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Book One


Chapter One


There was a frown on Anne Walton’s face as she looked along the full length of the drive to where it dramatically curved and she lost sight of it. She was annoyed.

For the third time in the week her erring pupil was late for class while the rest of the children sat round the large table behind her, chattering, laughing, unconcerned that their lesson should have started at least half an hour before.

Miss Walton couldn’t understand why the girl was coming at all or why her employer Mrs Jarvison-Noelle had even thought of inviting her to join her own daughters in their classroom. It wasn’t as though they were related, indeed the girl was the daughter of the Estate Manager and his wife who lived at the house provided for them near the stables. She would really have to speak to her employer and make her annoyance plain.

Miss Helena came to stand beside her, looking up at her with a sympathetic smile. Helena was the eldest of the three girls; the other two were Miss Cora and Miss Sophie, while the one they were waiting for was Miss Lisa Foreshaw. Anne Walton avoided using the Miss Lisa at every opportunity.

‘She’s very late,’ Helena volunteered.

‘Very late; we should really start without her. I’ll have to have a word with your mother about her.’

‘Here she is,’ Helena said with a bright smile and left to return to her sisters.

The girl was not hurrying. Indeed it would seem her feet were intent on finding every puddle along the road as she sauntered carelessly towards the house. Miss Walton would have been amazed how accurately Lisa’s thoughts mirrored her own as she plodded up the drive. What was she doing attending the class at all, and why on earth had her mother thought it necessary?

As she neared the house she looked up at the windows to be met with Miss Walton’s frown and her hand gesticulating that she should hurry. She didn’t, but continued to saunter unconcernedly up the steps and through the front door.

Nor was she in any hurry to reach the schoolroom, it seemed, and when at last she did arrive she was met with an irate teacher looking at her watch and three smiling faces behind her.

‘What time do you call this, Lisa Foreshaw?’ Miss Walton demanded. ‘Our time for school is nine-thirty – it is after ten o’clock now, and I saw no sign of your even trying to hurry along the drive. What excuse do you have?’

She was met by a blank stare from two jade-green eyes in a face she considered unremarkable. Anne Walton failed to see the exquisite bone structure in the girl’s pale porcelain face, the unusual eyes fringed with long black lashes and the long blue-black hair that in her eyes was not nearly so attractive as the golden tresses of her other pupils.

‘Well,’ she demanded, ‘what have you to say for yourself?’

Taking her seat with the others at the table, the only thing Lisa said was, ‘I didn’t realise the time.’

‘I shall have to have a word with somebody about you – either Mrs Jarvison-Noelle or your mother. Remember, Lisa, that school begins at nine-thirty, not after ten and I would ask you to show a little consideration and gratitude that you are being allowed this privilege.’

After she had finished speaking Lisa opened her small satchel, took out her books and placed them neatly in front of her, then sat calmly waiting for the lesson to begin.

Sighing with exasperation, Miss Walton felt suddenly inadequate for the morning’s work. The lesson proceeded but she had little heart in it. The girls whispered together and received frowns of disapproval from their teacher; only Lisa remained aloof from their giggles, but not, Miss Walton suspected, because she was more interested in her work.

At ten-thirty the door opened and a maid came in carrying glasses of milk and biscuits, and Miss Walton said, ‘You can take a break for half an hour then we’ll resume with an English lesson.’ Then speaking to the maid she said, ‘Have you served tea in my room?’

‘Yes miss, as usual,’ the maid replied.

Miss Walton said, ‘Well I need to see Mrs Jarvison-Noelle first. If my tea has gone cold I’ll come down to the kitchen and perhaps one of the servants will make me another cup.’

‘Yes miss, I’ll tell cook.’

Miss Walton was not popular in the kitchen or with any of the servants. She was neither fish nor fowl. She did not class herself as a servant and they regarded her as something of a nuisance with her likes and dislikes. However, as the maid followed her out of the room and down the stairs she was only too aware of the determined set of Anne Walton’s shoulders and the resolute knock on her mistress’s door.

Sybil Jarvison-Noelle was sitting at her desk writing letters, something she invariably did in the mornings. The sitting room was charming and the morning sun shone through the window onto her dark hair, caught back from her face by a large tortoiseshell slide. She was a handsome woman in her mid-thirties, the sort of woman who looked both elegant on a horse and in a ballroom, and as the teacher met her long cool glance something of her early determination faded. This was to be the first time she had crossed swords with her formidable employer.

‘Well?’ her employer commanded.

‘I’m sorry to intrude, ma’am, but I do feel you should be made aware of the problems I am having with Lisa Foreshaw. She is invariably late for class and shows no remorse whatsoever. When I admonish her all she does is stare at me defiantly and I am left feeling utterly helpless.’

‘What is her work like?’

‘Adequate, ma’am, but I have the distinct feeling that she does not wish to be here. I really think she would have been much happier at the village school which she attended before. I can’t think why she’s been allowed to come here.’

She knew immediately she had said the wrong thing by the haughty frown on her employer’s face, and Mrs Jarvison-Noelle said sharply, ‘You are employed to teach, Miss Walton, not to select your pupils. I arranged with Lisa’s mother that she should come here; it has nothing to do with the fact that her father is the Estate Manager, but stems from the fact that I have known her mother a great many years. Surely as a teacher you can instil some sense of decorum into the child.’

‘I have tried, ma’am. I will go on trying, but at the moment I feel I am not succeeding.’

‘Does she get along with my daughters?’

‘I’m not sure. During lessons they are busy doing their work – I can’t decide how friendly they are at other times.’

Mrs Jarvison-Noelle tapped impatiently on the table, then by way of dismissal she said, ‘I’ll have a word with her mother. I intended to ride in the park this morning, so I’ll call in to see her.’

‘Thank you, ma’am. I am most grateful.’

After Miss Walton had left the room Sybil sat staring in front of her with every degree of annoyance. Really, these servants took too much on themselves but at the same time she did not wish to antagonise the teacher further. She had come with good references; she was comely without being pretty, was reserved and hardly likely to tittle-tattle with the servants and there was no gentleman friend in the offing.

It really was too bad that Mary Foreshaw’s offspring should be causing so much disruption. She would have to speak to her about it, and the sooner the better.

Back in her small sitting room Anne Walton discovered that the tea was cold in the pot and she needed something to cheer her up. Consequently she collected the tray and carried it downstairs to the kitchen in the hope of a replacement.

The servants were sitting round the kitchen table taking their mid-morning break and they each and every one eyed her with unsmiling faces.

Addressing the housekeeper she said, ‘I’m sorry to intrude but I was detained with the mistress and my tea has gone cold. Could I possibly have another cup?’

One of the maids rose to her feet to take the tray and another went to the stove to boil the kettle. No words were exchanged and she stood uncertainly just within the door, then, catching Cook’s eyes, she half smiled as Cook said, ‘I saw that your new pupil was late arrivin’ this mornin’.’

‘Yes, every morning, I’m afraid.’

‘Ay well, she’s probably wonderin’ what she’s doin’ ’ere.’

Silently Anne Walton agreed with her; then the maid was handing her the tray and with a brief word of thanks she returned upstairs.

She would have been surprised if she could have heard the comments expressed in the kitchen after she had left.

‘I wonder what she said to the mistress,’ Cook said. ‘She’ll get no joy out of it – when madam makes her mind up about anythin’ she sticks to it.’

‘Why’s the girl comin’ then?’ Betty, the upper housemaid asked. ‘’er father’s the Estate Manager and they never get asked to dos ’ere.’

‘She ’as ’er reasons, I’m sure,’ Cook replied. ‘That stuck-up Miss Walton wants to watch ’erself.’

Miss Walton returned to her duties and saw that the four girls were chatting together quite amicably, although Lisa did not appear to be doing much of the talking.

They resumed their lessons and from the window Anne saw that Mrs Jarvison-Noelle was leaving the house and walking towards the stables. She fervently hoped that what she had to say to Mrs Foreshaw would either result in taking Lisa away or at least produce more enthusiasm.

Sybil was frowning as she cantered down the drive. There had been so much she wanted to do that morning – she had letters to write, the gardener to discuss plans with and later lunch with her cousin, Lucy Hazelmere. Now she had to see Mary Foreshaw who might not take too kindly to what she had to say about her daughter.

Mary watched her arrival from the kitchen window where she was busy bottling jam, and hurriedly taking off her apron and rinsing her hands she went to meet her visitor.

She ushered Sybil into the sitting room and asked if she would like coffee but Sybil said quickly, ‘No really, Mary, I had coffee before I left the house; I do need to talk to you about Lisa however.’

Mary didn’t answer, but the quick look of alarm was not lost on her visitor.

‘Her teacher came to see me this morning – maybe it’s a storm in a teacup but I could see that she was annoyed. Lisa is invariably late arriving for her lessons, and Miss Walton doesn’t seem able to get through to her at all. Why is she behaving like that?’

‘She doesn’t see why she has to take lessons at the hall. She was quite happy at the village school.’

‘But haven’t you explained to her that she is being given chances other girls in the village would die for? Anne Walton came to us with very good credentials. Doesn’t she feel she needs to make an effort?’

‘She only feels resentment, I’m sorry to say. I’ll speak to her again when she gets home. Why bother, Sybil, why not let Lisa go back to the village school? You don’t have to do this for her.’

‘Mary, I promised you years ago that I’d help you whenever I could. I owe it to you.’

‘Well, of course you don’t. You’ve given us this house, given Roger his job on the estate, so surely you’ve done enough.’

‘No, both Lucy and I thought it was terrible that you didn’t get any of Grandfather’s money. He had three granddaughters and you were the one left out simply because your father married out of his class.’

‘Grandfather never forgave him.’

‘No, but you were the one who suffered for it. Lucy and I had all the advantages – the balls and parties, the meetings with the right sort of men, everything it seemed. Are you happy with Roger Foreshaw?’

‘Well, of course. He’s a good man who works hard on the estate. Surely Arthur has no complaints to make about him.’

‘No, I’m sure he hasn’t, but I am here really to talk about Lisa – she’s making things very difficult, Mary.’

‘I’ll talk to her again, Sybil.’

‘Get Roger to talk to her.’

‘I don’t think that will help as he doesn’t see why she’s taking lessons at the hall either. He calls it charity.’

‘How stupid. Surely he knows why I’m doing it.’

‘Yes, we’ve talked about it, but he doesn’t see the need.’

‘Well, make him see the need; his daughter’s entire future rests on it. The right education, the right connections, the right sort of marriage one day. I have to go now. Mary, I’m lunching with Lucy and there were so many things I wanted to do this morning that I’ve had to shelve.’

‘I’m sorry, Sybil. I will talk to Lisa when she gets home.’

‘Yes, well, I would be grateful if you’ll do that. I don’t want to lose Miss Walton and she does have the right to complain.’

Mary watched her cantering off on her way to her cousin’s residence – she could well imagine the subject of their conversation when they got together.

Her two cousins had married well – Lucy to Lord Hazelmere of Hazelmere Hall, and Sybil to the Hon Jarvison-Noelle, the second son of an earl. Why were either of them bothering to nudge her daughter into the same sort of lifestyle?

She had watched Lisa leave the house that morning, a frown of annoyance on her face, her footsteps lethargic, and she had known she would be late arriving at the house.

Roger had been unsympathetic. ‘Why is she even going there?’ he had said. ‘We don’t need their charity. When she’s older I’m perfectly capable of seeing that she receives an education suitable for her lifestyle.’

‘They feel guilty that they got everything and I got nothing. It didn’t matter. I always knew that that was how it would be. It was unfair, but it was inevitable.’

Roger had looked at her long and hard before going out of the house and she knew that never in a thousand years would he understand the pride and disappointment that had poisoned her grandfather’s mind. That his second son had turned his back on his family to marry a lowly governess had been sinful in the old man’s eyes, and although they elected to live in an old stone house in the village he never called to see them, and drove by in his carriage without favouring them with a second glance.

When she was a little girl she was dismally aware of the carriages driving up to her grandfather’s house filled with aristocratic guests, but they were never invited. Money had been scarce. Her father earned a meagre salary working as a clerk in the local solicitor’s office while her mother tutored several pupils in the area.

She had been seventeen when she first met her two girl cousins. She listened to their tales of grand balls and garden parties as they walked through the woods on her grandfather’s estate. Mary had not been envious, she had loving parents and a good home, but as the time passed Sybil and Lucy both decided that she was their crusade. They had everything, she had nothing so one day they would salve their consciences and do the best they could for her.

When she married Roger, Sybil’s new husband was urged to find him a better job, and then when Lisa was born they had both said she too would not be forgotten.

Sybil had three daughters and one son, Lucy had two sons. Now Lisa was receiving an education with the girls, although she had yet to meet the two boys.

Mary had no idea where they intended Lisa to go from there. Roger said they were trying to shape her life, but Mary recognised the independent streak in Lisa’s nature and already it was surfacing.

She was well aware that Sybil would soon be relating the morning’s events to Lucy and the two women would be wondering why they had ever decided to do anything with their ungrateful cousin and her family.

When Roger arrived for lunch he said caustically, ‘What was your cousin’s visit in aid of this morning? I saw her riding up to the house.’

‘Nothing really, just a social visit.’

‘Oh come on, Mary, when does the lady of the manor visit us socially? What did she want?’

‘It was about Lisa – she’s late arriving for lessons and the teacher has complained.’

‘Well, she doesn’t want to go there, does she? It’s inevitable that she shows it in every way she can.’

‘Roger, we’ve both got to talk to her. She’s being given so many advantages – why can’t she see it?’

‘What advantages? She’s never going to be asked to their balls. One day they’ll convince themselves they’ve done the best for her and then she’ll be on her own.’

‘We don’t know that, Roger.’

‘Well, of course we do. Their charity extends so far and no further. We’re never invited to the hall when they have guests, never for meals, never to social evenings. It’s still there, the line your grandfather drew; the little they’re doing for Lisa is merely a sop to their conscience, nothing more.’

Inwardly Mary knew Roger was right but some strange feeling of family loyalty wouldn’t let her admit it. With a cynical smile he turned away and gave his full attention to the lunch she had set before him.

Roger had no illusions about his employers. He was good at his job, but he had already resolved that one day they would move on. It would be better for them all to get right away from old hurts and slights; better for Mary and obviously better for Lisa.

Later in the day he had no doubt that his wife would try to convince their daughter that she should be grateful for the lessons she was receiving, and that she should conform in every way, but Lisa had a mind of her own. He thought grimly to himself that the obstacles in store would be many; Lisa would be her own woman.

Chapter Two

The two women enjoyed their lunchtimes together. There was a hint of rivalry between them but it was good natured on the whole.

Perhaps it was true to say that of the two, Lucy Hazelmere had exceeded her cousin in the matrimonial stakes, having married an earl whereas her younger cousin had married only the second son of an earl, but it was also true that the Jarvison-Noelles’ lineage had existed for longer and produced more eminent sons.

On this particular morning, however, all their talk was of the third cousin whose daughter was giving problems.

‘What is she like, then?’ Lady Hazelmere asked curiously.

‘Well, I’ve really seen very little of her. I never see her at the Hall and I only barely remember her playing in the gardens of their house. She’s not really pretty, at least not like my girls. She’s very dark, obviously like her grandmother.’

‘Wasn’t she Italian, or Spanish? I can never remember which.’

‘Spanish, I think. Yes, she probably is like her grandmother. Can you begin to imagine how Grandfather would have hated foreign blood in the family.’

‘He made that very clear. So what are you going to do now about Lisa?’

‘Oh, Mary’s promised to have words with her. Helena is twelve in August so I’ve promised she can have a party. I suppose I could invite Mary’s girl – that at least might mend the situation, make the child feel more accepted.’

‘You’re being very patient, Sybil. Will you be inviting boys to the party?’

‘Well, my son will be home from his school and there are your two. I’m sure they’d enjoy a party.’

Lucy didn’t speak but stared reflectively through the window.

‘How are the boys?’ Sybil asked.

‘Oh, we have good reports from their school. Dominic is obviously the clever one, Austin the sporty one. Will you be going to the garden party over at Dene Salton?’

‘Oh, I expect so. You’ve said very little about your weekend in Bedfordshire.’

‘There’s a lot I have to tell you about that. The King was there with that Langtry woman. How does he get away with it?’

‘We saw them together at the races. She is a very beautiful woman. I wonder how long it will last?’

‘The Queen is a very beautiful woman too. Oh, he’ll tire of her, I’ve no doubt, then he’ll replace her with somebody else. Isn’t that the way of things?’

‘The old Queen would have been horrified.’

Lucy laughed. ‘Yes, well, but it didn’t stop a great many people kowtowing to both of them. Johnny and I kept ourselves to ourselves.’

‘Well of course. Back to the party, Lucy. I do hope your boys will accept the invitation. It’s August, so I rather thought a marquee in the garden – weather permitting, of course.’

‘That sounds very nice; one hopes the weather will be good in August.’

‘And the boys?’

‘Oh, certainly if they have nothing else in mind.’

‘Perhaps when you write to them you could mention it. That way they’ll surely keep the date free.’

‘Oh, I do hope so, dear, but they have friends at school and they get invited here, there and everywhere. I’m sure it’s the same with Edwin.’

It would seem Sybil had to be content with that and as she rode home later in the afternoon she thought how diffident Lucy always was about her two sons.

Why for heaven’s sake did she need to be like that? They were handsome and charming boys – Dominic was the quieter one, rather grave but friendly enough, while Austin was outgoing and likely to make a fuss of the girls. She wanted them at Helena’s party and would insist that Johnny speak to Lucy about it; besides it would be nice for Edwin if his cousins were there.

As she rode her horse up the long drive to the hall she was aware of a small plodding figure coming towards her, recognising her immediately from her long black hair and the school satchel thrown carelessly over her shoulder.

Halting her horse she said, ‘Good afternoon, Lisa, have you enjoyed school?’

The child looked up at her out of unusual green eyes and in a small voice said, ‘Yes thank you.’

‘And you will try to be on time in the morning, I hope.’

No answer was forthcoming, and with a brief curtsy she took to her heels and ran across the grass towards her home.

For the first time that day Sybil began to have a fellow feeling for Anne Walton – teaching must be a terrible profession when faced with disruptive pupils; she only hoped her cousin would be able to instil some sense of propriety into her daughter.

From the front window of her house Mary had witnessed Lisa’s brief meeting with her cousin and awaited her arrival home with some degree of trepidation.

For a few minutes she watched her swinging idly on the gate, then she rapped on the window with a frown, calling on her to come inside.

She met her in the hallway, where Lisa dumped her school bag on the floor and turned as if to go into the kitchen, but her mother said, ‘Come in here, Lisa, I want to talk to you.’

She looked at her daughter with some degree of anxiety, at the sulky look on her face, at the long blue-black hair that shone indigo in the sunlight streaming through the window and the long black lashes hiding the green of her eyes as she looked down to avoid her mother’s gaze.

‘Lisa, you worry me,’ Mary began. ‘I’ve had Mrs Jarvison-Noelle here this morning complaining that you are always late for school. Your teacher has complained to her, and you left here in good time this morning. Where were you?’

‘Walking to school,’ Lisa murmured.

‘Why didn’t you walk quickly? Why dawdle on the road?’

‘I didn’t think of the time; it was lovely on the way there.’

‘Never mind how lovely it was, Lisa, you must do better and appreciate all that is being done for you. Your friends in the village are not being given the chances you are being afforded, so try to be a little grateful.’

‘Why do I have to go there, Mother? I was happy going to school with my friends; now they don’t want to speak to me because I’ve left the school to go up to the Hall.’

‘Well, they don’t understand, do they?’

‘No they don’t, and I don’t either.’

‘Lisa, think about it. One day when you’re grown up, education will matter – you could become a teacher like Miss Walton, or a governess in some aristocratic family. You could marry well, a vicar or a doctor, some man who is looking for the right sort of wife, a young woman who is educated and intelligent. We should be grateful to Mrs Jarvison-Noelle for her thoughtfulness, Lisa. The fact that you are being difficult is making me very unhappy.’

Lisa looked up into her mother’s sad face and tears filled her eyes. Her mother was the most wonderful person in her life and she didn’t wish to make her unhappy, but why was her mother’s happiness so tied up with her own misery and an education she didn’t want? What was wrong with the village school – that was education, wasn’t it?

She rushed towards her mother and threw her arms around her, whispering, ‘I’ll try mother, I’ll try.’

It was later when Lisa had gone to bed that Mary and her husband discussed the matter. She had known that Roger would be scathing.

‘We don’t need their charity, Mary,’ he said angrily. ‘It’s a sop to their conscience that you were ignored as a child. If it’s causing you so much distress we could move; I could get a job somewhere else.’

‘No Roger, I won’t have it. I’m happy here; you like your work; they’re good employers. Instead of agreeing with Lisa why don’t you make her see the advantages of an education?’

Later that evening he went into his daughter’s bedroom and found her standing at the window staring miserably out into the night.

‘What are you doing out of bed, child?’ he said sharply. ‘You’ll catch your death; it’s cold in here.’ Indeed, as he took hold of her hand to lead her back to the bed he was aware of her pallor and the coldness of her fingers. He settled her into the bed and pulled the blankets round her, then said, ‘Your mother’s been telling me that you’ve been in trouble about school, Lisa. I promised I’d speak to you, but I hadn’t thought to be doing it now. Why are you so unhappy there?

‘I don’t see why I have to go there.’

‘Neither do I, love. You and me are of the same opinion; it’s your mother who’s being made unhappy about it, and really, I suppose she’s right, love, it does matter that you grow up with an education behind you or you could end up marrying an old farmer like old Exton. You wouldn’t want that, now would you?’

For the first time laughter filled her eyes and she smiled. Farmer Exton was obviously the most ridiculous example he could have made – a coarse, loud-mouthed boor of a man who all the village made fun of.

‘I’ll tell you what’s a better idea, Lisa. Why don’t you go up to the Hall and show them all that you can beat them, that you know more, absorb more, that none of them can hold a candle to you when it comes to learnin’?’

She stared at him uncertainly, as laughing he went on, ‘Can’t you see it, love? Instead of sulking and making life difficult for yourself, be the clever one, capture some handsome young man from right under their noses when the time’s right – it’d make your mother so happy and proud of you.’

The doubts on her face turned into awareness, and she smiled, then her father said, ‘Go to sleep now, Lisa, or you’ll never be ready for school in the morning, and remember all we’ve talked about. Make tomorrow a whole new start.’

As he left her room he thought he’d done his best; it was up to Lisa now. As he entered their bedroom Mary looked at him anxiously and he smiled. ‘I’ve talked to her, love, I think she’s taken it in. I don’t think either of us can do any more.’

When Anne Walton walked into her schoolroom the next morning she was amazed to find all her pupils assembled including Miss Lisa. Furthermore she was already sitting at her desk with her school books opened in front of her, her usual tumbling hair held back from her face by two tortoiseshell slides, her white blouse decorously buttoned.

She was even more surprised in the late afternoon when she perused the work they had each handed in at the close of their lessons.

She had never had a high opinion of her employer’s children – they tried, they were adequate, but they would never be called upon to work for their living and they knew it; consequently it was sufficient if they could speak properly, read adequately and converse prettily. Lisa she had written off as entirely inappropriate.

Now she found herself staring down at her written essay which showed good grammar, a keen imagination and a questioning mind.

What had brought on this sudden transformation? she wondered.

Meeting Mrs Jarvison-Noelle several days later on her way to the schoolroom Anne Walton paused hesitantly, and her employer said sharply, ‘I trust all is well, Miss Walton. Is Lisa behaving herself?’

‘Oh yes, ma’am, she is always on time now and her work is very good. Thank you so much for speaking to her mother about her.’

‘Well, I’m very relieved to hear it, for your sake if nothing else.’ Then to Anne Walton’s surprise she went on, ‘Join me in my study for a few moments; I’ll ring for tea.’

Inside the study she was invited to sit, and in only a few minutes a maid arrived with tea and biscuits and after the maid had poured the tea, handed round the cups and departed Sybil said, ‘I don’t suppose you are aware of it, Miss Walton, but my daughter Helena is twelve at the beginning of August and we are proposing to give her a party here at the Hall. I take it you will be on holiday from the beginning of August.’

‘Yes, ma’am, if that is convenient.’

‘Of course.’

‘That is good then, because we propose to be away for two weeks after the party so that school can commence at the beginning of September. Do you go anywhere nice for your school holiday?’

‘Oh yes, ma’am, I go with my sister to Italy. We’ve gone there every year for the last five or six years.’

‘Where exactly in Italy?’

‘Tuscany, ma’am. Very close to Florence. We can’t really afford to stay in the city as it’s very expensive, but we stay in a small village not far from it and use the local train to take us there every day. Do you know Florence at all, ma’am?’

‘I’ve been there, but I prefer Rome or Capri. You should go there when you have the opportunity.’

‘Oh yes, I do want to do that. We both love Italy.’

‘I think perhaps I should invite Lisa Foreshaw to Helena’s birthday party. What do you think?’

‘It would be very kind of you, ma’am, particularly if the improvement I find in her continues.’

‘Yes, well, the girls are at school together, so I don’t want her to think she is being excluded from something a little more exciting.’

On the way back to the classroom Anne Walton was considering it more than generous for her employer to be including Lisa Foreshaw in Miss Helena’s birthday celebrations. She couldn’t analyse what she really thought about the girl.

She was never disrespectful – those jade-green eyes merely looked straight ahead with cool detachment, and she wondered if underneath that stony indifference there might be a gentleness she had yet to discover.

When lessons were over and the girls came to hand in their papers Helena said, ‘I’m having a birthday party in August, Miss Walton. Would you like to be there?’

‘Oh, that is kind, Miss Helena, but I shall be on holiday in Italy. Your mother mentioned the party to me. I’m sure it will be quite wonderful.’

‘I just hope the weather is good – Mother is hoping to have a marquee in the garden.’

‘Of course. You will need good weather for that.’

‘I am inviting a good many girls and boys.’

‘Then I shall pray that the weather is lovely and that you will all have a wonderful time.’

Turning round to Lisa, Helena said, ‘I think Mother intends to invite you also, Lisa. I hope you will be able to come.’

Lisa stared at her without enthusiasm, and Miss Walton watched the quick intake of her breath coupled with the colour flooding her cheeks before she said, ‘I’m not sure – perhaps we shall be away.’

Oh why couldn’t she be enthusiastic, why so diffident? Anne thought angrily that if she’d been asked to such a party at Lisa’s age she’d have died with gratification. Was there anything in the world that could shake that studied composure?

Walking home Lisa thought about the invitation to Helena’s party. She would only know the Jarvison-Noelle girls, none of their friends and certainly none of the boys. What would they make of her? At the back of her mind were her mother’s stories of her two cousins and their friends with whom she’d felt totally at a loss.

If she told her mother she didn’t want to go she would be unhappy; in fact her mother already knew of the invitation and was thinking about the dress Lisa might wear. Something not too ostentatious – Lisa wasn’t the frothy fairy-tale girl, but it had to be something right and affordable.

When she asked Lisa what colour she would like Lisa merely said, ‘I don’t really mind, Mother. Must I go?’

‘Well, of course you must. Do show a little enthusiasm, darling. I think pale green would be so lovely with your eyes, or primrose perhaps. So many of the girls will be wearing white and your colouring is so vibrant.’

The material was chosen, pale green lawn, and a darker green velvet cape for if the weather was cool. The material had been expensive and Lisa, staring at it, said, ‘Are you going to make it, Mother?’

‘No dear, I’ve asked Mrs Stedman if she’ll make it up for you; she’s really very good.’

‘She’s also very expensive,’ her husband said drily.

‘Darling, it’s the first big party Lisa’s been invited to, so she’s got to look the part.’

She wished Lisa would show more interest both in the dress and the occasion. Sybil had already informed her that replies to the invitations were guaranteeing an enthusiastic response. There would be around twenty girls at the party and nearly as many young men. They had engaged a small orchestra and there would be dancing since most of the girls attended dancing classes and the boys obviously would be able to dance.

That last piece of information convinced Lisa she would not go to the party. She had never had dancing lessons – if a boy invited her to dance he would think she had two left feet, and she prayed silently that on the day of the party God would inflict her with chickenpox or something similar.

But God did not appear to be so obliging since the day of the party was to find her totally well.
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