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Chapter 1


. . . Time calls me to relate


My tedious travels and oft-varying fate.


Drayton, Idea


SNOW melted on the horses’ necks and tangled their manes with glistening icicles. The roads were deserted. Justin waited for Pepe to range up beside him and put a gloved hand on his shoulder. “Not long now,” he said in Spanish.


His own weariness and uncertainty stared back at him from Pepe’s hollow eyes. Not long now. England felt as alien as the moon. Thinking of nursery tales, Justin began to laugh.


“Now what, Don Justín?” Most of Pepe’s face was hidden by the muffler he had wrapped around his neck, but Justin could tell he was grinning.


“English children are told the moon is made of cheese,” he explained.


Pepe observed that the food situation had certainly improved since landing, wherever they might be. “Although you did not order cheese for our dinner last night.”


“No, and since we had mutton, we must be in England.”


Snow turned to sleet when they reached the squalid outskirts of London. Fetlock-deep in slush, they pressed on to Downing Street to lodge the despatches Justin carried.


“And I thought Madrid was big. Or have you lost our way, Don Justín, and we’re going around in circles?”


“Don’t worry, Pepe, I happen to know this part of the moon rather well.”


He had explored these streets with Stephen, but Stephen was dead. It seemed monstrous that the geography of London should be unaffected, yet so it was. Riding on blindly, he had brought them to Hawksfield House.


Golden seams of light in the windows told him that Lord Hawksfield was entertaining. The public rooms were ablaze with candles behind drawn curtains. As he looked up at the house, one of the windows was fully illumined for a moment. Someone must have lifted aside the curtain, dropping it again to shut out the light. A pale blot was visible behind the dark pane, a face, a ghostly figure – a young woman.


The world in which young women customarily wore light-coloured dresses still seemed a long way away. Yet in that world, young women did not customarily hide in window-seats, and this was the window of the library. Perhaps the card tables had been set up there, and she was recovering from her losses. Or Lord Hawksfield’s entertainment was not up to much, and she was looking for a book to while away the boredom. From what he remembered of his father’s entertainments, this was likely, although it did not explain her presence in the dark window.


“Is this your house, Don Justín?” Pepe asked in an awed voice. Justin shook his head and nudged his horse into a trot. That other world and its mysteries would have to wait; he would try Matthew’s lodgings.


“Good evening, Porter. Is my cousin in?”


An uncertain recognition dawned in the porter’s eye. “Viscount Dallington is not at home to visitors,” he said slowly. “But I believe he would be at home to Captain Sumners,” he ended on an interrogative note.


“I’m glad to hear it. Would there be a room in the garrets for my batman?” Justin indicated Pepe, who stood holding the horses.


“Certainly, Captain.” More confident now, the porter added, “Do you go up, Captain, and if your servant is inclined to wait just a little, we will find someone to take your mounts to the livery stable, and see the young man housed.”


“And fed, if you please.”


“Indeed, Captain. Clothed, too, if you permit.”


Justin grinned. “I only hope my cousin will do as much for me.” A few quick words in Spanish explained the situation to Pepe. “You’ll be alright?”


“Of course, Don Justín. And you.” His eyes were grave but content, too. They embraced quickly.


The stairs were far too long. When he reached the landing, Justin did not knock but walked straight in, dropped his shako on a chair, crossed the sitting room, and pushed open the folding door to the bedchamber. He found his cousin seated at the dressing table, concentrating on the folds of his neckcloth. Dark-brown eyes very much resembling his own flew to his face; the pupils dilated for a moment, then the eyelids shuttered and a blasé expression overspread the heavy features.


“Good Lord, Justin, where have you sprung from,” Matthew drawled, returning his attention to his dress. “Now see what you’ve made me do.” He unwound the neckcloth and regarded the linen with a dissatisfied moue. “It’s enough to make one weep.”


The peevish tone did not deceive Justin. “Use it to wipe your eyes,” he recommended. “So you’re not at home, Turtle? Listen, my batman is being fed and housed by your porter, but I want dinner and a bed.”


“Dinner! I’m just going out to dinner,” Matthew observed. “How typical. Five years in Spain, seven months missing, and for your reappearance you choose the very day and hour that will most inconvenience me.” He raised his eyeglass and only now seemed to notice how wet Justin was. “You look terrible, and you’re soaked. You’ll catch your death, but then I thought you were dead already.” Although his voice was indifferent, Matthew’s eyes were unnaturally bright.


“I very nearly was,” Justin said gently. He came to Matthew’s side and slid a hand along his jaw, forcing him to meet his gaze. With a sudden movement, his cousin flung his arms around him and buried his face in the front of his jacket.


“Hey, Turtle,” Justin murmured, patting the broad back.


After some minutes, Matthew sat up on an indrawn breath that sounded suspiciously like a sob. “I’ll thank you to remember that I’m not a horse,” he complained.


“Oh, I do. You don’t smell right.” Pulling him into the sitting room, Justin found the lacquer tray with decanters and glasses his cousin kept on the sideboard. “Here, have some brandy.” He poured two stiff tots. “Sorry to burst in on you like this. We should have gone to an inn. You can hand me to your valet, however, and go and meet your social duties.”


Matthew quaffed his drink and set down the glass. “Social duties be damned,” he said loftily. “No inn would admit you, either, looking like a tramp. It’s a good thing you didn’t try Hawksfield House.”


“Lord Hawksfield is entertaining; we passed by the house.”


“The dinner party I’m meant to attend.” With a twisted grin, Matthew added, “At least I’ll no longer have to listen to your father animadverting on your dilatoriness, now that you’re back. The possibility that you might have been killed doesn’t even occur to him. He puts it all down to filial disobedience.”


“Why is he so keen on having such a disobedient filius back, then?” The only reply to this flippant question was a quick, searching look, so he did not follow it up.


Besides, it all seemed very far away, indifferent, blurred, and shapeless behind curtains of snow – sleet – rain. The silk-hung walls of the familiar room receded, Matthew’s bulky figure faded; he was back on a storm-swept hillside, fighting the temptation to creep into the undergrowth and sleep. But he could afford to be weak now. Drawing his greatcoat more closely around him, he sat down heavily on the leather-bound fender and leaned his head in his hands.


“Justin!” At Matthew’s horrified exclamation, he pulled himself together, looked up into his cousin’s pale, shocked face, and managed a smile. Perhaps it was not the time for weakness after all.


“Sorry. I shouldn’t have had that brandy on an empty stomach.”


“It shan’t remain empty much longer.” Shouting for his valet, Matthew issued a flood of instructions. “Now take off those rags,” he told Justin. “I’ll find you a towel.” He strode into his bedchamber.


In front of the fire, Justin let the wet greatcoat slide from his shoulders and stripped off his greenbrown uniform jacket, vaguely inspecting the arrangement of knickknacks on the mantelshelf as he undid the buttons. Incongruous among the Dresden shepherdesses was a sketch of his brother by his own hand. Stephen. He had done it just before embarking; the drawing caught the moment’s wild, effervescent mood. A scrap of printed paper was stuck in the frame. He looked more closely: it was a page from the London Gazette from June 9 to June 15, 1813, which listed among the missing of the general staff one Captain Justin Francis Sumners, 95th Foot.


There was a lump in his throat that had nothing to do with the cold and wet. He dropped his jacket on the floor, considered his shirt for a moment and drew it over his head. Sitting on the fender, he pulled off his boots, the heat warming his back. But in the warmth, his breeches had begun to exude a distinct smell of horse, so he took them off, too, as well as everything else, before he followed his cousin. “Have you some water in that jug? I need a wash. Clean linen, too.”


Matthew looked over his shoulder. “Good Lord, Justin,” he remarked on a subtly different note of consternation.


Justin had to laugh. “You already said that, Turtle, and that I look terrible, I thank you.” He peered into the jug and poured some water into the washbasin. “But at least I’ve got all my limbs, and you’ll notice that all scars are honourably in the front, except for the ones in the back.”


Silence; no laughter. While Justin contended with soap and water, the valet brought another jug, warm this time, and offered to pour its contents over his head. Justin leaned over the basin. “That’s good. Towel, Turtle!” The soft linen smelled fresh and clean. By the time he tossed it aside, a damp ball now, even his ears were glowing. He ran a hand over his chin. “Ought I to shave?”


“You’ll do for tonight.” Matthew cleared his throat. “You ought to put some clothes on, however.” He met Justin’s quizzical look with an angry stare, but when Justin finally tucked in the ends of the borrowed shirt, his cousin picked up his own dressing gown, a voluminous affair of red brocade, and draped it tenderly around his shoulders.


“How splendid. Thank you, Turtle. It’s a shame we’re not of the same size as well as the same colouring.”


“What do you mean, the same colouring?” Matthew said repressively. “I declare you’re going white, and you four years my junior.”


On a surge of fondness, Justin replied, “Remember how angry Stephen was when you teased him about his first white hairs?”


“Don’t I just. He dyed his in the end, did you know? Dyeing, Egypt, dyeing.” Matthew threw this out like a good thing at the club, but when Justin caught his eye his gaze fell. “I’m sorry. By God, I’ve missed you.”


“I’m glad you said that, or I might not have noticed.” Justin grinned up at his cousin.


Taking him by the neck, Matthew led him into the sitting room. “I hate you, Justin.”


“I’m glad you said that, or – ¡Anda la osa!”


Dishes had appeared on the table, silver and crystal sparkled in the warm glow of candles, and two filled goblets cast red pools of light onto the white damask hanging almost to the floor. The clothes Justin had dropped by the fire had vanished.


“Your batman is partaking of a light dinner in my quarters, Captain,” the valet was saying. “Accommodation for him is being prepared in the garrets, and your own wardrobe will be seen to, in course.”


“Come and eat,” Matthew interrupted. “Not that it’s anything but a paltry repast.”


“Serves me right for arriving unannounced and uninvited.” Justin grinned inwardly at his cousin’s idea of misery. Although he ate hungrily, he soon capitulated – the food was too rich, too plentiful – and began to speculate why Lord Hawksfield had wanted him back so urgently. “You say he wasn’t worried about me getting killed, and I well believe it, so it can’t be concern for the family’s perpetuity.”


Matthew spared him no attention, concentrating on a cold boiled knuckle of veal, so Justin amused himself by advancing several theories of his own, one more absurd than the other.


“But probably this is all rot and there’s no reason at all,” he concluded. “I’ll just have to trust in providence, as the guerrilla do; or if the outcome is not happy, they call it el destino, fate.” He refilled his cousin’s glass. “Is anything the matter, Turtle?”


Matthew looked down his nose. “Well, you are talking a lot of rot, and it’s a dashed bore.” He sipped his wine in silence while the covers were removed and a bowl of walnuts set before him.


Collecting his glass, Justin walked around the table, cuffed Matthew’s head in passing, and made himself comfortable on the fender. “Toss me some nuts, will you?”


Matthew handed him the bowl. “It’s not so much a question of perpetuity as of predominance. You’ll sell out, get married, and secure the family a highly favourable connexion; several, in fact. What you need to do first, however, is do something about your appearance. You need a valet and a new coat.”


It was a masterpiece of evasion. Lord Hawksfield could not have done better, although his failures to explain himself stemmed from his belief that no explanations were necessary: whatever he said or requested must be right. Justin cracked two nuts in his hands. To his own surprise, he found himself near laughter. Five years was a great distance. “Am I to marry several girls, then?”


His cousin had turned from the table and its bright candles towards the fire. In its flickering light, it was difficult to read his face, but there was an unexpected hilarity in his voice when he replied, “In a way.”


Justin handed Matthew the two perfect halves of a nut and threw the shells into the fire. “Perhaps you should marry one of them yourself.”


“I couldn’t do that,” Matthew said heavily.


Justin let the silence hang, wondering if his cousin meant to tell him more or was regretting that he had said this much. “I’m sorry, Turtle,” he said at last. He rose to perch on the edge of the table and put his hand on Matthew’s shoulder. “You haven’t grown out of it?”


“It doesn’t seem to work like that.” Matthew hunched his shoulder and laid his cheek against the back of Justin’s hand in what was surely an involuntary gesture. “I’m not the only fellow afflicted in that way.” Then he raised his head and added with a spurt of anger, “You needn’t look like that. Of course it’s all purely Platonic. No one knows but you. And you should know better than to keep fondling me, damn you!”


Justin did not argue. “I’ll keep my caresses for those who want them, then. It’s to be hoped the future Mrs Sumners does, ‘whoever she be, that not impossible she, that shall command my heart and me’.”


“I’ll thank you not to speak of her in that style.”


“No, I’ll raise my glass to her instead,” Justin said. “To Mrs Justin Sumners.”


They drank. “Damn you, Justin,” Matthew said after a while, “Why do I invariably tell you things that I’d rather keep to myself?”
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Matthew’s shell was so easily cracked, if only you knew where to knock. Justin lay staring into the dying fire, sleepless despite his bone-deep fatigue, despite the softly cushioned sofa and his cousin’s comfortable snores penetrating through the folding doors. In time, he would know all there was to know, and without wounding Matthew.


Pepe woke immediately when Justin slipped into his room up in the attics, or perhaps he had not slept, either. “What’s wrong?” Pepe asked in Spanish.


“Nothing,” Justin replied in the same language. “Are you alright?”


“I’m warm, dry, full, and could be asleep if it weren’t for you,” Pepe claimed outrageously, then added with a lopsided smile that being safe took some getting used to. “I keep waking up, wondering where I am and worse, where you are, Don Justín. However,” he said when Justin punched him lightly in the arm, “I can see I need not worry.” Fingering the thick brocade swathed around Justin’s shoulders, he concluded, “A life of luxury awaits us.” He lay back on his folded arms and gazed starry-eyed into space. “A nobleman’s personal groom! I wish Mama and Uncle Chicho and Cousin Domingo could see me now.”


“Perhaps they can, Pepe.” Justin sat down on the edge of the bed and tucked his feet under Pepe’s blanket. After a moment he said, “I’m to be married.”


“Certainly you are, Don Justín.” Pepe beamed upon him. “It’s high time you were. You have explained it to me. You are no longer a mere younger son. One day, you will be the head of your family. You are important now to your father.” Justin could not recall explaining matters quite in this way, but Pepe continued, “Do not worry. Your family will find you a suitable girl from a family with which an alliance will benefit your family.” He nodded enthusiastically.


Justin nudged him with his bare toes. “That’s about it. It seems they’ve already found a girl.”


“You do not like an arranged marriage,” Pepe summed up his feelings for him. “Well, the family is more important than the feelings of its members.” He yawned cavernously. “Go to bed, Don Justín.”


As he climbed back under the still-warm covers, Justin thought of a bed warm and soft with a woman’s body, a bed he had shared; another bed, which he had not shared, rejecting the invitation of its owner although he loved her for her courage; a bit of straw on hard ground and his greatcoat and a woman who knew what she wanted and what she was about, a comrade in the day and a companion at night – a form of companionship Matthew might never know. He pummelled his pillow as though it were in some way responsible for his cousin’s predicament. It was hard to tell what was worse – apart from the dynastic difficulties it would eventually cause – Matthew’s inability to feel passion for women, or his being condemned to live a life without passion.


A girl who agreed to an arranged marriage should know what she was about. A companion, a helpmate – the homely word made him smile.





Chapter 2


And seek elsewhere, in turning other books,


Which better may her labour satisfy.


Drayton, Idea


THE curtained recess seemed suspended between inside and outside. Inside, all was light and warmth; outside, darkness and howling wind. Claire let the curtain drop behind her. As her eyes adjusted, she was able to make out the street beyond the window, but when two figures emerged from the greyness, she wondered whether her eyes really had adjusted. Huddled in dark greatcoats, one with a stovepipe shako, the other wearing a foraging cap, they could have ridden straight out of the image that Lord Hawksfield’s speculations on the whereabouts of his son had conjured up in her mind, of a lone horseman making his way through wild and wintry mountains.


Except that here were two horsemen. They had reined in to gaze up at the house, sleet melting into their greatcoats. With mounting curiosity, she watched them exchange a few words, then the foremost of the two nudged his horse into a trot, and a moment later they had disappeared into the thick night. The cold glass panes rattled in the wind. Hugging her shawl around her shoulders, Claire ducked back through the heavy, musty curtains.


“If that was you, why did you not stop?” The portrait above the mantelpiece was unresponsive, however, unless that half-smile was an answer. Yet there was no saying whether Captain Sumners really looked like that; the lurking amusement might be no more than conventional, devised by the artist to illustrate the two brothers’ different roles, with the younger one a foil to the elder and heir. By all she had heard, the accident that had killed the Honourable Stephen Sumners had been the result of a very silly wager.


Even it if was only a device, it made an engaging contrast: the older brother in evening dress, dark and haughty, the younger resplendent in his Hussar uniform, each setting the other off in a way that belied their strong resemblance to each other and to his lordship. One of Lord Hawksfield’s griefs was that Captain Sumners had exchanged from the Hussars to the Riflemen. Meeting the captain’s painted glance, she said, “Perhaps you will be able to tell me why, one day.”


But she had come here to find something to read, not to commune with illusory figures. Claire turned her back on the portrait and gathered up her skirts to step across the carpet. It was badly in want of beating, although it seemed to have been swept not long ago: the brush had made a streaky pattern in its pile. The books were covered by a thin layer of dust, although the edges of the shelves must have been wiped quite recently; they were clean enough.


Claire stood on tiptoe to read the gold-tooled titles and lifted down an ancient folio of Drayton’s works. When she laid it on the table, its pages fell open at familiar lines, but as she leafed through it, she discovered poems new and unknown to her:




Love in a humour played the prodigal


And bade my Senses to a solemn feast . . .


She skimmed the next few lines, then read:


And at the banquet in his drunkenness


Slew his dear friend, my independent Heart. A gentle warning, friends, thus may you see What ’tis to keep a drunkard company.







All the breath left her body. Deliberately, she inhaled, turned a few pages, and stepped back from the table. She had not thought such fanciful sonnets might come so close to home. This must be a more extensive edition than Grandmama’s.





Anyhow, it was too heavy and too valuable to borrow. Claire moved on to a shelf with more modern productions. A well-worn copy of Marmion – just the thing. Besides, she had better make her choice and return to the drawing room before the last guests arrived.


Slipping inside, she stopped to get her bearings. A small family party, Lord Hawksfield had said, but there were at least twenty people assembled. All the same, it boded well for Robert that he and Nicola and she had been invited. Lord Hawksfield’s concept of family must be a generous one if he included his country neighbour’s son-in-law, daughter, and son-in-law’s sister in such a gathering – or was she better described as his neighbour’s daughter’s sister-in-law, or his neighbour’s daughter’s husband’s sister?


His lordship’s own sister was playing hostess for him. Lady Boughton appeared to be moving casually around the room, welcoming and chatting, but Claire recognized the ritual pattern and admired her skill. Seemingly without effort, she paired off the guests in the correct order of rank. There was something rather satisfying in watching the colourful symmetry alter and form before the light-green walls of the drawing room. Dressed in a violet velvet robe over a white satin slip, Lady Boughton looked very much in place. Now she approached Robert and Nicola, made a remark, and left them laughing.


“A good evening to you.” The deep, quiet voice belonged to a tall, large gentleman who must have been watching her ever since she entered the room. “Forgive my informality,” he said. “Do I have the honour of addressing Miss Lammond?” There was a tinge of irony in his voice, and indeed he was so much older than she, and – if he was who she thought he was – of so much higher rank that he could be as informal as he chose. “I’m Boughton,” he added.


“I thought you might be.” She curtsied. “How do you do, Lord Boughton?”


“Yes,” he replied somewhat obscurely, his gaze still upon her. “Dallington told me you had the dark hair, fair complexion, and light eyes of the Celt. But my son said nothing of that lovely, secret smile. Or of the light in those light eyes,” he added as she looked up at him in astonishment. “Now what were you smiling at, I wonder?”


She had been appreciating his lady’s style and skill as a hostess, but she could hardly tell him that. She swallowed. “I was reflecting upon kinship, my lord, and how limited our vocabulary is.”


“Ah.” He glanced meaningfully around the room. “In view of the importance we attach even to its remoter forms, it is indeed striking that we have no words for them.” Turning over the book in her hand he added, “Walter Scott, eh? Homesick, Miss Lammond?”


She shook her head. “I still find it hard to believe that I am away at all,” she said. “And with my brother, and he grown up and married. But I miss my sisters.”


Lord Boughton had murmured a corrective “half-brother” as she spoke, but now he said, “Very proper.” His next remarks showed his knowledge of her family to extend well into its remoter reaches, too. After the first shock of surprise, Claire told herself that it was only natural. Lord Boughton must be acquainted with all her grander neighbours in Scotland; probably he was related to them. She suppressed a smile. If he had discussed Robert’s merits with them, that was an excellent sign.


“So you see, merit also comes into it,” Lord Boughton concluded, as if reading her thoughts. “But returning to kinship, we appear to be suffering from a certain lack in the younger generation, judging by the harassed look of my lady.” He bowed slightly to his wife as she joined them.


“I’m afraid we’ll have to give him up,” she told him. And to Claire she added, “You have good cause to look anxious, Miss Lammond. Our silly son has excused himself for tonight, when I was counting on him to escort you to table.”


Again Lord Boughton bowed. “May I not have the honour – the very great pleasure?”


“Don’t be idiotic,” his lady snapped. “You know perfectly well –”


“Ah, I do.” He heaved a sigh. “Rank is a great burden, Miss Lammond.”


“My heart bleeds for you, Lord Boughton.”


His smile was curiously sweet and introspective. “You may laugh at me now, Miss Lammond, but you will learn soon enough.” Breaking in on Lady Boughton, who had been murmuring names and shaking her head, he said, ”No, my dear. Let your brother take Miss Lammond in.”


Her ladyship frowned. “But it will look so very particular!”


“All the better,” Lord Boughton replied firmly.


Things did bode well. Claire followed Lady Boughton to where Lord Hawksfield stood chatting to Robert and Nicola.


“Delighted,” his lordship said when informed of his duty, and judging by their smiles, Robert and Nicola were equally content. “You have found a book, Miss Lammond? I declare you know your way around those shelves better than I do.”


This might well be true. “Thank you, my lord. May I borrow this?” Claire displayed her find.


“That must be one of Captain Sumners’s.” Lord Hawksfield’s expression darkened when he added, half under his breath, “Always has his nose in a book, his head in the clouds.”


“My sister, in contrast, has both her feet firmly on the ground,” Robert said. “Despite her choice of reading material. Are you intending to corrupt my wife, Claire?”


His lordship recollected himself, beaming genially once more. “And very pretty feet they are, too. Excuse me one moment; Lady Boughton is signalling to me.”


“That colour suits you.” Robert’s eyes twinkled; he was not referring to the pale azure of her gown. “You’re blushing to the very toes of those pretty feet of yours. Aren’t you pleased to be approved from literate head down to rosy heels?” His gaze narrowed suddenly. “What’s the matter?”


“Need you ask, Robert?” Nicola touched a cool hand against Claire’s heated cheek. “She’s embarrassed! Claire is not used to this sort of badinage, are you, Claire? You must not mind his lordship; it is just his way. Though your feet are very pretty,” she added loyally.


“Thank you.” Claire slid her arm around Nicola’s waist. “From the only person present who has in fact seen my feet, that is indeed a tribute.”


“I’ve seen your feet,” Robert protested. “Red and dirty is what they were, but I presume they’ll have improved with age, like the rest of you.”


Claire shook her head at him. “With regard to cleanliness I have improved, that much is true. Nothing is the matter, really.” With a slight laugh she added, “I’ve had a vision.”


He grinned. “As hungry as that? Poor little country mouse. But it won’t be much longer before his lordship will guide those pretty feet of yours towards the dining room.”


After all these years, Robert still knew her better than anyone. If he turned her remark off as a joke, it was because he understood that she did not wish to say more.


And also because Nicola’s wide blue gaze was an invitation to tease. “Didn’t you know that Claire has the Sight, like the Highland witches you enjoy reading about?” Laughing at her, he continued, “But come, her prophecies will have to wait. Here is Lord Hawksfield to claim her, as I prophesied, and thankfully you are still bride enough for your husband to squire you to table.” He drew her hand under his elbow. As they moved off, he bent to hear some remark she was making. Their fair heads close together, they made a pretty picture.


“It ought to be my son taking you in to dinner, naturally,” Lord Hawksfield said. “I really cannot imagine where he is all this time. And now his cousin has absconded! This must give you a very odd notion of our family, but I promise you, Miss Lammond . . .”


It might have given her an odd notion of his lordship, if she had not thought him rather a selfish man as it was. His confidences were not a mark of esteem for her, but of the importance he attached to his own affairs, unable to conceive that they might not be of general interest – or that his son might not relish having them discussed so freely. At least her vision had dispelled the image of a solitary army captain struggling across the Pyrenees. For in contrast to his lordship, she was very well able to imagine where his son might be all this time.


But there had been two horsemen. “Please do not distress yourself, my lord,” she said spontaneously. “His batman will be with him. He may be nearer than you think.”


Taking his seat next to her, he bent his handsome dark eyes upon her. “I am certain that if he knew with what charming solicitude he is awaited at home, he would have been here long ago.”


It was to be hoped that she would get used to his lordship’s way, or she would spend her time in London in one continuous blush. While his practised flattery did not seem to indicate any great concern over the thousand possible misadventures that could have overtaken Captain Sumners, it might just as well serve to conceal such concern. Perhaps she was doing Lord Hawksfield an injustice; perhaps he kept his deeper worries to himself. That he had tucked the portrait of his sons away in a room he never used was not necessarily a sign of callousness. “You must be very worried,” she said.


“Indeed I am,” his lordship agreed. “It makes things so awkward. But Justin always was a selfish, thoughtless boy.”


Perhaps not. “Now that Lord Wellington is advancing into France –”


“Yes, with the war as good as over, there is no longer any excuse for him to shirk his duties.”


He was referring to his son, of course, not to Lord Wellington. While he talked on, hugging his grievance between spoonfuls of rather tepid soup, Claire’s mind returned to the two horsemen. Had they been a vision, were they not Captain Sumners and his batman, they were a symbol of all the soldiers who might soon be coming home. How many would return sound in body and soul? What would peace bring for them all? Snatches of conversation floated along the table, mingling with her own thoughts and Lord Hawksfield’s complaints. War formed the main topic – war and the weather.


Neither of these could explain the roguish wink Nicola gave her across the table. The explanation came in an excited whisper when the ladies retired. “They say the Thames has frozen over.” With a rustle of silks and a waft of perfume, she drew close. “And I mean Robert to take us. Shouldn’t you adore to see it?”





Chapter 3


Our flood's-queen, Thames,


for ships and swans is crowned . . .


Drayton, Idea


NICOLA’S shriek of delight was carried away by an icy gust whipping across the river as they looked down from Blackfriars Bridge. Clinging to Robert’s arm, she exclaimed how sublime it was, and how sweetly kind of him to take them there.


The embrasure in the parapet provided a fine vantage point. Claire hugged her muff to herself and buried her chin in its fur. The bridge’s gentle curve seemed to stretch endlessly away into a view that was bizarre rather than sublime. In her mind she had pictured a smooth surface of ice, like Duddingston Loch, but what she saw was a crazy landscape of broken floes and jagged slabs heaped one upon another and against the bridge’s pillars.


Beneath the tall white sky, the horizon seemed wide and open, the closeness of town falling away. Slowly they walked across to the Surrey side. With something of a flourish, Robert disbursed the thruppence the waterman demanded and ushered Nicola and herself onto the ice.


Strewn ashes marked the path and provided firm footing. Yet for all that Robert pointed out how thick the edges of the piled ice-cliffs were, it was uncanny walking between them, knowing that there was a vast river flowing steadily underneath.


“Don’t be scared, Claire,” Nicola cried. “Our weight can hardly matter, compared to all this.”


It was a full-grown fair. From the bridge it had seemed small, seen from above against the great expanse of sky, river, and town. But within the maze of tents and booths, the bustle and colour were enthralling.


The noise was terrific. What sounded like an enormous rusty gate turned out to be the whooping passengers of a boat-like swing. Fiddles skirled, drums pulsated, boots stomped on the deck of a barge pressed into service as a dance floor. An open fire crackled and roared. Over her shoulder, she saw that a whole sheep was being roasted there, with a large placard advertising Lapland Mutton. Robert gave a wide berth to the entrance of Barley Barge, but drew her attention to a decent-looking place named Father Frost’s Coffee-Tent.


Drawing a deep breath, she said, “It’s a shame you’re not a member of parliament yet, Robert. I think my next letter home will be rather long.”


He grinned. “Enjoying yourself? I’m sure Lord Hawksfield will be happy to frank your letter. But perhaps you’ll find a picture over there, to spare you the trouble of describing it all in words.” With his chin he gestured towards a printing press that became visible when the crowd thinned momentarily. “Will we have a look?”


Broadsheets, booklets, brochures, pamphlets – the diversity was incredible, the quality poor in every way: cheap paper, cheap ink, cheap rhymes. A title set in an almost illegible variety of type caught Claire’s eye. “A collection of FROSTIANA, or a History of the River Thames in a Frozen State, with an Account of the Late Severe Frost and the wonderful effects of Frost, Snow, Ice and Cold in England, and in different parts of the world, interspersed with amusing anecdotes, to which is added The Art of Skating, all printed and published on the ICE on the River Thames,” she read, picking up the booklet. “Can you believe it?”


“No,” Robert said succinctly, while Nicola cried, “Does it have pictures?”


“More than that, the captions rhyme. Listen to this:




Behold the River Thames is frozen o’er, Which lately ships of mighty burden bore; Now different arts and past times you see, But printing claims the superiority.”





“Only mangle the words enough and you can call it poetry.” Robert shook his head. “You’ll not buy it?”


“Of course I will. This is just the thing for the girls.”


Under his quizzical gaze, Claire made a selection of four different works. When she inquired the price, she was directed to the other side of the press where, apparently, the cashier might be found. “I won’t be long,” she told Robert.


“Could you wrap them, please?” Adding another farthing, she handed a few coins across the table, saw her purchases wrapped in rough paper, and tucked the parcel and her purse into her muff.


Her brother and sister-in-law were nowhere to be seen. The crowd was dense, colourful and varied. A ragged child, a dandified shop assistant; that very superior being must be a parlourmaid, those young fellows would be apothecary’s apprentices. At the edge of her vision, a Rifleman’s stovepipe shako moved into ken. Startled, she turned her head.


His handsome dark eyes expressed as much astonishment as her own probably did. For a moment, they stared at each other, then he bowed, doffing his battered shako to reveal a mop of black hair. “Excuse me, ma’am.” He extended his hand; he was holding out her purse. “May I restore your property?” His voice was low and husky, as though he were modulating the tone of command to conversational pitch.


Bereft of speech, she took her purse, half-formed questions jostling in her brain. His gaze held more warmth, his aquiline countenance was thinner, the moustache had gone, and there was a frosting of premature white at his temples, yet the resemblance was striking. And that coat certainly was a Rifle officer’s greatcoat. Could it be possible?


A mischievous grin – uncannily familiar – was dawning on his face, and no wonder, she stood there like a gowk. Compressing her lips, she drew a slow breath. Then she said, “I beg your pardon, Captain, for staring. I thought I had seen you before. How on earth did you get hold of my purse?”


“Picked a pickpocket’s pocket.” He chuckled. “And I believe I was staring, too, although I’m certain that I’ve never seen you before. ‘Blind were mine eyes till they were seen of thine.’”


If she recognized the quotation, it was because the Drayton folio had fallen open at that page when she took it down from its shelf last night.
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