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      For Hannah, with my love.

   
      
      THE MORLAND FAMILY
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      BOOK ONE


      

      Public Clamour

      


      

      

         Stern Daughter of the Voice of God!


         

         Oh Duty! if that name thou love,


         

         Who art a light to guide, a rod


         

         To check the erring, and reprove.


         

      


      

      William Wordsworth: Ode to Duty


      

   

      

      CHAPTER ONE


      

      Flowed seemed to be the wrong verb for the River Irwell where it passed between the mills: it toiled between its grim banks, its waters black and stinking and laden with detritus, the unfiltered outpourings of privvies and

         tanneries, glue factories and soapworks. Between the river and the factory walls was a sad strip of earth where no grass grew,

         a footpath in keeping with its surroundings, as devoid of natural life as the black water or the blackened walls.

      


      

      The man who stumbled along this footpath cared nothing for that. He was drunk, and meant to be drunker as soon as he had found

         a place to hide himself. He was a thin, undersized, shabby creature; pale under a layer of dirt that had ingrained itself

         so that his skin had the characteristic greyish patina of poverty. His clothes were hardly more than rags held together with

         dirt. His wooden shoes had worn a ring of ulcers on his feet which were far beyond healing now. He had a bad gash on his left

         palm which was wrapped around with a piece of rag. He had done it over a fortnight ago but it would not heal either, and where

         it had oozed day after day, now it had started to swell and send hot throbs of pain up his arm.

      


      

      The man’s name was Jack Flanagan, though it was a long time since anyone had used it. There was no-one to call him by it now.

         He’d had a wife and five children back in Ireland, a mother and a father and two brothers. They were all gone now. He was

         alone, and he was the last of them.

      


      

      Hughie went first, his younger brother. Hughie said he was going to walk to Galway and get work on a ship going toy America. He said he’d come back one day with his pockets full of gold, and buy Ma a silk dress and a green umbrella. Ma had

         cried, knowing she’d never see him again. Hughie was the one she loved best out of them all.

      


      

      She and Daddy died within a month of each other, the winter a year after Hughie went — died just of being old and tired and

         not being able to care about anything any more. The baby went that winter too like a sparrow dropping off a twig, such a very

         little baby. They’d called it Hughie, trying to make it up to Ma, and she’d pretended to be pleased. Mary cried when the baby

         died. She did it silently when she thought Jack was asleep, but he knew all the same. He could tell by the way her shoulders

         hunched.

      


      

      She didn’t cry when Cathie died next winter. Cathie was their eldest, eight years old, a good girl and a hard worker. She

         was a dairy maid at the farm down the hill at Claremorris, and never complained though her hands were often cracked and raw

         from milking cows in the open fields in all weathers. She didn’t complain that her chest hurt her, and only when she was too

         weak to get out of bed one morning did they know she was ill. The priest said it was pneumonia. He closed her eyes and gave

         her absolution, and then complained bitterly because they had no money to pay him, only a loaf of bread and a tiny bit of

         bacon, their last.

      


      

      That was a hard winter, the hardest he remembered in the old country. There was never enough to eat, no matter what they did,

         or how hard they worked. The last of the potatoes went, and then there was nothing but the scrapings from the flour bin and

         whatever they could glean from the hedges.

      


      

      Then one day Con, his elder brother, had come back with a chicken. It wasn’t much of a chicken, all skin and bones, but Jack

         was worried anyway.

      


      

      ‘I found it wandering loose in the lane,’ Con kept saying; and then, ‘For God’s sake, Mary make some soup out of it and feed

         those children. I can’t stand looking at their staring eyes day after day.’

      


      

      They all had something off that wretched bird. Never did a chicken go so far amongst so many. But Jack had been right to be

         afraid: it had been stolen all right. Con had gone to a farm a long way off, and taken the oldest and scrawniest bird hoping no-one would miss it; but two days later they came and took Con away and put him in prison, and then they hanged him.

      


      

      That was when Jack decided they had better emigrate. He and Mary and the three children packed all they had into two bundles

         and walked all the way to Dundalk. There they sold the only thing they had of value — a gold chain given Mary by her grandmother

         — and bought passage to Liverpool. It was the autumn of 1818. The factories were on full-time working, and they’d all managed

         to get work, all five of them. They found a room to live in — shared with an old couple, but a blanket hung across the middle

         divided off their half and they were eating every day.

      


      

      The work was hard, especially on the little ones, but at least they were indoors in the warm through the winter. But then

         in the spring came the slump, and one by one they were laid off. No work to be had anywhere, no wages — no food. Someone said

         there was more chance of something in Manchester, so they packed their bundles and walked there; but it was no better. They

         got a day here and a day there, not enough to keep them from starvation. First their youngest died, little Brigid, just five.

         She’d eaten something, they never found out what — some filth or other, maybe just a sod of earth — to keep the pangs of hunger

         away, but whatever it was, it poisoned her. She writhed in agony for hours, but they couldn’t save her.

      


      

      It was the worst time. To watch your children starving to death and not to be able to do anything to save them is enough to

         break any man. The children’s bones stuck out as though they might break through their skin, and they huddled together in

         silence, too listless even to cry, only their eyes moving, looking up in automatic hope when Jack came in from his fruitless

         searches for work. In the end they didn’t even look up. It was hard to know when they died, it made so little difference to

         them.

      


      

      The next year things got better and there were jobs again — for Mary, but not for Jack. They didn’t want men in the factories,

         only women and children, so Mary went to work, and he lay all day on the bundle of rags they called a bed in the dark, stinking

         cellar room they called a home and waited for her to come back. There was nothing else to do. When she did get back every night, she was so tired after fourteen hours

         standing at the jenny that she was no use to him or herself.

      


      

      He talked sometimes about maybe going back home — if they were going to be miserable, he said, they might as well be miserable

         in their own country — but she was too weary to care. She said that standing all day gave her pains in her back. One morning

         when she tried to get up to go to work she gave a terrible cry and fell back down. A savage pain in her belly, she said: she

         lay hunched up all day, crying and moaning and sweating with pain. By noon she had a fever too, and by evening she was delirious.

         In desperation Jack went up to the street and hammered on the door of the people who lived above them, begging them for help.

         The old woman came and looked at Mary and shook her head. She said she thought Mary must have ruptured something inside, something

         female. Nothing anyone could do, she said, and went away quickly. Mary lived two days. If only he’d had a gun, he’d have shot

         her, to put her out of her pain.

      


      

      That was a year ago. Since then he didn’t really remember much about his life. There was no regular work for him. He stole

         to keep himself alive, and when there was nothing to steal, he went hungry. He slept where he could, and there had been nights,

         many of them, when he had laid himself down on the bare earth in the shelter of a wall.

      


      

      Now and then he got a day’s work, and when he got any wages he spent them on drink. It seemed the only thing to do. He felt

         ill and light-headed most of the time, and he had sores that wouldn’t heal. He thought he was probably dying, and he wasn’t

         sorry. He had no reason to live, now all those he cared about had gone. When a man loses even his name, he thought, he has

         no business staying alive. God could take him as soon as he liked.

      


      

      This would be a good night for it, he thought as he stumbled along beside the river. He had picked a man’s pocket in Grape

         Alley — almost recklessly, for it was daylight and there were plenty of people around and he hadn’t been careful. But with

         the perversity of things in general he had got away with it, and found himself safely in possession of a leather purse, which

         proved to contain some tobacco and a strike-a-light in one compartment, and several coins in another.

      


      

      It seemed like a gift from God to him: tobacco, and enough money to buy food and drink. One last taste of human pleasures

         before he went to meet his Maker. He bought a plate of faggots from a street-vendor and gorged himself almost to sickness,

         and spent the rest on drink. Now with a bottle of spirits and the tobacco in his pocket, warming his thoughts like young love,

         he was looking for a place to spend the night and consume them.

      


      

      His luck held out. He found a building with a broken window on the ground floor — newly broken, by the look of it, so perhaps

         undiscovered by the owners. He managed — not without difficulty, for his swollen hand was almost useless — to get through

         and found himself in a storeroom piled to the ceiling with bales of cotton.

      


      

      It couldn’t be better; it was almost luxurious. He took a little time to rearrange the bales to make a space in the centre

         so that when he crawled inside and pulled the last bale after him, he could not be seen by any watchman who might discover

         the broken window and come to look around. Here he might stay for some time, several days perhaps, warm and snug and safe

         with his bottle and his old clay pipe, until either he died, or they pulled out the bales in the natural course of things

         and discovered him. He rather hoped the former would happen first. It was so nice here, he really didn’t want ever to have

         to leave.

      


      

      Jack Flanagan crawled into his nest and loosened one of the bales to make something soft to sit on, and with a sigh of comfort

         he pulled out the cork from the bottle and lifted it to his lips. You can come for me any time, he saluted the Angel of Death

         through the fumes; only it would be nice if you’d wait until I’ve finished the bottle and smoked a pipe or two. But if you

         can’t wait, so be it. I’m in no case to argue any more.

      


      

      Sophie and her friend Prudence Pendlebury came out from Jackson’s Court into Water Lane with a sense of relief. Water Lane

         ran parallel with the river, a gloomy street flanked on both sides by mills, between whose fortress walls were crammed narrow courts and alleys of grim dwellings. Sophie had once heard them spoken of as ‘teeming with life’, but as far

         as the human inhabitants were concerned, teeming was far too active a verb. The only things that teemed in a place like Jackson’s

         Court were rats and bugs.

      


      

      Sophie’s carriage was waiting for them a little way along the road, and the two women turned towards it and began picking

         their way through the mud, lifting their skirts carefully and trying to avoid the human and animal excrement. Above them the

         smoke from the mill chimneys hung on the air like winter fog, through which the sun could be seen only as a yellow smudge

         as it moved across the sky. The mill hands who lived under the shadow of the chimneys never saw more of the sun than this,

         Sophie thought; in winter, when they began work before sunrise and finished after sunset, they saw nothing of it at all.

      


      

      ‘Sophie, you’re not listening to me at all,’ Miss Pendlebury complained.


      

      ‘I’m sorry, Prudence. What did you say?’


      

      ‘I said that I don’t believe the Keenans’ sickness can be typhoid. That rash on the baby’s stomach isn’t typical. I think

         it’s something they’ve eaten. There’s simply no way of knowing what they put into the bread at that bakery in Moss Street.’

      


      

      ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ Sophie said. It was another worry amongst the many that when the poor had money for food, what they

         were able to buy was as likely as not to be adulterated. Last year Frederick Accum had published a treatise on the subject,

         and Prudence had acquired a copy. It spoke of ‘wheat flour’ which was a mixture of inferior grain and ground beans whitened

         with alum; ‘porter’ blackened with any number of noxious substances and made bitter with ginger, copperas, quassia, even sulphuric

         acid...

      


      

      Sophie dragged her mind back to the Keenans. ‘You don’t think we ought to ask Dr Hastings to call, just to be sure?’


      

      ‘Oh no, not Dr Hastings,’ Prudence said firmly. ‘His time has too many demands on it as it is. It’s so good of him to visit

         these people at all, I feel obliged only to refer the most serious cases to him.’

      


      

      ‘Everything we’ve seen today is serious,’ Sophie said sadly.


      

      ‘Nevertheless, Dr Hastings is a rare resource, and we ought to spread him thinly.’

      


      

      ‘Oh Pru! But I know just what you mean.’ Sophie sighed. ‘No matter how often I come here, I can’t get used to it. They live

         such terrible lives, and there’s so little we can do.’

      


      

      ‘The Augean Stables,’ Prudence said drily. ‘In more senses than one.’


      

      ‘It’s the smells I hate the most. They seem to coat the inside of your throat so that you can’t get rid of them.’


      

      ‘But you do follow Dr Hastings’ advice when you get home, don’t you?’


      

      ‘Yes, don’t worry. I’m very careful. My clothes are all hung out to air, and I breathe aromatic steam for half an hour. It

         can only be my imagination that the smell lingers. Do you think I would risk Jasper’s life, and little Fanny’s?’

      


      

      Prudence gave a grim little smile. ‘If anything happened to you or to Fanny, I rather think Jasper would murder me. My life

         is in your hands as well.’

      


      

      ‘Oh Prudence!’ Sophie laughed. ‘Jasper would never hurt a fly whatever the provocation.’


      

      ‘Don’t you think so? I wonder. When it’s a matter of something he cares passionately about —’


      

      They had reached the carriage and were about to climb in. A horseman who had been posting along the road towards them slowed

         to pass the carriage, and then stopped with an exclamation. His hand which had gone automatically to his hat fell away with

         the polite gesture uncompleted.

      


      

      The women looked towards him. It was Mr Olmondroyd, owner of the mill beside which they were now standing: the high iron gates

         were just a few yards further on down the street. His hand dropped from his hat to the rein to check his horse: a magnificent

         animal, Sophie thought, but over curbed. It fretted against the restraint, its neck so arched that its chin was almost touching

         its chest, foam spilling from its mouth over its breast and knees.

      


      

      Sophie was a Morland by birth and didn’t like to see a horse so uncomfortable, but a glance at its rider’s face told her this

         was not the moment to speak. Mr Olmondroyd was scowling horribly.

      


      

      ‘Well, ladies, so you didn’t heed my warning!’


      

      Prudence raised an eyebrow. ‘I was unaware that you had issued one,’ she said coolly.

      


      

      ‘Nay, Miss Pendlebury, you can look hoity-toity from now till Easter,’ Olmondroyd said, red-faced, ‘but it doesn’t change

         the fact that you’ve been interfering again where it doesn’t concern you!’

      


      

      ‘It concerns every Christian person who has —’


      

      ‘I warned you last time not to go meddling amongst my workers,’ he interrupted, working himself into a rage. ‘You spoil them

         with your charity and your mollycoddling and make them fit for nothing. I won’t have them stirred up and made discontented,

         and so I told you!’

      


      

      ‘Mr Olmondroyd, you have no right to tell me anything,’ Prudence said. Sophie admired the steadiness of her voice. The angrier

         Olmondroyd became, the cooler she grew. ‘You have no authority over me. And as far as I am concerned, these poor creatures

         I have been visiting are not your workers, but simply Christian souls who are suffering —’

      


      

      ‘Suffering? Suffering? I’ll give you suffering!’ Olmondroyd shouted, making his horse waltz on the spot, its ears flicking

         back and forth in alarm. ‘If I was your pa I’d give you the leather as long as I could stand over you! Go and meddle with

         your ma’s workers if you must poke in where you’re not wanted! By God, I think she’d give you short shrift if you did, and

         never mind all this Christian nonsense! And as for you, Mrs Hobsbawn, you may tell your master I shall speak to him straight

         if he doesn’t keep you in order — straight and true, I shall, and no mincing, the next time I come upon him, so now then!’

      


      

      Sophie had been gently reared, without ever having been spoken to harshly in her life. The loud voice and angry words made

         her tremble. She wanted most of all to run away, but while Prudence stood her ground, her lips pressed tightly together and

         her eyes bright as a cat’s, Sophie must stand with her.

      


      

      ‘Mr Hobsbawn knows where I am and why,’ she said, and was angry with herself that her voice sounded so faint and tremulous.

         ‘He approves of what I do.’

      


      

      ‘Aye, well, he would, wouldn’t he,’ Olmondroyd retorted cruelly, ‘coming out of the gutter as he did! And with his fancy ideas he’ll be back there before you can say knife, but I’m damned if he’ll take me with him, and so you may tell him!

         And now, ladies, perhaps you’ll be so good as to move this carriage out of the way of my gates so that hard-working folks may get on with

         their honest business.’

      


      

      The carriage was not obstructing the gates in the least, but Prudence laid a warning hand on Sophie’s arm, and urged her gently

         into the coach. Olmondroyd plainly did not consider they warranted even the ordinary courtesies, so there was no knowing what

         he might not say next. She climbed up after Sophie and the carriage moved off.

      


      

      ‘That uncouth man!’ she exclaimed as they lurched over the ruts of Water Lane. ‘He’s the worst of all of them; but if he thinks

         he can stop us visiting the poor and sick — why Sophie! You aren’t crying are you?’

      


      

      ‘Oh, no, not really. It’s all right, I’m just being foolish. I hate unpleasantness, that’s all.’


      

      ‘You aren’t used to it,’ Prudence said. ‘Now if you’d been brought up by my mother . . .’


      

      ‘Oh Pru!’


      

      ‘Foolish, I’m teasing you! That’s better — I just wanted to make you smile. You mustn’t worry about Mr Olmondroyd. No-one

         shall stop me from doing what my conscience bids, and as long as you have Jasper’s approval, you can care nothing for that

         rude man.’

      


      

      ‘I don’t care for myself,’ Sophie said. ‘But he has influence amongst the mill masters. I’m afraid he will stand in Jasper’s

         way, and prevent our scheme from getting on.’

      


      

      ‘He’ll try,’ said Prudence bluntly, ‘but I think your husband is a man to be reckoned with, and there are other mill masters

         who will side with him against Olmondroyd.’

      


      

      Sophie murmured agreement. Prudence wanted to comfort her, so she didn’t add that the very idea of there being sides and having

         to be on one and against the other made her feel unhappy.

      


      

      At the same time, Jasper Hobsbawn was talking to Jacob Audenshaw, another mill master, and father of five sons, four of whom

         had courted Sophie during that heady Season when Jasper couldn’t pluck up his courage to speak for her. The Audenshaws were friendly, unassuming people, and Jacob not only owned a large mill but a half share in Droylsden and Audenshaw’s

         Bank. He was an important man for Jasper to have on his side.

      


      

      But Audenshaw was shaking his head. ‘I know, I know. You’ve said all these things to me before. It’s just the same with the

         factory reform and the minimum hours: I agree with you in principle, but I just don’t see that there’s anything we can do

         about it in practice.’

      


      

      ‘We can change things if we all act together,’ Jasper said urgently. ‘That’s the whole point —’


      

      ‘The whole point,’ Audenshaw interrupted, ‘is that we won’t all act together. Olmondroyd, for instance, will never agree to reduce hours, and there are many who look to him for their

         lead. I’m sorry, but I can’t afford to go out on a limb on this particular tree. If I cut hours or increased wages, I’d have

         to put my prices up, and then I’d lose my customers to the likes of Olmondroyd, who’d kept his prices down. I’ve five sons

         and three daughters to find for, Hobsbawn. I can’t be throwing my business away; and I think when you’ve more than just the

         one, you’ll feel the same.’

      


      

      Jasper took a deep breath, and then let it out slowly. He had told Audenshaw, and the others, time and time again that experiment

         had proved that cutting hours increased both the amount and the quality of work done by the hands. They simply would not believe it. They said it was impossible,

         and that was that; and when he insisted otherwise they smiled politely and went away shaking their heads over him and pronouncing

         him unsound. The fact was that however badly the mill masters felt about the condition of their workers — and there were many,

         like Audenshaw, who were decent sorts and did worry — no-one was willing to risk being undercut by harder-hearted competitors.

      


      

      He knew there was no point in pursuing that particular matter for the moment, and he was more immediately interested in his

         housing scheme. So he said as calmly as he could, ‘Well, never mind the ten hours business, Audenshaw. What about this other

         plan of mine?’

      


      

      Audenshaw laughed and shook his head. ‘You’re a funny one, Hobsbawn, and no mistake: always riding some hobby horse or other! Now you want to build new houses for the mill hands, and you expect me to pay for it!’

      


      

      ‘They must live somewhere.’


      

      ‘Aye, aye, so they must. But they manage somehow as it is. It’s not my business.’ Seeing Jasper with the light of battle in

         his eye, he went on hastily, ‘And in the name of reason, man, why d’you want to build in that particular place?’

      


      

      ‘Because that’s where the houses are needed most.’


      

      ‘Right up against the walls of Olmondroyd’s mills? It’s a red rag to a bull. He’ll never agree. Besides, there are houses

         there already—’

      


      

      ‘Houses, you call them? Filthy, verminous, fever-haunted sties! No, worse than sties: I warrant you even Olmondroyd wouldn’t

         keep pigs in conditions like that.’

      


      

      ‘Maybe not, but you’re picking yourself a hard row to hoe. There’s a nice empty field down at the bottom end of Deansgate

         — now why don’t you build your houses there instead? You wouldn’t annoy anyone then.’

      


      

      Jasper looked at him cannily. ‘Would you come in on the scheme if we built there instead of in Water Lane?’


      

      Audenshaw looked uncomfortable. ‘Well, now, you know, this isn’t a scheme I can put to my partner with any confidence, is

         it? Capital must have its return, Hobsbawn, you know that. And the rents you propose — well, a man would be foolish to invest

         in your scheme for an uncertain one per cent when he might have a certain five almost anywhere, just for the asking.’

      


      

      ‘The return would not only be in money rents,’ Jasper said. ‘Well-housed mill hands will work better and harder. There’s the

         greater part of the return on your capital! Its value would be beyond calculation —’

      


      

      ‘Exactly so: beyond calculation! I can’t put a scheme like that forward to our depositors, even if they are mill masters.

         And as for my own money,’ he went on hastily, anticipating Jasper’s next question, ‘I can’t afford to take risks. I’ve two

         daughters out, and one coming out next Season. Have you any idea of the expense involved in that?’

      


      

      ‘Not yet,’ Jasper smiled, giving up for the present. He knew that like water wearing away a stone, he must go on and on, but

         gently and imperceptibly. ‘Fanny’s not six months old yet. That pleasure is still to come.’

      


      

      Audenshaw softened. He liked Hobsbawn, liked Sophie, and thought the whole story of their courtship and marriage very touching.

         He said, ‘Well, look here, Hobsbawn, if you can get some of the others to agree, and if you can get the right side of Olmondroyd,

         you can come to me again, and I’ll think about it. That’s the best I can promise. But I still think you’d do better to look

         at an empty site. What about over on the other side of Swan Street? There’s a nice, flat piece of land there.’

      


      

      ‘Thank you. I’ll think about it,’ Jasper said neutrally, and prepared to take his leave.


      

      Audenshaw called after him. ‘If you’ll take a word of advice—’ Jasper paused enquiringly. ‘Don’t make an enemy of Isaiah Olmondroyd.

         He’s a hard man, and he makes a bad enemy.’

      


      

      Jasper nodded. ‘Thank you for the warning. But he may find that I’m not the man to cross either. When I care about something,

         I don’t give up easily.’

      


      

      The man who had been Jack Flanagan ended his life more comfortably than he had ever lived it. Cradled in his warm nest of

         cotton, his head full of the fumes of raw spirit, his senses were pleasantly numbed so that he did not feel the stab of the

         infection creeping up his arm towards his heart. He puffed on his clay pipe and the stolen tobacco tasted better than anything

         he had ever smoked. Drowsiness came slipping over him. The Angel of Death, he thought, was hovering somewhere very near; he

         could almost see the big drooping wings in the shadows on the ceiling above the cotton-bale walls of his hiding-place. He

         thought he ought to say a prayer, but no words would come to him. He slid down wordless as an animal into his alcoholic stupor,

         made the more profound by his long famine and weakness.

      


      

      The clay pipe slipped from his fingers to the floor, rolled over once, and spilled its glowing dottle of hot tobacco against

         the bottom of a cotton-bale. Almost at once a faint thread of smoke wavered upwards, and in a moment a little red-gold tongue

         of flame appeared and licked greedily at the edge of the bale. The man did not stir, sunk deep in a half world between sleep and death; his own flame guttered low as the vigorous new flame he had lit jumped up the side of the cotton

         and then leapt merrily across to the next oily bale, eager for adventure and excitement.

      


      

      Jasper Hobsbawn had his offices in Number Two Mill, the largest of the three buildings of Hobsbawn Mills. It was the only

         one which as yet worked through the night, for he had only just installed gas lighting in it. He meant to put lighting into

         the older Number One Mill within the next year. Number Three he wasn’t sure about. It was a weaving shed, still one of the

         few power-loom sheds in the country; but the looms themselves were old and crude and not very satisfactory. He felt they needed

         new and better looms before it would be worth lighting the mill and working nights as well as days. He studied new designs

         for looms whenever he could get hold of them, and as soon as they had capital enough —

      


      

      But one thing at a time. The first capital expenditure must go on rational housing for the hands. As Robert Owen said, the

         human machinery must be as carefully looked after as the wooden or metal. Jasper turned over the latest design for workers’

         houses sent to him by John Skelwith and studied it carefully. Later this month he and Sophie would be going to York to visit

         her parents, and he and Skelwith would be able to get down to some real planning. The drawing Skelwith had sent looked very

         nice, very nice indeed, but there was a great deal to be considered. The dimensions, for instance . . .

      


      

      The sound of some distant disturbance brought him back to the present, and he fumbled for his watch, realising that it was

         dark outside, and he had sat later than he intended. He had told Sophie he would dine at the club, where he had meant to sound

         out another mill master or two, but he might have left it too late. It didn’t matter. He could go home instead to cold beef

         and pickles. Cold cuts with Sophie’s smiling face across the table were more to be relished than a hot steak pudding with

         strangers.

      


      

      What was that disturbance? Shouts and running feet — and now the door burst violently open and Bates, the manager of Number Two, rushed

         in. Behind him was the watchman of Number Three, Hodges. He had been a spinner until he had lost three ringers in an accident, and Jasper had given him the caretaker’s

         job out of compassion. Both were looking agitated — Hodges, in fact, seemed quite wild.

      


      

      ‘Good God, what’s the matter?’ Jasper said, jumping up.


      

      ‘Fire, master! A terrible fire! Oh come quick!’ Hodges cried in an agony of anxiety.


      

      ‘Fire? Where?’


      

      Hodges waved his hands helplessly, too overcome to find words. But Bates was a good man. He laid a steadying hand on Hodges’

         arm and spoke succinctly. ‘It’s Olmondroyd’s, sir. Started in a store shed, and now it’s spread to the mill building. It’s

         burning fiercely. There’s no wind, but everything’s so dry it’s going up like tinder.’

      


      

      ‘What about Number Three?’ Jasper asked tersely. It was the nearest to Olmondroyd’s, divided from it only by a narrow lane

         down to the river.

      


      

      ‘It hasn’t caught yet, sir, but sparks are flying over all the time. We must get some people down there at once and organise

         a chain. I think we ought to shut down Number Two.’

      


      

      ‘Shut down?’ A whole night’s production lost. Half of tomorrow, too, by the time they’d got steam up again.


      

      ‘Sir, we need every hand in the mill if we’re to fight this fire. If Number Three goes up, we’ll never keep it out of Number

         Two. And remember, sir, that all the machinery in Number Three is wooden, and quite a lot in Number Two as well. We could

         lose everything.’

      


      

      Jasper read the urgency in Bates’s face, and nodded. He trusted this man: Bates would never recommend it if it were not necessary.


      

      ‘All right, shut down. Get the overseers to organise their own sections; you are in overall command. Get a chain formed down

         to the river as quickly as you can. Hodges, we’ll want every bucket and every broom and blanket — anything that will hold

         water and anything you can beat flames with. And send someone to warn Croggs in Number One to stand by.’

      


      

      All three were in movement even as he spoke. There was no moment to be lost. As Jasper stepped outside into the yard he could smell the fire, even through the sulphurous reek of his own mill chimney — the fresh, charcoal smell of burning wood

         and the scorched reek of burning cotton. Looking up he could see a red glow outlining the tall oblong of the mill building.

         Above him the sky was blank, starless as always. The natural lights of night were obscured by clouds, but they were only clouds

         of smoke. Would to God that there were any chance of rain — but there was none, had been none for weeks. He heard a tearing

         crash somewhere over in the direction of the red glow, and began to run.

      


      

      The puniness of man against the powers of nature had never been more obvious to Jasper as during that night when he and his

         mill hands fought to keep the fire from Number Three. As to saving Olmondroyd’s, he saw from the beginning that there was

         no chance of it, even though the whole of Olmondroyd’s workforce was out too. Indeed, they would not have kept it from Hobsbawn’s,

         had it not been that the main burning building at last fell in on itself in a fountain of sparks, partly smothering its own

         flames.

      


      

      There were others out fighting the fire besides the mill hands; not just those whose homes were threatened, but people from

         all around drawn by the sight of the flames to help. When fire was on the loose, every man and woman fell to without regard

         for personal interest, all one kin in the face of the terrible enemy.

      


      

      They fought through the hours of darkness. There was no time or space for thought, only heart-tearing effort: sore hands,

         sore lungs, streaming eyes; faces scorched by the dragon breath of the monster, clothes singed by flying sparks, front hair

         melted away, voices hoarse from shouting against the roar of the flames.

      


      

      And when dawn came at last, sulkily through the lingering clouds, they paused at last to survey both their success and their

         failure. Hobsbawn Mills were saved, but Jasper felt no elation as he stared at the charred and smoking ruins of Olmondroyd’s

         factory. Beyond them he saw now that a large extent of the dwellings which had been crowded up under the walls had also been

         consumed. The teeming, close-packed courts he had been so anxious to replace with rational housing were gone, razed to the ground by the fierce flames. Largely built of wood, with walls of withy daubed over and repaired

         here and there with rags, they had burned up like straw.

      


      

      Jasper was too weary to draw any conclusions from the sight, but there was someone else who was not. His shoulder was suddenly

         seized and he was dragged around to face Isaiah Olmondroyd, whose face was black with soot, his eyes red-rimmed, his eyebrows

         gone.

      


      

      ‘By God, Hobsbawn, you’ve gone too far this time!’ The big man’s voice cracked with smoke and emotion. ‘I’ll see you damned

         for this! I’ll have your blood! I’ll ruin you!’

      


      

      ‘What — what are you talking about?’ Jasper croaked.


      

      ‘You did this!’ He shook Jasper as a dog shakes a rat, beside himself with rage. ‘You burnt my mill down! But I’ll have you

         for it, I swear to God! You won’t get away with it! Arson’s a hanging matter, and I’ll see you swing if it’s the last thing

         I do!’

      


      

      ‘You’re mad!’ Jasper gasped, too close to that suffused, blackened face for comfort. ‘You’re out of your senses. I’ve been

         fighting all night to save your damned mill.’

      


      

      Others were coming to his rescue now, seizing Olmondroyd’s arms, prising his fingers loose, pulling the two men apart. Olmondroyd

         glared, his teeth looking oddly white against his drawn-back lips and sooty face. He obviously wanted to go on yelling, but

         his voice failed at last, and all that emerged was a formless croak which broke up into a paroxysm of coughing. Jasper took

         the chance to escape. When Olmondroyd calmed down, he would realise the enormity of what he had said and feel foolish. Meanwhile

         Jasper was desperate to get home, to bathe, to eat, and above all to sleep.

      


      

      He stayed at home the next day, partly because he was so exhausted by his efforts, but mostly to allay Sophie’s anxieties.

         Bates came up to the house in the afternoon to report that there was no damage to the spinning mills, and nothing worse to

         Number Three than a few broken windows and a great deal of soot on the walls and ceilings. Number Two had been started up

         again, and the hands were back at the machines after dinner, so a night and half a day had been lost.

      


      

      ‘What’s the damage to Olmondroyd’s?’ Jasper asked when his own business had been discussed.


      

      Bates shook his head. ‘It looks bad, sir. I don’t think he’ll be able to save anything from that mess.’


      

      ‘Poor devil,’ Jasper said. ‘Fire’s the thing we all fear most. I wonder what he’ll do?’


      

      Sophie asked Bates about the damage to the workers’ dwellings.


      

      ‘From what I’ve seen, ma’am, three courts are completely destroyed — that’s the three nearest the mill, Grey’s Court, Moss

         End, and Jackson’s Court. Then there are three others which are more or less damaged, but still habitable, as far as they

         ever were.’

      


      

      ‘What has happened to the people who lived in the three that were destroyed?’ Sophie asked anxiously. ‘I was there only yesterday.

         Some of them were sick, and all of them were poor.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, ma’am, it’s always the lowest sort who live in the old buildings like that,’ said Bates kindly. He knew of his employers’

         strange preoccupation with the dregs of society. ‘I don’t know what will become of them. I dare say they’ll crowd into the

         remaining buildings. That’s how they get so crowded in the first place, of course — dividing the rooms, and then dividing

         again.’

      


      

      Sophie turned to Jasper. ‘We must do something. Now there will be nothing to stand in the way of our scheme. No-one can say

         the rational houses aren’t needed now.’

      


      

      ‘True enough, my love,’ Jasper said. To Bates, ‘Is it known yet how the fire started?’


      

      ‘There’s some idea that it began in the cotton store, sir, the one that butted onto Jackson’s Court. It seems that a body

         was found there — I haven’t heard all the details. Of course cotton is very combustible —’

      


      

      ‘A body? Someone was killed?’ Sophie cried.


      

      ‘Yes, ma’am, I’m afraid so. More than one, I’m afraid.’ He glanced at Jasper, and went on, ‘Apart from the one found in the

         ruins of the cotton store, there were three or four — I don’t know for sure — who died in the Courts. I suppose they were

         reluctant to leave their homes, and then got caught. The houses burned very briskly.’

      


      

      Sophie was looking sick, and Jasper felt enough had been said. ‘Well, thank you for coming up here, Bates. I shall be down

         myself tomorrow, but of course if anything arises that needs my attention, by all means send a message, and I’ll come.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, sir. Everything seems quiet for the moment. Good day, ma’am.’


      

      Jasper would have liked to go to the club that evening to hear the latest reports, but he didn’t like to leave Sophie, who

         was much distressed by the news of the deaths, so he remained quietly at home. Just after ten o’clock, however, Henry Droylsden

         walked in on his way home from his club. He was the brother of Percy Droylsden, who had married Prudence Pendlebury’s sister

         Agnes. He was a sensible, intelligent man, and a great favourite with Sophie.

      


      

      She had already gone upstairs, however, and on this occasion Jasper was glad, since it meant Henry could talk more frankly

         to Jasper alone.

      


      

      ‘A bad business, this,’ he said. ‘I suppose you’ve heard there were lives lost?’


      

      ‘I heard that, but I don’t know the details,’ Jasper said. ‘What’s the latest?’


      

      ‘An entire family — father, mother and four children — died in one of the cellar rooms. Apparently didn’t know there was a

         fire. It was one of those inner rooms that lead off another cellar, so there were no windows, just a black hole within a hole.

         They were killed when the building collapsed in on them. And two others died in their rooms — old people, probably too weak

         to get out of bed.’

      


      

      ‘It’s shocking,’ Jasper said gravely. ‘I’m glad Sophie doesn’t hear this.’


      

      ‘The oddest thing is this business of the body in Olmondroyd’s mill. It was found on the site of the shed where they store

         bales of raw cotton. I say on the site — there was nothing but a heap of ashes where it had stood, so completely was it consumed.

         They didn’t know at first that there was a body there — it didn’t look like one. Only when someone raked the ashes over they

         saw bones.’

      


      

      ‘Good God! Does no-one know who he is?’


      

      ‘There isn’t anything left to identify him by—assuming for the moment it was a man. But Olmondroyd’s employees are all accounted for, so it seems it was someone who shouldn’t have been

         there.’ Henry cocked his head at Jasper curiously. ‘Olmondroyd hasn’t been here, I take it?’

      


      

      ‘Been here? No, why should he?’


      

      ‘No reason, probably,’ Henry said thoughtfully. ‘I dare say there’s nothing in it. But the word is that Olmondroyd has been

         saying that you set fire to his mill deliberately, and that the body is that of your agent who started the fire and then got

         caught by it before he could get out and report back to you.’

      


      

      ‘You can’t mean it,’ Jasper said, aghast.


      

      ‘As I said, it’s probably a false rumour. I dare say he said something hasty, and it got exaggerated as it was passed along.

         You know how these things happen. I just thought it right to warn you, in case you should feel you need to consult somebody.’

      


      

      ‘Consult somebody?’


      

      ‘An attorney,’ Henry said gravely. ‘Accusations of that sort, if repeated, amount to serious slander, actionable in law.’


      

      Jasper was at breakfast the next day when there was a knocking at the front door, loud enough to be heard even in the morning-room.


      

      ‘Who can be calling so early?’ Sophie said in surprise. ‘I hope it isn’t bad news.’


      

      ‘Probably someone from the mill, my love,’ Jasper said, throwing down his napkin. ‘I’ll go and see them downstairs, so as

         not to disturb you.’ And he got up and left her before she could protest.

      


      

      He intercepted the visitors in the hall, where they were still being received by the butler, and was glad that he had. John

         Whitworth was a gentleman with whom Jasper had a slight acquaintance, but he was also a magistrate, and that he had called

         in the latter capacity was indicated by the presence of the second visitor, George Spicer the attorney.

      


      

      Jasper took them to his business-room. ‘Well, gentlemen, what can I do for you?’


      

      ‘Mr Hobsbawn, I have come here in my formal capacity of Justice of the Peace, accompanied, as you see, by Mr Spicer who is Mr Olmondroyd’s man of business,’ Whitworth began. He looked slightly ill at ease. Spicer looked, to Jasper’s mind,

         as he always did — weaselly. He didn’t like him and never had, and the fact that he acted for Olmondroyd was a further point

         against him.

      


      

      ‘A rather curious allegation has been made, Mr Hobsbawn,’ Whitworth went on. ‘A very remarkable allegation indeed,’ he amplified,

         ‘which, while I feel sure it cannot — that is to say — I beg your pardon, but it is my uneasy duty to make some enquiries

         about it. It has been put to me, and I cannot pretend that it has not, as I’m sure you will understand —?’

      


      

      Jasper’s mouth was set in a grim line. ‘Please don’t make yourself uneasy, Mr Whitworth. Pray tell me what has been said,

         and we will proceed from there.’

      


      

      ‘Thank you, sir. Thank you. It is not something I care for, but Mr Spicer has come to me —’


      

      ‘On instructions, sir,’ Spicer interrupted. There was something eager and unpleasant about him, Jasper thought, like a stoat

         smelling blood. ‘On specific instructions from my client, Mr Olmondroyd —’

      


      

      ‘Mr Olmondroyd, yes,’ Whitworth hurried on, ‘who seems to think — or at least has alleged — in short, Mr Hobsbawn, he accuses

         you of deliberately setting fire to his mill and burning it down.’

      


      

      Jasper looked from Whitworth’s handsome, sweating face to Spicer’s narrow, grinning one, and felt a strange calm come over

         him.

      


      

      ‘A remarkable accusation, as you say, sir,’ he said. ‘Does he give any reason for it?’


      

      Whitworth looked more uncomfortable than ever. ‘Spicer, perhaps you —?’


      

      ‘Certainly sir, certainly sir. The well-known enmity between yourself and Mr Olmondroyd over the question of the land adjacent

         to Mr Olmondroyd’s mill —’

      


      

      ‘Enmity?’ Jasper queried. ‘I bear him no ill-will, I assure you.’


      

      ‘But you were desirous of seeing the land cleared in order to further a building scheme of yours, and Mr Olmondroyd was not

         in favour of it. To that end he believes that you, or agents acting on your instructions, started the fire deliberately.’

      


      

      ‘It is the sheerest nonsense,’ Jasper said. ‘You do see that, don’t you? If I wanted the courts cleared, why didn’t I set

         fire to them? What would it serve to burn down the mill?’

      


      

      ‘The bad feeling between you and my client —’


      

      ‘There is none. Or at least, if there is it is all on his side.’


      

      ‘My client has spoken — not exactly uncivilly, but let us say sharply — to your wife, sir, on the subject of her charitable

         activities —’

      


      

      ‘I’d say it was uncivilly,’ Jasper said judiciously, ‘but let us not quibble over an adjective. I assure you neither my wife

         nor I was disturbed by Mr Olmondroyd’s sharpness.’ He was enjoying himself now. ‘I do assure you most sincerely that we pay not the slightest heed to anything Mr Olmondroyd

         says.’

      


      

      Whitworth gave a snort of laughter which he converted hastily into a cough and smothered with his handkerchief. Emerging from

         it, he took over the reins from Spicer, who was looking annoyed. ‘Mr Hobsbawn, you are being very frank, sir, for which I

         thank you. May I ask your indulgence to put one or two questions to you, as I must in my official capacity?’

      


      

      Jasper assented.


      

      ‘Do you know anything about the origin of the fire at Olmondroyd’s mill last night?’


      

      ‘Nothing at all.’


      

      ‘You were in the vicinity at the time?’


      

      ‘I was in my office in Number Two Mill. I had been at the mill all day. The first I knew of the fire was when the night-watchman

         of my Number Three came and told me about it.’

      


      

      ‘And your actions then, sir?’


      

      ‘I closed down my operating mill and sent the hands out to try to fight the fire.’


      

      Whitworth shot a triumphant glance at Spicer. ‘And you yourself also helped with this noble task?’


      

      Jasper bowed his head. ‘We did our best, all through the night, but we weren’t able to save Olmondroyd’s mill.’


      

      ‘You may have heard that a body was found in the ashes of the mill.’ Jasper bowed again. ‘Do you know who the unfortunate

         man was?’

      


      

      ‘No, sir.’

      


      

      ‘Or anything about him?’


      

      ‘No, sir.’


      

      Whitworth smiled broadly. ‘Then I am happy to say that that is all I have to ask you, and I am grateful to you for your patience

         and courtesy, sir. I shall leave you in peace now, Mr Hobsbawn.’

      


      

      Spicer was not happy. ‘Is that all you can —?’


      

      ‘Come, Mr Spicer,’ Whitworth said sternly. ‘We must not take up any more of Mr Hobsbawn’s time.’


      

      Spicer subsided, and Jasper escorted them to the door himself. Whitworth donned his hat with the express purpose, it seemed,

         of raising it to Jasper in farewell, and walked down the steps like a prisoner set free.

      


      

      Spicer turned in the doorway to say in a low, urgent voice, ‘You have not heard the last of this, sir. I can safely say that

         my client will not be happy with your answers or your attitude. This is not the end of it.’

      


      

      There were many things Jasper might have said, but he preferred to maintain a dignified silence. Olmondroyd must have been

         beside himself to instruct Spicer and take his ravings to the magistrate. When he had calmed down and had time to reflect,

         he would doubtless feel the fool and knave he had acted, and if he were man enough he would apologise. Jasper was keenly aware

         of what the loss of his mill would mean to Olmondroyd, and seeing a man down he had no desire to dance on the body, however

         much he had been provoked.

      


   

      

      CHAPTER TWO


      

      Saying goodbye to Farraline left Rosamund feeling weak and empty. It was a hard thing to part each time, never knowing when

         they would meet again.

      


      

      ‘Why don’t you just stay in London?’ she said peevishly as she sat on the bed in his rented rooms, watching him pack. ‘Why

         do you have to go back to Manchester at all? There’s nothing there.’

      


      

      ‘Nothing except the mills,’ he agreed genially.


      

      ‘Damn the mills!’ she said.


      

      ‘By all means,’ he said genially. ‘But I have a curious notion that my brother would stop paying my allowance if I refused

         to look after his factories for him.’

      


      

      ‘No he wouldn’t,’ she said, and then, meeting his eye, she shrugged and said, ‘Oh well, even if he did —’


      

      He sat down beside her and took hold of her hands. They were strong and beautiful and sparkled with diamonds. He loved her

         hands, but they reminded him of unpalatable truths about their situation.

      


      

      ‘Don’t say it,’ he said. The tone was playful but his eyes were serious. ‘You can’t really think I would let you pay out of

         Marcus’s purse for me to live in idleness here. Credit me with some pride, my darling!’

      


      

      ‘I would pay out of my own allowance,’ she said, annoyed. ‘Credit me with some sense!’


      

      ‘It would still be his money,’ Farraline said. He saw the light of battle in her eye, and said smilingly, ‘Besides, you wouldn’t

         respect me if I hung around you like a pet dog, at your beck and call. And if you didn’t respect me, you wouldn’t love me.’

      


      

      ‘Oh Jes,’ she said, putting an arm round his neck. He bent towards her and kissed her, long and sweetly. ‘It’s not fair!’

         she cried when he released her.

      


      

      ‘Not at all,’ he agreed. ‘But it’s all we have. We must make the best of it.’ It was strange now for her to be the supplicant;

         at the beginning of their relationship, it was always he who wanted more than she would give. He watched her face for a moment,

         following her thoughts because he knew her so well. ‘And no, it wouldn’t do for us to run away together and think the world

         well lost! You wouldn’t be happy living in a hovel — and frankly, my darling, neither would I.’

      


      

      She sighed, knowing it was true, and said nothing.


      

      ‘There’s nothing we can do about any of it,’ he concluded, ‘except to take our love where and when we can.’


      

      She let him go, and watched him as he moved about the room, packing with the economic movements she knew now, and loved. She

         loved the grave cast of his features when he was thoughtful; the long, thin scar down one cheek, where once she had held a

         sword-gash together with her own fingers until the surgeon came to stitch it. She loved his tall, male body, tenderly white

         except for his hands and forearms, face and neck, and a triangle at the base of his throat where sometimes in summer he worked

         with his shirt open. She loved the pleasure his body gave her, and the pleasure it took of her; their ease with each other;

         the simple feeling of rightness that everything seemed to have when she was near him.

      


      

      ‘When shall I see you again?’ she asked, though she knew the answer.


      

      ‘As soon as possible,’ he said. He rolled his brushes into his housewife and looked around to check that nothing had been

         missed. ‘It will be a busy time now for some months. Can’t you come to Manchester — visit your cousin Sophie?’

      


      

      She frowned. ‘I don’t like making use of her like that. She’s a dear creature, and I hate deceiving her.’ She met his eyes,

         and knew he was thinking of Marcus: did he deserve to be deceived?

      


      

      ‘I’ll write to you as soon as I get back,’ he said. ‘The same arrangement? Address it to Moss at the Post Office?’


      

      ‘Yes; and I’ll write to you. Oh my love —’


      

      ‘I know.’ He caught her outstretched hand and lifted it to his lips, laid a kiss on the palm, folded the fingers over it.

         ‘We’d better go now. I don’t want to miss the coach. Will you come with me to Snow Hill?’

      


      

      ‘Of course I will.’


      

      It was after five when Rosamund got back to Chelmsford House, but there was still no relief from the baking heat of the day.

         Pall Mall lay exhausted under it, a glaring battery of windows and railings — even the pavements seemed to glitter. By contrast

         the great hall of the house, with its black and white marble floor, was as cold as an ice-house. Rosamund shivered, though

         there was a sheen of moisture on her upper lip.

      


      

      After the blinding light in the street, she could only just see that the butler, Beason, was waiting for her in the gloom

         of the hall. His presence was ominous. She had inherited him from her late mother-in-law, and he disapproved of her.

      


      

      ‘Oh Lord, am I very late?’ she said lightly, heading straight for the stairs. Beason, who was being a monument of reproach

         in the exact centre of the hall, had to move quickly to keep up with her.

      


      

      ‘His lordship has enquired for you, my lady.’


      

      ‘Is Moss in my room?’ she asked, starting up.


      

      ‘Yes, my lady.’


      

      ‘Order the carriage in ten minutes, then.’


      

      She and Marcus and Barbarina — Marcus’s unmarried sister, who lived with them — were to dine with his cousins. The Greyshotts

         would not mind if their guests were late, but Marcus had a strict military code of punctuality learned in his days as a staff

         officer under the Duke of Wellington — his great hero. She would have to move fast if she was not to annoy him.

      


      

      By the time she reached the top of the stairs she had stripped off her gloves and was tugging at her hat-ribbons; but she

         found her maid hovering outside the bedroom door like Sister Anne.

      


      

      ‘Not you as well, Judy,’ Rosamund said, with terse humour. ‘Yes, I know I’m late, but you shall see how quickly I can be ready.’


      

      Moss’s eyes were urgent. ‘His lordship asked me to leave the room, my lady.’

      


      

      Rosamund glanced at the door as if it might speak. ‘Is he in there?’


      

      ‘Yes my lady.’


      

      Rosamund drew herself up. There was no avoiding it, then. ‘Wait here until I call you,’ she said. ‘I shan’t be long.’ She

         turned the handle and went in, stitching a smile of contrition across her face.

      


      

      Marcus was standing by the window, staring moodily out at nothing. He was already dressed, and she thought how well the black

         and white of evening clothes suited his fairness. The tightly-fitting smallclothes and stockings clung to his well-muscled

         legs, the cut of the tailcoat emphasised his broad cavalryman’s shoulders and trim waist. Marcus Morland, Eighth Earl of Chelmsford,

         young, handsome and wealthy: he was a maiden’s dream, she thought ironically. He had been her dream once. She didn’t want

         to quarrel with him, but as he turned towards her, frowning, she felt sure she was going to.

      


      

      ‘Now don’t scold me,’ she said lightly in the vain hope of deflecting him. ‘I know I’m horribly late, but I shall change like

         lightning. And I’ll say it was all my fault when we get there — own up and take it like a man!’

      


      

      Vain hope. ‘Where have you been?’ Marcus demanded.


      

      ‘To my mantuamaker, as you know very well. Bertoril was so slow today, the fitting took for ever. She had to keep stopping

         to dip her hands in cold water: that new silk marks horribly. I’m not sure it will —’

      


      

      ‘You haven’t been at Madame Bertoril’s all this time. You went out at eleven this morning; and you came home in a common hackney.

         I saw you from the window.’

      


      

      ‘Are you setting up to spy on me?’ she said, trying to make it sound playful. ‘I sent the carriage back from Bond Street because

         I didn’t know how long I’d be. You mustn’t be so Gothic, Marcus. This is 1821: a married woman can ride in a hackney without

         damaging her reputation.’

      


      

      ‘Perhaps I need to spy on you, if it’s the only way to find out the truth,’ he said grimly.


      

      She went on fighting the rearguard action, though she knew it was hopeless. ‘It was the truth,’ she said. ‘I went to Bertoril first, and she did take ages —’

      


      

      ‘You’ve been with him, haven’t you?’ Marcus demanded; and then, as though the name hurt him to pronounce, ‘You’ve been with Farraline.’

      


      

      Well, that was that, she thought. Faced with the direct question, she drew herself up straight and said, ‘Yes.’


      

      Marcus, by contrast, seemed to crumple a little. ‘Oh God,’ he said quietly. It sounded like a private appeal. ‘Why do you

         lie to me?’

      


      

      ‘I didn’t,’ she said. ‘I don’t lie. I just — don’t tell you everything.’


      

      He snorted. ‘The merest quibble!’


      

      ‘No, it’s not. I’m not trying to deceive you. I just try to arrange things so you won’t know about it.’


      

      He was staring just past her ear, his mind obviously — ominously — working. ‘How long has this been going on?’ he asked at

         last.

      


      

      The question surprised her. It was over a year since he’d found out about her and Jes. Since then she’d done her best to be

         discreet, but had he really thought it was all over?

      


      

      ‘What do you mean?’ she said.


      

      ‘Have you been seeing him all this summer? I suppose he came up for the Coronation?’


      

      ‘He wasn’t invited. He’s only a younger son —’


      

      ‘All those fittings for robes you had. The State banquet when you felt faint and went home early. Those riding expeditions

         when you refused to take Bab along —’

      


      

      Guilt made her angry. ‘Bab didn’t want to come,’ she broke in. ‘She hates riding, as you know perfectly well. It was only

         you that wanted her to come with me, for some God-knows-what reason. To spy on me, I suppose.’

      


      

      He moved his head in a gesture of impatience and pain.


      

      ‘Oh what does it matter? You’ve been having a clandestine affair all summer and all you can do is to argue about petty points

         —’

      


      

      ‘Clandestine? What do you mean, clandestine? Would you prefer me to see him openly, and tell you about it afterwards?’


      

      ‘What kind of question is that? I don’t want you to see him at all!’


      

      ‘Marcus, I’m just trying to do the best I can — to hurt you as little as possible, that’s all.’

      


      

      ‘And I’m expected to be grateful for that, I suppose?’


      

      ‘No! I don’t want you to thank me —’


      

      ‘Oh good, because I shan’t!’


      

      She looked at his angry, averted profile. It was all so awful, she thought, biting her lip. In the schoolroom she had adored

         him: he had been her hero, the golden, godlike cousin she had planned one day to marry, as little girls say one day about things they know will never happen. She had never meant it to be like this. She had been brought up to be straightforward

         and honest, and it hurt her to do anything that smacked of the underhand. But now there was Jes, and what was she to do about

         that? If she were honest about her feelings for him, as she wished to be, she hurt Marcus. If she tried to keep it secret,

         it hurt them both.

      


      

      ‘Oh Marcus,’ she said at last, ‘why must you mind so much?’


      

      His face still turned away, he said, ‘How can you ask me that?’


      

      ‘Lots of other people have lovers. Most of Society, I should think. Look at Lord Egremont, Lord Uxbridge — why, even your

         precious Wellington always has some female or other in tow.’

      


      

      ‘It’s different for men,’ he said. ‘You know that.’


      

      She shrugged. ‘Well then, what about your own Cousin Helena? Or—’


      

      ‘What about Caroline Lamb?’ he suggested bitterly. ‘I suppose you have me marked down for the part of the complacent husband,

         like poor William Lamb.’

      


      

      ‘Oh come, Caro Lamb’s behaviour is outrageous. I would never shame you like that —’


      

      ‘You do shame me!’


      

      They looked at each other in silence for a long moment.


      

      ‘Give him up, Ros,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m asking you now — I’m begging you.’


      

      ‘Marcus, don’t —’


      

      ‘I thought after what happened last year — Mother dying — and everything else — that it was all over with him. You’ve been

         so nice to me —’

      


      

      ‘Oh Marcus!’ It sounded awful, so seedy, she thought.

      


      

      ‘You’re my wife,’ he went on relentlessly. ‘We can forget all this. I’ll never hold it against you, I swear, if only you’ll

         give him up.’

      


      

      ‘I can’t,’ she said despairingly.


      

      He stared. ‘You mean you don’t want to.’


      

      ‘If you like,’ she said with difficulty. She tried to smile, but felt it going all wrong, and stopped, not sure why she had

         tried. A defence, perhaps, like a cat purring when it is threatened.

      


      

      He stared at her, thinking again. ‘I could stop you, you know,’ he said at last. ‘I could lock you up, keep you prisoner in

         your room. I could beat you every time you try to see him. The law allows. I could do it.’

      


      

      She said nothing, meeting his eyes steadily. In a way, she wished he would. Anger and violence might have been easier to bear

         than the blackmail of his pain.

      


      

      His shoulders sank helplessly. ‘I couldn’t really. I love you. That’s what makes it all so hard. I wish I didn’t care about

         you, but I do.’

      


      

      She had to say it. ‘You could divorce me.’


      

      ‘No,’ he said quickly. ‘I don’t want to do that.’ He looked at her hesitantly. ‘Do you want me to?’


      

      ‘No,’ she said. She saw him take hope from her answer, and hated herself for the answer and what she meant by it. But Jes

         could not have supported her, and she had no money of her own. There was nowhere else she could go. What she was asking was

         for Marcus to keep her while she cuckolded him — that was the brutal truth.

      


      

      ‘You do care for me, then?’ Marcus said. ‘A little?’


      

      ‘Of course I care for you —’ she began harshly, and he cut in.


      

      ‘But you care for him more. Damn it all —’ a little weak spurt of anger — ‘you’re my wife! It makes such a fool of me that I can’t stop you!’

      


      

      He stepped closer and took hold of her shoulders and shook her; but even as he began, his own inner restraints curbed him,

         and it became a gentle, token shaking.

      


      

      ‘I don’t want you to see him any more!’ he said hopelessly.


      

      She detached herself from him gently. ‘He’s going back home tonight,’ she said, hating herself for offering him the poisonous false hope. ‘Back to Manchester.’

      


      

      But for once he saw it for what it was. His hands went down to his sides and he looked at her numbly, like a punch-drunk fighter.


      

      ‘You won’t give him up?’


      

      Rosamund sighed and turned away. ‘There’s no point in going on with this conversation. Besides, we’re going to be late for

         dinner. You’d better let me call Moss in, and get changed.’ He didn’t move, and she said gently, ‘No more now please Marcus.

         When we get back tonight, I promise you may say anything you like to me, and I will sit and listen to it all.’

      


      

      ‘What’s the point?’


      

      ‘I don’t know. Perhaps you might find a way to convince me.’


      

      He quivered. ‘You treat everything as a joke.’


      

      ‘I assure you this is not a joke to me,’ she said. ‘Do you think I enjoy hurting you?’


      

      He opened his mouth to reply, and then closed it again, and walked out of the room.


      

      Rosamund stood quite still for a moment, breathing carefully; as in a hiatus in battle a soldier may pause an instant to see

         where he has been wounded and whether he can go on. Then she raised her voice and called for her maid.

      


      

      The silence in the carriage was uncomfortable. Barbarina was never much of a talker at any time and probably thought her brother

         was angry with Rosamund for being late home. She sat with her hands in her lap and her eyes turned politely towards the side

         window. She was a mouse-like creature, with a pink and white complexion, fine pale-gold hair that would neither curl nor stay

         up, prominent eyes and a receding chin. Having spent the first twenty-four years of her life in thrall to a dominant and capricious

         mother she had not learned in the single year since that parent’s death to be confident or assertive.

      


      

      Since Marcus had taken the backward seat, Rosamund had either to look directly at him, or out of the window on her side. She

         chose the latter, watched the passing scene and explored her feelings. On the debit side the pins of her headdress were sticking into her scalp, her busk was biting into her ribs, and there was the suspicion of a trickle of sweat under her

         armpits. On the credit side, there was a pleasant smell of new fabric inside the carriage, which had just come back from being

         re-upholstered; and the evening sunlight outside was gilding the trees in St James’s Square rather prettily. It was a trick

         she had learned in Brussels, when she was helping her mother tend the wounded after the battle of Waterloo: to keep her mind

         from unendurable thoughts by concentrating on her physical sensations.

      


      

      They hadn’t far to go. The Greyshotts’ house was in Hanover Square, as ancient and inconvenient a mansion as Chelmsford House.

         Helena Greyshott would probably have pulled it down long ago, or at least have sold it, if it were up to her. But Cedric,

         Lord Greyshott, was quietly firm about his heritage as he was indifferent about almost everything else.

      


      

      Helena was probably the person most calculated at that moment to make Rosamund feel at ease with herself, for she had notoriously

         taken lovers from the very beginning of her marriage. Greyshott was considerably older than she, and a man of indolent good

         humour. He had as notoriously refused to mind about Helena’s misdemeanours; and all the duels fought over her — there had

         been six that Rosamund knew of — had been fought by and between her lovers.

      


      

      Of recent years, however, Helena had settled down in near domesticity with a Captain Twombley, a plain and pleasant man some

         years her junior whom nobody but her found in any way extraordinary. Twombley had rooms in Albany — paid for by Helena — but

         everybody knew he lived more or less permanently at Greyshott House, where, indeed, he and Helena often entertained like man

         and wife.

      


      

      Greyshott had his own suite there separately from his lady’s, and lived a contented bachelor life migrating between clubs,

         racecourses, and the country houses of his old friends, exactly as he had done since inheriting the title in 1779. He squired

         Helena to certain formal or court functions, and received at her side on family occasions, and thus respectability was served.

         If he met Twombley by accident on the stairs or in the hall of his own house, he greeted him vaguely and cheerfully as he might an acquaintance on the street.

      


      

      It was an extraordinary arrangement, but it had been going on for so long that Society had come to accept it, and the usual

         comment upon it was ‘If Greyshott don’t mind it, why should anyone else?’ Which all went to show, Rosamund thought as the

         carriage drew up, that one could do absolutely anything in London, provided one knew how to carry it off. Why, why couldn’t Marcus be like Lord Greyshott, accept the situation, and save them all so much misery?

      


      

      The Greyshotts had two children: a daughter Thalia, who was eighteen and had just had her first Season, and a son Maurice

         who was almost seventeen, and was between Eton and the university. They were both present that evening, and there were two

         other guests. One was Helena’s widowed brother Viscount Ballincrea, an urbane and pleasant man Rosamund liked very much. The

         other was Fitzherbert Hawker.

      


      

      He rose to his feet as the Chelmsford party came in, a faint smile on his handsome, piratical face. Rosamund felt herself

         blushing, and her eyes flew to Helena with a questioning look: had she invited Hawker simply out of mischief? It was not unknown

         for Lady Greyshott to amuse herself by discomfiting her guests. But she looked innocent enough, welcoming Barbarina and ushering

         her to a seat. Rosamund was intensely aware of Marcus by her side, and wished she dared take a glance at his face. Hawker

         was Farraline’s intimate friend — indeed, it was he who had first introduced Jes to her — and Marcus must think there was

         something pointed about his being invited along with them.

      


      

      But no, Marcus was going forward to shake Hawker’s hand, and there was nothing but plain friendliness in his face or voice.


      

      ‘How d’ye do, Hawker? I didn’t know you were in England.’


      

      ‘One of my flying visits. This Greek business is looking increasingly dangerous: Castlereagh’s thinking of sending me out

         there next, so I’m home reviewing my wardrobe. Lady Rosamund, your servant, ma’am!’

      


      

      Of course, she thought, as Hawker bent over her hand, he and Marcus were old acquaintances too — they had been in Paris together in 1816 with the Army of Occupation. Evidently Marcus had made no connection in his mind between Hawker’s presence

         in London and Farraline’s, though Rosamund knew, because Jes had told her, that Jes and Hawker had dined twice in the last

         week. The dichotomy between what she knew and what she was supposed to know made her feel dizzy; and the look of amused complicity

         in Hawker’s eyes started up in her a simple ache of longing for Farraline. He would have left for Manchester by now. She missed

         him already, and God knew when she would see him again.

      


      

      The servants were handing tall glasses of iced champagne — just what was wanted this sticky, stifling evening. Hawker had

         taken a seat beside Barbarina, and was being nice to her. Rosamund found herself between Greyshott and Ballincrea.

      


      

      ‘And when does your mama mean to return?’ Greyshott asked her, turning a little sideways and stretching out one elegant leg.

         ‘I thought she would have been back for the Coronation.’

      


      

      ‘She did mean to come back for it,’ Rosamund answered, ‘but they had to change their plans at the last minute.’


      

      ‘She was missed, you know — Prinny looked about for her at the banquet,’ Greyshott drawled. To those of his generation, King

         George IV would probably always be Prinny. ‘Quite put out she and Theakston hadn’t come. I hope it was somethin’ important that kept her away.’

      


      

      ‘It was,’ said Rosamund. ‘Can’t you guess? They heard of a stallion for sale at one of the best studs in Spain, and nothing

         would do for Mother but to go and see it.’

      


      

      Ballincrea laughed. ‘Ha! That sounds like Lucy! Did she buy it?’


      

      ‘No, as it happens she thought it had a mean eye. But she said that in the natural course of things there was bound to be

         another coronation soon, whereas an Andalusien stallion might come along only once in a lifetime.’

      


      

      ‘Poor Prinny, snubbed for a horse!’ Ballincrea said.


      

      ‘So when is she to come home?’ Lord Greyshott persisted. ‘London ain’t the same without her.’


      

      ‘They should be on their way now,’ Rosamund said. ‘She wrote from Gibraltar, where she was going to visit my Uncle Harry —

         his squadron was refitting there. She said they would take passage on the Camilla, and hoped to be back in England by the end of October.’

      


      

      ‘They’ll have some tales to tell,’ Ballincrea remarked. ‘They’ve been away quite some time, haven’t they?’


      

      ‘More than four years,’ Rosamund said. ‘I suppose I shall hardly recognise my brothers. They were just schoolboys when they

         left —’

      


      

      ‘And they’ll come back grown men,’ said Greyshott. ‘At least, that’s the idea, isn’t it. I suppose I shall have to send my

         sprig on a Grand Tour soon, what d’ye say, Ballincrea? Shall it be that or the university for young Maurice, d’you think?’

      


      

      ‘The Grand Tour every time, for my money,’ Ballincrea said good-humouredly. ‘Oxford teaches a young man nothing but vice and

         idleness.’

      


      

      ‘And how to hold his wine and his cards,’ Greyshott protested mildly. ‘A gentleman’s education, y’know.’


      

      ‘But it would be Cambridge for Maurice, anyway,’ Helena put in, catching the end of the conversation.


      

      ‘Even worse,’ Ballincrea grinned. ‘They allow Methodists in at Cambridge.’


      

      ‘You, I take it, were an Oxford man?’ said Hawker pointedly from across the room.


      

      ‘He was at the House, weren’t you, Uncle?’ said young Maurice. ‘I must say, Papa,’ he added, taking the opportunity, ‘that

         I’d rather not go to Cambridge, if I might have my choice.’

      


      

      ‘My dear boy, I don’t mind what you do,’ Greyshott said, raising an eyebrow at the thought of so much particularity.

      


      

      Maurice took hope. ‘Well, sir, it’s just that Roland and Tom wrote me such interesting letters from their Grand Tour, I’m sure something like that would do me much more good than grinding away at Latin and Greek

         and such stuff.’

      


      

      ‘Learning at the university of life, eh?’ Hawker said teasingly. ‘I can certainly recommend it, Lady Greyshott: it made me

         what I am.’

      


      

      Helena, who knew perfectly well what he was, laughed. ‘That’s no recommendation to a mother, Mr Hawker!’


      

      ‘Ballincrea’s shall be the deciding vote,’ Greyshott said, ‘since young Maurice is to inherit his title as well as mine.’


      

      ‘No, no,’ Helena said quickly, ‘he will marry again — won’t you, brother?’

      


      

      ‘I can’t go courting again, Nell. I’m too old,’ Ballincrea said sadly.


      

      ‘Nonsense. Prinny means to marry again, and he’s fifty-nine! If he can do it, so can you!’


      

      ‘He might say he means to, but he won’t,’ Greyshott said. ‘He only says it to annoy, because he can’t bear the idea of the

         Duke of Kent’s daughter inheriting the crown.’

      


      

      ‘But surely,’ Barbarina said, her light and hesitant voice only just carrying across the wide room, ‘surely she won’t? The

         Clarences will have another child, I’m sure. It was only bad luck that their poor little Princess Elizabeth died.’

      


      

      ‘Extremely bad luck,’ Rosamund remarked wryly.


      

      Barbarina looked flustered. ‘I meant that she was a perfectly healthy baby. An accident like a twisted bowel could happen

         to anyone. It isn’t likely to happen again.’

      


      

      ‘Mother had a horse once died that way,’ Rosamund said. ‘Well, she shot it, of course: I suppose they let the baby linger

         on in pain.’

      


      

      Hawker looked darkly amused. ‘You recommend shooting in every case, Lady Rosamund? Horse or princess, it’s all the same to

         you!’

      


      

      ‘It’s an agonising condition, Mr Hawker,’ Rosamund said severely.


      

      ‘I agree with you,’ Helena said to Barbarina, firmly ignoring this aside. ‘My money is on the Clarences. The Duchess is not

         yet thirty, and there’s no doubt about the Duke’s ability to get children, with all those Fitzclarences running about Bushey.

         They’ll produce an heir within the year, I guarantee.’

      


      

      ‘They had better, my dear,’ Greyshott said. ‘Prinny hates the Kents worse than a cook hates mice.’


      

      Marcus joined in. ‘That’s true, sir. You remember back in February when Lord Liverpool begged him to give the Duchess of Kent

         a pension to support herself and the child, and the King simply said he’d be damned if he would.’ Greyshott laughed at the

         memory, but Marcus was grave. ‘If the Duchess’s brother hadn’t taken it on himself to give her money, they’d both have starved

         to death by now.’

      


      

      ‘Prince Leopold has enough English gold in his pockets from his pension,’ said Helena sourly. ‘He can spare a few sovereigns

         to support his own sister and niece.’

      


      

      ‘That’s certainly the King’s point of view,’ Greyshott said.


      

      ‘And of course Germans are very unpopular at the moment,’ Ballincrea added. ‘I dare say the Commons would like to revoke Leopold’s

         pension if they could.’

      


      

      ‘But it would reflect badly on us abroad if the child were brought up in want,’ Hawker pointed out.


      

      ‘That’s right, sir,’ Marcus agreed. ‘The Duke of York swears he won’t marry again, and until and unless the Duchess of Clarence

         produces a live baby, like it or not Princess Alexandrina of Kent is heir to the throne of England. She ought to have a proper

         establishment.’

      


      

      The butler came in at that moment and caught Helena’s eye. ‘Dinner is served, my lady.’


      

      ‘Very good. Shall we go in, everyone?’


      

      Tea was brought in when the gentlemen returned to the drawing-room, and there was a general movement as everyone went to fetch

         their cup and change their seat. On Ballincrea’s polite insistence Thalia was persuaded to sit down at the pianoforte and

         play, and under cover of this circulation and sound, Hawker came to stand beside Rosamund at the tea-table.

      


      

      ‘You seem to be surviving the separation very well so far,’ he said. ‘Six hours already, isn’t it? I had expected paler cheeks

         and wilder eyes.’

      


      

      ‘If you’ve come just to torment me—’ Rosamund began indignantly, but Hawker smiled his most annoying smile, gazing across the

         room and stirring his tea.

      


      

      ‘Don’t scowl at me, dear girl. You’ll ruin the illusion I have carefully created that we are chatting idly of nothing in particular.’


      

      ‘I’m not your dear girl,’ Rosamund growled, but she unbuckled her brow and tried to look pleasant.


      

      ‘Very well, you’re not mine, but you are dear to me,’ Hawker said agreeably.


      

      ‘Am I?’ Rosamund said shortly. ‘I know you don’t approve of Jes and me; though God knows you’re the last person —’


      

      ‘The very last,’ he agreed. ‘But one must back the right horse for the right race. I know all three protagonists in this little

         drama very well, and you are the last three people in the world to take it lightly. Now if you had waited a year or two and

         had an affair with me, Lady Rosamund, as I suggested when you first married —’

      


      

      ‘Before I married, as I remember,’ Rosamund said, smiling in spite of herself. It was impossible to stay angry with Hawker for very

         long; and besides, she felt badly in need of a friend. ‘You made your reprehensible suggestion while the wedding was still

         only being planned.’

      


      

      He grinned. ‘But you see I knew you could never fall in love with me. We could have had fun together, and no-one the worse

         off.’

      


      

      ‘Fun? Outrageous man!’


      

      ‘As it is —’ He became serious. ‘I hate waste, and here you are ruining three lives in this profligate way.’


      

      ‘Why is it to be my fault?’ Rosamund asked indignantly.


      

      ‘When a man makes love to a married woman, I hold it is always her fault. Men are opportunists, you see — like cats. They

         obey their instincts and take what they can, where they can: one can hardly call it stealing.’

      


      

      ‘Nonsense!’


      

      ‘Besides,’ he smiled darkly, ‘you know perfectly well that you are by far the most intelligent of the three. You think more

         deeply than the other two put together.’

      


      

      Rosamund looked bleak. ‘If I think more, it only means I suffer more.’


      

      ‘I agree,’ he said, and the unexpected warmth in his voice made her turn to look at him. His smile was no longer mocking.

         ‘I think you are in need of a friend, Lady Rosamund. But you mustn’t cry here, you know. There are eyes on you.’

      


      

      She flicked her head round and saw Marcus looking at her across the room, his head a little lowered, a troubled expression

         on his face.

      


      

      She turned back to Hawker. ‘What am I to do?’ she asked helplessly.


      

      ‘You won’t give Jes up?’ Hawker said without hope.


      

      ‘I love him,’ she said, and then, because that sounded so inadequate, ‘He gives meaning to my life.’

      


      

      ‘Ah, is it like that?’ Hawker said. He turned his back to the room under cover of putting down his cup on the table, and Rosamund turned a little

         towards him. He was frowning. He took the whole business very seriously, she thought.

      


      

      ‘Why do you mind about what happens to us?’ she asked suddenly.


      

      ‘I’ve told you, I hate waste,’ he said. ‘It’s what makes me useful to my diplomatic masters. In international affairs, as

         in affairs of the heart, there is rarely a simple situation where everyone is happy and the budget balances perfectly. What

         one has to do is to make the best use of the resources; make sure all parties have the modicum to keep them happy. And looking

         at your situation, there seems to be one person who is paying for everything and gaining nothing.’

      


      

      ‘You mean Marcus. Do you think I don’t know that?’ Rosamund sighed. ‘It doesn’t make me happy, knowing it.’


      

      ‘I see that it doesn’t,’ he said kindly.


      

      ‘But what can I do?’ Rosamund went on, and she added quickly, ‘He doesn’t want to divorce me, even if that —’


      

      ‘You could give him a child,’ Hawker said quietly.


      

      ‘What?’


      

      He touched her elbow, turning her away from the table as Helena approached with an empty cup and a question in her eye; walked

         a few steps with her to pretend to examine a painting on the wall.

      


      

      ‘Do try not to look as though I were saying stirring things, dear Lady Chelmsford,’ he complained smilingly. ‘I don’t wish

         to be suspected of making love to you — at least until I really am.’

      


      

      ‘You are utterly impossible!’ she exclaimed, goaded almost to laughter.


      

      He grew serious. ‘Has it occurred to you how unfair you are being to your husband? He is an earl: he needs a son to pass the

         title and the estate to. If he won’t divorce you, he can only get that son from you. Have you the right to deny him?’

      


      

      Rosamund suppressed a shudder. ‘I don’t want a child — anyone’s child.’


      

      ‘I don’t in the least blame you. Nevertheless,’ he went on relentlessly, ‘you married him, and bearing your husband’s children is part of marriage — a consequence you may be assumed to have accepted along with his hand, his fortune and his

         protection. It is your duty —’

      


      

      ‘Duty!’


      

      ‘Yes. A spiky, uncomfortable sort of word, and not fashionable these days, but there it is, you know.’


      

      She met his eye unwillingly. ‘But if I did — what you say— how would it help?’


      

      Hawker returned her look steadily. ‘Probably it wouldn’t help you or Farraline. But you will take what you want of each other

         anyway, and more or less suffer the cost. I was thinking of Marcus. Shouldn’t he have something? The modicum, at least, that

         he might be entitled to expect from having married you?’

      


      

      Rosamund stared at him, unable to speak; the dinner she had just eaten seemed to churn restlessly in her stomach. Damn you,

         she thought, for giving form to my own unease. And then they were interrupted: a tall shadow, a warm voice and firm hand coming

         between Rosamund and her self-appointed conscience.

      


      

      ‘I can’t let Mr Hawker monopolise you all evening.’ Lord Ballincrea drew her gently away and into the company, saying, ‘Don’t

         I remember that you were a notable performer in your schoolroom days? Let me persuade you to play and sing for us now! Thalia

         is beginning to look rebellious.’

      


      

      Rosamund responded brightly, too brightly perhaps, but she hadn’t yet quite re-established control over all her parts. ‘If

         you remember that, sir, your memory is sadly at fault! I play tolerably well, I suppose, but I sing like a corncrake. If you

         would care to sing, however, I am willing to accompany you.’

      


      

      Ballincrea laughed. ‘My singing days are long over! Well, perhaps you will just play for us, if you don’t care to give voice.’


      

      She could hardly refuse, now that everyone was looking at her; and at least playing she would not be expected to converse,

         which she might have found difficult just then. She sat at the pianoforte, took a piece of music from the pile at random,

         and began to play. Ballincrea stood politely nearby to encourage her; and after a moment he was joined by another more interested observer. Marcus came to stand at the other side, and to stare at her face while she played.

      


      

      At first she avoided his eyes; but the music soothed her thoughts, and after a page or two she was able to return his gaze.

         It was, after all, a very familiar face, one she had known from childhood. He had been kind to her when she was a ragamuffin

         brat always in trouble; he was more gentle and patient with her now than she had any right to expect. She looked at him and

         played, and saw the love and longing in his eyes; and for once it filled her not with irritation and a desire to escape, but

         with affection — even with a sort of tenderness, albeit a sad one.

      


      

      In the carriage going home, Marcus made an effort, for Bab’s sake, to be conversible.


      

      ‘I think poor Greyshott is going to have trouble with young Thalia. If ever there was a young woman of spirit —!’


      

      ‘Oh, but she’s a good girl, I’m sure,’ Bab said quickly. ‘And she’s very good-natured. Look how she played and sang the moment

         she was asked, without making the slightest complaint. When I was her age it was the worst trial in the world to me to be

         asked.’

      


      

      Marcus laughed. ‘Not everyone is as shy as you, dearest! Don’t you know young ladies like Thalia love to show off?’


      

      ‘Still, I don’t know why you think she will be troublesome,’ Bab insisted. ‘She didn’t do or say anything to upset her parents

         tonight.’

      


      

      ‘I didn’t mean it like that. But don’t you remember when Helena was talking about arranging a marriage for her, Thalia announced

         very firmly that she would marry for love.’

      


      

      ‘All girls say that,’ Bab said.


      

      ‘But I think she meant it.’


      

      ‘Perhaps she did when she said it, but it doesn’t mean that she will defy her parents, or that she’d even want to.’


      

      Marcus looked at his sister tenderly. ‘You did, meekest and gentlest of all creatures! You wanted to marry Bobbie Chelmsford, even though Mama was dead set against

         it.’

      


      

      Barbarina blushed. ‘I didn’t mean to upset Mama. But Papa was for it, and you were too. And if Bobbie hadn’t — hadn’t died

         —’

      


      

      ‘Oh Bab, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to make you cry. I was only teasing you a little, out of affection. We all miss Bobbie.

         It was the worst thing in the world, his dying that way.’

      


      

      Barbarina blew her nose and subdued her own interests firmly in favour of those of her brother. ‘It was very sad, to be sure.

         But after all, there is always some good in everything, however bad it seems at the time. And if Bobbie hadn’t died you could

         never have married Rosamund.’ She turned a shy smile on the silent onlooker in the corner of the carriage. ‘And I’d have missed

         the best sister-in-law who ever lived.’

      


      

      Rosamund could feel that the smile with which she responded was not entirely successful, but she did her best.


      

      Rosamund wasn’t surprised when there was a scratching at her bedchamber door after Moss had left her. She didn’t want a confrontation

         with Marcus tonight, but given the stirring his emotions had undergone, she had steeled herself for it.

      


      

      He came in in response to her call, and walked across to stand in front of her almost at attention, but with a hesitant look

         about his face — half supplicant, half tax collector, she thought, looking up at him.

      


      

      ‘You said —’ he began defensively.


      

      ‘Yes, I did,’ she interrupted. ‘I said I would listen to you for as long as you liked.’ She pushed back the chair and stood

         up. ‘Well, we might as well be comfortable about it.’ She led the way across to the sofa in front of the fire. There was a

         small table there with a decanter and glass. ‘Would you like something to sustain you?’

      


      

      ‘What is it?’ he asked.


      

      ‘Madeira. But I have a little flask of whisky in my dressing-table drawer, if you prefer.’


      

      ‘Have you?’ He almost smiled. ‘That doesn’t seem like you. Are you a secret drinker?’


      

      ‘It’s my hunting flask,’ Rosamund said. ‘I haven’t used it since last winter, but it was full when I put it away.’


      

      He sat down. ‘Yes, well, thanks. I’ll have whisky.’


      

      She fetched it and poured him some into the glass, and used the cap of the flask to take a little for herself. Sharing the

whisky seemed a companionable thing to do, and a treacherous little warmth seemed to spring up between them. Or was that the spirit? She risked a look at him. He didn’t seem in any hurry to begin the interview, sitting forward with his

         forearms resting on his knees, staring into the arrangement of dried flowers and pine-cones in the grate as though it were

         a flickering fire. His hair was uncharacteristically ruffled, and that and the brown silk dressing-gown made him look younger.

         He looked rather like the schoolboy whom she had sneaked out of the schoolroom to stare at over the banisters, when he had

         come to visit her stepfather. She felt fond of him, and yet completely detached, as though he were a character in a story,

         nothing to do with her at all. She didn’t feel as though she shared her life with him, or had ever agreed to. The idea seemed

         preposterous. She didn’t feel married. She was Lady Rosamund Chetwyn still, seventeen years old, mad about horses, and without

         the faintest idea what she meant to do with her life.

      


      

      She thought suddenly, and for the first time in years, about her father. How different would things have been if he hadn’t

         died? She hardly remembered him — she was only nine when he died, and he had never been much at home — and yet she felt sure

         that he must have influenced her life had he lived to see her brought out. She might have come to know him, and he might have

         given her guidance and love. I’ve lacked a father, she thought; and Hawker’s face sprang unbidden into her mind. That’s why

         everything is so difficult for me: I’ve never learnt what men are for.


      

      Marcus looked up and spoke at last. ‘Do you think I’ve treated you unfairly?’


      

      She was so far away with her own thoughts that it took her a moment to get back and absorb his question. ‘No,’ she said, startled.

         ‘Of course not. Why do you ask that?’

      


      

      He looked at the fire again. ‘I don’t know. I don’t seem to be able to understand how you feel about things — think about

         them. I want to understand. If I’ve failed you in some way—’

      


      

      ‘It isn’t that,’ she said patiently. ‘How can you think it? It isn’t anything to do with you —’


      

      ‘But it ought to be! Don’t you see that that’s the problem? Sometimes I think you don’t believe you’re really married to me

         at all.’

      


      

      She stared at him, unable to answer. Was it pure chance that he had come so near the truth?

      


      

      ‘I have tried —’ she began at last.


      

      ‘I wish you didn’t have to,’ he interrupted. ‘I wish it came naturally to you. I don’t know what to do, Ros. I don’t know

         how to make things better. I thought when Mother died you would — feel able to make a new start, perhaps. I know you and she

         didn’t get on. Perhaps I was wrong not to take your side more, but —’ he spread his hands helplessly — ‘I grew up with her,

         you see. Under her shadow. It isn’t easy to change your feelings towards a parent.’

      


      

      Rosamund felt the rise of the familiar irritation. ‘I wish you wouldn’t be so humble. You haven’t been unfair to me — I’ve

         been unfair to you. For God’s sake, you’ve every right to be angry! You shouldn’t be apologising to me.’

      


      

      ‘I can’t be angry. I love you too much.’ He looked at her. ‘Ros, what are we going to do?’


      

      Hawker’s face, Hawker’s voice in her head. Father, advise me! Her mind was full of wry, ironic, bitter thoughts. All decisions

         will have to be made by me, she thought. I must place my own head upon the block; I shall probably even have to sharpen the

         axe myself.

      


      

      ‘Marcus, I haven’t behaved properly by you. I know you would like to have a child.’


      

      He looked surprised. ‘But you said —’


      

      ‘I know what I said. The thing is that I hadn’t considered it properly from your point of view. Unless you divorce me, I am

         the only one who can give you a legitimate heir.’

      


      

      ‘I don’t want to divorce you,’ he said quickly. His face was full of hope now. She observed it sadly.


      

      ‘I can’t be so selfish as to deny you a child. That would be cruel, and I don’t mean to be cruel. But if I give you your heir,

         will you then let me go?’

      


      

      The hope began to fade. ‘What do you mean?’


      

      ‘You know what I mean,’ she said steadily, holding his gaze. ‘If I give you your child, will you let me have Jes?’


      

      For a long time he said nothing, and she watched realisation sink in, thoughts develop, resignation, despair, and finally

         a kind of cunning. She felt mean, miserable, desperate, cornered. But which of them was the fox, and which the pack?

      


      

      At last he answered. ‘I understand,’ he said. ‘But if I agree to that, I must make a condition of my own.’

      


      

      ‘Yes?’ she said warily.


      

      ‘It’s only fair,’ he said defensively. ‘If you are to give me an heir, there must be no doubt, no possible doubt, that it

         is my child. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

      


      

      ‘You want me,’ she said slowly, ‘not to see Jes — for how long?’


      

      ‘From now,’ Marcus said, ‘until the child is born. So that we both know. It is fair, isn’t it?’


      

      ‘Yes,’ she said absently. She looked down a long corridor of empty days. Nine months of gestation, and how long before she

         conceived? Not to see him for all that time?

      


      

      ‘Or write to him — communicate with him in any way,’ Marcus went on. She focused on him. ‘I want you to behave as my wife

         for that time — in fairness to the child, if not to me.’

      


      

      ‘Oh Marcus —’


      

      ‘Surely it’s not too much to ask — one year of your life?’


      

      ‘One year?’


      

      ‘More or less.’ He blushed suddenly, surprising her. His fine, pale skin showed it clearly, the rush of blood, and the almost

         instant ebb. ‘We must make sure first of all that you’re not already — that he hasn’t —’

      


      

      ‘I’m not,’ she said starkly.


      

      ‘But you can’t know for certain. We must be sure,’ he insisted.


      

      She bowed her head in assent. What must be done, must be done; but it all seemed so calculated, so joyless.


      

      ‘So you agree?’ he pressed eagerly. ‘To my conditions? You will be a real wife to me?’


      

      ‘Yes,’ she said at last. ‘I agree to it all.’ She looked up, and caught the tail end of the smile he quickly suppressed. For

         a moment she didn’t understand; and then she thought, he hopes that if I don’t see Jes for a year, or however long it takes,

         I’ll forget him. He thinks that if I play the loving wife as agreed, I won’t want my half of the bargain when the time comes.
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