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‘It is the secret sympathy,

The silver link, the silken tie,

Which heart to heart, and mind to mind,

In body and in soul can bind …’

‘Lay of the Last Minstrel’

Sir Walter Scott


Prologue

1779

“THERE are times, my darling Nadine, when I find myself wishing that I had never married you! If I had only known …”

“Then I give thanks to God that you could not see into the future!”

Sir Matthew Carstairs’ young wife ran to her husband’s side and kneeling down, took both his hands in hers and leant her cheek against his. Her dark eyes were filled with love — and a pity she could not disguise.

The man lying on the wicker day-bed gave a deep sigh as he raised his hand to stroke the silky ringlets that hung in soft clusters to Nadine’s white shoulders. At thirty she was even more beautiful than she had been as a young girl when he had first met and fallen in love with her. Two years later he had brought her back to England from her home in Normandy and the idyll of their married life had begun. Theirs had been a wild, passionate union, resulting quickly in the birth of their first child, Adela — a little girl with as wild and passionate a nature as the love that had conceived her.

Sir Matthew’s blue eyes clouded with renewed distress as he recalled how eagerly they had both anticipated the next child, hopefully the son Nadine wanted but was never to have. A year after Adela’s birth, he had set sail for America with his regiment. The following year, during a bitter encounter with the American troops fighting for their independence from Great Britain, he had sustained injuries so severe that he had been rendered immobile from the waist down.

At first Nadine, aided by his physicians, had convinced him that, given time, he might recover the use of his legs, but gradually, as his general health had begun to improve, they allowed him to hear the truth — he would be bedridden for the remainder of his life.

Not yet in his forties, Sir Matthew was devastated by the thought that not only would he never soldier again, but he would never again be able to make love to the wife he adored. Recalling all too clearly how eagerly Nadine had responded to this aspect of their marriage, he could not bring himself to believe that he was to be denied the pleasures of married life, or that Nadine too must also be deprived; and, moreover, that they would never be able to add to their family. As so many times before, Nadine tried now to comfort him when such feelings became too great to keep to himself.

“Can you not see in my face how entirely happy and content I am?” she enquired, turning to look directly into his eyes. “You should not torment yourself in this unnecessary fashion, my dearest. I love you with all my heart and I know that you love me. Is that not enough? I am entirely happy here in Sussex with you and Adela and our friends. You indulge my every wish and I lack for nothing I could want.”

Sir Matthew’s voice was low and rough with pain as he said meaningfully, “Does your body never crave for more than kisses and caresses, my lovely Nadine? Look over there beneath the mulberry tree! See how your brother has his arm around Camille’s waist; how they look into each other’s eyes! Tonight he will hold her, embrace her as once I could hold you! And see, too, how her body swells. Your sister-in-law is with child again and I can give you no more children. Better I should have died of my wounds and you be free to marry a man worthy to be called your husband!”

Nadine rose swiftly to her feet, her white skin colouring a deep pink as she protested, “I will not listen to you speaking in this fashion again. It is you I love, Matthew, and even as you are, I would rather share my life with you than with one of a thousand other virile men who might get me with child. What nonsense you speak, my dearest. As for children, I am happy enough with our darling Adela. Though she be a little minx on occasions, I see so much of you in her. She may have my looks but she has inherited your character — even Hugo has remarked upon her courage. She is quite fearless — and for a child only six years old, she is quick enough in her intelligence to keep pace with her cousins.”

The indignation in her voice gave way to one of indulgent amusement as she added, “See there, my darling — that is our Adela climbing to the top of the tree. Nou-Nou is sending Titus — or perhaps it is Barnaby — to fetch her down!”

Successfully diverted, Sir Matthew turned his head to stare out across the expanse of green grass to the big oak tree some fifty yards distant. He could see his small daughter, dark hair tumbling down the back of her muslin frock, white frilly petticoat in full evidence as she reached upwards for a still higher branch in the tree. Some fifteen feet below stood Nadine’s old French nourrice — the nurse who had come from France with her beloved mistress when Nadine had married him. Gazing up were Parson Mallory’s identical twin boys, Titus and Barnaby, six years older than his daughter, together with their younger sister, Patience, her frequent playmates.

One of the boys was even now starting to climb after little Addy but, as always, it was impossible to tell, even at close quarters, one twin from the other. Both had thick, wavy, fair hair and deep brown eyes — a combination of colouring inherited from their maternal grandmother. Even at their present youthful age of twelve, the boys were already as tall as their mother and matched the height of their rotund, chubby father who had not only proved his worth as a splendid choice of parson for the parish of Dene, but was an excellent neighbour. Since his own wounding in the war, the man had become a personal friend, spending as much time as he could spare at the big house, playing games of chance or chess or in long intellectual discussions about the war, politics, religion.

Reverend the Honourable Leonard Mallory was, like himself, a highly educated man, the youngest son of a family no less noble than his own, and Sir Matthew was grateful for the frequent diversions he provided. Nadine, too, seemed to welcome the companionship of the man’s gentle, sweet-natured wife and frequently accompanied Mrs Mallory on her visits to the poor or sick parishioners. Not least of these advantages of such neighbours was the fact that the parsonage was only a mile distant and little Adela was as much at home with the Mallory children and as often there, as the younger Mallory children were at Dene Place. The twins idolized Nadine, whose beauty far outshone that of their own rather plain mother; and Nadine, without sons of her own, acquired great pleasure from their company.

As sometimes happened when he found himself in a trough of despair, Sir Matthew now chided himself for his self-pity, realizing that he had a great deal to be thankful for. He loved Dene Place, the great, grey stone building that was his family home and had been so for the past two hundred years. It was still possible when the weather was not too inclement, for him to be carried out to one of the carriages for drives round the beautiful Sussex countryside with Nadine and Adela beside him; and, in the summer, to reach the sea-port of Rye where the fresh salt air of the English Channel mingled with the scents of the trees and flowers growing in the cottage gardens and hedgerows. They would halt the carriage to watch for a while the comings and goings of the fishing boats, and this past year, the billowing white sails of the Mallory boys’ sailing boat — a much-treasured gift for their eleventh birthday from their wealthy grandfather, a former naval commander.

Although Nadine showed concern for the boys’ safety when they took to the seas, Mrs Mallory had no such fears, for they were always accompanied by Jacques, their lackey, groom, valet and watchdog — a veritable sovereign of a servant whose loyalty to and affection for the twins was unsurpassable. The fellow was Nadine’s contemporary and his mother, Nou-Nou, had been nursing Jacques when she had been called upon to wet-nurse Nadine. Although they were of French nationality, neither servant had thought to remain in their own country when Nadine came to England and, although Nou-Nou had stayed in her mistress’ service to become nurse to Adela, Sir Matthew had his own English servants at Dene Place and he had found the present position for Jacques with the Mallorys. By the time the boys were six years old, Jacques had taught them to ride and later to fish, to shoot, to become accomplished with the bow and arrow, and now to sail a boat. Nou-Nou’s husband had been a matelot who had taught his son the ways of the sea, lessons Jacques had not forgotten although his father had been drowned before Jacques had reached maturity.

“Oh, mon Dieu!”

Nadine’s sudden cry, spoken in French as was her custom when emotionally disturbed, brought Sir Matthew’s thoughts back to the present. Following his wife’s pointing finger, he could see his little daughter hanging perilously from a high branch from which she had clearly lost her foothold. On a lower branch one of the twins was reaching upwards and had hold of her skirt. Nou-Nou and young Patience Mallory were screaming.

Unaware of her parents’ agonized fears for her safety, Adela clung more tightly to the branch with her aching arms, confident that in a moment or two she would be rescued. Near by, one of the twins called out in a reassuring voice, “No need to be frightened, Addy! Jacques and your cousins are fetching the hammock to hold beneath you. They will be back at any minute. Just hold tight!”

“I am holding tight and I am not in the least frightened!” Adela declared untruthfully, for she would have died rather than admit her fear to the boys. In fact, her arms were aching dreadfully and the ground seemed horribly far below.

Titus shifted his grip from her skirt to her round, white-stockinged leg, wondering if he would have the strength to take her weight if she did fall. At least she was not panicking as was his young sister, Patience. So, too, were Addy’s four French cousins who were even now staring up with horrified faces, the eldest, Eugénie, looking as if she were about to have the vapours!

With a sigh of relief, Titus saw the short, bandy-legged figure of the faithful Jacques hurrying towards them with his swaying gait. It was only when he was on horseback that the good-natured fellow managed to look all-of-a-piece. Barnaby now took hold of one end of the hammock. With the de Falence cousins holding the sides and Jacques the other end, there was now a safety net spread beneath Addy’s small figure.

“Jump, Miss Adela!” shouted Jacques. “Let go of the branch and jump!”

For a moment, Addy hesitated. Suppose the hammock was not strong enough to support her? Suppose she hit the ground and was killed? She did not in the least want to die — especially not today when she was so very happy. Not only had Patience and the twins come to play but her beloved French cousins were on a long summer visit, and all manner of exciting entertainments were planned for them.

“Do as you are told, Addy! You will be perfectly safe!”

Titus’ voice, warm and reassuring, gave her the spur of courage she needed. Closing her eyes, she let go of the branch to which she had now been clinging for nearly five minutes, and fell.

Although the hammock did not break, her weight was sufficient for it to sag drastically, bouncing her once into the air, and as she hit it a second time, to allow her to bump uncomfortably hard against the ground. For a few moments, she lay still, partially stunned and totally winded. She recovered her senses to see Barnaby staring anxiously down at her.

“Are you all right, Addy? You have not broken anything?”

“She be right as rain, surely!” Jacques said picking her up and dusting her down. In the seven years he had lived with the Mallorys in England, he had acquired a good grasp of English flavoured with a Sussex accent and idioms he had picked up from the other servants. His freckled face was creased in a broad grin mingled with affection as the colour returned to the little girl’s face. “Take more’n a bump to make you cry, eh, Miss Addy?”

Biting back the tears of shock pricking the backs of her eyes, Adela tossed her curls and lifted her chin.

“I cannot think why you are all staring at me!” she said. “As a matter of fact, I liked falling. I felt like a bird flying down from the top of the tree!”

“Devil take it, Addy, you were nowhere near the top of the tree! As to flying like a bird — you dropped like a stone!”

Titus’ voice, gently deriding, brought the tears perilously close again. If there was anything in the world she desired, it was the twins’ admiration — and here was Titus berating her for her fib! She supposed it was Titus, not Barnaby, although, as always, she could never be sure. Even their own mother could not tell one twin from the other and they did not make it easier since they often pretended the other’s identity.

But now her cousins were hugging and kissing her, telling her in their voluble French, how brave she was. Eugénie, at fourteen, was the eldest; her brother, Philippe, two years younger. Louise, the delicate one, was a youthful eleven and Marguerite only a year older than Adela. Although the four children spoke English, they did so haltingly and since Adela, with her French mother and nurse, was bilingual, they slipped quite naturally into the French language.

“You must come straight away to your bed and lie down, my precious!” Nou-Nou was saying as she fussed over her small charge like an anxious mother hen. “You must carry her, Jacques, the poor little angel!”

“For pity’s sake, Nou-Nou, stop fussing!” Adela protested, pushing the old woman’s hands away. “I do assure you I have suffered no injury. And do not dare tell Mama or Papa I fell, else I shall be punished for climbing the tree and you and Jacques will be punished also for permitting it!”

The twins shot each other an admiring glance, marvelling at the quick-thinking of this high-spirited child who, whenever she could, followed them round like an adoring puppy. They found her mischievousness amusing and tolerated her as they did not their young sister. Patience was a nervous, timid little girl, prone to tears when they teased her and disinterested in their boyish pursuits. Addy, though fractionally younger, was fearless and always ready to join in any adventure. She was, however, too familiar a playmate to sustain their interest for long. Both twins were old enough at twelve to be aware of the extraordinary beauty of the eldest of Adela’s French cousins.

Although it would be two years yet before Eugénie de Falence would be of marriageable age, already she was attracting the glances of the opposite sex. Dark haired, with skin as white as porcelain, her large grey eyes fringed with curling black lashes, she was the epitome of feminine beauty. Her tiny, slim figure had this past year developed the curves of womanhood and the Mallory twins were already hopelessly enamoured of her. In clumsy, boyish fashion, they vied with one another for her attention, seeking ways to show off their not inconsiderable accomplishments, delighting when they succeeded in evoking a smile and oblivious to the fact that the young girl was playing one against the other. But newly conscious of her ability to arouse such open adoration, she was happily experimenting with the heady powers of flirtation.

Aware that the boys were no longer paying her any attention, Adela scowled and linked her arm through that of her youngest cousin, Marguerite.

“If you would care to accompany me, it is time for me to go and feed my pet lamb!” she said. “It was one of several orphans and Papa has allowed me to have sole care of it. I have called her Twinkle and I have to give her milk from our nanny goat four times a day.”

“Shall we come with you, Addy?” the boys asked in unison, for although they had many pets — dogs, cats, ponies and a talking parrot from Africa — they did not have a home farm. Whenever they walked the short distance from the parsonage to Dene Place, they never failed to visit the farm, begging rides on one of the big, heavy shire-horses, collecting brown, speckled eggs from the hen-house or carrying the heavy pails of swill for the fat, pink pigs. In the summer they rode the hay carts and carried ale to the sweating corn-cutters or cooled themselves in the dairy where the farmer’s wife churned the thick, yellow butter. Adela, with a perspiring Nou-Nou scurrying in her wake, was their ever present shadow. As often as not the little girl would successfully evade her nurse’s vigilance, and it would fall to the twins to make sure she came to no harm — no mean feat since she thought nothing of climbing into a nursing sow’s pen to stroke the squalling little bodies of the piglets, or of feeding sugar to the big white stallion who had once come close to killing a groom to whom he had taken a dislike. She seemed to have a special affinity with the animals, even the most ill-tempered tolerating her. It was the same with people. Her bright, quick smile and ready laughter brought affection in response, and her parents adored her. Sir Matthew Carstairs doted on his only child and although Nadine did likewise, she was too wise to permit the little girl to become too spoilt, not an easy task since every member of the household loved her for her bright, sunny nature.

Titus was the elder of the twins by a mere half-hour, although as he had been born at a quarter to midnight and Barnaby at a quarter past, their birthdays were a day apart. Perhaps because of this, Titus was the more dominant of the two. Only by watching the boys at play was it sometimes possible for their parents to distinguish one from the other since it would more often be Titus who led whilst Barnaby followed. There was little difference, however, in their physical strength or in their choice of pursuits or activities, or, indeed, in their choice of friends. Now, for the first time in their lives, they found themselves in the company of a beautiful young French girl who aroused in them similar stirrings of masculine awareness. Adela’s cousin, Eugénie, had made slaves of them both and when it was suggested that she might accompany Adela and her sister to the farm to see Adela’s pet lamb, the twins vied with one another as to which of them should escort her.

Adela listened to their entreaties with a frown of displeasure. In point of fact, she did not dislike her eldest cousin who she also thought very beautiful; but she did dislike the way Titus and Barnaby were fawning upon her. She considered their attentions to her cousin quite silly and, without understanding her own jealousy, was determined that Eugénie should not command their interest if she could not do so herself.

“I have remembered that it is still too early for me to feed Twinkle!” she said, tossing back her dark curls and scuffling the dry grass with the toe of her chamois leather shoe. “I must go and see Papa. He depends upon me to read to him from my story-book each afternoon. He says he enjoys my reading even more than Mama’s!”

This was not strictly true, as well she knew, for not even she could vie with her mother for Papa’s love. Although both her parents professed to love her equally as well as they loved one another, she knew by the way her father’s eyes followed her mother’s every movement and by the way Nadine was forever touching his cheek or holding his hand, that they shared a special closeness which excluded her. For the most part she did not really mind. Above all, she wanted her father to be happy. It saddened her beyond bearing to realize that he would be confined to live without movement for the rest of his life and her greatest consolation was her mother’s assurance that his little daughter’s company always brought her papa great joy and pleasure.

“Childhood is fleeting, my precious, and all too soon you will be grown up and leaving home to marry a handsome young man,” he had once told her. “So I must make the most of the years you are here with me.”

“I shall never leave you, Papa!” Adela had vouchsafed, hugging him passionately. “If I am ever to marry, it shall be to you.”

Her father had laughed.

“That you cannot do, my darling, for I am already married to your dear mother. Besides, I should be much too old a husband for you.”

“Then I shall marry Titus and Barnaby!” Adela had declared. “Then I shall remain close by and shall continue to see you every day!”

“Titus or Barnaby, for you cannot have two husbands any more than I can have two wives!” her father had explained. “You will have to choose between them.”

“And how, pray, can I do that when I cannot tell one from the other?” she had argued.

“It would be difficult, I agree. Perhaps the problem would be solved if one and not the other were to choose you for a wife?”

Adela considered such a prospect unlikely, for the twins shared their tastes as closely as their looks. They wanted identical white ponies; identical lead soldiers; identical quill pens and books. If one wore a red neckcloth the other would do so, and no amount of cajoling from their parents would persuade them otherwise.

“It would make life so much easier for everyone if they would just have a pocket handkerchief that was of a different colour,” the gentle Mrs Mallory once said to Adela. “I did once attempt it when they were younger but they merely exchanged them when my back was turned! If one has been naughty, I am obliged to punish both or neither since they refuse to confess which one is guilty! Your mama is fortunate, Adela, to have only you to manage!”

One of the boys was now regarding Adela with a quizzical look.

“A little while past you said your father had instructed you to accompany your cousins to the garden so that you could all enjoy this bright spring sunshine.”

“Oh, do stay here with us, Adela!” Marguerite cried. “You can read to your papa later, can you not?”

“Why do we not go to see the animals without Adela?” Eugénie said equably. “We should not deprive dear Uncle Matthew of Adela’s company, and the boys have offered to escort us.”

Watching the twins’ eager faces from beneath her lashes, Adela said sharply, “You must not feed Twinkle. Only I can feed her!”

“But of course!” Eugénie said sweetly. “Have no worries, chérie. We will see you later.”

With an air of unconcern belying her true feelings of dismay, Adela turned and walked back across the garden in the direction of the house. Nou-Nou trailed patiently behind her whilst Jacques accompanied the twins and the de Falence children along the rutted cart track leading to the farm. At this moment, Adela thought miserably, there was nothing she would rather be doing than going with them. She could still hear their voices and an occasional burst of laughter. How happy they sounded — and how miserable she was, the more so for knowing that she had brought her isolation upon herself! It was not even as if, try though she might, she could hate Eugénie who was not only beautiful but sweet and kind and gentle like her own mother! If she hated anyone, it was Titus and Barnaby for preferring Eugénie’s company to hers. The boys were her friends, not Eugénie’s!

At least it would only be for three more weeks that she would be obliged to share her friends, she told herself as she neared the house, for the de Falence family would be returning to their home in Paris next month. There was the whole summer ahead of her before the boys departed to their new boarding-school — a prospect she dreaded, although they were eagerly anticipating the new adventure. In all probability, they would spend many days down at Rye sailing their boat — and Papa would not give his consent for her to accompany them no matter how hard she pleaded — but there would be many more days when she would go to the parsonage on her pony to join them for long rides across the surrounding countryside; when they would spend happy hours in the walled garden gathering strawberries and raspberries and gooseberries for Mrs Mallory’s conserves; or they would track badgers and foxes in the beechwoods on the Dene Place estate. There would be days when the twins would come to help with the haymaking; when they would go blackberrying or play croquet in the garden or have picnics in the tree-house the boys had built last summer. There would be wrestling or bowling matches to watch on the village green and maypole dancing, and long hours spent listening to Papa recounting from his newspaper stories of recent battles in the war raging in America. Mama would sit quietly, busy with her embroidery, whilst the boys moved their lead soldiers into the positions Papa indicated; and they would sometimes let Adela move the cannons or the horses if she took care not to upset the battlefield spread out on the stone terrace at their feet.

Comforted by such expectations, Adela had regained her customary good spirits when she entered the long, sunny drawing-room where her father lay on his day-bed by the wide windows overlooking the garden. She ran to his side and hugged him.

“You did not hurt yourself when you fell out of the tree, my darling?” he enquired anxiously, holding her away from him so that he could see her the better.

Adela shook her head.

“Of course not, Papa!” she declared although she was already conscious of numerous bruises to which her pride would not allow her to admit. “I have come to read some more of our story!” she said quickly, twitching her small nose as she leaned over to kiss him and felt the tickling of his wig. His eyes brightened with pleasure.

“Why, Addy, I had not thought to see you this afternoon. Are you not enjoying the company of your cousins?”

“Well, yes, Papa, but they have Titus and Barnaby to entertain them and … and I do not see why I should permit them to spoil our special reading time.”

“That is most thoughtful of you, my darling. I was indeed feeling a little lonely. Your mama has had to leave me to attend to one of the kitchen-maids who has cut her finger, so you have chosen an excellent moment. Let us by all means read for a little while, but then I think we should set aside our ‘special reading time’ whilst your cousins are here so that you may make the most of their company. I have your Uncle Hugo here to entertain me. As you know, he is as keen a chess player as I, and we have much to talk about. You must not, therefore, feel obliged to keep me company, my little one, much as I love to have you with me.”

Whilst the child settled herself in the crook of his arm, he stroked her hair with his other hand, his eyes dark with foreboding. She was immeasurably precious to him, as indeed was his beloved Nadine, and, paralysed though he was, he could still by word of mouth ensure their well-being and their happiness. But for how long? Not even Nadine was aware that his friend and physician had finally admitted that his state of immobility was affecting his internal organs and that he could not rely upon surviving many more years … if, indeed, as long.

In the four years since he had been wounded, the muscles of his once strong body had deteriorated to a point where his legs were little more than pathetic sticks; his weight was dangerously low and that despite the excellent nursing of his faithful attendant and Nadine’s personal supervision of the most nourishing of meals. He hated now to look at himself in a mirror, for his gaunt visage was that of a man twenty years older and his hair had turned completely grey.

Sir Matthew was not afraid of death. Although not a fanatically religious man, he had spent many hours in the company of his friend, the Reverend Leonard Mallory. The parson had strengthened his belief in a life hereafter, and his fear of dying lay only in his dread of leaving his beautiful young wife a widow and his child fatherless. Of late, he had begun to talk to Nadine of a future when he might not be with her and had tried to persuade her to the notion of making a second marriage. Not only was she in her prime but still young enough to bear further children; and he would be leaving her more than well provided for. She would not lack suitors. But even the mildest of suggestions in this vein would bring the tears to her eyes, and her distress was such that he could not bear to be the cause of it. He could but hope that once she was reconciled to his passing, she would remember his wishes for her and find another husband.

Later today he would speak of it to Nadine’s brother, Hugo; enlist his promise to persuade Nadine that, for the child’s sake as well as her own, she must find someone to replace him.

Adela was by now reaching the end of her favourite story in her book of Aesop’s tales. She closed the book and regarded him thoughtfully.

“In that story the son is beautiful and the daughter ugly, yet their father loves them equally. Would others do the same?”

Sir Matthew paused before replying for Adela’s small face was unusually serious and the question unexpected from one so young.

“Most certainly they would, if the ugly child had a beautiful nature, for that is of far greater worth.”

“Why then should Titus and Barnaby prefer Eugénie’s company to mine?” Adela asked, suddenly close to tears.

With difficulty, Sir Matthew concealed a smile of amusement.

“Do they, indeed! Could it be because your cousin is not only beautiful but the possessor of a charming disposition? You must not be jealous of others, my darling, for jealousy is an ugly trait!” Seeing that her tears were about to fall, he relented and said gently, “Believe me, Addy, you are very far from ugly as your mama and Nou-Nou have doubtless told you a hundred or more times; and even if you were so, have you forgotten the story of the ugly duckling who turned into a swan? One day, when you are as old as Eugénie, you will be almost as beautiful as your mother for you greatly resemble her.”

Adela’s tears dried instantly and her green eyes sparkled.

“Then the twins will prefer me to Eugénie and will want to marry me after all. I shall have to decide which of the two I prefer. You will have to help me choose, Papa, for I love them equally and you said I cannot marry both.”

Sir Matthew laughed, but no sooner had his little daughter left the room than the shadows fell once more across his face. Ten years from now he would not be here on earth to guide or advise his daughter, and who could tell what the future held either for her or for the delightful boys she had seemingly already selected as possible suitors! Although it was true that Adela greatly resembled his beloved Nadine, it was only in looks. The child had a wild, passionate streak and a strength of will more befitting a boy than a girl. She would need a strong man as well as a loving one to make her happy. It was far too early to surmise whether either Titus or Barnaby Mallory would fit the bill for charming, well-mannered boys though they were, they were still too young to have proved themselves.

“We shall have to wait and see!” he told himself before recalling once again with an aching heart that he would not live long enough to do so.


Part One

1783 – 1789


1

1783

IT was growing dark in the cellar. It must be nearing five o’clock — perhaps even later, Adela thought. It was the time of day when she most feared her cold, damp prison. By now she would have been locked in for more than eight hours. If today were to be the same as yesterday, there would be still a further hour or more to go before her stepfather unbolted the heavy oak door and demanded the price of freedom.

If she were not so terrified of the total darkness of the night, she would not pay that price, she thought, glancing uneasily at the lengthening shadows in the corners of the room. The big casks of wine and spirits which lined the walls were beginning to take on strange shapes. It was all too easy to imagine ghosts, smugglers, story-book monsters waiting to spring out at her; and, on this bitter January afternoon, it was cold … so very cold.

Dolly, the orphan girl who had been hired to assist Nou-Nou to look after Adela, had managed to secrete a moth-eaten, fur-lined carriage rug behind a stack of ale barrels. Crouching beneath the iron-barred window high above her head, with the aid of the rug, the ten-year-old girl was able to control her shivering.

Dreading the forthcoming confrontation with her stepfather, Adela tried to concentrate her thoughts elsewhere. Late last night, when at long last she had finally succumbed to Sir Henry’s will and acknowledged him as her stepfather, she had been allowed to leave the cellar and sleep in her own bed. Dolly had crept in to console her as she lay weeping with humiliation. Dolly, she had discovered, was very far from being the dim-witted, Cockney ‘good-for-nothing’ Nou-Nou had feared. The fourteen-year-old girl was proving not just a friend but, in the dreadful circumstances in which Adela was now finding herself, a wise one.

“Wot’s in a name, Miss Addy?” she’d whispered. “Your pa would’ve understood.”

“But that hateful man is not my papa!” Adela had sobbed.

“I knows that as well as you, Miss Addy, but it’s best to do as the Master tells you. ’E ain’t able to tell you wot to think, not nohow, and that’s wot matters!”

In one way, Adela thought now, she could see that Dolly’s advice was sensible; but still she could not agree with her philosophy. To call her hated stepfather by Papa’s name was to accept him — and that, she had resolved, she never, ever would do. Yesterday, when she had come down to breakfast and bid Sir Henry ‘good-morning’, there had been no answering greeting, no smile, no pat on the head as had been his custom during the months he had been courting Mama, begging her to marry him; to allow him the right to take care of her and ‘her little Adela’; to set aside her grief at the death of her beloved husband. Throughout that one long year preceding the wedding, he had attempted to align Adela on his side, knowing that if she were not so opposed to the marriage, Mama might more willingly consider it.

Tears spilled from Adela’s eyes as she remembered for the hundredth time those terrible weeks when Papa lay dying; how inconsolable her mother had been; how even the servants had cried during the funeral and Adela herself had buried her face in kind Mrs Mallory’s mantle so that she could not see Papa’s coffin disappearing into the vault. After the funeral Mama had been very ill and she, Adela, had been sent to stay with the Mallorys where Titus and Barnaby had done their utmost to amuse and distract her.

Very gradually she had started to come to terms with her father’s death and so, less easily, had her mother. They had managed somehow to find happiness again and a growing closeness. But Nadine found the management of the estate beyond her capabilities, despite the assistance of the steward; the family lawyer who came down from London; the learned day-to-day advice from the Reverend Mallory. It was always Papa, she had said tearfully to Adela, who had seen to such things, and were it not for the growing political unrest in France, she might have considered returning to her native country.

Such a suggestion had appalled Adela, for although she was fond of her French cousins, Dene Place was her home and she loved every inch of it. Moreover, it contained all the precious memories of her beloved father and she pleaded with Nadine on this score alone, never to leave it. The parson and Mrs Mallory had added their persuasions to hers and at Adela’s request, Titus and Barnaby had added theirs. Mama had finally ceased to think any more of going back to Normandy and all might have continued well had not Sir Henry Nayland (Adela could barely bring herself to say his name) come upon the scene.

From her first meeting with the middle-aged man, Adela had disliked him. Describing him after that meeting to the twins, she had screwed up her nose and declared that the former soldier who professed to be a friend of Papa’s, had watery blue eyes, and ginger hairs on his hands; that he laughed too loudly and kept patting her head as if she were a dog! He had behaved as if he were an old friend of her father’s whereas Mama could not even remember Papa speaking of him.

Titus and Barnaby had laughed at her description. They tried to console her with the suggestion that she might never see this unpleasant gentleman again; that perhaps her mama welcomed more adult company then Addy’s and especially if, as had been the case, Sir Henry was able to speak about Sir Matthew’s soldiering adventures — the only part of their life together that her mother had been unable to share.

“You are just jealous because your mama gives him so much attention!” Titus teased her.

“All green-eyed people are prone to jealousy!” Barnaby had added. “It is only right your mother should have her own friends!”

Adela, whilst arguing the point, nevertheless took it to heart and tried, for her mother’s sake, to like the man who called more and more often to visit them. Outwardly he did his best not only to charm Nadine, but to charm Adela. He never came empty-handed. There were flowers, sugar-candied sweetmeats or fruit for Nadine; toys for Adela; pretty ribbons or a lace kerchief for each of them. Nadine was indeed charmed, and was distressed by her small daughter’s antipathy to this former friend of her beloved husband.

“He wants to marry you, Mama!” Adela had protested. “Nou-Nou said so! She said she knew the signs. She likes him no better than I do.”

“Nou-Nou is a silly, gossiping old woman and does not know what she is talking about,” Nadine had insisted. “As if I would consider marriage to anyone! Papa was the only man I could ever love and I could not bear the thought of being a wife to another man!”

But six months later, her mother had begun to speak of the possibility of marriage to Sir Henry.

“He is so good and kind and helpful, Addy!” she had said. “We need someone to take care of Dene Place — and us! Papa managed things so well that I never realized how many worries he carried on his shoulders. You are too young to understand what it means to be alone, my darling, and to be responsible for the great wealth your poor dear father left in my care. Sir Henry tells me my lawyer has been ill-advising me and that we are being shamefully exploited, not just by him but by several of the servants. I do not like to think about it but on one of his visits, Sir Henry made a careful inventory of your father’s cellar and on checking it a few months later, there were unexplained discrepancies. I cannot believe Unwin would … could … is not to be trusted. He was Papa’s butler long before our marriage, your grandfather’s footman before that. No, I do not believe Unwin would … would do as Sir Henry suggested, but perhaps one of the lesser servants has stolen valuable wines to sell. I have left everything in Unwin’s care and my lack of supervision may have caused him to become careless … to leave the cellar keys where a less scrupulous servant might find them. If Sir Henry were head of the household, I would be relieved of such worries. And he is so kind … really, Addy, I cannot understand why you do not respect him as I do. It was always Papa’s wish that I should remarry. He did not want us to be alone, unprotected.”

Perhaps her mama might have paid more attention to her protests if she had had more valid reasons to back up her instinctive dislike of Sir Henry, Adela thought now as she huddled closer beneath the fur. Near by, an owl hooted and the screech of a nightjar brought renewed fears of ghosts and vampires. As her mother’s wedding date had drawn closer, even Titus and Barnaby had begun to agree with her that Sir Henry’s nature might not, after all, be all that it seemed. He was, they agreed, too good to be true, and their father had taken it upon himself to make discreet enquiries about Sir Henry’s background. They had overheard him telling their mother that the Nayland family, though well enough connected, was hopelessly impoverished, and that far from retiring from the Army by choice, Sir Henry had been obliged to resign his commission as he was unable to meet his commitments.

Suppose, the twins had said gloomily, Sir Henry was marrying Lady Carstairs (who, so their father had said, was now an exceptionally wealthy widow) in order to gain access to her fortune?

Despite Parson Mallory’s warnings, despite Adela’s pleas, despite Nou-Nou’s tears and contrary to the express disapproval of her late husband’s lawyer, Nadine had agreed to the betrothal and finally, to set a wedding date.

“You all misjudge Sir Henry!” she had protested. “He is the kindest of men and he loves you dearly, Addy. He was Papa’s friend and you can be sure Papa would not have thought so highly of him were he not beyond reproach.”

“It is only Sir Henry who tells you Papa held him in such high regard!” Adela had argued. “If Papa thought so well of him, why did he never mention his name?”

“He may have done, Addy, but I cannot recall all the names of his fellow officers — there were so many!”

Adela’s memories of those months leading up to her mother’s wedding were brought to an abrupt halt as she heard the heavy footsteps descending the stone staircase leading to the cellar. Hurriedly she jumped to her feet and carried the fur rug to its place of concealment behind the ale firkins. She had barely completed the task before the key turned in the lock and the heavy wooden door swung open.

Sir Henry Nayland appeared to the crouching child to have giantlike proportions as he stood in the doorway, his face and body lit by the candle he held in front of him. Adela could not discern his features but was left in no doubt as to his mood as he barked out, “Come here at once, Adela. If I have to search for you, believe me, I shall not hesitate to leave you here all night!”

She might have endured a thrashing such as he had administered last night, Adela thought, but to be locked in utter darkness all night long was beyond bearing. Clasping her hands before her in a vain attempt to conceal her fear from her stepfather, she stepped forward into the circle of light.

“Well, girl, let us see if you have come to your senses at last.”

He reached out a hand and roughly gripped one of her arms.

“You will now say, ‘Good-evening, Papa!’ after which you will say, ‘I am sorry for my obstinacy and my stupidity and beg your forgiveness, Papa!’”

Last night she had had the courage to remain silent until after the cane had fallen for the sixth time across her buttocks — she could still feel the painful sting of the weals even now. After the seventh stroke, the pain had been sufficient to break her resolve. Since she could not finally withstand the pain and must eventually submit, she decided now to do as he asked, but tomorrow at breakfast, she would again refuse to call him ‘Papa’.

“Did you hear what I said, Adela?”

She nodded. Her small square chin lifted and with an effort, she looked up and met his furious gaze, her eyes stormy.

“You wish me to say: ‘Good-evening, Papa!’ and: ‘I am sorry for my obstinacy and stupidity and beg your forgiveness, Papa!’ May I go now I have done as you asked, sir?”

“You will go straight to your room; and understand this, my fine lady, I will brook no further insolence from you. You will call me ‘Papa’ on every occasion you speak to me. Is that understood? Should you fail to do so, you will again be punished and your punishments will increase in severity. Your mother has spoiled you quite disgracefully. I have informed her that from now on, you will be subject to my discipline — not hers. I hope I have made myself clear?”

Determined not to use the name he wished again, Adela nodded her head.

“Very well! I trust we now understand each other. You may go to your room!”

Tears stung Adela’s eyes as she ran past him out of the cellar, up through the hall and up the stairs to her room. Dolly was waiting for her and Adela flung herself into her waiting arms.

“I hate him! I hate him!” she sobbed as soon as she could catch her breath. “He is not my father and I shall never, ever, ever think of him as such. If Papa only knew …”

Although but four years older than the child she now held in her arms, Dolly Brixton was, by virtue of her upbringing, a generation older in her experience of life — and of human nature. Brought up in London, she had first-hand knowledge of the poverty and depravity so often forced on families like her own. Girls as young as eleven were sold for prostitution for the simple necessity of keeping younger children in the family from starvation. Fathers tried to drown their hopelessness in drink and were frequently violent when they stumbled home from the gin houses. Mothers, too, worn out with child bearing and despair, often turned to drink and violence. Others, unable to face the advent of a twelfth, thirteenth or fourteenth mouth to feed, abandoned their newborn babies as had Dolly’s mother. Most died. A few, like Dolly, found their way into orphan asylums, funds for which were raised by the good works of the Society of Friends and other philanthropic groups.

At the age of twelve, Dolly, who was a strong, cheerful girl, had been found work as a chambermaid in a hostelry in the dock area of London. The landlord was a hard, brutal man, and the men who roomed at his inn were, more often than not, thieves, smugglers, pick-pockets, foreign sailors, former prisoners. It was only a matter of months before Dolly was brutally raped and, despite her state of penury, had run away. For a year she had managed to survive on the streets, begging, sleeping rough, earning a few pence here and there when an extra pair of hands was needed for washing-up or cleaning in an ale house.

In that year Dolly had become wise to the ways of the streets and might have continued to survive in such fashion had she not one day encountered a charitable lady serving soup to the starving outside the doors of the church where her brother was the incumbent. Despite Dolly’s filthy, ragged appearance, the good woman had recognized her as one of the orphan girls and, upon hearing her story, had written to her friend Mrs Mallory, to ask if she would offer Dolly a job of work in her Sussex home by way of a sanctuary.

“It was the Will of God!” Dolly had related to Adela, omitting stories of some of the worst of her experiences which were unfit for the little girl’s ears. The good-hearted parson’s wife employed her as a kitchen-maid at the parsonage, and when Nadine’s old nurse, Nou-Nou, had succumbed to the rheumatics and could no longer care for Adela, Mrs Mallory had proposed Dolly as nursery-maid. “She said as ’ow I ’ad proved myself most ’elpful with Miss Patience and knew as ’ow I was anxious to better meself,” Dolly had explained.

Although Nou-Nou still looked after Nadine and was still superficially in charge of Adela, Dolly managed her young charge so ably that the older woman soon relinquished responsibility to the new nursemaid. In less than a year, Dolly and Adela had become not only child and servant, but friends. It was Dolly, therefore, and not Nou-Nou to whom Adela now poured out her fears and despair.

“I am no longer to be under Mama’s authority!” she wept. “Mama understood how I felt … I hoped she would explain to Sir Henry … she promised she would speak to him … oh, Dolly, what am I to do?”

“’Ush now, Miss Addy! ’T’aint like you to cry! Next thing you’ll be’aving Master Titus and Master Barnaby calling you a cry-baby, and you doant want that, now do you?”

The faintest of smiles filtered through the tears on Adela’s flushed cheeks.

“No, I do not — and do not dare tell them, Dolly! Oh, I wish I could see them. Maybe the twins would know what I should do!”

Dolly smoothed the tumble of black hair from the child’s forehead, a frown creasing her own round face.

“They was up this noontide, asking for you to go and ride with them!” she said. “The Master was with your mama when they called, and Unwin tolt me as ’ow the Master said you was ill.”

“That’s a fib — worse than a fib; it was a lie!” Adela protested, her tears drying.

“That’s a fact, Miss Addy. Master Titus said but you was never ill and Master Barnaby asked your mama wot was wrong with you but the Master said it was nuffing for them to concern theirselves with and your mama ’ad a ’eadache and they was to go on ’ome.”

“Mama is not well?” Adela asked anxiously.

Dolly hesitated. According to Nou-Nou, it was worry that was making her beautiful mistress ill. Ever since the new master had come home after the wedding, things had changed. Unless there were visitors, Sir Henry no longer spoke lovingly to his wife and had set about upsetting everyone with all the changes he wanted made in the house. Any memento of poor Sir Matthew Carstairs had to be put away; the furniture moved to the Master’s liking; mealtimes altered; servants dismissed and others engaged. Unwin had threatened to give in his notice but the Mistress had talked him out of it, telling him he must stay for her sake. Nou-Nou had said the same, only no one had taken notice of her for, as Dolly told Adela, everyone knew wild horses would not have dragged the old nurse from her mistress’ side. When the food arrived at table, if it was not as piping hot as the new master liked it, he would send it back to the kitchen. He had even threatened that if it happened again, he would throw it out of the window! Every member of the staff was frightened of him and it did not surprise any of them that the Mistress, accustomed to the gentle, adoring ways of her late husband, was deeply shocked by and fearful of her new one. Everyone in the household now looked for ways to avoid provoking Sir Henry’s anger — everyone except Adela. No one knew better than Dolly that the child had been determined from the very start not to pretend a welcome, still less a liking for her new stepfather.

For a few weeks, Sir Henry had ignored the child’s behaviour, although he could not have failed to notice it. He had demanded of Nadine that she instruct her daughter to behave more civilly towards him; but not even her mother’s entreaties would oblige Adela to address her stepfather as Papa.

“He is not my father; he is not, he is not!” she protested again and again.

To please her mother, Adela had forced herself to curtsy to Sir Henry when she entered or left a room; she spoke politely and obeyed his orders without argument; but she would not relinquish that last — and to her, all-important — concession, she would not acknowledge him as her father.

“I shall not do so at breakfast tomorrow, Dolly!” she said now, her tears drying and her mouth set in a stubborn line. “Not even if I have to spend yet another day in that horrid cellar!” The lines of her slender body now slackened as she added wistfully, “I could see the sun shining outside. I wish I could have been out riding with the twins. Were they really worried about me, Dolly? If they call again, will you find a way to tell them what is happening to me? If Sir Henry goes out, maybe they would come to the cellar window and talk to me. It is many days since I have seen them and before long, they will be going away to that Academy of Equitation in Anjou and it will be weeks and weeks before they return from France.”

She grasped Dolly by the shoulders and, her green eyes flashing with excitement, she said, “Dolly, you could take the twins a note from me. I will write it now, at once. I will tell them that I am a prisoner; they will tell the parson and he will come and tell Sir Henry that I must not be treated in this way. You will take my note, will you not? Please, Dolly!”

Dolly bit her lip.

“I ain’t a-feared to take a note for you, Miss Addy, but I doubt as ’ow Parson can do aught to ’elp. It ain’t none of Parson’s business ’ow the Master runs ’is ’ouse and t’wouldn’t be right for ’im to interfere.” She gave a sudden smile which transformed her homely features so that for a moment, she no longer looked quite so plain but almost comely. “That ain’t to say I ain’t going to ask them young rascals to sneak up and see you, Miss Addy — that is if you do be locked in the cellar again. Mebbe as ’ow them two’ll talk some sense into you. I isn’ able, surely!”

Adela gave a half-hearted smile.

“If you mean my calling that man ‘Father’ is sensible, then I would rather be thought the village idiot. You never knew my papa, Dolly, or you would understand.” Her voice broke as she whispered, “He was the kindest, dearest, most courageous person you could ever meet, and he loved me and I loved him and he was a good man. Oh, why, why did Mama ever marry Sir Henry? He is evil, Dolly. He only ever pretended to love Mama and me, and now that he has got her and Dene Place and all Papa’s money, he is not pretending any more. I cannot bear it!”

“’Tis more like your poor mama as ’as to bear it, Miss Addy!” Dolly said dourly as she began to help Adela out of her clothes. “You be ’aving as you do ain’t making life no easier to ’er! It doant do ’er no good thinking of you shut up all day in that there cellar and ’er not able to do naught about it.”

She untied Adela’s corset and stripping off her chemise, pulled a night-gown from around the warming pan which she had placed beneath the bed covers.

“I reckon as ’ow your papa would want for you to call the Master any name he likes if it makes life ’appier for your mama,” she said, slipping the night-gown over Adela’s dark curls. “You think on that, Miss Addy!”

Adela’s face paled as she climbed between the sheets.

“If I do as you are suggesting, he will think he has won!” she said.

Dolly looked at her young charge, her eyes filled with a wisdom far beyond her age and circumstances.

“You’ll know as ’ow that ain’t true!” she said. “And I will know, and your mama’ll know. You be only a child, Miss Addy, and like it or not, it ain’t for you to go against the Master’s wishes. It doant matter none to ’im you feel it’s disrespectful to your poor late papa.”

For a brief moment Adela was silent as she meditated. Then her chin lifted and her eyes darkened.

“Maybe he will stop trying to oblige me to do as he wishes if I can hold out long enough!” she said. “He cannot make me spend my whole life in the cellar. He could not, Dolly, could he?”

Dolly turned away from the questioning, innocent child’s face.

“I ain’t edicated no more than is you when it comes to the law, Miss Addy. All I know is one girl in the orphan asylum where I was ’ad been locked in an attic all her life ’cos she ’ad a birthmark down one side of ’er face — a really ugly one it were, too! — and ’er pa couldn’t stand to see it. She were given food but naught else and she were like a two year old — not able to talk proper nor do anything for ’erself. She’d ’ave probably stayed there all ’er life ’cepting ’er ma died and ’er pa put ’er out in the street and someone found ’er. She were lucky she weren’t put in Bedlam, ’er not talking and seeming like a lunatic. When I left the orphan asylum, she were getting on fine, though she wouldn’t never be fit for service. They put ’er in the laundry, ’er liking to work the coppers and mangle and such. No, the law doant tek no account of wot chillun wants.”

She turned back to face Adela only to find that the child, exhausted by her ordeal and the violence of her emotions, had fallen asleep. Dolly pulled the covers up to her chin and gently removed the warming pan.

Perhaps, she thought as she tiptoed out of the room, it was as well little Miss Addy had not heard her story, for it could only add to her fears. She could see small hope of matters improving, for this much she did know: a husband was master in his own home and his wife, children and servants had no choice but to do his bidding. To be locked in a cold, dank cellar was not an unbearable ordeal, even for a child of ten; but this might be only the beginning. Sir Henry was only starting to tighten the reins and who could tell what next might be forthcoming!

“If only Miss Addy were less stubborn; less determined to ’ave ’er way!” Dolly muttered to herself as she went downstairs. “Seems as if she be the only one in this ’ousehold as ain’t a-feared of the new Master!”

Dolly drew a worried sigh. All the servants were agreed that Sir Henry was a bully and not one to stand for anyone challenging his authority — let alone a child. Unwin thought Sir Henry might possibly have taken to a quiet, placid stepdaughter who would not dream of defying him, but they all knew these were the very last adjectives attributable to Adela.

Half an hour later, as Dolly made her way back upstairs to the truckle-bed outside Adela’s bedroom door, she felt a grim sense of foreboding. She loved the fiery, impetuous little girl; admired her spirit, and she knew that love was returned. No matter what befell them at the hands of Sir Henry, she would never leave Adela, the only human being to whom Dolly had ever given her heart.

OEBPS/Images/9781444750744_FC.jpg
CLAIRE
LORRIMER

The Silver
Link






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON






