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“All this beauty is of God” (Motto adopted by the Isle of Wight, UK)

Using the experience of growing up on the Isle of Wight and the countless anecdotes from my family that shaped that world, I have tried to create a journey of discovery that blends humour with tragedy, hate with love and misunderstanding with reconciliation; a book that spans the divide between child and adult literature, a fairytale: dreamy and quintessentially English, examining the small things of life and the way in which they can encourage us to question the how and why of what we are…

Overview: 

Jane and her sister Kate, two girls growing up in the rural backwater that was the Isle of Wight during the nineteen seventies, lonely and confused among the eccentricities of their family and their parents uncomfortable relationship, find themselves suddenly taken back to a time when these various people were young and living through events that had only ever been presented to them as gilt-edged legends.

This glimpse of a magical, irretrievable world forces them to question who they are and most importantly who they are before God; to develop a sense of compassion and to learn how to forgive…

1080 pages (single sided and double spaced) divided into eleven chapters; chapter one of which is included here.

General information: 

My (Dutch) husband and I live in the Netherlands with our three young sons where I teach first grade at an English speaking school and Sunday school in our local church. I have been writing and illustrating all my life.

Thank you for your attention…

All This Beauty…

By Jill den Butter

“She thinks of nothing but the Isle of Wight, and she calls it the island,

as if there were no other island in the world.”

Jane Austin

Mansfield Park
Chapter one

The Grave Yard

E

MILY Spencer is buried at Northwood Cemetery in plot number four thousand, four hundred and fifty-two. Her lichen-covered stone provided one of the reflection points along a meandering route that Kate and Jane took with Sabina like a pilgrimage, whenever they visited her. They would pause before the grave, canopied under a large and depressing Yew and prepare themselves for a poignant moment, the girls, wearing suitably solemn expressions and Sabina reaching for her lace hanky. 

“This was your Papa’s great grandmother,” she would inform them in a quavering voice, and they would nod sagely (this being the correct response) gazing at the gnarled trunks and dusty leaves of the huge trees surrounding them as their heads moved ponderously back and forth, trees planted by pious, civic-minded Victorians and then allowed to reach ungainly proportions through subsequent years of neglect. Trying dutifully to picture this ancestor was not easy. In their labours their eyes strayed helplessly towards the next headstone commemorating a child of just four years old. It was an inadvertent process rather like stealing a glance at the bloodied remains of animals or birds killed on a busy road but one, they knew, with dire consequences: Sabina would catch them looking.

“You can always find a grave of someone younger than yourself,” she predictably snapped. “Old age or youth,” she reminded them darkly: “make no difference to the grim reaper.” And for another few minutes they stood in awkward penance, not daring to fidget until a melancholy sigh signified that it was time to move on.

It never occurred to either of the girls to question their grandmother’s choice of venue for an afternoon’s stroll, and indeed, where other children may have expected a treat to encompass the pleasures of amusement parks or restaurants, Kate and Jane merely associated their grandparent with stone angels and marble chippings. The attitude, considering the range of eccentricity displayed by some of their other family members, was curiously understandable. For the girls had spent their lives on the Isle of Wight and despite it’s rural beauty providing the best kind of childhood setting imaginable, it’s very seclusion had concurrently robbed them of all else, so that beyond the relatives with whom they were surrounded, there were precious few alternative points of reference when it came to evaluating who or what could be regarded as normal. In this light Sabina with her penchant for death, was quite acceptable, and the idea of accompanying her to a graveyard, by association, more than satisfactory.

And so it was that a strangely happy time would be spent picking their way along little forgotten pathways between ancient stones, their epitaphs to beloveds and dearly departeds and bleak reminders of inherent mortality all but indecipherable. Some were leaning to an alarming extent and from a distance it almost seemed that the stone angels with broken wings and crumbling faces were actually holding up their poor, drunken neighbours. Sabina said that this was due to subsidence but the connotations of that was something neither of the girls could bring themselves to dwell on. It was just too macabre.

Ornate carvings of clasped hands and cherubs greeted them from all directions.

“…. ‘Her children shall rise up and call her blessed,’” she read as they walked on: “oh, I doubt it!”  She counted the names listed on the stone: “There were fifteen of them, see? People in those days had larger families. No choice in the matter. The eldest invariably looked after the younger ones. I know. I had four brothers and practically brought up the twins on my own.”

Kate and Jane did not know how to reply, and wondered if it were indeed necessary in any case. 

“… ‘Fell asleep in the arms of Jesus in the year of our Lord, eighteen hundred and fifty-one,’” Sabina continued, staring at the next stone. “His wife outlived him by at least twenty years, look at her date: she didn’t do too badly.

“They still buried them together though,” she added accusingly, as if by virtue of her longevity the unfortunate woman somehow no longer deserved this.

Kate and Jane gathered daisies and other wild flowers where they grew in perfusion for ‘Little Don’ a small boy who had somehow fallen into quick lime during the early eighteen hundreds with tragic consequences. His was their favourite grave. Tenderly they stroked the dirty baldhead of his marble statue and it gazed sightlessly over their braids while they stooped to place their limp offerings at his stone toes.

“Poor little child!” Sabina pursed her lips and shook her head as she made her way further along the row and waited for the girls to catch up. She looked at her watch: “Goodness! Half past five already, and we must visit Aunty Kathleen before we go.”

Aunty Kathleen was dead too of course, but could be found in the slightly better-kept end of the cemetery where the burial sites thinned into bumpy fields Jane thought were part of the countryside until Sabina rectified her mistake intoning that they were empty plots, and reserved too (demand being high). It was bizarre to imagine lines of people queuing up to be buried. Jane wondered who would place themselves on such a waiting list, as if a cemetery was an exclusive club.

“I expect they’re dying to get in,” said Kate with an expressionless face and she had to turn away and bite the insides of her cheeks to stop herself from smiling.

A dense copse stretching down steeply into a wide valley signified the real boundary, and a breeze here brought with it the fresh, salty tang of the river below. Glimpsed at intervals between the trees, engorged and glossy with the in-coming tide, it had all the sleek self-possession of a well-fed cat. The occasional barge and sailing boat drifting effortlessly along with the flow, caused batteries of wash to roll mercilessly towards the straining banks shored at intervals with wooden stakes, so that one feared instinctively for the fields of green wheat beyond. It gave her a queer, secret feeling however to know that, despite appearances, the real river was still there, underneath. They had learnt it at school. Far below that mighty saline invasion, a small voice was continuing indefatigably in the opposite direction on its quest for the harbour mouth at Cowes.  Temporarily submerged perhaps but not crushed, intimidated but ultimately triumphant. 

There were words for it. She paused to think… Jane liked words. Collected them. She knew that somewhere within the cabinets of her mind there resided a few that would apply here. Staring at the rough convolutions of mossy bark in the woodland, her brow furrowed in concentration: they were so wild and free, those trees. She associated trees with the words, trees that soared towards the sky - not like the stunted dwarfs here in the newer part of the cemetery. Trees… 

…. Trees black and gnarled, in another graveyard and an old church softly pitted by centuries of sun and rain. Dripping twigs curving over lichen-covered stone and onto the path leading to the doctor’s surgery. Only in Brighstone would they think of situating a doctor’s surgery next to a graveyard. Sabina of course would approve. In fact, Jane mused, the jolly little purpose-built health centre in Cowes was probably intensely dissatisfying for her, with its piped music and pharmaceutical dispensary where every shelf of shiny boxes and bottles promised a health and vitality that surly deprived her infrequent consultations of any sort of drama or occasion.

 
In Brighstone Daddy said that incurables were tossed straight over the wall.  

Her expression cleared. Tonsillitis that had been it! Hardly able to swallow she had been sent to see Dr. Winter and the only alternative to ragged comics called Whiz or Wow that littered his waiting room like drifts of dead leaves, had been psychology journals. Reluctant to acquire the microbes of every other visiting child, she had opted for these instead and, legs dangling from the hard wooden bench that must have been agony for any of his patients suffering from haemorrhoids, she had escaped into their baffling terminology. Those particular words had not been difficult to understand though. No indeed. They had made her smile. She was smiling now; there really was something very nice about them, and they did describe the river perfectly: Passive rebellion.  

The rather awesome phenomenon of a massive diurnal influx of sea was generally ignored or taken for granted by most Islanders, but Kate and Jane had been instructed by their father to respect the relationship between their island and the water surrounding it. Side by side, whenever they stood on the shore enjoying the aftermath of great Atlantic storms. As the last residues of sea creamed and foamed around their boots, pulling the shingle into pulpy moats and leaving them on precarious, foot-shaped pedestals. 

“Feel the power,” he would say. “ It should be harnessed. Think the influence these waves have. Imagine what they could mean for this place: self sufficiency and prosperity.”

In terms of geological history however, the Isle of Wight would enjoy only a brief flowering despite, or rather because of this very resource. For as Jane had learnt at school, the land was doomed slowly and inevitably, cliff by cliff, to return once more to the cold and tumultuous embrace of the water from whence it had come. A further ten thousand years or so, and it would supposedly have disappeared altogether. Rather like those flies that only live for one day. 

Again, Sabina would approve.

You could hear gulls squawking as they swooped inland and woodland birds from the copse as they chattered and scratched, searching amongst mounds of recently excavated earth for worms and grubs, or perhaps (happier thought), nesting material.

The stones here were very up to date. There was a lot of shiny black marble, plenty of green stone chippings and (horror of horrors) gold inscriptions.

Gazing at a bunch of plastic roses, glowing resplendently in shades of not only conventional red, but also blue, turquoise and purple, Sabina remarked on the dreadfully tasteless way some people buried their dead nowadays, “No respect at all,” she sniffed. The flowers were stuffed in an urn inscribed with the word ‘Gran;’ black letters already melting into the dull grey surface, and they saw her blink and recoil from their significance. Then there was a grave, sporting a photograph of the deceased and a number of potted geraniums. “Don’t suppose he’d have wanted pink,” she muttered peering at the large, square chin and thin mouth, “All those people who forget someone’s wishes the moment they are cold, or gush on about how wonderful someone was and how they’ll miss them terribly, when the truth of the matter is that their departure is a nothing more than a huge relief to them…” 

They shuffled on. Rounding the following site Sabina stopped so abruptly, her grandchildren bumped against the back of her coat, “Beautiful!” she breathed as they straightened themselves back out.

An amazingly extravagant wreath trailing ribbons, leaves and exquisite flowers, the abundance and perfection of which would fill the cleverest of gardeners with envy, lay gracefully against a pale marble stone. They filled around to get a better look. Here was evidence of appropriate mourning: an adequate tribute to a poor departed soul. Shivering in ecstasy Sabina gave it her highest accolade: “Now that is what I should like to receive!”

 
Kate contemplating the creamy petals and blended greenery pragmatically, replied that you were beyond caring what they did for you after you were dead, so what did it matter? “Absolutely,” Sabina retorted. “Absolutely.”

“My mother always said that flowers were for the living, and I agree with her,” she added perversely. “Bring me flowers while I’m alive and can enjoy them.”

Jane glanced at her sister, wondering with a sort of hopeless futility what if anything would make their grandmother happy, now or on that fateful day, and was rewarded with the sight of her raising her eyes heavenward as Sabina stalked grandly away.

Enraptured with her exit line, they heard her repeat certain parts of it to herself: “For the living…” and “While I’m alive…” floating disjointedly over her shoulder as they traversed the gritty paths leading to Kathleen’s resting place, until at last they arrived and it was time to rouse themselves for the final ritual.

“This was your Papa’s only sister,” came the quavering voice.

Silent nods.

“When she died his mother never got over it… Never.” 

There was a sense of gloomy relish about this.

“Of course Kathleen would have been better off staying on the Island rather than taking herself halfway up the country to get married,” she went on.

 
Her gaze seemed to penetrate the neat grassy mound at their feet and reach what remained of her unfortunate sister in law, six feet beneath. “Had a nice little job in Boots, she did. No need to leave. Would never have caught tuberculosis down here. Clean air on the Isle of Wight, you see.”

Sabina said ‘you see’ a lot, and when they were unable to, that, like the question of flowers to be (or not to be) placed on her future grave, made Jane feel rather as if she had somehow disappointed her.

“…But then, I suppose every girl wants to get married, and it wasn’t as if she had a beau of any sort here (great hulking creature).”

Sabina put her hanky into the depths of her copious handbag and fastened the shiny clasp with a little snap while they conjured the inevitable image of a hulking creature. She looked up at the gulls drifting overhead, their bodies suffused in pink and gold by the late afternoon sunlight, “The Wentworth’s were all big-boned. Your Papa is big-boned; looks distinguished on a man. But Kathleen…” her voice trailed despairingly away.

The little breeze from the river was developing a chill edge. It whispered keenly through the branches of the copse, in excited anticipation of the approaching evening, like the murmuring of a vast audience waiting for the curtain to rise. In a cemetery one had visions of a hysterical rendition of “Le Danse Macarbe” beginning at twilight, where real bone xylophones would be played by laughing, ragged ghouls.

Jane buttoned up her cardigan, feeling their gaping mouths pressing at her from all around.

“Now my darlings, shall we have a boiled egg or a bacon sandwich for tea?”

Reminiscences were obviously finished for the day and Sabina was ready to be nice. She found herself eager to warm to her.

“Would there be soldiers with the egg?” Jane wanted to know.

“An entire battalion,” came the reply.

Kate reached for her grandmother’s hand and laid her head against her arm. It had been a long walk and she was tired.       

 
“Tell us the story of Jim,” she demanded, “It’ll make us forget about the long way back.”
 

Sabina had the uncanny ability to commit to memory vast quantities of verse and her speciality, when being nice, was to recite poems about disobedient children who invariably came to a sad end.

“ ‘There was a boy whose name was Jim; 

His Friends were very good to him…’” she began.

A fluttering in the darkening copse caused Jane to start, but squinting suspiciously into the inky depths, she was unable to see any thing; birds finding a place to roost for the night, she supposed.

“ ‘He hadn’t gone a yard when – Bang!

With open Jaws, a Lion sprang,

And hungrily began to eat

The Boy: beginning at his feet…’”       

Kate disentangled her arm and stooped to pick up some purple stones from a grave that had been contrived to resemble some sort of bed with a small marble wall around it. The headstone was carved like an open book with the inscription written on the stone pages. They were jagged and glowed irresistibly, like exotic jewels, in the slanting sunlight.

“Are you sure that’s allowed?” Jane, ever cautious, tentatively enquired.

“Who’s going to miss them?” came the reply.

“Well, perhaps you’d better not darling,” said Sabina eventually, “look what happened to the Egyptian grave robbers. Cursed.”

It was a fascinating idea that may well have provided rich scope for exploration but another inscription diverted Jane’s attention, “It’s a Stratton,” she said delightedly, “would that be Daddy’s family?”

Sabina’s mouth became a narrow, vexed line and for an awful moment they thought that her brief good mood had vanished.

“Perhaps,” she answered vaguely. Then, pulling the situation back together, she continued with the poem:

“ ‘Now, just imagine how it feels

When first your toes and then your heels,

And then by gradual degrees,

Your shins and ankles, calves and knees,

Are slowly eaten, bit-by-bit.

No wonder Jim detested it!’”
Their feet crunched rhythmically along the gravel path illustrating rather nicely, Jane felt, the sound of a carnivore devouring a small boy.

“ ‘The Lion made a sudden Stop,

He let the Dainty Morsel drop,

And slunk reluctant to his Cage,

Snarling with Disappointed Rage.

But when he bent him over Jim,

The Honest Keeper’s Eyes were dim.

The Lion having reached his Head,

The Miserable Boy was dead!’”
The children sighed; it was always like hearing it for the first time.

“ ‘His Mother, as she dried her eyes,

Said, ‘Well – it gives me no surprise,

He would not do as he was told!’

His Father, who was self-controlled…’”

Jane stopped listening. She could never get beyond ‘self-controlled.’ How and why did people struggle to remain self-controlled in the face of tragedy? Was it supposed to be good manners or something? She knew in this case that the poem was obviously meant to be funny, but surely all you really wanted to do in such circumstances was scream and scream until the piercing sounds of your own voice drowned the intolerable horror.

They had reached the wrought iron gates at the front entrance and the sound of the hinge groaning painfully as Kate heaved it open jerked Jane from her reverie, moments before she crashed against one of the rusting fleurs-de-lis. 

“Dream-a-day-Jane,” said Sabina airily. 

Kate grinned wickedly behind her back and mouthed in perfect unison: “lives-in-a-world-of-her-own!”

Jane scowled and turned away. She stuck out her tongue at Kate who promptly stuck out her own in return. 


As they emerged out onto the pavement, an Owl who had been watching them carefully since before they had left the copse, ruffled his tawny feathers and settled himself more comfortably on an upper limb of an ancient Pine. The foliage was thick and he was safely invisible amongst the dark, heavy needles. The girls were making their way along Newport Road now, their conversation hidden by the drone of rush hour traffic. He stared at them for a while longer with wide, unblinking eyes and then launched silently into the early evening sky, where the first stars glowed as pin pricks near the rosy horizon.    
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