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Buried secrets can change a family’s life forever…
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On an autumn day in 1909, wealthy young Richard Finborough catches sight of twenty-year-old Isabel Zeale at the harbour at Lynmouth in Devon. Her beauty captivates him. Aware of shameful secrets in her past, Isabel has no intention of letting anyone into her life, but Richard's persistence and ardour eventually win him her trust - and her hand in marriage. 



The decades pass and Isabel and Richard raise a family through the turbulent times of the First World War and the 1920s. As her children reach adulthood, Isabel is convinced her secret is safe - until an old acquaintance emerges from the shadows, turning her world upside down. 



To protect the happiness of those she loves most, Isabel must find the courage to confront what came before, and live with the consequences...




  


  
    To Ewen and Amanda, with love
  


  


  
    Part One
  


  
    The Red Queen 1909 – 1928
  


  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    I





































n the autumn of 1909, Richard Finborough was driving through Devon when his motor car began to falter. A storm had got up since he had left his friends, the Colvilles, earlier that afternoon, and he had a growing suspicion that he had taken a wrong turning, heading across Exmoor.
  


  
    He pulled into the side of the road. Rain lashed his face and a strong wind tugged his coat and threatened to blow away his hat. The light was failing and the wind whipped dead leaves from the beech trees. An inspection of the de Dion’s bodywork showed him that the car had a damaged rear leaf spring. Reluctantly, he abandoned his original intention of spending the night in Bristol and began to look for a place that would offer him shelter. A few miles ahead, a fingerpost pointed to the town of Lynton. The car lurched as he took the turning.
  


  
    In Lynton he booked into a hotel. The next morning, he rose and breakfasted. After he had arranged for the car to be taken to a blacksmith for repair, Richard decided to go for a walk. The town of Lynton perched high on a cliff, overlooking the Bristol Channel. Lynton’s sister village of Lynmouth lay below: from his vantage point, Richard could see that the continuing storm was whipping up white horses on a heavy sea. This part of north Devon was nicknamed ‘Little  Switzerland’. Richard could understand why – the incline of the hills and paths was dramatic; the houses seemed to cling precariously, struggling to keep hold of the cliff.
  


  
    He headed down towards Lynmouth. The violent wind and the steep incline of the road meant that he had to watch his footing. Two rivers, in torrent because of the heavy rain and laden with branches torn from the trees in the narrow, wooded valleys, joined into one in the small village of Lynmouth before meeting the sea. Cottages clustered round the harbour. The tide was in and the fishing boats were moored to the quayside, the weather judged too foul, Richard supposed, for fishermen to venture out to sea. The flurries of rain were frequent and heavy: the landscape seeped water, sea and rain, like a sponge. Richard silently cursed the de Dion for marooning him in the middle of nowhere, in such weather.
  


  
    His eye was caught by a flash of red at the far end of the harbour arm. Out of the storm-lashed greys and browns of water, sky and cliff he picked out the figure of a young woman. She was standing beneath a squat stone tower on the sea wall that reached protectively round one side of the harbour. Shading his eyes from the rain, Richard made out a flare of blue and white skirt beneath a red jacket and a banner of long black hair. The wind buffeted her and the sea spray rose high above her; not far from her, the waves churned angrily. She was standing too close to the edge, he thought – a freak wave and she might be swept away. The precarious position from which she had chosen to watch the storm troubled him, and he was relieved when she turned and began to walk back towards the quayside.
  


  
    Curious, Richard waited in the shelter of a doorway. As the woman neared him, he saw that she was drenched. He suspected that she must have been out in the rain for some time. He raised his hat as she passed him and she turned, noticing him for the first time. Then, with a toss of her wet black hair, she looked away and headed up the road that led back to Lynton.
  


  
    Several times over the next day he thought about her. That black hair, that proud carriage, as, with her trailing skirts and soaked red jacket, she had passed him. Her haughtiness, her queenliness – a red queen, he thought.
  


  
    The storm slackened and the fishing boats set out to sea. Ragged clouds trailed along a sky of washed-out blue-grey. Debris clogged the gutters and there was a line of flotsam and jetsam thrown up high up on the rocky shore.
  


  
    Out of season, there were few other guests staying in the hotel. The dining room revealed a scattering of elderly gentlemen who Richard assumed were year-round residents, as well as a young couple, perhaps on their honeymoon, who giggled and held hands at their corner table. As the waitress served him, Richard interrupted her chatter to ask her about the woman at the harbour.
  


  
    She looked blank; he prompted, ‘She was young . . . in her early twenties, I would guess. Black hair – and she wore a red jacket.’
  


  
    A plate of plaice                                                                             au beurre blanc





































 was set in front of him. ‘Oh, you mean Miss Zeale, I expect, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Miss Zeale?’
  


  
    ‘Zeale’s a Bridport name, but she don’t come from round here. Bristol, maybe, I don’t know.’
  


  
    ‘But she lives in the town?’
  


  
    The waitress gave a nod of the head in a vaguely inland direction. ‘Up at Orchard House. Miss Zeale was Mr Hawkins’s housekeeper. He died three weeks past, poor old gentleman.’
  


  
    The following morning, Richard obtained directions to Orchard House before walking up the steep hill that lay behind the town. To either side of him was woodland, pierced by deep rocky clefts. At length, a narrow lane, pocked with puddles and enclosed by high hedgerows and tall beech trees, led off from the main road. The air held the tang of wet earth and fallen leaves.
  


  
    The house was easy to find, its name announced in curling wrought-iron letters on the front gates. The whitewashed building  was set back from the road behind a garden that had been battered by the storm. An iron and glass veranda, weighed down with climbing plants, ran the length of the house. Richard thought the place had a closed-up look, the curtains drawn, the gates firmly shut.
  


  
    He was about to turn away and head on up the hill when the front door opened and Miss Zeale came out. She was wearing the red jacket again, this time over a dark skirt.
  


  
    Richard opened the gate. ‘Miss Zeale!’ he called out.
  


  
    Frowning, she walked towards him. ‘Yes?’
  


  
    ‘I wonder if I might trouble you for a glass of water.’
  


  
    A moment’s pause, as though she was considering refusing him, and then she said, ‘Wait there,’ and went back inside the house. She returned a few minutes later holding a glass.
  


  
    ‘Thank you.’
  


  
    ‘How do you know my name?’
  


  
    ‘The waitress at my hotel told me. I’m Richard Finborough, by the way.’
  


  
    She had folded her arms across herself and turned aside, seeming not to notice his outstretched hand. As he drank the water, he flicked a glance at her profile, noting the straight, somewhat Grecian nose, the full curve of her lips, and the almost translucent pallor that contrasted so strikingly with her black hair.
  


  
    He thought there was a tension in their silence; to break it, he asked, ‘Have you lived here long?’
  


  
    ‘Two and a half years.’
  


  
    ‘It’s an isolated spot.’
  


  
    ‘Yes. I like it here.’ She turned to face him. Her eyes, a very pale greenish blue with a ring of darker colour around the rim of the iris, were hostile. ‘If you would excuse me, I have work to do.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, of course.’ He handed her back the glass. ‘Thank you for the water, Miss Zeale.’
  


  
    She intrigued him. Those eyes, of course, and her unusual and astonishing beauty, so unexpected, out here in the wilderness, like discovering an exotic flower on a compost heap.
  


  
    Richard considered himself to be a fair judge of beauty. Among all the pampered princesses of his acquaintance in London, he could think of none who outclassed Miss Zeale. And her cold dismissal challenged him. Good-looking, affluent and confident, he wasn’t used to being dismissed, especially by a servant.
  


  
    In the afternoon, a message arrived at the hotel, telling him that the de Dion was ready. Waiting in the cottage parlour, he fell into conversation with the blacksmith’s wife. Talk drifted, as he had intended it to, to Miss Zeale.
  


  
    He asked, ‘She doesn’t come from Lynton, does she?’
  


  
    The blacksmith’s wife snorted. ‘Not her.’
  


  
    ‘Where, then?’
  


  
    ‘Couldn’t tell you, sir. Keeps herself to herself, that one. You’d think yourself lucky to get the time of day out of her.’ A duster swept with unnecessary briskness across the mantelpiece. ‘She’ll be gone soon enough, I dare say.’ The tone of voice hinted that, in the opinion of the blacksmith’s wife, Miss Zeale could not leave Lynton soon enough.
  


  
    ‘Because of her employer’s death?’ he supplied. ‘Which will mean, I suppose, she must look for another place.’
  


  
    Another snort. ‘Oh, I shouldn’t worry about the likes of her. Her sort always falls on their feet.’ A tap on the window told him that the blacksmith had arrived; Richard went outside to collect the motor car.
  


  
    Waking early the next morning, he saw that the sky was a shimmering blue, the streets and houses licked gold by the sunrise. He had planned to depart for London first thing, but instead he found himself dressing and leaving the hotel, breathing in great lungfuls of cold, salt-tinged air as he headed through the town. His route took him past the church where, among the yews and gravestones, he spied a flicker of movement. He stood motionless, watching as  Miss Zeale emerged from the churchyard. She was wearing black, this time, and her face was veiled. He noticed that one of the graves, not yet marked by a headstone, was scattered with roses.
  


  
    ‘Good morning, Miss Zeale,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Mr Finborough.’
  


  
    He found himself foolishly gratified that she had remembered his name. ‘I thought I might head uphill. May I walk with you?’
  


  
    She said indifferently, ‘As you wish.’
  


  
    As they walked, his remarks on the beauty of the day and the violence of the storm met with no response. Any question she answered as briefly as possible.
  


  
    They reached Orchard House. Glancing up at the lovely old building, he found himself saying, ‘You’ll be sorry to leave, I dare say. A place like that, you’d miss it.’
  


  
    Her face was still covered by the veil. When she spoke, her voice was as cold and as hard as ice.
  


  
    ‘I know what they say about me in the town, Mr Finborough.’
  


  
    Startled, he stared at her. ‘You must excuse me—’
  


  
    ‘Whatever stories you have heard, they are not true. Whatever tittle-tattle has reached your ears, you should forget. And now, if you would be kind enough to let me past . . .’
  


  
    He realised that he was standing in front of the gate. He held it open and she entered the garden.
  


  
    She addressed him once more. ‘Please do not try to speak to me again. All I ask is to be left alone. Please find the courtesy to let me be.’
  


  
    Then she walked to the house. He watched her shut the front door firmly behind her and then he walked away.
  


  
    Driving back to London, pushing the de Dion as hard as he dared, Richard’s rage consumed him for much of the journey. Miss Zeale’s tone of voice had been an insult, and as for her words – she had spoken to him with a scorn he would have reserved only for his  laziest employee or a dishonourable business acquaintance. Reaching the city, he went straight away to his offices and took out his fury on his assistant, John Temple.
  


  
    Richard Finborough had lived in London for seven years. He had left his home in County Down in Ireland at the age of eighteen, knowing that there was no future for him there. The Irish Land Wars and subsequent Land Purchase Acts had left the family estate, Raheen, impoverished and reduced in size until only the house and thirty acres of parkland remained. When Richard was sixteen, his father had died, blaming the British Government for its betrayal of Anglo-Irish families. Richard did not share his father’s bitterness, and besides, he had no wish to live as a farmer or landlord. And he had witnessed young in life the destructive nature of disappointment, how it eats away at you, changes you.
  


  
    So he had been relieved to leave the estate in his mother’s care and travel to London. He had quickly come to love London. He loved it because it seethed with energy and activity, and because you could almost smell the money. Buying and selling was London’s business; it permeated the streets and buildings. London’s pulse beat hardest in the City and in the docks, where the great ships unloaded their cargoes from the Empire, filling their holds with the products of cotton mills and iron foundries before setting off again across the globe.
  


  
    Richard had worked first for an import agency, in the offices of a family friend. After three years, he had branched out on his own. He had discovered that he had a natural business acumen, that he was capable of both cool-headedness and ruthlessness, and that he had a nose for which industries might thrive and which had peaked and would decline. As soon as he reached his majority, he sold his father’s remaining investments. Most of the stocks and shares earned him little, but a piece of land in a prime area of the city, the last fragment of what had once been a substantial London holding, realised a large sum.
  


  
    With the profit from the land deal he had paid off the most pressing of the debts on the Irish estate. There was enough money left over to buy a tea-packing factory and a small button-making workshop in the East End of London. A beginning, he thought: the beginning of the empire that he, Richard Finborough, would create. Once, the Finboroughs had been wealthy and powerful, with splendid properties and acres of land on both sides of the Irish Sea. Time, the course of history, and his father’s ill-judged expenditure had taken away all that. Richard’s ambition had been fired by loss, fed by his early exposure to the possibility of ruin. He would not rest until the family rose once more from the ashes, its assets secured, a modern dynasty.
  


  
    Arriving back in London, he worked late and did not return to his Piccadilly mansion flat until well after nine o’clock that evening. By then, his anger with Miss Zeale had diminished, punctured by other more complex emotions. Refusing his manservant’s offer to prepare him supper, he changed and left the flat. After he had dined at his club, he made his way to a reception at a house in Charles Street, knowing that Violet Sullivan would be there.
  


  
    Violet was the younger daughter of a wealthy industrialist, Lambert Sullivan. Richard and Violet had enjoyed a flirtatious, sparring acquaintance for some months. Violet was pretty and self-assured; Richard had once or twice toyed with the idea of marrying her. Her small, neat, rounded figure was alluring, and an alliance with the powerful Sullivans could only be to his advantage.
  


  
    Tonight, though, she failed to charm. Her coquettish taps of her fan and her girlish laughter seemed contrived and arch. Her face, with its ivory skin as smooth as a peeled almond, seemed vacant, her conversation uninformed. Miss Zeale’s features, with their mysterious, otherworldly beauty, intruded in Richard’s mind’s eye as he and Violet conversed.
  


  
    He left the reception early. The sky was clear, stars piercing the darkness. He walked aimlessly for a while, enjoying the cool of  the London night after the overheated room. Then, in a private booth in a pub, he ordered a brandy and soda and found himself reliving, yet again, that morning’s scene.
  


  
    I know what they say about me in the town, Mr Finborough.
  


  
    The previous day, the blacksmith’s wife’s disapproval of Miss Zeale had been undisguised. It didn’t take much imagination to work out why she might be an object of censure. Miss Zeale’s pride, her reserve, her desire for solitude, and her beauty, of course, would all provide fuel for resentment and gossip. He guessed that she was unconventional, and small, remote communities are often suspicious of a lack of convention.
  


  
    Richard finished the first brandy and ordered another. Miss Zeale’s neighbours’ disapproval would have one likely focus, of course: her morals, or supposed lack of them. Men would desire her and women would envy her. His own interest in her – his questioning of the waitress and the blacksmith’s wife—would have provoked shaken heads and knowing comments. Unwittingly, he may have added to Miss Zeale’s difficulties. Worse, it now occurred to him that she had believed his interest in her                                                                             fired





































 by gossip. That she had thought he had spoken to her because he believed her easy, available.
  


  
    Richard put his head in his hands. It was all he could do not to groan aloud at his clumsiness. Forget the woman, he told himself. There were hundreds of beautiful women in London and hundreds of miles between Lynton and London. He need never see her again.
  


  
    His thoughts pleasantly blurred, Richard walked across the city to the house of his mistress, Sally Peach.
  


  
    During the days that followed, Richard forced himself to concentrate on his work and to plan for the future. The tea-packing factory had potential, but its present premises were too small to allow for expansion, and the button-making workshop wasn’t much more than a shed in which rows of women worked, squinting in the poor light. Both businesses must grow in order to survive and prosper. The  labouring classes were starting to demand higher wages: once the bulk of the population earned more they would be able to buy more, and Richard intended to capitalise on that. He knew that the days when a businessman might cater only for the wealthy were over, and he had no intention of being left behind by changes he was convinced were inevitable. He wouldn’t make his fortune selling exclusive teas to the rich, but he might make it by selling a cheaper yet smartly packaged tea to the less well-off.
  


  
    As for the workshop, buttons made of mother-of-pearl, shell and glass were all very fine, but they were slow and expensive to manufacture. For some time now, Richard had been searching for a cheaper, more adaptable material. Earlier in the year, he had made the acquaintance of Sidney Colville, a polytechnic-trained chemist who was interested in the properties and use of casein plastics. A strange, shy, unsociable man, given to shutting himself away for weeks with his work and refusing to speak to anyone, Colville spent much of his time in the West Country, with his invalid sister, Christina. Richard found himself thinking that it was time to pay the Colvilles another visit.
  


  
    He made his arrangements with the Colvilles and gave instructions to John Temple to cover for him in his absence. He wasn’t self-delusional enough, however, to believe that his only motive in returning to Devon was to find out more about casein plastics. This time, he thought, he would tread carefully. Sidney Colville and Miss Zeale had something in common: both were tricky customers.
  


  
    It was mid-afternoon when Richard reached Lynton and the sky was already darkening. Impatient to see Miss Zeale, he did not, as he had intended, book into the hotel first, but took the steep, narrow road that led to Orchard House.
  


  
    He parked the car and, peering over the gate, caught sight of Miss Zeale in the garden. Something seemed to twist his heart and he was aware of an odd mingling of emotions: pleasure and fear and  – what was it? – anticipation, as if he was about to embark on some long and difficult journey. And recognition – though they had exchanged only half a dozen sentences, she seemed familiar, as if he had known her for a long time.
  


  
    For several minutes, he watched her unnoticed. The wind buffeted the exposed hillside garden, tugging at her uncovered hair and billowing out her skirts. It seemed to him that she worked with a driven, almost angry energy. A slash of the scythe, and a tangle of brambles were felled. A wide sweep with the rake at the browned horse chestnut leaves that blotted the lawn, and they were gathered into pyramids. But the wind had got up and, even as Miss Zeale worked, leaves spiralled from the heaps. Her shoulders drooped, as though she was tiring.
  


  
    At the sound of his footsteps on the cinder path she turned.
  


  
    ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Let me help.’
  


  
    Taking off his coat, he tossed it over a branch of the tree and seized the rake.
  


  
    She said furiously, ‘What do you think you’re doing?’
  


  
    ‘Sweeping up these leaves before they’re blown away.’
  


  
    ‘Please go, Mr Finborough.’ Her voice shook with anger.
  


  
    He continued raking the small piles of leaves on to the patch of waste ground beside the lawn. ‘It’s a big garden to manage on your own.’
  


  
    A silence, then she said stiffly, ‘A Lynmouth boy used to come up to do the heavy work but he hasn’t been for a month or so.’
  


  
    ‘Why not?’
  


  
    She gathered the two halves of her jacket protectively round her. Her gaze settled coolly on him. ‘Why do you think, Mr Finborough?’
  


  
    ‘I’ve no idea.’
  


  
    ‘He doesn’t come – or his mother doesn’t let him come – because I’m here on my own now. Because I might infect him with my wickedness.’ She spat the word out.
  


  
    Anger and exertion had given colour to her pale skin, intensifying her beauty.
  


  
    He said, ‘Might you?’
  


  
    He thought she might slap his face; but then, once more, she seemed to droop a little. ‘Why must people always believe the worst?’ she said bitterly. ‘Isn’t life hard enough without seeing sin where it doesn’t exist?’
  


  
    ‘People get bored, I suppose. These little towns must be dull enough, especially in winter. Anyone at all different provides fodder for rumour.’
  


  
    She looked down, frowning. ‘I don’t                                                                             try





































 to be different. I have only ever tried not to be noticed.’
  


  
    ‘You shouldn’t mind the gossips.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t. Not for me. But that they should have criticised                                                                             him





































 . . .’
  


  
    ‘Are you speaking of your employer?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’ The frown deepened. ‘Charles became very frail during the last months of his life. I dare say I gave him my arm as we walked through the town. Or maybe I helped him off with his shoes when his rheumatism was so bad he couldn’t stoop to undo them, and some busybody walked past the gate as I was doing so. That people should choose to misinterpret things in such a vile way disgusts me.’ She looked up at him. ‘Why have you come here, Mr Finborough?’
  


  
    Now, all the leaves were gathered together in a heap. ‘Because I like bonfires,’ he said with a smile. He took a lighter from his coat pocket and struck it. The dry leaves caught and smouldered. ‘To tell the truth, I came here to apologise to you, Miss Zeale. I realised, after I returned to London, that I must have put you in a difficult position. I wanted to explain to you that I had no ulterior motive in speaking to you that day.’
  


  
    ‘You have driven here from London?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘And you expect me to believe that you came all that way to say this to me?’
  


  
    ‘Not at all. I have business near Woolacombe.’
  


  
    ‘Oh.’ She flushed.
  


  
    The fire had spread, flames darting from the crackling leaves.
  


  
    ‘When we last met,’ Richard went on, ‘I was stranded a long way from home. Under those circumstances one tends to find oneself talking to whomever one catches sight of in the street. I noticed you the first day I came to Lynton. There was a gale and I always like to watch rough seas so I walked down to Lynmouth quayside. I saw you on the harbour arm. I was concerned about you.’
  


  
    ‘Concerned?’
  


  
    ‘You were standing in the shadow of the old tower. You were too close to the waves, I thought.’
  


  
    She gave a short, dismissive laugh. ‘I go to the Rhenish Tower when I need to think. It’s a habit of mine. I like it there.’
  


  
    ‘What were you thinking about?’ He caught himself quickly. ‘I’m sorry – how intrusive of me . . .’
  


  
    There was a silence, and then she glanced back at the house and said, ‘It’s no secret. I was thinking of my future. I shall have to leave here soon.’
  


  
    He remembered how she had seemed to perch too close to the edge of the stone parapet. ‘You looked . . . precarious.’
  


  
    ‘I was safe enough. What would you have done, Mr Finborough, if I’d fallen into the sea? Would you have dived in and rescued me?’ Her tone was mocking.
  


  
    He said evenly, ‘Yes, I think so.’
  


  
    ‘How very gallant, to be so concerned about someone you did not know at all.’
  


  
    ‘Have you never been so in need of company, Miss Zeale, that you’d talk to a stranger you saw in the street?’
  


  
    Her expression became guarded again. ‘Once,’ she murmured. ‘A long time ago. Not now.’ The fire was dying down; the animation vanished from her face and she shivered. ‘I must go. I have work to do. Good evening, Mr Finborough.’
  


  
    Richard made sure not to return too soon to Orchard House. He spent the next few days with the Colvilles in the cottage they had rented near Woolacombe, where Sidney Colville, in an expansive mood, scrawled on scraps of paper, trying to explain the chemistry of casein plastics to him. Every now and then they went out to take some fresh air. Sidney, a keen ornithologist, pointed out sea birds to him. Richard listened politely and thought about Miss Zeale.
  


  
    Back in Lynton by the end of the week, he made it his business to find out about her. Enquiries told him that Miss Zeale’s Christian name was Isabel, and that she had begun to work at Orchard House over two years ago, in the summer of 1907. Charles Hawkins, her employer, had been the headmaster of a boys’ preparatory school until his wife’s death seven years previously. Though Mr Hawkins’ eccentricities had been tolerated in the town, his housekeeper’s were not. Miss Zeale’s dress, her accent, which lacked the Devon burr, her refusal to respond to curiosity about her past: all had aroused resentment. Even her fondness for reading books had fuelled her neighbours’ suspicions. Richard concluded that in the eyes of her neighbours, Miss Zeale had committed that most heinous crime: she had got above herself. Her darkest sin was only hinted, however. No one quite had the nerve to say to him that Isabel Zeale had exploited her position as housekeeper by becoming Charles Hawkins’ mistress, though the insinuations were plain.
  


  
    The next time Richard saw her was in town. He had walked to the harbour after breakfast; heading back through Lynton, he caught sight of her ahead of him. She was wearing her red jacket and was carrying a shopping basket. As he watched, a group of men, falling out of the pub, jostled her on the pavement, knocking her basket out of her hand. He heard laughter and jeers as a loaf of bread tumbled into the gutter and a bag of flour split open, showering the cobbles.
  


  
    Miss Zeale stooped to gather up her belongings. A cabbage had rolled to Richard’s feet: picking it up, he headed quickly to her side.
  


  
    ‘Here,’ he said, putting it into her basket. ‘I’ll help you with the rest in a moment.’
  


  
    She grasped his sleeve. ‘No. Let them be.’
  


  
    ‘They struck you deliberately. I saw it. They shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it.’
  


  
    She said, her voice low and urgent, ‘If you speak to them they will only torment me more. Mr Finborough, you will leave here in a day or two, but I must stay. I have nowhere else to go.’
  


  
    Reluctantly, he nodded. He helped her pick up her remaining packages. The bread lay in the mud and her newspaper was soaked, the pages turning to papier-mâché.
  


  
    He said, ‘At least let me replace some of these things.’
  


  
    ‘No, thank you.’ She was very pale. ‘But if you would be so kind as to walk a little of the way home with me – just to make sure . . .’
  


  
    He took her basket and they walked up the pavement together. A voice called out to them just before they reached the corner of the street. ‘Like rich men, don’t ’ee, my lover? Rich old men suits ’ee best!’ There was a ripple of laughter. Richard saw Miss Zeale whiten and set her lips.
  


  
    He gave her a few minutes to regain her composure and then, as they headed uphill, he asked, ‘Who were they?’
  


  
    ‘The Salters? They’re fishermen – brothers – they live in Lynmouth.’
  


  
    ‘They are acquaintances of yours?’
  


  
    ‘There was a time when—’ She broke off, biting her lip. Then she murmured, ‘I was very lonely when I first came to live here. I may have passed the time of day with Mark Salter once or twice. It was foolish of me, because he interpreted it in the worst possible way.’
  


  
    ‘Are you often troubled like this?’
  


  
    ‘They’re braver now Mr Hawkins is no longer here to protect me.’
  


  
    ‘Braver?’ He glanced at her. ‘Is that what you call it?’
  


  
    She tossed back her hair. ‘They don’t frighten me. Mark Salter fancies he wants to marry me. They make out I’ve offended them because I’ve refused him. As if I would ever marry such a low, ignorant man!’
  


  
    They had reached the narrow wooded lane that led to Orchard House. She held out her hand for the basket. ‘I’ll be quite all right now, Mr Finborough.’
  


  
    ‘Nonsense. I’ll see you back to the house.’
  


  
    They walked along the narrow lane. The branches of the beech trees cast a lacework of shadows across the road; beyond the beeches, a thicket of hazel blocked the hill and the town from view.
  


  
    There was a sharp, intense pleasure in walking with her, side by side through the flickering gloom. So one of those village louts wished to marry her, he thought; what, then, did he, Richard Finborough, want of her? He desired her, of course, yet his need for her was not only physical. He wanted something else as well: her attention, perhaps, her appreciation. He wanted to erase the indifference to his company that she didn’t trouble to hide and that irked him.
  


  
    They reached the house. Indecision showed momentarily on her face as she opened the gate, and then she blurted out, ‘May I offer you a cup of tea, Mr Finborough?’
  


  
    He thanked her. As they headed down the path, she told him that the house was to be inherited by the nephew of her former employer, a Mr Poole, who lived in India. ‘A letter came from Mr Poole this morning,’ she explained. ‘He plans to sail to England as soon as he’s able to make arrangements. I had hoped . . .’
  


  
    ‘What?’
  


  
    ‘That Mr Poole would decide to remain in India. That he might allow me to look after the house for him. Foolish, I know.’
  


  
    ‘Isn’t it possible that he’ll keep you on as his housekeeper?’
  


  
    She opened the front door. ‘Mr Poole has a wife and children. Some busybody would make sure to tell Mrs Poole about me, I don’t doubt, and then I would be dismissed.’ She went into the house; Richard followed her. ‘And besides, I don’t think I could bear to remain here with strangers.’ Her eyes, that pure, pale turquoise, met his briefly as she added, ‘You see, I did love Charles. Oh, not in the way the gossips accuse me of – but I did love him.’
  


  
    Entering the house, he felt, along with interest and curiosity, a flicker of triumph, knowing that he had stormed the outermost ring of a citadel. An elephant’s-foot umbrella stand stood in the lobby beside the tweed coats and oilskins hanging on pegs. There were three globes on the windowsill, arranged like the planets spinning in space. In the hallway, books were stacked on tall shelves that rose from floor to ceiling. Some of the books were new, but many were old, their spines hanging from cat’s cradles of threads. Through the open doors of the rooms that led off from the hall, Richard glimpsed more shelves, more books.
  


  
    The wooden floors gleamed; the rooms smelled of beeswax and lavender. ‘It’s a lovely place,’ he said. ‘I can see why you’d be sorry to leave it.’
  


  
    Her hand stroked the worn oak of a banister. ‘It’s been my sanctuary.’
  


  
    ‘Tell me about your employer.’
  


  
    It was the first time he had seen her smile. ‘I’ve never met anyone like him. Charles knew . . . oh,                                                                             everything





































. He was so kind to me. He taught me so much. He let me read any of his books I chose, any of them.’ There was wonder in her voice. ‘He reminded me of my father, though my father hadn’t had the same chances in life.’
  


  
    ‘What happened to your father?’
  


  
    ‘He died of tuberculosis.’
  


  
    ‘And your mother?’
  


  
    ‘She died not long after I was born.’
  


  
    She headed deeper into the house, opening a door at the end of a corridor. Richard found himself in a large kitchen. Saucepans, their copper bottoms polished to pinkish-brown brilliance, hung in descending order of size along the far wall. Crockery was stacked tidily on shelves and the sink and floor gleamed.
  


  
    He put the basket on the table. ‘What will you do when you leave here?’
  


  
    ‘I shall look for another position.’
  


  
    ‘In Devon?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t think so. Mr Hawkins made sure to leave me a good reference, but you’d be surprised how tales travel. I think I’ll have to go to another part of the country. I’ll hate to leave the West Country, though. I’ve been happy here.’
  


  
    She went to the sink to fill the kettle. He took the opportunity offered by her turned back to admire her figure, noting the narrowness of her shoulders and waist and the swell of her hips.
  


  
    She asked him, ‘Has your business in Devon been successful, Mr Finborough?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I believe so.’ He told her about Sidney Colville and his interest in casein plastics. ‘They’re the material of the future. It’s extraordinary stuff – you can mould it into any shape, dye it any colour.’ He grinned. ‘Have you any idea what it’s made of, Miss Zeale?’
  


  
    ‘None at all, I’m afraid.’
  


  
    ‘Cows’ milk.’ He laughed. ‘Isn’t that extraordinary? I intend to manufacture buttons out of cows’ milk. But I must understand the science before I invest money in the process.’
  


  
    ‘Mr Hawkins once cut a flower in half so that he could show me all the different parts. He said that you couldn’t understand anything properly until you knew how it was made.’
  


  
    ‘Very sound advice. Some things are harder to get a grip on than others, of course, but I find that if I persevere I always get there in the end.’
  


  
    She had moved to the far side of the room, still wary of him. ‘I expect you do, Mr Finborough,’ she murmured. ‘I expect you do.’
  


  
    Richard rose early the next morning and left the hotel before breakfast. He found himself heading up through the town and along the tree-roofed lane as if dragged by some physical force. The sun was not yet fully up and mist swirled in the ferns and brambles: out of it the trees seemed to rise unrooted to the ground. His thoughts rushed and he felt edgy and unsettled, filled by a restless energy.
  


  
    Reaching Orchard House, he saw that the front gate was swinging open. The tidiness of the garden had been sullied by a trail of rubbish. Potato peelings and fish-heads rotted on the cinder path, and old newspapers curled round the stems of the roses. More garbage fouled the veranda.
  


  
    The front door opened and Isabel Zeale emerged, holding a broom. She started, seeing him. ‘Foxes,’ she said quickly. ‘They make such a mess.’
  


  
    He knew that she was lying. The foxes who had visited the house in the night had human faces. But her expression was defiant, and he knew it would be a mistake to challenge her.
  


  
    ‘I’ll help you clear up,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘There’s no need.’
  


  
    He ignored her. ‘A shovel would be the best thing. Is there one in the shed?’
  


  
    When all the rubbish was in the bins she invited him into the house to wash. Emerging from the cloakroom, he said, ‘Breakfast, we need breakfast. I’m sure you cook a good breakfast, Miss Zeale. They always burn the bacon at the hotel.’
  


  
    In the kitchen, he talked to her as she cooked. He told her of his boyhood in Ireland, fishing in rivers and playing on the beach. He told her how he had wept, leaving home at the age of eight to go to boarding school in England, and how he had counted off the days until the school holidays. As he spoke, he sensed everything with great clarity: the aroma of the frying bacon, the tanginess of the marmalade, the sound of spitting fat and the soft pat of her footsteps as she moved about the flagstoned floor. And, most of all, the sight of her – the black curl that clung to her cheekbone, the single button undone at her cuff – because she had dressed in haste that morning presumably – which revealed an inch of her wrist. He would have given a year of his life to be able to run his fingertip along that slender white wrist, to press his lips against that small V of skin, to smell her, taste her. He felt dizzy with longing for her, almost sickened by it.
  


  
    She put the plate in front of him. ‘Are you well, Mr Finborough?’ he heard her ask, and he realised that his hands were hovering over the knife and fork, that he was quite literally losing his grip.
  


  
    ‘Perfectly well,’ he said, and he began to eat, though he had lost his appetite, and Miss Zeale’s excellently cooked bacon and eggs tasted of nothing at all.
  


  
    That afternoon he walked along the cliffs to the west of Lynmouth. Standing on the headland and watching the waves crash on the rocks below, he thought about Isabel Zeale. In his mind’s eye he pictured her proud, erect stance, her thick, lustrous black hair and fair skin, and those pale aquamarine eyes. What was it about her that held him so, that forced him to remain here, when every rational thought, every iota of sense, told him that he should go back to London and never see her again?
  


  
    He had fallen in love with her, he supposed. A raw sound escaped from his throat, something between a groan and laughter. The wind turned, wheeling a blast of rain into his face. He had managed the first twenty-five years of his life without falling in love – why should it happen now, and in such a place, with such a woman? Isabel Zeale’s position in life was markedly inferior to his. She was a servant, a housekeeper. Her reputation was doubtful, to say the least, and as for her character – she was proud and aloof, sharp-tongued and viperish. Perhaps, he thought with wry amusement, this was all he deserved for the times he had pretended love for form’s sake, without feeling it a bit. For the débutantes he had danced with, the knowing young misses he had flirted with, and the married women who, bored by their rich old husbands, had been happy enough to take a young and enthusiastic lover.
  


  
    The rain thickened and he headed back to the town. The sea was a sulky pewter and the light was fast failing. He knew he should leave Lynton; common sense told him he must leave and never return. What possible business had he here, paying attentions to a woman  like Isabel Zeale? He knew that it was not enough for him to be the kind friend who carried her shopping and swept up the rubbish that ruffians had dumped on her veranda. It would never be enough. What, then, was his purpose in visiting her? Would he persist, wearing her down, until he had enforced on her some kind of emotional bond, some perception that she owed him something? To do so would be vile, an exploitation of his superior wealth, strength and class. It would make him a worse man than the Salters.
  


  
    Isabel Zeale was penniless and friendless and would soon be homeless. All her independence and hauteur did not alter the fact that she was that most defenceless creature, a woman alone. Her startling beauty only increased her vulnerability. The kindest thing he could do would be to pass on to her the name of a widow or an old married couple in need of a housekeeper.
  


  
    Yet he could not even do that for her. What limited involvement they had depended on his failure overtly to recognise her inferiority to him. To point out her lower status would humiliate her. He guessed that her pride was essential to her, that it held her together in some way and that she would prefer him simply to return to London.
  


  
    Which was what he must do, and as soon as possible, without any further delay. He must put an end to this attachment, this obsession. Though the thought of never seeing Isabel Zeale again hurt him more deeply than he would have believed possible, he knew it was the only sensible thing to do.
  


  
    As soon as he reached the hotel, the clerk handed him a telegram. It was from John Temple, informing him that a fire had broken out at the tea-packing factory and asking him to return to London immediately. Richard packed his bags quickly, paid his bill and left the hotel. Driving out of the town, he came to the junction in the road. The route to Bridgwater and, ultimately, London, lay before him.
  


  
    He braked sharply. His fingers drummed against the steering wheel and his eyes fixed on the wet, murky darkness ahead. He thought  of the fire and the factory and all the necessary actions he must take. He was aware of time passing and the clock’s ticking, and of a mixture of impatience and anger.
  


  
    He struck the steering wheel hard with his fist and swung the car round, heading up another road. When he reached the lane that led to Orchard House, he plunged into the tree-fringed gloom. Low branches thwacked the bonnet and the gleam from the de Dion’s headlamps seemed hardly to lighten the murk. Rain pelted against the windscreen and he almost drove past the house, struggling to pick it out from the night. Stepping out of the car, he found himself ankle-deep in a puddle.
  


  
    The gates were closed, the porch was unlit. Still, he knew the way by now, and he strode up the path between the flowerbeds and rapped his knuckles loudly on the door. Only a narrow glint of light showed round one of the windows and he had to knock a second time before he heard footsteps from inside.
  


  
    The door opened a crack. He addressed the sliver of light that sliced open the darkness. ‘It’s me, Richard Finborough,’ he said. ‘I apologise for calling on you at such an hour, Miss Zeale, but I have to leave straight away on urgent business. There’s been a fire at one of my factories and I must return to London. But I couldn’t go without speaking to you first.’
  


  
    ‘It’s late, Mr Finborough.’
  


  
    ‘Please.’
  


  
    A moment’s pause and then she opened the door. He followed her into the parlour. A sewing basket stood beside an armchair and there was an open book on a side table.
  


  
    ‘I’m disturbing you. I apologise again.’ He did not sit, but moved restlessly around the room. ‘You told me that you’ll leave this house as soon as your employer’s nephew arrives from India. And that he’ll be here in, what – a month or so?’
  


  
    ‘I believe so.’
  


  
    ‘And you mean to look for another post?’
  


  
    ‘I’ve already begun to. I must do – I have a little money saved, but . . .’ She fell silent, reddening slightly.
  


  
    ‘The thing is that I find it hard to think that I’ll never see you again.’
  


  
    She said drily, ‘I dare say you’ll manage, Mr Finborough.’
  


  
    ‘No. I don’t believe so.’
  


  
    ‘Mr Finborough—’
  


  
    ‘Please, hear me out.’ He frowned. ‘I was quite content before I met you. I had my work and my London friendships, and they were enough for me. That day my car broke down I had every intention of leaving this tin-pot little town as quickly as possible and never seeing it again.’
  


  
    She said coldly, ‘I have never sought your company.’
  


  
    ‘No,’ he said, and gave a short laugh. ‘I certainly can’t accuse you of                                                                             that





































. Yet I find that when I’m away from you I can’t stop thinking about you. And when I’m near you I—’
  


  
    ‘Oh, spare me, please!’ she cried, and he broke off, startled.
  


  
    ‘Miss Zeale?’
  


  
    ‘Don’t you know that I could write your lines for you?’ Her voice shook – with anger, he realised, jarred. ‘I’ve heard them before – the declaration of undying love, the inability to live without me – and all the rest of it!’
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry if I bore you,’ he said stiffly. ‘But let me speak.’
  


  
    ‘No. No, I won’t.’ She had moved away from him, her arms folded tightly round herself. ‘I refuse to be insulted. There is nothing you could say that would make me alter my plans one jot.’
  


  
    He frowned. ‘Nothing?’
  


  
    ‘Nothing at all.’
  


  
    Some stubborn streak made him persevere. ‘When we first met you made your aversion to me plain. But lately I had begun to wonder whether you disliked me less. Miss Zeale – Isabel—’
  


  
    She interrupted him, ‘Do you imagine that you are the first? If so, then you are mistaken. I have been plagued by men like you ever since I came to Lynton!’
  


  
    Her words shocked him into silence. In her mind, she had bracketed him with those ruffians who had assaulted her in the street, brutish fishermen from the hovels of Lynmouth. He said slowly, ‘                                                                            Men like me . . .





































 Tell me, Miss Zeale, what would a man like me do next?’
  


  
    She went to the door and opened it. ‘Please don’t insult me further. Please go.’
  


  
    ‘I want you to say it.’
  


  
    He heard her furious exhalation of breath. Her hands were knotted together, the knuckles white. ‘Very well. Next you would offer me money. Tactfully or otherwise. I expect                                                                             you





































 could be tactful, Mr Finborough. And then, perhaps, you would rent me rooms in Barnstaple or Exeter. And then—’
  


  
    ‘So that’s what you think of me,’ he said angrily. ‘You thought I had come here to make you my mistress. You thought I had come here to                                                                             buy





































 you!’
  


  
    ‘Hadn’t you?’
  


  
    He hardly trusted himself to speak. He looked away to the window, to where the wind blew the branches of a climbing rose against the glass, so that it made a sound like tapping fingernails. His anger slipped away and was replaced by disappointment and disillusion.
  


  
    ‘The truth is,’ he said, ‘that I came here to tell you that I love you.’
  


  
    She made a contemptuous hiss. ‘You can’t possibly!’
  


  
    ‘What makes you so certain?’
  


  
    She took a step towards him; he almost thought she might strike him. ‘I may live in a                                                                             tin-pot





































 little town, Mr Finborough – I may be merely a housekeeper – but I am not                                                                             stupid





































!’
  


  
    ‘It never occurred to me that you were.’ His fury returned. ‘Cold, yes – reticent, of course – rude and disagreeable, certainly. But stupid – no, never.’
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry if I’ve given you the wrong impression. I’m sorry if you feel I’ve given you any encouragement—’
  


  
    ‘Oh, you haven’t, Miss Zeale, you most certainly haven’t!’
  


  
    ‘In that case, there can be no excuse, no excuse at all for your coming here. Mr Finborough, I thought you too much of a gentleman to add yourself to the list of those who torment me!’
  


  
    There was a moment’s silence, in which her words seemed to echo, and then Richard picked up his hat and gloves. ‘Thank you for making your feelings so plain, Miss Zeale,’ he said. ‘Thank you for being so – so explicit. As my company is so obviously distasteful to you, I won’t trouble you any further.’
  


  
    He left the house. A few minutes later, he was driving back down the lane. Be damned to her, he told himself. He was better off without her. He should be thankful for his lucky escape. Yet he did not feel relieved, only wretched, as, with a squeal of tyres, he pulled the car out of the lane and on to the road to London.
  


  
    He drove fast, too fast for the narrow roads and the foul weather. The wheels of the de Dion threw up thick ribbons of water; once or twice he felt them lose traction and had to fight to regain control of the car. Reaching a small hamlet, he parked and went into a pub, where he ordered a whisky. As he drank, he caught sight of himself in the mirror over the mantelpiece, saw his white face, his wild red hair darkened by the rain, and in his eyes a mixture of fury, resentment and hostility. No wonder the barman had hastened so to pour out his Scotch, he thought with grim amusement; no wonder the rest of the drinkers stood well away from him.
  


  
    Afterwards, he went back outside to the de Dion. He did not yet start up the engine, but sat looking out of the window to where the blurred black shapes of the houses merged with the rain. He could blame her for leaping to conclusions, he thought, or blame himself for mishandling the situation. But the truth lay deeper than that, a truth he had not yet admitted to himself. He could no longer imagine a future for himself that did not include Isabel Zeale. Reminding himself of her social inferiority or the brevity of their acquaintance was futile; reminding himself that common sense dictated he fall in  love with a woman of his own class, a woman who might bring money to the marriage, was equally unproductive. He was already, in some way he did not pretend to understand, tied to her.
  


  
    So far in life, he had had whatever he wanted. He craved all the best things the world had to offer – power and wealth and success. Having made up his mind to restore the Finborough fortunes, he was already striding ahead, recovering much of the ground his father had lost. As for women, he could say with all honesty that he had never yet been refused.
  


  
    Richard closed his eyes and dozed for a while. When he woke, the pub had closed and no lights showed in the cottage windows. He turned the car and headed back towards Lynton. The rain had stopped and the sky had cleared. Driving along the tree-covered lane to Orchard House, he glimpsed a full moon flickering between the branches overhead. Reaching the house, he parked and waited.
  


  
    Some hours later, with the coming of dawn, he climbed out of the car and stretched his legs. The temperature had plummeted and a crazing of ice, like filigree silver, edged the puddles. As he walked down the cinder path he thought he saw the gleam of an oil lamp in the house. Then the door opened, and Isabel Zeale, a shawl wrapped over her nightgown, her hair loose and tumbling down her back, came out.
  


  
    She walked down the path to him. As she neared him, he saw that she looked fatigued, her face pale and darkly shadowed.
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry if I woke you,’ he said. ‘I’ve tried to be quiet.’
  


  
    She whispered, ‘What do you want of me, Mr Finborough?’
  


  
    ‘I apologise for offending you last night. But I’m not sorry for telling you I love you.’
  


  
    Momentarily, she closed her eyes. ‘Mr Finborough, if you have any kindness in you, any respect for me at all, then please go.’
  


  
    He shook his head. ‘Not yet. You asked me what I wanted of you. I want you to marry me, Isabel. That’s what I want.’ He raised a hand, cutting off her words. ‘Don’t say anything now. I must leave  for London. But, think about it. Please think about it. I shall return here in a week’s time. You can give me your answer then.’
  


  
    He walked away. He had a last sight of her just before he headed back down the lane. She was standing in the garden, a column of white, motionless, frozen.
  


  
    In London, between relief at the news that no one had been injured in the fire at the factory and surveying the destruction of the premises, Richard amused himself by sending gifts to Isabel Zeale.
  


  
    Hothouse flowers the first day, a great sprawling bunch of them, transported by rail from a florist in London all the way to Lynton. In a bookshop in Charing Cross, he chose a volume of poetry by Christina Rossetti, bound in red leather, the pages edged in gold. Inside the flyleaf he wrote ‘To Isabel, with love from Richard’. It pleased him to think of the many times he might write that dedication in years to come.
  


  
    The next day, he sent her a camellia in a pot, the day after that a sheaf of periodicals showing the latest fashions. Then a black silk umbrella with a mother-of-pearl handle because it rained so much in Isabel Zeale’s part of the world.
  


  
    He thought of her, alone in her citadel, before he chose his last gift. He had the delivery boy transport the wicker basket containing a King Charles spaniel puppy by hand all the way to Lynton. His note in the basket said, ‘His name’s Tolly. All Finborough dogs are called Tolly, I’ve no idea why. R.’
  


  
    No perfume, no silk stockings, no jewellery, nothing that presumed an intimacy that did not yet exist. He intended to woo her, not to frighten her away.
  


  
    At the end of the week, he drove down to Devon again. Heading into the West Country peninsula, he felt exhilarated and alive. In the morning, he called at Orchard House.
  


  
    ‘Marry me, Isabel,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘No.’ The word squeezed out of her; she looked panicked.
  


  
    Richard nodded, undaunted. ‘Then at least come for a walk. I need to stretch my legs after driving so far. We’ll take the dog.’
  


  
    He chose a route that led along fields above the town. As they walked, he told her about his week – the fire, the loss of business, the urgent search for a new factory. It was a cold, misty day, and at the highest point, where the pastureland gave way to gorse, they looked down on to clouds that blurred the valley below. Ahead of them, fragments of cloud raced along the curve of the hill. A winter’s sun had begun to burn the mist away.
  


  
    They headed downhill, towards the Valley of Rocks, where wind, water and frost had sculpted strange formations out of the sandstone and limestone. The rock columns and tumbled conglomerations of stone and boulder towered high above the steep grassy coombs. Beyond lay the sea.
  


  
    ‘I can see why you like this part of the country,’ he said. ‘One day, I’ll buy you a house down here.’
  


  
    She said, her voice quick and low, ‘Surely you can see that marriage is impossible. Surely I don’t need to point out to you                                                                             why





































 it’s impossible.’
  


  
    ‘Nothing is impossible if you put your mind to it.’
  


  
    ‘Nonsense,’ she said sharply. ‘You say that because you have never lacked for anything. Plenty of things are impossible.’
  


  
    ‘I’ve never found it so.’
  


  
    ‘Mr Finborough—’
  


  
    ‘Richard, please.’
  


  
    ‘Then, Richard, I can’t possibly marry you. You’re only . . . you’re only                                                                             pursuing





































 me in this fashion because you’ve been thwarted. I expect you’re used to getting your own way.’
  


  
    He threw back his head and laughed. ‘I dare say I am. But that’s not why I want you to marry me.’
  


  
    She whispered, ‘                                                                            Why?
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    ‘I told you. I love you.’
  


  
    ‘I expect you’ve been in love before.’
  


  
    ‘No, I don’t think so. I thought I was, but I was mistaken.’
  


  
    She glared at him. ‘Do you feel sorry for me? Is that why you’re saying these things? If so, there’s no need. I’m perfectly able to look after myself. I’ve done so for years.’
  


  
    ‘Do you think I’m asking you to marry me because I pity you?’ He shook his head. ‘Come now, Isabel – such a notion beggars belief. There are many young women in a far more pitiful state than you. Should I offer all of them my hand in marriage?’
  


  
    ‘Then I don’t understand,’ she said faintly.
  


  
    Far below, at the foot of the steep red-sandstone cliffs, waves crashed. Richard stood near the edge of the precipice, testing himself, feeling the void beneath him.
  


  
    ‘I should be in London now,’ he said, ‘looking for new premises for my factory, yet I’m here, because it seems to me the most important thing in the world that you should agree to marry me. I want to care for you. I want to protect you. I want to take you to London and I want to show you Raheen. I want yours to be the first face I see when I wake in the morning. I want to grow old with you. There really is nothing more to it than that.’
  


  
    She turned away, her lips pressed tightly together. They walked on, down the valley, towards the coast. He made her list her objections to their marriage one by one. He knew that he could knock them down, annihilate them, and then she would have nothing left to argue with.
  


  
    ‘We met only a few weeks ago,’ she pointed out. ‘I don’t                                                                             know





































 you, Richard.’
  


  
    ‘That’s easily repaired. We can have as long an engagement as you wish, though I should have thought a short one would suit you better. And if, when you come to know me, you still find me repulsive, well then, I shall have to accept defeat.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t find you repulsive.’
  


  
    He sensed how much the admission had cost her. ‘Then that’s a start,’ he said lightly.
  


  
    At the bottom of the hill, a stream gouted into a small cove. Jagged grey rocks lay piled in the cove; Richard gave her his hand as they scrambled over them. The dog ran ahead, barking at the sea. On the beach the tide had gone out, leaving in its wake gritty grey sand and gleaming coloured pebbles. In a rock-pool a maroon plum of an anemone waved its tentacles and a tiny pale green crab, feeling the vibration of their footsteps perhaps, scuttled beneath a stone.
  


  
    ‘Our difference in rank makes it impossible for us to marry,’ she said, with finality. ‘That difficulty is insuperable, you must admit.’
  


  
    ‘Nonsense. That doesn’t trouble me at all.’
  


  
    ‘Richard!’
  


  
    He liked the way she said his name, even when her voice was taut with exasperation. ‘What is it?’
  


  
    ‘It’s quite simple – you are rich and I am poor!’
  


  
    ‘If you marry me, you’ll be rich. Not yet, Isabel, but I mean to be rich one day. And besides, I’ve been poor. Not so long ago, my family lost almost everything.’
  


  
    ‘What you speak of isn’t                                                                             poverty





































,’ she said bitterly. ‘Poverty is wondering where the next meal is coming from or whether you’ll have a roof over your head in a week’s time. Richard,                                                                             listen





































 to me! My father was a clerk to the bursar of a large estate in Hampshire. When he became ill he lost his job and we had to leave our home. When he died, I went into service. I was a nursemaid to a family in Kent before I became Mr Hawkins’ housekeeper. Men like you, Richard, don’t marry women like me! They make us their mistresses, but they don’t marry us!’
  


  
    ‘I want to marry you. And that’s all that matters.’ When a wave crashed nearby, he brushed the spray from her cheek with his fingertips and saw her shiver. ‘Become my wife, Isabel,’ he said softly, ‘and you can put all that hardship and privation behind you. You’ll have the comfort and happiness you need and deserve. Marry me, and you’ll never want for anything. Marry me, and you need never be lonely again.’
  


  
    He thought she was wavering, tempted. ‘Your family . . .’ she murmured.
  


  
    ‘My mother will love you. I have no one else.’
  


  
    ‘If we were to marry then you would be a laughing stock among your own people. Your friends would desert you and your employees would lose their respect for you.’
  


  
    If we were to marry . . .





































 He could feel her resistance crumbling, like a sandbank swept by waves. He felt a rush of excitement and pleasure. ‘Perhaps at first there would be some talk,’ he acknowledged. ‘But people would lose interest and move on to the next scandal soon enough. London isn’t like Lynton. All sorts of people make their way in London, people of different position and religion and race. And besides, once they knew you, they would come to love you, as I do.’
  


  
    ‘You must have social obligations. I would let you down.’
  


  
    ‘It’s no great endeavour,’ he said airily, ‘giving a supper or knowing how to dress for the opera.’
  


  
    ‘No, Richard.’ A quick shake of the head. ‘I’ve been in service long enough to know that these things                                                                             are





































 a great endeavour and that there are a thousand mistakes to make, and a thousand ways I would fail you!’
  


  
    ‘Do you think I’d care if you muddled up the cutlery?’
  


  
    ‘You would care when your friends were embarrassed for you at some grand occasion,’ she said quietly. ‘You would care when they pitied you. You would come to regret having married me. You would be ashamed of me.’
  


  
    ‘Never.’ He seized her hands. ‘I would never regret marrying you. Never, ever.’
  


  
    ‘Richard – ’ she gave a sigh – ‘I am not the kind of woman you should marry.’
  


  
    ‘You are, Isabel, I know you are.’ He felt calmer now, sure of himself, never so certain of anything in his life. ‘I couldn’t bear to find myself hitched to some mincing little miss who’d have hysterics whenever I said a cross word or who’d complain if I refused to dance attendance  on her at every moment. That kind of woman wouldn’t suit me, because I would crush her. You are strong-minded and courageous and independent, and I need that, I need it so much.’
  


  
    She set her mouth, looking away from him as they headed back to Lynmouth. ‘I’m not educated, like you,’ she said. ‘I left school when I was twelve.’
  


  
    He pushed her objection aside with the sweep of a hand. ‘No one expects girls to waste their time with years of schooling.’
  


  
    ‘But what would we talk about, what would we say to each other?’
  


  
    ‘We would talk about all the things we haven’t had time to say yet. And perhaps sometimes there would be no need to speak. It would be enough to be with each other.’
  


  
    ‘That sort of marriage . . . does it exist?’
  


  
    ‘We could make it exist.’
  


  
    She frowned. ‘You are too idealistic.’
  


  
    ‘No, I’m a practical man, Isabel. I’m not a fool, not some lovesick young idiot who’s asking you to marry him on a whim. I dare say we’d have cross words sometimes, you and I. I’m not always sweet-tempered, I admit it. But if there’s love – if there’s a strong enough love – then I believe that nothing else need matter.’
  


  
    ‘Oh,                                                                             Richard





































! You might think yourself passionately in love with me now, but that sort of love doesn’t last! How will you feel in one month, or six, or even a year? Sooner or later I would tire you – sooner or later you’d wish you’d married someone else, someone of your own kind. You’d end up hating me and wishing yourself free!’
  


  
    ‘No.’
  


  
    ‘You can’t know that.’
  


  
    ‘I know it as well as I know anything.’
  


  
    ‘But I—’ She broke off.
  


  
    ‘You don’t love me – is that what you were going to say? Do you dislike me?’
  


  
    ‘No, not at all. But attraction isn’t                                                                             love





































. It doesn’t last, it isn’t certain, it can be broken.’
  


  
    ‘Attraction might do for a start, don’t you think? And love can grow, can’t it?’
  


  
    ‘What if it doesn’t?’ she said bluntly. ‘What then?’
  


  
    ‘It will. I’ll make it grow. It’s a risk I’m prepared to take. And besides,’ he said, feeling himself growing impatient, ‘enough of this shillyshallying. If this were a business proposition, then I’d point out to you how much I can offer you – a home of your own, security and a position in society. Looked at practically rather than sentimentally, what have you to lose?’
  


  
    ‘You mean, what alternative have I?’ Her voice was bitter. ‘Do you think I don’t know? A post as a cook or a housekeeper. An attic room furnished with leftovers and a fireplace that’s never lit. An employer who expects me to bob curtsies and to know my place. My pleasures the servants’ dance at Christmastime or a book borrowed from the penny library. Do you think I don’t dread all that, fear it, that I haven’t put off my fate for far too long already?’
  


  
    They had reached Lynmouth harbour. Richard said softly, ‘It doesn’t have to happen. Come to London with me and you’ll never have to endure such humiliations again.’
  


  
    There were tears in her eyes. ‘You don’t know me. You might think you do, but you don’t. You don’t know how I’ve lived or what I’ve done.’
  


  
    ‘How old are you, Isabel?’
  


  
    ‘Twenty – but I don’t see—’
  


  
    ‘So you’re five years younger than me. I find it hard to believe you’ve done anything so very terrible. And if you have – if you’ve stabbed a wicked stepmother and buried her body in a ditch, well then, that’s in the past and it’s no concern of mine. If you marry me, you can start again. You’ll have a new name, a new home in a new city. You can put all the hardships you’ve suffered behind you. So marry me, Isabel. There’s no reason on earth why you should not marry me.’
  


  
    She gasped, and pressed her knuckles against her mouth. Eventually, she said, ‘Wait here, if you please. I must think.’
  


  
    Richard followed her path, a flare of red and black, along the harbour arm until she stood beneath the shadow of the Rhenish Tower. The tide was coming in fast, and now the boats in the harbour, beached at low tide, were afloat. From the harbour, the incoming sea was funnelled up towards the river, the speed of its progress visible along the stony bed. Richard was able to make out the point where sea and river met, where they clung to each other, mingling, fighting, inseparable.
  


  
    It was late morning and the bay was bathed in a golden light. Richard sat down on a bench, the dog at his feet. At length, he looked up and saw Isabel walking back towards him. As she approached, he stood up. He knew himself unable to disguise the mixture of hope and fear that infused his features.
  


  
    She drew level with him. ‘What you said to me about my past – did you truly mean that?’
  


  
    ‘Of course. Your past is no concern of mine. Marry me, Isabel.’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    He only just caught the whispered word. Elation ran through him. He took her in his arms; a tremor of emotion ran over her face. ‘Isabel, my Isabel. Say it again. Say that you’ll marry me.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, Richard,’ she whispered. ‘I will.’
  


  
    They travelled up to London the following day. Richard engaged a suite of rooms for Isabel in a small, exclusive hotel in quiet street behind the Strand. In the interval between her departure from Devon and their marriage, she had fittings with dressmakers, shoemakers, milliners, glove-makers and corsetieres.
  


  
    Dining together on the night before their wedding, Isabel wore a gown of pale green filmy stuff, trimmed with lace and narrow black ribbons around the bosom. Richard thought how the fine clothes suited her, a fitting foil to her strange and severe beauty.
  


  
    Tonight, she was quiet and she picked at her food. He put it down to apprehension about their wedding day and tried to distract her by talking of Paris and Ireland, which they would visit on honeymoon. After the first course, she excused herself and left the dining room. When she returned, he noticed that her pallor had increased.
  


  
    ‘I ordered                                                                             crêpes au citron





































 for both of us,’ he said. ‘I hope you like them.’
  


  
    Her hands were knotted on her lap. ‘Richard, I can’t marry you.’ Her voice trembled. ‘I’m very sorry, but I can’t.’
  


  
    He said soothingly, ‘You’re just a little nervous, my darling. You’ll feel much better once tomorrow is over.’
  


  
    ‘No.’ She shook her head violently. ‘It’s not nervousness. This wedding – it cannot take place. I should never have let things go so far.’
  


  
    ‘Isabel, you’re being irrational.’
  


  
    She bit her lip. ‘In Lynton, when you asked me to marry you, I believed then that you were sincere. But when I came to London, when I saw how you lived, I thought . . .’
  


  
    ‘You thought what?’
  


  
    Her eyes, which were wild and distracted, met his. ‘That I must have been mistaken. That you couldn’t possibly marry me. That you meant to take me as your mistress after all.’
  


  
    The head waiter came to the table, a minion pushing a trolley behind him, preventing Richard’s angry response. Then there was a great deal of histrionics with spirit burners and crêpe pans. When at last they were alone again, he said, ‘Good God, Isabel! How can you say such a thing?’
  


  
    She flushed. ‘I see now – I see that I have misjudged you.’
  


  
    ‘And having realised that I am not a liar,’ he said furiously, ‘that I have not deceived you,                                                                             now





































 you talk of being unable to marry me?’
  


  
    ‘I                                                                             can’t





































.’
  


  
    ‘What are you saying? That you’d rather become my mistress? That  you want no permanent tie – that you would prefer to pursue your career unhindered by the fetters of legality?’
  


  
    Anger flashed in her eyes. ‘Richard, that is unworthy of you!’
  


  
    ‘What else can I believe?’
  


  
    ‘This is my fault,’ she said bitterly. ‘I can’t blame you for being angry with me. I can’t blame you for thinking the worst. But I can’t marry you, Richard. It would be wrong of me, I know it would . . .’
  


  
    She looked tired and distraught; he reached across the table to her. ‘Give me your hands,’ he said and, after a few moments, she did so. ‘I’m not angry with you,’ he said gently. ‘But you are frightening me. Don’t speak like this, please, my darling.’
  


  
    Her lids lowered; he heard a small sigh escape her. ‘Richard, there’s something I haven’t told you—’
  


  
    A voice hailed them, interrupting her. ‘Good Lord, Finborough, is that you?’ A tall, curly-haired man was threading his way between the tables. ‘I say, of all places, to find you here!’
  


  
    Richard cursed under his breath. Then he rose. ‘Isabel, let me introduce you to an old friend of mine, Frederick McCrory. Freddie, this is my fiancée, Miss Zeale.’
  


  
    ‘Well, you’re a dark horse, Richard.’ McCrory’s gaze settled admiringly on Isabel. ‘Delighted to meet you, Miss Zeale.’
  


  
    ‘Freddie and I were at school together,’ explained Richard.
  


  
    The men talked, the moments passed and the waiter cleared away the uneaten pudding. Then Freddie took his leave of them. Shortly afterwards, refusing coffee and brandy, Richard and Isabel left the restaurant.
  


  
    Flakes of snow floated in the darkness. Richard said, ‘Do you mind if we walk a little? Is it too cold for you?’
  


  
    Isabel shook her head. They walked to the Embankment. The water of the Thames seemed gelid, viscous, as though the surface had just begun to turn to ice. Beneath the shadow of a plane tree, Richard took her in his arms and kissed her. It was the first time he had kissed her properly, unrestrainedly. He had kept a distance from her  during these strange, unreal weeks before their marriage, knowing the importance of preserving her reputation. Now, though, he ran his hands beneath the fur lining of her pelisse, feeling bones and flesh beneath the silk of her bodice, and he crushed her to him, as if by doing so he could make her a part of him. And the miracle happened and he felt the passion he had always sensed in her awaken, felt the frost with which she surrounded herself warm and turn to liquid, like the river, heard her murmur his name, saw her throw back her head, her eyes squeezed shut, as they clung to each other.
  


  
    When, eventually, they drew apart, he said softly, ‘The day you agreed to marry me, I thought I was the luckiest man alive.’ His kisses changed, becoming gentle and tender; he cupped her face in his palms. ‘I’ve taken you away from all that was familiar to you, haven’t I? I’ve taken you from your home, from the place that you love. Forgive me for that – I see that it was selfish of me.’
  


  
    She murmured, ‘There is nothing to forgive, Richard.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t be afraid, Isabel, my darling. I promise you I’ll look after you; I promise you I’ll care for you. I promise I’ll make you the happiest woman in the world. Let me do this for you, please.’
  


  
    There were tears in her eyes; he drew her to him, cradling her head against his shoulder. ‘You would break me if you were to leave me now.’ His voice was unsteady. ‘I don’t think I would survive it. You cannot do it. I could not bear it.’
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