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“What are you thinking, Conal?” she urged him to tell her and again he marvelled at her youth, for what mature woman would ask that of a man she had just met?

“That you must go home or there will be a hue and cry,” he lied.

“No, you weren’t. You were thinking of love. Of me and love.”

He wondered at her perception, pulling her hard against him, tenderness flowing through him in overpowering waves. Tenderness and regret and... no... no... nothing else, he told himself as he put her from him.

“Go home, Jenna.” His face was serious so that for a moment she felt a shaft of terror pierce her heart.
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For the Procopides, Margaret and Mum, dear friends and good neighbours


Chapter One

When asked her age Jenna Townley declared that she was eighteen years old. Well almost, she would add stubbornly, narrowing her eyes, just as though daring anyone to argue. She was eighteen years old, well almost, when she met Conal Macrae.

It was the loveliest day. The sun shone from a cloudless sky which was the bright, azure blue of a speedwell. It had snowed during the night, only an inch or two, but it had frozen hard, crisp and crunching underfoot. The intense cold had petrified the remaining stalks of last year’s bracken to an inflexible rigidity, encasing each one in ice, some straight and tall, others bowing towards the hard ground as though at the weary weight of it.

The sun was not high yet. It hovered at the back of the stark trees, its brilliance flashing in blinding glints off the sparkle of pendant icicles, shattering into bright fragments of iridescent light as it was reflected in the glittering surface of the snow. It outlined the delicacy of the white-laden branches, illuminating the frozen tracery to a beauty which was breathtaking, darkening the rough-textured brown of the tree trunks almost to black. The trees flung deep shadows across the snow, fingers of contrast in its sunlit dazzle and marked clearly between them were the neat and purposeful prints of a fox. A mist, knee-high, hung in whispers, still and mysterious, shifting only as Jenna moved through it. She followed the trail the fox had made, careful not to put her own feet where his paws had been, moving through the blinding radiance of the winter woodland, her eyes intent on his path.

There was a stream, clogged with the residue of what had been last autumn’s glory, rotting leaves, fallen branches, feathers and twigs and across the water was a thin film of ice, broken where the fox, almost as though he sensed her on his trail, had artfully stepped into it, surprised perhaps when it did not bear his weight. He had moved upstream, splintering the ice, opening up the slow trickle of flesh-numbing water which flowed beneath it, and his trail was lost. Cunning as the fox, they said, and this one was no exception.

Jenna lost interest. She turned away from the stream, squinting into the radiance of the sunlight, smoothing her gloved hand up across her forehead and back over her crisply curling hair which fell to her waist. It was the exact colour of the fox whose trail she had been following, thick and heavy, long, soft corkscrews of flame, unrestrained by anything so tiresome as a ribbon or comb and if her governess had seen her she would have sighed in despair though she would not have been surprised.

Jenna tipped back her head, arching the lovely line of her chin and throat.

“Dory! Duff! Where are you?” she shouted impatiently, cupping her mouth with her hands, turning full circle. “Can’t you smell the fox, you witless fools? Where the devil are you? I swear I’ll have the pair of you put down if you don’t come here to me at once,” which was, of course, no more than Jenna’s temper speaking for she loved her animals and would no more dream of thrashing them than she would any other living creature. “Here Dory, here Duff. Good boys, come here to me.”

She waited for several impatient moments, her eyes darting from frosted bush to frosted bush, lifting and turning her head to listen for the tell-tale excited crashing which would mark the dogs’ passage through the crisp undergrowth towards her but there was no sound but the sweet, liquid song of a robin in a nearby thorn bush and the explosive shrillness of a peevish jay as it searched the woodland floor for acorns.

“Goddammit, where are you, you buffoons? I’m warning you that if I have to come searching for you I’ll leather the pair of you. Come here to me at once. At once, I say.”

Still there was no response and Jenna Townley stamped her foot in temper, the crusted snow breaking beneath her boot. There was no telling in which direction the wretches had gone while she had been studying the fox’s trail. On through the woods perhaps? or back towards the house? though the latter seemed unlikely since they were always eager to explore whatever lay tantalisingly ahead of their questing noses.

She decided to go on, setting off towards Roundhill Pasture, lengthening her already long and boyish stride. She was tall for a girl, carrying herself bouyantly with a coltish grace which, if she heeded her mama and Miss Hammond’s advice on the curbing of her tomboy ways, would develop into that womanly elegance so cherished in young females of good breeding.

There was no indication of it now as she headed towards the pasture which lay on the far side of Seven Cows Wood. Her jaw was set at a perilous angle which boded ill for the hapless Dory and Duff. Hitching up her skirt to her black stocking-clad knees, she broke into a headlong run, the sort of run which made those who had her in their charge throw up their hands in horror. They despaired of her, they said, her mama, her governess Miss Hammond, Molly who was ruler of the nursery, or had been when it was overflowing with babies. They asked one another, and her, several times a day what was to become of her, and if she didn’t “shape” herself, Molly often muttered darkly, she’d not find herself a husband.

“I don’t want to find myself a husband, Molly. At least not one who would throw a fit if I should break into a run.”

“Now then, Miss Jenna, that’s not the way a young lady should talk an’ if tha’ papa were to hear thi’ he’d not care for it.”

“Oh, stuff and nonsense, Molly. Papa doesn’t give a fig for things like that. He’s got more sense.”

“Then why is Master Simeon allowed to gallop off on that wild beast yonder an’ you’re not, tell me that, Miss Jenna?”

“God knows,” she would mutter mutinously, watching with envy as Simeon, two years younger than she was, swung himself into his saddle, put his heels to his roan’s side and took off like a bird in flight, going only he knew where. Inclined to be a free spirit, was cousin Simeon when he was home from the school Papa had sent him to, which Jenna supposed was only natural, since he had no friends in Marfield. Now and again he brought home what he called a “chap” from his “dorm” and then the two of them would gallop off in the direction of Marfield. Up to no good, she’d be bound, but that was not often. He spent more time with his own sister than with anyone else which was a bit odd in a boy of fifteen, she supposed, but then what did she know of males of his age, having only sisters? Jenna envied him his freedom and whenever she could, which meant as soon as Mama, or Miss Hammond or Molly took their eyes off her for five minutes, she would escape herself. Not to follow Simeon, of course, for he was a thorn in Jenna’s side, but to somewhere far away from Bank House, the family home, from the schoolroom and Miss Hammond, from Molly and the nursery and the thousand and one restrictions Jenna’s position as Jonas Townley’s eldest daughter forced on her. A female of her class and position could forfeit not only her reputation but also her chance of a decent marriage which was her fate in life, or so Miss Hammond constantly told her, though she did not phrase it in exactly those words. She must not be seen stepping out of the decorous role her life had cast her in. Not a whisper of scandal, nor taint of gossip must brush against her, even the most innocent. She must never go about without a chaperone and to talk to a gentleman, even the most worthy, alone and unattended, or at least unwatched by another lady, preferably married, was to commit social suicide.

Sometimes, when Miss Hammond was in the schoolroom with Jenna’s sisters and Molly dozed by the nursery fire; when Mama was down at Smithy Brow and there was no one to enquire where she was off to, Jenna would put on a pair of Simeon’s breeches, those which she had filched from his wardrobe, pretending to join in the general hue and cry when he missed them, cram her hair into his old school cap, and go like the wind away from Bank House. She’d have had them on this morning, though it might have been tricky riding Simeon’s roan Leander with the ground as it was. Besides which, Mama had sent Tilly to turn out Jenna’s bedroom and there had been chance to do no more than fling on her warm, fur-lined cloak and stout walking boots and slip down the back stairs to the side door which led into the garden. From there it had been easy to follow the path skirting the vegetable garden out of sight of any disapproving eyes which might be glancing from a window at the front of the house, and through the little wicket gate which opened into Seven Cows Wood. Still on Papa’s land, of course, which was not unusual since Papa owned most of the land for what seemed miles about Bank House and indeed surrounding the small township of Marfield itself, stretching to what was called the common.

The common, years ago, had belonged to the same agricultural scheme of life as the open field on which Jenna’s ancestors had once raised their crops of corn. It was land where the men of Marfield, then no more than a hamlet, had grazed their cattle, their horses, their sheep and geese; on which pigs rooted and picked up acorns. The commoners’ rights included the gathering of firewood, peat, bracken and nuts, a source not only of feed for their animals, but of life for themselves.

Now the common was covered with disused mine shafts, the old bell pits, so called because the shallow coal workings were the shape of a bell, some leading to short, shallow tunnels, to drift mines named adits or day-holes, with trees about them, said to have been planted to warn of the whereabouts and danger of the old shafts. Away from the trees were low hummocks and hollows with great open spaces where it was possible to race a pony as Simeon and the chap from his dorm did and which Jenna had always longed to do. Being a girl was the most trying, unendurable irritation in Jenna’s young life!

Her papa’s land, which did not include the common, consisted of hedged fields and rough pasture, four or five stretches of woodland where what Papa called a “bit of decent shooting” might be had, many old mine shafts, fenced for safety, rows of derelict cottages which he meant to pull down, the whole waiting for the right moment to sell which meant when the right profit might be made. There were wandering, narrow lanes, now used as short cuts by country folk, a stream by the name of Smithy Brook and another called Old Lady’s Brook, both of them dashing cheerfully and erratically across shining, chuckling stones from here to there and going nowhere in particular. There was Heigh House on the far side of Beggars Wood where Papa’s mine manager and his family lived and of course, well away from both Heigh House and Bank House, the sprawling mass of the three collieries themselves from where the Townley wealth had first come.

None of this concerned Jenna Townley today as she jumped in one boyish bound over Old Lady’s Brook, enjoying herself enormously now, despite the failure of her dogs to come to her call. She’d skin them alive, of course, the minute she found them, probably doing their idiotic best to get down a narrow rabbit burrow at one and the same time, but in the meanwhile the sheer exhilaration of racing across the dazzlingly white, dangerously slippery, snow-encrusted ground, legs flying, skirts held up to her stocking tops, her wayward hair streaming out like a bronzed banner behind her, brought a flush to her normally creamy pale skin and put a deep, iridescent gleam of a turquoise in her eyes. If only she had on her purloined breeches she could have gone even faster, lengthening her stride and covering the ground at twice the speed, she told herself. She forgot Dory and Duff, forgot where she was going or her purpose in going there – if she had one – carried on by her need to get away from the stifling strictures of her female life, to move more and more swiftly, her heart pumping, her breath forced in gasps from her lungs and from between her parted, hedge-berry lips in great swirls of vapour which lifted and dissipated on the frosted, wine-sweet air. Her boots were no more than a blur over the crisp snow as she left Seven Cows Wood, jumping again the frozen trickle of Old Lady’s Brook which had turned back on itself, her long legs carrying her across the crunching grass of the wide pasture which, before Jenna Townley’s father bought it, had grazed cattle.

She began to laugh with the sheer joy of it, a breathless laugh which echoed about the tall, winter-coated beauty of the frozen trees ahead of her, a laugh which lifted a flock of noisy rooks from their denuded branches and swirled them about the empty sky before they returned to the tree tops.

Beggars Wood lay ahead of her, dazzling and mysterious in its sunlit, white-silvered splendour. The sun was in her eyes, low in the sky, intense, blinding her and the fallen branch was almost hidden in the snow. When her toe caught it she went down as though a giant hand had punched her in the small of her back, measuring her length with a violence which forced every breath of air from her lungs.

“That was most spectacular,” an amused male voice said. “I’ve no’ seen a bonnier pair of legs, nor so much of them since my cousin Angus lost his kilt in a wrestling match on Glasgow Green. Now that was a fine sight, I can tell you, due for the most part to his lack of undergarments, but no’ so fine as the one I’m studying just now. Will you be repeating the performance, d’you think, or will I commit it to memory in case I shouldna witness it again? Oh, and by the way, I heard you calling so I can take it these two daft beasties belong to you? I found them with their heads stuck down a rabbit hole, both of them determined to get into it at the same time and if I hadna come by when I did they’d have suffocated, the pair of them.”

Slowly Jenna raised her nose an inch or two from the hard surface of the frozen snow. It was, without any doubt, well and truly broken, she told herself, and was that blood she could feel trickling across her chin? Dear God in heaven, Mama would throw a fit if she came home with a bloodied nose, perhaps a broken nose askew in the middle of her face, especially as they, Mama, Papa and herself, were to go to the ball to be held at the Assembly Rooms in Marfield tomorrow night to celebrate the birth of Her Majesty’s first grandchild. Mama would be mortified and Papa livid if they were compelled to attend what amounted to a royal ball accompanied by their eldest daughter with a face on her that would not look amiss on that of a bare-fist prize fighter! If it came to that they would simply go alone, leaving her behind at Bank House with her younger sisters. Or worse still, they would take Beth who was nearly sixteen and almost ready for the grand affair the ball would undoubtedly be. And Jenna did so love to dance. Dammit, dammit, Dammit! She simply could not bear it if her own clumsiness caused her to miss it.

“Goddammit to hell and back,” she groaned using one of her father’s favourite expressions, sitting up awkwardly and putting a hesitant hand to her nose. She prodded it gently, grunting a little as the pain flared across her cheekbones. “Mama will kill me...”

“I shouldna be at all surprised if she heard you using language like that. I’d kill you myself if you were mine. May one ask where a lady would learn to curse so fluently?”

Jenna turned her head gingerly and looked at the pair of boots, planted wide apart in the snow, which were the first objects to swim into her line of vision. The soles and uppers were crusted with snow but from the ankle to the knee they were most elegantly polished. Next to the boots, sitting one on either side of them, were Duff and Dory, their short tails quivering apologetically, longing to leap at her with their usual boisterous rapture. Restraining them one to each collar, were a pair of slender brown hands. Fine hands, but strong with long fingers and well-tended fingernails, firm and conveying complete authority over her terriers. Dory and Duff were sitting in that state of absolute obedience she herself had never been able to instil in them, looking up at the man who bent over them as though at some omnipotent being, their keen dark eyes anxious, their heads cocked waiting for the words which would release them. They were Border terriers, their rough coats a rich wheaten colour. They had small, dropped ears and were as brave as lions but still with that endearing tendency to be daft as young dogs are.

For some reason the sight incensed her. Her eyes narrowed hazardously as they travelled up from the boots to the hands on the collars of her dogs, assessing unconsciously, for was she not Jonas Townley’s daughter, the expensive leather of the footwear, the excellent quality and cut of the fine doeskin breeches which fitted snugly about the legs, the carelessly thrown back cape with its fur lining not unlike her own and which had cost her papa a pretty penny, the fine woollen jacket beneath it. Under a smooth-shaven and strong brown chin was an equally strong brown throat about which was wrapped a snowy white, immaculately laundered cravat.

Scrambling to her feet as he straightened she found herself glaring into a pair of smoky brown eyes, the depths of which were pricked with the most astonishing bright golden flecks. They were narrowed in laughter and the mouth, which she thought could be hard if provoked, was curved in a smile over even white teeth. The smile had a slant to it, giving the face a whimsical, lop-sided humour.

“Who the devil d’you think you are, standing there grinning like some half-witted fool?” were the first words Jenna Townley snapped at Conal Macrae. “And who gave you the right to handle my dogs? They would have come to my call if you’d left them alone and there is no need for you to drag them about by the scruff of their bloody necks.”

The man shook his head in disbelief. “You really do have the foulest mouth on you, lassie,” he remarked. “I believe I’ve heard no riper in a stable yard and as for these dogs they’re the worst behaved I’ve come across in a long time so I’m not surprised to learn they’re yours.” He spoke with the great good humour which told her it was nothing to him, one way or the other, how she behaved or her dogs. He was just stating a fact! “You do well together. All three of you badly brought up which is a shame for they’re grand little terriers. But a good thrashing would put the three of you to rights, I’d say.” He grinned lazily.

“Is that so? I’ll tell my father when next I see him but in the meanwhile I’d be obliged if you’d take your hands off them. How they, or I, behave is nothing to do with you so you’d best get back to wherever it is you came from. This is my father’s land you’re on and you are trespassing on it.”

“Aye, so I believe,” the man answered, unperturbed, still inclined to grin in that amiable manner adults assume when dealing with impudent children, “but just the same don’t you think it might be best if I took you and these unruly animals home? You could do with that eye attending to and besides, God knows who might be lurking in these woods. A female such as yourself would be fair game to... well...” He gave her another engaging grin. “We’ll say no more, shall we? We can just as easily continue this delightful exchange as we walk.”

“Can we indeed?” She could feel the hot flare of her temper surge and yet at the same time she was quite astonished at the strength of it. The man had the manners of a boor, despite being quite obviously a gentleman and though he had overreached himself in assuming command of Duff and Dory and had been extremely rude on the matter of her fondness for her father’s oaths, he had no right to say so.

“I have no intention of going home,” she continued loftily, “and if I had I certainly have no need of you to escort me there. There is no danger to me here. This is my father’s land.” She lifted her chin with the imperious hauteur of a young princess whose father, the King, had every right to do as he pleased, and, as his daughter, so had she.

“So you keep telling me, lassie, but if I’m no’ mistaken that eye of yours is beginning to swell up. It’ll be a pretty colour within the hour if I’m any judge, which I am for I’ve had a few myself.”

He spoke with a slight lilt in his voice which was very pleasing. A way of clipping the ends of words. She had no idea who he was, or where he had come from but his arrogant belief that he had a perfect right to be here, and to tell her what to do, infuriated her.

“Will you stop drivelling on about my face and my need to get myself home. I need neither your help nor advice. I’m perfectly all right, thank you.”

“You don’t look it but far be it for me to interfere.”

“Indeed, so if you would release my dogs I’ll be on my way. And you’d best get off my father’s land as well. There is a gamekeeper about somewhere who would not hesitate to shoot you if he found you trespassing. He does not care for poachers.”

He grinned lazily and something, some tiny core of female awareness, separate and capricious, which was beginning to bud in her speculated on the delightful slant of his smiling mouth, the narrowed glowing brown depths of his thickly lashed eyes, the smoothness of his clean-shaven face, which was unusual in itself, for most gentlemen of her acquaintance, at least of his age, wore whiskers of some sort. He aroused some... some pleasing emotion in her, something agreeable so that despite herself she wanted to return his smile and even – God in heaven – put up a hand to touch his cheek! His eyebrows were raised in crooked amusement which told her he was laughing at her and suddenly a fresh flare of temper disconcerted her again.”

Why should this stranger have the power to annoy – and delight – her so? she asked herself irritably, for up to now she had been of the opinion that members of the male sex, with the exception of her father, were fools and bores. He was a good deal taller than she was, wide-shouldered and yet not heavy like Papa. Slim-hipped, flat-bellied, long-legged, she could see that, even beneath the fullness of his winter cape, but despite his evident charm and apparent indolence there was something hidden in him, something beneath his engaging exterior which warned her that he was a man who did not suffer fools lightly, and she, in his opinion, was being foolish. He was old, at least thirty, she thought but what did that matter? What did he, or any of his opinions matter? He was where he had no right to be and she was not afraid to tell him so.

“Now what is it?” he asked amiably, ruefully.

“I beg your pardon!” She stiffened, her affront a visible thing warning him that she was Miss Jenna Townley of Bank House, a great heiress, the future keeper of not only this land on which they stood, but of all her father’s considerable wealth and he’d best watch his manners.

“I can see you’re going to upbraid me again.”

“I mean to do no such thing,” she snapped. “What you say or do, or even think, is a matter of supreme indifference to me.”

“Then if that’s the case and I have no reason to disbelieve you, won’t you go home and have that eye seen to, child? You should be—”

“Dear God, I swear you’re worse than my governess,” she railed, then could have bitten her tongue. The “child” had rankled though she didn’t know why it should. Now she had told him she still had a governess though strictly speaking Miss Hammond was governess only to her younger sisters and her cousin Bryony. She had left the schoolroom two years ago when she had reached the age of sixteen and though she had no idea why it mattered she found to her chagrin that it did.

The man was beginning to lose interest, she could tell that, held only by common courtesy but she raised her head even higher with the defiant challenge that drove her mama to distraction, throwing back the cloak of her rippling russet hair. The sun caught it, burning streaks of copper and gold down its length, the curling ends of it crackling with fire and for the first time the man saw her not as a child running with a child’s delight across the newly fallen, freshly crusted snow, not as a casualty who, should it be needed must be given his assistance, but as a young woman.

She was not a beauty in the classic sense of the word. Her face was too strong for that, the jut of her small chin diminishing any softness her gender might have given her. There was insolence in her, arrogance, a belief in her own importance and right to do as she pleased which it seemed she did, for no young lady of good family would be allowed to roam about the fields and woodlands alone as this one was doing even if, as she had told him several times, she was on her father’s land. No, her beauty lay in her colouring which was quite magnificent. Her eyes, the vivid blue-green of the Mediterranean seas across which he had sailed, were set in thick, coppery-dark lashes, the golden-tipped ends of which fanned the pale cream skin of her cheeks. Many women with her colouring had skin which was the flat white of... of snow, lifeless and somewhat dead looking but hers was rich, like buttermilk with an endearing scatter of freckles across her nose and a flush of pale peach high on her cheekbone brought about by her obvious temper, he was inclined to think. Her eyebrows were delicately shaped in a fine winging arch, the same dark copper as her lashes, swooping now in anger. She was watching him as he allowed his curious male gaze to run, somewhat impudently he supposed, down from her face to the full curve of her young breasts. She was no child, he could see that now, despite the bundling effect of the thick and voluminous three-quarter-length cape she wore. It successfully concealed her waist and hips but it could not disguise the high peak of her breasts.

“What the devil d’you think you’re looking at?” she snapped, her eyes narrowing to ice-blue flint, her temper exploding to even greater heights as she watched where his gaze went.

“A man would no’ be a man if he did not look at you, bonnie lassie.” He smiled as he answered, amused at the hot flood of colour which washed beneath her skin. He did not mean to tease her for despite the curve of womanhood which bloomed beneath her cape, she was no more than a girl. And girls of her age and upbringing were vulnerable, unsure of themselves, unused to the pleasant flirtations which went on between the sexes. She would not like to be laughed at even in the most gentle way. She took herself very seriously, her furious glare told him and his attempt at humour, at lightening the stiff-necked atmosphere she was determined to create, had fallen on deaf ears.

“You are quite insufferably rude,” she raged through clenched teeth, “and if my father heard you speak to me like that he would take a horsewhip to you.”

“Perhaps he would be better employed keeping an eye on you. You shouldna be running about the countryside unattended and he should know that, if he wants to keep you out of trouble. There are men about who’d no’ be so gentlemanly as myself.” He grinned again, letting her know he meant her no harm; meant her no disrespect, his good humour restored, but Jenna Townley did not care to be told how to behave by her own mother, let alone this presumptuous stranger. A tiny glow of pleasure still warmed some place inside her, brought about by his reference to gentlemen looking at her, which included himself she supposed, but nevertheless he was mannerless to speak as he did and he had no right to criticise her Papa.

She tossed back her hair again, ready to give him a piece of her mind which he richly deserved in her opinion, but he continued to speak, his eyes going to the living beauty of the fox red cape which coursed down her back.

“And if I were your father, I’d make damned sure your mother braided that hair of yours.”

“Well, you’re not my father, I’m glad to say, and what’s wrong with my hair? Not that it’s any of your business and not that I’m in the least bit interested.”

Her eyes flashed dangerously, narrowing between the thick weight of her lashes and he could feel the exasperation begin to wash over him. She really was the most contentious young woman he had ever come across, he told himself, replying to everything he said with some defiant remark just as though she could bear no one to chide or restrain her. It was strange in a girl so young, as if there was something in her life that chafed her, turned what should have been sweet submission, which most young women of her class displayed, to a certain tartness. Oh, you could see she was spirited, my God, you could, but even so she was extraordinarily wilful. What would she be, sixteen, seventeen, he supposed, but then at his age any woman under twenty-five looked like a schoolgirl.

“You are quite the most ill-mannered man I have ever met. You stare at me like some country bumpkin,” she went on, tossing her head in that irritating way she had.

“Really, and I’ve yet to meet a female who can fall into a tantrum as easily as you do, lassie. And if I was staring at you I apologise. That hair of yours is quite...”

“Dammit, I shall put up with your personal remarks no longer. If you refuse to get off my father’s land I shall be forced to fetch the gamekeeper and have you thrown off.”

The man’s face hardened then and the humour disappeared entirely from his eyes. He’d had enough, his expression told her. Confound it, she was nothing but a spoiled child who needed a good tanning.

Just for a moment, to his own astonishment, the picture flashed into his mind of her over someone’s knee, his, her skirts pulled up while the flat of someone’s hand, his, administered the punishment, which would, of course, be no punishment at all but the prelude to some delightful lovemaking. He’d done it before with several willing young ladies, all part of love-play, naturally, which ended with the lady in question having her drawers removed and... Dear God, what was wrong with him? What was he thinking of? She was no more than a schoolgirl, prattling in what she thought of as a grown-up manner, her silly, schoolgirl foolishness imbuing her with a need to challenge, as the young do, everything those older than themselves have to say.

“Well?” she demanded forcefully. “Are you going to leave these woods or will I have you thrown...”

“Lassie, will you no stop blethering in that childish way. You’re only making a fool of yourself. I’m doing you, nor your father’s land any harm so if you’d just take these two beasties off my hands I’ll be on my way.” His own sudden erotic image of her a moment ago made him sharp. Sharper than he meant to be and her mouth fell open in astonishment. She gave the impression that no one had ever spoken to her as he had done though, knowing who her father was, which he did, he was surprised. A man of forceful character with strong views of his own was Jonas Townley, so he had heard, whom nobody dared oppose, but then again, perhaps it was from her father that this arrogant young woman had inherited her disposition.

“Don’t you speak to—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, dinna start that again. Take your damned dogs and be off with you.” He was furious at his own loss of temper and over nothing at all except the foolishness of a young girl’s tantrum, which really meant nothing to him. If her father allowed her to prowl about alone but for these foolish animals then why should he be concerned and to prove it he took his hands off the dogs’ collars and stepped back. With a curt nod he turned on his heel and strode off through the frozen woodland. Duff and Dory, released from his authority, began to chase one another about the clearing, young and excited and vastly relieved to be free.

“Well!” Jenna Townley said into the empty air, her hands on her hips, her face slack-jawed, then, feeling somewhat like a balloon which has been blown up far beyond its capacity and is now rapidly deflating, she turned about and began to wander aimlessly in the direction from which she had just come.


Chapter Two

As though to distract her father’s attention from the purpling bruise which surrounded her eye and appeared to leak under her skin to her cheekbone, Jenna paid particular attention to the way in which she entered the dining-room that evening. Her sisters, gliding in the ladylike manner Miss Hammond had instilled in them from childhood, moved in front of her and she copied exactly what they did, allowing the full skirt of her gown no more than a slight, dipping sway. Her back was long and graceful, her head tilted with the luxuriant weight of her piled-up hair and though she really would have liked to keep her chin down, her face averted so that Papa would not see her eye, she did not do so. What was the use? He would notice it at once when they were seated so best to keep her behaviour flawless, her manner dignified and perhaps that would incline him to leniency when she explained to him how she had come by it. Mama had already scolded her, sending Maggie, the young kitchen maid, running down to Smithy Brow to beg an infusion of alder-buckthorn from Edda Singleton which would bring down the swelling, and it had to some extent, but she could not disguise the fact that she had a black eye.

A “shiner”, as Simeon, who was still home from school on his Christmas “vac”, had described it in that obnoxious manner he had and if Mama had not restrained her, she would have clenched her fist and given him one to match hers.

“Where did you get that?” he had chortled. “And what does the other fellow look like? Knowing you, he will havetwo...”

“Be quiet, Simeon, or I swear I’ll give you not only a black eye but knock your damn teeth down your throat as well.”

“I’d like to see you try.” Simeon Townley’s eyes had gleamed with that brilliance which was as familiar to Jenna as the wicked glint in her own when she looked in her dressing-table mirror. Simeon Townley was, at least in the opinion of those with whom he shared a classroom, if not to Jenna, an engaging youth who was still at that stage in his masculine growth which his Uncle Jonas described as “high-spirited”. There were those who would have characterised him in somewhat stronger terms. Wild was one of them. Unsteady was another, but a merry lad nevertheless, charming and for the most part good-humoured. Inclined to be undisciplined, they would have said, which was of course the fault of his indulgent guardian, but with no real bad in him. The lad had already been expelled from one school for some prank – his guardian’s word – involving a game of cards and a local girl of loose character, the exact details of which had not been revealed. Boys will be boys, Jonas remarked, remembering perhaps his own headlong youthfulness. The lad had spirit, he said, one he did not wish to see broken as he whisked him off smartly to another boarding school which was known to be somewhat stricter in its guardianship of its pupils.

So far he had managed to keep out of any serious scrapes though Jenna did not care for the gleaming slant of his eyes, an expression resembling her own so accurately it was uncanny. Well, perhaps not uncanny, she supposed, since they were related in some distant degree though she was not awfully sure to what extent, but she cared nothing for that, only for the satisfaction of getting to grips with his taunting challenge. Her mama stopped them, of course, as she always did, stepping neatly between them, ordering Simeon to go and change for dinner which was at seven and it was almost that now, and really, when would Jenna learn to ignore Simeon’s teasing?

Jonas Townley, who was already seated at the head of the table, rose courteously and so did Simeon on his left hand as his wife and the five young girls entered the dining-room. Jonas had driven down to the colliery at eight o’clock that morning, Simeon accompanying him which he did whenever he was home from school, for Jonas did not believe in young lads wasting their time galloping about the countryside with nothing to do but make trouble. Simeon, naturally as the ward of a wealthy gentleman, had a splendid mount of his own, a well-bred roan of smooth reddish-brown mixed with white with a magnificent mane and tail.

When he could lay his hands on Simeon Jonas would have him off to the pithead – and even the pitface on occasion – in an effort to cram into him the knowledge and experience he would need if he was to be concerned in the future running of the family business. He was fifteen now and in another year would leave school and the sooner he settled down to the employment which would be his, as a man, the better it would be in his guardian’s opinion. The pair of them had spent the day at Fielden Colliery which had come to Jonas from his wife’s side of the family, Nella having been Miss Prunella Fielden before he married her. Though he and Simeon shared a light meal at noon, Jonas was ravenously hungry. He had waited as patiently as it was in his nature to be for his wife and their daughters and for Simeon’s sister, Bryony, but his expression was testy as he watched them glide like swans on a lake to their places at the table. He supposed you could describe the movement they made as gliding, he thought wryly, though his wife, who was woefully unconventional, and his eldest daughter, who was the same, more often than not forgot they were ladies and strode about with the graceful, long-legged gait of young men.

Nella had always been so, caring not a tuppeny toss for what anyone thought of her except him, she said airily, and what’s more meaning it, snapping her fingers at those in Marfield who considered her to be as mad as a hatter, shameless and improper. Years ago, after they had been married for several months, she had opened what she called a “shelter” for the wives and children of his colliers, a place where they might obtain an hour’s peace and warmth away from the often brutish environment and hardship of their own homes. Colliers were not the most considerate of husbands and fathers, their own hard lot deep underground inclining them to spend what they laboriously earned underground at the Colliers Arms, swilling down their parched throats the wages which should have fed, housed and clothed their families, or chucking it away at a cock-fight, or the dog-fights which took place – illegally – in the torchlit yard at the back of the inn. Full of checked caps and gaudy neckerchiefs it was on those nights, and the pay packet which was needed at home to buy food for undernourished children was soon parted from them. Howling and swaying in the garish light, avid in their excitement to see blood, to see slaughter done before, their money gone, they staggered home to get their worn-down, ground-down wives in the family way again. A child every year most had, some surviving, some not, and Jonas’s wife had made up her challenging mind, defying first her father, then him, that these wives, these children, deserved better. A dispensary where the healing and soothing potions made up from the natural properties of living plants might be obtained free of charge. A school where children could, perhaps, learn to equip themselves for a better life than their parents had known; a parlour where a cup of hot, strong tea, or an encouraging bowl of broth could be enjoyed and by God, she’d made a success of it, his Nella, despite the hostility of the social class to which she herself belonged.

“What in God’s name do you women do to yourselves before your mirrors that takes so long?” he scowled as they seated themselves. “Dinner’s at seven sharp and it’s ten past already. I could eat a bloody horse and so could the lad here. We’ve been waiting in the drawing-room...”

“I know, darling and I’m sorry but Beth’s hair would just not go right, you know how straight and thick it is. Not that it isn’t lovely,” she added hastily, gazing affectionately at her second daughter whose hair was indeed so straight and heavy, so dark and lustrous it defied all Molly’s efforts with the curling tongs and even the curling papers she twisted in it each night. Being female and contrary, which Jonas often remarked sardonically, women were, Beth was not satisfied with her own beautiful glossy hair but longed for the curls which her three sisters had. Four daughters and not one with the exact same colouring, all of them a mixture of himself and Nella. Jenna, a replica of her mother, with eyes which were never quite the same colour of blue, nor green, from hour to hour, depending on the light or Jenna’s own mood. Hair, like Nella’s the colour of a copper beech or the rippling fire of a fox, thick and twisting into tight curls which he would have thought to be more unmanageable than Beth’s rich and gleaming locks which she got from him. Beth had Nella’s green eyes, Nancy had hazel eyes with curly red hair, and Rose, his youngest, had hair of a pale, red-gold, almost the colour of an apricot, with eyes, like Jenna’s, of a vivid blue-green.

Then there were Simeon and Bryony, both with ebony curls, both amber-skinned as their dead mother had been, both tall and beautiful but where Simeon’s eyes were, like his own, a vivid and startling blue, Bryony’s were a pale shade of brown, like honey, golden and slumbrous, again as her mother’s had been, shaded with long, thick black lashes.

They took their places about the dinner table, his wife at the foot, Simeon, Nancy and Beth on his left, Jenna, Bryony and Rose opposite them. The air was fragrant with the aroma of the scented candles in the candle-lamps which shed pools of light down the polished length of the glowing mahogany table. Its clear surface reflected the faces of those about it and there appeared to be two of everything that stood on it, the silver, the fine crystal water glasses, the lamps and bowls of flowers, mirrored in its surface.

Jonas and Simeon were immaculately dressed in the well-cut, expensively tailored evening clothes Nella insisted upon each evening, for though she was inclined to be careless of the opinions of others there were certain standards she had been brought up to recognise, for her own mother had been gently bred. Dressing for dinner was one of them. Black dress coats, white waistcoats with an embroidered border, black trousers, silk stockings and black pumps, almost a uniform which all gentlemen of refinement wore, and though many of Jonas’s business acquaintances, those who dined at Bank House and to whose homes he and Nella were invited, did not do so en famille, he and Nella had always kept up the pleasant custom.

The ladies, as he gallantly called them, lifting his glass to each one in turn, wore what exactly suited them and was correct for their age. Nella was the expert there for she had always been what was known as stylish – daring, some said – and had a talent for knowing what became her, in colour and in style, and she was the same with her daughters, and with Jonas’s ward, Bryony Townley.

It was only in this past year that the youngest members of the family, Bryony and Rose, had been allowed from the schoolroom to dine with Jonas and Nella, and they, as was proper for thirteen-year-old girls, were in simple, short-sleeved, white organdie, unadorned but for a broad sash of raspberry pink velvet about their neat waists and slippers to match. At the back of each shining head was tied an enormous bow of the same colour and their long hair flowed smoothly down their straight young backs, ebony and pale red-gold.

Nancy, his third daughter, at almost fifteen and Beth, a year older, had been allowed to choose the colours of their gowns, providing they were appropriate, Mama had said. Nancy’s was muslin, the palest lemon with a matching sash of satin, demure but very fetching, and an exact foil for her bright curls. Beth’s was in a clear shade of a mignonette, the green matching her eyes. Jenna, almost eighteen, wore a pale, tawny-coloured silk. A gown with tiny puff sleeves and a bodice which was perhaps cut lower than her papa liked to see. Nevertheless it did show off the superb texture of her creamy skin and the wonderful fire of her hair. It was simple, elegant even, the skirt held out by a crinoline which, though wide, was modest compared to some, many measuring eighteen feet in circumference.

The Townley family applied themselves to Mrs Blaney’s excellent Chantilly soup served to them by the maidservants Dolly and Tilly and for several minutes there was silence as the head of the household took the edge off his appetite. A handsome man, Jonas Townley, in his fiftieth year but scarcely showing it, though his dark hair was streaked with white. He was well muscled, somewhat heavier than he once had been but still darkly attractive. He was a shrewd, well-respected businessman with an eye which missed nothing and when his voice spoke her name Jenna sighed with resignation for it seemed he had not missed her face nor the damage to it.

“And may one enquire, Jenna Townley, where you got that bruise about your eye?” His voice was deceptively mild. “Not taken up prize-fighting, I hope, though it wouldn’t surprise me to hear you had, knowing your readiness to square up to anyone and anything that doesn’t match your high standards. Who was it this time?”

“Papa, that’s not fair. Anyone would think I got into a fight every day of the week!” Jenna’s face was a picture of injured innocence.

“Oh, so it was a fight, was it? And who was your opponent? Not Simeon here, I trust, since he appears to be unmarked,” turning a cool glance on the boy. “He seems to be your usual target, though from what I hear you don’t mind who you pitch into. My over-viewer, making a joke of it of course, tells me he saw you lecturing a group of my colliers on the treatment of their ponies. They—”

“They were lowering one down the shaft all trussed up like a chicken ready for the oven, Papa, with belts and harnesses and the poor thing terrified out of its wits. It only needed one of them to go down with it, soothe it, give it confidence and I said so. I only told them—”

“I’m not really concerned with what you told them, Jenna. What does concern me is what you were doing at the pithead in the first place. It is no place for—”

“Papa, how am I to learn the running of the collieries if I’m not allowed to be a part of what goes on there?” Her voice was filled with passionate entreaty and her eyes burned into his. He sighed deeply, sitting back in his chair as Dolly removed his soup plate. He put his napkin to the corner of his mouth then replaced it in his lap. This was an old bone which was chewed over endlessly and tediously, by himself and Jenna, by himself and Nella who, naturally, could see no reason why a woman should not do as well as a man in the matter of business. Women had brains which, if allowed to develop as Jenna’s had, being curious and intelligent, could surely do exactly what a man’s did. Of course, Jenna could not go “inbye”, as a man would, her female strength being unequal to a man’s and there were sights unfit for women’s eyes, but in every other aspect she was as able, if not more so, in Nella Townley’s private opinion, though she had not voiced this last to her husband, than the boy who had no aptitude for it. She had a flair for figures, adding or subtracting a column as fast as her eye could run down it. She was shrewd and practical and had taught herself from her father’s engineering books in the library every structure and phase of coal mining which could be learned without actually hewing the coal. She had crammed her head with facts and figures, probing her father’s mind when he would allow it, and was perfectly confident that, since she would one day, as his eldest daughter, own the mines, she would one day run the mines. She was a fine-looking young woman, tall and graceful, or would be when she got over her tendency to play hoyden, as she had today. She had a brave, strong spirit and a natural confidence which would see her through most of life’s emergencies but... but... she was a girl! Female! Woman! Tied to a woman’s biological cycle and emotions and to the restrictions of today’s society, at least the one they moved in. It damned her to being her husband’s shadow, bearing his children and running his household and how was Jenna Townley, who but for her female body was a replica of Jonas Townley, to live with that?

Her father shook his head, tapping his fingers in an irritable tattoo on the shining surface of the table. He was a strict man, and fair, but he was a man of his times and the idea that Jenna, as she demanded passionately and repeatedly that she be allowed to do, might take a hand in the running of his business concerns was preposterous. He had told her she might spend some time in the colliery office which, though it was still highly improper, was at least manned by clerks who could be trusted to be respectful in the presence of a lady. She had done so and had learned it all so thoroughly she could quote, chapter and verse, his profits, his growth, his expenditure and had even had the temerity to question him on some of his methods and to suggest a few of her own.

But that was not the issue here this evening and he would not be sidetracked, kicking himself mentally for bringing up the question of the pony in the first place.

“Never mind the colliery now, Jenna. I put a question to you and I would like an answer. What have you done to your face? That was what I asked you and I would be obliged if you would give me an explanation.”

From the other side of the table where he lounged, one arm along the back of Nancy’s chair, one hand toying with a knife, Simeon grinned, his eyes sparkling with glee as he exchanged glances with his sister for there was nothing they enjoyed more than the sight of their cousin, or was she their second cousin, he could never remember, getting ‘what for’ from the man who was guardian to them both. He and Bryony were wards of Jonas Townley, their own parents having died when he himself was only eighteen months old and Bryony six months.

“I’m waiting, Jenna,” her papa said ominously, signalling to Dolly, who had been about to serve the next course, a magnificent and succulent haunch of beef, to remain at the serving table for the time being.

“I... I fell, papa. I slipped in the snow this morning and I... fell.” Jenna faced up to her father, her very defiance telling him that there was more to it than that. He wanted to smile. She was so transparent, so basically honest and when she tried to hide something as she was doing now she gave herself away by the very challenge she threw in his face. It was not in her to be deceitful and her every thought and emotion showed in her face. She was very dear to him but by God, she drove him to teeth-gritting distraction at times.

“I see, and where were you when this happened? And don’t say in the garden because I can tell by your manner you were somewhere—”

“Oh, Jonas darling, does it matter?” his wife interrupted him lightly. “Dolly is waiting to serve the roast which will becold if...”

“One moment, my love.” Jonas and Nella were that strange complexity, at least to many of their friends, a happily married couple who loved one another devotedly and their children and servants were quite accustomed to their endearments and even the affection they showed to one another quite openly.

“Jenna?”

Jenna sighed. “Oh, all right papa, I was in Seven Cows Wood and I know I’m not supposed to go out alone but really, I had Dory and Duff with me.”

“And a fat lot of good those two idiots would be if called upon to protect you,” Simeon chortled. “No one would believe they came from decent stock to look at them. Just a couple of stray mongrels, Ben described them as. D’you want to know what he said, which I thought was hilarious—”

“No, we don’t, for what you and Ben Parker think is hilarious, knowing your schoolboy sense of humour, is probably someone slipping on a—”

Jenna might not have spoken as Simeon continued. “He said they were just like mongrels which are known to be eternally cheerful, tireless and hopeless at anything but making friends with every one they meet. Some guard dogs, hey?”

He gazed round the table in triumph, his school friend’s cleverness evidently a source of wonder to him but Jenna merely gave him the withering look she directed at all those she thought fools and imbeciles and there were many of those!

“Will you be quiet. Papa and I are having a serious conversation which has absolutely nothing to do with you, or Ben Parker. Mama, tell him to mind his own business, will you, or better still, leave the damned table and let—”

“Jenna, mind your language, if you please and Simeon, sit up straight and take your arm off Nancy’s chair. Dolly, serve the damned roast...”

“Papa, you’re allowed to swear and yet—”

“Jenna, will you be quiet!”

“But Papa...”

“Not another word from anyone, d’you hear?” he thundered, glaring round the table at his daughters, none of whom had spoken except Jenna, wondering as he did so why it was none of them could evoke the warmth and laughter in him that Jenna did. He was fond of them all but they lit nothing more than a paternal affection in him. Not like Jenna. She was not the same as the other girls. There was no pattern to her. She was as unpredictable as the weather in April, the month she was born, showing a restless quality, a brimming, inquisitive mind the others lacked and he loved her... well, not as he loved his wife of course, who held him steady when memories came to haunt him, but in a way which delighted his gruff heart nevertheless.

Simeon, in many ways, was the same. Dark and handsome, high-spirited, constantly pleasure-seeking as young men are, adventurous, careless, but sweet-natured overall. He was still a boy and took but a small interest in the collieries at the moment, the collieries with which, as soon as he left school, he would be involved, but he would settle to it in time.

If only he could say the same of Jenna, not of the collieries but of the life which young ladies such as herself would lead.

“Now then, young lady, what were you doing alone in Seven Cows Wood? Yes, yes, I know you had your dogs with you but as Simeon said they are young and untrained... no, don’t interrupt. I have seen them myself prancing about the stable yard and generally causing havoc among the horses when they are let loose and unless you get them trained to instant obedience I shall get rid of them.”

Jenna sighed and the rest of the family exchanged patient glances for they knew their father would do no such thing. His word was law, naturally, here and at the pit but Mama knew just how to handle him, soften the rigid disciplinarian pose he adopted and which was not real anyway. He was a disciplinarian, of course, but not an unjust one, nor cruel, and he would no more think about putting down Jenna’s dogs, which she thought the world of, than he would one of his own children.

“I suppose they were fooling about and you, unable to restrain them, measured your length?”

“Something like that, Papa. I was... well, there was this fox’s trail leading through the snow so I was following it...”

“Why, for God’s sake?”

Jenna looked surprised as though to say “wouldn’t anyone?” then, remembering that her sisters would think her mad, not only for being in the wood alone in the first place, and on a cold and inhospitable day such as this had been, but for concerning herself with something as foolish as the trail of a fox. How much more pleasant, they would say, to stay cosily by the fire, drinking hot chocolate, discussing the latest fashions and the older ones, Nancy and Beth, declaring at length, sighing with frustration, that they could not wait to go to their first ball.

“I was just... well, I couldn’t help but think how hard it must be for the poor creature to find food at this time of the year and I was wondering where he was off to, to find it.”

“Jenna, you are strange. Who else but you would care about such a thing?” It was Beth speaking, pretty Beth whose only concern, even at fifteen, was when she could reasonably expect to put on a flowery veil and share her hour of bridal glory with a bridegroom she had yet to meet. She was fashionably small, demure, longing to please her parents, even-tempered and submissive. The world in which she had been brought up did not demand cleverness in its women and she was not clever. She loved her papa, feeling secure in his absolute authority and the idea of flouting it – and constantly – as her older sister did, was an astonishment to her.

“I am interested in many things, Beth, and... oh, for God’s sake, does it matter? The blasted dogs ran away...”

“Jenna, I will not tolerate such language in a girl so young and at the dinner table.”

“I’m sorry, Papa, but I was trying to explain how I came to fall. I was looking for them, you see, running...”

“Yes, I can imagine,” her father said, trying not to smile, sensing his wife’s own amusement.

“... and I tripped over a branch. That’s all. The ground was frozen and I hit my face as I fell.”

She smiled at him, believing he would understand, aware, as he was, of that special bond between them. He might not have taken the trouble to follow the trail of a fox, as his daughter had, even in his younger days, being concerned only with his pits and his profits and would consider it a waste of time to wander in the white frosted beauty of a crisp January morning, but he knew how she was and did his best to indulge her.

“I see, well, that eye is going to be a beauty, my lass, so you’d best heed your mother and put one of her ‘witches’ mixtures on it,” smiling at his wife, her activities and interests at the women’s shelter on Smithy Brow long accepted. “And the dogs came running back to your call, I suppose, or did they vanish completely?”

“No, when I lifted my head there they were sitting side by side—” She stopped speaking abruptly, her mouth faltering on the last word, for the picture which she had painted with those few words was a hard one to believe. Duff and Dory obediently sitting side by side! Obedient! Waiting for her! Her family could not believe it and their collective expression said so. She had not, of course and did not mean to mention the boots which had separated the dogs, nor the hands restraining them, but again her father knew when she was about to prevaricate and his expression told her she would do her cause no good by trying to pull the wool over his eyes.

She sighed deeply. “There was this man,” she began, waiting for the explosion which, when it came, rocked her sisters in their chairs and drew up her mother to instant and anxious attention. Mama had been about to signal to Dolly to get on with the serving, or Mrs Blaney’s superb meal would be ruined, but she froze, her hand in mid-air. Dolly and Tilly both sucked in their breath for they all knew in the house how particular the master was with his daughters and Simeon narrowed his eyes in sudden and alert interest.

“Man? What man?” Her father’s voice was ice-cold and threatening and he leaned towards her as though he would draw the man’s name from her by any means he thought best, fair or foul.

“Jonas, darling, it’s all right, really it is,” Mama said quickly. “She’s all right, aren’t you, Jenna? You were not... he did not... harmyou?”

“Of course he didn’t,” Jenna said disgustedly, staring in amazement from her papa’s face to her mama’s, her own a picture of disbelief. Her father’s reaction astounded her, though she had expected something, of course and her mother’s attempt to calm him, just as though he was about to have an apoplectic fit, astounded her even further. She had expected his annoyance at her own flouting of his orders, but not this white-faced... Lord, she didn’t know how to describe it. It was as though he had stumbled on a scene, a situation if you like, of such indescribable horror his mind could not cope with it and it frightened her.

“It’s all right, Papa, really it is.” She put a soothing hand on his rigid arm. “He was a gentleman, polite and... he brought Duff and Dory back to me. They were as good as gold for him.” She tried to laugh and was relieved to see a lessening of the dreadful – what was it? – that had contorted his face. “He knew who I was and wanted to bring me home but I wouldn’t let him.”

She remembered for a split second her own obdurate displeasure, her wild show of temper, wondering even now why she had felt as she did. The stranger had offered her no threat, no offence, no harm beyond an inclination to laugh at her as though she was a precocious child and perhaps it was this which had incensed her. He had... looked at her... had he really admired her? as she realised now she had wanted him to, in the way a man admires a woman or, again, had he been laughing at her? Well, whatever had been in his mind it didn’t matter but by God this did for if she could not convince papa that there was nothing to the incident, that she had been in no danger, it would be even more difficult than it was now, when the time came, to get out of the house, to get down to the colliery, to take up control of what was rightfully hers. Her father’s pits!

“Papa, really, I was in no danger and came to no harm...”

“Who the bloody hell was he? I’ll have him arrested and clapped in gaol for trespass.”

“Papa! He was a gentleman. He had a strange accent as though he was not from these parts but really...”

Her mother sat back in her chair and a long sigh of relief eased from between her lips. She began to laugh and they all turned to stare at her. “And what is there to laugh at, may I ask, Nella Townley? Our daughter has been accosted...”

“Oh come now, Jonas. Hardly accosted. You heard what she said.”

“She would say anything to get her own way, you know that. You’re her mother and I’m sure you were the same at her age.”

“Darling, calm yourself. You ought to know there’s not one man in Marfield who would dare to set foot on your land, not without your permission. Dear God, they’re well aware you’d skin them alive. I dare say there’s a bit of poaching goes on but none would lay a hand on your daughter.”

“Then who the hell was he, tell me that?”

Yes, oh yes, Mama, tell us that, her daughter’s expressive face begged her. Jenna had no conception of the luminous interest in her eyes, nor realised that she was holding her breath as she waited for her mother’s answer.

“Mark’s brother, of course,” her mother replied. “I told you he was coming to spend a few days. Laura—”

“Mark’s brother! I didn’t even know he had one.”

“Jonas, my love. Do you ever listen to anything I say? Dear Heaven, I think I talk to myself at times. If it’s not to do with the fetching of coal from the ground it’s not worth speaking of in your opinion. Now then, can we resume our meal if you please? It will be quite cold if—”

“Would you like me to run back to the kitchen, ma’am, and get Mrs Blaney to warm up the gravy?” Dolly asked cheerfully, beckoning to Tilly to fetch the gravy boat and the enormous haunch of beef from where she had placed it on the serving table. “It’d take no more than a minute.”

“No, I think not, Dolly. The master is hungry and...”

“Nella, will you please stop fiddling about with that blasted gravy boat and continue with what you were saying.”

Jenna silently echoed her father’s exasperated demand, leaning her elbows on the table to peer round Bryony and Rose in a way Miss Hammond would have deplored. She stared at her mother, willing her to speak.

“Could we not eat first, Jonas? The meal will—”

“Damn the meal, Nella. I want to know who is traipsing about my land, alarming my game birds, not to mention our daughter.”

“I was not alarmed, Papa. Not at all. He was—”

“Jenna!”

Nella Townley sighed. “Very well, Jonas, if you insist but the meal will be quite ruined. The man is Mark’s half-brother though he is a good deal younger than Mark. Laura told me he likes walking and asked me if you would mind if he took a turn in the woods. Heigh House is just on the other side of Seven Cows Wood—”

“Yes, Yes, I know that, woman.”

“It would be told a good deal quicker if you would stop interrupting me, my love. Laura told me that when Mark’s father died his mother married again. Mark, who was ten or eleven at the time remained with his maternal grandparents. He was at boarding school in Surrey or Sussex or somewhere and his mother married a Scottish gentleman so it was difficult for them to see one another when she went to live in Scotland and from what I gather his grandparents didn’t encourage visits. Well, to cut a long story short, Mark’s mother had another son and this is he.”

“Does he have a name?”

“Conal Macrae.”

“And what is he doing here? Is he in coal? And why have we not heard of him before?”

Simeon, who could see no romance in the story of Mark Eason, his guardian’s mine manager, and this long-lost half-brother of his, was clearly not interested. His sister and cousins, on the other hand, were quite spellbound but none so abundantly as Jenna Townley and if her papa had been looking in her direction and not that of his wife, his alarm, which had lessened and become relief, might have been considerably upset again.

“I will tell you all about him later,” Mama said to Jenna’s annoyance. “Now then, Dolly, let us continue our meal, if you please.”

“That’s all well and good, Nella,” her husband interrupted her yet again, “ and if the man really was Mark’s half-brother then I suppose no harm has been done, except to this child’s face—”

“I am not a child, Papa. I am almost eighteen.”

Jonas cast his eyes ceilingwards. “Jenna, if you interrupt me once more I shall send you to your room.”

“I’m sorry, Papa, but—”

“Jenna!”

“Yes, Papa.”

“As I was saying, it seems no harm has come to our daughter apart from that black eye which brings me to the question of how she is to go out in society with a battered face—”

“Hardly battered, Papa. I would say it is no more—”

“What you have to say is of no concern to me, Jenna. Your mama and I would not dream of taking you to the ball in such a state.”

“Why not, Uncle Jonas?” a quiet voice said from beside Jenna and they all turned to stare in astonishment at Bryony Townley.

“Why not, miss, why not?” Jonas Townley thundered. “Surely I do not have to explain why not, and what, by the way, has it to do with you?”

Bryony, who would be fourteen in March, was not intimidated.

“Nothing, Uncle, but it seems to me that there is no harm in Jenna taking her dogs for a walk. I do it myself.”

“Not in those woods, you don’t. You have the sense to stay in the grounds. I’ve seen you myself.” Bryony smiled, a slow, rich smile that was curiously adult so that for a moment she looked the eldest of all the young people about the table.

“That’s not to say I haven’t been tempted.”

“Have you indeed?”

“Oh yes, and after all it was not Jenna’s fault that Mr Eason’s brother was there at the time.”

“Now look here, miss,” Jonas blundered, but his face had softened and in his eyes was a look of something that said he was not really offended. Bryony was a self-contained child who had a tendency to listen to the others or not as the whim took her, saying little herself, as though what they did, or thought, meant little to her. She had no special friends and paired up with neither Nancy, Rose, Beth nor Jenna though there was a close bond between herself and her brother which was only natural. Now she was defending Jenna’s actions and not only that, expressing her opinion that Jenna should not be punished.

“I’m sure Marian could disguise Jenna’s bruised eye,” she went on, “I could do it myself, in fact. I have a paste...” She turned sweetly to the woman at the foot of the table whose face was, for some reason, cool and without expression. “I hope you don’t mind, Aunt Nella, but I found the remedy in that lovely book of yours, the one about plants and their medicinal properties. Marigold, the paste is made from. It will do wonders for bruising.”

She looked about her, her smile containing nothing but innocent amiability. For several seconds there was silence. From his place next to his guardian Simeon regarded his sister with bewildered affection. What was she up to? his expression seemed to ask and so did Jenna’s but she didn’t care what it might be as long as it got Jenna Townley to the ball.

“Well, hmm, hmm.” Jonas cleared his throat, tearing his gaze away from Bryony and fixing it on his wife. “We’ll see, we’ll see. Now what about that beef, Nella Townley?”
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