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      BOOK ONE

      The Usurper

      
      
         A springy motion in her gait,
         

         
         A rising step, did indicate

         
         Of pride and joy no common rate,

         
         That flush’d her spirit:

         
      

      
      
         I know not by what name beside

         
         I shall it call: if t’was not pride,

         
         It was a joy to that allied,

         
         She did inherit.

         
      

      
      Charles Lamb: Hester

      
   

      

      CHAPTER ONE


      

      March 1807


      

      Héloïse woke, as she always did, when the housemaid came in to light the fire. The great ancestral bed of the Morlands in

         which she lay was a warm, dark cave. The red damask bed-curtains were too heavy to allow even a glow to penetrate them, but

         there was one vertical thread of white fire, like a fissure in a volcanic mountain, where they were not quite drawn together.

         Héloïse fixed her drowsy eyes on it, and listened contentedly to the muted, domestic sounds that came to her from beyond:

         the rattling rush of the bedroom curtains, the swish of hearth-brush, the crackle of kindling, the rustle of the housemaid’s

         skirt as she rose from her knees, the soft click as she dosed the door behind her.

      


      

      This feeling of waking content was still new to her: she had been married only four months ago, in November 1806. It was bliss

         to wake to the awareness of James beside her, his warm body still wrapped in sleep. The dark cave was filled with the smell

         of him — not the eau-de-Cologne that Durban patted on after shaving him, or the sweet oil he sometimes used to discipline his fine, red-brown hair — but

         simply his own smell, the scent of his skin which she loved more than any perfume, and which was so intimately of him that

         to catch it filled her instantly with a warm flush of love, half tender, half erotic.

      


      

      James woke now, feeling the altered rhythm of her body as lovers do, and turned to draw her into his arms, murmuring a sleepy

         greeting. Her body folded into the contours of his with accustomed ease, her head on his shoulder, her face against his neck.

         Their breathing ebbed and flowed to the same rhythm. Loving each other coloured every moment of their days, but of them all,

         she thought, these waking moments were the most exquisite.

      


      

      At length he sighed and stirred, nuzzling for her mouth, and turned his hip towards her so that she felt the familiar nudging

         of his waking desire. She moved to accommodate him, turning her mouth up to his, and her body quivered in response as he pushed

         his hands in under her nightdress and closed them over her small, childlike breasts.

      


      

      ‘Je te veux,’ she whispered, and he made a sound in reply which was almost a groan, making her smile. Knowing each other, loving each other,

         their bodies eased together with the minimum of effort; he slid gratefully into her, and they moved together quietly like

         swimmers in a warm, calm sea. Passion and tenderness grew in an even surge, like the swell of the tide, and they held on hard

         to each other, clinging together as their movements grew stronger and faster. When the moment came, she cried out with the

         intensity of wanting him, and the sound pierced him as it always did, so that it seemed as if his very soul were being dragged

         out of him and emptied into her.

      


      

      ‘James,’ she breathed. She laid her hand on the nape of his neck, and he shuddered.


      

      ‘I love you. Oh, I love you,’ he whispered.


      

      A long time later, it seemed, he raised his head to look at her. Her skin was lightly flushed, her eyelids moist, her dark

         eyes glowing, her lips curved in a smile of luminous sweetness.

      


      

      ‘You’re beautiful,’ he said.


      

      Héloïse cupped his cheek. It was a gauge of his love that he, who was truly beautiful, should think her so. ‘So are you, my

         James,’ she said.

      


      

      ‘I love the way you say my name. It’s absurd! Why should it affect me so much?’ He kissed the end of her nose. ‘What were

         you thinking just then, when you smiled like that?’

      


      

      ‘I was wondering if we have just begun a child.’


      

      ‘You said that last month, and the month before,’ he said, and was instantly sorry. ‘My own love, don’t worry. We’ve only

         been married four months,’ he said reasonably. ‘There’s plenty of time.’

      


      

      ‘I know,’ she said contritely. ‘I am foolish; it’s just that I love you so much, I want every time to get with child.’


      

      ‘It will happen, in its own time,’ he said, thinking that he was in no great hurry to have to suspend for a year the delight

         of making love to her. Of course he wanted them to have children, but he was content to wait. Tactfully, he changed the subject. ‘What do you do today?’

      


      

      ‘I have some calls to make: first to return Lady Fussell’s, who called yesterday, and then I must go to see Mrs Shawe, because

         she is very low after her miscarriage, poor lady — her second in two years, James, just imagine! And then to the village:

         I shall call on Widrith the weaver — oh, how hard it is to say that name! — and Abley the baker. I shall order one of his

         hams, I think.’

      


      

      ‘My love, surely we killed a pig only two days ago? I may not have much of a memory for domestic detail, but I do remember

         Father Aislaby laughing about a fracas in the kitchen over the trotters.’

      


      

      ‘Trotters!’ Héloïse repeated, rolling the ‘r’s voluptuously. ‘What a word this is, so touching, for pig’s feet! But yes, it

         was because Monsieur Barnard wanted to make the feet into a special dish for me, and Ottershaw said they are not fit to be

         served to gentlefolk, which upset him. Barnard does not like to be told his business. And so there was a trouble.’

      


      

      ‘That’s putting it mildly, when the cook threatens the butler with a cleaver,’ James observed.


      

      ‘I don’t think he would actually have struck him,’ Héloïse said judiciously. ‘Only it seems there is a tradition in your kitchens that when a pig is killed the t-r-rotters are always kept for the upper servants, and Ottershaw did not want to lose them. I like pig’s feet very much, as Barnard

         prepares them,’ she added musingly, ‘but I think one could not serve them when there is company for dinner. They have not

         a very proper look.’

      


      

      ‘Well then, why do you want a ham from Abley the baker?’ James asked, remembering where they had begun.


      

      ‘Oh, not because we need one, but because he has been ill. For several days he could not open his shop, so he has lost much

         money. I shall let him overcharge me for the ham, and that will make things easier for him. And I shall ask him what is the

         secret of his feeding, which makes his pigs taste so much better than ours.’

      


      

      ‘Do they?’


      

      ‘No, but it will make him feel more cheerful, because everyone likes to be asked about something they know well, and he must

         be in need of cheering. It is very wearing to have the cold in the lungs, and cough all the time. And he truly loves his pigs, I think.’

      


      

      James laughed affectionately. ‘Madame Machiavelli! Do you know everything about every one of our villagers? You remind me

         of Mother.’

      


      

      ‘Do I?’ Héloïse looked pleased. ‘I should like to be worthy of her, though I am mistress of Morland Place only until Fanny

         grows up. But I often think of your mother, and try to think how she would do things, and keep her kingdom for her properly.

         A sort of regency, you know.’

      


      

      James looked down tenderly into her face. ‘You are everything she could have hoped for, Marmoset. And everything I want, too.’


      

      Héloïse sighed with pleasure and lifted her lips for kissing. ‘But James,’ she said, breaking off a moment later, ‘speaking

         of Fanny, it really will not do, you know. She must have a governess.’ James rolled off her, without making any reply, and

         Héloïse, regarding him thoughtfully, added, ‘And Sophie, too, of course. A good governess for both the girls will make all

         the difference to them.’

      


      

      ‘You haven’t worried about a governess for Sophie until now,’ James said expressionlessly.


      

      ‘I was used to teach Sophie myself before I married you, but now at Morland Place I have so much more to do that I have not

         the time. And besides,’ she added ruefully, ‘my education was only such as girls were given in France before the revolution

         — needlework and devotions!’

      


      

      James only grunted unhelpfully at the pleasantry.


      

      ‘And besides again,’ Héloïse went on frankly, ‘you know very well that Fanny would not mind me. Yes, James, do not make faces

         and turn away your head! You know it is true. Fanny does not like me.’

      


      

      ‘Nonsense! If you mean that business last week, there’s no proof at all that it was Fanny who did it. I think it’s very hard

         the way you all automatically blame her, just as if she were responsible for everything that happens in this house. And even

         if it were Fanny,’ he added with the irritability of guilt, ‘it was only a harmless prank.’

      


      

      Héloïse leaned up on one elbow. ‘James, she all but admitted it. And it may have been a harmless prank, as you say, to steal

         a knife and cut up two of my dresses, but me, I did not find it amusing. Fanny does not like me; and Father Aislaby does not like her, and won’t take any trouble with her, and someone must take trouble with her, mon àme, or she will grow up very strange, and be unhappy. I am sure she is not happy now, no, even doing what she likes all the time.

         ‘Do what you will’ is not a good thing for a child. You must engage a governess — voilà tout.’


      

      ‘A gaoler, you mean,’ James muttered. He stared stonily at the canopy for a moment longer, and then sighed and yielded, turning

         onto his side to look at his wife. ‘Oh Marmoset, I worry so much about her! When she was born, and Mother first put her into

         my arms, I thought I should die from so much love! She was so perfect, so untouched and innocent. I thought I would devote

         my life to her. I thought she would make everything right for me. I was lonely when I was a child, and I determined she should

         never feel that way. And her mother never cared for her, so I had to care twice as much. But somehow, it didn’t answer. She

         seems to get more wild and difficult all the time. When I saw your dresses all cut to shreds —’

      


      

      He broke off, and his expression was painful. Héloïse understood the agony of divided loyalty he must have felt, and still

         be feeling: loving her, and loving his daughter, he must want so much to convince himself that Fanny had not meant ill by

         her ‘prank’.

      


      

      ‘Well, mon âme, I have told you what,’ she said comfortably, making her voice matter-of-fact for his sake. ‘Find a good governess —

         a woman of learning, whose character is firm, and whose heart is warm — and let her devote herself to Fanny, and you will

         see all will be well. I wish we might find someone like Lucy’s good Miss Trotton! She is exactly the sort of woman who would

         suit.’

      


      

      ‘Do you think so?’ James said, already more cheerful. ‘I am not averse from bribing Trot to change establishments, if you

         think it will serve! Offer her twice the salary Lucy gives her, perhaps? Or would a sum of money, cash to invest in the Funds,

         be more to the purpose?’

      


      

      ‘Now it is you who are Machiavelli,’ Héloïse smiled, and allowed herself to be engulfed again. How easily James was swayed

         into optimism, she reflected, when it came to his wayward daughter; for herself, she had been much perturbed over the knife incident, though she had made light of her fear, not to put ideas in Fanny’s head. She did not believe that

         the hiring of a governess, even one like Miss Trotton, would put everything right in an instant, but it seemed to her essential

         that someone should have continuous charge of the child. She must not be allowed to run all over the country unattended as

         she did now. It was not only the question of the harm to Fanny’s manners and morals, but of the harm she might do to others.

         Where had she got the knife, for instance? It had not come from Morland Place. Héloïse had a mother’s vulnerability towards

         her own little Sophie and Thomas. She could not really believe that an eleven-year-old child would actually do them violence,

         but she would not have them bullied or oppressed if she could help it, and Fanny was more than equal to that.

      


      

      But she seemed to have carried the first point, at all events; James would no longer resist the idea of a governess; and as

         he was now giving serious consideration to the question of how much of his tongue would fit into her left ear, she felt obliged

         to leave further discussion for another time. The dressing-bell had not yet been rung: there was at least another quarter

         of an hour, she estimated happily, before they need get up.

      


      

      The subject of her stepmother’s musings was at that moment only a few yards away, in the chapel gallery. Crouching down, Fanny

         could look through the pierced-work of the balustrade without being seen, and watch Beamish, the altar-boy of the day, lighting

         the candles and setting things out for the early celebration. Yesterday Beamish had been held up to Fanny as a model of youthful

         piety and good behaviour by Father Aislaby, who had discovered her playing cat’s cradle during vespers. Now Fanny meant to

         get even with him.

      


      

      In one hand she held a short length of narrow pipe, which she had taken from the back of the blacksmith’s forge, and in the

         other a few dried peas. When the moment came, and Beamish was in the right place, she would let fly at him. A dried pea, striking

         the right, tender place with sufficient force, could hurt a surprising amount. If he were to drop and break a candle he would

         find himself in trouble. At the very least, he would probably let out a yell, which would earn him a reprimand; and in the dimly-lit chapel he would never know what hit him.

      


      

      The moment came; Beamish yelled, and though he did not drop the candle, he tilted it so wildly that wax splashed down onto

         the floor. Smiling with satisfaction, Fanny eased herself backwards and out into the little passageway which led to the spiral

         stairs, intent on putting as much distance between herself and the crime as possible. Then, finding herself opposite the door

         to the dressing-room of the great bedchamber, she stopped, and her smile faded.

      


      

      Beyond the dressing-room, in the great bedchamber itself, in the massive, carved bed in which she herself had been born and

         would one day die, the ancestral Butts bed which belonged to her, as did everything in the house, her father lay at this very

         moment with that woman. Fanny’s brows drew down into a scowl. She hated the Frenchwoman, not for taking her mother’s place — for Fanny had never

         cared a jot for her mother, and did not believe her father had, either — but for stealing her father’s love. Before the Frenchwoman

         came, all Papa’s love had been for Fanny. She had come first with him, and she could not endure to lose her place to another.

      


      

      Her hand went automatically to the doorknob, and for a moment she considered marching in, disturbing them, demanding Papa’s

         attention, his love, his caresses. But common sense intervened; she paused, imagining the scene, seeing how angry he would

         be. He would side with that woman, against her. Grief came to reinforce anger; she clenched her hands with frustration. Her left hand still gripped the length

         of pipe; she frowned down at it a moment; and then suddenly jerked it up and used its rough end to score a short and violent

         runnel down the polished wood of the door.

      


      

      I’ll shew her! she thought. I’ll get even with her somehow! She dragged the sharp metal down the door-panel again and again in an ecstasy of hatred. Somehow, someday, she would make

         the Frenchwoman pay for stealing her father away from her; she would make her suffer!

      


      

      The dressing-bell began to ring, startling her out of her black passion. Fifteen minutes until first mass! Fanny stared at

         the door with faint shock. Had she really done that?’ The gouges shewed pale in the old, dark wood. It was seasoned mahogany,

         and though she had not managed to score it very deeply, someone was bound to notice sooner or later. Well, let them, she thought defiantly. They couldn’t prove it was she,

         any more than they could over those silly old dresses.

      


      

      But there were footsteps on the spiral stair, the light running feet of Héloïse’s maid, Marie, coming up to dress her mistress

         for chapel. Fanny looked around her for a hiding place. The stairs went on further up for another half-turn, ending in a blank

         stone wall, and Fanny ran quickly up and crouched there, pressing herself against the central pillar and peering down onto

         the landing below.

      


      

      Marie appeared, her hair neatly hidden under a linen cap with long ribbons which Fanny’s fingers longed to tweak, a silk chemise

         folded over her arm. She walked straight forward, opened the dressing-room door, and went in, without, apparently, noticing

         the scratches. As the door closed behind her, Fanny sighed with relief. The landing was ill-lit: perhaps the damage might

         go unnoticed for weeks, or for ever.

      


      

      When nursery breakfast was over, Jenny always brought the children downstairs to the dining-room. Fanny, entering cautiously,

         could tell at once by the atmosphere that the damage to the dressing-room door had not yet been discovered. Breakfast was

         finished, but no-one seemed in a hurry to get up. Papa and Father Aislaby had newspapers open in front of them, and Madame

         and Mathilde were looking through a ladies’ journal together. Even Uncle Ned, who always went straight about his business

         as soon as he had swallowed the last mouthful, was lingering. His face was normally dour and grim — Papa said he hadn’t smiled

         since the death of Uncle Chetwyn, who had been his best friend — but today he looked almost cheerful, leaning back in his

         chair in the first patch of sunshine they had seen for ten days.

      


      

      His new hound, Tiger, had its great foolish head jammed into his lap, its eyes closed blissfully as he pulled its ears over

         and over through his hands. Uncle Ned’s old bitch, Brach, had had to be put down just before Christmas, and her longtime mate,

         Leaky, had simply pined away within a week. Tiger was one of their great-great-grandchildren, grey and wolf-eyed like them,

         but with handsome black-and-russet brindling over the quarters.

      


      

      Fanny pouted a little at the thought of her own wolfhound, Puppy, whom Uncle Ned had banned from the house because, he said, it was so bad-mannered. But he always brought his dogs in.

         And Madame had her hound Kithra at her feet under the table, too. Unfair!

      


      

      Fanny would have gone straight in, but Uncle Ned and Papa were talking, and Jenny caught her wrist and frowned, and made her

         wait at the door.

      


      

      ‘You can quite see why Grenville is so keen on the Catholic emancipation,’ James was saying. ‘He and his friends only ever

         had three policies; and now slavery’s been abolished, and no-one in their right minds would advocate Parliamentary reform,

         when the country’s seething with anti-Jacobin feeling, and all the new industrial nabobs are clamouring for representation

         —’

      


      

      ‘Well, who in his right mind would have brought forward this Catholic Militia Bill, either?’ Ned challenged. ‘It hadn’t a

         chance of getting through.’

      


      

      ‘What else could they do?’ James asked lazily. ‘They hadn’t another idea between them, and they have to talk about something

         in the Chamber, after all. And they nearly got it past the King.’

      


      

      ‘By trickery,’ Ned snorted. The King must have had a fit when he was told what he almost signed. Catholics allowed to be staff

         officers? Nonsense! The Duke of York would have died of rage! Saving your presence, Father,’ he added hastily, seeing Father

         Aislaby’s raised eyebrows. ‘I’ve nothing against the idea, but you know what these fanatical anti-papists are!’

      


      

      ‘What’s an anti-papist, Uncle Ned?’ Fanny asked with interest. James, whose back had been to her, turned and smiled a welcome.


      

      ‘Fanny, love! Come here and kiss me, you pretty thing!’


      

      Fanny ran to him, glad of the excuse to omit the customary formal curtsey to Héloïse. Jenny bid the little children, Sophie

         and Thomas, to go to Madame, and glared at Fanny, who merely glared back, kissed her father, climbed onto his lap and repeated

         her question. ‘What are anti-papists?’

      


      

      ‘Silly people, Fanny,’ Ned said shortly. ‘Nothing you need know about.’


      

      ‘Don’t interrupt and ask questions, Miss Fanny,’ Jenny reproved sternly. ‘Speak only when you’re spoken to.’


      

      Ned pushed back his chair and got up. ‘I must be off. But it’ll mean the end of this Government, Jamie, you mark my words. The King’ll never forgive ’em. They’ll be out before the

         month, and good riddance! Ministry of All-the-Talents, indeed! The only talent they shewed was in doing nothing.’

      


      

      ‘Are you going out to Twelvetrees?’ James asked.


      

      ‘Yes — we’ve ten colts to cut. Want to come and give a hand?’ Ned asked.


      

      James laughed. ‘No, no, I’ll forgo my share of the treat, thank you. I’ve got that pair of bays to school for Mrs Micklethwaite,

         if they’re going to be ready by the end of the month. I just wanted you to have someone bring the training-phaeton down for

         me, so that I can take them out this morning.’

      


      

      ‘Very well, I’ll see to it.’


      

      Father Aislaby got up too, and he and Ned went to the door together, going out as Ottershaw, the butler, came in.


      

      ‘Excuse me, my lady,’ he said, looking at Héloïse, ‘but Mr and Miss Keating have called, asking for Miss Nortiboys.’ No inducement

         could persuade the English servants to pronounce Mathilde’s name any other way. ‘I did mention you were still at breakfast,

         my lady —’

      


      

      Mathilde looked up, and her guilty flush clashed with her hair. ‘Oh, Madame, I forgot to mention! Patience asked me on Sunday

         if I would spend the day with her today. She said she might persuade her brother to drive over and take me in to York, but

         I didn’t know they would come so early.’

      


      

      ‘It doesn’t matter, chérie,’ Héloïse and good-naturedly. ‘We had finished anyway. Please ask them to step in, Ottershaw. And you may clear.’

      


      

      ‘I beg your pardon, my lady, but Mr and Miss Keating are waiting at the door, in a sporting vehicle, my lady.’


      

      ‘Good heavens, they must be in a hurry! Run and fetch your bonnet, then, Mathilde. Be so good to tell them, Ottershaw, that

         Miss Nordubois is coming.’

      


      

      ‘I imagine, knowing Tom Keating, that he’s having difficulty holding his horses,’ James said as Ottershaw went out. ‘He has

         a propensity to buy horses he can’t handle, which his father must deplore! I wish you may not be overturned, Mathilde. Do

         you entirely trust this beau of yours?’

      


      

      Mathilde blushed even harder. ‘Oh, yes, sir! I mean, he isn’t my beau, but I’m sure he drives very well!’


      

      ‘James, don’t tease!’ Héloïse intervened. ‘Run along, Mathilde. And don’t spend all your allowance in one shop! Remember you

         will want all sorts of things for the ball next week.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, Madame. No, Madame.’


      

      James halted her at the door. ‘Who brings you home?’


      

      ‘Oh, I expect Tom — that is, Mr Keating —’ Mathilde stammered.


      

      ‘Not alone,’ James said firmly. ‘If his sister does not accompany you, then a servant must. Do you understand?’


      

      ‘Yes, sir. Of course,’ Mathilde said, and dropped a hasty curtsey and hurried out.


      

      Fanny, sitting on her father’s lap, was an interested witness to all this, and thought with contempt that Mathilde was particularly

         ugly when she blushed, for it made her freckles stand out and drew attention to her horrible red hair.

      


      

      Héloïse glanced reproachfully at her husband. ‘I wish you would not tease poor Mathilde,’ she said. ‘She minds it, you know.’


      

      ‘Nonsense!’ James said. ‘Every girl of eighteen likes to be asked about her beaux — unless she hasn’t got any, of course.

         How long has Tom Keating been dangling after her?’

      


      

      ‘He does not dangle,’ Héloïse said. ‘She is intimate with Patience Keating, that’s all, and Patience and her brother are very

         close.’

      


      

      ‘Mathilde will never catch Tom Keating,’ Fanny could not resist commenting, ‘not whatever she does.’


      

      Héloïse frowned disapprovingly, but James looked amused. ‘Why, what do you know about it, Fan?’ he asked.


      

      ‘Tom Keating would never marry a girl with freckles!’ Fanny said contemptuously. ‘He’s a trump card! He has a capital grey hunter, and he said I have the best hands in the county.’

      


      

      ‘Ah, now we come to the nub of it,’ James grinned. ‘Let me guess: you met him out exercising his grey when you were flying

         about the countryside on Tempest, and he paid you some outrageous compliment.’

      


      

      ‘It wasn’t ‘rageous!’ Fanny said indignantly. ‘We jumped a stream to give him a lead, because he couldn’t get his grey over.

         Tempest flew over, and then the grey followed, and he was grateful, and he said I was a splendid rider.’

      


      

      ‘Well, so you are, chicken,’ James said, ‘but you’ll do your reputation no good if you go about admiring young Keating’s horsemanship.

         He ruined that chestnut his father bought from me two years ago, and he’ll ruin the grey before the summer if he goes on the

         way he is. He’s managed to get the brute so peppered up that either he’ll break its neck, or it’ll break his.’

      


      

      ‘My love, I don’t think this is suitable talk for children,’ Héloïse said gently, and to Fanny, ‘You must not speak so freely,

         Fanny, about people older than yourself. It isn’t seemly, and you are old enough now to begin to behave like a lady. I think,

         James, that when I am out today I had better place an advertisement in the York Mercury on that matter we agreed this morning.’

      


      

      Fanny looked at her with narrowed eyes. Something was being plotted against her, she thought.


      

      ‘Yes, if you like,’ James said, and feeling Fanny’s rigidity, tried to placate her. ‘It’s time we were thinking of a new mount

         for Fanny: Tempest is a grand sort, but he isn’t a lady’s mount — what do you think, Fan?’ Fanny drew breath to concur rapturously,

         but before she could speak he spoiled everything by adding, ‘And while I’m at it, I must see about a pony for Sophie, too,

         as I promised. I think I know where I can lay my hands on just the right animal for her.’

      


      

      Sophie flashed her father a dazzling smile of gratitude and pleasure; and Fanny was still reeling as James put her off his

         lap and stood up, saying, ‘I must be going. I want to take those bays out to the Knavesmire and give them a good opener, to

         get the fidgets out of their feet. All this rain has played the deuce with their training.’

      


      

      Jenny was holding out her hand to Fanny, but she ignored it, fixing pleading eyes on her father. ‘Oh Papa, can I come too?’

         she asked urgently.

      


      

      ‘No, Puss,’ James said firmly. ‘They’re an untrained team — it would be too dangerous. Run along now with Jenny. It’s time

         you were all in the schoolroom, anyway.’

      


      

      Fanny’s face contracted sharply with disappointment, and she watched her father kiss his wife and depart with such hungry

         eyes that for once Héloïse felt oddly sorry for her.

      


      

      ‘I shall be going out later in my phaeton,’ she said, as Fanny trailed after the little children, across the room to where Jenny was waiting. ‘Would you all like to come with me for a drive?’ Sophie and Thomas accepted eagerly, but Fanny said

         nothing. ‘Fanny?’ Héloïse prompted kindly. ‘You can take the reins for a little, if you like.’

      


      

      Fanny turned and regarded her thoughtfully. ‘No thank you, Madame,’ she said with a frosty dignity which looked odd on her

         usually animated face. ‘I think I had better stay here and study my school books.’ And she turned and stalked out, evidently

         feeling she had dealt an unbeatable card. Héloïse smiled — school books indeed! — and then caught Jenny’s eye, and gave her a cautionary look which said, make sure she doesn’t get up to mischief,


      

      It was the first time the bays had been out alone together; without trained horses harnessed up to quiet them, and they gave

         James a lively time. His man, Durban, had the greatest difficulty in backing them between the shafts of the training-phaeton,

         even with the help of four other grooms; and when they were in position, and stood quivering like coiled springs, their eyes

         white and their quarters bunched for action, he was extremely reluctant to let go their heads and climb into the cart.

      


      

      ‘I think we ought to weight the rig with some sacks, sir,’ he suggested tentatively. The wild brown eye of the offside bay

         was staring down at him from a few inches away, and its ears were flicking back and forth like metronomes.

      


      

      ‘No, no, I can hold ’em,’ James said blithely. ‘Jump in, man, and let’s be off. It’s only fretting ’em, making ’em stand like

         this. Once they’ve warmed the leather on their backs, they’ll settle down all right.’

      


      

      With an inward prayer, Durban let go and stepped aside all in one movement, and even though he was expecting it, their forward

         rush was so precipitate that he almost missed his jump as the rig shot past him, and the bays plunged off up the track, backs

         up and nostrils wide.

      


      

      ‘Hoa, hoa, my boys!’ James called to them, unperturbed, as the phaeton bucked like a mad thing over the ruts, and Durban fought

         to keep himself on the seat and his hat on his head.

      


      

      ‘When were you going to deliver them to Mrs Micklethwaite, sir?’ Durban asked obliquely as the bays lurched forward and the rig hit a large stone and shot two feet into the air. The nearside horse tried to run out sideways, and managed

         to get his head under his partner’s rein.

      


      

      ‘End of the month,’ James said cheerfully. ‘We’ll do it, you’ll see. There’s not an ounce of vice in ’em, you know. They’re

         just green. Ah, here’s the road coming up. Once we’ve made the turn, I’ll spring ’em, and let ’em find their own rhythm.’

      


      

      James eased the bays round the turn, held them for a moment, and then let them out into a fast trot. The road was in good

         repair — Edward in his capacity of Justice of the Peace, which included the office of Surveyor of Roads, saw to that — and

         the phaeton now bowled along smoothly, and ceased to alarm and fret the horses with its rattling and bouncing. The offside

         bay had a tendency at first to break into a canter every few steps, but James soon mastered him, and the pair settled down

         to find each other’s rhythm.

      


      

      A gleam of sunlight broke through the mild grey sky, and James suddenly felt a surge of pleasure and optimism. It was good

         that life had at last become something to look forward to with pleasure, rather than something to be endured. He whistled

         a few bars of Lilibullero.


      

      ‘You know what, Durban,’ he cried enthusiastically, ‘I think they’re going to make a good pair! Look how they’re pacing each

         other now! Exactly in step!’

      


      

      It was good to be driving these handsome horses along a smooth road on a mild spring day; to feel the speed and power running

         like lightning through the reins, to see the delicate ears pricked before him, and the harness jouncing on the glossy backs

         as they lifted their slender forelegs high. It was good to know that Héloïse would be presiding over the dinner table later,

         that he would hold her in his arms tonight and wake beside her in the morning. He was even looking forward to the small ball

         they were giving next week for Mathilde’s eighteenth birthday. It would be pleasant to meet the new generation of young people

         — the grown-up children of his old friends and contemporaries — and watch their innocent enjoyment.

      


      

      One day they would give a grand coming-out ball for Fanny, he thought. That would be an occasion! Miss Morland of Morland

         Place would be a considerable heiress and the catch of the Season. He thought with relish of the fortune-hunters who would inevitably dangle after her, and of the short

         shrift he would give them. With her beauty and her fortune, she might marry anyone — they might look as high as they pleased

         for a match for her!

      


      

      Héloïse was right, of course — she must have a governess. He had always wanted her to be free to romp and play as a child,

         but it was time now that she began to acquire some polish, and learnt how to behave in company. At the back of the thought

         there was a hint of relief, too. He could never consciously admit to himself that his darling was anything but perfect, if

         a little high-spirited; but his capacity for self-delusion had been severely strained by the incident over Héloïse’s gowns.

         The thought of someone’s taking her in hand and preventing anything like that from happening again was deeply, if secretly,

         attractive.

      


      

      Durban interrupted his thoughts. ‘We’re being followed, sir,’ he said quietly. ‘Miss Fanny on Tempest, coming along the other

         side of the beck. She’s keeping to the trees, hoping not to be seen.’

      


      

      James groaned and glanced round. Yes, there she was, coming out of the trees now, hopping Tempest over the beck and cantering

         towards them, grinning triumphantly. Even then he couldn’t help a surge of pride at how well she rode. She had obviously taken

         Tempest from the paddock without asking anyone, and without bothering to saddle or bridle him, but even bareback and with

         nothing but a hemp halter round his nose, she had complete control.

      


      

      ‘Papa! It’s me!’ she called, and then several things happened at once. They had just passed Tyburn, the site of the old gallows,

         and a place where horses often became jittery. The bays’ heads were up, and they were fidgeting a little, peeking about them.

         Then there was a rustling in the bushes to the right, and Fanny’s dog, Puppy, came bursting out onto the road right beside

         them, and cavorted excitedly around the horses.

      


      

      ‘God damn that bloody dog!’ James cursed as the bays startled, bunching their quarters and trying to leap away. ‘Get away,

         Puppy! Get off, you fool!’ Durban’s hands had joined his on the reins, and he freed one to lash out at Puppy with the whip.

         Puppy yelped, jumped aside, and then somehow became entangled in the horses’ legs.

      


      

      There was a moment of confusion. James felt the phaeton jolt, and the dog shrieked in pain. Fanny was upon them, shouting

         something and further exciting the horses. The bays struggled, trying to bolt, flinging their heads up and snorting in distress,

         and Durban was contemplating throwing himself out and trying to get to their heads.

      


      

      And then a new figure entered the drama. A few yards further on, the road was joined by a track from High Moor which had recently

         been glorified by the name of Nelson’s Lane, and out of it came a young man on a workmanlike road-horse, well splashed with

         mud as if they had come a long way. He summed up the situation in an instant. He turned his horse across the road and jumped

         from the saddle, flung the reins over the hedge, and stepped up to catch the bays’ heads.

      


      

      ‘Hoa there, hoa there, my beauties,’ he cried soothingly. The bays surged against his restraining hands; the offside horse

         kicked out at Tempest, and he flinched away. ‘Better take your pony out of the way, Miss Morland, before he gets hurt.’

      


      

      Durban took the opportunity to jump out, and in a moment he and the young man had the bays at a stand. Fanny turned Tempest

         away to the side of the road and jumped off; left loose he trotted a few paces and then stopped to graze.

      


      

      ‘Puppy’s hurt!’ she cried.


      

      ‘I can hold ’em all right now,’ the young man was saying to Durban, ‘if you want to look at the dog.’


      

      Durban left the horses and went past James, who glanced behind to see where Fanny was crouching in the road over the rough

         grey shape of Puppy. Damn and blast, he thought: if the dog’s badly hurt, she’ll be heartbroken. The bays were standing quietly

         now, aided by the example of the young man’s road-horse, which stood peacefully eating the hedge and cocking one stout foot

         at its ease. James wound the reins, preparing the jump down, and only then looked properly at the young man who had come so

         efficiently to their aid.

      


      

      The sun broke through the clouds again, and where a bar of sunlight touched the young man’s brown hair, it lit a gleam of

         dark fox-red.

      


      

      ‘I’m very much in your debt,’ James said. ‘John Skelwith, isn’t it? I haven’t seen you for quite some time. It must be — oh, five or six years.’

      


      

      John lifted his mother’s dark eyes and looked at James steadily. The rest of the face, James thought, was not Mary’s: dear

         God, how many people must notice the likeness? John was a little taller than he, more slightly built, but so like, so like!

         Did he know? Had any suspicion ever crossed his mind? James thought not; hoped not.

      


      

      ‘I’ve been away a good deal, sir,’ John said pleasantly, neutrally. ‘School, of course, and then university; and I’ve been

         spending a lot of time in Leeds and Huddersfield lately, about my father’s business.’

      


      

      ‘Your business now, isn’t it?’ James said. ‘Didn’t you come of age in January?’


      

      John Skelwith did not seem to wonder why James knew his age and birthday. ‘My business,’ he corrected himself with a faint

         smile. ‘I’ve just come back from Leeds now, as a matter of fact. I was on my way home.’

      


      

      ‘Lucky for me you were — another moment and I’d have lost these two. Durban!’ He wrenched his gaze away from that frighteningly

         familiar face and looked over his shoulder. ‘How’s that damned dog?’

      


      

      Durban, crouched with Fanny in the road, looked up. ‘Not so good, sir. I think we’d better try and get him back to the house.

         Stand aside, Miss Fanny, and let me pick him up.’

      


      

      Fanny’s face was tracked with tears. ‘Papa, he’s hurt! I saw it — the wheel went over him!’


      

      The horses surged forward as Durban came towards the rig with the dog in his arms, but John Skelwith’s strong wrists held

         them.

      


      

      ‘You’d better stay with Miss Fanny, Durban, and escort her back to the house,’ James said. ‘I can manage the pair myself now.’


      

      ‘No, no! I want to go with Puppy!’ Fanny cried at once. Durban rolled an expressive eye at his master.


      

      ‘I don’t think I ought to leave the dog, sir,’ he said pointedly.


      

      John Skelwith spoke up. ‘Would it help if I led the pony home for you? It isn’t far out of my way.’


      

      ‘That’s very good of you,’ James said. ‘I’m enormously grateful to you.’


      

      ‘That’s all right, sir. How would it be if I rode just ahead of you? It might calm your horses to see my old Trooper in front

         of them. Nothing ever startles him.’

      


      

      He helped James turn the phaeton before catching Tempest and mounting his own horse, and taking up his position in front of

         them. The bays, sure enough, walked quietly with Trooper’s broad rump directly ahead of them, while in the back of the phaeton

         Fanny kept up a crooning lament, and Durban parried her questions and evidently prevented her from examining the hound too

         closely.

      


      

      James had plenty to keep his mind occupied on the short journey home; and only as they turned in under the barbican did he

         reflect that there was no-one but Ned left to be surprised at the sight of Mary Loveday’s boy, Fanny’s half-brother, leading

         the cavalcade home to what might so easily have been his house, his inheritance.

      


   

      

      CHAPTER TWO


      

      Héloïse called first at Fussell Manor on the Fulford Road, and did not find Lady Fussell at home; but making the second call

         at Foss End House in Walmgate, found her there, visiting her sister-in-law Mrs Crosby Shawe.

      


      

      Lady Fussell, formerly Miss Lizzie Anstey, shared with Mrs Shawe, the former Miss Valentina Fussell, the distinction of having

         been very much in love with James Morland when they were all young, and he was in hopeless pursuit of Mary Loveday. It was

         not an exclusive distinction — James Morland had broken many hearts while occupied in breaking his own — but Lizzie and Valentina

         were perhaps the most willing of his lifelong captives, and were unusual in being sincerely glad that he had at last managed

         to marry the woman he loved. They liked Héloïse as they had not liked his first wife, and hoped, if wistfully, that he would

         now be happy.

      


      

      ‘Lady Morland, how kind of you to come and see me,’ Valentina said, holding out a welcoming hand from the sopha on which she

         was lying. ‘Forgive me if I don’t get up — I still suffer from giddiness if I move too quickly.’

      


      

      Héloïse thought she was looking very pale and worn, and crossed the room quickly to take her hand. ‘Oh, but you should not

         be up so soon! I made sure you would be in bed, and I meant only to send up my name and not disturb you. You poor thing! I

         am so very sorry! But the other children are well, I hope?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, they keep very stout,’ Valentina replied. ‘I see you’ve brought your dear little ones! I’ll send for my boys, and they

         can play together.’

      


      

      ‘Thank you. Sophie, Thomas, come forward. Say good-day to Mrs Shawe and Lady Fussell. I have just come from Fussell Manor,

         ma’am,’ she added to the latter. ‘I left my card.’

      


      

      ‘Did they not tell you I was here? I come every day. Poor Tina has been very low,’ said Lady Fussell. She turned her eyes hungrily on the children. ‘And here is little Miss Sophie! I must tell you, Lady Morland, how I dote on her! And how

         quiet and good they both are — so different from my sister Celia’s children, who are always squabbling and shrieking, and

         pull one about so, there’s no bearing it. Come and give me a kiss, angels!’

      


      

      Sophie obeyed good-naturedly, though Thomas, who was always rather shy, remained at Héloïse’s side after making his bow to

         each of the ladies. Héloïse watched, amused, as Lady Fussell, fascinated by Sophie’s bilingual abilities, attempted to converse

         with her in French, and was soon left floundering. Eventually Héloïse felt constrained to rescue her, and made Sophie recite

         from her repertoire of poems until Mrs Shawe’s three boys were brought in by a nursery-maid. They were pale, undersized little

         things, Héloïse thought, with a pinched look about the eyes, and a shrinking air, as if they had been too often beaten. Beside

         them, Sophie looked strong and bright and vigorous, as though she had grown up in sunlight, and they in semi-darkness.

      


      

      The children were introduced to each other, and taken away to another room to play, and the women were then free to converse

         more openly.

      


      

      Valentina’s miscarriage was naturally the first subject. She had been unlucky with her pregnancies, for this was the second

         consecutive miscarriage, and she had lost two of her children in infancy as well.

      


      

      ‘But at least you have the dear boys,’ Lizzie said mournfully. ‘As for me, I have never shewn even the slightest sign of —’

         She sighed. ‘I sometimes wonder if that’s why Arthur is so — difficult.’

      


      

      ‘No, love,’ Valentina said, pressing her hand. ‘I’m sure not. Arthur was always the same, even when he was a boy. Father was

         forever whipping him, but it never seemed to make the slightest difference.’

      


      

      Arthur Fussell and Crosby Shawe had been schoolfriends. Lizzie and Valentina had made good marriages in the eyes of the world:

         for Lizzie, youngest of a large family and with only a modest dowry, to marry a baronet with an estate was considered brilliant;

         while Valentina, the baronet’s quietest and least pretty sister, might have done much worse than Crosby Shawe, who had his

         merchant father’s fortune to squander.

      


      

      But Arthur, spoilt as a child, had grown up a thoroughly selfish, dissolute man, while Crosby Shawe, who was merely weak and

         impressionable, copied him in everything. Both men succeeded in making their wives very unhappy, and it was proof of how much

         the women had come to like Héloïse in the short time they had known her, that they could regard her evident happiness kindly.

      


      

      Héloïse knew all about them and their husbands: Marie was a very good informant about everything that went on in the neighbourhood,

         and James in the course of their long conversations in bed had told her the rest.

      


      

      ‘Arthur Fussell was always an arrogant little brute, foul-tempered and a fouler horseman. Worst hands in the Ridings! And

         a gamester! I was very sorry for Lizzie having to marry him. But their fathers arranged it all — they’d known each other for

         ever, and poor Lizzie at twenty-five was almost on the shelf. But I’m surprised at the way Crosby Shawe turned out. I always

         thought him a good enough sort of man: quiet, you know, and not much to him, but a dull and decent sort. But he and Arthur

         were bosom-bows at school, and I suppose the rest just followed. Valentina’s a great deal too good for him. You might not think

         it to look at her,’ he added, making Héloïse smile into the darkness at his naïveté, ‘but she’s a remarkably intelligent woman.

         The rest of her family were positively sheep-witted, but Valentina was always clever.’

      


      

      Héloïse also knew, through Marie, that both women had been in love with James, and probably still were, but she gave no sign

         of that as she smiled and chatted easily to them.

      


      

      ‘God moves in mysterious ways, Lady Fussell,’ she said, embarrassing the ladies a little with the familiar way she introduced

         the Almighty into conversation. ‘He has denied you children, which is very sad; but you are blessed with a great many nephews

         and nieces; and an aunt, you know, may sometimes have the best of it — all the fun and none of the sorrow.’

      


      

      ‘Well, yes,’ Lizzie said reluctantly, ‘John’s children bring me great pleasure, I grant you, and I’m fond of Tina’s little

         boys.’

      


      

      ‘My ward Mathilde is at this very moment visiting Miss Keating, who is also your niece, is she not?’


      

      ‘Yes, Patience is my eldest sister Augusta’s girl.’


      

      ‘You must be very pleased with the way Miss Nordubois has turned out, Lady Morland,’ Valentina put in. ‘I have not had the

         pleasure of meeting her yet, but I hear good reports of her — a very modest, pretty-behaved girl, they say.’

      


      

      ‘And her eighteenth birthday is next week, is it not?’ Lizzie asked. ‘I believe you are having a ball for her?’


      

      ‘A very small thing,’ Héloïse said. ‘As she is my ward and not James’s, it would not be proper at Morland Place to have anything

         very grand. But Mathilde looks forward to it very much.’

      


      

      ‘Despite having her come-out in London?’ Valentina said. ‘She must be a modest girl indeed! And a trip to Brighton with Lady

         Chelmsford into the bargain, and all the glories of the military camp!’

      


      

      ‘Ah yes, Brighton!’ Héloïse laughed. ‘She fell in love with a different officer every day!’


      

      ‘Red coats have a dreadful effect on a girl’s heart,’ Lizzie said. ‘I remember when the regiment was here in ’79 — well, I

         was too young to care about officers, of course — but Augusta and your sisters, Tina, could talk about nothing else. They

         nearly broke their hearts when the regiment went abroad.’

      


      

      ‘I remember!’ Valentina laughed. ‘Amelia and Caroline cried in each other’s arms for a week over a certain Captain Matlock.

         If he’d favoured either of them over the other, they’d have hated each other, of course, but as he regarded them both with

         perfect indifference —’

      


      

      ‘There is no better cure for a young girl’s heartbreak than indifference,’ Héloïse agreed. ‘With Mathilde it was a certain

         Major Ashton of the Ninth.’

      


      

      ‘We have a very decent sort of officer here at Fulford, you know,’ Valentina said. ‘A very gentlemanly set. Miss Nordubois

         might do worse than a handsome ensign.’

      


      

      ‘There will be one or two officers at the ball,’ Héloïse confessed. ‘James knows the colonel.’


      

      ‘Oh yes, of course. They all meet at the Maccabbees,’ Lizzie said in a flat voice. The Maccabbees club was the source of a

         great deal of Lizzie’s and Valentina’s misery.

      


      

      ‘James does not go there very often now,’ Héloïse said, a little apologetically. ‘He called on the colonel at the barracks,

         and the colonel invited him to dine.’

      


      

      Just then the door was flung open, and Crosby Shawe walked in. He stopped short and goggled at them.

      


      

      ‘Good God, what’ve I interrupted?’ he exclaimed. It was evident from the first words that he was not entirely sober. ‘It looks

         like that scene from that play — what’s it called — with the three witches. You know — “Double, double —” or is it “Bubble,

         bubble —”? Never could remember. Shakespeare! Pa made me recite it for ever when I was in short coats. Macbeth, that’s the dandy! The three wise women.’

      


      

      ‘Mr Shawe, Lady Fussell and Lady Morland are visiting me,’ Valentina said hastily.


      

      ‘Can see that!’ Crosby said indignantly. ‘Wouldn’t have come in if I’d known. Thought the room was empty. Damned if I want

         to listen to a lot of women’s clacking!’

      


      

      ‘Mr Shawe!’


      

      ‘Anyway, Lizzie Fussell’s always here. Nothing to make a fuss about. Is that your phaeton in the yard, Lady M? Wants its offside

         driving-wheel looking at, you know.’

      


      

      ‘No, I didn’t know,’ Héloïse said with a calm good humour, ‘but I shall tell my groom about it.’


      

      ‘Told him myself, when I drove into it,’ Crosby said, and laughed loudly at his own wit. ‘Should think he knows now, all right.’


      

      ‘Mr Shawe, do you mean you damaged Lady Morland’s phaeton?’


      

      ‘Not my fault,’ he said sulkily. ‘Damn stupid place for Brunty to put it, just inside the archway like that. Came round the

         corner at a hell of a lick and smashed — I mean,’ he corrected himself fumblingly, ‘I turned my tilbury in just as I always

         do, expecting the yard to be empty, and there was — this —’ He paused again, looking owlishly round at them, aware that he

         was not shewing himself to advantage. ‘S’only the one wheel. Got locked in mine, you see, and m’horse got in a panic, and

         wouldn’t stand still.’

      


      

      ‘I’m so sorry, Lady Morland,’ Valentina said. ‘You must send us the bill for the repair. I’m afraid our stableman is very

         stupid, and must have left your carriage in a very awkward place.’

      


      

      In the irrational way of the drunkard, Crosby now grew angry with his wife for defending him. ‘Yes, all right, I am a trifle

         foxed!’ he said loudly, glaring at Valentina. ‘Why not? I went to the club for breakfast, and it’s a cold morning. A man has to have something to keep the cold out, doesn’t he?’

      


      

      ‘Mr Shawe, I’m sure our guests don’t want to know —’


      

      ‘Don’t want to know? I’ll bet they do know, though. Arthur was there, anyway, Lizzie, so you see — and it isn’t so long since

         Mr James Bloody Perfect Morland had his armchair by the fire every night. Founder member of the Maccabbees, Mr James Newly-Wed

         Morland!’

      


      

      Héloïse, more in pity for the women than in shock at his behaviour, stood up, and said, ‘I think, Mrs Shawe, that I ought

         to be going. I like Thomas to sleep in the afternoon —’

      


      

      Crosby saw that he had gone too far, and became contrite. ‘No, wait, don’t go yet. I’ve got something to tell you.’ He shook

         his head stupidly, trying to clear it. ‘Wonder why I’m a little bit under the weather? Not foundered, you know — just a little

         windy! It’s good news! Good news — heard it at the club — had to drink a toast, didn’t we? It’s just come up from London —

         Boney’s been beaten!’

      


      

      He stared at them hopefully, his dull and doggy eyes wandering a little. Héloïse heard the words with shock, and looked from

         Mrs Shawe’s white face to Lady Fussell’s. It was Valentina who took charge. She stood up and faced her husband, and her voice

         took on a ring of command which no-one but he had ever heard before.

      


      

      ‘Beaten? What do you mean? Crosby, look at me, and tell me immediately exactly what you heard.’


      

      ‘S’true!’ he pleaded. ‘Beaten to flinders, and some place called —’ He screwed up his eyes with the effort, and then shook

         his head. ‘Some jawbreaker of a name, in Prussia, anyway. Boney was in winter quarters, and the Russians attacked, and beat

         him completely. So we had some champagne — well, who wouldn’t? And then Arthur said, he said, this is damn dull work without

         a drop of brandy to warm it up. Arthur said that!’ His eyes swivelled round to Lizzie. ‘It was the brandy that did the damage.

         All Arthur’s fault!’

      


      

      ‘Is it true? Crosby, look at me! Is it true? Is Bonaparte beaten?’


      

      ‘Swear to God! Wiped out! The Cossacks hunted the Frenchies through the snow like rabbits! Thousands killed! Boney rubbed

         off to save his skin!’

      


      

      ‘Thank God!’ Lizzie said. ‘Now perhaps the war will be over.’


      

      Héloïse shook her head. ‘Forgive me, but I cannot be so hopeful. Even if it is true, one defeat is not the end for a man like

         Bonaparte. If he is not dead, it is not all over.’

      


      

      ‘Well, you may be right,’ Valentina said briskly, ‘but at all events, it shews he can be beaten, and that’s something worth knowing. You did very right to come and tell us about it, Mr Shawe. And now perhaps

         you ought to go and change your necktie — it is a little crumpled, no doubt after your driving accident.’

      


      

      She coaxed him to the door and her tact would have got him safely off, if a servant had not appeared at that moment in a state

         of great excitement.

      


      

      ‘Oh ma’am,’ she cried to Valentina, apparently noticing nothing of her master’s condition or her mistress’s pallor, ‘there’s

         a servant come for Lady Morland, ma’am, to fetch her home at once, on account there’s been a terrible accident, and she’s

         wanted, urgent as urgent!’

      


      

      ‘Good God, what now?’ Valentina muttered, putting a hand to her head.


      

      ‘Accident?’ Héloïse said, her lips paling. ‘What accident?’ Her mind offered her an instant image of the over-fresh, untrained

         bays, a splintered wreck, James carried home on a litter. ‘Is someone hurt? Nom de Dieu, tell me at once!’

      


      

      ‘Oh ma’am, m’lady, I should say,’ the servant turned to her, eyes gleaming with relish, ‘they’re in a proper state at Morland

         Place, so the man said! It was Mr James, m’lady, took out a pair of young horses —’

      


      

      ‘Ciel!’ Héloïse cried. Her legs trembled, and Lizzie’s hand caught her arm. ‘Is he hurt?’


      

      ‘Oh no, ma’am — m’lady — not him,’ the girl said, seeming unaware of the effect she was having, ‘only that Miss Fanny followed

         him on her pony, ma’am, with her dog, and the dog got run over, and they’re all in a proper to-do, and wanting you home this

         minute.’

      


      

      Héloïse moistened her dry lips and took a firm grip of herself. ‘Yes, I imagine poor Fanny must be very upset,’ she managed

         to say. ‘Mrs Shawe, if you would be so kind as to send for my children, I will go at once.’

      


      

      ‘Of course,’ Valentina said. ‘Dora, go down at once and ask Mr Overton to have Brunty bring her ladyship’s carriage to the

         door.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ said the girl, but lingered, reluctant to let so promising a drama come to so little. ‘The man says there was

         nearly a much worse accident, ma’am, for the dog was like to make the horses bolt, and there’d have been no holding ’em, and

         likely a terrible smash, but for Mr Skelwith coming up just at that moment and stopping them, and leading them home, too,

         safe and sound —’

      


      

      ‘Dora, stop chattering and go at once!’ Valentina said quickly, and even went so far as to propel the girl through the door

         with a hand in the small of her back.

      


      

      The last words had meant nothing to Héloïse, but Crosby Shawe, who had been leaning against the door-frame listening all this

         while, grinned maliciously and said, ‘Oho! Now we come to it! John Skelwith, hey? Is that what your husband gets up to when

         you’re not there, Lady M?’

      


      

      ‘Crosby!’ said Valentina sharply.


      

      ‘Ladybird, ladybird fly away home! Not quite so perfect now, is he, eh? Soon as you’re out of sight, he starts bringing his

         by-blows home!’

      


      

      ‘Crosby, you don’t know what you’re saying. Be silent!’


      

      ‘’Course I know,’ he said, pushing himself upright, and curling his lip at his wife. ‘I know you were in love with him — and

         Lizzie, too! S’pose you’re still hankering after him — yes, I’ve seen the look in your eye when his name crops up! Well, if

         you’re stuck with me, I’m stuck with you, too. And at least I never forced my bastards on you.’

      


      

      The last words seemed to shock even him into silence, as he realised the lengths to which his drunken jealousy had led him.

         The silence seemed horribly long, and bristled with the unspoken and unspeakable. Héloïse felt her cheeks burning. It was

         impossible to meet anyone’s eye. She thought for an instant that none of them would ever be able to move or speak again.

      


      

      Then Crosby Shawe turned with an abrupt movement and went away. Lizzie’s supporting hand was still under Héloïse’s arm. She

         removed it cautiously, as if not wishing to draw attention to herself, and Héloïse, to her amazement, heard her own voice

         saying almost steadily, ‘Perhaps if you would send for my children, Mrs Shawe —’

      


      

      Valentina turned, her face white and shocked, but she followed Héloïse’s lead. ‘Of course,’ she said steadily. ‘You must be anxious to be off. Your carriage should be at the door by now. But I hope you will find things at Morland Place better

         than you fear. Servants always exaggerate.

      


      

      Lizzie was only just recovering her voice. ‘Oh God!’ she burst out, staring at them wild-eyed. ‘How could Crosby say such

         things! Oh Tina —!’

      


      

      ‘Lizzie, be quiet,’ Valentina commanded.


      

      ‘But he—’


      

      ‘No,’ Héloïse said kindly, touching Lizzie’s hand. ‘Nothing happened here. It’s all right. Please, don’t say any more.’


      

      Somehow, she got away; took the children’s hands and met Sophie’s too-penetrating glance of enquiry; endured the butler’s

         rambling explanation that her phaeton was not safe for a lady to drive, and that he would have it sent back, with her ponies,

         that afternoon; climbed into the carriage that had been brought round instead, and was driven home.

      


      

      Sophie sat close, and slipped her hand into her mother’s to comfort her, and Héloïse felt herself comforted. She was shocked,

         yes, but it was not as the other women probably thought. She knew James had had a wild youth, but nothing in his past impinged

         on her, or touched the deep core of love and trust that was between them. The shock had been at the words themselves, the

         spite and anger of them, and the dark, violent forces which had brought those words to be uttered. Crosby Shawe’s crime was

         that he had rent the social fabric that bound them all and kept them in delicate equilibrium, an exact and tolerable distance

         apart.

      


      

      Edward took less pleasure in despatching Puppy than he would have expected. The dog evidently had internal injuries, and was

         suffering, though only the occasional whimper escaped it, as it looked in pitiful entreaty from one face to another and occasionally

         licked its lips placatingly. Edward had often threatened to shoot the dog, and perhaps in a sort of irrational atonement for

         that he now insisted on taking the unhappy duty on himself.

      


      

      Fanny, who could see no external damage to her dog, and who could not therefore believe that it was all up with him, screamed

         and fought when she understood what Edward meant to do, and had to be carried bodily away. Ned waited until she was out of

         earshot before doing the deed. He made the mistake of stroking Puppy’s head before raising the gun, and the brute licked his hand and wagged its tail apologetically,

         as if it supposed the pain were punishment for a misdeed. Ned had had to despatch many animals in the course of his life,

         and he was damned if he could understand why this one was so hard. Puppy kept on looking up at him trustfully, so that his

         eyes actually misted over, and he had to wait a moment until his hands stopped shaking, before he could pull the trigger.

      


      

      When he went outside again, the Skelwith boy was still there, looking troubled and at a loss.


      

      ‘I’m sorry it had to come to that, sir,’ he said. ‘The little girl will be very upset.’


      

      ‘It always was a useless dog,’ Edward said shortly. ‘Impossible to train it. I’ve threatened to shoot it many a time, but

         —’ His voice disappeared.

      


      

      ‘It doesn’t make it any easier, though, does it?’ Skelwith said with quiet sympathy. ‘I remember when my mother’s spaniel

         got too old, and I had to do the job for her. It’s always hard.’

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ Edward said, and met the young man’s eyes. He saw, with distant shock, how like Jamie he was. He’s grown handsome,

         too, he thought, the way these things are measured; and he has Mary Loveday’s quiet dignity. He remembered the day old Skelwith

         had come up to Morland Place to demand reparation and punishment for James. The scandal of this young man’s birth had, Edward

         thought, broken their mother’s heart and, he believed, shortened their father’s life. One of James’s many youthful indiscretions.

         Oh, the conversations he and his mother had had about Jamie over the years! She had always loved James best. Edward could

         hear her voice now, saying ‘Dear Ned, you never give me a moment’s unease: best of my children!’ And he had tried not to;

         but in her heart it was Jamie, wicked Jamie, who held first place.

      


      

      Now Mother was dead, and Chetwyn was dead, and Edward’s life held nothing any longer of colour or warmth or joy. He filled

         his grey days with work, just to make himself tired enough to sleep; while Jamie had a new wife, his life’s love, and his

         children. Where was the justice in that? And young John Skelwith was standing here in the yard of Morland Place, looking like

         a taller, younger James — that was extraordinary! What would Mother have thought, he wondered? The boy had grown up well, a pleasant, steady-looking young

         man, the sort you would instinctively trust.

      


      

      ‘Would you like me to help you bury him, sir?’ Skelwith said, and Edward realised he had been staring him out of countenance

         for some minutes. Not polite! And with this young man’s quickness of mind, not safe!

      


      

      ‘Thanks, but the grooms can do that. No need to trouble you with it. You’ve been more than kind already.’


      

      ‘It was nothing, sir.’ Still he stood, regarding Edward steadily, like a good soldier waiting for orders.


      

      Edward felt suddenly lost, wanted to reach out to this young man in some way, make contact with him. ‘I knew your mother,

         of course,’ he blurted out, and it sounded foolish, even open to misinterpretation. ‘I mean, we were all the same age, you

         know. She came to dances here — and the Fussell girls, and the Ansteys. My friend, the Earl of Aylesbury, danced with her

         once. Before she was married, of course.’

      


      

      He stumbled to a halt, feeling astonished at his own stupidity, and suddenly John Skelwith smiled, a wide, friendly smile

         that made everything seem all right, and which held the ghost of that sidelong, enmeshing charm that had made Jamie so irresistible

         when he was one-and-twenty.

      


      

      ‘I know,’ he said. ‘My mother was very handsome, I believe. Everyone was in love with her, so my Uncle Tom used to say. Well,

         if there’s nothing more I can do, sir, I’d better be on my way.’

      


      

      ‘Thank you again for all your help,’ Edward said. Skelwith began to turn away, and suddenly he added, ‘It’s Mathilde’s — Miss

         Nordubois’ birthday next week. We’re having a dance here on Tuesday for her — nothing grand, just a few young people, and

         a supper. I know Lady Morland would be delighted if you would come.’

      


      

      It was a worse piece of clumsiness than the last, but Skelwith smiled again, and looked genuinely pleased.


      

      ‘Thank you, sir, I should be honoured.’


      

      ‘Good. Good,’ Edward said helplessly, and Skelwith bowed and turned away to mount his stolid horse. He had Jamie’s hands,

         too, Edward thought watching them firm and sensitive on the rein as he turned the horse towards the barbican. Jamie’s hands and Jamie’s face, and I asked him to Mathilde’s ball. Lord, what have I done?

      


      

      By the time Héloïse reached home, Fanny had been quietened at last by a dose of laudanum which had sent her into a troubled

         sleep, but the atmosphere in the house was no easier for that. James was upset by his daughter’s grief and pain, disturbed

         by the unexpected meeting with John Skelwith, and angry with Edward for having invited the boy to the ball.

      


      

      ‘What the devil did you do it for?’ he demanded, and Edward could not adequately explain it. The invitation could not now

         be withdrawn without explaining to everyone why contact between that particular young man and Morland Place ought to be avoided

         at all costs.

      


      

      Edward was puzzled by his own stupidity; but pointed out angrily that it was James’s fault the situation had arisen in the

         first place. ‘It’s always the same with you,’ he said, all the old resentments seething in his heart. ‘You blame everyone

         but yourself when something goes wrong, and it’s always someone else that has to pick up the pieces. I told you from the beginning

         that you ought to train Puppy properly, but you never listened to me. And now he gets himself run over, and it’s me that has

         to shoot him. And you’ve spoiled Fanny to the point where —’

      


      

      ‘Oh shut up! You’re always complaining about Fanny! I’m sick of it!’


      

      ‘Yes, and Mother spoiled you, too. The number of times you broke her heart —’


      

      ‘Don’t start talking about Mother! I warn you, Ned, I won’t stand it! You gave her plenty of grey hairs too —’


      

      Edward and James had hardly ever quarrelled in their lives, one brother too industrious, the other too indolent ever to begin;

         but this quarrel, born of two sore hearts, escalated foolishly to the point where each was too hurt to continue, and they

         stumped away to brood at opposite ends of the house. By the time Héloïse came home, they were treating each other with wounded

         dignity.

      


      

      James told her the story of the mishap and Puppy’s death in a voice so racked with guilt that she wanted only to comfort him,

         and said gently that it was a great pity, but that nothing so very bad had happened after all, and that the shock might even do Fanny good in the long term. Then Edward explained

         stumblingly that he had invited John Skelwith to the ball in gratitude for his help; and Héloïse took pity on him and said

         he was quite right to do so, and that she would write out the invitation the following day. She left them both more comfortable

         than she had found them, and they were too glad to have been eased to notice her unusual preoccupation.

      


      

      At dinner there was still too much silence, so to make conversation she mentioned the rumour of the defeat of Bonaparte. Father

         Aislaby, fortunately, had more details to offer.

      


      

      ‘Yes, it’s true Bonaparte has been beaten. It’s the first setback he’s suffered on land since he was forced to flee from Egypt,

         and that was eight years ago.’

      


      

      ‘I remember. Everyone thought he was finished then, but he came back,’ Héloïse sighed. ‘But what happened this time?’


      

      ‘You remember that business at Putulsk in December? The Russians and French fought, and both sides got pretty badly mauled,

         but couldn’t claim a victory. Well, it seems Boney had taken his army into winter quarters at a place called Preuss-Eylau,

         somewhere in the north of Prussia, and the Russians attacked them actually in camp. They fought in a snowstorm all through

         the streets of the town, and there was a great deal of confusion. Casualties were heavy on both sides, but the French came

         off rather the worse, and when they retreated, it turned into a rout.’

      


      

      ‘And what will happen now?’ Héloïse asked.


      

      Aislaby shrugged. ‘Not much, I imagine. The Russians will be anxious to press home their advantage, of course, and as we are

         their allies, they will look to us for support. But even if the Government had an army available to send to Prussia, I doubt

         whether it would. Grenville and his friends have never been keen on getting involved in Europe itself. Don’t forget they came

         to power through an upsurge of anti-war feeling.’

      


      

      ‘Grenville will soon be gone, you mark my words,’ Edward said. ‘Then we’ll see something start to happen. We’ll get some ministers

         who really believe in the war, and who’ll fight it whole-heartedly. That’s the only way to beat Boney.’

      


      

      * * *

      


      

      Later that night, Héloïse sat at her dressing-table while Marie brushed out her hair, making her ready for bed. James came

         through from the dressing-room, and Héloïse, noting his preoccupied air, took the brush from Marie and dismissed her with

         a nod. She observed James’s reflection in the mirror as he walked aimlessly up and down the room, and continued to brush her

         hair with slow, thoughtful strokes.

      


      

      ‘Well,’ she said at last, when it was obvious he was not going to initiate the conversation. ‘It has been quite a day for

         both of us.’

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ he said absently. ‘Shall we go to bed?’


      

      ‘Not yet, my James,’ she said. ‘We should talk a little. I think that something is disturbing you.’


      

      He paused in his pacing, and gave her a rueful smile. ‘Are you surprised? That business with Fanny and the dog —’ He came

         over to stand behind her, took the brush from her, and began to brush her hair.

      


      

      She bent her head to his strokes and half-closed her eyes in bliss, like a cat. ‘It was very lucky,’ she said casually, ‘that

         John Skelwith came along. He seems a very good sort of young man, from what Edward says. He was right to ask him to Mathilde’s

         ball. Have you known him long?’

      


      

      ‘I’ve known of him all his life,’ James said shortly, ‘but I can’t say I know him. He hasn’t happened to have come in my way.’

      


      

      ‘I think I had better call on his mother, before I send the invitation. It would be polite. You knew her, I believe?’


      

      James looked at her sharply. ‘What do you mean by that?’ Her eyes met his in the glass, and she continued to look at him steadily,

         serenely; saying nothing, waiting for him to speak. ‘Yes,’ he said at last. ‘I knew his mother. Well, we all did. We grew

         up together.’ He hesitated, and Héloïse smiled.

      


      

      ‘Go on, my James. Tell me the story. And go on brushing my hair, too. It feels so nice.’


      

      The action, she knew, would help him talk. ‘Well,’ he began, ‘there was Edward’s friend, John Anstey, who was in love with

         my sister Mary, and Tom Loveday, who was Anstey’s friend, and his sister Mary Loveday, who was my sister Mary’s friend. We

         were all meeting for ever at balls and parties. Mary Loveday was a few years older than me. She was quiet and clever. I suppose that’s why I liked her.’

      


      

      He stopped again, and this time Héloïse just waited, knowing that it was coming, ‘In fact, Marmoset, I have a confession —

         I more than liked her, I was in love with her. Oh, I was only a green boy then, and I don’t suppose she thought me anything

         but a vague nuisance. But she was kind to me — I think it amused her to have me pursuing her so hard, when the other young

         women were all after me. It makes me sound like a coxcomb, I know, but so it was.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, my love,’ she prompted gently. ‘What then?’


      

      James’s mouth turned down bitterly. ‘The Lovedays weren’t well-to-do. They were an old family, and respectable, but the father

         speculated unwisely, and the long and short of it was that when Mary was twenty, he arranged a marriage for her which was

         to repair his fortunes. The chosen man was old John Skelwith, a builder, very rich, with enterprises all over Yorkshire. A

         coming man, you might say. The trouble was, he was thirty years older than she.’

      


      

      Héloïse nodded gravely. ‘Such marriages are less common now than they were. No doubt her father had her best interests at

         heart; but I can see how it would appear to you.’

      


      

      ‘Appear to me?’ He looked at her over her shoulder, amazed. ‘Don’t tell me that you would approve of such a match! A girl

         of twenty and a bow-legged old man of fifty?’

      


      

      ‘And you were — how old? Eighteen?’


      

      ‘Seventeen.’


      

      Her eyes twinkled. ‘Yes, my James, seventeen, and hot-blooded, and handsome, and in love with this Mary Loveday. It must have

         seemed very bad to you. But she did not refuse the marriage, did she?’

      


      

      ‘How could she? I told you it was arranged for her —’


      

      ‘Ah yes, so you said. But you know, women are not always so romantic as men. Sometimes they may put practical matters first;

         and a kind, wealthy, older man may make a very good husband for a woman who is still unwed at twenty.’

      


      

      ‘You know nothing about the case,’ James said stiffly.


      

      Héloïse reached behind her and put her hand over his. ‘Perhaps not. But I know you, my James. You thought she had been forced

         into the marriage, and wanted to rescue her, like the chevalier sans peur et sans reproche! And perhaps also your pride did not want to believe that she preferred this old man to you for a husband?’

      


      

      He put the brush down hard on the dressing-table and tugged his hand free from hers; and then met her amused but sympathetic

         eyes in the glass, and gave a reluctant half-smile.

      


      

      ‘Well, you may be right. Perhaps I was rather a coxcomb, and there was some hurt pride in the case. But I really loved her,

         Marmoset — that I do know. She was intelligent and fine, and I hated to see her sold like a horse for the sake of her fool

         of a father.’

      


      

      ‘Well, mon âme, so what did you do?’

      


      

      ‘Do?’ James looked rather startled.


      

      ‘You said you had a confession,’ Héloïse reminded him. ‘You have confessed nothing yet.’


      

      He reddened. ‘Ah — yes. I don’t know quite how to tell you.’


      

      ‘Go on from where you stopped — that is the best way. You loved this Mary Loveday. She married Mr Skelwith. Et puis?’


      

      He looked away. ‘He was away a great deal, her husband, attending to his business. I met her by chance one day in the street.

         I was miserable and she was lonely, and one thing led to another —’ His eye returned to hers reluctantly. ‘I became her lover.

         I know it was wrong, but I felt that she had been wrong to marry him, and that her father was wrong to force her to, and that

         —’

      


      

      ‘Everyone was wrong, so one more wrong did not matter?’ Héloïse offered.


      

      ‘Don’t make fun of me,’ he said.


      

      ‘You mistake me, my James,’ she said gravely. ‘There is no fun in the story, only sadness.’


      

      ‘Yes,’ he said, still hurt, ‘and you don’t yet know it all. Mary conceived, and because her husband had been away so long,

         it was obvious that the child could not be his. There was the devil of a to-do. He came up to Morland Place to demand that

         I be horse-whipped, and Mary came after him to plead for me. My father furious, my mother in tears, me in disgrace — everything

         as bad as it could be! Well, they calmed the old man down, and persuaded him to forgive Mary, and I was packed off to Court

         to get me out of the way, and everything was hushed up. I would have stood by her and looked after her and the child, but no-one wanted that, not even Mary. Especially not Mary.’

      


      

      She turned and put her arms around him, feeling him rigid with the memory of his old anger. ‘Come,’ she said, ‘come to bed.’ He resisted. ‘It is enough now,’ she said. ‘Come, my own love.’

      


      

      In bed, when the candle was out, she felt him begin to relax in her arms. Some things were easier said into the darkness.


      

      ‘So the young man, John Skelwith, is your son?’ she said.


      

      James grunted.


      

      ‘Does he know it?’


      

      He roused himself. ‘I don’t know. I hope not. Mary always said not. She said that was why she —’


      

      ‘Why she would not see you any more? Well, my James, she was right. You were angry with her for refusing to leave her husband,

         weren’t you?’ He grunted again. ‘But to compound the fault could not have cured it, don’t you see? She had already agreed

         to marry another man, instead of you. It would be both weakness and folly to take you now, on worse terms than she had rejected

         you for. She had to make the best of it, and do the best for the child.’

      


      

      ‘You think she was right?’ he said, but his indignation was already less.


      

      ‘I think she did the only thing possible. And if this John Skelwith does not know you are his father, then she has done well,

         and you would not put all her trouble at nothing, would you, love?’

      


      

      ‘I wouldn’t tell him, if that’s what you mean. What kind of a fool do you take me for? It would hurt him, to no purpose.’


      

      ‘Is that how you see it? You are in the right, of course,’ she said, and there was a silence. She felt him gradually relaxing,

         his breathing slowing and steadying towards sleep, his body growing heavier. ‘And now I have a confession to make also, my

         heart’s love,’ she said, choosing her moment.

      


      

      ‘Mmm?’ he enquired sleepily.


      

      ‘I knew already that this young man was your child.’


      

      ‘What?’ he struggled up from the edge of sleep. ‘You knew? Then why —?’


      

      ‘I found it out today by accident; but I had to let you tell me yourself. How would you have thought if I had come to you,

         asking, like an accusation? It would have come between us — now, it is nothing.’

      


      

      ‘You —! You are —’ he was at a loss for words.


      

      ‘Very clever: I know,’ she smiled into the dark. ‘One of us must be clever, my James, for it is certain you are not.’


      

      ‘No? But there is something I am good for, isn’t there?’ he enquired dangerously.


      

      ‘Many things, mon amant,’ she concurred, allowing herself to be engulfed. ‘Mais surtout —’


      

      ‘Surtout,’ he finished for her, ‘to love you. As I do, Marmoset. This will not come between us, then, this business?’

      


      

      ‘Nothing can come between us, love,’ she said. ‘It is good that Edward has asked John Skelwith to the ball. We shall make

         him welcome, and treat him just like anyone else. He will never suspect anything, and it will make up a little for the past.’

      


      

      ‘How can it, if he never knows?’ James said, kissing her ear.


      

      ‘Not for him: for you,’ she said into his hair.


   

      

      CHAPTER THREE


      

      Héloïse lost no time in calling on Mrs Skelwith. The following day, as soon as she had completed her morning tasks, she ordered

         the carriage to be brought to the door in half an hour, and went upstairs to dress, with Kithra and Marie at her heels.

      


      

      ‘What shall it be, Marie?’ she asked, staring at her reflection in the glass, while Kithra sat helpfully on the shoes she

         had just taken off. ‘I must be smart, but not threatening. She will wonder how much I know, and what I intend. We are not

         rivals, but she may feel so. I must make just the right impression. It is a delicate business.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, madame,’ Marie said reflectively.


      

      Their eyes met. Héloïse thought suddenly of all this woman had been through with her, of fear and betrayal and death and exile,

         of poverty and privation and sorrow. There had been days in Paris when the air was heavy with the smell of blood; when if

         you walked abroad, you were careful to meet no-one’s eye; when you did not know from hour to hour which friendly neighbour

         or faithful servant might betray you to your death. Their King and Queen had been murdered, and their country was taken from

         them for ever; and beside all these things, any present preoccupation with the feelings of a Yorkshire housewife must seem

         absurdly trivial.

      


      

      Kithra, sensing an atmosphere, edged forward a little and thumped his tail on the ground. Héloïse said suddenly, ‘Marie, do

         you remember my little dog Bluette? I wish I knew what happened to her when we fled from France.’

      


      

      ‘Oh madame,’ Marie said, and suddenly their arms were around each other and they were both in tears, while Kithra whined and

         pressed his cold, wet nose between them. It was a good and cleansing thing to do, to weep, and when they had done, they dried

         each other’s faces and felt restored.

      


      

      ‘After all, James was not locked up in a box until I met him,’ Héloïse said briskly, and chose the new cherry-red pelisse trimmed with grey fur, and the velvet mameluk hat with the

         jaunty tassel, and her big grey fur muff. There now, she addressed her reflection, do your worst, Mary Loveday. You have his

         son; but he is mine now. You cannot hurt me.

      


      

      Her phaeton was being repaired, so it was in her predecessor’s vis-à-vis that she was driven into York. There was the usual crush of coaches and carts queueing to get over the Ouse Bridge, and she

         had plenty of time while they waited their turn to observe that the river was very high, and that King’s Staith was flooded

         again. A band of workmen was labouring with grapples to rescue bales of wool from the warehouse there, and some barelegged

         children were gathering driftwood from the murky waters.

      


      

      It took a long time to manoeuvre round the junction of Ousegate and Spurriergate, where the four streams of traffic had jammed

         themselves almost solid, but then they were trotting along Coney Street, and Héloïse caught a glimpse of the tangle of hovels

         and filthy yards and tenements which lay between the main street and the river. It was just like the Paris of her childhood,

         she thought, where behind the rows of great houses lay another teeming world of poverty, of ragged children and dunghills

         and foraging pigs and chickens; and the thought was somehow comforting, as if her world were not, after all, completely lost

         to her.

      


      

      They crossed St Helen’s Square, and now they were in Stonegate. There on the corner of little Stonegate was the Maccabbees

         club, the heavy red velvet curtains at the upper windows promising comfort and seclusion to men who wished to escape from

         their wives, their duns, their responsibilities, or their sorrows. She thought of James drinking himself to forgetfulness

         there once a week during the years of his marriage to Mary Ann, and was sad at the waste of it all.

      


      

      She remembered the terrible anguish she had suffered when she first heard that James and Mary Ann had a son. Well, Mary Ann

         was dead, and the boy was dead; and now she was going to visit another woman who had borne James a son.

      


      

      The carriage halted outside the imposing stone frontage of Skelwith House. Like so many York houses, it was an old building

         with a modern façade, added not only to improve the look of the property, but to comply with the new fire regulations: inside, she knew, it would present the crooked, humane proportions of a mediaeval frame house. Now that the carriage

         was halted, Héloïse could hear the cathedral bells rocking the air above the roofs, the top layer in a cacophany of sounds

         which astonished her anew every time she came into the city.

      


      

      The footman stepped down and rapped at the door, and when the servant answered, came to open the carriage door for his mistress,

         and let down the step.

      


      

      ‘Come back for me in a quarter of an hour,’ Héloïse said. The Skelwith servant was waiting, holding the house door open for

         her. She thrust her hands into her muff, took a deep breath, and stepped forward, inwardly rehearsing her opening speech.

      


      

      A few moments later she was being shewn into a parlour on the first floor. It was a low-ceilinged room at the back of the

         house, whose small casement windows let in little light; but there was a bright fire burning in a modern hearth, and Mrs Skelwith

         rose from a chair pulled up beside it to meet her.

      


      

      ‘I hope you will forgive me for calling on you without leaving my card first,’ Héloïse said at once, ‘but as I believe you

         are an old friend of the family, I hoped you would not think it an impertinence.’

      


      

      ‘Not at all, Lady Morland. I’m very glad you did call,’ Mrs Skelwith said. The words were hospitable, but the tone was unemphatic.

         ‘Indeed, I should have called on you after your wedding, but I’m afraid I’m a sad invalid now, and rarely go out, except to

         church, so I hope you will forgive me. Won’t you sit down?’

      


      

      Héloïse sat down in the chair opposite and looked at her properly for the first time. Why, she’s quite old, was the first thought that occurred. The former Mary Loveday was a thin woman in whose face any youthful beauty she may have

         possessed had been extinguished by years and unhappiness. There were unbecoming shadows around her eyes, two lines of discontent

         drew down her mouth corners, and her skin had the dry and unnourished look of a woman without a lover. Her hair was hidden

         by a cap whose lack of trimming was almost defiant; her gown was of good material, but of a sober brown, and plain except

         for some narrow black velvet edging; and she wore a fine cashmere shawl round her shoulders as if for warmth, rather than for ornament.

      


      

      Was this the woman James had loved? Héloïse thought in astonishment. And yet, perhaps she might once have been pretty. Why

         was she so sad? Had she really loved James so much? But no, surely no-one could waste their whole life in regretting something

         they could never have. She thought guiltily about her own long exile from his arms, all the years when he was married to Mary

         Ann, and felt a brief kinship with Mrs Skelwith. But then, she thought, I never mourned and brooded and shut myself away like

         this. I tried to live my life and love God, and I almost married. The room was comfortably furnished with many signs of wealth;

         and a wealthy widow could always marry, if she had a mind.

      


      

      But that only brought her back to the unhappy suspicion that perhaps this woman was in permanent mourning for James. The silence

         was beginning to be uncomfortable to Héloïse, and since Mrs Skelwith did not seem to feel obliged to initiate conversation,

         she said, ‘I have not had the pleasure of meeting your son, but he did my husband and step-daughter a great service yesterday.’

      


      

      Mary Skelwith looked at her with a leaden eye, but said nothing.


      

      ‘Indeed,’ Héloïse went on determinedly, ‘if it were not for him, I believe my husband might have had a sad accident, so I

         am most grateful to him, as you can imagine.’ Still no response. ‘He must be a great comfort to you?’

      


      

      She injected enough interrogative into the statement to force Mrs Skelwith to answer.


      

      ‘He is a good son,’ she replied. Her voice was light, but toneless, like a tired wind murmuring. ‘He has never given me a

         day’s unease in his life.’

      


      

      ‘I suppose he mentioned what happened yesterday?’ Héloïse said, thinking it best to stick to direct questions.


      

      ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Skelwith, defeating the ploy.


      

      The sun came out for a moment, and in the briefly improved light, Héloïse saw that she was being studied closely with a suspicious

         and perhaps hostile eye. How much, she suddenly wondered, did Mary Skelwith know about her? Did she know about the time James

         ran away from his wife to live with her? Did she know, or at least guess, whence Sophie came? She suddenly saw herself from

         the other woman’s point of view — like her, a former mistress, and mother of an unintentional child; but fifteen years younger, and now possessed

         of the prize. Did she think it unfair? If indeed she did still love James, it must be a bitter thing for her to comtemplate,

         and Héloïse’s ready sympathy rose up.

      


      

      She leaned forward a little and said warmly, ‘Well, as I said, we are all very grateful to your son, and I am glad that it

         gives me the opportunity to make your acquaintance. We are having a little ball next week, for my ward’s birthday, who is

         eighteen, and I hope so much that he will be able to come to it. I believe that your son and my ward have many acquaintances

         in common, so it will be pleasant for the young people to be together. And perhaps you —’

      


      

      ‘You refine upon it too much, madam,’ Mrs Skelwith interrupted suddenly. ‘It was no very great service that John rendered

         your husband. There is no need to reciprocate in any way, or to build on the acquaintance, as you seem, for reasons I cannot

         understand, eager to do.’

      


      

      It was the most direct snub Héloïse had ever received in her life, and it so surprised her that for a moment she felt neither

         hurt nor anger; and she was still staring at Mrs Skelwith, trying to assemble her wits, when the door opened, and a tall young

         man came in. He was in riding clothes, and a faint smell of outdoors and stables clinging to him suggested he had just arrived

         home. Mrs Skelwith looked annoyed at his appearance, but she could have been no more agitated than Héloïse at this first sight

         of John Skelwith.

      


      

      He looks like James, she thought, and it went through her like a hot needle into her heart. It was one thing to know with the mind that Mary Skelwith

         had borne a son to James; but to meet with the reality of it, to see the flesh and blood of it standing before her, was quite

         another. Her hands were cold in her lap, and she felt the blood leave her head, so that for a moment the room went dark, and

         she heard him speaking through a roaring mist.

      


      

      ‘Mama — Betty told me Lady Morland had called. I’m so glad I wasn’t too late. Lady Morland, how do you do? Forgive me for

         coming in in all my dirt, as you see me, but I did not want to miss the opportunity of making your acquaintance.’

      


      

      Héloïse could not speak. Her lips felt numb as she offered her hand to the young man, who grasped it warmly, and smiled down at her with James’s elusive smile. The brown hand which held hers was James’s too, the shape of the nails, the

         fine, long-jointed fingers, the texture of the skin. Across the room she caught sight of Mary Skelwith’s face, and thought

         in a brief access of pity, Dear God, she has lived with this ghost for twenty-one years — half her life! No wonder she looks so weary.


      

      ‘I am pleased to meet my husband’s rescuer,’ she managed to say at last, ‘and to make formal the invitation my brother Edward

         gave you yesterday. We will all be very pleased if you will come to Mathilde’s ball on Tuesday. I was speaking of it to your

         mother when you arrived.’

      


      

      ‘I shall be delighted to come,’ John said quickly. ‘In fact, by coincidence, I had the pleasure of meeting Miss Nordubois

         yesterday afternoon. When I got back into town, I met her walking with Miss Keating and Tom in High Petergate, and as the

         Keatings are old friends of mine, they were able to make me known to her.’

      


      

      ‘Well, then that is settled. I am so glad. You will find it quite an informal dance, just ten other couples, but all friends,

         I think.’ She removed her fascinated gaze from John’s face and looked a little defiantly at Mary Skelwith. ‘I thought it only

         proper to call on your mama,’ she added, ‘as it seems by some chance we have never met before.’

      


      

      ‘That was good of you,’ John said warmly. ‘I’m afraid my mother goes out very little, and as I am so much from home, life

         is sometimes very dull for her.’ He smiled from his mother to Héloïse, and essayed a little joke. ‘She must be eager for me

         to marry at last, so that I may bring home a daughter for her to love.’

      


      

      ‘Nonsense! I have never said anything of the sort, John,’ Mary Skelwith snapped. ‘And as to the ball, I have already told

         Lady Morland that there is no need at all —’

      


      

      Héloïse held her breath, but John only leaned down and silenced his mother with a kiss on the cheek. ‘None at all,’ he said

         cheerfully. ‘That is why it is so kind, and why I am very glad to accept. Mama.’

      


      

      The emphasis he placed on the words shewed Héloïse that they had already discussed the matter, and she wondered, rather troubled,

         what reason Mary had given him for not wishing to further the acquaintance. She could hardly have told him the truth. What must he imagine? Oh, what a tangled web, she thought wearily, and suddenly wanted to be out and away

         from here, away from this claustrophobic atmosphere of secrets and choked passions. How had John Skelwith managed to grow

         up so straight and fair in such inhospitable soil? She hoped he really would enjoy the dance: she doubted if he had had much

         simple pleasure so far in his life.

      


      

      ‘I must take my leave of you now,’ she said, rising. ‘I am so glad to have met you both.’


      

      ‘And I am honoured to have met you, ma’am,’ John said. ‘I look forward very much to Tuesday.’


      

      Mary Skelwith said nothing, only watched Héloïse across the room with a gaze of burning resentment.


      

      The addition of John Skelwith’s name to the list of guests for Mathilde’s ball caused certain problems. To make the numbers

         even, another suitable young female had to be found. Héloïse applied to Mrs Micklethwaite, the attorney’s wife, who knew everyone,

         for intelligence. She was a comfortable woman of the old-fashioned sort, mother of a large and hopeful family, pillar of society,

         and staunch minder of everyone’s business; and after careful thought, she suggested Miss Cowey of Beverley House, or Miss

         Chubb of Bootham Park. Miss Chubb was already on the list, and as Miss Cowey would never go to any kind of evening party without

         her next sister, Miss Pansy Cowey, that left the numbers uneven again.

      


      

      Mrs Micklethwaite could offer no more help. ‘You seem to have asked all the best young men already,’ she complained. ‘You

         have my Joe and my Ned, and you might have my Horace too, and welcome, but he’s only just sixteen, and the likes of Miss Chubb

         and Miss Williams won’t care to dance with a boy younger than themselves. I hardly know what to suggest.’

      


      

      ‘I suppose I must look further afield, Héloïse sighed. ‘But I did so want all the guests to be friends — apart from the officers,

         of course.’

      


      

      ‘Officers?’ Mrs Micklethwaite asked, a little sharply.


      

      ‘Three young officers from Fulford,’ Héloïse explained. ‘Very gentlemanly, I am assured, and recommended by their colonel,

         who is a friend of James’s, and by the colonel’s wife, who inspected them on purpose.’

      


      

      Mrs Micklethwaite laughed. ‘Then there’s your problem solved,’ she said. ‘Ask the officers to bring a friend. Depend upon it,

         they will have no difficulty in recruiting someone, and the girls will be delighted to have the choice of four red coats instead

         of three.’

      


      

      ‘But the mamas,’ Héloïse asked anxiously. ‘How will they like it? I do not wish them to think I am bringing their daughters

         to meet strangers.’

      


      

      ‘If they’re gentlemen, unwed, and possessed of anything resembling a fortune, the mamas will be as meek as pussycats, I promise

         you,’ Mrs Micklethwaite said. ‘Particularly Lady Grey, with her seven daughters to shift off her hands. I presume you must

         be having one Grey girl at least to the dance? Nothing ever happens within twenty miles of York without a Grey girl turning

         up.’

      


      

      ‘Actually, there are three invited,’ Héloïse said guiltily. ‘Lady Grey was so pressing —’


      

      ‘Three! The impudence of that woman knows no bounds! Well, my dear, you ask the officers to bring a friend. The Grey girls

         will dance with anything male and over eighteen.’

      


      

      On the evening of the ball, everything looked set fair: it was dry and mild, and the full moon sailed clear between a few

         small clouds, so there was no reason for anyone to cry off. The family dined early to allow time to dress, and to give the

         servants the chance to clear the dining-room and lay out the supper. The floor of the long saloon had been chalked and tested,

         the flowers had been arranged and the chairs set out, and the musicians had already arrived and were being entertained in

         the servants’ hall under Ottershaw’s watchful eye.

      


      

      The only problem, apart from Mathilde’s extreme nervousness, which Héloïse hoped and trusted would go away of its own accord

         as soon as the fun began, seemed to be Fanny. She had always regarded Mathilde with too much contempt to wish to torment her,

         but the thought of a ball being given in her house for that ugly, freckled thing was too much to be borne in silence; especially when she discovered that she, Fanny,

         was to take no part in it.

      


      

      ‘But Fanny, love, you’re only eleven. You’re much too young to go to balls. When your turn comes, when you’re older —’ James coaxed again and again.

      


      

      ‘I don’t care! It’s my house, and she shan’t have a ball if I can’t go! It’s not fair! I’m nearly eleven-and-a-half, and it

         is old enough, it is!’

      


      

      Fanny raged, and then sobbed, and then threatened. ‘I’ll spoil it. I’ll do something, and then you’ll be sorry.’ And finally, her most pointed weapon, ‘You don’t love me any more. Ever since that

         woman came, you love everybody better than me. Everybody has things, except me. You killed my dog, and now I haven’t got anything,’


      

      Héloïse retired early in the altercation, knowing her presence would not help. Edward, rolling his eyes expressively, left

         the room the moment it began and went down to the kennels to shut up the house dogs, and managed to stay there settling them

         until the storm had passed. After long negotiation, James finally persuaded Fanny to go to bed and not to spoil the ball on

         condition that she would be allowed to watch the arrivals from the upper hall, and that James would personally bring her a

         tray of supper, and sit with her while she ate it.

      


      

      Meanwhile, Héloïse and Marie had attended Mathilde in the Red Room to help her dress. Her gown was a present from James for

         her birthday, fine white jaconet muslin, embroidered with tiny flowers.

      


      

      ‘It is very pretty, mademoiselle,’ Marie observed, hooking up the pearl buttons down the back. ‘And it fits you to perfection.

         But you will need to tuck a little lace,’ she added approvingly. Mathilde had filled out a little since her come-out last

         year, and now, in Marie’s opinion, had a very adequate figure.

      


      

      ‘I wonder what my poor Flon would have said about it,’ Héloïse sighed. ‘I wish she could have lived to see you dancing at

         Morland Place!’

      


      

      ‘She’d have found some fault, to be sure, madame,’ Marie said with a small smile. ‘The seams, or the set of the sleeve. Once

         a mantuamaker, always a mantuamaker.’

      


      

      Héloïse had lent from her own wardrobe a spangled gauze shawl, and said as she arranged it, ‘You wear a shawl so nicely, chérie. Some girls can, and some girls can’t. It makes you look very elegant.’

      


      

      Mathilde gave her a nervous but grateful smile. ‘I’m sure I shall trip over or drop my fan or something,’ she said.

      


      

      ‘Nonsense, why should you? You had a whole Season in London, and your come-out ball in Chelmsford House, and you didn’t fall

         over once. Have some sense of proportion, ma petite. This is a small affair.’

      


      

      ‘I know, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m being so silly,’ Mathilde said contritely, and Héloïse put an arm round her and kissed

         her heartily.

      


      

      ‘You’re not silly, you’re a good girl; and you look lovely.’


      

      ‘Madame, please!’ Marie protested, dropping her comb. ‘Attention aux cheveux, s’il vous plait!’


      

      ‘Now, what have you for ornament?’ Héloïse asked, when Marie had finished with the head. Mathilde’s hair was the burnished,

         surprising colour of a marmalade cat, and she had arranged it in a cluster of shining Greek curls, threaded with narrow silver

         ribbon. ‘The crystal beads that Lady Chelmsford bought you in Brighton, perhaps?’

      


      

      ‘No, Madame, if you please,’ Mathilde said hesitantly, her cheeks colouring. ‘I have something else, if you think it is suitable

         — a present. Look — it was from Mr Edward Morland.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, but how pretty!’ Héloïse said, as Mathilde brought forward a small white jeweller’s box and, opening it, revealed a necklace

         of gold filagree interspersed with small gold beads: very simple, delicate and pretty. ‘When did he give you this?’

      


      

      ‘This morning, after chapel,’ Mathilde said. ‘For my birthday, he said, but he wanted me to have it in time for the ball.

         May I wear it?’

      


      

      ‘Of course, love. It is the very thing. How kind of him to think of it!’ Héloïse said. She had thought Edward too preoccupied

         with the estate, and too wrapped up in his sadness, to notice Mathilde’s existence.

      


      

      ‘But he is kind,’ Mathilde said, surprised, giving the necklace to Marie to fasten for her. ‘Whenever I speak to him, he always

         listens so kindly, even when he is busy.’

      


      

      ‘I am glad to hear it. Well, then,’ Héloïse said, ‘are you ready? Shall we go down?’


      

      ‘Quite ready, Madame.’ Mathilde gathered up her train, picked up her fan, and made her way downstairs. James and Edward were

         waiting in the great hall, warming their tails at the fire, and Héloïse thought how very handsome James looked in black and

         white, and just for a moment wished that it was not exclusively a young people’s ball, and that she might dance with him. Edward had graced the occasion by powdering;

         the contrast with his brown skin made him look younger, and rather handsome.

      


      

      ‘It is an elegant custom,’ she told him approvingly. ‘It is only a pity you men don’t powder more often.’


      

      ‘I’ve never powdered in my life,’ James said in horror at the thought. ‘Not voluntarily, that is. God forbid! Of course, Ned

         doesn’t crop either. He’s the old-fashioned sort.’

      


      

      ‘We’re not here to discuss our appearance,’ Edward said sternly. ‘This is Mathilde’s evening. Miss Nordubois, I should call

         you now, shouldn’t I?’ he said, smiling at her. ‘May I say you look quite lovely tonight?’

      


      

      Mathilde returned the smile shyly. ‘Thank you sir. And thank you again for the necklace. It was very kind of you.’


      

      ‘You compliment me by wearing it, my dear,’ Edward said.


      

      James caught Héloïse’s eye and raised his eyebrows mockingly, and putting his mouth to her ear murmured, ‘A very pretty scene

         — and a credit to all concerned.’

      


      

      Héloïse frowned him down. ‘James, behave yourself,’ she said firmly. ‘Is that a carriage I hear?’


      

      The first arrival had come the furthest: Mathilde’s old friend Lizzie Spencer from Coxwold, who was to stay at Morland Place

         for a few days. Then a clutch of coaches arrived one after the other, and for the next half-hour the great hall was filled

         with the noise and movement of arrival. The young women clustered together, light and pretty in their pale, delicate muslins,

         their heads, like flowers atop long stems, bound with beads or ribbons or tall plumes, nodding together as they chattered

         excitedly and admired each other’s toilettes.

      


      

      The young men were strange and suddenly dignified in their evening-dress and on their best behaviour, remembering not to bellow

         with laughter or jostle each other as they normally did on meeting. They smirked and pulled down their upper lips, anxiously

         comparing their own calf muscles, hairstyle and neckcloth with those of their friends. One or two had shaved rather too enthusiastically;

         some found the constriction of their collars unfamiliar. Only Tom Keating and John Skelwith seemed perfectly at ease, the

         former having too good a conceit of himself, the latter being too mature and sensible to be nervous.

      


      

      The officers from Fulford arrived last, and at their entrance the chatter died down, as the young women eyed them admiringly

         and the young men bristled with resentment. The red coats were so distinctive and becoming, and the officers themselves seemed

         so sophisticated, bringing with them the scent of a larger world, of brighter lights and more dashing music. The three originally

         invited were two young cornets, Brunton and Fenwick, who had the downy faces and charming manners of someone’s favourite nephews,

         and a Lieutenant Finucane, who was tall and had red hair and a hint of Irish in his voice.

      


      

      They presented themselves most properly to James and Héloïse, and Finucane then brought forward the fourth officer, on whom

         all female eyes had been secretly fixed since they entered the great hall.

      


      

      ‘May I present Lieutenant Fitzherbert Hawker, ma’am?’ Finucane said. ‘A friend and distant cousin of mine, who when he heard

         of my fortune in being invited here tonight, was ready to kidnap me, steal my invitation, and impersonate me, for the chance

         of clapping his eyes on you!’

      


      

      Hawker was tall — not as tall as Finucane, but better proportioned — with an elegant figure, and a head of dark wavy hair

         any woman would have envied. His lean, handsome features were lit by a pair of smiling blue eyes, and his clothes appeared

         to have been moulded on him. Héloïse did not quite like Finucane’s nonsense, and Hawker appeared to perceive this, for as

         he bowed over her hand, he gave a charming, boyish smile and said, ‘I must apologise for my friend, ma’am. His Irish blood

         makes him a little high-spirited sometimes, but he means no impertinence, I promise you.’

      


      

      He made his bow very respectfully to James and Edward, and accepted his introduction to Mathilde with just the right degree

         of polite friendliness to suit the informality of the occasion, and the fact that he was several years her senior. Héloïse

         was puzzled to guess exactly how old Hawker was. He seemed older in his manner than any of them except John Skelwith, but

         his physiognomy suggested that he was no more than twenty-one or -two.

      


      

      ‘Have you been long at Fulford, Mr Hawker?’ she asked, hoping to calculate something from his answer.


      

      ‘Not long, ma’am; in fact, I came up from Brighton only a month ago. I was with the Sussex.’

      


      

      ‘Brighton — oh, I have been to Brighton,’ Mathilde exclaimed. ‘I was there last summer.’


      

      Hawker bowed to her. ‘I am only sorry I did not have the opportunity of making your acquaintance there,’ he said, ‘but I joined

         the Sussex only in October.’

      


      

      ‘Brighton is a delightful place, isn’t it?’ Mathilde said enthusiastically.


      

      ‘Very,’ Hawker said, with a slight, conspiratorial smile at Héloïse. ‘Did you attend any of the evening parties at the Pavilion?’


      

      ‘Yes, several.’


      

      ‘And how did you like His Highness?’ Hawker asked, and the tone of his voice was satirical enough even to alert Mathilde.


      

      ‘He was very — affable,’ she said uneasily, glancing at Héloïse for help. From above the sounds of music revealed that the

         band had warmed up and were ready to play; glancing up, Héloïse saw a flash of white behind the balustrade, which she assumed

         was Fanny watching the arrivals. James and Edward were chatting to the older people and chaperones who had accompanied the

         girls.

      


      

      ‘I think perhaps we might go up,’ she said loudly, to catch everyone’s attention. ‘I think it is time to begin.’


      

      Hawker bowed to Mathilde and said, ‘Might I have the inestimable honour of your hand for the first dance, Miss Nordubois?’


      

      He pronounced her name perfectly, which pleased and confused her. ‘Oh, thank you — I should — but I am engaged already, to

         Mr Skelwith.’

      


      

      John Skelwith, who had drifted up to them, nodded gravely at Hawker, and offered his arm to Mathilde. Hawker gave a charming,

         rueful smile.

      


      

      ‘I am bested,’ he said, and as they walked away, he turned to Héloïse. ‘In that case, ma’am, may I solicit the even higher

         honour of your hand? Voulez-vous danser avec moi, madame la comtesse?’


      

      Héloïse raised her eyebrows at him. ‘You speak French with a French accent, Mr Hawker,’ she observed. ‘And how did you know

         my title?’

      


      

      ‘I have lived abroad a great deal, ma’am,’ he replied. ‘And as to your title, it would be simple of me to accept an invitation and not discover by whom I had been invited. So then, may

         I?’ He crooked his arm insistently for her.

      


      

      Héloïse couldn’t help smiling, though she tried to speak sternly. ‘This is a dance for the young people, Mr Hawker. I do not

         dance. You must apply to one of the young ladies. That,’ she added pointedly, ‘is what you are here for.’

      


      

      He still held his arm for her. ‘I am rebuked. But may I escort you upstairs to the saloon? Grant me that, at least.’


      

      Everyone was following Mathilde and John Skelwith up the stairs, and Hawker’s nonsense would leave a young woman without a

         partner, if they all paired off before they reached the saloon. Héloïse gave a distracted glance about her; but Hawker was

         smiling down at her, and met her eyes with a mixture of such admiration, amusement, intelligence, and conspiracy that she

         could not prevent herself from placing her hand on his arm and allowing him to lead her to the stairs. This is a dangerous

         man, she thought, and determined that she would keep an eye on him, and make sure he did his duty and danced every dance,

         even if it were with the youngest Miss Grey.

      


      

      Mathilde, at the head of the set for the first dance, eyed John Skelwith obliquely. Apart from the two lieutenants, who were

         frankly terrifying, John Skelwith was the oldest of the young men present, and his gravity and air of maturity made her feel

         nervous and rather shy. She had been pleased that he had asked her for the first dance; she felt it a distinction; and as

         the rest of the set formed below them, she decided that despite his lack of dash and nonsense, she had much the best partner.

         His necktie and hairstyle might be sober and unadventurous, but his breadth of shoulder and strength of calf needed no help

         from buckram padding, like Ned Micklethwaite’s; and if he did not speak much, at least he did not require constant admiration,

         like Tom Keating.

      


      

      Finding that he was looking at her, she met his eyes hesitantly, and he smiled so pleasantly that she forgot that she had

         known him such a little time. It was a confident, friendly, unchallenging smile, such as, for instance, Mr Edward Morland

         might give her, and she smiled back unaffectedly.

      


      

      ‘How pleasant this is,’ he said. ‘I think we shall have a delightful evening, don’t you?’

      


      

      ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘And private balls are so much pleasanter than public ones, aren’t they?’


      

      ‘I’m sorry to say I have been to so few of either, I can hardly have an opinion,’ he replied.


      

      ‘Oh,’ she said, disappointed. ‘Don’t you like to dance?’


      

      He laughed. ‘Whenever I have had the chance, I have liked it very much. But I have been kept busy ever since I left school,

         learning my father’s business and taking care of it. I have had little time for pleasure — too little.’

      


      

      ‘That is a great pity,’ Mathilde said feelingly.


      

      ‘The kindness of your heart makes you feel more sympathy for me than I am accustomed to feel for myself,’ he smiled, making

         her blush a little. ‘But standing here, in this pleasant place, and with such pleasant company, I believe you are right, and

         that it is a pity.’

      


      

      She felt the implied compliment too deeply at once to reply; but then, remembering Héloïse’s words, that it was a small occasion

         beside many others she had experienced, she summoned her confidence to say, ‘Perhaps now you have begun, you may find it easier

         to go on.’

      


      

      ‘To go on with what, Miss Nordubois?’ he asked. She raised her eyes, and found him looking at her in a way that made her feel

         breathless and witless.

      


      

      ‘Why — with dancing and — and balls — and so on,’ she managed to say.


      

      He took her hand at the demand of the dance, and she liked the gentle strength of his grasp, and the firm way he supported

         her.

      


      

      ‘Perhaps it is a little early to ask,’ he said, ‘but I imagine I may not have another chance if I miss this one: so may I

         take you down to supper, Miss Nordubois?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, please,’ she said simply, and then wondered if she ought to have said ‘thank you’ instead.


      

      Lieutenant Hawker was frankly bored. Finucane had been eager to come to this ball because the wealthy Miss Chubb would be

         here, and he was hoping for the opportunity to advance what seemed to Hawker a very hopeless cause. When the colonel had relayed

         the request for another officer to Finucane, he had put up Hawker’s name without consulting him; and when Hawker had later protested, Finucane had said, ‘Oh don’t be such a wet blanket, Fitz! There will be a dozen pretty

         girls there, and a decent supper. What more can you want?’

      


      

      ‘A great deal more,’ Hawker had said disagreeably. ‘Country girls with thick ankles and red faces, and nothing to drink, I‘ll

         wager, but orgeat and lemonade! What the devil did you give Brunton my name for?’

      


      

      Finucane laughed. ‘Nonsense! York girls are the prettiest in the country, and quite as smart and sophisticated as your London

         girls. As to drink, you don’t know, there might be champagne or anything. And you can take your own flask, can’t you? Damnit,

         Fitz, you’ve nothing better to do, after all. Why not take the chance of seeing the inside of Morland Place? It’s a fine old

         castle, you know, and the Morlands are one of the oldest families about here.’

      


      

      ‘Stiff and fusty-faced, and full of their own importance, I suppose. Who’s the girl?’ Hawker asked indifferently.


      

      ‘What, Miss Nordubois? Ward of Lady Morland, some kind of cousin-twice-removed, I think. She’s French, you know.’


      

      ‘So I imagined from the name,’ Hawker said with a curl of the lip.


      

      ‘No, I mean Lady Morland,’ Finucane laughed good-naturedly. ‘She’s a countess in her own right — Papist, of course — descended

         from James II, but with a few bends in the line. From what I hear, she’s had quite a life! Fled the revolution and — well,

         there have been some scandals along the way.’

      


      

      Hawker’s interest was slightly stirred. ‘Is she a beauty? Rich?’


      

      ‘What, Lady M? Has her own fortune. As to beauty — I couldn’t say, never having seen her. Her marriage to Morland was a love-match,

         so I dare say she is. Why, what’s it to you?’

      


      

      ‘A wealthy married woman with a highly-coloured past, and French at that, might just amuse me sufficiently to make it worth

         going to this dreary ball of yours,’ Hawker said. ‘God knows, there’s nothing else to do in this place! Why did I ever come

         to the North? Why did I ever leave Brighton?’

      


      

      ‘You know why you left Brighton,’ Finucane said disobligingly. ‘It was because —’


      

      ‘For God’s sake, don’t remind me,’ Hawker snapped.


      

      ‘So you’ll come to Morland Place with me, then?’ Finucane pressed home his advantage.

      


      

      ‘I suppose so,’ Hawker sighed.


      

      He had come; and it was as bad as he had expected. Orgeat, lemonade, and a harmless punch to drink; girls only just out, and

         flanked by chaperones like thorn-hedges to see they didn’t flirt. Lady Morland turned out to be an ugly little thing, interesting

         because of the Stuart blood, which shewed clearly enough in her features and colouring, but too sharp-witted, and too obviously

         in love with her husband to offer any chance of an intrigue. Every time he tried to slip away from the dancing to refresh

         himself from his flask, she pounced on him and led him up to some giggling girl, and though he admired her strength of character,

         his boredom became more and more acute. She even obliged him — with, he could swear, a malicious gleam in her eye — to escort

         down to supper Miss Lydia Grey, who was the worst giggler of them all, and who had been schooled by her mama to do her best

         to get married to any man who so much as spoke to her.

      


      

      At last, towards the end of the supper break, he managed to slip away on the pretext of fetching Miss Grey an ice, and as

         soon as he was outside the dining-room, hurried round the nearest dark corner to get out his flask and give himself a much-needed

         bracer. Almost immediately, however, he heard the sound of footsteps coming towards him. He had no wish to be discovered thus

         with a flask in his hand, and cursing inwardly, looked about him for escape. There were only two doors: one, by the size of

         it and the smell of incense, evidently led to the chapel, which he had no desire to enter. He tried the other door, swore

         as he found it locked, and took the only other available way, up the spiral stairs.

      


      

      The stairs were unlit, and as soon as he rounded the first turn he was in complete darkness, which he disliked so much that

         he hurried on upwards, clutching the hand-rope. Another turn, and he could see the light from the upper landing, which was

         enough to reassure him. He stopped, leaned against the wall, unscrewed the flask, and renewed his acquaintance with the only

         good thing, in his opinion, ever to come out of the country north of Oxford.

      


      

      He was so preoccupied that when the voice spoke he almost spilt the precious liquid.


      

      ‘What’s that you’re drinking? Can I have some?’

      


      

      It was a female child, rather oddly dressed in a yellow muslin gown much too big for her, tied unsuccessfully round the middle

         with a blue sash, and with a very expensive lace scarf draped about her shoulders. Her dark hair was a mass of tangled curls,

         but she had three feathers and an artificial rose stuck in it.

      


      

      ‘You startled me,’ he said, repressing the desire to smack the little brute and send it on its way. Any uproar — and this

         child, one look told him, was an uproarer — would reflect more to his discredit than the child’s. ‘Where did you come from?’

      


      

      ‘I live here,’ she said logically. She looked at him with evident hostility. ‘Who are you?’


      

      It would be better, he thought, to keep the child sweet. He made an attempt to amuse and disarm her. ‘Lieutenant Fitzherbert

         Hawker at your service, my lady,’ he said with a flourishing bow. ‘And who are you?’

      


      

      ‘I’m not a my lady,’ she said scornfully, ‘I’m Fanny Morland.’ She looked at him to see if he were impressed.


      

      ‘Miss Morland — your servant, ma’am,’ he said with another bow. ‘I should have known.’


      

      ‘I could be a my lady, though. I’m very rich, you know.’


      

      ‘You are?’ His interest was engaged, as it always was at the mention of money.


      

      ‘Well of course. Don’t you know anything? I’m Miss Morland of Morland Place. All this is mine — this house, and all the land, and the farms and everything.’ He managed

         to look impressed, and she drew a step closer. ‘Down in the cellar,’ she said confidentially, ‘there’s a room with an iron

         door, and it’s absolutely full of treasure. Silver and gold and jewels. Really there is!’
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