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English Rose


Chapter One



Once the carriage had passed the village green at Shepherd’s Bush, the open fields and little farms were left behind. Despite the midsummer heat, Fleur leaned forward and put the window up. Buckley, the Hamiltons, coachman, believed in ‘driving good horses at a good speed’, as he put it, and once he got onto the pike road, he raised an uncomfortable dust.

Besides, from here almost all the way to Tyburn Corner there was building going on on both sides of the road. Holding onto the strap as the carriage swayed and rattled towards London, Fleur gazed out of the window, with the endless internal monologue of the solitary person for company. In fields where lately cows had grazed, men were pegging out plots and gouging brown furrows in the green turf; where once market gardens had sported rows of beans and cabbages, there were rows of identical houses in various stages of completion.

It was all progress, noise and bustle – all change. Nothing was immune. Behind the Kensington gravel-pits, the Hippodrome racecourse had disappeared, its track commemorated only in the crescent shape of the terraces which covered it; while on the site of the Grandstand now stood a church, in the ornate and fantastic new Gothic style. Soon, she thought, the villages along the north side of the Uxbridge pike – Knolton Hill, Bayswater, Westbourne Green, Paddington – would all be joined together in one endless sea of stucco, and it would be impossible to tell any more where London ended and the country began.

Of course, it was a good thing, proof that England was prosperous again. Fleur was twenty-four, too young to remember the French Wars which had drained the country of its life-blood for twenty long years; but she had grown up with the aftermath, the terrible depression of the ‘thirties and’forties.

Some of her earliest childhood memories were of men ‘on the tramp’ – labourers without money or work begging at the door. Many were discharged soldiers: Peninsula veterans with their feet wrapped in rags, peasant-style; Waterloo survivors bearing the stigmata of their courage – horrible scars, missing fingers, arms, eyes. They had frightened her mother, and if they came to the front asking for work like honourable men, the standing order was to drive them away; but when they crept like beaten dogs to the back door, the lower servants, torn between fear and pity, would smuggle out parcels of food and clothes, whatever might not be missed by the housekeeper.

They had frightened young Fleur, too, but she could not ignore them, or run away from them. One day she hid behind a bush in the garden to watch an old man hobble away from the back door, with a dole of bread and onions stuffed into the pockets of his baggy and threadbare army greatcoat. His face was gaunt, and blackened down one side with a powder-scar, and there was a silver stubble of beard over his chin and jaw. He had a foot missing, but he went along nimbly enough on one sound leg and a crutch.

She mustn’t have been well-enough hidden, for as he passed her bush he stopped and looked at her quizzically, and then smiled.

‘Come on out then, missy,’ he said. ‘Come on, I won’t hurt you.’

Fleur revealed herself slowly and cautiously, ready to run at the first sudden movement; but the soldier continued only to look at her and smile. He was the thinnest man she had ever seen. His nose and cheekbones were so close under the skin that they made it look shiny; his cheeks were seamed and his eyes were sunken, and she knew with some close-to-the-earth instinct of the child that he was starving to death. Yet she saw now with a kind of fascination that he was not an old man at all. He was probably not more than thirty-five or forty.

He said, ‘By God, you’re a pretty one! It does me good, the sight of a little lass so pretty! I had a little daughter myself once – only she was dark, not fair like you.’

It was on the tip of Fleur’s tongue to ask where she was, but as she looked into his eyes she knew somehow that his little girl was dead. She felt strangely drawn to him, and wanted desperately to do something for him, to give him something. She thrust her hand into the pocket of her apron, and brought out the only thing it contained – a white handkerchief. She knew it was a poor gift, and she held it out to him hesitantly, unsure if it would be acceptable.

He shifted his balance on his crutch and held out his hand. It was all knuckles, and seemed too big for his wrist. He took the handkerchief and looked at it wonderingly for a long time; and then he looked at Fleur, and she saw to her horror that he was crying.

‘I used to be an ostler,’ he said. The tears ran down his seamed cheeks very slowly, as if they, too, were close to death. His fingers closed round the scrap of white linen, and he nodded to her, pulling his lip in under his teeth, and hobbled away. She watched him until he was out of sight, and then crawled in under the bush and stayed there for a long time, hugging her knees for comfort and rocking back and forth.

It was not until years later that she came to understand why he had said what he said. ‘I used to be an ostler.’ As she grew up, a lonely girl in a large house, the servants had been much more her companions than they ought, and she had learned a great deal about them and their ways. She learned that amongst male servants, those who cared for horses were an elite. To be a groom, stableman or ostler was a matter for great pride.

The soldier had been telling her he had not always been as she saw him then; but what could a man on a crutch do around horses? Exiled from his trade and his pride, he could only beg for bread. Year by year she had teased out her memory of the episode, worrying at it, wondering over it. She was afraid that in offering him her handkerchief she had somehow hurt him. She was afraid he had thought she pitied him in the wrong way, despised him for his weakness.

He had not cried until after she gave it to him, she was sure of that. Sure of it. He had been hopping along nimbly, pleased with his bread and onions, until he had met her; he had left her grieving, and she knew she would never be able to rid herself of the feeling that she had somehow made his suffering worse. ‘I used to be an ostler.’ It was like a tiny thorn in her mind – grown over, but still prickling at any incautious movement.

Well, that was long ago. The scars of war had healed, times had changed. The currency had stabilised, business had picked up, the railways had come. The empty workshops and silent factories sprang to life again, the chimneys darkened the skies as before, and now in 1850 England was flourishing, with industry growing by leaps and bounds, and trade expanding everywhere.

People were flooding from all over the country into London, the largest industrial city in the world, and people had to have somewhere to live. Fleur gazed at the ant-hill activity which rendered the familiar increasingly unfamiliar every time she performed this journey. This was the spoor of the new kind of builder, like Mr Cubitt who sometimes dined with Papa at home at Grove Park. Instead of being commissioned in the old way to build a house for a particular person, these new men borrowed large sums of money, bought up great pieces of land on which they built streets and streets of houses, and paid back the investors and made their profit from the rents. It was a good thing, of course – an excellent thing! Fleur only wished there were room in the system for a little more variety. There would come a time, she thought, when you might wander about those identical streets and have no idea where you were.

But England – and London particularly – was an exciting place to be in 1850. She was glad to be going to visit her Aunt Venus and Uncle Frederick, to catch up on the gossip and see some fresh faces. It wasn’t that she was unhappy at home in Chiswick – she had plenty to occupy her – but everyone liked a change now and then, and it did get rather lonely sometimes, with Papa away so much, and Richard at school. He was in his last year at Eton, making the right friends, playing a great deal of cricket, and learning to hold his liquor like a gentleman. He was a handsome and popular boy with, as Aunt Venus said mordantly, no more abilities, as eventual heir to Papa’s property, than he was ever likely to need.

The carriage reached Tyburn Corner. It still presented an unfamiliar sight to Fleur, with the public gibbet removed at last: it was now to be, much more grandly, the site of Nash’s Marble Arch, which was in the process of being moved from its original position in front of Buckingham Palace. Once past the scaffolding, they plunged into the tunnel of Oxford Street. The traffic was a solid mass as usual, and they were forced to a halt.

It was hot and stuffy inside the carriage. Fleur cautiously opened the window again. The inevitable smell of horses, a smell she always associated with London, was spiced today with a pungent whiff of pigs. Somewhere up ahead of them a herd of swine – evidently the immediate cause of the hold-up – was squealing, after the manner of their kind, as though they were being butchered there and then.

Something ought to be done about the driving of animals to market through London’s busy thoroughfares, she thought. At least it should be restricted to the early hours of the morning when the streets were empty. It was hard enough to get through the mass of vehicles, without the added hazards of flocks of sheep, pigs and geese – quite leaving aside the nuisance of all the extra manure, which made it sometimes impossible to find a crossing-sweeper. One day a couple of drays would interlock themselves at a crossroads, and the traffic of London would simply grind to a halt. She envisaged the scene with an inward smile. They would have to dismantle all the carriages on the spot, one by one, and take them away in pieces.

For the moment, however, Buckley was a man of long experience, and from his vantage point up on the box decided there was no future in staying where they were. The hint of a gap opened up on the right where a determined hackney-driver was edging his hansom out of North Audley Street, and with a fearsome cracking of his whip Buckley swung the horses right across the road, under the fretting noses of a dray, two growlers and an overloaded knifeboard ’bus.

The ’bus horses flung up their heads, the driver let loose a chilling stream of abuse, and one of the outside passengers threw a lump of orange-peel at them. Fleur hastily put up the window as Buckley, who was a Londoner born, returned the abuse with interest; but they were into North Audley Street, free and clear, and a few minutes later they were pulling up outside her aunt’s house in Hanover Square.

On her way up the steps, Fleur paused to look back at the coachman with mock severity. ‘I didn’t know you knew such words, Buckley. I’m shocked.’

Buckley was not deceived. ‘You shouldn’t of had the window down, Miss Flora, not in London! And if you’ve not heard them words before, what with all them pauper orspitals you visit, then I’m a Dutchman.’

He and Fleur were old friends. They exchanged smiles of perfect understanding, and she gathered her skirts and went on up the steps.

‘My dear Fleur,’ sighed Aunt Venus, ‘nobody in London talks of anything but this Great Exhibition.’ She was a thin and upright elderly lady, her greying fair hair dressed in a false front of curls after the manner of her youth. She still had an incomparably graceful way of wearing a shawl, like Madame Recamier, but otherwise she was a stern, hard and angular aunt. ‘By the time it happens – if it ever does – we shall all be sick of it.’

‘But of course it will happen,’ Aunt Ercy said earnestly. She was a plump and downy aunt, with shy, myopic eyes, which made her look like a sleepy bird. ‘The dear Queen has quite set her heart on it. You know that whatever the dear Prince wishes—’

‘But your father will have told you about it, of course,’ Aunt Venus interrupted ruthlessly. She regarded Ercy as a twittering fool, and usually ignored anything she said, unless it was to argue with her. The two sisters were little alike in looks, but inside they were almost equally self-absorbed, though their selfishness manifested itself in different ways.

‘Papa has mentioned it, but he isn’t one of the Commissioners, you know,’ Fleur said.

‘He’s a member of the Royal Society, and a prominent one at that. He’s bound to know all about it,’ Venus pronounced. ‘Where is he, by the way? He should at least have called in to pay his respects.’

‘He’s in Derbyshire,’ Fleur said. ‘He’s coming back by train this afternoon, so I’m sure he’ll call.’

‘If he recollects where he is,’ Aunt Venus said drily. ‘I suppose he’s visiting Chatsworth? I wonder that having Devonshire so near a neighbour in Chiswick, he needs to pursue the poor man into the country.’

‘You know perfectly well, Aunt, that he doesn’t go to Chatsworth to see the Duke. He goes to consult with Mr Paxton.’

Aunt Venus nodded coolly. ‘Yes, that’s Ranulph’s style – consorting with servants. He never troubles himself to make eligible connections. My poor child, if it weren’t for Frederick and me, you’d have grown up a savage!’

‘Mr Paxton isn’t a servant, he’s a great expert. And Papa has such a particular interest in the lily—’

Aunt Ercy, who had been only half attending, fixed eagerly on this. ‘Lily? Who can you mean, dear? Is there a lady in the case? Don’t tell me your dear father is contemplating a second marriage at last? After all the times we’ve tried—’

‘Nonsensical woman!’ Venus rounded on her. ‘Go back to sleep! A lady in the case, indeed!’

Fleur saw her junior aunt’s lip tremble, and intervened. ‘I was talking about the water-lily, Aunt Ercy – the rare tropical lily Mr Paxton’s growing at Chatsworth.’ Ercy still looked confused, and Fleur went on patiently, ‘Don’t you remember, it was Papa who suggested giving him a seedling, because the one at Kew wasn’t flourishing, and they were afraid of losing it altogether?’

‘Well, I recall something about it,’ Aunt Ercy said, applying the corner of a handkerchief to her eyes, and looking at her sister reproachfully over it. ‘But there’s no need for Vee to be so unkind. I can’t be remembering everything all the time!’

Aunt Venus growled, and Fleur went on hastily, anxious to keep the peace. ‘It’s astonishing how it’s grown. The leaves are quite five feet across now, Papa says, and so strong – you’ll hardly believe this, Aunt – that Mr Paxton’s little girl Annie, who’s seven years old and quite solid, can stand upright on them! It’s outgrowing its tank, and Mr Paxton’s talking of enlarging the lily-house. Well, he loves to be building—’

‘Building?’ Aunt Ercy said, her mind hopping nimbly. ‘Talking of building, my dear, have you heard about the plan the Committee’s put forward for the pavilion to house the Prince’s Exhibition? Everyone says it will never do. Twenty million bricks, and to cost a hundred thousand pounds – or was it the other way round? Poor Lord Brougham is quite beside himself about it—’

‘That’s what we were talking about ten minutes ago, you idiotic creature!’ Venus said wrathfully. She turned to Fleur. ‘Brougham is a prosy old fool, but the Committee has put up such a hotchpotch, nonsensical design: a great ugly thing like a railway shed, with a dome half as big again as St Paul’s, all made of brick and iron and stone, as solid as Buckingham Palace! Once it was up – and that would take for ever – it would have to stay up, a permanent eyesore right in the middle of London.’

‘Oh no,’ Ercy said earnestly. ‘The dear Queen has promised that whatever they build, it will certainly be taken down again within the year. Otherwise it would never – but there are the trees to consider, of course, which—’

‘Trees, Aunt?’

‘Half a dozen old elms would have to be cut down to make room for the building,’ Venus said briskly. ‘By the uproar in the House you’d think it was six members of the Royal Family going to the guillotine!’

Ercy shuddered theatrically. ‘Oh, don’t say that horrid word, Vee, I beg you! When I think of poor Gran’père—’

‘Then don’t think,’ Venus said brutally, and went on talking to her niece. ‘But it’s not just the building – the whole scheme is misguided! London to be flooded by countless thousands of foreigners? Can you imagine the dangers, the dirt, the diseases – to say nothing of turning every lodging-house in Knightsbridge into a—’ She snapped her lips shut to prevent herself from saying the word ‘brothel’, but her sister knew quite well what she hadn’t said.

‘Oh, Vee!’ she cried faintly.

‘And Richard Mayne has the gravest doubts that the Police Force could cope with such a gathering of vagabonds and pickpockets as would converge on Hyde Park.’

‘You make it sound like an invasion,’ Fleur said, amused. ‘I thought it was supposed to be a celebration of Universal Peace?’

‘The Free-Traders would have it so. But the Protectionists think differently – and I don’t know that they’re wrong. If the Prince wants an exhibition of English art and industry, let him go ahead, but why invite the rest of the world? Why should we put our hands in our pockets to help foreigners and revolutionaries show off their wares – and probably steal our trade into the bargain?’

‘Oh, but Vee—’ Ercy began a protest at this near-heretical criticism of her hero, and then stopped of her own accord. It was only two years since revolution erupted all over Europe, and France had for a second time exchanged its monarchy for a republic. For those who grew up before 1815, and particularly for two elderly French ladies, it was hard to accept with equanimity that Paris was again ruled by a Bonaparte – Louis Napoleon, the Tyrant’s own nephew.

After a brief pause, Venus changed the subject. ‘But what about you, Fleur? What have you been doing with yourself? Have the young men of Chiswick come to their senses yet?’

Fleur smiled. ‘Rather I haven’t yet left mine! No, Aunt, there is no young man in the offing, if that’s what you’re asking –nor likely to be.’

‘But Fleur, dear,’ Aunt Ercy protested, understanding this at least, ‘you must get married some time.’

‘What for, Aunt?’

‘What for? What for?’ The question perplexed Ercy ‘Well dear, a woman must do something. She needs some occupation.’

‘But I’m always busy,’ Fleur said. ‘I have the house to run. And there are the neighbours to visit, and my horse to ride – no one can ever want for amusement when there are horses.’

‘Still you must marry at last,’ Venus said stiffly, not liking to have to agree with Ercy about anything. ‘You’re four-and-twenty, and your father won’t live for ever.’

Fleur felt the familiar resistance hardening inside her. ‘I have been provided for, Aunt. I shall have a sufficient income of my own to set up house and live comfortably.’

‘Not alone. In the first place it isn’t proper, and in the second place, it’s eccentric. You would grow peculiar. No one would receive you.’

‘I thought you despised a slavish adherence to fashion,’ Fleur said stubbornly. ‘I thought you wanted me to be independent.’

‘You mistake me. I’ve encouraged you to have independent opinions, but not to put yourself outside society. There is no place for a gently-born woman who remains unmarried. You’d be forced to go and live with Richard and his wife, and believe me, none of you would enjoy that!’

‘It’s such a waste, Fleur dear,’ Aunt Ercy broke in. ‘So lovely and clever as you are, to leave all your talents unused!’

‘But I shouldn’t be idle, Aunt,’ Fleur replied persuasively, watching Aunt Venus out of the corner of her eye. ‘I would still have my works of benevolence to occupy me.’

‘Yes, dear, visiting the sick and the poor, I know,’ Ercy fluttered anxiously, ‘and very good in its way, of course, but I hardly think it’s the same thing as—’

‘Works of benevolence!’ Venus exploded, successfully distracted. ‘Depend upon it, you do more harm than good when you interfere in these cases! Why should you be supposed to know better how to run a man’s life than the man himself? I’ve told you before, you should let them alone.’

‘But some of them are in great distress.’ Fleur joined the argument happily, glad to have turned attention for the moment from the particular to the general. ‘I’m willing to let alone the strong and healthy, but what of those who are sick or famished or in trouble?’

‘I dare say the Almighty means them to be,’ Aunt Venus said robustly. ‘It’s not for you to interfere.’

‘You take care of your servants when they’re sick,’ Fleur pointed out. ‘And when they grow too old to work, you give them pensions and gifts of all sorts.’

‘Of course you take care of your dependants, for the very reason that they are dependent. When you take them into service you take away their ability to look after themselves. That’s your business. The rest are not.’

‘But the poor—’

‘You can’t help the poor, Fleur, and that’s the truth of it. Ten to one but you simply make things worse. Much better let ’em get by as best they can. If they can’t find a way to live, they’ll die, and that will be that.’

‘I can’t quite agree with you, Aunt. When I see a man – or a woman or child – in some distress which I know I can alleviate—’

‘There it is, you see!’ Venus said triumphantly. ‘It comes down to your personal vanity. Beware the sin of pride, Fleur! Is it to be by your hand, and not God’s, that their fate is decided? Are you to come between a man and the exercise of his own free will? If God means him to face certain trials in order to temper his soul, who are you to interfere?’

‘Oh, come, Aunt, how can it endanger the soul to lend a suit of baby clothes to a poor woman who’s just given birth …?’

The discussion continued, broadening and deepening satisfactorily, wandering through theology and philanthropy via philosophy to the craggy landscape of anthropology and ancient cultures. When they got to the Spartans exposing unwanted babies, Aunt Ercy slid from bored incomprehension quite gently and naturally into sleep.

Fleur and her Aunt Venus enjoyed nothing more than a cut-and-thrust argument which exercised the intellect, though their views differed on many – perhaps most – subjects. It was an exercise they had enjoyed for many years: Venus had had a great deal to do with Fleur’s upbringing.

Fleur’s mother had been the youngest of three daughters born to the exiled Count and Countess de Vries, who had fled Revolutionary France in 1793 with nothing but the clothes they stood up in – and the considerable fortune in jewels they managed to carry away with them in two large cloak-bags.

The Countess had been heavily pregnant at the time, and Venus, whose vanities were few but complex, was proud that she had actually been conceived in France, which she felt made her more genuinely French than her siblings. Other babies followed, but the boys all died, leaving only Venus, Aricie, born in 1801, and Phèdre, born in 1806.

Venus had been her father’s favourite. She was the firstborn, and he had seen her as a last link with his homeland. In consequence he had lavished a good deal of education as well as attention on her, before creeping melancholy at the events in France had turned him into a recluse. His was not a happy temperament, and while he had taught Venus to think, and initiated her into many subjects in those days thought unsuitable for a female to study, he had had no tenderness for her. Papa’s library had not been a place for laughter or games. Venus had grown up a solemn little girl, and as her father grew more embittered and introspective, he had infected his protégée with a strain of hardness and intellectual arrogance.

Aricie and Phèdre, brought up entirely by their mother, had developed into just the sort of pretty fools society expected them to be; and in time, despite their father’s increasing withdrawal from the world, all three girls had made good marriages. Venus married Sir Frederick Hoare, the banker’s son; Aricie – who had long since anglicised her name into Ercy – took Lord Markby; and Phèdre married Sir Ranulph Hamilton, a baronet of private means who was already making a name for himself as a botanist.

Despite the difficulties of the times, the husbands of the de Vries girls were successful. Sir Frederick, finding his father’s bank too restricting, went into Parliament, survived the Reforms of ’32, became a friend of the unpopular Edwin Chadwick and interested himself in public health and public works.

Lord Markby also had the skills of survival, though in his case it was not brilliance but the lack of it which was his strength. He had never been known to quarrel with anyone, nor to express an original idea: he was a natural courtier. Having got along well enough under the affable regime of Sailor William, he did even better under the new young Queen. He survived the Court’s move from St James’s to Buckingham Palace, and the successive Household purges of Lord Melbourne and Prince Albert, and became at last Master of the Robes, largely because he was one of the few courtiers of his seniority whose character was unimpeachable. Ercy was made Lady-in-Waiting to the Queen, and her gratitude and admiration for the Royal couple was secured for ever.

Sir Ranulph, dedicating himself to his chosen field, became a noted authority on orchids, published several books and monographs, and received honorary degrees at Cambridge and Edinburgh, as well as a fellowship of the Horticultural Society. He was made special adviser on orchids to the Royal Garden at Kew, and in 1840 he was appointed Chairman to the Botanical Committee of the Royal Society, of which Prince Albert became President five years later.

The marriages of the elder sisters remained childless, but Phèdre bore Sir Ranulph – despite his long absences abroad on botanical expeditions – a boy and a girl: Fleur in 1826 and Richard in 1832. Two years later, after a long decline, Phèdre died.

It had not been a particularly happy marriage, though probably neither of the principals recognised the fact very clearly. Ranulph was regarded by his large acquaintance as a pleasant-tempered, easy-going man, erring in his relationships, if at all, on the side of indulgence. The truth was that his considerable intellect was so completely channelled that he simply did not care enough about anything else ever to be angered or offended, or to wish to change it.

He married Phèdre because she was a pretty girl of the right age and of good family. He installed her in his house, made her a generous allowance, and never afterwards gave her a thought. He pursued his career, spent long periods away from home, and even when he was at home, was usually shut up in his study or hothouses, living on a plane too far removed from his wife to notice, far less to care, that she was lonely and bored. Phèdre, a weak, nervous, rather silly woman, not having the intellect to understand what was wrong with her life or to do anything about it, took to fancying herself ill to fill the emptiness.

It was a sad fact that Venus, strongly independent and with a keen intelligence, would have made an excellent wife for Ranulph, and would probably have been very happy with him; while Sir Frederick, a genuinely warm-hearted and sympathetic man, would have been far happier with Phèdre, whom he could have cared for and cosseted, and who would have given him the children he longed for. Children played no part in Sir Ranulph’s desires. He knew he needed a son to inherit his property, but if it had been possible to buy one full-grown and ready for use, he would have seen nothing wrong with the notion.

Fleur was born during one of her father’s longer absences, a circumstance which prejudiced Phèdre against her – she had a difficult delivery, and felt lonely and ill-used. Venus, who gave up the pleasures of the Season to nurse her, was cross and unsympathetic: if only Ranulph had been there, everything would have been all right, Phèdre thought.

In honour of her husband, and thinking it wonderfully clever and apposite – combining her nationality with his obsession – Phèdre named the baby Fleur. Ranulph returned after an absence of more than a year, having gone away with no idea that his wife was even enceinte. He greeted the fact of a daughter with no interest, but when Phèdre proudly told him of her stroke of genius in choosing a name, he roared with derisive laughter, wounding his wife’s feelings and fatally compromising any possibility of a relationship between mother and daughter.

Venus, who by that time had given up expectation of having children of her own, took over responsibility for the baby, albeit from a distance. Phèdre had no interest in the matter, and was easily influenced by her sister, so it was Venus who chose Fleur’s nurses and later her governesses, who directed her education, chose her books and toys, and decreed whom she might play with and what she might do for recreation. When Fleur grew old enough to be conversable, Venus took a more direct interest in her. She actually spent time with her, having her to stay, and taking her on trips to places of educational interest.

It was only Fleur’s mental development that interested her, however. She had no human warmth to give; and believing, as people do, that the way she had been reared was the best, she perpetuated her father’s mistakes with her niece. Fleur was brought up to study, to think and to be good, but not to laugh, or romp, or to be cuddled or petted. Her aunt was too stern, her father too absent, and her mother too fretful and sickly, to nourish the flame of affection that was in her.

But children are adaptable, and love, where it exists, will out in some form. She might not have love from her own family; but there were the servants, and there were animals, and from those sources Fleur acquired the minimum to survive. When baby Richard arrived, Fleur might easily have loved him, but his birth signalled the beginning of Phèdre’s final decline. She retired into semi-invalidism, taking the baby with her. In her suite of rooms at the back of the house she brooded over him, and languished in an atmosphere of lavender-water, smelling-salts, baby clothes, and genteel sickness, into which Fleur was introduced briefly and formally once a day.

Fleur hated those visits. She hated the close smell and the claustrophobic atmosphere of the overheated, over-decorated rooms. Her mother, a cascade of lace and ribbon, finest white lawn, gauze scarves and cashmere shawls, would be in bed or on the chaise-longue, reclining against a heap of lace-trimmed pillows, a handkerchief and vinaigrette in her hand. Her white face and blue-ringed eyes reminded Fleur always, painfully, of a trapped bird, and she looked at her daughter with a faint resentment which grew stronger as Fleur grew prettier year by year.

Hustled into the Presence by the hard hand of a housemaid, Fleur would present herself, hands behind her back, feet together and stomach well out, tucking down her chin in the effort not to cry. She knew it was wicked not to love her mother, but she wanted only to get away as quickly as possible. Sometimes in the night she would wake and cry out in terror as the uncontrollable thought came to her that she wished Mama would hurry up and die. God knew all your thoughts, as she had often been told, and she would be punished for it, sure as fate.

Having inspected her appearance, Phèdre would subject her to a brief catechism. She was asked if she had been good, if she had done her practice, if she had said her prayers; after which she was told she might kiss her Mama and leave her to rest. This was the moment Fleur dreaded. Close to, her mother smelled of lavender, but under that there was a sad, sour, stagnant smell like dying flowers in a vase. And the texture of her mother’s cheek to the lips was unnaturally soft, as though it might crumble at a touch like curd cheese.

Fleur would hesitate, tears of fear and disgust rising in her throat, until the hint of a pinch from the attendant maid drove her to do her duty. Then she would be allowed to go; and when outside the door her tears came in a scalding flood the servants thought she was crying because she loved her Mama, and called her a good girl. But one day, she knew, she would be unable to bring herself to perform that kiss; one day she would burst into tears before she got out of the room, and her dreadful secret would be discovered.

Phèdre died in the end without fuss, quietly in her sleep, while Sir Ranulph was in South America. Fleur was woken one morning by a housemaid with an unnaturally grave face, who told her that she must put on a black dress, because her Mama had gone to be with the angels. The information confused Fleur a little, firstly because she knew she had no black dress – her mourning clothes had been made for her in anticipation, but without her knowledge – and secondly because she would have thought being with the angels a cause for celebration rather than gloom.

She did not properly understand that her mother was dead, and her confusion was perpetuated when Uncle Frederick arrived, with Aunt Venus, to see to all the arrangements in his brother-in-law’s absence. Fleur loved Uncle Frederick and associated him with pleasure. She waited for some indication as to what form the party would take and whether she would be allowed to join in.

Enlightenment came the next morning when she was taken down to breakfast. Her aunt and uncle were in the breakfast parlour alone, and she caught the end of their conversation before they realised she was there.

‘It’s a merciful release,’ Frederick was saying.

Venus was standing by the window with her back to the door, a handkerchief crumpled tightly in her hand. ‘It’s a mercy for the boy,’ she said harshly. ‘Two years old and he can hardly walk or talk! She was ruining him. Thank God she’s dead, that’s what I say! If she’d lived another year we’d have had an idiot on our hands.’

Frederick had seen Fleur, wide-eyed at the door. ‘Hush, Vee!’ he said imperatively.

Venus turned, and Fleur flinched from that terrible face. There was pain in it, but not a pain she could comprehend; and a kind of vengeful anger. It was as though the eye of a primitive and powerful goddess had fallen on her. Fleur shrank down into herself, knowing something terrible was to happen, waiting through a short but ghastly silence for the blow to fall.

‘You had better come upstairs and see your Mama,’ Venus said at last.

‘Oh Vee,’ Frederick protested, but feebly. ‘Can’t it wait? After breakfast perhaps—’

‘Come, child,’ Venus said implacably, ignoring him. She stepped forward, holding out her hand. Fleur placed hers in it, as a victim places her head on the block. The fingers closed like a vice, and Venus led her out of the room and up the stairs. She walked fast, almost dragging Fleur with her, up the broad, oak stairs, along the passage carpeted with dust-coloured drugget, and up to the closed white door of Mama’s suite.

The house seemed unnaturally silent. The longcase clock on the landing ceased to tick; the sunlight falling through the small window held its breath, and the dust hung motionless in it, suspended. The tall white door swung open, and the familiar stuffy odour closed around them. But there was another smell, too, like the dead-flower smell of Mama, but intensified, and infinitely worse – false-sweet, dirty, loathsome!

And there was Mama, lying in bed as usual, but, oh, not as usual – lying down, not propped high, and with the sheet drawn up to her chest and her hands folded on top; still, so very still. Venus led Fleur towards the bed, and Fleur’s body cringed back, her feet dragging, knowing before her mind had understood that she didn’t want to be here.

They stopped beside the bed. ‘Your mother is dead, Fleur,’ said Venus. ‘You must kiss her goodbye for the last time.’

‘No,’ said Fleur, her mouth drying. ‘Please no.’

But, ‘You must,’ said Aunt Venus. The iron grip hardened, and Fleur was thrust implacably forward. There could be no argument.

Afterwards Fleur ran downstairs alone, blindly sobbing, and cannoned into Uncle Frederick, who was standing anxiously at the foot of the stairs, awaiting events.

‘Fleur, my dear,’ he said, catching her and setting her gently on her feet. She lifted a wild face to him, seeing the comprehension of everything in his eyes, her mother’s death, her aunt’s pain and anger, her own previously unperceived loneliness. It frightened her almost more than the death-chamber had.

‘Please,’ was all she managed to say; but Uncle Frederick seemed to understand. He hurried her out into the garden and held her head while she was sick into the wallflowers; and then, far from rejecting a wicked girl who had wished her mother’s death on her, he led her to a wooden bench in a sunny corner of the garden, and took her onto his lap. He sat like that for a long time while the sun moved slowly round behind the cherry tree – not saying anything, just holding her.

Afterwards, when Sir Ranulph returned, and it was plain he would not have time to be interested in a small baby, Ercy took Richard home with her. He was a pretty baby, and the disadvantages of his first two years soon dropped from him, and he developed into a normal, chubby little boy, high-spirited and noisy. Ercy doted on him, smothering him with indulgence and sugarplums until he was old enough to be sent to school. She almost broke her heart at having to part with him, but she never baulked at the necessity; nor, once Markby had pointed it out to her, at the propriety of his spending his school holidays mostly in his father’s house.

Fleur remained at home, under the charge of her latest governess. Frederick would have liked to have taken her home, as Ercy had taken Richard, but Venus would not have agreed to it, even had it been proper, in view of Fleur’s greater age, to suggest it. Venus continued to interest herself in Fleur’s upbringing, and had her to stay when Ranulph was away from home, and if her influence was not entirely benign, it was at least consistent.

At eighteen, with her aunt’s approval and her father’s indifference, Fleur had dismissed her governess and taken up the reins of the household, which she had governed ever since. Though she had grown up into an extremely pretty young woman, she had reached the age of twenty-four without ever having formed a romantic attachment, and Aunt Ercy, brought up to think that nineteen was on the shelf, regularly deplored the excess of education which had unfitted her niece for a woman’s vocation.

But it was not the education, nor the amount of it, which had made Fleur so different from other young women of her rank. All she knew of love was the affection one felt for servants and dogs and horses, and perhaps the pity for those in trouble. The scenes she had witnessed in childhood at the back door had left their mark on her – she occupied much of her spare time in those works of benevolence which Aunt Venus so condemned, interesting herself in the poor and sick of the parish.

She had grown used to a great degree of solitude, enjoyed her independence, and on the whole was content with her life, and had no wish to change it. Marriage she saw as admitting someone else to a position of authority over her, and she did not see what there was to attract in the prospect. As for an intimate and loving relationship with someone of her own rank – well, she had never seen it done, and did not know how it could be done.

Aunt Venus looked on with wry amusement as Fleur’s almost startling eligibility attracted, like moths to a lighted window, innumerable young men; who then, like the moths, proceeded to knock their infatuated heads senseless against the window-pane. They found it impossible to reconcile Miss Hamilton’s extreme prettiness – the golden ringlets, the cerulean blue eyes, the English rose complexion – with the strength and independence of her mind.

Venus knew that Fleur must marry sooner or later, and since she knew nothing of love and cared less, she assumed that Fleur would eventually come to her senses and contract an alliance with some suitable person, probably introduced by Venus herself. She was not aware that deep inside Fleur there was a sleeping self whose needs, though unrecognised, would not be denied.

Though Fleur did not as yet understand it consciously, she felt that there was another kind of life to lead, as well as that of the mind. If it came to her, she would recognise it and seize it; and if chance never sent it her way, she would at least never compromise it by entombing herself in the kind of lifeless marriage that her father and her aunt had contracted.


Chapter Two



Aunt Ercy woke refreshed from her doze and took herself off, yawning, to the Markbys’ apartment in Catherine Wheel Yard, St James’s Palace, to begin the lengthy process of dressing for dinner. Hardly had she left when the drawing-room door opened again, and Sir Ranulph came in.

‘Well, I’ve got something to tell that will amuse you!’ he chuckled. ‘Joe Paxton is going to knock them all for six!’

He was a tall man in the prime of life, and though exposure to harsh climates in the course of his expeditions had weathered him, he still had a great deal of the golden, blue-eyed beauty he had passed on to his children. If there was something a little inhuman about the beauty, something cool and distant about those bright blue eyes, few women, at least, noticed it. Many had been attracted to him, but short indeed was the time he had spent with any of them. He liked male company, and disliked emotional entanglements. His passions were aroused only by his work; and his essential needs, now as when his wife was alive, were satisfied by discreet ladies to whom it was a business transaction, who made demands on nothing but his purse.

‘I suppose it’s too much to expect you to enter a room in the conventional manner,’ Venus greeted him sternly. ‘Sit down, Ranulph, and stop bobbing about in that uncomfortable way.’

He winked at his daughter and said, ‘Your Aunt don’t like enthusiasm of any sort. Smacks too much of Jacobinism for her taste.’

‘Don’t talk such nonsense,’ Venus said. ‘What is this news of yours?’

‘Joe Paxton is to build the pavilion for the Great Exhibition, that’s what!’

‘Nonsense, how can he?’ Venus was scathing. ‘He didn’t even submit a plan – and the Building Committee’s put forward its own design, in any case.’

‘Ah, but you know quite well that will never be accepted. Listen, I’ll tell you how it came about. We were standing in the lily-house, and Paxton was telling me about his plans for extending it. I said I supposed it would be a lengthy job, and he said not at all: the way in which it’s constructed makes it the easiest thing in the world to alter, extend, or even take down completely. I laughed and said it was just the opposite to the Brick Carbuncle they were planning for the Exhibition; and then the same idea struck us both simultaneously!’

‘You don’t mean Mr Paxton proposes a glasshouse for the Exhibition?’ Fleur said.

‘Yes! There, I knew it would surprise you! But it’s the very thing, don’t you see? Firstly it will be so much cheaper, and secondly it will do away with all Brougham’s objections to solid bricks-and-mortar. It will be so obviously temporary that no one will be afraid of it: up in a trice, and down in a trice! And what could be more appropriate to a great garden, like Hyde Park, than a great glasshouse?’

Fleur’s imagination was at work. ‘It would look so pretty – light and airy, like a cloud-castle! Imagine it glittering in the sun, and the colours of the sky and the trees seen through it! But it would have to be huge, Papa. Can anything so big be made of glass? Would it be safe?’

‘Paxton says so. The engineering principles are the same, you know, whether it’s a—’

‘That’s all very well,’ Venus interrupted, ‘but it’s far too late. The Committee’s already put its own plan out to tender. They won’t consider an alternative now.’

Sir Ranulph waved a hand. ‘Trifling, trifling! That can be got over. If necessary I can talk to Buccleuch and Cole – they’ll see reason.’

‘And the Building Committee won’t like having their noses put out of joint – even by the most eminent gardener in the world.’

Ranulph shook his head. ‘You misjudge them, Vee. They’re good men – activated by the most disinterested feelings. Oh well,’ he conceded with a rueful smile, ‘human nature being what it is, there may be one or two who’ll find it hard to swallow their pride. But Stephenson is the best of men, and Brunel will see the sense of it, and they’ll carry the rest of them along.’ He jumped up restlessly. ‘Is Fred still in the House? I might just step up and consult him about it—’

‘Oh sit down, you intolerable jack-in-the-box!’ Venus cried. ‘Frederick’s too busy now to listen to your nonsense: there’s to be a division on the Papal Disabilities, and Russell has sent out the whips. You can talk to him at dinner – nothing can be done today, in any case.’

‘True enough. Paxton said he’s coming up to Town tomorrow to see Ellis, so he can step across to the Board of Trade afterwards and speak to Granville about it then. He’ll be his own best advocate – everyone likes Paxton.’

Sir Frederick’s return from the House was the signal for dinner to be put on the table. During the first course he initiated most of the conversation, and he was an entertaining talker. He was from a long line of bankers, but had followed his father into the family business more from duty than by desire. He had not that single-minded passion for money which alone enables a man to understand its mysterious moods and predict its behaviour as if it were a lovely but capricious mistress.

Parliament was much more to his taste, giving an outlet to both his sociability and his benevolence. He was a Benthamite and a pragmatist, and enjoyed the solid, earthy business of getting things done, whether it was Railways, Catholic Relief or the Banning of Cesspools; but his practicality was tempered by an easy-going generosity which often provoked his wife sorely. When he tossed a handful of coins to a beggar or promised to put a tramping man in the way of work, she would scold him fiercely and call him sentimental.

The conversation over dinner was wide ranging. All four of them had enquiring minds, and on occasions it was easy to forget the differences between them in age and sex. The discussion of Paxton’s notion of housing the Exhibition in a giant greenhouse led on to the topic of architecture in general. Frederick, mounting a familiar hobby-horse, bewailed the loss of the arcading in Regent Street, which had been pulled down recently by public order.

‘I walked up through Regent Street on my way home this evening, deep in thought, not noticing my surroundings; and when I came to myself suddenly, I couldn’t tell for a moment where I was!’ He shook his head sadly. ‘It was an appalling act of vandalism. Nash’s Grand Design – all those lovely Doric columns – the whole spectacular sweep of the Quadrant – all destroyed for the sake of a few miserable shopkeepers who complained that the Cyprians kept away their business! Did you ever hear such nonsense?’

Venus tapped an admonitory forefinger on the table, and Sir Ranulph grinned at his brother-in-law. ‘Not up to your usual standard of tact tonight, Freddy!’

Fleur smiled. ‘It’s quite all right, Papa, you needn’t worry. I know perfectly well what a Cyprian is. And after all, if I didn’t, there’d be no harm done, would there?’

Frederick looked from one to the other, startled. ‘Lord, Flo! Did I really say –? I’m sorry, m’dear. Deuced if I don’t forget sometimes how young and innocent you are! You seem so much like one of us, I forget to mind my tongue.’

‘I think he means that for a compliment!’

‘But Uncle,’ Fleur said gravely, ‘has pulling down the arcades answered, do you think? It seemed to me that when I was last in the Quadrant there were just as many painted faces as ever.’

Frederick shook his head at her. ‘Now you have shocked me! It’s bad enough for you to know what a Cyprian is, but to recognise one when you see one!’

‘My Aunt might feel the same way about you, sir!’ she parried.

Venus interrupted and firmly changed the subject. When they retired to the drawing-room, Fleur was persuaded to indulge her uncle in a game of backgammon, and Venus beckoned Ranulph to the other end of the room. A long, low-pitched conversation followed, which the two players observed in the intervals of play, exchanging glances of amused complicity with each other.

‘Vee’s giving poor Ralph toco about something,’ Frederick murmured gleefully at one point. ‘I’m always glad when I see it, simply that it ain’t me!’

‘It should have been you,’ Fleur said. ‘I don’t know why my aunt is blaming Papa for your mentioning filles de joie in front of me.’

‘Your fault was worse than mine,’ Frederick protested. ‘You ought to have swooned away, or at least had the vapours!’

‘No, nonsense, why should I be shocked?’ Fleur laughed. ‘My charitable works bring me all the time up against both the causes and effects of prostitution.’

‘Ah, but you wouldn’t even have pretended a suitable embarrassment if we’d been in conventional company,’ he said shrewdly. ‘That sort of unfeminine self-possession will put you at a disadvantage in the marriage-mart, Flo my dear!’

Fleur was not entirely surprised when a tap at her door as she was preparing for bed heralded a visit from her father.

‘Can I sit with you a moment, love? I want to talk to you.’

‘Yes Papa,’ she said, and he laughed.

‘Lord, don’t look so blue! I haven’t come to tear you off a strip!’

‘But Aunt Venus has been talking to you about me, hasn’t she?’

‘Yes, my love, but it was nothing bad. She thinks you are too isolated down in Chiswick, and that you ought to mix more with society so that you don’t become eccentric.’ Fleur smiled at that, but he frowned and went on, ‘She has a point, you know. Too much independence makes one impatient and intolerant—’

‘Am I so?’ Fleur asked, mortified.

‘Oh, Lord, no! I don’t suffer fools gladly, either. But you are just a little inclined to let people know what you think of them, by a look if not always in words.’

She felt her cheeks grow warm. This was the most intimate conversation she had had with her father in years, and it was almost a telling-off. Her pride as well as her feelings were wounded. ‘I’m sorry I’ve disappointed you, Papa,’ she said stiffly.

‘Oh, you’ve not disappointed me,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I don’t mind in the least what you do! But I tell you what, Fleur – you must get married some time, and your aunt is right – you’ll never find another man who’ll let you run on in the way your uncle and I do.’

She had nothing to say to any of that, and after a moment he went on, looking at her intently, ‘Isn’t there anyone you fancy at all, love? You’re uncommonly pretty, after all. What about the Scott boy? I saw you dancing with him for ever last Christmas.’

‘Teddy?’

‘Oh, Teddy, is it? Well, you evidently like him, and he seems a decent enough sort of young man. Can’t you marry him?’

‘Teddy and I grew up together. I’ve known him all my life, but I don’t want to marry him.’ She regarded her father shrewdly. ‘Teddy isn’t the eldest, you know – that’s Harry.’

‘Oh, well that’s no use then,’ Ranulph said easily. ‘The Scotts ain’t so very plump in the pocket. I expect Harry will get everything.’ With a grim sort of amusement, Fleur watched the thoughts process across her father’s face. ‘He’d be the better match for you, after all. You must try if you can’t fancy him.’

‘Yes, Papa,’ she said colourlessly, and looked down at her hands. She knew that her father was not really interested in the question, but had been driven to take it up with her by her aunt. She had merely to endure in silence, and it would soon be over: he wouldn’t say more than enough to be able to assure Venus he had ‘talked to’ his daughter.

So it proved. ‘Anyway, Richard will be back soon,’ Ranulph said as the happy thought came to him. ‘He can take you about, and introduce his friends to you. You’ll soon find someone you like.’

She looked up. ‘Richard won’t be home for long, though, will he?’

‘Where else would he be?’ Ranulph looked perplexed. ‘He can’t be thinking of Cambridge, surely? The last time I mentioned it – taking it for granted he’d be going, you know, or what else was he a Tug for? – he almost bit my head off. Said he wasn’t an inky grind or a damned cleric, thank you very much!’

Fleur smiled at this accurate representation of her brother’s style, glad that the attention had turned away from her at last. ‘Ah, then he hasn’t spoken to you about it? I wondered if that might be the case, from the tone of his letter. No, his idea now is to join the army. He wants you to buy him a commission.’

‘What?’ Ranulph said explosively.

‘Yes, Papa, and on the whole, I think it might be just the right thing for him,’ she said seriously. ‘After all, he isn’t clever, poor darling, but he’s a good rider and he dances beautifully, and he’d look very handsome in uniform.’

Ranulph laughed. ‘That certainly comprehends everything Wellington ever asked of an officer! But, Lord, Flo, have you any idea how much it costs to keep a man in a good regiment? And knowing Richard, it would have to be a fashionable one. To say nothing of buying the commission in the first place!’

‘A fortune, I should think,’ Fleur said calmly. ‘But after all, whatever he does, he’ll be expensive. The army will keep him out of mischief, and I dare say he’d spend just as much at Cambridge, on much more vulgar pursuits. At least with a commission he’d only run up a gentleman’s debts.’

‘That, my love, is very cold comfort!’

One chilly day in September Fleur was riding up Sutton Lane, about half a mile from home, on her good bay gelding Oberon, with the faithful but silently disapproving Buckley riding behind her. Richard had gone off for a day’s fishing with some friends, and she was taking the opportunity to pay a visit which she was aware was long overdue.

At the end of the lane was a terrace of four sixteenth-century cottages, known as Sutton Row. Halting Oberon before them she thought sadly that lovers of the Picturesque would have gone into ecstasies over them, and reached eagerly for a sketching-book.

The terrace was long and low, the walls patchily whitewashed, the oak beams faded almost to silver. The roof was buckled like a stormy sea, its tiles decorated with lichen; the chimneys leaned alarmingly, and the small, crooked windows were lattice-paned with ancient glass that was greenish and almost opaque. Under the windows a little strip of earth had been dug, which was crammed with marigolds and pansies. It looked enchanting – everything the Romantic School admired.

Unfortunately, as she was only too well aware, they had been built without foundations onto bare earth, and inside they were dark, damp and insanitary. The windows admitted little light and, since they were not made to open, no air at all. The earth floor sweated, and the walls ran water in damp weather. Rats lived in the roof-space, and the ancient lath-and-plaster was a haven for bugs.

There was only one privy for the whole Row – an earth-closet which, when it rained a great deal, did not drain properly, but seeped noxiously under the walls of the end cottage. And all water had to be fetched from the public pump a quarter of a mile away, so washing of persons or clothes was a luxury rarely indulged in by the residents.

Buckley dismounted and came to hold Oberon’s head while Fleur jumped down. In the end cottage lived a family named Black, who combined poverty, fertility and consumption to a distressing degree. She had visited them many times, always with Buckley’s disapproval, and without making any discernible improvement to any of the conditions.

‘No smoke from the chimney,’ she commented. ‘They’ve let the fire out again.’

‘Yes, miss,’ Buckley said, and gathered himself for one last assault. ‘Best let me go in, Miss Flora. T’ain’t fitting—’

‘Now don’t!’ Fleur said quickly. ‘We’ve been through all that already.’

‘But the dirt, Miss Flora! The disease! You might catch something.’

‘It’s consumption they suffer from, Buckley. You get that from living in those conditions, not from a short visit.’ She began to unbuckle the bag from the dees, knowing he hadn’t yet delivered himself of his worst fear. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw it gestating in his face.

‘But miss,’ he cried at last in an urgent undertone, ‘the – the little visitors!’

She turned to him, trying not to smile, for she knew he felt very strongly about it. ‘I promise you I shan’t come out of that door with anything that has more than two legs! There now, does that satisfy you? Tie up the horses, there’s a dear man, and then come and help me kindle the fire. I’m sure to want hot water at the least.’

Before they reached it, the door was opened by a girl of eight, who stood rubbing the sole of one bare, dirty foot on the top of the other and grinning shyly at the visitors.

‘Hello, Betty,’ Fleur said. ‘How are you today?’ She observed with dismay the brilliant, painted colour in the child’s cheeks and the brightness of her dark eyes. She was acquainted by now with all the kinds of consumption, and this, she thought, was the worst. The sufferer burned up like a piece of paper, was quickly consumed, and then suddenly snuffed out.

‘All right, miss. Have you come to see Ma?’

Buckley gave the child a malevolent look of disapproval for her familiarity, which Betty entirely ignored. She backed into the house, and Fleur, taking a good deep breath, followed.

The doorway was so low that, though she was not a tall woman, Fleur had to bow her head to pass under the lintel. The darkness inside took a while to adjust to, but the smell was instantaneous – a mixture of old sweat and dirty bodies, of ammonia, sewage and sickness, a disturbing whiff of putrefaction, and the sweetish smell of lice. It seemed to thicken the air almost to soup, coating the inside of her nose and mouth. Fleur breathed shallowly and fought the desire to spit: her mouth was full of saliva, but she didn’t want to swallow it.

The earth floor under her feet was slippery, and the dampness inside the house made it seem penetratingly cold. There was no fire in the hearth of the single downstairs room, which was not only the sole source of heat in the house, but was also used for cooking. On the bed to one side of the room, the two younger children sat, playing with a small puppy, and an even smaller kitten whose eyes and nose were crusted yellow.

Buckley came in behind her with an armful of wood he had collected from the pile under the eaves. He glared at Betty, who had begun leisurely to scratch her head, and with massive disapproval went across to kindle the fire.

Betty turned to Fleur, big with news. ‘Ma’s in bed, miss,’ she said importantly, and laid both hands on her belly. ‘She’s got a pain here.’

Fleur felt a twinge of consternation. It might only be the gripes, but Mrs Black’s latest delivery had been a hard one, and it was those, in her experience, which most often led to childbed fever.

‘I’ll go up and see her. Now, my love, I’ve got some calves’-foot jelly here for you. I want you to have a spoonful now, and then put it up on the chimney-shelf out of the way. When your father comes home, tell him you and Jackie are to have a spoonful twice a day. It’s not for anyone else. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, miss,’ Betty said. Fleur could only hope her instructions would be followed, though she feared the jelly might just as easily be given to the new baby, or even the puppy.

The stairway in the corner of the room opened at the top directly into the bedroom, which contained nothing but a bed. The whiff of corruption seemed stronger up here. Fleur noted the broad green stain on the ceiling above the bed, over the head of the mother, who lay against the pillows suckling the new baby. The sheets, the pillow covers, and the woman’s clothing were all horribly dirty and worn. Only the baby clothes, which Fleur had provided a week ago, were of good quality, and even they, she noted, were now grubby.

Despite her debilitating illness, Mrs Black was horribly fertile, and she had already borne eleven children. She was only five or six years older than Fleur herself, but with her sunken cheeks, hollow eyes and missing teeth, she looked nearer fifty. Black was a poor provider, not lazy or dishonest, but too stupid and inept for any but the most basic of labours, frequently laying himself up with injuries, and always the first to be laid off when work was scarce. All he seemed good for was to breed a string of consumptives from his unhealthy wife. They had buried four already, and now the eldest boy, Jack, had the bistred eyes and slow, careful cough that spelt his ultimate doom.

The symptoms of the mother’s consumption usually disappeared during her frequent gestations, perhaps one of the reasons that she did nothing to avoid conception. Today, however, she was looking flushed and unwell, and there was a preoccupied look about her eyes, which suggested that she was in pain. A step nearer the bed, and Fleur caught the sweet-sick odour of pus, and her heart sank. Childbed fever was almost always fatal.

She placed a firm restraining hand over her feelings, and dredged up a reassuring smile for her face.

‘Hello, Mrs Black. How are you today?’ she said pleasantly.

The following morning the wind went round to the south. The mild, golden day was perfect for galloping, and since he was eager to get his chestnut mare, Pearl, fit before the cubbing started, and since he hated to ride alone, Richard nobly offered to escort his sister on a long ride.

They went by Turnham Green and over the Back Common, galloped over the plough, skirted Starch Green, and then ran all the way out to Wormholt Farm before turning back – what Richard rather grandly called ‘a three-mile point’. The speed and freedom brought a fine colour to his face and a brightness to his blue eyes, and he was at his most agreeable.

Fleur always hated to return by the same route she went, so they came back via Chiswick, meaning to cross the grounds of Chiswick House, which shared a boundary with Grove Park. The Duke of Devonshire, being not only a neighbour but a friend of Papa’s, had always encouraged the young Hamiltons to regard his grounds as an extension of their own garden.

As they passed through the village, however, Richard’s pride took a fall. Pearl was still very fresh and rather nappy, and at the corner of Church Street she took exception to the Rector’s gig, which was just coming out of its own gate. Resisting Richard’s urgings to pass it, she kicked out, catching the Rector’s horse square in the chest and cutting it slightly. Since the Rector was driving himself, Richard was obliged to listen to a blistering lecture about his and his horse’s manners without being able to say a word in his defence, though plenty had suggested themselves to him. They rode on at last, but Richard had been brooding ever since.

Now, as they neared the wicket into their lane and the end of their ride, Fleur glanced at her brother and said, ‘Do stop sulking! It was entirely your own fault, you know. You ought to manage Pearl better than that.’

Richard bristled. ‘How can I help it if she’s fresh? Anyway, I’d sooner have a horse with some spirit than a deuced old slug like that whiskery grey thing of Rector’s!’

‘Spirit is all very well, if you can control it; but you get Pearl lathered up, and then you can’t hold her.’ Fleur grinned. ‘Oh, but you should have seen your face when he called you a cow-handed young thruster! If looks could kill …!’

‘He’d no business saying that,’ Richard growled. ‘And all that pi-jaw about Eton manners. I bet he went to some beastly Doctor Floggem’s Academy or other! I tell you, I had the deuce of a job not to knock him down. If he hadn’t been a man of the cloth—’

‘Very likely,’ Fleur said, not at all soothingly, ‘but you know in your heart he was right. You were being heavy-handed, pulling Pearl’s mouth about so, it’s no wonder she kicked out.’

Richard hated to be in the wrong, and looked about for an excuse. ‘I’m not far off thinking she’s too light for me, you know – more of a woman’s ride, really. If only Pa weren’t so deuced tight-fisted, he’d have bought me something up to weight by now. I can’t see myself hunting Pearl if the going’s heavy this season. She’d never stand a long point.’

His sister glanced at him shrewdly. ‘What you’re really complaining about is that he hasn’t bought you the commission you wanted. But it isn’t meanness, you know. He just forgets.’

‘Forgets!’ he growled.

‘Anyway, why such a hurry? I should have thought you’d like to spend a little time at home. I was hoping you’d escort me to a few parties and balls this winter, before you go away and leave me all alone.’

‘Much you care about being alone,’ Richard retorted. ‘And if you mean you want me to parade my friends for you to take your pick of, I can tell you I don’t mean to do it. I haven’t forgotten last Christmas, when I brought Wilkins and Tommy Gander home! You’re a damned sight too satirical, and I don’t care to have my friends laughed at.’

‘I don’t laugh at them.’

‘Much you don’t! Well anyway, they think you do, which comes to the same thing. And besides, if you wanted to get married, you wouldn’t need my help to do it, so don’t humbug me, Flo my girl. I never knew a female more able to get her own way than you.’

‘What a pretty picture you paint of me. I only wish it were the truth! But here we are at the wicket, and I’m female enough to need you to get down and open it. What a pity it is women can’t ride astride.’

‘Deuced good thing, if you ask me,’ Richard said, preparing to dismount. ‘You’re enough of an embarrassment to me as it is. Hullo! Here’s a piece of luck – there’s a Cit at the gate, all ready to open it for us! It’s worth a tip of the hat to me,’ he added, giving himself away, ‘not to have to remount when Pearl’s in this mood.’

‘Hush! It’s not a Cit,’ Fleur said hastily. ‘It’s Teddy Scott. Now do be civil, Dick!’

‘Not I, by Jove!’ Richard said hastily. ‘You can entertain your lovers yourself. Hulloa, Scott! Good day to you! Sorry I can’t stay and talk – my mare won’t stand, you know.’

The young man in plain country clothes had civilly opened the wicket for the riders, and was able to do no more than raise a startled hand in salute as Pearl shot past him, flinging up mud, and disappeared at a butcher’s trot up the lane towards the stables. Fleur made an exasperated face at Richard’s back, then walked Oberon sedately through the gate and halted him while Scott fastened it behind her.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You must forgive Richard – he’s suffering from a severe attack of wounded vanity! Mr Copthall called him cow-handed for letting Pearl kick his cob.’

Scott approached her stirrup and looked up at her with a familiar mixture of old affection and new longing. The Scotts’ home, Elmwood, was next door to Grove Park on the other side from Chiswick House; a pleasant old house, but without the benefit of a river frontage. All the young Scotts, in consequence, had haunted Grove Park’s pleasure-grounds for the sake of the fishing and bathing, and since Teddy and Fleur were of an age, they had been friends all their lives. On his return from Oxford, he had discovered that his former playmate had become a beautiful young woman, and everything had changed for him. That it had not for her was his tragedy.

‘Poor Dick!’ he said. ‘Feelings are so tender at his age.’

‘At his age? Oh Methuselah!’ Fleur laughed at him. ‘But I didn’t know you were back.’

‘I only came last night, too late to walk up and call on you.’

‘And how was Leicestershire? You are a strange one, Teddy, coming away just when anyone else would be going there.’

‘Ah, but I didn’t go for the hunting,’ he said lightly. ‘Have you finished your ride?’

‘Yes. Where were you off to?’

‘Home, but I’m in no hurry.’

‘Walk with me to the stables, then,’ Fleur invited cordially. ‘Mind, while I jump down.’

‘Let me help you. It’s muddy here.’

Fleur allowed him to jump her down, unaware of the pleasure it gave him, since to her the touch of his hands on her waist was no more exciting than Buckley’s. He hooked Oberon’s bridle over his arm and offered his other arm to her, and they walked up the lane together.

‘I haven’t seen you since you came back from London the last time,’ he said. ‘How’s the what-you-may-call coming along – what was it Punch called it?’

‘The Crystal Palace? Oh, at a great rate! And everyone in London is glass-mad! You wouldn’t believe what they’re predicting will be built of it in the future – houses, railway stations, waiting rooms – anything you like! It’ll be glass cathedrals and glass factories next.’

‘I can see the advantages, of course,’ Scott said. ‘It’s light and strong, and iron and glass are cheap. But this Exhibition Hall – surely in the summer the sunlight will be blinding, and the heat unbearable?’

‘Unbleached calico,’ Fleur said promptly. ‘The roof and the south elevation are to have blinds across them. Oh, Mr Paxton’s thought of everything, I promise you – drainage, ventilation, even a patent dust-free floor!’

‘I see you know all about it,’ Teddy smiled.

‘I’ve heard nothing else these months past,’ Fleur said. ‘My aunt hates the whole thing, but I like Mr Paxton, and of course there’s a sort of family interest in all his works.’

‘So the enemies of the Exhibition have been routed, have they?’

‘Well, they’ve found a way to placate Colonel Sibthorpe over the elm trees, at least. They’re not to be cut down after all: there’s to be a transept across the centre of the building with an arched roof to accommodate them. The trees will live actually inside, like part of the Exhibition.’

‘And very pretty they’ll look, too, when the leaves are out.’

‘Ah, but they’ve forgotten one thing,’ Fleur said wickedly. ‘What about the birds that nest in them? I should think the exhibitors might find flocks of sparrows flying to and fro over their treasures something of a disadvantage.’

Teddy laughed. ‘Shame on you, Miss Hamilton, for your ungoverned imagination! I dare say Mr Paxton will invent a patent bird-scarer—’

‘All made of iron and glass, no doubt, and powered by steam! I’d put nothing past him. But now, Mr Scott, I want to talk to you about something serious. I went to visit some of your father’s tenants yesterday.’

‘The Blacks, Sutton Row. You needn’t have – I meant to go myself tomorrow,’ he said shortly.

‘How did you know?’

‘Your housekeeper’s niece told our housemaid.’

‘The new baby’s arrived,’ Fleur sighed, ‘I’m almost certain Mrs Black has puerperal fever, and you know what that means. I’ve arranged for Dr Walker to see her today, but there’s little enough he’ll be able to do. The poor woman was terrified she was going to be sent to hospital. It took all my powers to persuade her to let me call Dr Walker at all.’

‘Well, you know why,’ Scott said. ‘When they go into hospital, it’s a thousand to one they’ll never come out. People of her order only go to hospital to die, and she knows it.’

‘In a few days, a week at the most, she’ll almost certainly be dead anyway.’

‘Well at least she’ll die in her own bed.’

‘Yes, but that’s small comfort. Teddy, the roofs still leaking, right over her bed. There was actually moss growing on the bedroom ceiling! It’s a great deal too bad of your father. I’ve asked him at least four times to have it seen to.’

‘Have you, by George? Perhaps that accounts for his foul temper these last few days!’

‘Don’t joke, Teddy – the whole family is consumptive, and that cottage is as damp as the bottom of a well. It’s killing them. I wish you would speak to your father. Surely he could spare a man for the job? I don’t suppose it would take more than an hour or two.’

‘Look, Fleur, the rent of those cottages doesn’t go near to paying for the repairs they need. And the Blacks hardly ever pay their rent anyway. They should be grateful my father lets them stay at all, when anyone else would have thrown them out long ago.’

‘How can you talk like that? Have you any idea what it’s like inside that cottage?’

‘Of course I have – but you shouldn’t! There’s no need for you to visit the Blacks. They aren’t your responsibility.’

‘The poor are everyone’s responsibility!’

‘Oh—’ He looked exasperated. ‘But why must you go yourself? Other ladies send a servant with a bowl of soup – why must you always be different?’

She rounded on him. ‘Because I am different! And I shan’t give up what I see to be my duty, even at the risk of shocking you!’

‘I’m not shocked. I just worry about you, going into places like that. You’re a lady – you’re tender and delicate. You shouldn’t be exposed to dirt and disease and—’

‘Will you speak to your father or not?’

‘I can’t interfere with my father’s business decisions.’

‘How can it be a business decision, when there are lives at stake? Is profit more important than people?’

‘Rents are business. And if businessmen don’t make a profit, everyone will starve.’

‘That was your father talking, not you! You aren’t like that, Teddy!’

They had halted in the lane, the better to continue the quarrel, and now he paused before answering, looking down into her lovely face, and thinking how she was more beautiful than ever when her eyes and cheeks were bright with animation. If only he could ever be the cause of it!

‘No,’ he said more quietly, ‘I’m not like that. But you must believe me, Fleur – I have no influence over my father. Now less than ever.’

‘Why, what have you done?’

He looked wry. ‘I didn’t tell you what I went into Leicestershire for. I was sent to stay with my cousins and make my fortune, but I came back unsuccessful, and it’s put both my parents out of temper.’

‘What can you mean?’

‘I failed to secure the hand of Miss Marlow.’

Fleur laughed at him. ‘What, the rich Miss Emily Marlow, your cousin’s friend? Wouldn’t she have you, Ted?’

‘Worse than that,’ said Scott, his eyes fixed on hers. ‘I wouldn’t offer.’

‘Oh.’ She faltered, and felt her cheeks grow warm. Scott plunged recklessly on, seizing both her hands to ensure her attention.

‘You know why. Oh Fleur, can’t you, won’t you marry me? You know how I feel about you! We could be so comfortable, and Father and Mother would like it of anything! I can’t love anyone else, and it makes everyone so mad with me.’

Fleur couldn’t prevent herself from laughing. ‘Teddy Scott, you are a fool! Am I to marry you simply to stop your parents scolding you?’

He coloured. ‘No, of course not. I suppose I expressed myself badly, but you know what I mean.’

‘Yes, I know. You think you’re in love with me, and your parents want you to make a good match so that they needn’t provide for you out of Harry’s patrimony. Oh, don’t look at me like that! I know you aren’t mercenary. But this being in love with me is all fudge, you know. We played spillikins together when we were children, that’s all. There’s nothing more to it than that.’

He dropped her hands. ‘You really are a heartless girl. A fellow talks of love to you, and you dance a mazurka on his tenderest feelings.’

‘No I don’t, Ted. I’m very fond of you, but as a brother, and I couldn’t possibly marry you. Now don’t say any more about it, please, or we shan’t be comfortable together. There are plenty of other girls, you know.’

‘I’m not interested in other girls.’ He sighed and stared gloomily at the ground. ‘However, if you won’t have me, I may even be driven into Miss Marlow’s arms. There’s another plan afoot which I like even less: Father’s talking of sending me into the army.’

‘No, really? But it wouldn’t be so bad, would it? It’s what Richard wants above anything – a life of luxury, with nothing to do but appear on parade once a week.’

Scott looked grim. ‘That isn’t quite what Father has in mind. I’d be expected to live on my pay.’

‘But there’d still be the commission to buy, and that could come to thousands. I wonder your father hasn’t thought about the expense.’

‘He has. I’m to go to Woolwich,’ he said bitterly.

Fleur stared a moment, and then began to laugh. ‘For a moment I thought you were serious!’

‘I am serious. It’s a genuine, imminent threat.’

‘But Teddy, you an Engineer? You can’t even draw a straight line! Remember when your papa gave you that corner of the garden for yourself, and you tried to mark out a flowerbed with pegs and string?’

Oberon, growing bored with standing still, blew at Scott’s hair and tentatively nibbled his ear, but he didn’t even notice. His face was very serious, and Fleur thought he looked suddenly rather handsome.

‘Don’t laugh at me,’ he said quietly. ‘Father means it. He says I’m idle and luxurious, and I’m to go to Woolwich immediately after Christmas. That’s all the future I have to look forward to – an Engineer officer. A grease monkey. A grind.’

Fleur looked at him levelly, perfectly well aware of what was in his mind. ‘Perhaps you’ll like it. An Engineer officer is still a gentleman, you know, and your companions will at least be more intelligent than Richard’s.’

‘How can I be a soldier? The idea of war makes me sick!’

‘We haven’t had a war for thirty-five years. At worst you may be sent to India or Ireland, and even Lord Wellington survived that!’

‘Fleur, please! You know I’d hate it! Won’t you please marry me, and let us be happy together?’

‘It’s no good, Teddy, I can’t marry you just to keep you from being an Engineer.’

‘Not just for that! It would be so comfortable—’

‘Oh, comfortable! I’m comfortable now. I should need a great deal more than that to tempt me to change my condition.’

‘What sort of more?’ he demanded.

She looked at him sadly. ‘Something I don’t think you could give me,’ she said.

‘And that’s your last word?’ He turned away abruptly so that she shouldn’t see his face. ‘Very well,’ he said, rather muffled. ‘I wish you may not regret it.’

‘I hope not, too. Let’s walk on – Oberon’s getting cold.’


Chapter Three



Normally Kensington Road was a quiet enough street, its traffic enlivened by nothing more out of the ordinary than a squadron of cavalry posting back to the Knightsbridge Barracks, or a glimpse of the Duke of Wellington passing in his carriage on his way to Apsley House.

Not so in April 1851. From all over the country, from all over the world, came the exhibits for the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations. Great waggons, loaded high with packing-cases, trundled along at snail’s pace, drawn by teams of straining horses. They converged on Kensington, rumbling over the cobbles with a noise like thunder, keeping to the kerbside of the road, so that, in theory, the normal traffic – carts, gigs, hackneys, drays and ‘buses – could clatter past down the centre.

The pavements were crowded day and night with a densely packed, slowly moving mass of sightseers. There were Londoners, sharp-featured and sharp-voiced, thrusting through the crowds with the impatient authority of the native; and country folk in plain flannel and heavy boots, bewildered as cattle, staring about them as though they had been lightly stunned. There were families from the industrial north, pinch-faced women in plaid shawls, clutching their children tight by the hand, and cave-chested men, determined to stand their ground against exploitation, but ready to be taken in by any genial rogue who would give them a kind word and a friendly smile in this alien place.

And there were foreigners of all sorts, strangely dressed and strangely complected, with beards, with pantaloons, with funny hats, chattering in two dozen different tongues, waving their arms like windmills. If the newspapers were to be believed, they were also secretly plotting to overthrow their own and everybody else’s governments, and to impose on freedom-loving peoples the evils of Communism, Socialism, Chartism, and every other terrible modern ‘ism’, not to mention Popery and Anarchy into the bargain.

And to add to the glorious confusion there were pedlars with trays of souvenirs, gold- and silver-coloured medals, paper panoramas and gelatine views; hawkers with baskets of oranges and coconuts and barrows stacked high with bottles of ginger-beer; jugglers and street musicians and cardsharpers and puppeteers; touts of every sort offering forged season tickets, blank Exhibition guides and non-existent accommodation; pickpockets, drunks, pugilists, urchins and beggars. The street was a bedlam of shouts, whistles, catcalls and curses, of dogs barking and whips cracking, of dust, mud, carriage-wheels and horse dung, of nutshells, orange-peel, bones, and all manner of lost property trampled underfoot.

The focus of everyone’s attention was, of course, the Park; and, behind the railings against which the milling crowds pressed, the great Crystal Palace itself. Messrs Fox and Henderson had brought it into being in record time. The upper portion rose majestic and glittering in the spring sunshine from the hoardings which concealed the works. Everyone pointed out to everyone else the magnificent arch of the Transept, and told and retold the wonderful story of the reprieved elm trees, which were coming into bud under its shelter.

There were still ladders sloping against the sides, and tiny figures picked their delicate way over the glass roof like ants. Inside, five hundred decorators were busy painting the ironwork in shades of pale blue, yellow and scarlet. The Times had criticised these primary colours as vulgar, but the consensus of the crowd was that it was pleasant, light, gay, and altogether the very thing. When the flags of all nations were flying from the rooftop, the effect would be magnificent.

On the other side of the Building, between it and the Serpentine, ran Rotten Row, where polite society exercised its horses. Fleur was cantering Oberon there, enjoying his smooth, even pace, and the soft drumming of his hooves in the tan, and stealing a glance from time to time at the astonishing structure which seven months ago had existed only in the mind of the Duke of Devonshire’s head gardener.

The method of construction was so novel and intriguing that applications to be admitted to the site had multiplied week by week, and a reprehensible trade in forged workmen’s passes had flourished outside the Park gates. The contractors had relented at last and allowed a limited number of observers inside the hoardings each day, charging them five shillings each, the proceeds going into an accident fund for the workers. The Queen herself had already been eight times; though Fleur remembered with a smile that Mr Fox had complained to Uncle Frederick that every time Her Majesty visited, she got the workers so excited that it cost him twenty pounds in lost time.

With a week to go before the opening, the excitement was rising to fever pitch, and even Aunt Venus had been so far infected as sometimes to forget that she disapproved of the whole thing. Fleur and her father were fixed in London for as long as they wished. She smiled as she remembered how they had been invited. Aunt Venus and Uncle Frederick had come to stay for Christmas as usual, and over the Christmas dinner the conversation had turned once again, as it so often did, to the Exhibition.

For once Venus hadn’t objected; instead, with an indulgent smile, she said, ‘You and Fleur must come and stay for the whole summer. You won’t want to have to travel up every time you visit the Exhibition. And besides, there will be bound to be lots of other things going on in London. Yes, you shall stay in Hanover Square, and I shall see to it that you are well entertained.’

The effect of her munificence was immediately spoiled, however, by Frederick, who, on his third glass of claret, winked at his niece and said, ‘Don’t be too grateful, love. She’s acting out of the purest self-interest, you know.’

‘Frederick!’ Venus said awfully.

‘Oh, no, Uncle, I’m sure it’s not so.’

‘I assure you! Ever since it was known the Exhibition was to take place, we’ve been bombarded with requests from relatives we’ve never seen before, who all discover they can’t survive another year without making our better acquaintance. There won’t be a bed to spare in the whole of London next summer, and so your aunt is planning to forestall the people she don’t like, by installing those she does before opening day!’

Whatever the reason for the invitation, Fleur was very happy to accept. Christmas had also been marked by the announcement that negotiations were concluded on Richard’s commission. He was to join his regiment in January, and she had anticipated another solitary year.

Having resigned himself to the inevitable, Sir Ranulph had come up to scratch handsomely, buying Richard a cornetcy not just in a fashionable regiment, but in the fashionable regiment, the 11th Hussars.

‘The Cherrypickers – Prince Albert’s Own!’ Richard said breathlessly after his interview in Papa’s study on Christmas Eve. His face was flushed and his eyes bright and he looked, Fleur thought affectionately, no more than fifteen in his excitement. ‘It’s everything I could have wished for!’

‘Good God! It must have cost Papa a fortune!’

‘I suppose so. Of course, the price of the commission is fixed, but then there were the bribes—’

‘Which probably came to twice as much again!’ Fleur said. ‘But you’re not supposed to use that word, love. They’re douceurs, didn’t you know?’

‘Oh really? Well, the cornet who was selling was waiting for a lieutenancy in the 17th Lancers, which depended on the retirement of a captain of the 8th. The captain wasn’t willing to sell out unless he could be sure of a comfortable income, and so there were douceurs to be administered all the way up the line. Pa wouldn’t tell me the “demmed total” but I believe it was several thousand pounds.’

‘But will the purchase be approved? I mean, the 11th, you know – the smartest, most fashionable regiment in the Light Brigade!’

‘Already has been. Pa asked Uncle Markby, and he spoke to the Queen, and she spoke to the colonel of the 11th, Lord Cardigan, who’s a great favourite of hers, and so it was settled.’

Later, when Fleur spoke to Uncle Frederick about it, he added to her information. ‘Of course, Cardigan don’t spend much time with the regiment nowadays, which is all to the good, because he’s quite mad, you know.’

Fleur laughed. ‘Oh come!’

‘It’s true. The stories I could tell you, you’d hardly believe!’

‘I’ve heard say he’s a very handsome and affable man.’

‘Handsome, certainly. And as splendid as a peacock. In the old days, whenever he went up to Town he would send half a dozen of his best troopers on leave, and pay them a shilling each to station themselves all along St James’s Street and salute him as he went past.’

‘And this is the manner of man who commands our crack cavalry?’

‘Oh, Richard will like it beyond anything! He’ll be ready to swoon over the uniform – the Cherrypickers have the tightest pants, the shortest jackets, and the most irrational headgear in the world!’

‘He’ll become a tremendous swell.’

‘The most tremendous. He’ll grow his moustaches and say “vewwy” and “sowwy”, affect a terrible boredom and secretly long for a pell-mell battle to prove himself.’

‘Too cruel, Uncle!’

‘Do you think so? I’d say he was perfectly suited to being a cavalry officer. He’s a neck-or-nothing rider, and if ever there should be a war, he’d lead the charge in the coolest possible manner, and never show a particle of fear.’

‘That sounds a little kinder. But, seriously, is that really all that’s needed in a battle?’

‘My dear Flo, an officer’s duty is simply to get his men into position, and keep them there by displaying his indifference to danger. Only bring an English soldier face to face with the enemy, and he’ll do the rest. I have that from the Duke himself.’

‘The Duke?’ Fleur raised her eyebrows. ‘What does he know about war?’

‘Don’t be mischievous. You know perfectly well that “the Duke” in a military context means Lord Wellington, and in a botanical context Lord Devonshire.’

‘Well, there’s not likely to be a war in any case. Richard will either fry in India, or grow moss in Ireland.’

‘Not Richard. If his regiment goes abroad, he’ll go onto half-pay until it comes back!’

Her mind was called back from recollection by a familiar voice.

‘Hulloa, Fleur! I say! Over here!’

She reined Oberon in, looked about her, and saw Richard and a fellow cavalryman on their horses under a budding chestnut tree a little way off. From any distance, it was not possible to mistake the 11th Hussars. The tight crimson overalls with the double gold stripe, the fur-trimmed, gold-frogged pelisse worn off one shoulder, the red and gold barrel-sash, the fur cap with the white and crimson plume … all Hussars were splendid, but the Cherrypickers were quite dazzling!

‘Hullo Richard! I was just thinking about you!’

‘Strordin’ry coincidence – I was just talkin’ about you,’ Richard drawled in his new Hussar accent from behind his even newer cavalry whiskers. They were not yet very convincing, but his soldier-servant anointed them with mysterious nostrums at night, which he swore would have them flourishing in no time.

‘I thought you were in Hounslow. What are you doing here?’ said Fleur.

‘Oh, nothin’ much. My particular friend, Brooke.’

‘Good day to you, Mr Brooke.’

‘How d’e do?’ Brooke murmured with fashionable languor and raised his fingers to his cap as though with an effort. That he was a tremendous swell was evident: his whiskers must have been longer and glossier, and his wasp-waisted corsets tighter than anyone else’s in the regiment.

‘Have you come to see the Crystal Palace?’ Fleur asked innocently.

‘Lord, no! On duty, ma’am. On our way from takin’ a message to Horse Guards,’ Brooke said, raising his eyebrows at the idea that they might be interested in a Sight. ‘Just thinkin’, matter of fact, good thing when it’s all over. Feahful crush. Too dashed many Cits and wowdies, Miss Hamilton, for my taste.’

‘That’s true,’ Richard said. ‘You shouldn’t be riding alone, Fleur. I wonder my aunt allows it. T’ain’t safe.’

Fleur knew perfectly well that what really worried him was the lack of consequence she was displaying to his new friend. The newest cornet in the regiment had his dignity to consider, and unconventional behaviour by any member of his family undermined it.

‘Oh rot!’ she said mildly. ‘I’ve been riding alone these six years, as you very well know.’

‘At home – that’s different. This is a public place. You should have Buckley with you.’

‘Buckley’s got other things to do. Besides, what could possibly happen to me in such a public place?’

Richard looked stubborn. ‘It don’t look right. And there are a lot of ugly customers about. These aren’t the usual sort of people you find in the Park, you know.’

‘Same in the Clubs,’ Brooke agreed. ‘Full of Country members one’s never seen before. Give you my word!’ He opened his eyes slightly wider. ‘And just the other day, Johnson – the porter, you know – had to chuck a howwid fellow off the front steps! Labourer or some-such, sittin’ there eatin’ a beef sandwich – with mustard oozin’ out of the side!’ He shuddered.

‘How appalling!’ Fleur said sympathetically.

Richard intervened hastily. ‘How do you think Pearl’s looking?’

‘Very fit – and you needn’t have worried about the crimson shabraque clashing with her coat. It sets it off to perfection!’

It was the right thing to say. Richard looked pleased. ‘Major Forster said last week he wished he might buy her from me, she’s so neat and sure-footed.’

‘But don’t you wonder if she isn’t a bit light for you? If there was a battle and the going was at all heavy—’ Fleur began solemnly, and Richard reddened and made a face at her.

‘She’s good enough for the 11th, and the 11th is the best regiment in the cavalry, so there! And when we do go into battle, I can tell you we’ll ride straight over the enemy without stopping for anything!’

Fleur smiled provocatively and pointed with her whip-stock towards the Crystal Palace. ‘There stands the greatest monument to Universal Peace ever built! There won’t be any more battles. We don’t need war any more: any little differences between nations will be settled with calm talk and diplomacy.’

‘Oh fudge!’ Richard said hotly. ‘How can you say so, when there’s trouble brewing everywhere – Austria crushing Hungary, Poles in exile, this new man in France brimful of ambition, Russia just waiting to seize Turkey! It’s only a matter of time before we’re called on to sort it all out.’

‘A prospect you plainly relish! But I think your ambitions are colouring your judgement.’

‘Fact is, ma’am,’ Brooke said politely, lightening her ignorance, ‘that it ain’t the thing for a nation to go too long in a state of peace. Slackens the moral fibre. Makes us weak and luxurious. War – war in a good cause, that is – is good for us. A sort of – of—’

‘Catharsis?’ Fleur offered.

‘Purge. Like the Cwusades. Come back feelin’ all right with the world.’

‘Thank you for explaining it to me, Mr Brooke. I had no idea war was so good for the health.’

The young man looked awkward, not sure whether she was laughing at him or not. Richard knew which it was, and hastened to intervene again. ‘Never mind all that, Flo. What’s the news? How’s Pa?’

‘Enjoying himself. He’s fascinated by the Exhibition. He’s been inside the Building to see the works twice. Uncle Frederick’s been three times: I’m afraid it’s the plumbing that fascinates him, though. Pipes and ducts and fountains and fire-cocks – he took the knees out of a pair of trousers crawling about the floorboards to see where the pipes went.’

‘Shockin’!’ Brooke cried feelingly, and then blushed, realising he had been impertinent.

Fleur, however, only smiled. ‘Quite reprehensible! It makes Aunt Venus so cross. She’s banned all mention of the Exhibition or the Crystal Palace at the dinner-table, but they just seem to come creeping in, in spite of everyone’s good resolutions. The whole thing’s so exciting, don’t you think?’

Brooke coughed a little, and said, ‘Are you goin’ to the Duchess of Alderney’s ball next week, Miss Hamilton?’

‘Yes, indeed, Mr Brooke. We dine with the Duke first, so I dare say we shan’t get there until late, though. You know what he’s like.’

This casual mention of the Commander-in-Chief winded the subaltern slightly, but he showed a courage and determination worthy of a Hussar officer by plunging ahead anyway. ‘May I hope for the honour of a dance, ma’am?’

‘I’m most flattered, Mr Brooke; but I must beg you to ask me at the ball itself. I never engage beforehand. It makes for a dull evening to know exactly what’s going to happen, don’t you think?’

Feeling his sister was getting out of hand, Richard said that they should really be riding on now, and goodbyes were exchanged, probably with equal relief on both sides. Pearl, however, was most indignant at being torn from the side of her old stable-companion, whose acquaintance she had been happily renewing. She resisted, and squealed most embarrassingly, and at last Fleur, suppressing her laughter for her brother’s sake, bid him remain where he was while she rode away.
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