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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

 

AT ASHMORE CASTLE
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Giles Tallant, 6th Earl of Stainton

— his wife, Kitty, the countess

— his eldest sister Linda, married to Viscount Cordwell

— his brother Richard

— his sister Rachel, aged seventeen

— his sister Alice, aged sixteen

— his widowed grandmother, Victoire (Grandmère)

— his grandfather’s half-brother, Sebastian (Uncle Sebastian)

— his widowed mother, Maud, the dowager countess,

— her brother Fergus, 9th Earl of Leake (Uncle Stuffy)

— her sister Caroline, widow of Sir James Manningtree (Aunt Caroline)

— her sister Victoria (Aunt Vicky), married to the Prince of Wittenstein-Glücksberg (Uncle Bobo)

The servants

Moss, the butler

Mrs Webster, the housekeeper

Hook, valet to the earl

Speen, valet to Mr Richard

Crooks, valet to Mr Sebastian

Miss Hatto, maid to the countess

Miss Taylor, maid to the dowager countess

Dorey, sewing maid

Mrs Oxlea, cook

Kitchen maids Ida, Brigid, Aggie

Footmen William, Cyril

Maids Rose, Daisy, Doris, Ellen, Mabel, Tilda

Frewing, hall porter

In the stables

Giddins, head man

Archer, groom to the earl

Josh Brandom, groom to the young ladies

John Manley, Joe Green, coachmen

On the estate

Markham, land agent

Adeane, bailiff

Moresby, solicitor

Saddler, gamekeeper

Cutmore, woodsman

Gale, carpenter

Porson, head gardener

IN THE VILLAGE

St Peter’s Church

— rector, Dr Bannister

— choirmaster, Mr Arden

— curate, Anstruther

— sexton, Gomperts

Doctors

— Dr Arbogast

— Dr Welkes

Tom Holyoak, policeman

Persons, station master

Albright, postmaster

Eli Rowse, blacksmith,

Axe Brandom (brother to Josh), assistant blacksmith

NINA’S FAMILY

Nina, Mrs Joseph Cowling and Kitty’s friend

— her Aunt Schofield

— her friend, Lepida Morris

— Mr Cowling’s amenuensis, Decius Blake




CHAPTER ONE

January 1903

Maud Stainton was feeling discontented. It was not something she was used to. She had no truck with feelings, her own or anyone else’s: they were a self-indulgence. Likewise with illness – admitting to feeling unwell showed a lack of character. There was no excuse for it.

She was the eldest child of the 8th Earl of Leake, brought up at Cawburn Castle, a crow-haunted, granite fastness in a windswept part of Northumberland where you had to be hardy to survive. Her father had been a distant and rather frightening figure. Her mother she remembered as always either pregnant or in childbed, a faded creature who had given up the struggle and died as soon as, after three daughters and several miscarriages, she had presented the earl with a live son. Maud, then aged eleven, had been forced into the position of mistress of the house and mother to her siblings. Responsibility had forged the iron at the centre of her character. There had been no room for softness.

Her father had never hidden his disgust at having three daughters before the required son, and Maud understood early that they could only redeem themselves by making good marriages. Victoria, the youngest and prettiest, had secured the Prince of Wittenstein-Glucksberg. Caroline, the sweetest-tempered, attracted Sir James Manningtree who, though only a knight, was one of the richest men in London. Maud was the plain one of the three, but a Forrest girl might look as high as she wished. She hoped for a duke; but when the time came there weren’t any dukes or marquesses of the right age.

Still, William Fairburn Louis Tallant, 5th Earl of Stainton, had a good pedigree, a fine country seat – Ashmore Castle – and a large estate. She had married him, run his house, borne his children, and occupied the position in society that was her due. Willie Stainton was everything an earl should be in public. Maud knew nothing of his profligacy, his mistresses and his gambling, and only when he died, suddenly, on the hunting field, did she learn he had left the estate near to bankruptcy.

Her elder son, Giles, had inherited the debts along with the title, and to recoup the fortunes of the estate he had married an heiress. Now that heiress was Countess of Stainton. Maud didn’t like it. There couldn’t be two Lady Staintons – but there were, and she was not the important one.

It was over the Christmas season, during two weeks with all the family gathered, that the discontent had crystallised. She had lost her place in the world. Willie Stainton, damn his eyes, had made her a dowager. She didn’t know what to do with herself.

This morning, just after New Year, she examined the faces around the breakfast table. Her eldest daughter Linda had come for the season with her husband and two children. Linda was tall and plain like her mother, and growing scrawny: she was shovelling away a second plate of kedgeree as if she hadn’t eaten for a week. Linda’s marriage to Viscount Cordwell had been arranged by her father, who had not asked enough questions: the extent of the Cordwell estate’s indebtedness had not come to light until it was too late. Gerald Cordwell was a pleasant, likeable man, but niceness buttered no parsnips. He had proved ineffectual in rescuing his fortunes, and Linda spent every waking moment scheming how to be anywhere but at Holme Manor, his dilapidated seat.

Maud despised them both.

At the far end of the table her second son, Richard, home from soldiering in South Africa, was chatting to his younger sisters, Rachel and Alice, and making them laugh. Everyone liked Richard. Even Maud had been known to smile at him. He had inherited his father’s good looks and easy charm.

Alice was not out yet, and therefore of no interest to Maud, but Rachel had turned seventeen last summer, and Maud had been intending to bring her out this season. But now her plan was threatened. She turned her eyes back to the other end of the table where Giles was reading the newspaper and Kitty was toying with a piece of toast and staring at nothing. Kitty was pregnant, and expecting the child in May. If she had wanted to annoy her mother-in-law she could not have timed it better. She looked like the sort of girl who would make hard work of carrying, and Maud had intended a lavish come-out for Rachel, to be followed in short order by a dazzling marriage; but now there was Kitty’s condition hanging over everything. She would be sure to go into labour at the very peak of Rachel’s debut. She would probably make such a piece of work of it that Rachel’s triumph would pale into insignificance beside Kitty’s drama, and all Maud’s hard work would be for nothing.

Maud seethed. After a lifetime of stoicism and doing her duty, it had come to this, that she was a mere dowager, tolerated in the house that had been hers; taking second place to a nobody, having her plans disrupted; and there was nothing she could do about it. Giles – Giles! – had taken her husband’s place, and was as indifferent to her wishes as she had always been to his. Damn Stainton for dying! Damn him!

Rachel had felt the eyes upon her. More timid than Alice, she was always afraid of being scolded, and as she looked apprehensively at her mother, a blush of automatic guilt coloured her cheeks. It was a pretty face, framed by long, fair ringlets, but Rachel had seemed out of sorts lately. Maud had noticed it, though it would not have occurred to her to ask the reason. But it gave her an idea. Suddenly the blood started rushing through her head as a plan came to her, with all its details slotting into place in a most satisfactory way.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Linda put down her fork, her plate temporarily empty, and Giles begin the awkward, elbow-flapping process of turning to the next page of the broadsheet. She must catch the tide of the moment.

‘I have decided,’ she said – and everyone immediately stopped what they were doing and looked at her: she still commanded to that extent – ‘that I shall go to Darmstadt next week, and Rachel shall come with me.’

The servants were assembled round their own breakfast table, waiting for Mr Moss, the butler, and William, the first footman, to come down from the dining-room. Ellen, one of the housemaids, who had been helping upstairs, scuttled to her seat, saying, ‘That’s put the cat among the pigeons! Guess what I heard?’

But she had sat down only in time to stand up again as Mr Moss entered and beat her to the news. ‘Well, quite a significant change of plans has been announced. I wonder you didn’t mention it, Miss Taylor.’

Miss Taylor, the dowager’s personal maid, didn’t know what he was talking about, and concealed the fact with a haughty look. ‘Grace, if you please, Mr Moss. We may at least begin the day in godliness, even if we can’t sustain it until evening.’

‘Oh – ah – hm!’ Moss looked annoyed at being caught out. In some great houses, religion featured strongly, with morning and evening prayers every day in the servants’ hall and a strict discipline kept over language and morals. The devotional temperature below stairs depended more on the leanings of the butler than the dictates of the mistress, and Moss regarded himself as a rationalist, so the Almighty didn’t feature strongly in his rule; but on the other hand, he was a great believer in tradition, and disliked having Miss Taylor trip him up. He glared sternly round the table until every head was bowed, and then pronounced the grace in suitably cathedral tones.

‘Amen.’

Chairs scraped, everyone sat, the bread plate went rapidly round. The kitchen-maids Aggie and Brigid came in and planked down the big teapot in front of Mrs Webster and the hot dishes by Mr Moss, then hurried off to their own breakfast in the kitchen.

‘Go on then, Ellen,’ said Tilda. ‘What did you hear?’

The family served themselves at breakfast, but the old earl had liked butler and first footman to be in attendance at the sideboard, and the new earl had not thought to rescind the order. Females didn’t wait at table, but Ellen had been in the serving-closet just off the dining-room, stacking dirties onto a tray to take down.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘you know her ladyship goes to Germany every year in January?’

‘Whyever does she do that?’ wondered Tilda, who was new since last summer.

‘Because her sister married a German prince,’ Ellen explained. ‘He’s got a palace, some funny name it’s got, like the Washtub—’

‘The Wachturm,’ Mrs Webster, the housekeeper, corrected. ‘Near Darmstadt.’

‘A palace!’ said pale, pretty Milly, who was also new. ‘Fancy!’

William gazed at her adoringly, as though she’d said something deeply significant. His loves burned bright and brief, and rarely got further than adoring glances.

‘Her ladyship is accustomed to visit there every year, for six weeks or so,’ Moss said. ‘Can I assist you to some kedgeree, Miss Taylor?’

‘No, thank you,’ said Miss Taylor firmly. ‘That haddock was definitely off. I smelt it when I came past the kitchen this morning.’

‘But it’s the same as they’re having upstairs,’ Moss said, shocked. ‘Nobody complained in the dining-room.’

‘Did anyone try it in the dining-room?’

‘Her ladyship had some. And Lady Cordwell had two servings.’

Speen, Mr Richard’s valet, laughed. ‘That’s no guarantee. They’d eat dung if you put it on a plate in front of them.’

Miss Taylor said, ‘I would not express myself with such vulgarity, Mr Speen, but in essence you’re right. The quality of food is a matter of indifference to my lady and Lady Cordwell. It has always been a matter of regret to me. But it doesn’t alter the fact that the haddock is off and no amount of curry powder will disguise it. What’s in the other dish?’

Moss lifted the lid. ‘Fried ham,’ he said.

Miss Taylor recoiled. ‘Fried in the fish pan, by the smell of it. I’ll just have to make do with bread this morning. That drunken fool in the kitchen gets no better, Mrs Webster.’

‘Nothing I can do about it,’ Mrs Webster said shortly. ‘You’ll have to speak to your mistress about replacing her.’

‘I shall do no such thing,’ Miss Taylor said indignantly. ‘That is not my job. If you would have the kindness to pass me the marmalade . . .’

‘Gooseberry jam,’ Mrs Webster corrected. ‘Marmalade’s all finished, bar what I’ve kept back for upstairs.’

‘Well! This house goes from bad to worse—’

Rose had tired of the conversation. ‘What is this wonderful news you’ve heard?’ she asked Ellen impatiently.

Ellen hastily swallowed the wad of bread with which she was subduing the first agonies of hunger, and said importantly, ‘Her ladyship’s going to Germany next week and she’s taking Lady Rachel with her!’

Daisy, the housemaid who looked after the young ladies, said, ‘First I’ve heard about it. Did you know, Miss Taylor?’

Miss Taylor was saved from answering by Rose, who said, ‘That can’t be right. I thought her ladyship wasn’t going at all this year. It’s supposed to be Lady Rachel’s come-out this season. If they go to Germany, it won’t leave time to arrange everything.’

‘They won’t be bringing her out this year,’ said Ellen. ‘Her ladyship said Lady Rachel’s very young for her age, and it won’t hurt to wait a year. She’ll meet lots of people in Germany and get more confidence and show up all the better next year.’

Miss Hatto, Kitty’s maid, who listened to everything but rarely spoke, said, ‘Perhaps she’s noticed that Lady Rachel’s been out of spirits lately.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Daisy. ‘She’s all right. She’s always been the quiet one of the two, but she’s not ill.’

‘I don’t say ill – just not her usual self,’ said Miss Hatto.

‘Maybe she’s in love,’ Speen suggested in a ribald tone. He could make pass the sugar sound like an indecent proposition.

‘But whoever could she be in love with?’ Daisy said. ‘They never go anywhere. Anyway, I’d know if that was it. She’d tell me.’

Rose gave her a scornful look. She didn’t think either of the girls would open their hearts to Daisy, who was an inveterate gossip. And not a good maid, either – lazy and self-centred. ‘What I don’t understand,’ she said, ‘is why we didn’t know about this. Lady Linda would’ve said something to me if she’d known. She was saying only yesterday that it looked as though she’d have to go home next week, but if her ladyship was going to Germany, she’d be expecting to stay and be hostess.’

‘But his lordship’s got a wife,’ said Tilda ‘She’s the hostess, surely.’

‘That wouldn’t stop Lady Linda,’ said Rose. ‘She’d say her young ladyship’s condition means she shouldn’t exert herself. Did her ladyship really say nothing to you, Miss Taylor?’

‘My observation,’ said Moss, feeling a little authority was needed, ‘was that the announcement took everyone by surprise. Lady Cordwell, indeed, looked quite put out.’

‘She would do. It’s never occurred to her all these years to ask to go to Germany,’ said Rose. ‘She’ll be wondering what she’s missed.’

‘But if Lady Rachel isn’t out, how can she meet people over there?’ Miss Hatto asked.

‘His lordship asked the same question. Her ladyship said it wouldn’t signify in German society,’ said Moss. ‘She also mentioned that the Grand Duke of Hesse would be at Dramstadt with a large party, and that everyone from the Wachturm would naturally be invited to their entertainments. That would be a great thing for Lady Rachel.’

‘Still, it’s not like her ladyship to decide things on impulse, like that,’ said Rose.

‘Just because none of you knew doesn’t mean it was an impulse,’ said Hook, his lordship’s man. ‘I knew all about it.’

The maids looked at him with interest, but Rose was scornful. ‘Oh, you did not! You’re just trying to make yourself important. As if her ladyship’d tell you stuff!’

‘But she’d tell his lordship, and his lordship has no secrets from me.’

Crooks looked shocked, and mortified. He used to be Giles’s valet, and had been ousted by James Hook to the lower position of valet to Mr Sebastian, who barely needed the services of a highly trained gentleman’s gentleman. ‘His lordship confides in you?’ he said, in a cracked voice.

Miss Taylor disliked Crooks, but she loathed Hook. ‘Pay no attention, Mr Crooks. Rose is quite right – James is just puffing himself up.’

‘It’s Mr Hook to you, Miss Taylor,’ he said angrily. ‘I’m not a footman any more. And a gentleman can choose who he wants to confide in without asking your permission.’

‘His lordship certainly seemed as surprised as anyone,’ Moss said doubtfully.

Miss Taylor hadn’t finished with Hook. ‘The day Lord Stainton confides in a counter-jumper like you, Mister Hook, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse will come riding up the drive from Canons Ashmore and hold a lawn meet.’

Moss was distracted. ‘There is some doubt about whether the Four Horsemen are a truly Christian idea, Miss Taylor. The Book of Revelation has its critics—’

Mrs Webster intervened. Mr Moss owned an encyclopaedia called The A-Z of Universal Knowledge, and his love of imparting nuggets from it was not matched by anyone’s love of receiving them. ‘Well, I’m sure we’ll hear all about it soon. There’ll be preparations and packing to do. You always look forward to Germany, don’t you, Miss Taylor?’

‘The household at the Wachturm is well run,’ she allowed. ‘But it can be bitterly cold there in winter. I wonder what my lady will do about a fur for Lady Rachel. She’ll certainly need one. I’d better have a look through the fur closet after breakfast, to see if there’s anything she might borrow.’

There was a frenzy of preparation and packing. Rachel had no suitable clothes, and every woman in the house who could use a needle was recruited to create enough to last her until German mantua-makers could be called in. Housemaids cursed and pricked their unaccustomed fingers as they sewed ribbon and lace onto plain underwear and nightclothes. A dressmaker from the village came in with bolts of cloth, and two warm travelling-dresses were cut out and made up. Lady Stainton lent a three-quarter-length sable – which was full length on the smaller Rachel – along with a matching hat and muff.

‘Are you scared?’ Alice asked her sister, as Daisy laid a pile of linen on the bed for Rose to pack. ‘All those new people to meet, royals and everything.’

‘A bit,’ Rachel admitted. ‘But excited mostly. And Aunt Vicky and Uncle Bobo are so nice, I’m sure it will all be lovely.’

‘There’ll be the Grand Duke of Hesse to meet,’ Alice reminded her. ‘He’s Queen Victoria’s grandson, you know.’

‘But Mama says Ernie Hesse is very approachable and jolly.’ She enjoyed the sound of herself saying ‘Ernie Hesse’ as if she knew him. ‘Though she disapproves of him a bit because he’s divorced. But Queen Victoria gave her permission for it, so nobody can say anything.’

‘If he’s divorced, how can he entertain? He’d have to have a hostess.’

‘Aunt Vicky said in her letter that his sister Irene will be hostess. She’s Princess Henry of Prussia. One of his other sisters is Queen of Romania and another one is a Russian grand duchess. I wonder if they’ll be there?’

Alice laughed. ‘Goodness! You’ll be scared rigid!’

‘She won’t,’ Rose intervened. She had known the girls since babyhood and could take certain liberties. ‘She’ll behave just as she ought and be much admired. She’ll have a lovely time. Don’t upset her, Lady Alice.’

‘I’m not, I won’t. But grand dukes and princes – it’s a bit different from—’

She didn’t complete the sentence, but Rachel knew what she meant. Victor Lattery. Rachel had fallen in love with him the year before – her first love, her first secret kisses. And he had gone off to America with a cheerful wave and without, it seemed, the slightest regret at parting from her. She had been in mourning all winter, until now. She shook her head at Alice, and said, ‘I want it to be different.’

Alice thought, She’s got over him. She was glad. She’d never thought Victor was such a much.

‘Your turn will come, Lady Alice,’ Rose said, thinking Alice’s silence was envy.

‘It needn’t bother,’ Alice said. ‘I like being at home. And I wouldn’t miss the rest of the hunting season for anything.’

The recent snow that had suspended hunting had mostly worn away, lingering only in the shadows of walls. Last night’s frost had been sharp: it glittered in a crust along the branches, and there was a skim of ice in the ruts that cracked like small-arms fire under the impact of twelve striking hoofs. The swollen ball of the sun had just managed to haul itself clear of the net of bare treetops, and its scalding orange light turned the frost diamond to fire, and left cobalt shadows in the hollows, as if winter had been distilled to a cold blue liquid.

It was an act of heroism on Alice’s part to take Linda’s children to the meet. Arabella at eight was not a bad little rider, but Arthur at six was still on the leading-rein, and on the two trap ponies, Biscuit and Goosebumps, they would hardly be more mobile than foot-followers, so it was a sacrifice to give up what promised to be a good day in the field to shepherd her niece and nephew about the lanes.

Still, Giles had shown some heroism of his own in allowing Linda to leave the children at Ashmore when she and her husband were packed off home. He had told her bluntly – there was never any point in hinting to Linda, who could ignore anything more subtle than a direct order – that she would have to go when Mama and Rachel left for Germany. Allowing her to leave the children had been for their sakes, not hers. He felt sorry for them.

Linda never brought their nursery-maid with her to Ashmore, expecting Daisy to look after them. ‘She loves children,’ Linda said. ‘And with Rachel away, she’ll have hardly anything to do. I’m sure Alice doesn’t need much maiding.’

In fact, Daisy didn’t much like the little Cordwells, and while she would attend to their washing, dressing and feeding, she didn’t see why she should have to entertain them, and was inclined to leave them in the nursery with a book and a stern instruction not to move. In sheer pity, the girls sometimes felt they had to rescue them. On their last visit, they had started teaching them to ride. Now, on an impulse, Alice had offered to take them to a meet.

It was at Lord Shacklock’s place, Ashridge Park, the next estate along. Here the Ash Valley widened out into lush meadows, so there was plenty of room for a proper lawn meet, unlike at Ashmore Castle, which hadn’t much in the way of adjacent flat land. Pharaoh was fresh, despite having had a good gallop the day before, and Alice thought wistfully of the hunt she could have had, while absently telling Arthur to sit up straight and keep his knees in.

As soon as they turned in at the park gates, Pharaoh’s head went up, his nostrils flared, and he let out a tremendous long whinny that shook his sides. He knew exactly what was up ahead.

Arabella said, ‘What’s wrong with him? Why is he making that noise?’

‘He’s excited, that’s all. He can smell hounds.’

‘Well, it sounds awfully silly,’ Arabella said. ‘I’m glad my pony’s not doing it.’

‘You attend to your reins,’ Alice said. ‘They’re in loops! If Biscuit were to bolt, you’d have no control at all.’

‘Biscuit would never do that,’ Arabella said. At the same instant, Biscuit caught the exciting flavour on the air and, realising his rider wasn’t paying attention, broke into a brisk trot and carted her up the drive.

It took a moment to bring the indignant Pharaoh under control, and by then Arabella had disappeared round the bend. Alice followed with Arthur at a sedate jog, dreading what she would find.

There was the gravelled forecourt of the handsome old house, glamorously peopled with horses and riders; there was the pack, sterns waving, being held together by the whips; there were servants carrying round trays of hot pasties and glasses of stirrup cup. And there was Axe Brandom helping Arabella to regain her lost stirrup while Biscuit nuzzled his pockets for titbits. Axe was the assistant blacksmith in the village, and knew every equine in the district.

‘Now, Miss Arabella,’ he was saying, ‘hold your reins like this – see? Not too tight but not too loose. So he knows you’re in charge.’

‘I’ve been telling her that all the way here,’ Alice said.

Axe let go of Biscuit, swept off his hat, and walked over to Alice. He laid a hand on Pharaoh’s neck, and the liver-chestnut pushed his nose to Axe’s ear and blew into it, then continued to stare goggle-eyed over his shoulder at the scene. Axe smiled up at Alice. ‘I heard you coming, right from the gates.’

‘You’d think he’d never seen hounds before. Thank you for catching Biscuit.’

‘Warn’t no catching to it,’ Axe said. ‘He come straight to me.’ He glanced behind Alice. ‘No Josh with you today?’

Josh, groom to Rachel and Alice, was Axe’s brother.

‘He’s got Richard’s second horse,’ she explained. ‘Richard’s taken Rachel’s Daystar, then he’s changing on to Kitty’s Apollo. It’s lucky he’s so light. But Josh will have to walk Daystar home – she’ll never carry him after a run.’

‘Can always leave her somewhere and fetch her later. That’s what I’d do,’ Axe said, fending off Pharaoh gently as the gelding mouthed in a friendly manner at his red-gold hair. ‘So you’ll not get much hunting today, then, taking care of the childer?’

‘No,’ Alice said, with a sigh. ‘And Lord Shacklock’s head man, Aigburth, told our Giddins that it was going to be a spiffing day, with two earths stopped up at High Spinney and Crown Woods.’

Axe nodded. ‘If they run as far as High Spinney, likely they’ll go on and draw Motte Woods. There’s an old fox up there.’ He paused. ‘Have you heard about Aaron Cutmore? You know his cottage is up in Motte Woods?’

‘What about him?’ Alice had always thought he had the perfect name for a woodsman.

‘Had a bit of an accident cutting poles and laid his foot open. He’s thinking about giving up. Getting too old, he says.’

‘I wonder who’ll replace him,’ said Alice.

‘I’ve asked Mr Adeane for the job,’ Axe told her. Adeane was the estate bailiff.

‘Do you think you’ll get it?’

‘Mr Adeane knows what I can do.’ He sounded quietly confident.

Alice was silent, wondering how this would affect her. She had known Axe as blacksmith ever since she could remember, but lately she had been visiting him at his cottage on his day off – she loved animals, and he always had an orphaned or injured animal or two in his care, as well as Dolly, his terrier.

Axe watched her face as if he could read her thoughts. ‘’f I get the job, I’ll get Cutmore’s cottage. Motte Woods is a bit far for a walk, but you could ride there easy enough. And I’d be there all the time, not just on my day off.’ He saw her working through the implications, and added the clincher. ‘Got a goshawk. Found him caught in a net just after Christmas. Hurt his wing.’

Her face lit. ‘Oh, I’d love to see that.’

‘And Dolly, she misses you. Asks about you all the time.’ He smiled, to show it was a joke.

‘Have you still got your jackdaw?’ she asked.

‘Captain? Yes. But he’s getting old now. Won’t be with us much longer.’ Now he met her eyes, and she felt a heat run from her face all the way down her neck. He held her gaze for a moment, then glanced back at Arabella, sitting with such a loose rein that Biscuit had decided it was all right to graze. ‘You don’t want to miss the hunt, my lady. What say I look after the young ’uns? They’ll only be walking as far as the first draw, I dare say?’

‘That was the idea. It’s very kind of you to offer,’ Alice said wistfully, ‘but—’

‘I don’t mind walking ’em back to Ashmore after. They’ll be safe with me.’

‘I know they will, but—’

‘Wouldn’t want Pharaoh to miss a good run.’ He glanced back again. ‘Looks as though they’re about to move off. Shall I take the young ’uns for you?’

Bathed in the sort of kindness and attention she never got at home, Alice yielded to temptation. Linda would have a fit if she ever found out that Alice had abandoned her children to the blacksmith – but why should she ever know? And he was not any old blacksmith – he was Axe Brandom, Josh’s brother, practically family. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘And I hope you get the job.’

He took the leading-rein from her, put on his hat, clicked to Goosebumps and led him towards Arabella and Biscuit. Arabella took in the new situation with remarkable quickness. ‘Oh, are you taking us? That’s nice. I don’t think Aunt Alice really wants us. Look at Biscuit, watching the hounds. Isn’t he funny? Did you hear Aunt Alice’s horse making that awful noise? Have you got a horse? I’m going to be nine this year. Do you think I’m old enough to have a pony of my own? I asked Daddy last birthday but he said I wasn’t old enough. But Mummy told me once she had a pony when she was five. Janet our maid says Daddy only said no because he’s got short arms and long pockets. What does that mean?’

She chattered happily to Axe as he took Biscuit’s redundant rein and led him away, with Goosebumps on his other side, while grateful Alice rode the eager Pharaoh to join the field as it moved off.




CHAPTER TWO

At the end of the most embarrassing hour of his life, Joseph Cowling seated himself, fully dressed again, in the chair across the desk from the doctor.

The chair was antique, Sheraton or one of those – Cowling was no expert, but he had visited enough rich men in their houses to know one when he saw it – and the desk was large and handsome; the carpet underfoot was Persian and must have cost a few bob. Most telling of all, the doctor chap – specialists, they called themselves these days, when they were expert in some particular field – was wearing a very fine pair of hand-made shoes: William Lobb, if he was any judge, ten guineas if they were a penny, not new but lovingly polished. Cowling could see them down there, below the desk, and they reassured him. A doctor who could not afford the best would not be one Joseph Cowling cared to consult; and a man who did not take care of his boots was not someone Cowling wanted to know. He had been in the shoe trade all his life, started off as a ’prentice cobbler in a village in Leicestershire, and now owned three factories and was rich enough to lend money to the King. He tended to judge men by their footwear – and it wasn’t such a bad benchmark, either.

‘Well, then, Sir Grenville,’ Cowling said, because he’d sooner get down to business than wait about feeling nervous, which was not a natural state for him, ‘what have you got to tell me?’

Sir Grenville Kennet folded his hands on the desk in front of him. ‘I have no definitive answer for you,’ he said. ‘From my examination I cannot find anything functionally amiss. You seem, indeed, to be both in the prime of life and at the peak of health.’

Cowling was taken aback. ‘What’s going on, then?’ Kennet had been recommended as the best. Was this all he was going to get?

Kennet did not exactly smile – that would not have been appropriate – but his handsomely-carved features softened just a fraction. ‘Yours is not an uncommon problem,’ he said. ‘In fact, I should say that most men suffer from it at some point in their lives. To one extent or another. Sometimes it is a fleeting thing, at others, as in your case, it can persist for a while. It is something about which I am often consulted.’

He said it as though Cowling should take some comfort from the knowledge. Safety in numbers, was that it? But he was not paying top brass to a top man to be told he was just like everyone else. ‘Aye, well, you should have an answer, then, shouldn’t you, after all that practice?’ he said roughly.

Kennet resumed, unflurried. ‘You say that you had no difficulties with your first wife? Quite so. Well, where there is no illness or physical abnormality, one can only surmise that the problem lies in the mind.’

Cowling bristled. ‘What are you saying now? That I’m touched? That I’m milky in the filbert?’

‘The human mind is a complex and mysterious organ, Mr Cowling, about which we know almost nothing. But ultimately it controls everything we do. I take it that your present wife is, shall we say, receptive?’

‘She’s a jewel,’ Cowling said shortly. ‘She’s everything a man could want.’

‘Just so. Indeed. And a good deal younger than you?’

‘She’s eighteen.’

‘Hm.’ He steepled his fingers and stared judicially off into the distance. ‘It is possible, you know, for the mind to interfere with what should be a perfectly natural function. Imagine, if you will, a schoolboy called out to recite before the class. He knows his piece off by heart, but with all eyes upon him, he is struck dumb, he cannot bring forth a single word.’

‘And gets a thrashing for it, like as not!’

‘Indeed. But, my dear sir, he will grow out of his shyness. He knows his stuff all right; and in time his confidence will grow, his mind will allow his body to relax, and he will . . . rise to the occasion.’

If Kennet had smiled at that point, Cowling might have forgotten himself. But he remained perfectly grave. Cowling breathed out hard, considered, and said, ‘What am I to do, then?’ He hated to hear his own voice come out so pleading. He hated not to be in charge.

‘Be patient. You are a perfectly well man, Mr Cowling. In time everything will come about. Nature will take over. Nature is a powerful force, you know, and will not be denied. Carry on with your life, approach your wife as usual and try not to fret. The less you think about it, the more likely it is that you will succeed. It will happen in its own good time.’

‘Aye, well, I’d sooner it happened in my good time.’

Sir Grenville stood and offered his hand across the desk to indicate the séance was at an end.

Cowling stood too, but eyed the hand with disfavour. He didn’t feel he’d got value for his money. ‘I thought you’d give me something – some jallop or other.’

‘I’m afraid there’s nothing that would help.’

‘Mebbe I’d have been better consulting a veterinarian,’ Cowling said grumpily. ‘At least they always give you a ball, or a drench.’

‘There are quack remedies on the market, Mr Cowling, but I assure you they are worthless. I would not insult you by offering you some useless palliative. I respect you, and myself, too much for that. Please be assured, the problem will right itself in time. The essential thing is not to worry.’

A little later Joseph Cowling emerged onto Harley Street in the pallid March sunshine, a poorer man by the specialist’s reassuringly hefty fee, but not much the wiser. But Sir Grenville had said there was nothing wrong with him. He’d been definite about that. Don’t think about it, he’d said. Cowling was not sure that was helpful advice. As well tell a man to walk three times round a donkey and not think of its tail. He stumped away to his business meetings, with humiliation like a lump of something unpleasant in his breast pocket.

Nina – Mrs Joseph Cowling – had jumped at the opportunity, when Mr Cowling suggested it, of accompanying him up to London. ‘I’ve business to do, so I shan’t be able to squire you about,’ he’d said apologetically. ‘But I thought you might visit your aunt and do some shopping and p’raps meet a friend.’

‘I’d love that,’ Nina said, her face lighting in a way that Mr Cowling noticed with a small pang. He’d been busy as a cat with ten kittens since Christmas, but he hadn’t been too busy to notice that his bride didn’t seem as happy as he’d hoped. He’d promised her a honeymoon trip when things quieted down, but they never had. She’d said she didn’t mind, bless her, and she never complained, but when a man of forty-six marries a girl of eighteen, he’d better not take her for granted.

‘Buy yourself some pretties,’ he urged. ‘You can have everything charged – everyone knows who I am. But just in case . . .’ And he had thrust a handful of banknotes into her hand, which she had later counted and been slightly shocked by.

Nina had been trying hard not to let it show that she was restless and bored. But when she called on her Aunt Schofield in Draycott Place, and her aunt, who had brought her up since she was orphaned at the age of ten, asked with routine politeness how she was, she couldn’t help letting it spill out.

‘Northampton is so dull, Auntie! The married women I meet are much older than me, and all they talk about is their children and their servants and their ailments. The only time I have a proper conversation, it’s with Decius. But he’s so busy, it’s hardly more than once a week that he has time to chat.’ Decius Blake was Mr Cowling’s secretary and factotum.

Aunt Schofield seem to recoil slightly. ‘My dear Nina,’ she protested. She was watching Nina’s little dog Trump bustle round the room, sniffing all the new smells, and interrupted herself to say, ‘If that dog makes a mess—’

‘He won’t. He’s very good now. And I made sure he went outside before we came in.’

‘I’d have thought you’d have left it at home. London is no place for a dog.’

‘But Mrs Mitchell hates him so, I was afraid something might happen to him if I left him. That’s the other thing,’ Nina rushed on, suspecting she was about to be stopped. ‘I thought I could do things about the house, but Mrs Mitchell simply hates any interference. I moved a little table the other day because it was in my way when I went to the window, and she came and quizzed me about it and said everything in the house was the way Mr Cowling liked it, as she should know having been his housekeeper for twenty years. I don’t understand,’ she went on, forestalling her aunt’s indrawn breath, ‘how she even knew I’d moved it. I think Nellie must have told her. I’m sure the servants spy on me. The only thing I’ve managed to change is that we have Gayetty’s Medicated Squares instead of newspaper in the privy. And Mrs Mitchell only agreed to that because it frees Nellie from having to cut up the newspapers and gives her more time for spying.’

She paused for breath and Aunt Schofield seized the moment. ‘My dear Nina, listen to yourself!’ she said. ‘I didn’t expect this flood of complaint. You were fully aware when you accepted Mr Cowling that your life would change. You were not forced into the marriage. I took pains, indeed, to make you think hard about it. And now, because married life is not perfect in every respect—’

Nina broke in. ‘I miss your parties, and your friends. We had such wonderful conversations. About everything in the world. But all Mr Cowling’s friends discuss at dinner is business, and their wives! Mrs Amberley, for instance, talks endlessly about the trouble she has with her teeth.’

‘Nina, stop,’ Aunt Schofield said sternly. ‘You are not a child any more. You are a grown woman, a married woman. I’ve taken care of you as I promised your father I would do, but you are not my responsibility any more. I have a life of my own to lead. Find something to do with yourself – and if you can’t, you are not the Nina I brought up. Above all, do not come complaining to me about your lot. I have no more advice to give you – and these domestic frictions are as uninteresting to me as Mrs Amberley’s teeth are to you.’

Nina felt as though she had been slapped. Tears came to her eyes, but she blinked them back, knowing they would only annoy her aunt, and shut her lips tight. Aunt Schofield immediately began talking about a lecture she had attended at Senate House, and Nina tried to listen and respond intelligently. She found it difficult, which made her fear that her mind was already deteriorating; and she was actually quite glad when her aunt cut the visit short, saying that she had a prior engagement to keep.

From Draycott Place Nina went to the Morrises’ house, where the parents of her best friend Lepida hugged and petted her, Lepida took off her hat with her own hands and brought her sherry, and Trump was cooed over, then borne off by a maid to the kitchen to be spoiled. In the drawing-room the chat flowed freely, interspersed with laughter. Mawes Morris was a famous cartoonist, and had acquaintances in every field, from sportsmen to actors to financiers to the King himself, so he always had amusing stories to tell.

He talked about a small dinner he had attended two days earlier, given for the King by Sir Ernest Cassel. ‘Hamilton at the Treasury deplores the King’s dining with Cassel,’ he said. ‘He thinks the King should dine only with the upper classes. But the fact is that Tum knows his own interest. Cassel is some sort of genius when it comes to money. The King gave him twenty thousand to invest last November, and by January it was worth thirty thousand, despite the fact that the King had withdrawn ten thousand just before Christmas!’

‘I wish he’d do as much for us,’ said Isabel Morris. ‘You should ask him, Mawes.’

‘Next time I have twenty thousand to spare I certainly shall,’ Mawes laughed.

‘Does Mr Cowling invest with Cassel, Nina?’ Isabel asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Nina. ‘I know they’re acquainted, but Mr Cowling doesn’t talk to me about money.’

‘Quite right,’ said Mawes. ‘There are better subjects to beguile the ladies. And talking finance makes men dull. Cassel is not the most sparkling of company, it must be said, but he’s so important to the King they call him Windsor Cassel! I’m thinking of doing a cartoon on the subject, by the by, if the right moment comes. I’d need a story to attach it to. And if Cassel can’t talk, he knows how to surround himself with those who can. The Keppels were at the dinner, and they’re both amusing and witty. Mrs George Keppel in particular – she always has something interesting to say, and says it in such an engaging way. She has great charm – though she’s not really a beauty.’

Nina asked a question she had often wanted to voice, but could not have done when she was an unmarried girl. ‘Is it true that Mrs Keppel is the King’s mistress?’

‘It’s hard to say,’ Mawes answered. ‘She’s certainly the King’s favourite, and he admires her intensely. Can’t take his eyes off her when she’s present. But I get the impression it’s more a matter of companionship than passion. It must be a lonely business, being king.’

‘Yes, poor king, surrounded by adoring people hanging on his every word,’ Lepida agreed.

‘Toadies and flatterers, looking for preferment,’ said Isabel. ‘Not true friends.’

‘But I’m sure Mrs George genuinely likes him,’ said Mawes. ‘Though the Keppels certainly do all right out of the relationship. You may get to meet her one of these days, Nina. And the King.’

‘Me?’ Nina stared in surprise.

‘Why not? As Hamilton said, most disobligingly, if the King can dine with Cassel he can dine anywhere. Why not with the Cowlings? You may become a woman of influence, a great political hostess.’

‘Mawes, don’t tease the girl,’ Isabel said.

Nina reflected that the first time she had met Mr Cowling, he had been in a party the King had brought to a country-house ball she was attending with Kitty. Mr Cowling knew the King, gave him advice, lent him money. It was not beyond the realms of possibility that he should entertain him one day. But then she thought about Beechcroft House in Northampton, with its Victorian clutter, and Mrs Mitchell, and the plain, serviceable meals that were served there, and imagination failed.

‘Don’t worry, Nina,’ said Mawes solemnly. ‘If you ever have to be hostess to royalty and the great names of the day, I’ll come and give you advice. As long as you let me draw everyone. I’ll conceal myself behind a curtain – they’ll never know I’m there.’

‘If I’m hostess to the great names of the day,’ Nina promised him solemnly, ‘you’ll all be among the guests.’

It was balm to her feelings to be with people who so obviously liked her and enjoyed her company. Her aunt’s rejection had hurt her more than she would admit.

And when Trump was brought back in, he was much rounder, and seemed very satisfied with life.

After leaving the Morrises, Nina took a cab to Piccadilly and wandered through the Burlington Arcade to look at the shops. She bought herself a pair of good nail scissors, and pondered a pretty silk scarf but could not raise enough enthusiasm to buy it. Mr Cowling had told her to buy herself things, but there didn’t seem any point, for her life in Northampton. She didn’t want to go back there – didn’t belong there – but she didn’t belong in London any more, either. Then she shook herself. No self-pity! Aunt was right, she was a grown woman and had made her decision with a cool head. Now she must make the best of things. And Mr Cowling was very kind to her. She decided to go across to Fortnum’s and buy him a jar of the particular relish he was fond of, to show him she cared for him.

Leaving Fortnum’s, she wandered westwards, drifting through the crowd, feeling like a leaf borne along by a stream. Trump began to drag at the lead, complaining that the pavements were hard, and that he was a very small dog in a world full of boots. At the corner of St James’s Street she stopped and picked him up, wondering what to do next, and was almost run into by Richard Tallant as he came round the corner.

‘Miss Sanderton! No, what am I thinking? It’s Mrs Cowling now, isn’t it? What are you doing here? Is this your dog? He looks a likely fellow.’ He scratched the top of Trump’s head, and the dog, knowing an expert when he met one, gave the hand a lick.

‘It’s nice to see you, Mr Tallant,’ Nina said, meaning it more than the conventional words could express. In her mind he represented the metropolis, civilised company, the interest and freedom of her come-out year – everything that was not Northampton.

‘You look lost,’ Richard suggested. ‘But no one can be lost on Piccadilly. Simply isn’t possible.’

‘I was just thinking how thirsty I am and wondering how to get a cup of tea.’

‘Nothing could be simpler,’ he declared. ‘There’s Rampling’s, just a few steps away. Will you allow me the pleasure of escorting you?’

This was a new problem. Was it all right to go into a restaurant with a man, without a chaperone? She hesitated. ‘Um . . .’

It was as if he could read her mind. ‘You are a married woman, Mrs Cowling, in case you’ve forgotten. There is absolutely nothing improper in taking tea with me in a well-lit public place in the middle of the afternoon.’ He offered his arm. ‘After all, as the brother of the husband of your best friend, I’m practically family,’ he added.

She wished he hadn’t said that. She had been trying not to think about Giles, and there was just enough family resemblance in Richard to taunt her. She had made a rule for herself, when Kitty married Giles, that she would not think about him, ever, and on the whole she managed pretty well. She had two people now, Kitty and Mr Cowling, who would be dishonoured by it. But just for a moment, glancing at Richard’s profile, everything flooded over her with such force that her legs felt weak, and she wanted to sink to the pavement and howl like a lost child. But she seized control again with a violent effort, and a few moments later she walked into Rampling’s tea room on Richard’s arm with calm dignity, thinking nothing more weighty than that she was glad she had put on her best hat that morning.

‘So, Mr Tallant—’ she began, when they were seated. Trump, tired out from the walk, lay down under her chair and put his nose on his paws.

‘Richard, please,’ he interrupted. ‘Mr Tallant makes me feel old.’

‘Richard, then. Are you living in London now?’

‘No, still down at Ashmore. I came up to do some business for the estate with Vogel, our banker. And, more importantly, to get a haircut in Jermyn Street. Whence I was coming when I bumped into you so delightfully. Do you live in London?’

‘No – Mr Cowling came up for business and thought I might enjoy a pleasure trip. Did your business go well?’

‘Not especially,’ said Richard. ‘Did your pleasure trip go well?’

‘Not especially,’ Nina said. They looked at each other, with similar expressions of discontent.

‘You first,’ said Richard. ‘Please. Think of me as the safe hole in the ground into which you can whisper your secrets.’

‘I don’t think the hole turned out to be very safe, did it? Didn’t King Midas kill the barber afterwards?’

‘It’s such a pleasure talking to someone who understands one’s references,’ Richard said. ‘Tell me anyway – what’s happened to vex you?’

Nina told him about her aunt’s rejection. ‘She didn’t want to listen to me, was too busy with her own affairs. She’s never been sentimental,’ she concluded, ‘but I thought she was fond of me. And she’s the only family I have.’

‘I’m sure she is fond of you,’ Richard said. ‘The best sort of fondness, the sort that does what’s right for the other person. She’s pushing you out of the nest and making you fly. After all, what did you expect her to do? She can’t change anything in your life now, can she?’

‘I suppose I didn’t expect her to do anything,’ Nina said, forced to think it out. ‘I just thought she would . . . well, sympathise with me.’

‘And what good would that have done? I expect it hurt her more than it hurt you – especially if you let it show on your face that you minded.’

‘Oh dear,’ Nina said. ‘Now I feel guilty as well as sad.’

‘Don’t be sad. Tell me what’s troubling you about your new life in – where is it you’re living?’

‘Northampton,’ she said.

‘I don’t know the place at all. I may have passed through it on a train.’

He raised his eyebrows receptively, but she couldn’t tell him, of course, about her relationship with Mr Cowling, and her puzzle over the bedroom business. She couldn’t even tell him about Mrs Mitchell and the domestic stalemate – he wasn’t that much of a brother. She fiddled with a piece of bread-and-butter for a moment, and then said, ‘I hate Northampton. It’s so dull!’ And was aware that it sounded childish and petulant, not smartly metropolitan at all.

‘Then why do you live there?’ Richard asked, sipping tea.

‘Mr Cowling has a factory there.’

‘Is it necessary to live near the factory?’

‘I don’t know. I suppose so, since he does. Although he has factories in Leicester as well, and he doesn’t seem to need to live there.’

‘Well, it’s all beyond me – I know nothing about manufacturing. But surely you could ask him. Then, if it’s not necessary, you can move somewhere else. After all, I’m sure he wants you to be happy. And if it is necessary to live there, at least you’ll know, and then you’ll just have to make the best of it.’

It was so simple and obvious, Nina didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of it. ‘You do give very wise advice,’ she said, impressed.

He looked alarmed. ‘Please don’t say that – you’ll ruin my reputation for frivolity. I’m famous for never having said a rational word since I was weaned.’

‘As I remember, we’ve had many a sensible conversation in the past,’ Nina said. ‘Now it’s your turn. Tell me why your day was unsatisfactory. Perhaps I can advise you.’

He hesitated. He had visited Mrs Sands that morning, and she had obviously been glad to see him, but at the same time had not wanted him to stay. She had been nervous about his presence, metaphorically looking over her shoulder the whole time in case they were observed. There was no thrill for him in the atmosphere of subterfuge. He wanted to be her acknowledged love. He wanted – dear God, it was true! – to marry her. But even if she would have accepted him, he couldn’t ask: he had no money, no establishment to invite her to. She lived in lodgings paid for by the estate. And he lived on the estate, and was paid a small salary to act as apprentice land agent. Her lodgings were not even private enough for him to conduct an affair with her – not that she would have done such a thing, even if, as he suspected with more hope than conviction, she was beginning to care for him.

The big, the insuperable barrier between them was that she had been his father’s mistress. In her eyes, that made intimacy between them tantamount to incest. He didn’t see it that way. She had slept with his father. He accepted the fact with a shrug. It was long ago, and his father was dead. But he supposed women saw things differently. He had kissed her once, and felt the passion just below the surface. But she was determined he should never kiss her again.

He couldn’t tell Nina any of that. In the end, all he could say was, ‘I am in love with the wrong person.’

‘Oh,’ said Nina, and felt a rush of sympathy. She almost said, I know what that feels like, then realised what a betrayal it would be. She blushed. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t any wise advice for that situation.’

He had observed the blush, and wondered, but did not probe. ‘I expect it’s a fairly common condition,’ was all he said.

She changed the subject hastily. ‘How is everyone at Ashmore Castle? How is Kitty?’

‘Flourishing,’ he said. ‘Especially now my mama has gone away and left her in peace.’ He explained about Darmstadt. ‘And we’ve had a telegram to say they’re moving with my aunt and uncle to the summer palace, and won’t be back before Easter, so presumably things are going well. Christmas was perfectly grisly, you know. Well, it always is, but I’m used to it, and Kitty’s not. I did my best to liven things up but it’s a thankless task. And Giles doesn’t help. Frightfully serious fellow, Giles, not the life and soul of the party.’ He saw her blush deepen, saw her fix her eyes on her teacup, and made some intriguing deductions.

‘How – how is Giles?’ She managed to sound fairly neutral about the question.

‘Busy trying to find out everything that’s wrong with the estate so that he can fix it. He’s out all day long, week in and week out. Perhaps you could come and pay us a visit, cheer us all up. I’m sure Kitty would love to see you. Poor Pusscat leads a very confined life, now she can’t ride.’

He calls her Pusscat? Nina thought. It was a very affectionate pet-name. Could it be, she wondered guiltily, that the ‘wrong person’ he was in love with was Kitty? That would be dreadful. She knew just how dreadful.

‘I’d love to visit,’ she said, ‘but my time is not my own. I’m a married woman, you know.’

‘I do know. But if, say, Lord and Lady Stainton were to invite Mr and Mrs Cowling for a Saturday-to-Monday, would they really refuse?’

Mr Cowling would be delighted, Nina thought, and would certainly accept. But would she want to go? To see Kitty again would be lovely – but painful. And to be under the same roof as Giles? She didn’t think she was ready for that.

She smiled lightly and said, ‘I can’t answer hypothetical questions. No such invitation has been issued. May I pour you some more tea?’

Nina was to meet Mr Cowling at the railway station for the journey home. Richard insisted on accompanying her there in a cab. She felt much better and more positive about life after a long and amusing chat with Richard, who seemed to know exactly how to combine serious matters with fun in the perfect proportions.

Mr Cowling’s eyebrows went up when he saw them approaching, and he hurried to meet them with a hearty handshake for Richard. ‘Well, well, this is a nice surprise! How did you happen upon my lady wife, Mr Tallant? I call it very civil of you to bring her safe back to me.’

‘The pleasure has been entirely mine,’ Richard said. ‘We bumped into each other on Piccadilly, and Mrs Cowling did me the honour of taking tea with me at Rampling’s.’

‘Oh, Rampling’s – very respectable! Well, my love, have you had an agreeable day?’ He surveyed her for parcels. ‘You don’t seem to have bought very much.’

‘Very agreeable, thank you. But there wasn’t anything I wanted to buy. And Trump got awfully tired. I think the pavements were too hard for his feet.’

‘Aye, small dogs and London don’t mix. Well, we had better be finding our carriage. Mr Tallant, thank you from my heart for taking care of my precious jewel.’

Nina winced inwardly at the language, but Richard took it in his stride. ‘The pleasure was mine, as I said. And I hope we shall see you soon at Ashmore Castle. I was telling Mrs Cowling that I understand an invitation is in contemplation, and she assured me that it would not be disagreeable to you?’

Mr Cowling’s face reddened. ‘Disagreeable? Oh, my goodness, no, quite the contrary! We should be most obliged, quite delighted. Mrs Cowling misses her friend, I do know. And I’ve visited many fine country seats in my time, but never happened to be at Ashmore Castle. Pray tell your brother and sister-in-law nothing could be more welcome than an invitation.’

The train gave a warning foop! at that moment and Nina tugged her husband’s arm and said, ‘We must hurry. Mr Tallant, goodbye, and thank you so much.’

Richard touched his hat in response – and did he, as he was turning away, drop her the ghost of a wink? She wondered about that quite a lot of the way home.

Mr Cowling spent the journey reading the newspaper, while Nina sat with the sleeping Trump on her lap and tried not to feel depressed about going back. When they were not far out from Northampton station, Mr Cowling folded the paper, cleared his throat, and said, ‘You enjoyed your visit to London, I hope?’

‘Yes, very much,’ Nina roused herself to say.

‘Aye, I thought you did. You were sparkling when I first caught sight of you across the station. Chatting to that young man and sparkling.’

Nina was instantly wary. Did he mind her talking to Richard, being accompanied by Richard? Was it not proper? ‘I thought,’ she began falteringly, ‘that as the brother of Kitty’s husband, and Kitty being my oldest friend, he counted as, well, not exactly family, I suppose, but something very like.’

‘He’s a very nice, civil young man,’ Mr Cowling interrupted, with a warm little feeling, where he hadn’t even known he needed one, that she looked on Richard in a brotherly light. ‘But, my dear, I was thinking you’ve had a dull time of it since Christmas, stuck away alone in the house while I’ve been working so much. And I did promise you a wedding trip.’

Nina’s face cleared. ‘Oh, I don’t mind,’ she said quickly. ‘I know you’ve been busy.’

‘So I have, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’ve been neglecting you. So how would you like to go away for Easter?’

‘Away? Oh, that would be lovely!’ Nina cried.

‘The fact of the matter is that I have to spend some time in Market Harborough. There’s a stocking factory there that I’m thinking of buying, and I need to look over it, inspect the books, see what I could do with it. You’ve never seen my house there, have you?’

Not Paris, or Vienna, or Florence, then. But anywhere was a change. ‘What’s it like?’ she asked.

‘Market Harborough? Oh, a nice little old town, with a market place. Handsome church. Pretty country all around. And the hunt – though they won’t still be hunting by then, I don’t suppose. But we could hire horses and have a bit of a ride around, if you’d like that. Not that I’m anything of a horseman, but I might stick in the saddle for an hour to please you. It’s not far from Wigston, where I was born, you know – fifteen, seventeen miles maybe.’

‘I should like to see where you were born.’

‘It’s just a village, nothing grand, but Decius is from there, too, and his family is still there.’

‘And what’s your house like?’

‘That’s the slug in the cabbage. It’s a very old house, nothing like Beechcroft, a bit grim to my way of thinking, and I’m afraid you wouldn’t be very comfortable there. But for a short visit we might manage, perhaps?’

‘I’m sure we could,’ Nina said.

‘I’ve an old couple looks after it, the Deerings. He minds the gardens and does odd jobs. She used to be cook for the Ampleforths, who owned the house before me. Old family, lived there for centuries, till they lost their fortune. I bought the house cheap, to do them a favour: Sidney Ampleforth was a good customer of mine. But I’ve never done anything to it. Most in general I take Moxton with me when I visit, and manage pretty well all round. But I’m useder to roughing it than you. We might take Mrs Mitchell—’

‘Oh, no,’ Nina said quickly. ‘No need to trouble her. I’m sure we can manage beautifully with the Deerings.’

He looked pleased at her willingness to adapt. ‘I can send Mrs Deering a note, ask her to take on a couple of maids. Deering and Moxton between them’ll manage the other stuff. And one thing, you can be sure of good victuals. Mrs Deering’s a fine cook. I’ve always done with plain grub, but it doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy a bit of fancy stuff now and then.’

‘That reminds me,’ Nina said, and produced the small package from Fortnum’s. ‘I bought this for you.’

He opened it, and looked as struck as if she had given him all the treasures of the Orient. His eyes, when he lifted them to her, were definitely moist. ‘You remembered I like it,’ he said reverently. ‘You bought me a present – all those shops in London and this is all you bought? Oh, my dear . . .’

Nina blushed and looked away. It was too much thanks for something so small, and too much love for him to be feeling for her. She did not deserve it. Now she felt guilty that she had been surly and discontented all day. The burden and responsibility of someone loving you more than you loved them came home to her. Until now, she would have thought that the opposite situation was the more uncomfortable.
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