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“If you try to fence me into their world I swear I’ll jump in the Mersey. You knew when you married me that I was not... domesticated.”

“I did, and I shudder to think what I would do if you were, my pet, but it would be pleasant to come home sometimes to find you gracing my fireside with a bit of embroidery in your hands.”

She glanced sharply at him and then began to laugh when she saw the glimmer of humour in his eyes.

“You wouldn’t like that at all, Ben Maddox. I don’t know why you married me but I do know it wasn’t for my domestic accomplishments.”

“True, my love. You suit me as you are...”
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1

Irritably Kitty Hayes tapped the toe of her high-heeled satin dancing slipper on the well-polished wooden floor of the drawing-room which, for this special evening, had been transformed into a ballroom. Not a very large ballroom, to be sure, but with the furniture, except for the small chairs, cleared out, it was big enough to allow fifteen to twenty couples to swirl about in one another’s arms in a dipping waltz, which the young among them were doing with great enthusiasm. A shifting andante of pale colours, white and ivory, cream, primrose and apple blossom, for the ladies were mostly unmarried, mixed with the traditional black and white of the gentlemen’s evening dress.

One of the couples was Kitty’s brother and sister, Freddy and Ciara. Kitty leaned forward, glaring at them in a most unladylike way, one elbow on her knee, her chin in her hand, her lips clamped tightly together, and the man who lounged indolently against the frame of the French windows, which stood open, narrowed his eyes. The smoke from his cigar was not the reason. Kitty did not see him, nor anyone but the couple on whom her whole attention was riveted; the man turned his head to see who it was she was looking at, surprised to find it was her own brother and sister. He turned again to see her slump back in her chair with a sudden impatient movement. The lady beside her, who had been conversing with another, turned and spoke to her sharply but over the sound of the music, the laughter, the chattering voices of the other guests he could not hear what she said.

“What is the matter with you, Kitty?” Nancy Hayes was asking her daughter, her manner implying she knew full well what the matter was but hoped somehow to avert it.

“Just look at them, Mother. It really is a disgrace.”

“What is?”

“Freddy and Ciara. Surely they are aware that it is the height of bad manners to dance exclusively with another member of the family when we have guests. James Lambert particularly wanted to waltz with Ciara, you know he did, but she refused him, and Freddy should be performing his duties as host by dancing with—”

“As you should, Kitty, since it is your party as much as Freddy’s. I have seen you refuse the last three gentlemen who asked you so you can hardly—”

“Boors, all of them.” Kitty tossed her head disdainfully. “They can talk of nothing but how well I paint which is utter rubbish and how light I am on my feet and at the same time they do nothing but step all over them. I’d rather sit out and gossip with you and Aunt Jennet than—”

“Keep your voice down, Kitty, and behave yourself or you will upset your father. And it would please me if you would accept the next gentleman who asks for you, no matter who it is.”

“Oh, Mother,” Kitty wailed, causing a few heads to turn and a few faces to take on an expression that said Kitty Hayes was up to her tricks again. “It could be old man Baker...”

“Kitty!”

“...or worse still Mr Pickup who must be ninety if he’s a day.”

“Then perhaps that will persuade you to accept a gentleman of your own generation when he asks.”

Kitty subsided mutinously, sliding down in her chair and crossing her arms over her full breasts and her mother let out a relieved sigh of exasperation. Kitty was the biggest trial and tribulation in her mother’s otherwise harmonious life and her one wish was to see her fall in love with some suitable gentleman, marry and leave home, thus giving Nancy Hayes and the rest of the household some welcome peace.

Her daughter had been well known as a “little madam”, her old nanny’s words, from the day, as an infant little more than a few months old, she had discovered how to manipulate those who had her in their care. As a young child she had been rebellious of all discipline, truculent when denied her own way, given to fits of red-faced temper when crossed, but as cherubic as an angel when she got the better of her opponent. To avoid the furious and wearing bouts of tantrums they had given in to her, which had been a mistake since she had grown up believing she had the God-given right to do as she pleased. She was afraid of nothing, even as a small child. She was proud and haughty and yet could be warm-hearted, generous, fun-loving and full of charm when she was in the mood, and those around her could not help but respond to her. A complex child and young girl and now, on this her twenty-third birthday, when her parents had hopes that she might have grown out of her stormy explosions of fire and fury, here she was acting like a spoiled child and all because Freddy and Ciara were dancing together more than she liked. Her mother agreed with her that it was not good manners for two members of the same family to dance even one dance together on an occasion such as this but short of tearing Ciara out of Freddy’s arms, which was what Kitty longed to see happen, there was nothing their mother could do about it.

The man on the far side of the room straightened up. Looking about him for an ashtray he stubbed out his cigar and began to move round the edge of the dance floor. Several mamas sat up eagerly and their daughters began to simper and shyly cast down their eyes, thinking he was about to approach them, but he continued to saunter round the room, avoiding the whirling, laughing dancers until he reached the slumped figure of Kitty Hayes who was staring sullenly at her own feet.

He bowed gracefully to Nancy Hayes who smiled up at him. A warm smile which seemed to light a candle at the back of her golden-brown eyes and which, as her lips parted, revealed her even white teeth. Though he knew she was the mother of six children he could scarce believe it, amazed by her exquisite figure and loveliness. She was, without doubt, one of the most beautiful and serene women he had ever seen. Apart from a small, unusual scar on her cheek her features were perfect. He had met her only for the first time this evening, she and her family, but, by God, they were a good-looking lot and the young woman beside her, her eldest daughter, was surely the most stunning of them all.

“Aah, Mr Maddox,” Mrs Hayes said, holding out her gloved hand over which he bent his head. “I hope you are enjoying yourself.”

“Yes, indeed, Mrs Hayes. It was kind of you to invite me.”

“You were a good friend to my son at school, so he tells me, so I was glad that you were in Manchester and able to come. It gave us an opportunity to meet you at last. We have heard so much of the heroic Maddox.” Her smile deepened and so did his.

“Thank you, ma’am, but I did nothing.”

She turned graciously to the lady on her right. “May I introduce my dearest friend, Miss Jennet Williams. She and I have known one another for... oh, how many years is it, Jennet? Well, more than I like to count. Jennet, Mr Maddox is a school friend of Freddy’s. You have probably heard Freddy speak of him. They were at Deanhampton together but not in the same year.”

He bowed again and took her friend’s hand.

“Miss Williams.”

“Mr Maddox.”

“And this is my eldest daughter Kitty, Mr Maddox. Kitty, Mr Maddox is Freddy’s—”

“Yes, I heard,” Kitty muttered, her eyes still fixed on the laughing couple who were waltzing by. She did not even look up into the suddenly cold face of the man who had greeted her mother. It was an attractive face, lines already beginning to be chiselled about his mouth and eyes which were a deep brown surrounded by thick, dark lashes. His hair was a shade between chocolate and chestnut, smoothly brushed, his skin as dark as a gypsy’s. He had a strong mouth with a curl of good humour at each corner, inclined to lift in a smile but not at this precise moment.

“Kitty!” Nancy Hayes’s voice was as crisp as the ice that froze in the garden pond in January and Kitty, despite her determination to be as awkward as she could since she felt so miserable, looked up into the unsmiling face of the stranger.

“How d’you do,” she snapped ungraciously, then turned away to stare moodily at the dancers.

“How do you do, Miss Hayes. As you do not appear to be taken for this waltz I wonder if I might...”

“Thank you, Mr... er... but I am not dancing at the moment.” She did not even glance at him again and his face tightened ominously. The two ladies watched with bated breath.

“I can see that, Miss Hayes. That is why I am here. Now, if the ladies will excuse us...”

Bowing in the direction of the open-mouthed Mrs Hayes and Miss Williams, Ben Maddox took Kitty’s hand, hauling her to her feet, not caring overmuch how roughly he did it, put his arms about her and whisked her into the centre of the circling dancers. She was so astounded her feet automatically performed the right steps, her left hand rested on his shoulder and her right hand fell into his left.

It did not last long, that confoundment. She knew she could not shame her mother and father, particularly her father, by creating a scene here among the guests, old friends who had known her grandparents, those who were in the social circle in which her parents moved and friends of hers and Freddy and her other brother and sisters, but, dammit, she’d not speak to this bastard nor remain with him for long. As soon as the music stopped she’d be off the floor and away back to Freddy, with whom she meant to have the next dance no matter what the conventions might be.

“Do you know, Miss Hayes, you are quite the rudest young woman I have ever come across,” her partner told her conversationally, nodding at Freddy as he glided past with his sister, “and why your papa doesn’t have you whipped and locked up with nothing but bread and water I can’t imagine. I know I would if you were mine.”

For an incredulous moment she was speechless, then, forgetting her intention not to engage in conversation with this overbearing bully who had dragged her on to the floor, Kitty glared into his face. Since she wore high heels and was already tall for a woman, her eyes, a brilliant ice-chipped blue, were on a level with his and though she had not meant to she could not help but notice his were the exact colour of the conkers with which she and Freddy and Alfie, who had once been their boot boy, used to do battle.

She decided she hated them, and him.

“Well, I’m not yours and I thank God for it,” she hissed. “I wouldn’t wish a more loathsome fate on my worst enemy, and I would be obliged if you would not hold me so tightly. I am only dancing with you to please my mother and because I was forced into it. Believe me, I would rather dance with any man in the room than with you, I can tell you, and there are some real halfwits present. I don’t know who you are and—”

“Ben Maddox, Miss Hayes. I come from—”

“I don’t give a damn where you come from, Mr Maddox. I’m only concerned with when you’ll return there. I can’t believe that Freddy could make a friend of a... of a vulgarian like you. I thought he had better taste.”

All about them couples dipped and swayed but Kitty Hayes and Ben Maddox were, for the moment, totally unaware of them. One strong will clashed with another, both of them doing their best to master the other, to force the other to look away in confusion and doubt, but neither was prepared to back down. Kitty was trembling with outrage, since he had outwitted her in getting her on to the dance floor and though she would, if she had been alone with her family, simply have thrown him off and told him to go to hell in a handcart, a favourite expression of hers, even she could not do so with friends looking on. She was not overly concerned with her mother’s feelings, for they had never got on, but she adored her father as much as she adored Freddy and on this, hers and Freddy’s twenty-third birthday, she could not bring herself to hurt either of them. It cost her dearly to continue to glide round the floor with this overbearing man but she gritted her teeth and allowed him to steer her adroitly among the other couples.

He was a good dancer, light on his feet, keeping gracefully to the rhythm of the music, holding her at the proper distance from himself despite her recent complaint. He was tall with wide shoulders which were well muscled. She could feel them beneath the expensive cloth of his evening dress coat, rippling in a way that, to her surprise, tickled her fingertips, though she had no idea why. His waistcoat was white, figured silk, his trousers were straight and well fitting and he wore black patent leather button boots. He was, in fact, an exact replica of every other well-dressed and wealthy gentleman in the room.

“Have you nothing further to say, Miss Hayes?” he asked her, guiding her skilfully between the waltzing couples. “By the look on your face I would wager that you have. Please, don’t disappoint me by holding it in. I would hate you to explode with frustration, which it seems to me might happen at any moment.”

“Believe me, Mr Maddox, you wouldn’t want to see me explode. I am told I have a quick temper.”

“I can scarce believe it!” He lifted one eyebrow ironically.

“Even a violent one, which I admit to, and I also believe that my way, about everything to do with my life and how I live it, concerns only myself.”

Her eyes glinted like blue diamonds as they glared into his. She was flushed and could barely speak through her tightly clenched teeth and Ben Maddox had a strange feeling that her rage was directed not just at himself.

“I can see that, Miss Hayes, but don’t you think we dance well together? You appear to be enjoying this waltz so may I take that as a compliment?”

“No, you may not, damn you. I am here for one reason only and that is because my mother, and you, forced me into it.”

“Are you saying that you would rather be dancing with someone else, Miss Hayes? I wonder who that could be?” He smiled coolly, the smile not reaching his eyes as his gaze drifted over her shoulder and came to rest on her brother and sister who had their heads close together as they drifted past.

“Anyone but you, sir, as I have already told you. Now, I believe the music is about to end so oblige me by returning me to my mother.”

They had stopped dancing when the music did, directly opposite the open French windows, but again he was too quick for her. The breathless couples were turned away from them towards the musicians who were grouped in a corner at the end of the room. They were clapping and bowing before the gentlemen returned their partners to their chaperones. Everyone’s attention was on the young ladies and gentlemen as they moved across the floor. The unmarried females were taking a peep at their dance cards to see who was to lead them on to the floor for the next dance and the gentlemen had begun to single out their new partners. The older ladies who gossiped round the room were busy studying deportment, manners, the gowns of their young charges and not one of them noticed as Ben Maddox, holding Kitty Hayes firmly about the waist, whisked her out on to the terrace, down the wide stone steps and into the darkness that lay across the lawn where the lights of the house could not reach.

Kitty Hayes was so unused to anyone, male or female, forcing her to do something against her will, she went with him before she realised what he was doing. She almost tripped on the elaborate ruffled hem of her evening gown and would have fallen had he not held her firmly.

“What the hell d’you think you’re doing, you bastard,” she mouthed furiously. “Let go of me at once.” She longed to scream and stamp her foot as she had as a child but she was too conscious of the guests in her mother’s drawing-room and, more importantly, how it would look to others when they discovered that, perhaps for the first time in her adult life, a man had got the better of Kitty Hayes.

“Not just yet,” he drawled, his superior strength hurrying her across the lawn. “Aah, this will do,” he murmured as they came to a small, open-fronted garden house at the edge of the grass just where the crowded trees began.

“My father will have you flogged for this,” she panted as he placed her firmly on the wooden-slatted bench just inside the small building. “He’ll have you thrown from the house. Believe me, no decent home will receive you when word of this gets out and I shall make it my business to see that it does. You may be Freddy’s friend but—”

“Aah, Freddy!” There was a wealth of meaning in his voice. He stood back from her and at once she sprang up, ready to dart away, but something in his voice and the words he spoke made her hesitate.

“And what the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“Really, Miss Hayes, you have a foul mouth for such a young, well-bred lady.”

“Never mind my mouth, or what comes out of it. What exactly did that reference to Freddy mean?” she challenged. Her strong chin jutted dangerously and her eyes flashed in the darkness. She seemed to bare her perfect white teeth, like an animal on the defensive and did her hands curve into claws? God, she was a magnificent creature but heaven help the poor sod who got landed with her. He liked his women spirited, even a bit quick-tempered since it made for a lively relationship, but this one would need a husband as strong-willed as herself but with the patience of a bloody saint. He had a strong will, too strong, his dead father used to say, but his patience was minuscule. Now why should that thought slip through his mind? he wondered for a fraction of a second, then the memory of how this girl – woman – had gazed yearningly at her brother, and also something her brother had said to him in confidence some years ago, took its place.

He and Freddy had met unexpectedly one day in Liverpool when Freddy had been staying there on some business for his father. Joshua Hayes owned the thriving Monarch Cotton Manufacturing Mill in Manchester and his son, though he had admitted that he did not care for it, had worked there since he had left Deanhampton at the age of eighteen. Ben was several years older than Freddy but he had taken a liking to the lad and had protected him from bullies when he first came to the public school. Freddy was handsome, slender, somewhat girlish, without the faintest idea how to stand up to the boys who baited him. He was gentle, having been brought up with four sisters, one of whom had led him about since he was a baby! His brother Sebastian was born just after Freddy began his schooling at Deanhampton so he had known no male siblings. He had been taught by a governess and was a clever lad, but he was sadly lacking in the gritty endurance that a boy needs to get through the rigours of boarding school. Had it not been for Ben, who had even then been big for his age, strong and handy with his fists, young Hayes would have fared ill. They could not exactly have been called friends, since there was too much of a difference in their ages and neither had met the other’s family, but now and again, when Freddy was in Liverpool, or Ben came to Manchester on business, both being in the cotton trade, they would dine together, sometimes get drunk together.

It was on such an occasion that Freddy had divulged more perhaps than he should have of his family’s background.

Expansive over a good cigar and a brandy after dining well at the Adelphi where Freddy was putting up for the night, it was Freddy who had set the ball rolling.

“Ever thought of getting married, old man?” he had asked, leaning back in his chair and blowing smoke into the already smoke-filled air of the gentlemen’s games-room where they intended to round off the evening with a game of billiards.

Ben took a sip of his brandy, nearly choking on it.

“Good God, no, man. There’s all the time in the world for that. After all, I’m only twenty-five. What about you?” It was said jokingly, since at the time Freddy had been no more than twenty-one.

Freddy sighed. “Fat chance of that at the moment.”

“Bloody hell, old chap, don’t tell me you have someone in mind? Not at your age.”

“Oh, yes.” It was said with great sadness but firm conviction.

“Great God in heaven, who is this paragon?” Ben held his cigar in one hand and brandy in the other, in his consternation not sure which to put to his lips.

“Well... I don’t know whether I should...”

“Hell’s teeth, Freddy, you can trust me. You should know that by now,” and Freddy Hayes did. Ever since that first day at Deanhampton when a terrified eleven-year-old had been taken under the protective wing of fifteen-year-old Ben Maddox, he had trusted him with, if not his life, then his person.

“Yes, I do but... well, I suppose since it’s no secret in Manchester there can be no harm in telling you the story.”

“Jesus, Freddy, this is most intriguing,” expecting to hear that young Freddy Hayes was madly in love with an actress or a shop girl or some other equally unsuitable young woman who could not possibly be welcomed into the Hayes’ circle. He was unprepared for Freddy’s answer.

“It’s no laughing matter, Ben, so I’d be obliged if you’d take that sneer off your face.”

“Hell’s bells, Freddy, I’m sorry. I’d no idea...”

“No, and you’ll be even more pole-axed when I tell you who it is that I love. Who I’ve loved all my life, it seems.”

“All your life!”

“Yes. Well, since I was five or six when she was brought to live with us.”

“Brought to... ?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

“My sister.”

“Your... sister!” Ben felt the blood drain from his face. He downed his brandy in one long swallow, realising in his horrified shock he had spoken out loud and several gentlemen were turning round to stare curiously.

“Oh, don’t look like that, Ben. She’s not really my sister. Not by blood I mean. Lord, I don’t think there’s enough time to explain it all to you so I’ll try to condense it but... well...”

“For God’s sake, lad, spit it out.”

“Very well, but it’s a strange tale. Kitty is the same age as myself. We were born on the same day, the same month and year. Ciara is six years younger. We are all three... illegitimate.” His young face twisted with some feeling that hurt him.

“Great God in Heaven!”

“We all had separate mothers but the girls had the same father. My mother, my real mother was a... Dear God this is hard... she was a laundrymaid in my grandmother’s house. My father seduced her... had an affair with her... whatever you like to call it before he knew my stepmother and my mother died giving birth to me so he adopted me. A lot of men wouldn’t have bothered.”

“Great God in Heaven!” Ben stammered again, too stunned to even signal to the waiter for another brandy which he desperately needed.

“It gets worse. My stepmother was... raped as a girl of fifteen and Kitty was the result. Five or six years later Ciara was brought to the nursery. Her dead mother was my stepmother’s younger sister and her father was the same bastard who had sired Kitty so Kitty and Ciara are not only half sisters but cousins. Yes, you may well look dumbfounded. I told you it was a complex tale. My stepmother and father had married by then. Kitty and I were adopted legally and when Ciara came along, so was she so the whole affair was legalised and as far as possible, normalised.”

“I don’t know what to say, old man.”

“What is there to say, Ben? It was all hushed up, covered up, accepted even, thanks to my grandmother, I believe, who loved us all. We mix with the best people in Manchester but it is very obvious that Kitty, at twenty-one years old, though the daughter of one of the wealthiest men in Manchester and very beautiful, has received not one proposal of marriage. God knows what is to happen to her, for if ever a girl needs a strong and – dare I say it – lusty husband, it is Kitty. Ciara is only fifteen but she will... she will not need to look for a husband, for I mean to marry her myself when she is a couple of years older.”

“Dear God, does your family know?”

“No, not yet, but that isn’t the problem.”

“What is?”

Freddy sighed. “Kitty, she’s the problem. She considers me her personal property. Has done since we were children. She’s jealous of anyone who takes my attention from her, though she knows nothing of my intentions towards Ciara.”

“Does Ciara?”

“Oh, yes.” It was said simply with a small smile and a wealth of deep tenderness. “Ciara and I are... alike. We want the same things. We are the two halves of the same... Jesus, this sounds half-baked but it’s true.”

“You’re a lucky man, Freddy.”

Ben remembered this conversation as Kitty Hayes stood defiantly before him. She had been rejected by the eligible young men of Manchester but she didn’t give a damn since she was in love with Freddy Hayes. She was waiting for him to declare himself and would, he was pretty certain, do it for him if he didn’t look lively. Her heart was trusting, hopeful, but watching suspiciously as he whispered in her sister’s ear; what would she do when the truth was revealed to her?

It was a warm night, the sky a clear purple-blue but for a drifting wisp of silver-edged cloud above the roof of the house. The moon hung over the western side of the city, earth shine reflected in its surface, and its light turned Kitty’s face to a pearly white in which her eyes glinted without colour. Her gown was a marvel of blush-white satin, plain and sheath-like at the front with a deep square neckline which revealed the slightest swell of the top of her breasts. In the fashion of the day her waist had been gathered in to a mere twenty inches and her hips accentuated by a froth of ruffles which gathered at the back of the skirt in an enormous bustle. It seemed she did not care for the eccentric trimmings with which many ladies decorated their gowns. One could have collected from the persons of fine ladies a whole aviary of birds, flights of swallows and humming birds across the skirt being very popular, but Kitty’s gown was simple and elegant.

“Well?” she was demanding. “What have you to say about Freddy? I know you and he were at school together so I suppose you are going to tell me some dreadful schoolboy escapade you got up to with him.”

“Hardly. I am four years his senior.”

“Then why have you dragged me out here?” she snapped. “You seem to be implying it is something to do with Freddy, but let me tell you before you start that Freddy is a decent, upright and honourable man and... and I...” She hesitated, obviously unwilling to reveal her true feelings for the man who had played the part of her brother all her life but longing to defend him to the death if necessary.

So how could he tell her what Freddy had told him, which was what he had intended? That Freddy was in love with the lovely Ciara. Why hadn’t she seen it for herself? Surely anyone with eyes in their head could not fail to notice what lay between them, that almost visible aura with which two people in love seem to surround themselves. And if he’d seen it surely that meant their parents had too and had no objection to the match.

But it is said that love is blind and it seemed this extraordinary young woman had no sight at all when it came to Freddy Hayes. Or perhaps, with that bull-headed stubbornness that afflicts those who love, she was deliberately hiding it from herself, from her heart and quick, intelligent mind, hiding from herself the knowledge of what lay between her brother and sister. Could he tell her? Could he cut the blindfold and make her see the truth? The answer was, no, he couldn’t. Not only because compassion had laid its hand on his own heart but because it was not his secret to disclose. Besides which, from what he’d seen of Kitty Hayes in the past couple of hours, he knew she would not believe him, or if she did, would take her desolate heart into the house and tear the place apart demanding an explanation from the two people involved. He had meant to warn her without exactly repeating what Freddy had told him but now, backing away, mentally if not physically, he knew he couldn’t do it. It was nothing to do with him. He wasn’t even a friend of the family, only an old school chum of the elder son of the house and, quite honestly, he had no wish to be involved.

So, he had to have a reason for bringing... dragging her out here. A reason she would understand. She would despise it too but at least her heart would be intact and perhaps she might feel a trifle flattered that a man should find her attractive.

Reaching out, he gripped her by the upper arms and pulled her to him, holding her tightly against his chest, his fingers digging cruelly into her soft flesh. His mouth found hers, parted her surprised lips, caressed and clung to them and after a startled moment and for a slow beat in time, hers responded. She leaned against him as though the strength had gone from her and he put his arms about her. Her mouth was sweet, warm, moist, then, with a horrified gasp, she broke away from him, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth, her whole manner conveying her disgust and fury.

“You beast,” she hissed. “You filthy bastard. How dare you lay your hands on me...”

“Come, come, Miss Hayes,” he managed to say smilingly, though he himself was shaken by the moment. “It was only a kiss. Surely you have been kissed before?”

She hadn’t, at least not like that and she was as furious with herself for not only responding to it but liking it.

She resorted to the phrase that was taught to all well-brought-up young girls for situations such as this.

“Sir, you are no gentleman” – still violently scrubbing at her mouth – “and when I tell my brother he will give you the hiding of your life.”

The idea of the pale and slender Freddy Hayes taking his fists to the big man who lounged before her did not strike her as being ludicrous. Casually he was reaching into his pocket for his cigars. Lighting one, he blew smoke into the warm, scented air.

“Then I’d best take my leave, Miss Hayes. May I say what a pleasure it was meeting you and as for the...”

The sentence was not finished, for she was striding away from him across the dewed lawn, contempt written in her straight back and imperious head. She was a lady insulted and if he knew what was good for him, her posture implied, he’d best not darken the doorstep of Riverside House again.

The scent of his cigar and his soft laughter followed her up the steps to the terrace.
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The breakfast-room at Riverside House was quiet as the Hayes family addressed themselves to the good, wholesome breakfast Nancy Hayes thought suitable for growing children. It did not concern her that the two eldest were twenty-three years of age and well past the days when Nancy was responsible for their health and wellbeing; she believed in the precepts of her own long-dead mother who had always said that milk, cheese, fruit and vegetables built healthy bones and teeth. Not that Nancy Hayes and her two sisters ate such things on a permanent or even frequent basis, since their mother had been a whore and they had lived a hand-to-mouth existence throughout their childhood in Angel Meadow, one of the worst vice-ridden and deprived slum areas of Manchester. But her mam, who in her youth had once been friendly with a girl who had been skivvy in the kitchen of a doctor, had picked up from her, who had picked it up from the doctor’s cook, the notion that these basic foods were the secret of good health. Nancy’s own splendid teeth and skin, her glossy brown-gold curls, her straight limbs and fine figure attested to this fact and she had continued her mam’s scarcely understood beliefs with her own children.

The room in which they ate faced south-east and the sunlight streamed through a row of tall windows, clear and bright, polishing the glowing mahogany of the long, oval table to a mirror shine in which the faces of the seven people who sat about it were reflected. Eight places were set with silver cutlery, knives, forks and tablespoons with ivory handles on white damask place mats edged with the finest Honiton lace. The cups and saucers, dessert bowls and side plates were of the best and most expensive English china ware decorated with love-birds perched on a bough. On the table was a silver sugar basin with sugar tongs, a sugar sifter and a cream jug, with a silver salt cellar and spoon placed beside it. All of the finest quality, of course. In the exact centre of the table was a vast silver fruit stand holding a richly chased cut-crystal bowl. The bowl was heaped with oranges, apricots, damsons, peaches, nectarines, plums, apples and a pineapple, most of them grown in Riverside’s own orchards or hothouses.

Joshua Hayes replaced his knife and fork on his empty plate and leaned back, wiping his mouth on his napkin. He was still a handsome man despite his forty-seven years. Tall and rangy with smoky grey eyes which his two daughters and elder son had inherited, he was an engaging man, much respected in Manchester and much loved within his own family. His marriage had been a happy one and it showed in his warm, slow smile and his easy-going charm, his relaxed attitude towards others which said he was confident they would be friends. In business he was straight and tough and he was doing his best to teach his elder son to be the same.

A maidservant, on seeing her master had finished, moved forward from her place by the serving table and with an enquiring smile at him was given permission to remove his plate.

“Will you take another egg, sir?” she asked him. “Mrs Bright cooked plenty. Or perhaps a slice or two more of bacon?”

“No, thank you, Tilly. Just toast, I think, and I wouldn’t mind some of Mrs Bright’s lemon marmalade if there is some.”

The maid looked askance at him, for Mrs Bright’s excellent marmalade was always available and the master knew it, bless him. It was just his way of asking for things as if he didn’t want to be a trouble to anyone. As if he could!

“Of course, sir, and perhaps another cup of coffee.”

“Thank you, Tilly.” Josh Hayes’s smile reached the foot of the table where his wife was seated and she smiled back at him, a flush at her cheekbone, for it was no more than half an hour since they had made love in their big bed as they did on most days. A fulfilled and happy couple were Josh and his lovely wife who looked, so he told her, no older than the day he first saw her in the yard of his father’s mill. A spinner she had been and the first words she had spoken to him had been in anger but he loved her then and he loved her now and the warmth of it had permeated their home and their lives for twenty years. Twenty years this coming September since they were married, and still “at it”, as Ivy, the housemaid who “saw” to their bedroom, liked to inform the other serving girls when the men-servants were not about.

Mrs Hodges, the housekeeper, would go mad, her face red with indignation.

“Ivy Harrison, if I’ve told you once, my girl, I’ve told you a thousand times I will not have you discussing the master and mistress that way. What they do in their bedroom, or how often, is nothing to do with us, so think on. I won’t tell you again.”

It was an idle threat and Ivy knew it. She had been at Riverside House as long as the mistress, longer than Mrs Hodges, and considered herself to be that privileged being who, through her hard work and loyal service for over twenty years, was almost one of the family and could, within reason, say what she liked. Only inside the four walls, of course, and not in the family’s hearing!

There were three large and handsome dogs lying in a tumbled heap in the one long shaft of sunlight which lay across the honey-coloured carpet. They were so big not one of them alone could have fitted into the patch of warmth but, in the mistaken belief that it fell solely on each of them, they hitched themselves together companionably. One was a black labrador, the second a golden retriever, the third a black and white English setter. All three had just had their daily brushing from Richie, one of the stable lads and their coats gleamed like satin.

Joshua sighed deeply as he buttered his toast and heaped it liberally with Mrs Bright’s lemon marmalade. He glanced at the empty place next to him, shaking his head sadly, and at once every face in the room, even the animals, who seemed to sense his worry, turned to look at him with great sympathy.

“Where does that girl get to? Does anyone know where she is?” he asked, turning his greying head to each member of the family in turn, knowing he had no need to mention her name. He raised his eyebrows in Freddy’s direction, for if anyone would know Kitty’s whereabouts it was her brother.

“No, Father. I’ve only just got out of bed myself.”

“Mmm,” his father replied. “After last night and the way she danced I thought she might be up late. Has anyone been up to her room? Tilly?” turning to the maid.

“Yes, sir, I have. I took her a cup of tea about half an hour ago but she weren’t there.”

“Chester’s not in the stable either, Father,” Josh’s younger son, his last child, piped up. “Me an’ Anna and Marguerite went for a gallop as far as Singleton Brook but we didn’t see her, did we?”

The boy turned to his sisters for confirmation and they shook their heads vigorously. They were all three still in their riding outfits. The girls, Anna and Marguerite, sixteen and thirteen respectively, were dressed in fine blue box-cloth, a jacket bodice, a neat white cravat and a full, trained skirt. Sebastian, at almost twelve and a boarder at Deanhampton for nearly a year now but home for the summer, wore pale beige kid breeches, polished knee-length boots of rich brown leather and a riding jacket of tweed in a mixture of caramel and chocolate. He scorned a hat of any sort, though the girls wore neat black bowlers with a face net. They had discarded them at the table though they were allowed to wear their riding habits as it was Sunday.

“Did Charlie say in which direction she had gone?” their mother asked, not anxiously, since they had long ago given up worrying about Kitty who was a law unto herself.

“We didn’t ask him, Mother.”

“You don’t think it’s anything to do with that chap – what’s-his-name, Freddy? – the one she danced with last night,” Ciara said, turning innocently to Freddy and putting a hand on his arm, a gesture that was not lost on the rest of her family, or Tilly!

Freddy’s face was a picture of consternation. “Ben Maddox! Whyever should you think that?”

“Well, I heard she danced with him for rather a long time and then Mariella told me she saw her go outside with him.”

“Outside? Outside where?” Joshua frowned and leaned forward in his chair and Tilly pricked up her ears. You could always rely on Miss Ciara to stir up a bit of mischief, doing it in such a way that made it plain that it was nothing to do with her. Especially where her older sister was concerned. Chalk and cheese they were, not exactly cat and dog, for Miss Ciara hadn’t the fire that Miss Kitty had, but if they could get each other into trouble they would. From young children they had been the same, fighting over one thing or another, usually for Master Freddy’s attention. Miss Ciara went about it in a subtle, some would say underhanded way but Miss Kitty was open and noisy, not caring who was made aware of her true feelings. She was always in trouble over something, getting a reputation for a hellion, while somehow Miss Ciara managed to hide her tracks and was thought of as sweet and biddable. Mind you, Miss Kitty was a hellion but she was at least honest about it, not pretending to be something she wasn’t and you couldn’t help but like her for it.

“Outside where?” Joshua repeated, fixing Ciara with his suddenly flinty grey eyes but Ciara was not about to take the blame for her sister’s waywardness.

“I don’t know, Father. It was Mariella who saw her go, not me.”

“How long was she gone?” her mother asked her.

Ciara turned towards her, her face as innocent as an angel, her hand reaching for Freddy’s under the tablecloth and at once he jumped to her defence.

“Mother, Ciara didn’t see it so how can she know?”

“Shall I go and ask Charlie when she went, Mother?

I mean this morning?” asked Sebastian, since the fuss over Kitty and whatever she had got up to last night seemed irrelevant now.

“Would you, darling? Have you finished your breakfast?”

“I’ll take a couple of slices of toast with me,” he told her as he pushed his chair away from the table. At once the three dogs leaped to their feet, their tails on the move, their ears pricking, their eyes bright with anticipation.

The boy hurried from the room, the toast he had filched from the toast rack on the serving table already to his mouth. Tilly had spread it liberally with best butter and home-made blackberry jam, the way he liked it. The trouble was, so did them damned dogs and as Master Sebastian surreptitiously fed them under the table they now followed him, begging for a tit-bit. The boy banged the door behind himself and the three animals with a crash that made them all wince and they could hear his voice remonstrating with them as he made for the side door that led to the stables.

“Get down, Jess, you idiot, you’ll have me over. No, I am not sharing my toast with you, you greedy beggars. Holly, I swear I’ll shut you in the study... Stop it, Rex, get down I say.”

“Did you ever hear such a commotion and all over one young woman,” her mother sighed.

“Well, it’s hardly her fault, my darling,” her husband said mildly. “She doesn’t know what an uproar—”

“Of course she does, Josh,” his wife answered crisply. “She always knows. Now then, get on with your meal, children. It will be time for church in an hour.”

They all sighed in unison, even Tilly.

The young woman in question idled along the narrow lane, her feet dangling, the stirrups loose, the reins hanging about the neck of her lathered black gelding. She allowed the animal to go at his own pace, since, for a good half-hour, she had galloped him mercilessly across the fields and meadows to the north of Higher Broughton, risking not only her own life and limbs, but his, not caring what crops grew there or the fright she gave to grazing herds of cattle. She had flown like a bird over fence and hedge, her arms nearly pulled from their sockets, the thunder of the gelding’s hooves assaulting her ears. She had lost the ribbon from her hair which she had plaited before leaving home and it had streamed out like a windblown flag behind her, the colour of a blackbird’s wing but with highlights of bronze put there by the sun’s rays. Several farm labourers had watched her go by, their mouths agape in astonishment, shouting after her to stop her headlong flight or she’d “tekk a tumble” but she hadn’t, of course. She was too good a horsewoman for that and Chester was too fine a horse.

Now her hair hung down her back to where her buttocks rested in the saddle, heavy waves of dark silk which she tried uselessly to tuck behind her ears. Her eyes were unfocused, the vivid blue of them half lit between her narrowed eyelids. Though she didn’t appear to react to it she was vaguely conscious of what lay about her as she followed the slight incline up to the top of Crablane Head. It was high summer, a clear day, the heat haze of the early morning burned off so that in every direction she could see the patchwork counterpane of fields and woods. The scattered roofs of Blackley shimmered to the south-east and a few tiny cottages and farms could just be made out in the west where the Radcliffe and Cheetham Hill branch line of the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway wound through the dips and dells of the rolling farmland which lay between her and Cheetham Hill.

When the gelding reached the top of Crablane Head she pulled him to a halt and slid from his back. Fastening the reins loosely to a protrusion in a rocky outcrop so that he couldn’t wander, she lowered herself to the grassy ground and leaned her back against the rock, staring out sightlessly into the distance. There was bracken below but up here heather grew, turning to a rich purple as the summer drew on and in the rough grass were tiny purple dog-violets, one of which she plucked and held carefully in her half-cupped hand. As though in a dream she lifted the hand with the flower to her lips, running her fingers along its softness and fullness, then sighed dramatically.

She had been kissed. For the first time in her life she had been kissed by a man and the sad thing was, that man had not been Freddy. She knew it had not been her fault. The devil, for that was what Ben Maddox was, had taken her by surprise, taken a liberty and she had been livid about it, for hadn’t she been saving that delight, that sweet moment all women dream about when the man they love kisses them for the first time, to be shared with Freddy. She had waited and waited since she was sixteen for him to acknowledge that what they felt for one another was more than the fondness shared by a brother and sister; to make good the promise they had made to one another as children.

“We’ll be married when we’re grown up,” she had told him confidently. “Then we can always be together. That’s what ladies and gentlemen do. You’ll be my husband and I’ll be your wife and we’ll have a lot of children to play with. We will, won’t we, Freddy?”

“If you say so, Kit,” he answered amiably. He was seven years old at the time, as she was.

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

And that to Kitty Hayes had been as binding an oath as the marriage vow itself. They would be married one day since no one, no woman could love a man as she loved Freddy, and she knew he returned her love. She had realised, at sixteen, that though she was ready, Freddy wasn’t. That was the trouble when a man and a woman were the same age for it was a well-known fact that a female matures much earlier than a male. That was why men married at thirty and women at twenty or younger, but she couldn’t wait until Freddy was thirty, could she? She was twenty-three, as he was, and was ready for marriage and that lout last night had only highlighted the fact. She should be Freddy’s wife by now, safe from the attentions of such a low person, but what could she do except remind Freddy of their promise. Well, blast it, that’s what she would do if he didn’t get a move on. Swallow her pride and jump right in with it. She admitted to herself that she was stronger than he was, not physically, of course, but she had always known her will was more forceful than his, that she could chivvy, persuade, even bully him into giving in to her, so she must find a way to do it, and soon. Perhaps if she were to corner him and... well, kiss him like that dolt had kissed her last night it might jerk him out of the daydream he seemed to live in, moving from day to day, week to week, the months going by and she wasn’t getting any younger. Something must be done to winkle him out of his complaisant belief that they could drift on like this for ever. Though she didn’t care to contemplate it, in fact she jerked away from it now, she had wondered at times if it was her imagination that he was keeping out of her way.

She had nearly hammered on his door this morning and would have marched in and dragged him from his bed as she had on many an occasion but something, some image still lingering at the periphery of her vision from last night, she didn’t know what, had stopped her. After she had left Ben... whatever his name was, smirking like the idiot she knew him to be she had longed to march into the drawing-room, grab Freddy by the arm and force him to go outside and give his so-called friend, if not a good hiding, then a piece of his mind, followed by an order to remove himself from the vicinity of decent people. She had been so furious she would have done it even if it caused an enormous rumpus but Freddy had been dancing with Jane Rivers who Kitty could not abide. Jane was the silliest, most tactless girl in their circle, the worst gossip who would have had the whole thing blown up into enormous proportions, spreading it not just about the room but the whole damn county of Lancashire. Kitty might be a hothead, impetuous and longing to see Ben what’s-his-name thrown out ignominiously into the street by the men-servants but she did not want to have her name bandied about as a girl who had fainted because she had been kissed, which was probably what Jane would tell everyone. Kitty didn’t give a damn what anyone called her – wild, unmanageable, outrageous, a trial to her poor mother and father, a tomboy who liked to gallop her gelding at breakneck speed all over the county and who sometimes swore like a stable boy – but she would have no one calling her faint-hearted, mocking her because a man had kissed her!

So she had pasted a false smile on her face and danced with every man who asked her; not Freddy since he always seemed to be cavorting about with someone else, but to anyone watching she was having a wonderful, wonderful birthday.

It was hot. She was wearing a riding habit of broadcloth in a rich shade of burgundy, a tight-fitting bodice with a high neck and long sleeves, with a full skirt. Under the bodice she had on a thin, sleeveless camisole top and under the skirt a pair of trousers in the same material as the habit. She liked to ride astride and as a compromise and to prevent a storm at the dressmaker’s in St Ann’s Square, a business her mother had owned and run until the babies, starting with Anna, had come along, she had been allowed to have trousers made to be worn with the skirt. She would, if not allowed her own way, her mother and Aunt Jennet, who now ran the business, had been well aware, have simply bunched her skirt and petticoats about her waist and with her drawers in full view have ridden shamelessly about the neighbourhood of Broughton.

Now she removed her bodice and skirt, revelling in the feel of the sun on her bare arms and neck and the tops of her breasts, stretching out her trousered legs, crossing her booted feet at the ankle. Her breathing slowed, her head fell sideways and she slept.

Ben Maddox placed his hands on his hips, bent one leg, put his booted foot on a loose rock and sighed as he looked down at Kitty Hayes. He distinctly felt his heart move and soften, then something speared him in the centre of his chest, rising to catch him in the throat, threatening to choke him. What the bloody hell was wrong with him now? He had been overwhelmed after she had stalked off last night by the stunning realisation that this woman, if he didn’t take care, could mean something to him and he didn’t want it. He was not ready for it. She was a wildcat, there was no doubt about that, but he sensed something sweet in her, something worth pursuing, something untapped which she had allowed no one to see, not even the estimable but totally unsuitable Freddy Hayes. Freddy was not for her, of course, even if she thought he was, which it seemed she did. He was too faint-hearted, too good-natured, too malleable, and the tigress in Kitty Hayes would devour him, find him tasteless and spit him out.

So, what about you, Ben Maddox? he asked himself as he gazed down at the sleeping, shamelessly rumpled and semi-naked figure of the woman who sprawled on the springy grass of Crablane Head, where Freddy had directed him.

He had been lucky to catch the lad alone – which is how he always thought of Freddy, a lad – when he had called at Riverside House this morning. The family had gone to church, the elderly housemaid told him, all except Master Freddy who was in the study going over something or other which should have been seen to a week ago, the master had said. But that was Master Freddy all over, putting off until tomorrow what should have been done yesterday, or even last week, she rambled on in that familar way of old family retainers as she showed him to the study.

Ben was staying with the Lamberts in Cheetham Hill. He had been invited to spend the night with James and his wife, who had also been guests at the Hayes birthday party, and when, this morning, he had expressed a desire for a ride James had loaned him a chestnut mare. He had packed his riding clothes just in case before he left home. The mare was sweet-natured and gentle, not used to wild gallops so he had cantered her the four or five miles from the Hayes home up to here, Crablane Head, where Freddy said he was pretty sure she would be.

“She likes it up there. We all do and often take a picnic, me and Kit, with Anna, Marguerite and Seb. Not Ciara though. She doesn’t care for riding so I haven’t been for... well...” His face showed a tremor of what might have been regret, for there was nothing, absolutely nothing Freddy Hayes liked more than riding. That his love didn’t was a sad lack in his normally contented life and Ben could see where Kitty Hayes’s advantage might lie. He was pretty sure she would have seen it too.

“But what d’you want Kit for, old man? Can’t I give her a message? Why don’t you sit down and I’ll ring for coffee, or better yet, stay for lunch. Mother and Father would be delighted.” It was clear Freddy would welcome anything that would interrupt the task his father had set him.

“Thanks, but no. I’m off back to Walton this afternoon but, well... I think I offended your sister last night and I wished to apologise.” A lie, of course, and if you’d asked him for the truth he would have twisted and turned, even from himself, rather than reveal it.

“Offended Kitty! Good God, what did you do?”

“She said nothing to you?”

“Not a word. She danced the soles of her slippers through, laughed her head off, you know how she is, then went to bed as cheerful as a sparrow. Nobody’s seen her since.”

He would hardly have described the exotic Miss Hayes as a sparrow, but following Freddy’s instructions and warding off his curious questions, he had ridden along drowsy, sun-filled lanes, between hedgerows that were a tangle of wild roses, bryony and honeysuckle. Climbing up the banks were foxgloves, purple and yellow vetch and pink clover blossom. Bees, heavy-laden with pollen, blundered from flower to flower, the sound hypnotising him and he felt the peace thread through his veins and stitch itself to his heart. Whatever came of it he knew this journey must be made.

Now he watched the slow rise and fall of Kitty’s half-revealed breasts, as white as buttermilk and as round and ripe as melons. Her nipples, a rosy pink, showed clearly through the thin fabric of her camisole and he felt the first male stirring of desire in the pit of his belly. God, she was a glorious creature. Her midnight-dark hair lay about her head in a tangle of loose curls. Her lips, moist and carnation pink, were parted slightly. She had flung an arm above her head and in the curve of her armpit he could see a patch of sweat-dampened hair. Her trousers, clinging tightly to every line of her long, shapely legs, had parted from her camisole at the waist and a couple of inches of her white belly, dimpled by her neat navel, glimmered in the sunlight.

For perhaps five minutes he watched her, studying the long and lovely curves of her body, the flushed contours of her face, the thick crescent of her lashes and the fine line of her eyebrows which frowned as though even in sleep something or someone had displeased her. He longed to put out a hand, run a fingertip lightly along her jawline and down the slender column of her white throat. To continue downwards until his hand cupped her breast, to the flush of her nipples which he knew, without understanding how, would at once peak and harden to his touch. She would wake and stretch and yawn, showing her pink tongue, lift her arms to him, draw him down and devour him with the passion which would not do for Freddy Hayes but which he, Ben Maddox, would meet, and match. She would make a magnificent bed partner; he had sensed it last night with her instant response to his mouth on hers, but by God she’d fight him every step of the way until his will overcame hers, his strong, male body dominated hers and what a glory that would be.

Knowing the truth, he gave in to it. It would happen. He would make it happen but not here. She wasn’t ready yet. Her wilful heart and mind were filled with romantic, nonsensical notions of Freddy Hayes who hadn’t the faintest idea in his own youthful head and heart of the feelings this woman had for him. Freddy loved Ciara. He had told Ben so two years ago and the way they had danced and whispered together last night would have told anyone but the most blinkered how things were between them, making it obvious that the situation would very soon come to a head. What would happen to her then, the beautiful, bullheaded Kitty Hayes who, he was sure, every man in Manchester wanted but no man would care to marry?

He had left the mare peacefully cropping the grass a hundred yards away, not wishing to alarm Kitty by clattering up on the animal’s back. He smiled as the thought struck him that it would take more than a man on horseback to alarm Miss Kitty Hayes, then he frowned. With his recently acquired feeling of – what would he call it? – ownership, perhaps, of the peacefully sleeping woman on the grass, since there was no doubt in his mind now that one day she would belong to him, he found he did not care to have her dashing alone about the countryside. And still less did he care for her lolling about up here, as near as dammit half naked. Well, perhaps not that, but certainly with parts of her body only her husband should see revealed to all and sundry who passed this way. He looked about him and his frown vanished. There wasn’t a living creature in sight except Kitty’s gelding and a hawk sweeping graceful circles in the hot blue sky. A lark sang out of sight, bees droned in the heather and the horse chomped lethargically on a mouthful of tough grass. There were no other sounds.

Carefully he stepped backwards, watching where he placed his feet, since he did not want her to wake and find him gawking at her like some half-baked schoolboy. His own emotions were well tamped down now and that was where they would stay until... until the devastation which must surely come exploded about Kitty Hayes. Her touching belief in her dreams of Freddy Hayes would evaporate like mist in a hot sun. He meant to cultivate Freddy Hayes. Make it his business to befriend the Hayes family, for when it happened he would be there!
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