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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

AT ASHMORE CASTLE

The family

Giles Tallant, 6th Earl of Stainton

— his wife Kitty, the countess

— their baby sons Louis, Lord Ayton, and Alexander

— his eldest sister Linda, widow of Viscount Cordwell

— her children Arabella and Arthur

— his brother Richard

— his sister Rachel

— his sister Alice

— 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

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

— her sister Victoria (Aunt Vicky), Princess of Wittenstein-Glücksberg

— her cousins Cecily and Gordon Tullamore

— their children Angus, Beata, Fritz, Gussie, Ben, Mannox, Mary

The male servants

Afton, butler and valet to the earl

Crooks, valet to Mr Sebastian and Mr Richard

Footmen William, Cyril, Sam

House boys Wilfrid, Eddie

Peason, head gardener

Allsuch, under gardener

Cox, Wilf, gardeners’ boys

The female servants

Mrs Webster, the housekeeper

Miss Hatto, maid to the countess

Miss Taylor, maid to the dowager

Housemaids Rose, Daisy, Doris, Ellen, Mabel, Tilda, Milly,

Addy, Ada, Mildred

Dory, sewing maid

Mrs Terry (Ida), the cook

Brigid, Aggie, Debbie, Kathleen, Ivy, kitchen maids; Biddy,

scullery maid

Miss Kettel, the governess

Nanny Pawley

Nursery maid Jessie

In the stables

Giddins, head man

Archer, groom to the earl

Josh Brandom, groom to the young ladies

Stable boys Timmy, Oscar, George, Bobby

Coachmen John Manley, Joe Green

On the estate

Markham, land agent

Adeane, bailiff

Moresby, solicitor

Saddler, gamekeeper

Gale, estate carpenter

Axe Brandom (brother to Josh) woodsman

In the village

Dr Bannister, rector of St Peter’s Church

Physician, Dr Arbogast, Dr Welkes

Miss Violet Eddowes, philanthropist

— her butler Moss

— her cook Mrs Grape, her maid Betty

IN MARKET HARBOROUGH

Nina, Kitty’s best friend

— her husband Joseph Cowling, an industrialist

— Decius Blake, his right-hand man

— her housekeeper Mrs Deering

— her maid Tina

— her groom Daughters

— her friend and neighbour Lady ‘Bobby’ Wharfedale

— Bobby’s husband Aubrey

— Bobby’s brother Adam Denbigh

— her friend Lady Clemmie Leacock

IN LONDON

Molly Sands, piano teacher, once lover of the 5th Earl

— Chloë, her daughter

Sir Thomas Burton, impresario, Grandmère’s cicisbeo

Henry ‘Mawes’ Morris, cartoonist, Mr Cowling’s friend

— his wife Isabel and daughter Lepida




CHAPTER ONE

December 1904

Hospitality was one of the duties of an earl, but Giles, Earl of Stainton, felt that the arrival of two unexpected guests on Christmas Eve was asking rather much of his forbearance.

Uncle Fergus, his mother’s younger brother, had frequently stayed at the Castle, though never before without warning. He liked his comfort, so he preferred his hosts to have plenty of notice before he descended on them. But what young Angus Tullamore, merely a second or third cousin, was doing there was a mystery. Before Giles could even begin to interrogate Tullamore, his uncle, who had never surprised anyone in his life, stunned the company by announcing that he was going to be married.

Warming his tail at the fire he said, ‘Miss Lombardi – Giulia – has consented to be my wife. I’m for ever indebted to you, Giles: if you hadn’t invited her to Rachel’s ball, I should never have met her! It took me an age, I can tell you, to pluck up the courage to ask. I never in the world thought she would say yes. But as soon as I saw her, I knew there could never be any other woman for me.’

Giles was still grasping after the right words to respond. His sister Linda got in first. ‘But there never has been any other woman for you!’ she cried in outrage. ‘You’ve never shown the slightest interest in females. It’s ridiculous to start now! Married, at your age? It’s – it’s unseemly!’

‘Linda!’ Giles blenched at her rudeness.

Linda was unabashed. ‘Oh, don’t pretend you’re not thinking the same!’ she snapped. ‘He’s been caught, that’s what it is! An adventuress after his money. Really, Uncle, some painted trollop has only to flatter you and—’

‘Now, now! Come, come!’ Fergus interrupted her, more surprised than offended. ‘No need for that sort of language. I’m not so hideous, am I, that no decent female would have me? I’ve had my share of admirers over the years, I can tell you. Fact of the matter is, I could have married a dozen times by now if I’d wanted.’

‘But you never have wanted!’ Linda raged. ‘That’s the whole point! You’ve been perfectly happy being single, and at your age you ought to be settled in your ways, not making a fool of yourself over some—’

‘Linda, that’s enough,’ Giles admonished sharply.

She rounded on him. ‘You’re not going to side with him? It’s bad enough with Mother’s burlesque marriage, without another member of the family bringing ridicule on us.’

Their widowed mother was even then on her honeymoon with the German prince who had unexpectedly taken a fancy to her.

Fergus was looking wounded now, and Giles had to put an end to it. He took Linda’s arm in a grip that was intended to hurt, and said quietly, but forcefully, ‘Stop this, or leave the room.’

She opened her mouth, then closed it again, seeing he meant business. Uncle Sebastian had oozed up beside her, and caught Giles’s eye with a nod that said, I’ll deal with her if she starts again.

Now Kitty, the countess, from her position by the Christmas tree where she was preventing her younger son, Alexander, from pulling off the baubles, said in just the right sort of warm, interested voice, ‘We’re so pleased for you, Uncle. Do tell us all about it.’

The slight cloud cleared from Fergus’s face. He was a man of very little conceit: he liked most people, so he assumed most people liked him, and rarely took umbrage at anything. ‘Oh, from the moment I saw her, it was like being struck by lightning,’ he said, beaming again. ‘She’s so beautiful – and clever, too. I never thought she’d favour me, but when I went and called on her and her parents in Florence, they received me so kindly I started to hope.’

‘Is that why you went to look at your house in Venice?’ Kitty asked.

‘Yes, exactly. And I’ve spent months having it put to rights, because, you know, I had to have something to offer if I was to ask for her hand.’

‘You have three houses in this country,’ Richard reminded him drily. ‘But I expect the Ca’ Scozzesi tipped the balance.’

‘Well, I didn’t like the idea of tearing her entirely from her native land,’ said Fergus.

‘And who doesn’t like Venice?’ Richard said.

‘I am a very ordinary fellow,’ Fergus said, ‘but I’m glad I do at least have the wherewithal to make her comfortable, if that counts for anything.’

Linda could be silent no longer. ‘For God’s sake, it counts for everything! Your estate, your fortune and your title? That’s the whole point! Don’t you see—’ The sentence broke off with a sort of squeak, and Giles guessed that Sebastian had pinched her, hard.

‘It’s wonderful news, Uncle, and calls for champagne,’ Giles said. He could do no less, though the announcement had disconcerted him as much as Linda, though for different reasons.

Afton was just coming in, with footmen William and Sam behind him. He had anticipated, as a good butler should, that champagne would be wanted, and had brought it, and glasses, and plates of the little savoury biscuits, moulinets, that Mrs Terry made down in the kitchen, having begged the recipe from the earl’s grandmother’s French cook. They went very well with champagne.

There was a pleasant little bustle of pouring and serving. While that was going on, Richard said, ‘So, Uncle Fergus, when is the wedding to be? And where is it to be? Are we invited?’

‘The thing of it is, you see,’ said Fergus, ‘that a young woman marries from her own home. That’s the rule, ain’t it? And also, there’s the question of . . .’ He cleared his throat, looking slightly awkward. ‘Naturally enough, they are Roman Catholics. Italy, you know – pretty much home of it, what? So the wedding has to be in one of their churches. We’re going to tie the knot in Florence.’

‘Don’t you have to be a Roman Catholic as well?’ Giles’s youngest sister Alice asked.

‘Ah! Nail on the head, my dear. That’s partly what I’ve been doing over there all these months. Getting m’self accepted into their Church.’

There was a brief, surprised silence.

‘Don’t you mind?’ Alice asked, but with an innocent frankness that did not offend.

‘Never been a great one for church,’ Fergus said. ‘One religion’s as good as another to me, so if it makes Giulia happy . . . More important, makes her parents happy. Same God, as I understand it, different words, that’s all.’

‘But that’s not— It’s more than— Oh, my God!’ Linda’s intervention ended in a choking sound and she fled from the room.

The champagne had been distributed, and Giles now proposed a toast – ‘To Fergus and Giulia!’ – which was drunk.

Alice asked, ‘So we won’t get to see you married, Uncle?’

‘Weddings are overrated,’ Richard said, to comfort her. ‘Too much crying.’

‘People enjoy the crying,’ Alice said. ‘And it’s not obligatory.’

‘Just coming to that.’ Fergus made himself heard. ‘Wedding itself will be small and quiet, in Florence, but then we’ll come to London and have a slap-up celebration, and you’ll all come to that.’

‘When will that be?’ Kitty asked.

‘March,’ Fergus said. ‘Wedding in February. A few weeks in Paris so she can buy clothes. Then London. Some legal things to tie up. Then I’ll show her round my estates, lie of the land and so forth, then back to London for the Season. She’s looking forward to that. Culture, you know,’ he added vaguely.

‘Well, that’s something to put into the diary,’ Sebastian said. ‘A grand party in March.’ He raised his glass again. ‘Wishing you every happiness.’

‘Hear, hear,’ said Richard. ‘You’re an inspiration to us all, Uncle.’

At that Alice gave him a questioning look, but didn’t follow it up.

When Kitty was dressed she sent Hatto away, crossed the dressing-room to Giles’s bedroom, and found him in his shirt-sleeves. She thought how handsome he was, even when screwing up his face in the mirror as he wrestled with his tie.

‘Shall I do it?’ she said.

He turned, dropped his hands, raised his chin, and she stepped close, feeling the warmth of his body radiate through the dress shirt, his breath stir her hair. Since the birth of her second son, he had rarely visited her at night. It was possible he never would again, and it was a melancholy thought, because she was still in love with him. Suppose, she thought, I were just to slip my finger in between two of the buttons . . . how hot and smooth the skin of his chest would feel . . .

She gave the bow a final tweak and stepped back, and he inspected the result in the mirror. ‘Have you come to quarrel with me?’ he asked. She didn’t answer and he turned to her. ‘I saw you look at me, when her name was mentioned. I knew you would.’

‘I saw that you didn’t like it,’ Kitty replied.

‘No, I didn’t like it, but not for the reason you seem to suspect.’ On their honeymoon in Italy, Kitty had been jealous of his closeness to Giulia, and had let him know it. ‘I have always felt like a big brother to her. And since she wouldn’t have met him if I hadn’t invited her to the ball, I feel responsible.’

‘She’s a grown woman. She can choose for herself.’

‘He’s too old for her.’

‘He can’t be more than forty.’

‘Forty-one,’ Giles said. ‘She can’t possibly love him.’

She gave a small, wry smile. ‘Of course, you are such an advocate for marrying for love,’ she said.

‘Oh, Kitty!’

She waved away the protest. ‘It’s a prudent match, and he’s a kind man. What’s your real objection?’

He could have refused to answer. But he suspected she still thought he had romantic feelings about Giulia, and he owed it to her to dispel any misapprehension.

‘I want her to be happy, just as I would Rachel or Alice. I hate to think she would tie herself in a loveless match purely for money.’

‘Because that would make you think less of her? But women have to make these decisions. I don’t despise Nina for marrying Mr Cowling. What else was she to do?’

He turned away to hide the wryness of his mouth at the mention of her dearest friend, who had married a wealthy industrialist twice her age. Giles’s hopeless feelings for Nina had to be kept deeply buried because, yes, he had married Kitty for her fortune, but he was fond of her and had no wish ever to hurt her. He hid his face by keeping his back turned while he put on his jacket. ‘I am not in love with Giulia, Kitty,’ he said. ‘I never have been. You do believe that, don’t you?’ She didn’t answer. He turned to face her. She was frowning a little, deep in thought, but she did not seem distressed. ‘I’m going down,’ he said. ‘Are you coming?’

She shook herself back from her thoughts. ‘You go. I’ll come when the bell rings.’ And she went back through the dressing-room door.

Alice dressed herself, except on very formal occasions, and it hadn’t taken her long to put on her dark green tartan dress and wind her daytime plait into a chignon. Ready, she went upstairs to the old schoolroom, which she and Rachel used as a sitting-room. The dogs, which had been lying outside Giles’s room, came rushing to her, longing for company, and followed her upstairs. Since Kitty had taken over the running of the house, there was always a good fire kept in the old schoolroom. When her mother had ruled, fires had been rationed.

She sat on the rug with a dog either side of her and stared into the flames. Her thoughts went, like a bird flying home, to the last time she had seen Axe, and they had kissed. It was the first time she had ever kissed a man. To remember it, to relive it, was her one comfort, because she knew she must not see him again. He was the estate woodsman; she was Lady Alice, sister of the earl. If anyone found out about their deep and tender friendship, they would destroy him. She longed for him, ached for him, but she knew they had been lucky so far. In a country district like this, secrets could not be kept. She must never go back there, to the one place where she felt belonging.

She had always been a cheerful, practical sort of girl, not given to thinking about herself, but she was coming to realise that her upbringing had left her lonely. Her father had always been a distant, rather frightening figure. Her mother noticed her rarely, and then only to criticise. Giles and Richard were hardly ever at home. She’d had Rachel for a companion, but Rachel had always been a different kind of girl. Rachel was prettier than Alice; her hair was always tidy, her hands always clean; she was quiet and ladylike; she loved parties and balls. She’d always wanted to get married and have lots of children. Grown-ups had approved of Rachel.

All Alice had wanted was to be left alone to ride and run about with the dogs, to read books and to draw. Her feelings for Axe had crept up on her. At first she was just glad there was someone who liked her. Then she began to appreciate someone who did not either treat her distantly, because she was gentry, or patronise her because she was young and female. He treated her as an equal: that in itself was a wonder. The realisation that they were of different sexes – or, rather, the realisation that it mattered – had come to her only lately. As a child of fifteen she had known, vaguely, that people would disapprove of her friendship with him. Now she was eighteen, the matter was much more serious. What she wanted she would not be allowed to have; and the consequences to him would be disastrous.

She had grown up; and it made her shake her head in wonder to think how much Rachel had longed for adulthood, because to her it was no pleasure at all.

The dogs jumped up, hearing Rachel’s light footsteps an instant before she did. ‘I thought I’d find you here! Oh, Alice, you shouldn’t sit on the floor! You’ll get dog hairs all over your skirt.’

‘You do look pretty,’ Alice said, to distract her. Rachel’s dress was emerald green silk with a wide, deep lace collar almost like a bertha. Her hair was in a soft mound on top of her head and she was wearing earrings.

‘Do I? Angus likes green – it’s his favourite colour. Oh, Alice, he’s here! Isn’t it wonderful? Isn’t he just the handsomest man in the world?’ Rachel sat in the nearest chair, clasping her hands to her breast; her eyes shone in the firelight.

‘He’s very nice,’ Alice said, ‘but what is he doing here? He wasn’t invited.’

‘He’s come for me,’ Rachel said impressively.

‘Oh, goodness! “So stately his form and so lovely her face . . .” Well, that part’s right. He is quite stately. Good shoulders – and I remember from seeing him in a kilt that he has good legs, too.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Rachel said impatiently.

‘Don’t you remember the poem about Young Lochinvar? How he snatched up his love behind him on the saddle and galloped away with her? Are you going to gallop away with Angus?’

‘I’ll tell you if you’ll just listen for a moment,’ Rachel said. ‘It isn’t in the least funny.’

‘I never thought it was,’ said Alice. ‘Go on.’

‘Well, his father wants him to marry Diana Huntley. And her parents want it as well.’

‘And what does Diana Huntley want?’

‘I’m sure she wants to marry Angus – who wouldn’t? He’s argued and argued with his father and pleaded to be allowed to marry me, and his father simply won’t listen. And just two days ago he told Angus that the Huntleys were coming to spend Christmas at Craigend, and that Angus was to propose to her during the visit. He said everyone was expecting it. Angus thought it would be shocking to be having the row when the Huntleys were there, in front of Diana and everything, so he packed a bag and slipped out, and he’s been travelling for two days. Oh, and just as he was getting down from the train at Canons Ashmore, there was Uncle Fergus getting out of the first class. Angus had travelled third, to save money. We’d sent a carriage for Uncle, of course, so that’s how they arrived together. Luckily, Uncle didn’t ask him any questions.’

‘Uncle Fergus never asks questions. But I expect he’d quite approve of Angus being Young Lochinvar, seeing as he’s in love himself. But Mama wouldn’t approve of Angus being here.’

Some of Rachel’s euphoria evaporated. ‘No, she’s against us too. Oh dear, what are we to do?’

‘What’s Angus’s plan?’

‘I’m not sure he has one. I haven’t had much chance to talk to him yet, just a few words in the hall while everyone was fussing over Uncle’s news. But he swears he won’t marry anyone but me. At least we can have Christmas together. And there’s the hunt on Boxing Day – Giles will have to lend him a horse. Then the ball at the Grange on the day after. Oh, to dance with him again! He dances like an angel.’

‘I know. “Never a hall such a galliard did grace”.’

‘What?’ Rachel asked, but did not wait for an answer. ‘It’s so different dancing with the person you love. You can’t imagine.’

Alice felt sad for them both. ‘Don’t get too hopeful, will you? If they’re all against it, it probably won’t happen. In stories true love triumphs and they live happily ever after, but real life isn’t like that. In real life, marriage is like our mother and our father, or Linda and poor Lord Cordwell.’

Rachel was stubborn. ‘But Angus has shown them he absolutely will not marry Diana Huntley. So Sir Gordon will have to agree.’

‘But there’s still Mama. And you know she never changes her mind about anything.’

Giles trotted down the stairs to the drawing-room, feeling hard done by. He absolutely was not in love with Giulia Lombardi, said his internal monologue, and it was unfair of Kitty to suspect him. Yes, he admired Giulia’s intellect and enjoyed her conversation. Had enjoyed it. Since that awkward moment on the ship coming back from Alexandria when the tipping of the vessel had thrown her into his arms and he had kissed her, she had been notably cold towards him.

Richard, in whom later he had confided, had said it was not the kiss that had upset Giulia, but his apologising for it afterwards. He did not understand that, but it was a fact that Giulia had snubbed him at the ball, had actually refused to dance with him. Now he was worried that her accepting Uncle Fergus was somehow connected. He was anxious for her well-being, that was all. It was too bad of Kitty to be giving him Looks across the room at the mention of Giulia’s name!

The bell hadn’t gone yet and he was expecting to be the only one down, but Angus was lurking near the Christmas tree, evidently hoping to waylay him. Ah, yes, Giles thought, he could legitimately be angry about Angus.

The young man got his word in first, smiling anxiously. ‘I was hoping to see you, sir. I wanted to have a private word with you.’

‘And I want to have a private word with you,’ Giles said grimly. ‘What the devil are you doing here?’

‘Well, sir—’

‘For God’s sake stop calling me “sir”.’

Angus blushed. ‘I thought, with you being the earl, head of the family—’

‘Not of your family. Your mother is my mother’s aunt so I suppose it makes us cousins of some sort – is it second, third, or once removed? I’ve never understood all that business. I am, however, responsible for Rachel while she’s under my roof. And to save you time: I know, because my mother told me, that you and Rachel have taken a fancy to each other and want to marry.’

‘It’s more than a fancy. I love her, and she loves me,’ Angus protested.

‘My mother also told me that both she and your father are dead set against the match. Rachel is under age and her mother is her legal guardian, so I must revert to my original question. What the devil are you doing here?’ Another thought occurred to him. ‘Do your family know where you are?’

‘Not precisely,’ Angus admitted. ‘I mean, I expect Father will have guessed, but I didn’t exactly tell anyone—’

‘You had a row and stormed out,’ Giles gathered. ‘You hot-headed young idiot! What sort of good do you think that will do?’

‘You don’t understand – my father was trying to force me to propose to Diana Huntley. She and her parents were coming to stay for Christmas and he said I must do it while they were there.’

‘Go on,’ Giles said. He began to feel sorry for him. He knew what it was to be forced into marrying.

‘I just couldn’t,’ Angus said wretchedly. ‘I told Father I didn’t love Diana, but he said marriage was nothing to do with love. He said young people couldn’t be expected to know better than their elders what was good for them. So I—’

‘Ran away.’

Angus reddened. ‘It sounds paltry when you say it like that. But I couldn’t think what else to do. I thought—’

‘Did you? It seems to me there wasn’t a great deal of thinking going on at all. Well, the first thing we have to do is let your parents know where you are. Oh, don’t look at me like that – unless he has a flying carpet he can’t suddenly turn up here – at least, not until after Christmas.’

The clattering of nails on the marble floor of the hall heralded the arrival of the dogs, Tiger and Isaac, who dashed in to romp fawningly round Giles and then Angus in a serpentine of adoration. Giles guessed they had been with Alice and Rachel in the schoolroom, which meant that the girls could not be far behind.

‘Now, look here, Angus,’ he said. ‘My mother is determined on a grand marriage for Rachel. She was only allowed to come here for Christmas on condition that I wouldn’t permit any correspondence or clandestine meetings between you two. So you’ve put me in the dickens of a position.’

‘I’m sorry, sir – but I really do love her.’

‘Yes, yes, take that as read. Well, this isn’t correspondence, and as a meeting it’s hardly clandestine. And I can’t bring myself to turn you out into the snow. But while you’re here, you’re not to be creeping away together for secret talks – and certainly not for kisses – or you’ll make a liar of me. You’ll see her and talk to her only in the public rooms with the rest of us present.’

‘I understand,’ Angus said. ‘Thank you, sir – Cousin Giles.’

‘But you had better do some serious thinking. You have a few days’ respite. Make good use of them. And now, here the girls are, so no more of this. I’ll have another talk with you later.’

After a fast run, the hounds checked at a spinney, and Nina pulled Jewel up. They had gone so fast there were only a couple of other riders, both of them men, between her and the hunt servants. Her face was stinging from the passage of the wind. The short December day was declining and the air had taken on a chill; the sky was pink behind the bare branches of the trees.

A moment later, Adam Denbigh arrived and halted Talleyrand beside her in a cloud of steaming breath. ‘Good God,’ he said, ‘what was that about? The expression “neck or nothing” comes to mind. My heart was in my mouth.’

She leaned forward and patted Jewel’s neck. ‘He went like a bird, didn’t he?’

‘That’s not the point,’ Adam began.

Fortunately – since he seemed to be about to deliver a lecture that she would not have taken well from him – his sister, Nina’s friend Bobby, Lady Wharfedale, rode up. She had lost her hat and her hair was coming loose. Zephyr was blowing like a train, but her eyes were sparkling. ‘What a run!’ she cried. ‘It must have been ten miles if it was a yard! The way you took that blackthorn with the ditch in front! I funked it and went by the gate.’

‘I was just going to mention that,’ said Adam. ‘It was a wild thing to do, when you didn’t know what was on the other side. Reckless, in fact.’

‘Oh, Adam!’ Bobby said, exasperated. ‘She was wonderful! You sound like Mr Cowling.’

Even Nina rarely used her husband’s first name. He was, somehow, quintessentially Mr Cowling. At this mention of him, she turned her head away.

Adam didn’t notice. ‘It’s you who’s always saying how dangerous riding side-saddle is,’ he said to Bobby. ‘Suppose Jewel had stumbled on landing and fallen? Nina could have been trapped underneath him.’

‘But that’s the whole point!’ Bobby cried. ‘We shouldn’t be forced to ride side-saddle. Why should men tell us what we can do and can’t do? You can’t turn the argument on its head and say it’s a reason never to go out of a walk! If women had—’

The hunt secretary interrupted them, riding up and touching his hat. ‘Hounds have lost him,’ he told them, ‘and the master’s decided to call it a day.’

‘Just as well, really,’ Adam said, as the secretary rode off to spread the word. ‘It’s getting damned cold.’

There was a glittery feeling to the air as the sun sank and the frost began to fall. The sound of conversation rose as the field said their goodnights, thoughts turning to hot tea and hot baths. The grooms rode up: Hoday handed Bobby her hat, while Daughters said to Nina, ‘Better keep him moving, missus. We don’t want chills.’

Nina thought he gave her a rather disapproving look, and wondered whether it was for her previous fast riding or the current coffee-housing. ‘Yes, you’re right,’ she said. ‘We’re going now.’ She looked around. ‘Anyone know where we are?’

Bobby knew every inch of the country. She pointed her whip. ‘See that line of elms over there? That’s a lane that comes out on the Langton road, just above Skinner’s Farm. Then it’s about three miles home.’

The drawback with hunting was having to hack home afterwards when you and the horse were tired and night was coming on. It was necessary to trot most of the way so that the horses didn’t get cold, and trotting side-saddle was terribly uncomfortable. Bobby found them a track that led to a gate into the lane, and then they kept to the verges as much as possible, trotting through the gathering gloom and the uncanny stillness of a winter evening. Every sensible creature was indoors, and only the owls skimmed the dusk fields like velvet shadows.

When they turned onto the Langton road, the verge was wide enough to ride two abreast. Bobby fell in beside Nina as they walked for a bit to rest the horses’ backs, and said, ‘Kipper’s right about one thing, though.’ Kipper was her childhood name for Adam. ‘You were riding rather more recklessly than usual. Has something happened?’

‘No. Why? What should happen?’ Nina said.

‘That’s a very evasive answer. Has Mr Cowling said something to you?’ Nina’s quick glance told her she had hit the bull. ‘Did he try to stop you coming out?’

‘No, of course not. He likes me to hunt, as long as it’s side-saddle. He thinks I look elegant.’

‘There is something wrong, though, isn’t there? Tell me what’s upset you.’

Nina was silent, and then she sighed. ‘I can’t. I wish I could, but I can’t.’

‘You can tell me anything,’ Bobby insisted.

Not this, Nina thought. ‘We should probably trot again. It’s getting really cold, isn’t it?’

They trotted. Nina had knives in her back; her hands were numb, despite her gloves. The cottages they passed showed yellow squares of lamplight, making her think of butter melting on hot toast. Invisible in its kennel, a dog barked sharply as they passed, the rattle of its chain ringing clear in the unnatural stillness of the frost.

* * *

They passed Welland Hall first. Nina resisted all appeals to come in and take tea, and rode on to Wriothesby House with Daughters a polite distance behind, her mind a pleasant blank of tiredness. She had half hoped to slip in unnoticed, but her terrier, Trump, had been without her all day, and came scurrying from the kitchen, barking excitedly.

That brought Mr Cowling from the small parlour that he used as a business-room, newspaper in his hand, as eager as Trump for her return, but less sure of his welcome.

‘There you are!’ he said, with studied heartiness. ‘Was it a good day?’

‘A lot of blank draws,’ she said, crouching down to caress the dog, ‘but then we had a very good run. Bobby thought it was a ten-miler, but I think a bit less. Eight, perhaps. Very fast, at any rate.’

‘Good, good,’ Cowling said. ‘And the horse went well?’

‘Perfectly.’ She knew he wanted to talk about the thing she didn’t want to talk about. ‘I’ll go up and have my bath,’ she said.

‘Have a cup of tea first,’ he urged. ‘And a muffin. You must be starved.’

‘No, I think I’ll bathe first. I’m a bit stiff.’ She began to turn away, tried to forestall him with a neutral comment. ‘I’m glad we have a proper bathroom now, and hot water from a tap. No need to have a servant toiling upstairs with cans.’

‘Nina,’ Cowling said urgently. ‘I want to talk to you. I must talk to you.’

She didn’t meet his eyes. ‘Not now,’ she said.

But he stepped close and laid a hand on her arm. ‘I know you’re upset about what I said.’ He kept his voice low since they were still standing in the entrance hall. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you. I thought it would make things all right between us. I’m such a clumsy fool. I wish to God now I’d never said it, seeing how upset you are. Won’t you forgive me? I can’t bear to see you like this.’

‘There’s nothing to forgive,’ she said, trying to be natural, but knowing it sounded brittle. ‘I’m not offended or upset.’

‘But you won’t look at me,’ he said miserably.

If you focused on the bridge of a person’s nose, you seemed to them to be meeting their eyes, without actually doing so. She forced a smile. ‘You see? Nothing’s wrong, Joseph.’ She made herself use his Christian name, hoping it would please him.

But his expression remained troubled. ‘Go and have your bath, then,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll ring for fresh tea when you come down.’

She went upstairs, dread weighing her as much as the weariness of her legs. He would talk about it over tea, she thought, and she would have to endure it.

It was all still so raw. As she sat in the hot water and soaped herself, with Trump perched on a chair beside the bath, ready to dive in in case of accidents, she thought about that dreadful moment on Christmas morning when he had apologised for not being able to perform properly in bed. He had apologised for failing her.

‘You must have expected, when we got married, that there would soon be a baby on the way,’ he had ploughed on against the mute protest of her silence. ‘It’s natural for a woman to want babies. God knows, I want them too. A son, to hand on my business to. And a daughter would be nice too, for the fun of it. It must be hard for you, especially when your friend Kitty has two. You want to hold a precious little bundle of your own in your arms.’

‘Lots of people don’t have children,’ she’d said, trying to stop him.

He hadn’t even acknowledged that she’d spoken. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s not what’s behind this restlessness of yours – talking about votes for women and wanting to ride across, and so on. A childless woman lacks proper occupation. I know you get these ideas from Lady Wharfedale, but I expect she finds you fertile ground, given that you’ve an empty nursery. It grieves me to the bone that I can’t give you the child you crave. But this is what I think we can do about it. I think it will make things come out all right for us.’

And despite her urgent desire that he should not, he had gone on to tell her his idea. If she were to get what he could not give her from someone else, he would cherish that child like his own, and never a word about the true situation would ever cross his lips to her, the child or anyone else. ‘You’d be giving me what I want too – a son to carry on my name, so there’d be no wrong in it for you. And I know you have the good taste to choose a right ’un, and the sense and good manners to be discreet about it.’

‘Please don’t! Please don’t talk like this,’ Nina said desperately.

He gave her a wry, sad, loving smile that came close to breaking her heart. ‘I wouldn’t want to know anything about it. I would never ask. I would hope that, whoever he was, you wouldn’t go falling in love with him – aye, that’s the risk from my point of view! But I’d never speak of it. Only, one day you’d come and tell me there was a little one on the way, and I’d be as pleased and proud as could be.’

‘Please don’t say any more,’ she begged.

‘And when that little one came, I’d be the best papa that there’s ever been in the world. I’d love it like I love you, Nina. Wife.’

‘Stop, please stop. I can’t bear any more. It’s – it’s impossible!’

‘Not impossible at all. It’s a way to put things right. I won’t say any more now, but think about it. You needn’t tell me what you decide. I don’t want to know details. Better that way. Just one day present me with a child, and I’ll be as happy as a king.’

He had changed the subject then, but it had been a strained Christmas Day, and since then she had been in a turmoil of shock and shame, anguish that he should love her so much that he would suggest such a thing. And guilt, searing guilt that her thoughts had flown briefly and, oh, so wrongly to a certain person – a man she had no right ever to think about – and what bliss it would be to have a child of his.

She had been awkward in Mr Cowling’s presence ever since, and could not meet his eyes. She had been forced, most unwillingly, to think about the scheme. How had he envisaged it happening? How in the name of God would she initiate such a transaction and with whom? To solicit it merely as a practical measure was unthinkable and shameful. He must have meant her actually to have an affaire du coeur; but that way lay terrible danger, heartbreak and, surely, the ruin of all Mr Cowling’s hopes. How could they live together after that? But they would have to. The water cooled around her and she imagined the ghastly tangle that would result.

They were married. A man could petition for divorce for a wife’s adultery, but Mr Cowling would never do that. It was not that it was extremely expensive – he was a rich man – but that it was also shameful, and would result in social death for both of them. He wouldn’t do that to her. And a woman could not divorce a man or even leave him, having no money of her own. And, besides, she did not want to break his heart. She was not in love with him, but she cared for him.

Her aunt, who had brought her up after her parents died, had counselled her to think carefully before accepting Mr Cowling. Nina had believed she had done so, but how could she have anticipated his problem? If she’d had a child by him, things would have been different.. With a child, children of her own, and a kind husband who was also a fond papa, she thought she could have been happy. But as it was, she was lonely. His love for her was a responsibility, not a joy. It did not fulfil her.

Eventually she had to go down and face him. He was in the drawing-room. The lamps were lit, the curtains drawn, the fire bright: a scene of domestic comfort. He stood up as she entered, and came to her, smiling, to take her hand and lead her to the fire.

‘Now then, my darling, come to the warmth. And don’t look so anxious. We’re not going to speak of that subject ever again. I want us to be comfortable, like we were before. We can be, can’t we? I should never have suggested such a thing and I hope that you’ll forgive me and put it entirely out of your mind.’ And he added, with emphasis, ‘I’ve put it out of mine.’

She smiled and said what was necessary. But she didn’t think he had. He might have shut the idea away in a separate room in his head, but it was still there, and she believed he still half hoped she would act on it.
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