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      About the Book

      
      For Katharine Stowerton, saving Bocton, the ancient Kentish home of her ancestors, from falling into the rapacious hands of
         a railway company is the most important thing in the world. When she realises her Uncle Robert intends to sell it, she spurs
         on his younger brother, her own feckless father Alfred, to re-open The Case – a long-running and costly lawsuit which claims
         an equal share in Bocton and its lands for every surviving male Stowerton under the ancient custom of gavelkind. Ever a quarrelsome
         and litigious family, Stowertons all over the world rally to the summons.
      

      
      From Australia comes Joseph, still nursing a grudge against Robert for depriving him of victory in the family game over thirty
         years before. Roguish and unprincipled Albert arrives from the South of France, with his liquid-eyed and equally unscrupulous
         son Louis in tow, while from Baghdad comes jolly Aunt Mabel, widow of another brother, George, to safeguard the interests
         of her son. The family feud explodes once more – but it is the arrival of her cousin Luke, representing his dour mining magnate
         father Jeremiah, now living in America, that turns Katharine’s world upside down. By now accustomed to a place high on the
         matrimonial shelf, she cannot believe that Luke is actually paying court to her, with a liveliness and determination that
         secretly delight her. But she makes it dauntingly plain that for her Bocton and its interests must always come first and Luke
         begins to despair. How can he turn bluestocking Katharine, with all her fierce and passionate love for the old house, into
         his own sweet Katie May – the girl he senses she is at heart?
      

      
      Family secrets, jealousy and the obsessive lure of silver open up a gulf of misunderstanding between Luke and Katharine, as
         the fast-moving action sweeps to the colourful boom town of Leadville, Colorado. The heritage of the past clashes head on
         with the material desires of the late Victorian age. Yet, with the solving of a centuries-old enigma as the family feud over
         the ownership of Bocton is settled, there may be hope. Can the gulf be bridged or is it too late for the romantic wooing of
         Katie May?
      

   



      
      
      For my father-in-law
David Myers,
whose infectious enthusiasm
sent me to visit the Tabor Opera House

   



      
      
      
      Acknowledgements

      
      The house and village of Bocton Bugley are fictitious, as are the characters of this novel. Leadville, however, still thrives
         in Colorado, though its great silver mining days are long over. On Harrison Avenue, now the main thoroughfare of the town,
         the Tabor Opera House, still an active theatre, bears proud witness to Leadville’s dramatic past. Much of the Opera House’s
         decor and layout is unchanged, and the atmosphere of earlier times is strong. I am grateful to Mrs Evelyn Furman for information
         about the Opera House in early times, much contained in her fascinating book The Tabor Opera House. In Leadville the names of Tabor and Baby Doe are still as prominent as though the scandal had taken place yesterday. Baby
         Doe, despite the former Mrs Tabor’s predictions, remained faithful to him to the end, even after he lost his fortune when
         the silver market collapsed. She died a recluse in a shack by Tabor’s Matchless mine, which she refused to sell because he
         had told her that one day silver would regain its value. The day did not come in her lifetime, nor since.
      

      
      I am grateful also to the geologist A. C. Benfield for his interest in the mining chapters, much of the information for which
         was drawn from Fossett’s Colorado: Its Gold and Silver Mines, New York, 1880. My thanks to Peter Lambert, Lionel Leventhal, Meg and Peter Ryan, Carolyn and Christopher Maude, Adrian
         Turner and Carol Tyler. To my agent, Dorothy Lumley of the Dorian Literary Agency, and my editor, Jane Morpeth, my deep appreciation
         of their help and encouragement.
      

      
      Among the modern books I have consulted are Kent Lore by Alan Bignell (Hale, 1983); Maidstone and Ashford Railway by Elwyn L. Evans (Hollingbourne Society, 1984); and Leadville: Colorado’s Magic City by Edward Blair (Pruett Publishing Co, Colorado, 1980). It was in Kent Lore that I first found reference to the legend that Richard III’s illegitimate son, Richard Plantagenet, fled from Bosworth Field
         to Kent where he became a brick-layer on the Eastwell estate. This part of the story is contained in two issues of the Gentlemen’s Magazine. The legend has a gap, however; there is no word of what Richard was doing between the ages of sixteen at Bosworth, and seventy-odd,
         when Sir Thomas Moyle discovered him reading a Latin textbook on his estate. In the following pages, I have augmented the
         legend accordingly.
      

      
      
   



      
      Prologue

      
      Nicholas Stowerton had been dead for over two hundred years on the day of the last treasure trove in 1841, yet his legacy
         cast its dark shadow over that bright summer’s day. His ghost looked on, awakened from its slumbers, at his beloved Kentish
         manor of Bocton, as the Stowerton children gathered, unconscious of the brewing storm. Six sons – and Sophy.
      

      
      Bocton Manor had been empty for twenty years, its ownership still in dispute. Soon it would be settled, but today the seeds
         of strife were to be sown in a new generation and he could do nothing to prevent it. Once again the fates had picked the Stowertons
         for their sport. Just as on that day in 1573, he foresaw what would happen but for all his misgivings was powerless to stop
         the wheel from turning. And, after all, had not Will Shakespeare said it truly? ‘The fault . . . lies not in our stars but
         in ourselves.’
      

      
      The ghost of Nicholas Stowerton shrugged and laughed. So, let the play begin, my Queen!

      
      At ten the wagonettes set out from nearby Stowerton House, one with seven neatly clad children crammed in it, and the other
         with servants and food for the picnic. The carriages carrying Nathaniel and Bridget Stowerton led the procession to Bocton
         for the yearly children’s game held on the anniversary of the battle of Bosworth in deference to the old legend that Richard
         III’s jewels were hidden somewhere within the walls of Bocton Manor. Nonsense, of course, for Nicholas himself had built this
         red-brick manor house on the site of his ancestors’ dwelling, in the reign of Good Queen Bess, almost a hundred years after
         Bosworth Field. Since then Bocton had been fought over by generations of Stowertons, each claiming it for their own.
      

      
      ‘I’ll win the cup,’ declared Robert confidently, nonchalantly. ‘I usually do.’ The eldest at sixteen he was naturally superior,
         too old for childish games, too acquisitive to cede his claim.
      

      
      ‘You won’t,’ muttered Jeremiah, two years his junior, fixing dark vengeful eyes upon him.

      
      George’s owlish amiable grin: ‘It’s Joseph’s turn. Fair’s fair,’ he put in quietly, the words almost lost in Alfred’s happy
         shout: ‘Who cares? Who cares who wins?’
      

      
      Joseph had heard. ‘Yes, it’s my turn,’ he took up childishly, full of fierce determination, emboldened out of his usual reserve.
         ‘Mine, mine, mine!
      

      
      ‘But I want it,’ thought three-year-old Albert, silent, watchful, holding his sister’s hand.
      

      
      
      Six-year-old Sophy, anxious, loving: ‘Please let this be a happy day,’ she beseeched God, closing her eyes and apologising
         for the informality of her prayer. ‘Please.’
      

      
      Suddenly, inexplicably, she was afraid.

      
      And the wagonette turned in at the gates of Bocton Manor.

      



      
      Chapter One

      
      ‘Never forget you are a Stowerton, my dear,’ said Alfred, somewhat reprovingly.

      
      ‘Father,’ Katharine began helplessly, ‘don’t you understand? Obadiah’s heard a rumour that Bocton is to be sold.’
      

      
      A bewildered look appeared on Alfred’s pink-cheeked face, then quickly passed away again. ‘Excellent though Mr Trant’s building
         accomplishments are, my dear,’ he told her happily, ‘he does not appreciate the Stowerton tradition. Indeed, how could he?’
         he continued reasonably. ‘He is a Trant.’ His tones suggested Obadiah was indeed to be pitied, as was anyone who did not carry
         the Stowerton name. ‘The Stowertons have always lived at Bocton.’
      

      
      ‘Then why has it been empty for nearly sixty years?’ she enquired gently.

      
      Her father looked hurt. ‘A little misunderstanding,’ he said firmly, ‘such as happens in all families.’

      
      Katharine laughed outright, despite her anxiety. A little misunderstanding indeed! Enough to drive four of the six sons of
         Nathaniel Stowerton to the far ends of the earth. Enough for the sons of Matthew Stowerton to battle for over twenty years
         before that. Yet seeing her father sitting there in his old Norfolk jacket, threadbare in places, with, incongruously, a huge
         cravat that was said to have belonged to Beau Brummell, a wave of affection swept over her. But how could she, at twenty-three,
         hope now to pour out all her worries as she had when a child? Then his beneficent charm had been a comforting and sheltering
         blanket, until gradually she had come to realise that comfort provided no answers and that love alone filled no stomachs.
      

      
      ‘Do you not think,’ she replied lightly, ‘that the Stowertons are a little more extreme than most families in their misunderstandings?’
      

      
      They were sitting in the Stowerton Room. How grand that sounded for a cramped Dower House, and who but Father could have so
         named it? The room was small, and every inch of wall space and furniture top was filled with portraits of Stowertons or prints
         of Bocton – or so Katharine had thought until one day she had made the shattering discovery that not all the portraits were
         of Stowertons. Alfred had merely acquired any he could obtain cheaply enough that looked sufficiently patrician. ‘They could
         have been Stowertons, my dear,’ was his plaintive defence when taxed with this ‘white’ fraud. She forgave him his veniality
         for here, surrounded by his ancestors and would-be ancestors, was the one place he could still be the illustrious descendant
         of an honourable house.
      

      
      
      Besides, there was something else far more serious amiss with the Stowertom Room, something that made her realise that there
         were deep mysteries attached to the Stowerton family, mysteries she could not hope to comprehend. There were no photographs.
         Alfred was one of the seven children of Nathaniel Stowerton, yet apart from one old daguerreotype of his parents standing
         stiffly to attention, no record of his immediate family stood in the room. And try as she might, Katharine could get no indication
         as to why. They were simply names in the huge family Bible now. Nothing more. She had pored over the heavy volume as a child,
         reciting the names almost as a litany: Robert, Jeremiah, George, Alfred, Joseph, Sophy – and another through whose name a
         pen had deeply scored an obliterating line. And try as she would, she could never make out the name beneath.
      

      
      ‘Where did they go, Father?’ she asked time and time again. ‘Why did they go?’
      

      
      Her father merely looked hunted and picked up the Sporting Times, a sure sign that all conversation was at an end, and eventually she gave up asking. Dimly she remembered huge shapes that
         loomed over her in childhood, just shapes, never faces. But they had vanished and only Uncle Robert was left, the eldest,
         watchful and quiet – and Aunt Sophy.
      

      
      After Mother had gone, she had asked Aunt Sophy about those giant figures of the past. ‘Suppose they come back?’ she asked
         wistfully.
      

      
      ‘It won’t happen, my love,’ replied Sophy sadly.

      
      ‘But why not? Anything is possible!’ cried Katharine with the confidence of an eight year old.
      

      
      Once, greatly daring, she had even asked Sophy about that fascinating blacked-out name. Her aunt had laid down her work and
         spoken so firmly for her that Katharine had not asked again, much as she had puzzled over it.
      

      
      ‘You must not ask, Katharine. There are some matters that must be buried. Families are difficult,’ Sophy broke off, bending
         over her sewing again so that Katharine would not see the tears in her eyes.
      

      
      Bocton had been Katharine’s playground from her earliest days. She remembered toddling round with kind Archie Thomas, the
         gamekeeper. It was always a place of magic with its red brick and smell of old wood, its passageways and staircases, its deserted
         courtyards and sweet-smelling gardens. A place of light and laughter. There had been a playmate too, hadn’t there? A fair-haired
         boy who teased and laughed at her, but gently enough so that she devotedly toddled after him. Was he a relative? Thomas’s
         son? No, not the latter, for he too had disappeared. A cousin perhaps, but not Philip for sure. Philip was Robert’s son and
         ever-present. It wasn’t David either, his younger brother, and her own age of twenty-three in this year of 1879. Had the fair-haired
         boy existed at all, or was he a product of her lonely imagination, a spirit of Bocton itself, as he climbed trees so high
         he was lost in their branches? She would look pleadingly upwards, longing for him to reappear, to come again. Perhaps one
         magic day he’d take her up, so that she too could share that leafy world high above. But he had vanished, and she was the only person left to love
         Bocton.
      

      
      The house had suffered from greed, possessiveness, neglect, sun and storm, but somehow its soul had survived them all. Yet
         now, if by any terrible chance the rumour was true, it was to be sold.
      

      
      ‘Where did Trant hear this extraordinary rumour?’ asked Alfred querulously from behind his newspaper, unable to concentrate
         on important matters while such irritating details were disturbing Katharine.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ she replied soberly. ‘But I’m going to find out.’

      
      Katharine pushed open the heavy silvered oak door of Bocton Manor’s porch. It creaked protestingly on its hinges, as the familiar
         smell of disuse and decay filled her nostrils. Futile anger seized her once more, used as she was to it, that the old house,
         so proud, so mellow, could have been allowed to fall into such disrepair, a haven for bats, mice and wood fungus, and anything
         else that cared to invade what the Stowertons had abandoned.
      

      
      Obadiah Trant was already at work in the study at the foot of the East Wing, trying to repair the old panelling which had
         been put up earlier in the century and had rotted badly. He stood up as she came in, his rounded figure swathed in a huge
         canvas and leather apron, and his mouth full of nails which he carefully removed one by one before he spoke.
      

      
      ‘Dere be summat odd ’ere, Miss Katharine,’ he pronounced, frowning at the rotten wood.

      
      ‘Never mind that for the moment, Obadiah. Have you found out anything more about that rumour?’ she burst out anxiously, her
         face troubled.
      

      
      ‘Yus,’ he told her simply. ‘’Tis the new railway.’

      
      ‘The railway?’ For a moment she was gripped by fear, then she laughed in relief. ‘Oh no, you’ve got it all wrong, Obadiah. The plans allow
         for the new railway line to run through a tip of the estate, that’s all. The railway company won’t be buying the manor itself.
         Why should they?’
      

      
      ‘Dat’s what I do ’ear,’ Obadiah muttered obstinately. ‘Dat’s what folk do say. And dey’ll probably be knocking dis old ’ouse
         doon. Won’t do for no station now, will it? So Sir Robert, ’e –’
      

      
      Uncle Robert? A slow clutch of fear fastened over Katharine’s heart. If the rumours Obadiah had heard brought in Uncle Robert,
         then anything was possible.
      

      
      Even selling Bocton? No, surely that was fantasy, a rumour spreading, distorting . . . Even Uncle Robert wouldn’t do that.
         But the fear grew and grew. Uncle Robert and Cousin Philip might be capable of anything.
      

      
      For years there had been talk of a railway link between Maidstone and Ashford, but this time it seemed serious. Plans had
         been published earlier this year, and a bill was now before Parliament, in which both the London, Chatham and Dover Railway
         and the South Eastern Railway were mentioned as likely builders. It meant this area of Kent would be prosperous once again, no longer a backwater. For Katharine,
         it had immediately meant that her plan to hold a school at the old manor was now an exciting possibility. Bocton Bugley, nestling
         between Lenham and Charing, was remote, not even near a main thoroughfare, and in current circumstances no one would travel
         to a school there. Then had come the news of the proposed railway. There would at least be a station at Lenham, perhaps even
         – her imagination had run away with her – in years to come when her school was established, a Bocton Bugley Halt.
      

      
      The school, she planned, would not only save Bocton, but would mean she would earn money of her own. There were so few things
         that women could do – only nursing or teaching. She was no use at nursing. A governess? Even if she wanted to, Father would
         never allow it. No, it had to be a school for the children of gentlefolk; since the Education Acts nine years ago, schooling
         had been open to all, but there was still a demand for private schools. And whether she liked it or not, her sister Meg, four
         years younger than Katharine, was going to have to help her run it.
      

      
      She had gone to Uncle Robert, determined to counter any argument he might put in her way. He had said little, which had puzzled
         her at the time. Surely it made more sense to have Bocton repaired and a commercial enterprise than to have it fall down through
         neglect? Reluctantly he had given her permission to inspect Bocton with Obadiah in order to work out her costs. Then, he said
         hastily, and only then would he consider the matter again.
      

      
      Now, with sinking heart, she wondered if the reason for his lack of enthusiasm did indeed involve the new railway. Uncle Robert
         was a director of the powerful South Eastern Railway, one of the two companies put forward as builders of the proposed railway
         line. The London, Chatham and Dover Railway was the more popular contender, and were behind the plans just published. But
         the earlier proposals of 1874 and 1865 that had come to nothing had each been the brainchild of the South Eastern Railway,
         and they would fight tooth and nail to get what they wanted this time – or at least to prevent LCDR getting it.
      

      
      Her first impulse was to rush to Stowerton House immediately, to demand of Uncle Robert whether there was truth in this rumour.
         Obadiah watched her pityingly.
      

      
      ‘Now don’t you be afretting, Miss Katharine. A rumour it is, an’ tomorrow there’ll likely be a dozen more to take its place.
         You be paying me to work, not tell you stories about things dat’ll never ’appen.’
      

      
      But suppose they did? Resolutely Katharine tried to suppress her concern, and to concentrate on Bocton. She left Obadiah in
         the study, and went to strip the fast-growing ivy from the front wall, where it was growing over the window of the Queen’s
         Reception Room on the first floor. She had been working for about thirty minutes when there was a shout.
      

      
      ‘Come along ’ere, Miss Katharine, an’ yew do look at dis!’

       
      
      Startled by the unexpected noise and note of intense disapproval in the voice, Katharine swayed on the ladder precariously
         balanced against the old red-brick wall. Ten feet away, Obadiah’s plump face, on which his usual expression of doubtful melancholy
         had been replaced by indignation, popped out of a hole in what had once been a fine mullioned window, his cap and hair now
         covered in dirty white plaster.
      

      
      ‘What is it, Obadiah?’

      
      Katharine scrambled down the ladder, impatiently cursing her long dress. How ridiculous to have to clamber up ladders in tight,
         trained skirts, she thought, overlooking the fact that even in this advanced year of 1879 ladies were not expected to climb
         ladders. Hurrying inside, she began to laugh as her eyes fell on Obadiah. As well as the plaster, cobwebs adorned his apron,
         waistcoat, high collar and shirt, and even clung to his eyebrows.
      

      
      ‘’Ere, miss,’ he remarked lugubriously. In his hand he held towards her two plaster-festooned staves, looking for all the
         world like a latter-day Friar Tuck with a broken bow. ‘Yew do look at dis!’ he repeated.
      

      
      Seeing his expression, she stopped laughing instantly and rearranged her features into an expression of worried sympathy.
         ‘Is anything wrong?’ she asked fatuously. Of course there was.
      

      
      ‘Yus, dere is,’ he said truculently. ‘Someone’s been a-doing of no good ’ere, Miss Katharine. Look what dey done. Lazy devils,
         begging your pardon, dat’s what dey was. Can’t be bothered to pull de place down an’ build decent in its place. Oh no, dey
         ’as to build round it, an’ now see what a trarble I’ve got.’ He walked back through the large doorway into the study, every inch of his broad
         back displaying his indignation at the trials that beset master builders. Majestically, and still quivering with outrage,
         he pointed.
      

      
      Katharine, meekly behind him, obediently looked. On the front-facing wall, where Obadiah had been stripping off the panelling,
         bringing the centuries-old crumbling plaster away with it, the smell of damp was overpowering, but she could see nothing to
         excite his indignation.
      

      
      ‘What is it, Obadiah?’ she asked, puzzled.

      
      ‘What yew gart ’ere, miss,’ Obadiah confirmed in tones of gloom, ’is an ’allouse.’

      
      ‘A what?’
      

      
      ‘Vun of dem mediaeval places. Dis aren’t a nice Tooder place after all. Oh no. It’s an ’allouse.’ He sighed deeply at having
         to impart this bad news. In the hole Obadiah had made Katharine could see two silvery oak posts exposed, and between them
         vertical oak staves, and hazel strips wound round them, where the pug that once covered it had fallen away through damp.
      

      
      ‘Mediaeval?’ she said blankly. ‘How can it be? Sir Nicholas built this manor in Queen Elizabeth’s reign in the sixteenth century,
         after pulling down the old house.’
      

      
      His chest puffed up. ‘Ho, no. I thinks all ’e did, miss, was build two new wings nice and solid in brick, either side of the old ’ouse, and to join them ’e just put a brick wall rahnd the outside
         of de old ’ouse so it all looked the same. Den ’e plastered over the inside, so’s yew couldn’t see dem ugly beams. ’E just
         left de old ’ouse ’idden away.’ His voice rose in indignation at the enormity of this architectural crime.
      

      
      ‘So this study, although it’s got the East Wing joined on to it behind, is actually part of the old house? A whole mediaeval
         building is hidden here?’
      

      
      Katharine gazed round at the old panelling and fireplaces, the dirt-encrusted ceilings and Georgian wall-coverings. Her face
         lit up with interest, making Obadiah think suddenly that if Miss Katharine didn’t wear that pretty chestnut-coloured hair
         of hers scraped back that way, she might be quite a good-looking maid, for all her seriousness. Not as pretty as Miss Meg,
         ’course, but passable. But there was no denying she was a little peculiar was Miss Katharine, her head stuck in her books
         and always running up ladders an’ all. Strange how interested she was in this old place. He looked disparagingly round the
         desolate manor. The old place’d fall down soon. Best thing for it if it were to be sold and pulled down, he reckoned. Give
         him his nice cottage built last year with its inside valve closet. The trouble with Miss Katharine was, she felt things too
         much. Not like Miss Meg.
      

      
      Excitement was almost bubbling out of Katharine now, driving all thought of the terrible rumours from her head. Perhaps here
         was the very house that Thomas had built, or perhaps his son William Stoorton. The implications began to tumble over each
         other in her mind. Just suppose the old legends were true . . .
      

      
      There had been Stowertons at Bocton Bugley since the time of Queen Elizabeth, and, some argued, for five centuries before
         that. Her father, in his youth, with more enthusiasm and energy than he now bestowed upon such matters, had painted a detailed
         family tree, decorated with the Stowerton armorial bearings and miniature paintings of Stowerton forebears, tracing the family
         back, albeit with a hiccup, to one John de Stour who had been granted the right of free warren at Bocton by William I. This
         had intrigued her as a child. What was this right of free warren?
      

      
      ‘The right to hunt coneys,’ her father said absently. ‘Rabbits, we call them.’

      
      Rabbits? But who would want to hunt rabbits, except Thomas the gamekeeper? Did that mean he too came of a special family?
         She was temporarily ashamed of being a Stowerton, afraid for days that she would be sent out to hunt rabbits. Then Archie
         Thomas had explained to her that he was the only poacher he was going to allow on to Bocton land, and, relieved, she stopped
         crying at night.
      

      
      Bocton meant a manor granted by charter, she had been told, and the Bugley came from a Saxon lady called Bucge who owned much
         land in the area. A younger Katharine had confused Bucge with Boudicca and kept a wary eye out for a fierce lady driving chariots
         over Bocton Bugley land. But she never came. The hamlet was called Bocton Bugley
      to distinguish it from other Boctons in the area, most of which now spelled it Boughton. The house, however, remained just
         Bocton Manor. Unlived in since Matthew Stowerton, her great-grandfather, had died in 1820, it had been damaged by storms,
         wind, frost and fungus. Tiles had fallen from the roofs exposing the inside timbers to the elements, where, bereft of attention,
         they slowly rotted. Ivy infiltrated itself via unrepaired windows and roofs. A great storm in 1875 had brought a huge oak
         crashing through the roof of the West Wing, and bats and birds found a new refuge.
      

      
      And all the while Katharine agonised for the house. Much as she loved it, there was little she could do to protect it, save
         to patch up the worst of the damage as best she could with what materials Obadiah could find lying around. There were no pennies
         to spare to spend on Bocton. What Obadiah did was out of loyalty to the Stowertons, not for reward.
      

      
      She, Father and Meg lived cramped into the damp Dower House, built by a somewhat guilty Stowerton in the last century for
         his widowed mother. All the while Uncle Robert – Sir Robert Stowerton – lived in the splendid Palladian Stowerton House near
         Chilham; it was smaller than Bocton, grander than Bocton, and infinitely more comfortable. Not a penny did he spend on repairs
         to the old house. It was not practical from the business point of view, he explained coldly whenever she tackled him on the
         subject. There was no one to live there. How infuriating that Bocton should be in the hands of such a man – and the thought
         that Philip, his elder son, would one day inherit it was even worse. There had to be something she could do. Bocton had to
         be financially rewarding for Uncle Robert. Very well, she would present him with such a plan, she had thought, a plan that
         would bring Bocton back to life – and so had been born the idea of the school. It should really be a family home, but there
         was no family now.
      

      
      As she entered the wood on her way home, Katharine paused to glance back at the house, shrouded now in a mist of summer green
         of the trees. It was drizzling with rain, and the house seemed almost unreal, receding from her grasp. A few cows clustered
         under the trees by the edge of the wood, looked up at her, as she hurried on towards home, mooing indignantly, as though she
         were responsible for their damp condition.
      

      
      The harsh call of a jay first alerted her, then the sound of a horse and carriage trotting towards her along the pathway.
         It couldn’t be Archie Thomas, or Obadiah Trant, for he had already driven away in his builder’s cart with old Pug, as he called
         his horse: ‘Parentage uncertain but gets de job done.’ Her heart sank.
      

      
      She glanced quickly down at her damp dress, aware of lank and bedraggled hair under her boater and boots caked in mud. Of
         all the times to have to face Cousin Philip – just when she wanted to get her chaotic thoughts in order about how best to
         tackle Uncle Robert about the rumour. His round smug face stared at her complacently as he brought the horse to a halt and
         jumped awkwardly down from the phaeton. He was almost insolent in his correctness in his formal morning coat, sweeping off his top hat with too perfect
         politeness. His eyes flickered up and down her almost possessively, as if lord of the manor already. Debating the merits of
         exercising his droits de seigneur, she thought, trying to hold her ground and not step backwards in instinctive revulsion.
      

      
      Gouch, or Grouch as Father persisted in calling him, remained seated, with merely a perfunctory touch of his bowler hat, his
         glittering and watchful eyes on her. Gouch was Uncle Robert’s steward and looked after all his estates, though Bocton received
         only a cursory eye from time to time.
      

      
      ‘The man’s a Pecksniff,’ declared her father roundly. ‘A hypocrite. A Uriah Heep,’ he embellished, mixing his Dickens novels
         unconcernedly. ‘I don’t trust him. I wouldn’t put my money on him.’
      

      
      ‘You haven’t any money, Father,’ Meg had pointed out brightly. ‘Not after last week.’

      
      Unusually she earned a stern glare from her father, followed by a hasty: ‘You are so right, my dear, but if I had, I wouldn’t.’

      
      And neither would she, thought Katharine, looking Grouch straight in the face. He should not realise how much he intimidated
         her. Then she braced herself to try to talk calmly to Philip. His eyes missed nothing, neither the specks in her hair nor
         the dirty hands.
      

      
      ‘You have been to Bocton, Cousin.’

      
      ‘I have your father’s permission,’ she retorted quickly, then regretted it. Philip, so unctuously polite, was like a sweet
         confection smeared with poison, very different from his aloof, disdainful father. When she was a child, it had been the same;
         six years older than she, he had appointed himself her ‘protector’, against her will and unnecessarily, and she had learned
         that one did not hand hostages to fortune with Philip or his father.
      

      
      Now all caution went to the winds, however, as words burst from her. ‘Bocton,’ she said flatly. ‘Is the rumour true? That
         it’s going to be sold?’ It was out, and bitterly though she regretted speaking she could not take the words back. Did she
         imagine the quick flash in Gouch’s eye, the sudden stillness of Philip’s plump body?
      

      
      ‘My dear Katharine,’ he said quickly, ‘you are distressed. The rain – may I drive you home?’

      
      ‘Forget the rain,’ she said impatiently, aware suddenly of the sight she presented. ‘Is it true?’
      

      
      ‘Your usual common sense seems to have deserted you, Cousin,’ he said, as if amused. ‘Are you not due to put your proposals
         for a school there to my father tomorrow? How could Bocton be sold?’ he said smoothly.
      

      
      She stared at him. It seemed ridiculous. He was right, of course – they could not sell Bocton – and yet . . .

      
      ‘My father is delighted that you are taking such an interest in the old place,’ Philip continued smoothly.

      
      ‘If he had taken more interest himself, it would hardly be necessary,’ she was unable to prevent herself from saying.

      
      
      His eyes flashed suddenly and it was all she could do not to step backwards, as if a snake’s venom-laden tongue had shot forth.

      
      Katharine had done her best over the years to make good the worst of the damage at Bocton, but with no money to spare and
         only her own hands to work with, she had had to turn herself into a handyman, poring over building manuals, learning to wield
         tools properly. Obadiah had become her trusty friend, advising her, even helping her in his free time to patch up the worst
         of the damage from time to time, but the big storm of ’75 had beaten them both, and the longer the damage went unrepaired
         the more Bocton suffered.
      

      
      Full of enthusiasm two years ago, she had asked the newly founded Society for the Preservation of Ancient Buildings for advice.
         A young man had duly toured Bocton, and become almost as interested as Miss Stowerton herself. But when the matter of repairs
         was put to Sir Robert, he had refused point-blank. If Bocton was to be repaired, it would be done ‘properly’. Sash windows
         should replace those old Tudor ones, the ornamented chimneys rebuilt, turrets and battlements added. It should be a house
         to be proud of.
      

      
      ‘Sir Robert is a most generous man,’ Gouch put in sanctimoniously, ‘both to his staff – and to his relatives.’

      
      Katharine flushed angrily. He was pointing out what they all knew: that Alfred Stowerton and his daughters lived in the Dower
         House rent-free.
      

      
      ‘He is my uncle,’ she said coldly. ‘I believe I should know just how generous Sir Robert is.’
      

      
      ‘My father is eagerly waiting to hear your plans and estimates,’ Philip put in in a studiedly bored tone. ‘And I shall myself
         have the pleasure of being present, of course.’
      

      
      Shaken by the encounter, and trying to ignore an insidious feeling that they were mocking her, which added to her fears, Katharine
         hurried past Home Farm, and the mill, back to the Dower House on the far side of the park from the manor. Clearly there had
         been little love lost between the original dowager and her son. Home Farm was still part of the estate, but the farmer in
         the old days had been obliged to sell all his produce to the house – at low prices. Now he was an independent tenant, as was
         the miller. Bocton retained its feudal estate but not its customs. Sir Robert was a good landlord by some standards. On a
         strictly business footing, Katharine thought wryly. Provided the rent was paid, he did his part, but he showed little mercy
         for those who fell by the wayside for whatever reason. It was left to Katharine and Aunt Sophy to sort out problems such as
         that of John Beane when he broke his leg and couldn’t pay his rent because of the poor harvest.
      

      
      Katharine ran up the path to the Dower House, and almost flew through the door, banging it behind her. ‘Where’s Father, Maggie?’
         she burst out as belatedly she wiped her boots. Looking ruefully at the wet gingham, she decided that there was no time to
         change, despite the fact that Father would disapprove. He liked them to keep up standards. Maggie was their one maid, one
         of Farmer Beane’s
      
daughters, and so grateful for Miss Katharine’s help to her family that she did not object to her tiny pittance of a wage,
         which was all that could be afforded.
      

      
      ‘In the Stowerton Room, miss.’

      
      ‘Is he –’ Katharine hesitated.

      
      ‘No, miss. We’re run out.’ No need to ask of what. Brandy, of course. Maggie understood the situation perfectly.

      
      It was hardly any wonder that funds ran short, Katharine acknowledged. She gave her father an allowance with the hopeful idea
         that his winnings on horses must cover all his drink – except for her home-made wine. They were desperate times indeed when
         he turned to that. He wheedled more money somehow, sometimes even from Maggie, until Katharine found out and put a stop to
         it. But no one, least of all she, could be angry with Alfred Stowerton for long.
      

      
      All her adult life she had scrimped and saved, merely to keep them alive and to keep Papa happy with his horses – not riding
         them, but gambling on them. Sometimes, it was true, he even won, but more often he lost. On such days he would be downcast,
         telling her she was a good girl and he did not deserve such a daughter. Yet the fact remained that if it had not been for
         Godfather they would have starved. Godfather was always slightly mysterious to Katharine. Always so correct, so formal – and
         a little sad – on his six-monthly visits to their home to bring money for the next half-year. He was tall, distinguished-looking
         in his frock coat; she always wanted to tell him not to look so unhappy, but never had the courage. ‘Yes, thank you, Mr Dean,’
         she would say in reply to his polite questions as to her lessons. Everyone relaxed when he left, even Aunt Sophy.
      

      
      Godfather was a distant cousin of Mother’s, Father explained vaguely, who had a great deal of money and a conviction that
         it was his duty to help those less fortunate than himself. He had not come into their lives – she never even knew she had
         one – until after Mother had left and Aunt Sophy had moved in, meek, biddable and timid. ‘Mouse’, Papa called her. Aunt Sophy
         had done only one surprising thing in her life. When Katharine was sixteen she had moved out again, saying firmly that devoted
         though she was to them, she wished to live alone. When scandalised voices were raised, she bowed to convention and took a
         companion to live with her in the Lodge.
      

      
      It was after she had taken over the endless household budgeting that the remnants of Katharine’s childish adoration of her
         feckless father had finally crumbled into loving exasperation. Between the mysterious disappearance of her mother and her
         sixteenth birthday she had subconsciously realised that all could not be well with a way of life such as her father’s, prancing
         through each day without heed for the next. After her sixteenth birthday Katharine knew for certain that the family reins
         must rest in her hands if they were to survive for there was no hope of her father changing, or of her sister’s doing anything
         other than following in his footsteps.
      

      
      Katharine drew a deep breath before entering the room, trying not
      
      
      to forget that she was a Stowerton. A smile forced itself from her. This was her father’s gravest reproach to either of his
         daughters when they earned his displeasure. That his own gambling and drinking might earn him the same treatment never seemed
         to occur to him, and had it done so he would have dismissed it out of hand, for these were occupations worthy of a gentleman.
      

      
      She had intended to tell her father calmly what had happened, and of the plans she was already beginning to formulate, but
         once again impetuosity took over.
      

      
      ‘Obadiah’s heard more, Father – that it might be connected with the new railway. I met Grouch and Philip. They deny it, of
         course, but could it be true, do you think?’
      

      
      ‘The railway? Dear me, how distressing!’ Alfred’s mild blue eyes were troubled, then they cleared. ‘I expect we’ll be all
         right here though,’ he declared happily, picking up his glass of Madeira, to which he had been forced in the absence of brandy.
         ‘Robert would never let them turn us out.’
      

      
      ‘Bocton, Father, Bocton,’ she cried unbelievingly. ‘You can’t mean you don’t care?’
      

      
      ‘Of course I care, my dear,’ he said hastily, aware of a false move. ‘It would mean the end of your splendid plan to run a
         school there. Perhaps Robert will find you somewhere else,’ he said placatingly.
      

      
      Katharine gazed at him, agonised, but took a grip on herself before speaking again.

      
      ‘Father, the idea of the school was primarily to save Bocton – that’s the important thing. With the money we make, we could pay for the repairs, and with you and Meg teaching as well as myself,
         we could charge perhaps fifty pounds a year.’
      

      
      Alfred Stowerton held up his hand. ‘A moment, my dear,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Did you mention teaching – my teaching?’
      

      
      ‘Why, yes, I would teach the younger children, Meg dancing, art, music and so forth, and you the classics pupils.’ This, she
         had planned, would be sure to appeal to him.
      

      
      ‘My dear, I could not possibly do so. Teach? That is no occupation for a gentleman.’ He was clearly painfully shocked.
      

      
      ‘But, Father,’ her heart sank although she had half expected this, ‘would you not like to live in Bocton again, to be Alfred
         Stowerton of Bocton Manor?’
      

      
      ‘My dear, that is hardly the point.’ He sighed deeply. ‘Do you not think it a trifle demeaning to run a commercial establishment?
         The classics should be free for everyone. Would you not think it beneath your social standing as a Stowerton, to charge for
         such instruction?’
      

      
      ‘Social standing, Father? What standing can we have?’ she asked wearily. ‘We live in a crumbling dower house, far too small
         for the three of us and Maggie, and we are totally dependent on the money Godfather gives us.’
      

      
      How she hated to be dependent on anybody, even someone as nice as Godfather. Who was he? Some kind of remote cousin, her father always said vaguely, and Godfather politely scotched any tentative questions
      
      
      from her. Kind though he was, she was determined to end the situation if she could.

      
      ‘Never forget you are a Stowerton, my dear,’ he interrupted, happy that he had found the only possible answer to such outrageous
         statements.
      

      
      ‘Of course, Father. I’m sorry,’ she said penitently. Indeed, she was. She should have known better than to try to persuade
         her father that he should take an active part in the school. If school there was to be. If this rumour were unfounded. She
         dismissed the terrible thoughts and decided to leave the question of Father’s teaching until he became piqued at being left
         out of the project. Then she would tell him that she intended to teach classics herself. That would horrify him. A woman teach
         classics! She could almost hear his reaction now.
      

      
      She smiled ruefully. She was an excellent classicist. How frustrating it was to love so many things that women were not supposed
         to be good at. Classics for one. Building for another. If she had not become the handyman of the family, who would? She had
         learned early to wield hammer and saw, but was always careful that she should not be seen repairing anything by her father;
         he never thought to question who carried out the repairs or how they could be afforded. Yet skirts were so hampering. How
         could you climb up to roofs in full skirts without danger, let alone with modesty? She had remembered talk of lady mountaineers
         like Meta Brevoort who wore breeches under their skirts, the latter being discarded and hidden behind rocks when out of sight
         of civilised eyes. She had begun to contemplate how sensible this might be for her while working on the house, but a mere
         mention to Aunt Sophy, the dressmaker of the family, and the house had almost fallen about her ears. She had had to make her
         own bloomers, bad seamstress though she was, and their existence remained a closely guarded secret from everyone but Obadiah.
      

      
      ‘But,’ she said cunningly, changing tactics, ‘Father, there may not be a school if Uncle Robert sells our heritage.’

      
      Alfred set down the glass of Madeira carefully, arrested by the magic word ‘heritage’.

      
      ‘By George,’ he roared suddenly, making her jump, ‘sell Bocton? The idea’s ridiculous. The ancestors will be shivering in
         their frames.’ He cast his predecessors a comradely glance. ‘My dear, to our chargers. Fully armed, let us ride on Stowerton
         House. There is work to be done.’
      

      
      Meg Stowerton examined her doeskin gloves critically. Katharine had tried to clean them for her with stale bread, but there
         was no denying she needed new ones. Katharine had simply told her they could not be afforded. It was too bad – who appointed
         Katharine keeper of the Stowerton purse anyway? Now they were going to Uncle Robert’s and Katharine knew she, Meg, never felt
         up to such visits unless she was on top form. Oh well, Katharine was a dear really, and at least she had given way over this
         new spot muslin dress with the yellow ribbons. She glanced at Katharine sitting across from her in Uncle Robert’s carriage. Father always insisted on Uncle Robert sending the brougham and not driving in their own old dogcart to Stowerton House. Meg
         thought he was quite right to insist. After all, they were Stowertons too.
      

      
      Meg was dubious about her proposed role as school teacher. All that it had in favour of it was that it was a change, and,
         after all, it need not entail too much work. Cousin David had told her he might help, and she might meet some influential
         families. She never met anyone normally. She pouted; she was already nineteen. It wasn’t fair, she didn’t stand a chance of
         meeting anyone in her own station of life. Uncle Robert and Aunt Millicent rarely had balls, not since David’s twenty-first
         birthday three years ago, and she hadn’t been out of the schoolroom then. Her spirits rose slightly at the thought of meeting
         Cousin David; he wasn’t such a dried-up old stick as Philip and he did adore her so. It was nice to be adored. Not that she
         could ever marry him; being the younger son, he had no money. Such a pity that Philip was so old – almost thirty – and had inherited his mother’s large frame. He was decidedly plump, if not fat, whereas David was slim, almost good-looking
         in a way. She wondered if she could stand being married to Cousin Philip and decided not – provided Katharine married him,
         to keep the money in the family. She pouted again, thinking of the good fortune that always rained down on the heroines in
         the romances of Lady Wittisham, her favourite novelist. It wasn’t fair. Why didn’t someone attractive come along?
      

      
      Katharine sensed the tension as soon as they entered the elegant morning room of Stowerton House. Surely they would not be
         so much on edge if it were merely the school and her estimates they had to discuss? She must be careful, and wait her moment.
         Uncle Robert, Cousin Philip, Gouch – only Cousin David greeted her with anything like warmth, though he had a decidedly warmer
         welcome for Meg. She was sorry that Aunt Millicent was not there. She at least was warm and welcoming, if always overshadowed
         by her husband’s presence.
      

      
      If the large table, fifteen feet in length, was meant to intimidate her, it succeeded. She felt small for all her inches and
         her best formal dark blue taffeta dress.
      

      
      Sir Robert was a slight man only a little taller than she herself; today he was as usual impeccably dressed in frock coat
         and striped trousers, and as urbane in manner as Philip. His eyes watchful behind the oval gold-rimmed spectacles, Robert
         greeted his more corpulent and expansive younger brother with barely concealed distaste, as the Ancient Mariner might his
         albatross. He reached for his albert watch chain and studied his watch rather pointedly.
      

      
      ‘My dear Robert, you look as though you preside over the Bank of England at the very least,’ Alfred greeted him cordially.

      
      ‘And you, Alfred.’ He cast a glance at his brother’s for once carefully valeted morning coat, grey trousers and high starched
         collar. ‘I am honoured indeed.’
      

      
      ‘I never forget I am a Stowerton, Robert,’ retorted Alfred, surprised, sitting unasked at the foot of the table, facing his
         brother fifteen feet away.
      

      
      
      Robert glanced at him uneasily. One never knew with Alfred. A strange fellow – that business with his wife for instance .
         . .
      

      
      Katharine tried to steady herself, looking quickly round the table: Philip staring at her with pale eyes that betrayed nothing;
         Meg fluttering modestly, aware of and apparently avoiding David’s devoted look. And Grouch, always Grouch.
      

      
      ‘I have the figures, Uncle Robert,’ she began carefully, restraining herself from bursting out with the question most on her
         mind. They would be waiting for her to raise the subject, after her meeting with Philip yesterday.
      

      
      ‘I am glad to hear it, Katharine. If you would pass them to Mr Gouch?’

      
      ‘I would prefer to explain them myself, Uncle Robert,’ she replied firmly.

      
      ‘In business, Katharine, you will learn that figures speak for themselves,’ Robert commented drily. Nevertheless he motioned
         her impatiently to continue.
      

      
      They listened in complete silence, yet she had the impression they were not really listening. Swept away for the moment by
         her own enthusiasm for the project, however, she continued to the end. She looked round the table, but only David’s friendly
         eyes looked in her direction. ‘Well done, Katharine,’ he said enthusiastically.
      

      
      ‘The figures you quote,’ broke in Sir Robert quickly, ‘do not seem to take account of rent, merely repayment of the loan.’

      
      ‘Rent?’ she repeated, dumbfounded.

      
      ‘Quite. To Sir Robert,’ interjected Gouch smoothly.

      
      ‘But the improvements I shall make to the manor –’

      
      ‘At your own desire, for your own purposes, with a loan from us,’ said Philip offhandedly.

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ she declared roundly. ‘To save Bocton for the family. Or isn’t that what you have in mind at all?’ She had flung
         down her gauntlet, and looked steadily round the table. ‘Is it true that you plan to sell it for the new railway?’
      

      
      The look that immediately passed between Gouch, Uncle Robert and Philip did not escape her.

      
      ‘It is under consideration,’ said Robert in his thin voice. ‘As is your own plan.’

      
      She dismissed this impatiently as the placebo it was.

      
      ‘But I’ve seen the proposal for the railway line to link Maidstone and Ashford,’ Katharine retorted. ‘The railway would affect
         only a small corner of the estate.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ broke in Philip smugly, and unwisely. ‘By law the railway could be obliged to buy the whole estate.’

      
      ‘Could be?’ queried Alfred sharply and surprisingly. ‘It would be your choice then?’
      

      
      ‘Precisely,’ snapped Robert.

      
      ‘Father,’ said David, puzzled, hardly believing that he had known nothing of this, ‘you can’t mean you’d sell the old manor
         and estate? Away from the family?’
      

      
      
      ‘Railways represent prosperity, David,’ Robert said sharply. ‘We must support them with business enterprise.’

      
      ‘You mean there’s more money to be made from selling the whole estate than from my school,’ Katharine said flatly.

      
      ‘You hardly despise money yourself, my dear. You seem remarkably eager to make some.’

      
      ‘To keep Bocton, Uncle, not to sell it,’ she pointed out quietly, almost unable to take in that that what she had feared was
         being confirmed. ‘Bocton has been in our family for many centuries. And what would the railway company do with it? Why not
         sell part of the estate to the railway and keep the rest? It would help the school –’
      

      
      ‘Impossible,’ said Gouch dismissively.

      
      She caught another look between him and Uncle Robert, which at first puzzled her. Then she understood. It wasn’t the money
         at all – not primarily at any rate. Bocton was a pawn in the game of chess between the two railway companies. ‘It’s all settled,
         isn’t it?’ she blurted out. ‘You’re going to use Bocton as a bargaining point. You’ll refuse to sell to the London, Chatham
         and Dover Railway except on such exorbitant terms that they could never afford it.’
      

      
      ‘I am a director of the South Eastern Railway,’ said Robert coldly. ‘It seems natural for me to give preference to them.’

      
      ‘By George, Robert,’ shouted Alfred, who had been thinking things over, and now suddenly thumped the table, ‘there’s more
         for you than the price of the land, isn’t there?’
      

      
      Robert shrugged almost indifferently. ‘In fact, yes. The South Eastern Railway has exciting plans for the estate. It will
         need a brick works, perhaps a tiling factory close at hand. Industry can be developed at Bocton. I have plans possibly for
         a brewery, to take advantage both of the waters of the Stour and of the new railway for carriage.’
      

      
      The ponds, the river – all to be diverted to a factory . . . This was worse than Katharine had ever imagined, even in the
         long nights when she had lain awake worrying over Bocton’s fate.
      

      
      ‘Since you are suddenly,’ Robert continued, emphasising the word, ‘so interested, Alfred, I could explain that the South Eastern Railway envisages
         a line running south of Maidstone to Bocton Bugley and then up to Chilham, where it will of course join with our Ashford to
         Canterbury line.’
      

      
      And Bocton stood in the way, no more than a pile of bricks by their reckoning, to be bargained for and signed away at the
         stroke of a pen, Katharine realised bitterly.
      

      
      ‘Highly convenient for your estate here. What plans do you have for Stowerton Park, eh?’ Alfred said, flushed.

      
      ‘As you say,’ Robert agreed drily, ‘I do see advantages for my interests here. I must say, Alfred, I feared your private pursuits
         had ill fitted you for the practicalities of business, but you show a –’
      

      
      ‘Practicalities of business my foot, Robert! Father would turn in his grave,’ Alfred roared.

      
      They would knock down Bocton, reduce it to rubble, re-use the bricks for factories, create worksheds, turn gardens to lime yards, stables to storage for beer barrels. How easily Katharine
         could foresee the destruction of the past, which should live to guide the future, a heritage not theirs but held in trust.
         Never! Not while she could do something about it! She stilled the nausea rising from her stomach. She must remain dispassionate.
      

      
      What came to her, however, was no reasoned argument. It rose like a monstrous chimera in her mind, then obsessed it. No logic
         to it, no rational justification, but the one weapon left to her. The weapon that no Stowerton had ever thought to use again.
         The weapon that had so often been used to hurt Bocton in the past, had proved the cause of its present neglect, but now might
         be its salvation.
      

      
      Katharine spoke clearly, in a calm voice that did not seem to be her own: ‘You will never sell Bocton either to the London,
         Chatham and Dover Railway or to the South Eastern Railway.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed, my dear?’ Robert was patronising now, assured of his victory. ‘And just what can you do to prevent my doing so? Must
         I remind you that Bocton and its estates are my property?’
      

      
      ‘That is open to question,’ she replied quietly, but unable to keep a tremor of excitement from her voice now.

      
      Robert’s head jerked up, eyes fixed on her.

      
      She looked back at him coolly, and took a deep breath. ‘You ask what I can do? Not can, shall. I shall reopen THE CASE.’
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