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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?
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      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.’
      

      





      
      Chapter Two

      
      ‘My dear, what a jewel I have in you.’ Alfred beamed happily, sitting himself down with a sigh in his favourite armchair,
         relaxed now that they were away from the ears of Robert’s coachman. ‘What a jest! What bravado! Did you see Robert’s face?
         And Mr Pecksniff Grouch’s? My love, I had not thought you such a wit.’
      

      
      ‘I am serious, Father,’ said Katharine, astonished that he could think otherwise. Meg began to titter.

      
      ‘Come, come, my dear, no need to continue the joke,’ replied her father, a trifle uneasily.

      
      Meg burst into outright giggles. ‘Did you see Philip’s face? I thought I should burst.’

      
      ‘I am serious,’ said Katharine angrily.
      

      
      This time the look on her face silenced them. Carefully Alfred cleared his throat. This needed thought. He cleared his throat
         again.
      

      
      ‘My dear, even supposing you are – um – in earnest, you have no legal standing in the matter.’ The note of hope in his voice
         suggested that this unfortunate furore might evaporate, and he could pick up his Illustrated London News and ensconce himself with the sporting column once again.
      

      
      ‘I realise that,’ she retorted passionately, ‘but you know the situation is unjust. You will reopen The Case, Father. You have taught us enough about it over the years,’ she added cunningly.
      

      
      Alfred’s eyes bulged. ‘Me?’ he spluttered feebly. He looked wildly round for escape, but there was none. Katharine had firmly
         planted herself against the door, and since it was now raining heavily outside he saw no escape through the garden windows
         either. ‘My dear –’
      

      
      ‘Do you not wish to see Bocton thriving once more, Father? Do you want to see it reduced to a pile of bricks when Uncle Robert
         sells it to become a brewery or brick factory? Besides . . .’ She paused. Should she speak, or keep the secret still? No,
         she must tell them now. ‘Father, Mr Trant thinks the old mediaeval house is still there inside the brick walls that Nicholas Stowerton built. The old house, Father. Just think – the jewels might really be there if the house dates back to before Bosworth.’ She didn’t believe
         it for a moment, but Richard III’s jewels were the best of all possible carrots to dangle before her father.
      

      
      ‘When we find the jewels, my loves,’ he would declare happily in their youth, ‘the jewels, you will see. All will be well.’
         And Mother had been satisfied – for a time. Until at last even she believed him no longer. ‘The jewels, Alfred,’ she had told
         him forthrightly, ‘have as much chance of turning up as Richard III himself.’
      

      
      
      A momentary wistful gleam appeared in Alfred’s eye as he contemplated the likelihood of legends proving true against the upset
         that Katharine’s pronouncement would cause if put into action. The latter won hands down. The gleam disappeared. ‘Progress,
         my dear,’ he murmured feebly. ‘We must look to the future.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ she declared roundly. ‘The whole estate does not have to be sold for the railway. The only progress in knocking
         down Bocton will be found in Uncle Robert’s banking account.’
      

      
      ‘Katharine, my dear, we must be practical,’ pleaded Alfred. Even she laughed at that, despite her concern. Alfred looked hurt.
         ‘I cannot reopen The Case on my own,’ he pointed out with relief. ‘I have – had – four other brothers,’ he said craftily.
         ‘Besides, my dear,’ clutching at a sudden straw that helpfully presented itself, ‘if you reopen The Case, what about Father’s
         brothers, my Uncle Frederick and Uncle Jacob? Could one not argue they too still had a claim? You remember that after my grandfather
         died, although they fought The Case for over twenty years, it was only abandoned, and not decided. Suppose they were to reappear?’
      

      
      ‘Great-uncle Frederick was killed at Canton in 1841, as you well know,’ Katharine said patiently, and demolished the straw.
         ‘Great-uncle Jacob disappeared without trace after he abandoned The Case in 1845, and is now legally presumed dead. Uncle
         Robert is the owner now,’ she said bitterly, ‘or rather, he is in possession, and you, Father, are the only one who can dispute
         it.’
      

      
      Alfred sought wildly for inspiration. Katharine could be so difficult when she fixed on these mad ideas. ‘Money,’ he declared,
         thankfully. ‘We have no money to pay a lawyer.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve thought of that,’ said Katharine calmly. Her head had been buzzing with plans ever since they left the meeting at Stowerton
         Place. The room had resounded with mocking laughter at her declaration, until her face burned with anger and embarrassment.
         Even Meg and Father had joined in at first, until they saw her face and fell silent, reserving their mirth for a more private
         occasion. Only Cousin David looked at her with anything like sympathy – as a younger son he would, of course, she thought
         wryly. Philip’s snake-like eyes glinted fury at her, through the apparent mirth, for even mentioning the forbidden subject,
         which by tacit agreement, in view of their dependent position, was never referred to.
      

      
      Only a trace of unease in Uncle Robert’s watchful eyes had given her the strength to continue. He was worried. Why? The answer
         was obvious, she thought later, sitting in her small room at the Dower House, looking out at the apples beginning to ripen
         on the tree outside. Uncle Robert couldn’t seriously be worried that he would lose The Case, even if he believed she was in
         earnest. The odds against their victory would be enormous. Then why? The answer came to her like a calming shower.
      

      
      If ownership of the land were under dispute in the High Court at Westminster, it could not be sold.
      

      
      How could she get the money to buy even this limited time? They
      
      
      had none. Sophy had only her allowance from Robert. Godfather did quite enough for them already. Yet there had to be a way
         . . . Katharine sat at the window, looking out into the night sky. All over the world there were Stowertons. Stowertons who
         had left Bocton for one reason or another, but perhaps not because they did not love it. Other skies shone over them now,
         yet perhaps they remembered it still? Surely they must. Other Stowertons who thought as she did, perhaps, to whose lives Bocton
         was in some way as integral as it was to hers. The family. Not just Robert and Philip and Aunt Sophy, but a family that stretched
         back over the centuries, and now like an oak, having grown full strong had spread its branches, reaching out all over the
         world. The root that gave them this strength remained constant, and the root was Bocton.
      

      
      It was Aunt Sophy who made it possible. She heard Katharine out in silence, then hastily looked down at the lap of her deep
         purple taffeta dress. If it had been anyone other than Aunt Sophy, Katharine would have sworn she was trying to suppress laughter.
      

      
      ‘Your Uncle Robert will not be pleased,’ she pointed out mildly.

      
      ‘I’ve no choice,’ said Katharine hotly. ‘We’ve no choice. You see, don’t you, Aunt Sophy, that Bocton can’t be allowed to be knocked down and replaced by a factory?’
      

      
      Sophy too loved Bocton. She had played in its gardens, run round its mazes, climbed its trees and explored the rambling rooms
         of the empty house. She was over twenty years older than Katharine, however, and knew that the course of the law once started
         could be a heavy stone, impossible to stop in its relentless journey. But there were other factors much more important than
         the house – which caught at Sophy’s heart, made her wonder if this wild impossibility might indeed be practical, or whether
         the hope she had harboured all these years was merely romantic folly.
      

      
      ‘You can do nothing without your father,’ she said at last. ‘You realise there are problems.’

      
      ‘You mean Father’s brothers,’ said Katharine forthrightly.

      
      ‘Yes. No case could be started without their being included; all the surviving sons have equal claim, and as there are surviving sons, as a woman, I have no claim.’
      

      
      ‘Then we’ll have to contact them,’ said Katharine excitedly, as a whole field of possibilities opened up. ‘Is there any reason
         why not? I know Father never talks of them but –’
      

      
      ‘Oh, my dear,’ said Sophy helplessly. ‘My dear child.’

      
      ‘Why did they go? Aunt Sophy, please tell me.’

      
      Sophy got up abruptly as though she could not face her niece. ‘They all had their reasons, my dear: disappointed hopes, expectations
         of a brighter future overseas, longing for foreign lands. But primarily –’ her voice faltered ‘– they left because they were
         Stowertons.’
      

      
      ‘Because they were –’ Katharine repeated blankly.

      
      Sophy swung round, her skirts rustling, her usually mild face pink. ‘It’s a kind of curse, Katharine. As though the Good Lord
         blessed the
      
      
      Stowertons with charm, with wit, with loving kindness – and then to balance matters up He refused to give them the gift of
         tolerance. I heard all the stories your father used to tell you, but what he never explained to you was the misery, the heartaches,
         it caused as brother fought brother. For years there would be peace, and then it would break out again. Endlessly, endlessly.’
      

      
      ‘It could change,’ said Katharine hopefully. ‘Couldn’t it?’

      
      Could it? A flame of hope flared in Sophy’s heart. Her brothers, home and at peace after all this time. Even . . . No, perhaps
         that was too much to ask. ‘You must persuade your father first,’ she said slowly.
      

      
      ‘And how do I persuade him, Aunt Sophy?’

      
      ‘There is only one way to persuade Alfred of anything, Katharine. Convince him it’s a good bet.’ The words sounded odd, coming
         from her prim lips. ‘I think,’ said Sophy, ‘you’d better let me talk to him. And if I succeed, then I will pay for you to
         have a preliminary discussion on the matter with my solicitors.’
      

      
      Katharine stared at her curiously. ‘But you can’t afford it, Aunt Sophy.’

      
      ‘I can,’ said Sophy, going pink, ‘and I would like to. You realise, of course, that Robert will not take kindly even to these
         initial steps. Suppose he withdraws the Dower House from you?’
      

      
      Katharine gasped. ‘Surely he could not do that?’

      
      ‘I see no reason why he should not,’ said Sophy. ‘Or this Lodge from me.’

      
      ‘Aunt, I hadn’t thought!’ The consequences of her actions were beginning to dawn on her belatedly.

      
      Sophy reached out and held her hands. ‘You’re a brave girl, Katharine. If you believe in this enough, you’ll do it, and you’ll
         win.’
      

      
      Stowerton and Stowerton was popularly thought to have been one of the models for Jarndyce and Jarndyce, the legal case that dragged on and on in the Court of Chancery in Mr Dickens’ Bleak House. Father had told Katharine many times of how her grandfather, Nathaniel, had met a young office boy called Charles Dickens
         during a visit to his solicitors, Messrs Ellis and Blackmore. For one of her father’s fanciful imagination, this practically
         constituted a personal introduction to the great man. But even Jarndyce and Jarndyce had been dwarfed in most respects by Stowerton and Stowerton. Stowerton and Stowerton, however, differed in one major particular. It concerned inheritance, true, but centred on the custom of gavelkind.
      

      
      Kent is a strange county. It has always had its own ways of doing things and these are hard to change. For centuries it had
         had its own common law, enshrined in a Customal of Kent that overrode every other law except one made by the king himself,
         and arguably even that.
      

      
      Legend has it that when William the Conqueror fought his way through to London, he was so impressed with the fighting qualities
         of the men of Kent (and the Kentish Men as those living on the other side of the Medway are called) that he granted them the right to continue the old Saxon custom of gavelkind, which principally
         gave them the right to divide their land on death between all the sons of the family, and not bequeath it, according to the
         new custom brought in by the Normans, to the eldest son alone.
      

      
      Entranced by her proud heritage, Katharine had believed the legend, but reading the old law books in her father’s library,
         struggling with ancient spelling and quaint language, she had come to realise that legend was largely that; only the fact
         that Kent was prosperous and its customs so strongly embedded in the land had led to the survival of its ancient ways.
      

      
      Kentish families, however, proved as quarrelsome and litigious as those of the rest of England – indeed, perhaps more so.
         Not all lands in Kent remained subject to the custom of gavelkind. Many manors, granted by the king himself, or by an overlord,
         were held in knight’s service, with homage or military service due as rent. Such manors passed, as came to be the common law
         of England, to the eldest son only. Only those that could be proven for ‘time out of mind’ to have been subject to the custom
         of gavelkind could be claimed by all the surviving sons, and not merely the eldest.
      

      
      Anxious to keep estates intact and not to be forced to divide them amongst several heirs, which they saw as a threat to a
         family’s power and standing, landowners tried many means to avoid the custom of gavelkind. They tried by creating an estate
         in fee tail; they tried by bequeathing money and possessions to younger sons, on condition that the will was not contested;
         they ignored the custom in the hope that younger sons would not wish to get embroiled with pleading and proving gavelkind;
         finally, as time went on, many applied to Parliament for a disgavelling statute to allow their property to pass undisputed
         to their eldest son.
      

      
      But none of these measures, for one reason or another, had the slightest effect on Stowerton and Stowerton, which raged on, with intermittent pauses, down the centuries.
      

      
      Yet Bocton itself remained curiously untouched by the battles around it, amid its green woods and fertile fields. Over the
         years Bucge’s homestead had acquired further lands, other smaller manors with their own farms, mills and cottages, and by
         the time of the Domesday Book was a sizeable estate.
      

      
      When Henry de Stour acquired the lands late in the reign of Edward I, he built himself a fine manor house. His heirs quarrelled
         so long and so expensively over the inheritance that the house was quite neglected and the family impoverished, until one
         Thomas Stoorton, as the family was by now known, grew rich from his support of the Yorkist side in the Wars of the Roses.
         While the white rose flourished, so did the Stoortons, and their wealth carried them comfortably into the Tudor era, in a
         fine new manor house with fashionably jettied upper storeys at either end of the great hall.
      

      
      All would have been well had not Thomas’s son, William Stoorton, impetuous and romantically minded, remembered a misguided
         loyalty to the House of York when he talked by chance, in 1524, while visiting one of his other manors that had accrued to Bocton
         over the ages, to a brick-layer who claimed to be the illegitimate son of Richard III. He brought him to Bocton, so the story
         went, that his ancestry might be traced with the help of its fine library and the jewels he claimed as Richard’s authenticated.
         But William was called away in the midst of these interesting discussions by a summons to court. In the hopeful belief that
         the King would be as charmed as he was by the discovery, he gave Henry full details. The King was indeed interested – but
         not charmed. William was imprisoned for treason and lost in swift succession his lands, his liberty, and his head. The brick-layer,
         warned of the approach of the King’s Men, disappeared and lived into an impoverished old age on the nearby estate of Eastwell,
         dying twenty-six years later. No more was heard of the jewels, but persistent rumour had it that the Stoortons knew well where
         they were.
      

      
      Bocton languished neglected, a forgotten manor in the hands of the Crown, until Queen Elizabeth granted it and all its subsidiaries
         to Sir Nicholas Stowerton, a good-looking and astute young man, grandson of the unfortunate William, brought up by distant
         relations. Nicholas wisely continued to charm Her Majesty, lest any lingering suspicions of Stowerton loyalty remained.
      

      
      Visiting the nearby manor of Boughton Malherbe in 1573, Her Majesty took a detour at Nicholas’ innocent suggestion, though
         not to stay. She was disapproving. Was this the manor of Bocton? This cramped old-fashioned timber-framed building was not
         fitting for one of his station. She bade Nicholas pull it down and build another. Money? Her Majesty glared. But his smile
         was even more irresistible than her love of a tight purse. With a smile she bade him pay her homage of a red rose. And, she
         added, attend Court on Midsummer’s Day each year.
      

      
      Sir Nicholas issued instructions to his master builder, and rode away to serve his Queen abroad. When he returned the grand
         new manor of Bocton Bugley awaited him. Gone were the oak-timbered frame and the wattle and daub; in their place a mansion
         three times the size, built in fashionable Kentish red brick with peg-tiled roof; two long wings flanked a long hall, enfolding
         an open paved courtyard at the rear between them, leading to the lake and formal gardens. In front of the house, rambling
         flower gardens had been transformed into quaint knot gardens and yew walks.
      

      
      Sir Nicholas smiled in pleasure, leaped down from his horse and strode into his new domain, resolved to avoid strife for the
         rest of his life. This he succeeded in doing, but even he could not control what happened after that.
      

      
      There was no getting round the fact that William Stoorton had been found guilty of high treason. And high treason was the
         one incontrovertible cause for lands to revert to the Crown, whether subject to gavelkind or no. If the Crown retained them,
         they would in due course descend, with the Crown itself, to the eldest male heir. What happened if the Crown granted them
         out again was a moot point. However, a learned judge, Sir Anthonie Browne, gave it as his authoritative opinion that so strong was the custom of
         gavelkind that the land must once again revert to a legal situation where all sons inherited.
      

      
      The younger sons of Sir Nicholas Stowerton therefore lost no time in claiming to a jury that the lands of Bocton had ‘time
         out of mind’ been subject to gavelkind, and should continue to be so. The eldest son immediately informed the jury, firstly
         that it was the Crown’s prerogative to change the nature of gavelkind lands, and that Queen Elizabeth in demanding Knight’s
         Service of a rose from Sir Nicholas had thereby most certainly done so; secondly the Queen could not revert the lands to Sir
         Nicholas on the same terms as his forebears without seeming to condone the treason of his grandfather, and thirdly (by subtle
         innuendo) that Sir Anthonie Browne, when delivering his judgment on gavelkind, had clearly been well past his years of usefulness
         to society.
      

      
      Disputes continued sporadically over the years, but at Bocton itself nothing much changed, save that it adapted itself to
         the new challenges of growing hops, cherries and watercress. One Stowerton grew extremely rich on its fertile lands, and built
         his younger brother Stowerton House to replace the old manor of Northwell, then watched in envy as he lived in more comfort
         and in better repair than did the owner of Bocton itself.
      

      
      Bocton slumbered on for a hundred and fifty years, until vicious dispute once more broke out when Sir Matthew Stowerton unwisely
         died intestate in 1820. Waiting to hear the result of a minor bout of legal wrangling, he had deferred making his will till
         he knew the full extent of his property. Such was his joy when the jury found in his favour that he promptly expired. Then
         had begun the latest and most famous of the Stowerton and Stowerton cases in the Court of Chancery which had already been raging for some years when the young Charles Dickens first heard of
         it, and was to proceed for another eighteen before it petered out.
      

      
      As a child Katharine was torn by what she read of her family history. One part of her despaired that the Stowertons were quite,
         quite mad, and the other part was spellbound by the tales her father told her.
      

      
      ‘Never forget you are a Stowerton,’ he would declare grandly at the end of each re-enactment of family history, often with
         Sophy dragged in to support him. Katharine loved best his account of the gavelkind action in the reign of Richard II, which
         had been decided by trial of battle – a verdict overruled twenty years later, since according to the Custom of Kent a gavelkind
         trial could only be held by judge and jury.
      

      
      ‘Have at you, base varlet,’ Father would snarl, paper helmet on head and poker for weapon. Sometimes, she recalled now, looking
         back to those far-off days, she was Father’s opponent, sometimes that fair-haired boy, wearing a wastepaper basket and armed
         with Father’s best stick. Who had he been, that boy? She asked Father once, who muttered something and retired behind his
         newspaper – as always when she dared ask something about the past that she did not understand. In those days to fight at law had seemed a
         great and glorious thing to him. Now, she thought wryly, Father had changed, and she was going to take his place, seized by
         the age-old Stowerton madness.
      

      
      When Sir Matthew died, his eldest son, Nathaniel, Alfred’s father, prepared to step quietly into his inheritance, but Frederick
         and Jacob were both made of true Stowerton mettle. Hitherto neither had taken much account of Bocton, Frederick having his
         head full of foreign lands, and Jacob because he was too young. But Jacob was not too young to appreciate what might be passing
         out of his reach for ever, and persuaded his elder brother to reopen The Case. Frederick had obligingly done so.
      

      
      Property lawyers’ eyes gleamed at the prospect of such succulent fare as a case of gavelkind. Their enthusiasm lasted longer
         than Frederick’s, who joined the East India Company and went east to seek the fortune he undoubtedly needed to continue The
         Case. He died in the campaign at Canton, leaving Jacob to continue alone. He battled on until 1845 when his money ran out,
         at which point the court, though not the lawyers, heaved a sigh of relief as he withdrew his suit. Nathaniel was thus left
         in control of Bocton, Stowerton and Charham manors, offering Jacob as a peace offering rents from the mill and the farm, amounting
         to £12 per year. Jacob refused this generous offer and disappeared.
      

      
      Fourteen years later, with his death imminent, Nathaniel decided to update his 1835 will, and took steps to have Jacob legally
         presumed dead in order to leave Robert a clear path to his inheritance. With the same bad timing as his father, Nathaniel
         died before either end had been achieved, leaving his 1835 will valid. Under it, Robert inherited everything, although Nathaniel
         had had five other sons and a daughter. He provided a sum of money for each and dismissed them from his conscience in the
         happy belief that Robert would ‘look after them’.
      

      
      His other children had by now no such rosy-tinted view of their brother; three of them had already departed for different
         points of the globe by the time Nathaniel died early in 1860, a fourth soon followed. Robert took steps to speed the legal
         presumption of Jacob’s death, and the Family Bible was closed. What was past, was past, and gavelkind and the misfortunes
         it had wreaked on the Stowerton family were most certainly part of it.
      

      
      ‘Gavelkind?’ Mr Pinpole’s voice rose in a positive shriek. It occurred to Alfred for the first time that he might possibly
         enjoy this meeting as he saw Pineapple, as he had mentally dubbed him on account of his shape, struggling for words in the
         neat offices of Foggett, Dodson and Pinpole in Canterbury. ‘Did you say gavelkind?’ Unfortunately, his voice was raised so
         loud that suddenly two doors flew open simultaneously and his two partners, both like Pinpole in old-fashioned double-breasted
         frock coats, stood quivering with excitement on the thresholds.
      

      
      ‘Mr Pinpole, pray,’ breathed Mr Foggett, another Pineapple in shape, but both shorter and proportionally slimmer, ‘this is most unethical, but if gavelkind is mentioned, may we attend?’
      

      
      Mr Dodson, tall and thin, overtopped them both, a tree trunk between the fruit. ‘I would be most obliged, Mr Pinpole. A real
         gavelkind would be most instructive.’ His deep gravelly voice was almost wistful.
      

      
      Mr Pinpole considered. Normally he would indignantly reject such intrusions into his professional jurisdiction, but mention
         of gavelkind made him cautious. Other heads and a joint sharing of responsibilities might be politic.
      

      
      Katharine took a deep breath. ‘We would like to know what the legal position is regarding Bocton. Does Sir Robert have a right
         to sell it, or does it not belong to all of Sir Nathaniel’s sons under gavelkind?’
      

      
      At the mention of the word noses twitched appreciatively again; at the mention of Robert Stowerton wary glances were exchanged.
         Imperceptibly they seemed to flow together, until they stood in line, three pairs of hands clasped firmly behind backs.
      

      
      ‘The last case at Chancery, I recall, ended in your father, Sir Nathaniel, Mr Stowerton, entering upon sole inheritance of
         all the estates,’ Pinpole vouchsafed cautiously.
      

      
      ‘Only because The Case petered out for lack of money,’ said Katharine firmly.

      
      ‘Money. Ah,’ said Mr Foggett. More glances.

      
      ‘And it passed to Sir Robert by entail?’

      
      ‘By will,’ said Katharine.

      
      ‘Then I regret,’ said Pinpole in some surprise that they should even have been consulted, and more than a little disappointment,
         ‘there is nothing to be done. Even if we could establish the lands are subject to gavelkind, and it is a big proviso –’
      

      
      ‘A big proviso,’ chorused his partners, equally disappointed.

      
      ‘– to fight a specific will is hard indeed. We live in modern times, Mr Stowerton.’

      
      ‘Then the old times were better,’ declared Alfred, who had taken a distinct dislike to Mr Pinpole’s wagging finger. ‘Why,
         Sophy here wasn’t even born when that will was made.’ He rose majestically to his feet. ‘Come, Katharine.’
      

      
      ‘One moment, Mr Stowerton. I hesitate to ask such a question,’ Mr Foggett was inexplicably almost dancing up and down in excitement,
         ‘yet how old are you, Miss Stowerton?’
      

      
      ‘Mr Foggett!’ Mr Pinpole glanced at the senior partner with some disapproval. ‘A lady!’

      
      ‘I am forty-four, Mr Foggett,’ replied Sophy, quite composed. ‘Though I can’t see what my age has to do with gavelkind.’

      
      ‘Mr Foggett!’ cried Dodson suddenly, echoed by a: ‘Can you be thinking . . .?’ shrieked by Mr Pinpole. They beamed at each
         other, and all shook hands.
      

      
      ‘And when,’ asked Mr Foggett in a tense whisper, turning to their prospective clients, ‘did Sir Nathaniel enter into his inheritance
         of Bocton?’
      

      
      
      ‘Year the case died out,’ said Alfred uneasily, not liking the sudden hopeful tone in their voices, since he had by now lost
         much of his former enthusiasm. ‘Forty-five.’
      

      
      ‘The Wills Act,’ shrieked Pinpole, Foggett and Dodson in unison. ‘There’s a chance, a positive chance!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Mr Foggett,’ breathed Mr Dodson in excitement to his senior partner, ‘we haven’t had a good will since the war.’

      
      ‘It’s tempting.’ Pineapple was positively beaming.

      
      ‘Not without money,’ said Alfred desperately. ‘We haven’t any.’

      
      ‘Details, details,’ Pinpole said loftily.

      
      Mr Foggett stood weightily considering the matter, then glanced up at his two partners. ‘I believe –’

      
      ‘Yes, Mr Foggett?’ The suspense was terrible.

      
      ‘We must consult the potential co-parceners.’

      
      ‘You mean Father’s brothers? They are abroad as you know,’ cried Katharine eagerly, not daring to look at her father’s face.
         ‘We must advertise,’ determined not to let them change their minds.
      

      
      ‘Advertise?’ Pinpole looked blank.

      
      ‘Aunt Sophy tells me she has not heard from them for some years,’ Katharine admitted reluctantly. ‘But they are sure to respond
         when they know about Bocton, and one of the four must have money.’
      

      
      ‘Three,’ glared Alfred.

      
      ‘Our youngest brother is no longer considered a member of the family,’ Sophy explained quietly.

      
      Alfred crossed his arms mulishly.

      
      ‘Nevertheless, I fear the judicial system would still regard him as one,’ said Pineapple firmly.

      
      ‘Why?’ Alfred asked belligerently.

      
      ‘All brothers have a right to be consulted first to see whether they wish to be co-parceners, that is, parties to the suit,
         and in the event of victory all must enter into the estate.’
      

      
      Alfred’s eyes bulged. ‘You mean he – he would get part of the estate. No, definitely no.’ He rose to his feet again and was pulled down by Sophy and Katharine.
      

      
      ‘Alfred,’ said Sophy firmly, ‘would you ever refuse to back a possible winner because a wrong ’un was racing?’

      
      He considered this year’s 100th Derby and his fortunate win on Lord Norrey’s Sir Bevys. ‘Oh, very well,’ he muttered. Nothing
         would have stopped him backing that colt, he thought complacently, and he’d come in at twenty to one. And, true, he had hardly
         given a thought to the rest of the field.
      

      
      ‘I believe I know where Joseph is,’ said Sophy softly, ‘but we can advertise in the newspapers, can we not, as well as writing
         to their last addresses?’
      

      
      After some consideration, it was decided to summon them to a family meeting for the following April. ‘But it’s so long off,’
         objected Katharine appalled.
      

      
      ‘Rome wasn’t built in a day, Miss Stowerton,’ said Mr Pinpole reprovingly.

      
      
      ‘But Bocton can fall down in one,’ she pointed out, alarmed. ‘Suppose Uncle Robert sells and Bocton is knocked down next week?’

      
      ‘I suppose we could enter a writ of ejectment immediately,’ said Mr Pinpole doubtfully. ‘It’s irregular, but –’

      
      ‘So was Hannibal!’ injected Alfred, his imagination suddenly fired. ‘Elephants and vinegar, Mr Pinpole, elephants and vinegar.’

      
      ‘I doubt if the High Court will see it quite in that light, Mr Stowerton,’ replied Pinpole drily. ‘Nevertheless, I take it
         I have your agreement for this preliminary step? I should point out that at the moment all formal steps can be in your name
         alone, Mr Stowerton. Miss Sophy, as a woman, has no claim.’
      

      
      Katharine held her breath. Fortunately Alfred had been transported to the Alps, to the route he was convinced the great Hannibal
         must have taken. He saw himself heading a long procession of Stowerton elephants safely through the Alps to victory. Marching
         ahead of the clan. ‘By George, we’ll make a fight of it, eh, Katharine?’
      

      
      She flung her arms round him, swept away by affection. ‘Yes, Father. Oh, yes.’
      

      
      Alfred turned grandly to Messrs Pinpole, Foggett and Dodson. ‘You may,’ he announced, ‘approach my brother Joseph Stowerton,
         my brother Jeremiah Stowerton, my brother George Stowerton. And –’ his face grew pink ‘– that blasted fellow Albert!’
      

      
      Meg, for once in her life, was thinking seriously. She couldn’t believe at first that Katharine had been in earnest. Now that
         she had been told what had happened at the solicitor’s, alarm bells were ringing furiously in Meg’s head. Suppose Katharine
         succeeded in her ridiculous claim? And whether she did or not, the family would once more be split asunder. Philip would no
         longer be certain to inherit. She would be cut off from Stowerton House, the one avenue open to her at the moment that promised
         the life Meg was convinced should be hers. The possibility of her receiving money of her own through The Case was remote indeed
         compared with the near certainty of obtaining it through marriage to Philip. The latter, she had suddenly realised, since
         Katharine had sprung her news upon her, was the only sure way to money. True, he was a bore, but there was no denying that
         he was the heir and David was the younger son. Why was the world so contrary?
      

      
      ‘Does that mean Philip wouldn’t succeed?’ Meg asked carefully, not betraying her own interest.

      
      ‘Yes. Not to the whole estate anyway. Bocton and Charham, possibly even Stowerton, would be split between Father and all five
         of our uncles. It wouldn’t be practical just like that, so some kind of financial settlement would have to be made. The mill
         and the farm, of course . . .’ Her voice trailed off, as she foresaw one problem after another should they win. But the important
         thing was that Bocton should be saved. Who precisely would own it then must come second.
      

      
      ‘I think you’re being horrid to Uncle Robert,’ said Meg, pouting. ‘Who cares about that stupid pile of bricks?’

      
      
      ‘I do, and you should, Meg,’ said Katharine, appalled at her sister’s flippancy. ‘That stupid pile of bricks has all our family
         history in it. It’s our past and our future. You can’t just knock it down.’
      

      
      ‘It’s the present that is important,’ said Meg mutinously, though not loudly enough for Katharine to hear.

      
      ‘I am so sorry, Philip.’ Meg’s eyes filled with tears.

      
      Philip looked at her. Cousin Meg, empty-headed but biddable. And pretty too. Not like Katharine. He was filled with rage against
         Cousin Katharine and this nonsense about gavelkind. The Stowertons had been a laughing stock over the centuries, but for the
         last quarter of a century it had died down and they had won the respect that was their due from their neighbours. Now Katharine
         was threatening to start it all again. She couldn’t, of course. She had no money. They lived on Father’s charity so far as
         the house was concerned. What Meg had just told him was distinctly worrying, however.
      

      
      ‘I trust the solicitors laughed at their preposterous idea?’ enquired Philip casually.

      
      Meg hesitated, but Philip was waiting for an answer. ‘Katharine said they have agreed to advertise to ask our uncles to attend
         a family meeting. It’s all nonsense. As if they’d come. After all –’
      

      
      ‘When?’ Philip’s voice was sharp.

      
      ‘In April, I believe,’ she said. After all, what harm could she do telling Philip what would soon be public knowledge from
         the newspapers?
      

      
      ‘Indeed,’ he said offhandedly, whilst thinking that in seven months much could happen. And then he heard her continuing: ‘But
         they’re going to issue a writ of something or other now.’
      

      
      His eyes fixed themselves absently on the Reynolds portrait of younger Master Matthew Stowerton. All this under threat? ‘Ejectment,’
         he said slowly. ‘A writ of ejectment now? Are they indeed?’
      

      
      Joseph Stowerton walked absentmindedly along the Corso. For once he was oblivious of the beautiful blue Pacific Ocean in front
         of him and of the new small shops and restaurants that were beginning to spring up on both sides of this wide avenue. Today
         he was cautiously optimistic about the future. He’d got the land to build the new hotel. There was no doubt about it, Manly
         was going to be prosperous. Already the numbers of day visitors from Sydney and further afield were growing. Now more land
         was being released for sale, and he was going to be one of the first to take advantage. For once the fates were looking kindly
         on Joseph Stowerton. Australia – an open land, a golden land, the land of the future.
      

      
      When he had first come here, he’d settled in Sydney, living at Petty’s Hotel until his small store of money had run out. It
         was there he’d met Emily, nineteen in 1857 to his twenty-five. She was a waitress, and on her day off they’d taken the ferry
         to Manly, the small community established in the cove in Sydney Harbour, named after Governor Phillip’s description of the
         Aboriginal inhabitants who greeted him in 1788: ‘their confidence and manly behaviour made me give the name of Manly to this place’. When Joseph and Emily had first
         come here, the whole place didn’t have more than 200 residents, but he’d seen immediately that his future lay in Manly. Already
         far-sighted people were trying to buy up land, and with the ferry service established between Sydney and Manly’s golden beaches
         in 1854, people were beginning to visit it. Perhaps Manly could be a holiday spot like Margate? Certainly the weather was
         better. He mopped his brow. Only December, and already 90°.
      

      
      He’d married Emily – the one thing in his life that he had done right – and she’d taught him that out in this land, only work got you places. Not your name. So he forgot all about
         being a Stowerton and worked. By golly, he’d worked. But it hadn’t fully paid off. Not yet. They’d opened a bar; it burned
         down. They tried again, and by scrimping and saving managed to build an inn up on Fairy Bower overlooking Cabbage Tree Bay.
         Now it was doing well, but not well enough. Bars for casual parties were not good enough for him. Hotels would be where the
         money lay. Hotels overlooking this golden beach. He exulted, but cautiously.
      

      
      ‘My wife shall be a lady,’ he told himself in some recollection of an old-timer striking gold somewhere. Then he grunted in
         displeasure at this betrayal of his origins. Was England in him still? The future was here, not in old weary countries, stifled
         by their past and by their albatross of colonies. Australia would be a nation on its own soon. It was marching forward.
      

      
      The sweat was running off him as he climbed the steep hillside, to the mocking call of a kookaburra. He cursed the high collar
         and formal suiting that Emily had persuaded him to wear to the meeting this morning. He was glad to reach the shade of the
         old ti-trees, and enter the long low cool building. Emily was washing glasses in the kitchen and looked up, a smile on her
         round pleasant face. He was so engrossed in what he had to tell her that he didn’t notice the smile was strained.
      

      
      ‘That’s good, Joseph,’ she said warmly. ‘I knew you’d do it.’

      
      ‘What’s that, Emily?’ His sharp eyes saw her fidgeting with something in the bar – could it be, hiding it from him?

      
      ‘Just a letter, Joseph.’

      
      Quickly he picked it up, reading the warning in her eyes.

      
      ‘It’s from England,’ he said, his voice gone suddenly flat, turning the envelope over and over in his hands. God-almighty,
         he might have known it couldn’t be as easy as that. There had to be some cursed thing to mar his just reward. Swearing, he
         thumped his hand down upon the letter. ‘Open it,’ he said thickly. ‘Open it.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll go.’ Emily’s voice held no note of query.

      
      ‘No!’ His own was almost violent. ‘Now?’
      

      
      The reserved and almost gruff young man she’d met over twenty years ago had changed, matured now into a gentler, happier man,
         one as determined as ever to succeed but loving with it, not afraid to speak his mind – or his love. But still there was something she could not reach – for she knew its origins went way back before
         the time she knew him, before Australia.
      

      
      A bitterness, a hatred that could not be eradicated by her. And side by side with the hatred was something else. A deep love
         perhaps? She did not know. All she knew was that it was tied up with his family – and a place called Bocton.
      

      
      ‘I can run the inn. And as for the new hotel, I reckon the land won’t spoil for six months. And young Henry can keep an eye.’

      
      Henry, their son, was nineteen, working on the Illustrated Sydney News. Jemima, their only other child, was now seventeen. After Jemima, there’d been three that didn’t live.
      

      
      ‘No!’ he shouted. ‘England is past. So is Bocton.’

      
      ‘And your family?’

      
      ‘Family!’ He laughed bitterly. ‘What’s my family ever done for me?’
      

      
      ‘That’s why you must go, Joe,’ she said quietly. ‘A man with venom in his soul can’t think straight. And you need to, what
         with the hotel and all. Jus’ get rid of that, then come back to me, Joseph.’
      

      
      Inside, she was frightened. Very frightened. What if he didn’t come back? What if the love of this Bocton, of England, proved
         too much?
      

      
      Heads were bent. ‘Amen,’ declared Jeremiah Stowerton finally before attacking in silence the old-fashioned chicken corn pie
         deemed fit for their household, in which Puritan values sat oddly with the splendour of their surroundings. His three children
         and martinet wife Augusta, having echoed a dutiful amen, followed his example.
      

      
      Today Luke felt it would choke him. For his sisters’ sake he stayed in this house of hypocrisy, which built its stark life
         on an insatiable greed for money. Partly too through an obscure and unsought-for pity for his silent, grim mother, caught
         in this dark world that she herself had caused to be created. Without his presence his sisters’ life in this bleak household
         would be hopeless indeed. He had escaped it, mentally at least. His years at Yale University had shown him other kinds of
         life, not ruled solely by money and by a doom and destruction religion; a life in which love and not fear could be master,
         in which learning and zest could open the way to fulfilment. In the four years after Yale he had stayed away at first, writing
         for newspapers, travelling in his own country, longing to see other lands, to find out how others lived. But a plea from his
         sisters when they moved to a place called Leadville in Colorado had brought him reluctantly back, back to fight the battle
         he had been fighting all his life. Now it was different, though. His armour was complete, fortified by his years away and
         by his writing; it warded off attacks with light and glancing rapidity.
      

      
      Jeremiah scowled at his son, his black hair and dark eyes making him look like a hell-fire preacher of the religion he followed.

      
      ‘Nothing. I shall do nothing.’

      
      What he deemed his son’s ‘flippant attitude to life’ nonplussed Jeremiah, who bemoaned to his God that his son trod this world
         too lightly. His mother retreated from him further still, locked by her own choice into a way of life that had been hers from
         birth, and which had first attracted her husband to her, perhaps seeing in it an escape from the Stowerton heritage, or perhaps
         something else. However, if it was the answer to his problem, yet it spelled the doom of his children. He thought he had escaped
         from the Stowertons, but now Luke was a constant reminder to him of the worst of all the Stowerton faults. Fair-haired, tall,
         laughing his way through the world, he was as feckless as Alfred, as Nick Stowerton himself . . . and Luke let his father
         continue to think that way. It was his way to survival. Some day he told himself, he would find a new sort of life. Perhaps
         even create one for his sisters.
      

      
      Today, unbelievably, the chance was here. But he must be careful. Not by a muscle did he show that anything other than a desire
         to irritate his father lay beneath his thrown-down gauntlet.
      

      
      ‘Why?’ he demanded lightly.

      
      His sisters stared aghast. How could even Luke dare to break silence at luncheon! They sat breathless, waiting for retribution
         to fall.
      

      
      ‘Luke!’ rapped Augusta sharply.

      
      He smiled at her reassuringly but unflinchingly.

      
      Jeremiah ignored his question, though he breathed the more heavily.

      
      ‘Why?’ demanded Luke again, this time more urgently, although still in control. He must remain controlled. A muscle twitched at
         the corner of his mouth. It might have been amusement; it might have been tension.
      

      
      Jeremiah laid down his knife and fork, wiped his lips with his napkin, and stared at his son. ‘This is not the time –’ he
         began.
      

      
      ‘Then tell me the time, Father,’ retorted Luke pleasantly, his hands clenched tightly round his water glass.

      
      ‘Very well!’ Jeremiah roared, standing up. ‘It shall be now.’

      
      Martha shrank back, remembering how she always confused Father with Moses when she was small, and wondering now whether she
         had been much mistaken.
      

      
      ‘I shall not disgrace a table blessed by the Lord with argument. Follow me.’ Without a backward look, Jeremiah walked majestically
         from the room.
      

      
      Mary burst into tears, but her mother bade her be quiet and continue her luncheon.

      
      Luke followed his father down the long hallway to his study, relieved that the die had now been cast.

      
      Not many brick houses like the Stowertons’ existed yet in Leadville. Indeed, ‘Cloud City’ as it was so nearly named, because
         of its altitude two miles above sea-level, had only been in existence for a little over a year. Before that there had been
         mountains, trees, gulches – and abandoned placer gold workings. Jeremiah Stowerton had first brought his family to America
         in 1859, when his finely attuned nose for money had twitched at the news of gold found at Pike’s Peak, in what was then barren
         and unclaimed territory.
      

      
      
      ‘Pike’s Peak or Bust’ had been the rallying cry for thousands. Most came east in groups from California, disappointed in dreams
         of easy gold there, many falling prey to Indians or illness en route. Jeremiah Stowerton came west, however. Across the Atlantic
         he sailed, shaking the dust of Bocton from his life for ever in search of brighter goals. But he didn’t travel to Pike’s Peak
         or even Denver; he settled in New York, foreseeing that gold needed to be organised, marketed, sold – and profit made. And
         gold was found, not only in Pike’s Peak but all over what was first the Territory, and now State, of Colorado. Jeremiah Stowerton
         learned, and prospered in mining stock, but the great prize eluded him. Money. Money he pursued as an ideal; it was to be
         made, and made in quantity. Only in that way could he revenge himself on the fates that had cast him as younger brother to
         Robert.
      

      
      And one day, while he was on a routine visit to his Denver branch, a rough hobo came staggering into his office, a miner,
         bleary-eyed and drunk. His secretary, apologising profusely, rushed in to throw the man out. But Jeremiah stopped him. For
         the miner told a fantastic tale. A tale not of gold but of lead, and moreover silver-bearing carbonate of lead. Jeremiah’s
         nose had more than twitched. Like a water-diviner with a hazel twig, it had positively quivered and bounced.
      

      
      From the civilised streets of New York the Stowerton family had promptly moved to Leadville, a rumbustious lawless mining
         camp full of the scum of the earth and a few more determined men. One of them was Horace Tabor, a man who like Jeremiah had
         backed a hunch and now, only eighteen months later, owned mines and money beyond anyone’s wildest imagination. Even Jeremiah’s.
         Clinging to old puritanical habits, as a safeguard for his soul, Jeremiah pursued the dream and then the reality of money
         as it danced round each enticing corner.
      

      
      Luke watched his progress and sickened. He remembered the world of his childhood. Was it real or merely dreamed from his imagination,
         a vision of paradise to set against this treadmill to Hades? Were there really green fields and meadows dappled in sunlight,
         full of the scents of flowers? Were there really woods, full not of tall spruce and aspens but carpeted with anemones and
         bluebells? Was there ever a world where nature had its way, undespoiled by the greed of men?
      

      
      He had wanted to travel to pursue that dream. Just to see what other worlds were like. But he couldn’t. He had been ready
         to go without a penny, to set out on his metaphorical wagon with ‘Pike’s Peak or Bust’ written on it, though his gold was a different sort to his father’s. Then his sister Mary had pleaded for his return. How could he leave them unprotected
         from Father’s maniacal search for riches, in what he’d heard was the lawless life of Leadville?
      

      
      So he had returned. But now his chance had come.

      
      Luke followed Jeremiah into the study. The Times was lying still on the large desk. His eyes went to it. Just a plain advertisement announcing: ‘Bocton. All parties of the
         Stowerton family interested in the future of the Bocton estate to attend on 15 April 1880 with a view to discussing its future.’
      

      
      
      Bocton. When Luke had seen the announcement, quite by chance this morning, he had remembered. It was Bocton, that place of green
         woods and meadows. And more than that – he racked his brains – a house, and childhood games, and companions. He could remember
         little more about it, yet the thought of it set his pulses racing.
      

      
      ‘You presume to dispute my decision?’ Jeremiah began without preamble. He never knew quite where he was with Luke; the boy’s
         levity, ill becoming a man of twenty-seven, was something that puzzled him. He told himself that discipline and hard work
         would knock it out of him. But it hadn’t. He frowned. Luke, with his fair hair and dark blue eyes, was in such contrast to
         himself and Augusta. Luke was a throwback to his Stowerton forebears, part of that past Jeremiah did not care to recall –
         and now was forced to.
      

      
      ‘Why are you scared of returning, Father?’ Luke asked, lounging against the bookcase. ‘Did you lock up a skeleton in the closet
         before you left?’
      

      
      Jeremiah spluttered. ‘Scared!’ he retaliated scornfully. ‘It’s time you realised life is a serious business, boy. Once you
         gallivant along side turnings, you’re lost.’
      

      
      ‘You mean the pursuit of money is a serious business, Father,’ Luke said provokingly. It was an effort, but only by so doing
         could he take the sting from his father’s power.
      

      
      ‘And what’s wrong with that?’

      
      ‘Nothing. Provided you don’t turn into a pillar of silver.’

      
      ‘Twaddle! I’ve no time to go. Who’s to look after my interests here, eh?’ It was a rhetorical question; it wouldn’t be his
         idle son. Luke lacked application.
      

      
      ‘Then I shall go.’

      
      Jeremiah stared at him, the anger which had temporarily subsided sweeping back over him. ‘No,’ he said peremptorily.

      
      ‘Father, you’ve more money than any of us can possibly spend. Don’t you wonder how your brothers are and what’s happened to
         them? You haven’t written since you left – we only saw this Times by chance – it’s two months old.’
      

      
      Jeremiah rose abruptly. ‘Get out!’ he screamed suddenly.

      
      Even Luke flinched at the unexpected venom in his voice, but he stayed. ‘No,’ he said steadily. ‘I have a right to know about
         our family. About my uncles. About Bocton. You never talk of any of them, and we should know.’
      

      
      Jeremiah stared from the window, shaking with emotion. Tell him? Tell him of George, whose aimlessness had sent him wandering
         footloose all over the country, turning up from time to time seeking more funds, to be overwhelmed with the affection they
         all poured on him? Tell him of Alfred, who’d never keep a penny in his pocket if he could throw it away? Tell him of Sophy,
         who never did anything in her life? Tell him of Albert? Tell him of Joseph, unable to speak up for himself, who couldn’t hope
         to win against – Robert. Above all, impossible to tell him of Robert. All his early life, Robert had been there, two years his senior, blocking his
         every move, aloof, superior, snakelike, hateful. Always there. Finally, stopping Father from giving him the money he needed to start a business. He could hear it now, Robert’s high pedantic
         voice: ‘A business, Father? That doesn’t seem right. Not for a Stowerton.’
      

      
      But he’d had his revenge. Oh, yes. He’d had Millicent, the girl Robert had long courted, whom he, Jeremiah, had taken first
         in the long grass, who’d shown a passion in her rounded limbs that had enslaved him. He hadn’t intended that, because in the
         end, as usual, Robert had won. She’d married him because he was the eldest son, and would inherit the whole estate. Money
         . . . No, he’d never return. He hated her, as he hated Robert. They were cut from his life. Now, when his body stirred and
         could not be subdued, he blamed her. Always her.
      

      
      ‘It’s past. Over,’ he said flatly to Luke, the passion dying from his voice.

      
      ‘But what do you think they want to discuss, Father? Are you not curious?’

      
      Jeremiah swung round. Luke stared in amazement for something that might almost have been a smile came to his lips for a second.

      
      ‘Gavelkind, Luke,’ he said slowly. ‘I suspect they wish to reopen The Case.’ And he began to explain. Then he stopped short.
         Why had he not realised? Revenge could be his. It was so simple. If gavelkind could be shown to apply, Robert would lose his
         inheritance. And Millicent would suffer.
      

      
      ‘Go,’ he almost choked out.

      
      ‘No, I want –’ Luke misunderstood.

      
      ‘I mean, go to England,’ said Jeremiah impatiently. ‘Go!’
      

      
      Mabel Stowerton sat in the garden of her hotel in Baghdad, considering the paragraph she had somewhat belatedly seen in The Times. She glared at the Arab who had advanced optimistically towards her, entranced at seeing an English lady alone, and not in
         the least put off by the serviceable tweed skirt and battered old hat. He changed his mind rapidly, and retired.
      

      
      Bocton? Interested in its future? Mabel thought long and carefully, and then laughed. She’d intended to go to Albania in April.
         Still, there might never be another chance like this. She owed it to George to go.
      

      
      ‘Chéri!’ The voice of Louise, formerly Comtesse de Fréjus, now Madame Stowerton, rang out plaintively. Albert wandered in from the
         garden of their villa on the hillside of La Californie in Cannes, his entrance timed to a nicety. The sweetness in her voice
         did not disguise the underlying note of steel, but they understood each other now and, while he would obey, it would be in
         his own time.
      

      
      ‘There is a letter for you. From England. It has been somewhat delayed. It was addressed to Rome.’ There was only the slightest
         emphasis on ‘Rome’. To all outward appearances, Louise was more interested in the rearrangement of the elegant folds of her
         rose chiffon teagown than in correspondence from overseas.
      

      
      
      Albert Stowerton regarded the envelope somewhat nervously when he saw from the embossed stamp that it was clearly a business
         letter. Not more trouble, surely?
      

      
      He ripped it open, aware of her curious eyes upon him. He looked at it and began to laugh.

      
      ‘What is this?’ his countess demanded suspiciously.

      
      In between bursts of laughter that shook a figure that was still elegant, despite last year’s fortieth birthday, he managed
         to explain:
      

      
      ‘They want me to attend a family meeting, ma rose, to discuss the future of Bocton. Chéri, perhaps they are thinking of reopening The Case!’
      

      
      Even the countess smiled. ‘And what,’ she said carefully, examining her still exquisite face in the mirror, ‘shall you say?
         You cannot, of course, go.’ She turned round and met his gaze.
      

      
      Albert looked innocently back at her and reflected. A smile curled round his lips – a malicious one. ‘Do you know, my dear,
         I think I shall go. It might be most amusing.’
      

      
      ‘But what if –?’ the countess began sharply.

      
      ‘This is a Stowerton affair,’ he interrupted quickly. ‘No danger of that.’

      
      She relaxed. ‘Do you wish to take Louis with you?’ she asked casually. ‘It might be instructive for him to meet his English
         relatives.’
      

      
      And a safeguard for you, he thought to himself. How well he understood her, and she him. ‘If he wishes it, naturally,’ was
         all he said. After all, it would hardly spoil, and might well enhance, the drama of the occasion. It was not every day that
         a prodigal son was not only admitted back into the fold, but positively invited. Especially one who had every intention of
         remaining prodigal.
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