterated by the drifting smoke.


She found herself on her knees, watching the approaching boats. Most of them were from the American warships, filled with white-jacketed seamen, staring at the stricken town as if they were seeing the end of the world.


But one of the boats was from the Dreamer and in the stern was Alan McAvoy.


'Alan!' she screamed, nearly hurling herself into the water as the boat came alongside.


'Meg.' He scrambled ashore to hold her in his arms. 'Oh, my dearest Meg.' He held her away from him. 'Are you all right?'


She was in fact just realizing how bruised she was; her stomach and her breasts were aching, as was her right leg, while her back felt as if she had been whipped. But none of those seemed particularly relevant. She was alive, and as far as she could tell, she had not even broken anything.


'I am all right, my darling,' she said. 'I climbed down the tree outside our window.'


'My God,' he said. 'The sight of it. I'll never forget it to my dying day. It was as if a giant had taken a rug and jerked one end of it. These docks ... they just rose in the air and fell away again. Meg, are you sure you're all right ?'


'Yes,' she said fiercely. 'Yes. Alan ... could you see the prison?'


'Only the roof,' he said. 'It disappeared. But then, so did most other roofs.'


'We must look there,' she said. 'We must, Alan.'


'But ...' He hesitated, but she knew what he had been going to say: why risk our lives looking for a man who has been condemned to death?


'We must,' she said. 'I must.'


'And we shall,' he said. 'Supposing we can get through the town.'


‘I have already been through the town.'


She held his hand and went forward, towards the smoke pall which lay across the stricken city, to be stopped by an armed American marine.


'You can't go in there,' he said.


'But I must,' Meg said. 'My husband is in there.'


'The whole town centre is on fire,' the marine pointed out. 'And buildings are falling like matchsticks. Anyone who hasn't got out isn't coming out. Believe me, lady.'


'But...' Meg stared at an officer, white uniform blackened with smoke, coming towards them. 'I must find my husband.'


'In there?' The lieutenant looked over his shoulder. 'Where should he be, ma'am ?' 'Well...' She bit her lip. 'At the prison.' 'The prison? Holy Jesus. It's collapsed, ma'am.' 'Collapsed? But...'


'The walls just caved in. They're saying not a one survived, and if anyone did, why it's been burning now for half an hour.'


'Oh, my God,' Meg said, and sank to her knees. 'Oh, my God.' Poor, poor Billy. No doubt he would have died anyway, even had he never met her. But it was she who, in pursuit of her own ambitions, had taken him from his comfortable middle-class existence and made him a Hilton. And it had been she who had brought him down again when he had tried to act the part. Poor, poor Billy.


She felt Alan's arms round her shoulders. But he did not speak. There was nothing he could say.


'Now then, lady,' said the lieutenant. 'We'll get you to one of the ships, and you'll be able to lie down ...'


'No,' she said, using Alan to pull herself to her feet. 'No. I'd like two horses.'


'Horses, ma'am?'


'Can you get me two horses?' she insisted. 'I have a plantation. I must get out there and see what has happened.'


The lieutenant scratched his head.


'Maybe it would be best, sir,' the marine suggested. 'Anything is better than staying here.'


'And there was that stable just outside of town,' the lieutenant said, half to himself.


'Well, then ..Meg cried.


'But this whole place has gone wild, ma'am,' the young man explained. 'These black people are figuring the end of the world has come. I couldn't let you ride off by yourself.'


'She won't be by herself,' Alan said. 'I'll be with her.'


'Yeah ...' Once again the officer hesitated. 'Okay. I'll get you two horses. But you'd better take this, Captain.' He gave Alan his service revolver. 'And take care, for God's sake.'


It was a blessing to be away from the smoke cloud and the unthinkable stenches that lay beneath it, from the crackle of the flames, from the shrieks of the wounded and dying, the rumble of the collapsing buildings. But there was no relief from the fact of the earthquake. Meg rode astride, urged her mount on to the road which led up into the mountains, and discovered that there was no road, the embankment having subsided into rubble, so that the stream which ran beside the original surface was the most practicable route.


But the stream itself was a place of death, a trapped horse, which had drowned, the body of a child, floating on its face, while from above them now there came the hoarse cries of the crows, already beginning to gather.


'My God,' Alan muttered. 'My God.'


The horses picked their way over shattered trees, round fallen bridges. In the first shanty town they came to, a mile from the smoking city, all the lean-to houses had collapsed, but there were at least no dead bodies.


Although there were several live ones. Half-crazed black people, men and women, ran at them, shrieking, and Meg had to use her crop to drive them back, with no success until Alan drew his pistol and fired once into the air. Then the mob hesitated long enough for them to hurry their horses through and gain the open country beyond.


'We'll avoid townships,' Alan decided.


'Will they ever be normal again ?'


'Everyone forgets,' he said. 'In time.'


At the first rise they reined to look back at the smoke pall.


The death of a city. Her city, Meg realized. Her home. How she had always loved coming back to Kingston.


The desolation reached into the mountains. In fact it seemed to increase to suggest that the tremor had begun there, and thence found its way down to the sea. Some places she was unable to recognize. A cliff face which had always been a landmark had dissolved into two, and they picked their way through a sudden ravine. Trees were either down or bent at amazing angles, their roots still clinging precariously to the upturned earth. Streams were running where no water had ever run before, and other streams were dry. And now they were out of town the whole afternoon was covered by a deathly hush, as if Nature herself was shocked into silence. And at sunset she came to Hilltop.


There had been no fire, she could see no drifting smoke, and in the rapidly gathering gloom any flames would have been easy to discover. But then, she remembered, the earthquake had happened at half past three in the afternoon, when no one would have been cooking, and there were no electric cables out here to come swinging down and carry death and destruction in their wake.


Thus the scene looked almost peaceful. There had been a labourers' village; there was now a scattered accumulation of debris. There had been a staff town; there was now a grotesque litter of white-painted timbers, some pointing crazily skywards, others lying about like a collapsed house of cards. There had been a church; two walls and the roof had fallen, but the other two still stood, a mute testimony to man's rightful fear of the Unknown which had so rapidly and efficiently destroyed his handiwork.


She pushed hair from her forehead, heard Alan catch his breath as he reined beside her.


There had been a grandstand. Quite remarkably the four main uprights still stood, but the tiered seats, and the staircases, had slid away from their supports, and arrived together by the winning post in a cluster of cane and timber.


There had been banana groves; now there were acres and acres of flattened trees, and no doubt, she thought, of scattered fruit. She wondered if, beyond the fruit groves, there was still a rushing river, shaded by cedars, or if they too had disappeared, together with the water where she had bathed, and where her life had first begun to have meaning.


Her breath caught in her throat. Because there had also been a factory, with a chimney. Hilltop chimney had been one of the most famous landmarks in all Jamaica. While Hilltop chimney stood, Father had always said, Hilltop will be Hilton land. Now it lay as rubbled stone, pointing up the slope towards the house.


Because there had also been a House.


She kicked her tired horse in the ribs, cantered down the slope, lost sight of the buildings as she dipped into the valley. It would be quite dark before she got there. She wanted it to be dark before she got there.


Alan drew alongside. 'Meg,' he said. 'It can be rebuilt. There is nothing that cannot be rebuilt.'


She galloped away from him, reached the pasture. Amazingly, there were still sheep, gathered together in plaintive groups, looking at her with determined patience, wondering no doubt what new catastrophe was about to overtake them. And there were chickens, released from their run by the collapsing walls, roaming the shattered plantation in terrified freedom, squawking and flapping their wings.


Halfway up the slope she drew rein. Because Hilltop had also contained people. And now she could hear a rumble of sound, an angry groaning, like a gigantic animal in pain.


She kicked her horse, rode past the cemetery, and checked again. For wailing through the darkness, rising above the mutter which filled the evening, she heard the voice of Oriole Paterson.


'Oriole,' she shouted, once again riding forward, to pause in horror. On the far side of the slope there were people, her people, hundreds of them. And in front of them, crawling away from the mob, there was Oriole. Her mouth was open and she was shouting, but her words were incoherent and tears streamed down her face. Her clothes were torn and dishevelled, and her hair flowed in the breeze. Her body was cut and bruised, stained with mud and blood. Nothing quite so unlike Oriole had ever been imaginable, Meg thought.


And as she watched another stone flew through the air, to strike her cousin in the back, send her sprawling again. And now the gigantic mutter began to make itself audible.


'White woman.'


'Bitch woman.'


'Jumbi!’


'Woman, we goin' bust you ass.' 'Woman...'


Another volley of stones and mud flew through the air, striking Oriole and making her fall with a moan of terror and pain. One of the flying clods of earth struck Meg on the shoulder as she urged her horse forward.


'Stop it,' she shouted. 'Stop it, do you hear?'


Behind her Alan drew the revolver from his belt and fired a shot in the air, and that checked the crowd.


'Eh-eh, but it is Miss Meg,' someone shouted.


'Man, is Miss Meg, You ain' seeing that?'


They clustered around her. 'Man, Mistress Meg, this place done.'


'Man, Mistress Meg, some of them boys done kill.' 'Man, Mistress Meg, the earth just open so.' 'Man, Mistress Meg, is she doin'.' 'Man, Mistress Meg, all our troubles begun the day that woman come here.' 'Man, Mistress Meg, we goin' stone she and stone she...' 'Man, Mistress Meg ...'


'Be quiet,' Meg shouted. 'You should be ashamed of yourselves. An earthquake is an act of God. Not of a human being. It happened. It has happened before. It may well happen again. You should just be grateful that you are still alive.'


They gazed at her, muttering, but there would be no more violence. She was sure of that.


'Go down to the village,' she said. 'See what you can save from your homes. I will be down to see you in a little while. Go home.'


They edged away from her, casting fearful glances at Oriole, who had collapsed altogether on the ground, hugging the earth in her terror.


'Go home,' Meg said again, and dismounted. 'Oriole,' she said. 'Oriole. What happened ?'


Oriole rose to her knees, gazed around herself with an almost childlike curiosity.


Alan also dismounted. 'What happened here, Mrs Paterson?'


Her head jerked, and she stared at him. 'I was in the kitchen when it happened,' she muttered. 'It just collapsed. Everything collapsed. Then there was silence. I crawled out of the rubble, and there was nothing. I just sat there. And then the people came. They shouted at me.' She clasped his hand. 'They threw things at me. And when I ran, they ran behind me, and threw things at me. An hour. Two hours. They ran behind me, throwing things at me.'


"They've gone now, Oriole,' Meg said. "They were just frightened.'


Oriole stared at her. 'Meg,' she whispered. 'Oh, my God, Meg. But you're dead. They're all dead. All the Hiltons are dead. The Great House is dead. The factory is dead. The Plantation is dead. Oh, God have mercy on me. They are all dead.'


Meg gripped her cousin's shoulder, shook it to and fro. 'I am not dead,' she shouted. 'I am not dead.'


Oriole screamed, a sound of purest terror, pulled herself away, scrambled to her feet, and ran towards the cemetery. Amazingly, the earthquake had passed the cemetery by. The tamarind trees still stood, the white palings gleamed in the darkness, the gravestones had stayed upright. 'Dead,' she shrieked. 'Dead.'


Alan helped Meg up. 'She's lost her senses.'


'And when she hears that Billy is dead ...'


'Aye, well, it's difficult to feel sorry for her.'


Meg walked towards the Great House. It seemed the main force of the tremor had run right underneath the building, for the massive stone cellars upon which it had been erected, which had been at once a foundation and a refuge where the inmates could take shelter from hurricane wind or marauding buccaneers or rampaging revolting slaves, had been split, as if with a gigantic axe. Hilltop Great House had simply collapsed into the resulting chasm. The outer walls still stood, but the roof was gone, crashing down on top of the bedrooms, on top of her bed - she could see one of the uprights protruding through the rubble, with even a shred of torn mosquito netting still clinging to it - crashing in turn on top of the collapsing staircases, crashing in turn into the hall and sucking down the inner walls of the dining room and the drawing room.


She stood at the foot of the steps, where her father and her grandfather and all the Hiltons before them had each morning held their daily meeting with their staff before setting the machinery of the plantation into motion. The steps had fallen before the verandah, which itself sagged back into the rubble behind it.


'Meg.' Alan had also dismounted. 'Be careful, Meg.'


She was already clambering over the rubble, even in the gloom able to pick out the overturned billiards table, the grand piano from which all the keys had sprung like an army of musical ants, to lie around the instrument which had been their home, like so many tiny dead bodies.


She slipped, and jarred her back, and still sitting, on what she realized had been one of the great iron-bound doors, she stared at Marguerite Hilton. The canvas had been torn from its frame, or the frame had been torn from the canvas, with the result that her face was somewhat bent and the wide, arrogant mouth appeared to be smiling. Oh, my God, she bought. They are all in there as well, all destroyed, all reduced to meaningless rubble. As Marguerite had been, in her own prime. No wonder she was smiling.


She discovered she was weeping, great silent tears which rolled down her cheeks and dripped onto her torn blouse. Alan knelt beside her, put his arm round her shoulders, and she leaned against him. All gone, she thought. All gone. Everything Hilton gone.


'Meg,' Alan said. 'We'll start tomorrow, rebuilding Hilltop. I'll get the men from my ship, and we'll...'


‘We goin' rebuild Hilltop, Captain,' Washington said. 'I goin' get them boys workin', and we goin'...'


'Washington,' Meg cried. 'Oh, Washington. What happened!'


'With Mistress Oriole?' Washington scratched his head. "Them boys did be too angry with she, Miss Meg. Is not only the quake. Is how she did treat you this time, is how ...' He sighed. 'But they didn't mean to kill she, Miss. You got for understand that. If they had mean to kill she, she would be dead.'


Which was true enough, Meg supposed.


Them boys only want for to keep Hilltop for you, Miss Meg,' Washington explained. 'Hilltop is our home, and you is our mistress, and so we goin' start rebuildin' this house.'


'No,' she said.


'But Meg...' Alan protested.


'It will cost a fortune to rebuild Hilltop.'


'But surely there will be government aid ...'


'Not enough,' Meg said. 'Never enough. Besides ...' Her turn to sigh. 'It is finished. Oriole is right there. The Hiltons are dead.'


'Meg...' His voice was uneasy.


'Oh, ‘ am not mad, Alan. But it is a fact, isn't it? The Hiltons were dead long before the earthquake. Perhaps they died with Great-Grandfather. I think we have only been going through the motions, ever since. And now the plantation itself is destroyed ... do you really want to see it rebuilt?'

 

‘


'I'm concerned with what you want, Meg. Then there's Richard and Aline ...'


'There is money in the bank,' she said. 'Enough to complete their schooling, at the least.'


'And what do you want to do, Meg?'


She took Washington's hands. 'I was never a Hilton,' she said. ‘I was never a real successor to Marguerite and Susan, to Suzanne and Cartarette. I only tried to act the part, and suffered for it. But I'll be a Hilton now, Alan. We have more to do than prop up old buildings. I have my people to see to, to see them settled, to tell them they can split the plantation into smallholdings. Would you help me do that, Washington ? Will you be able to farm this land?'


'Well, I mus' be able to do that, Miss Meg, if you want me.' He grinned at her. 'Them boys goin' be too happy to have Hilltop for their own. But Miss Meg ...'


'Meg,' Alan said. 'By the terms of your father's will...'


'I can never sell Hilltop, Alan. I know that. But I'm not selling it, am I? I'm abandoning it to Washington. Richard will agree. Believe me. He'll be grateful that he won't have to carry the burden of being a Hilton of Hilltop. And when we are finished here, we'll see if we can help in any way with the rebuilding of Kingston.' She squeezed his arm. 'You once said we only took from Jamaica. I'd like to give something back, just for once.'


'And then?'


She threw back her head, cleared hair from her forehead, and turned into his arms. 'Then, Captain McAvoy, I am going to be your wife.'

 

THE END
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