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Here’s to the child and all he has to teach us.


Proverb


For my grandchildren who are my joy,


Daniel, Adam and Natalie.




When Morning Comes


Lucy propped her chin on her knees and stared stubbornly into the feeble blue and green flames of the fire.


‘I can take care of myself, Papa. I’m no weak and foolish maiden who needs a gentleman’s arm if she steps out of doors. I’m strong and sensible . . .’


‘I know that, dearest, but have you any idea of how hard life could be if . . . well, I shall not say another word about it after this. I will not try to persuade you except to say that, of all people, I know the joy of good marriage.’


Lucy turned to glare at him and he wondered why she was so horrified. ‘Papa, it is not the same at all. You and Mama loved one another. How can you compare what you and she had with what Mr Buchanan and I would have if we married? I do not love him and I cannot marry a man I do not love.’




1


The man was deep in thought, his dark head bent, his brow furrowed. He seemed to be studying his boots as they scuffed through the rich layer of leaves, russet and gold, orange and tawny pink which carpeted the woodland floor. Though he was not aware of it in his brown study, like the boy he used to be, he was kicking and shuffling his feet through the leaves, enjoying the rustling sound they made. It had been a particularly fine summer with less rain than was normal in this part of the country and the leaves were dry and crackling, satisfying, if subconsciously, that feeling he had known as a lad.


He was considering Miss Charlotte Gibson. He had been considering Miss Charlotte Gibson for the best part of the summer and the problem was that half of Fellthwaite, including the lady in question and her mama, were aware of it, though naturally they were too well bred to let it be seen they had noticed. That was the trouble with living in a small, close-knit community. You couldn’t sneeze without it coming to someone’s attention, who then told you, and everyone in Fellthwaite into the bargain, that you were in for an awful cold! Having paid Miss Gibson a certain amount of attention at several functions, and had her to dine a time or two, with her parents, naturally, at Howethwaite, his family home, he was well aware that speculation was rife in the district. She would make a splendid wife, it must be said, since she had been trained for it from the day she left the nursery. It was well known that she was already an excellent hostess, brought up to it by her mama who was one herself. Mrs Gibson, who was the great-niece of a baronet, was well accustomed to entertaining men of high rank, not only from the gentry, but the aristocracy from which her own family came, and Miss Charlotte Gibson was sensible of her position and proud of her own worthin the marriage stakes. Her father, Mr Arthur Gibson, had vast wealth, come to him from many of the businesses which thrived in the district of Furness and Windermere. Copper mining, the manufacture of gunpowder, the mining of iron in High Furness, the quarrying of slate round and about Coniston, several farms which were rented to tenant farmers, not to mention coal from the coalfields in the west which stretched from Cockermouth to Whitehaven. He owned a bank in the centre of Ambleside and it was rumoured that the interest he earned from the loans he made kept his wife and daughter tricked out in the exclusive, and expensive, Paris fashions they were to be seen in about Fellthwaite, Ambleside and Grasmere. Ball gowns and afternoon dresses, at the right time, of course, walking outfits, outfits for their carriage exercise, dinner gowns, three-piece costumes, tea gowns and cartwheel hats trimmed with feathers, flowers, ribbons and vast amounts of lace and tulle. Charlotte was Arthur’s only child and the gentleman who took her to wife, and there were many who were eager to do so, would have at his disposal, when Arthur had gone, an enormous fortune and the added bonus of the beautiful Charlotte Gibson herself.


James Buchanan sighed deeply and then shook his head, irritated with his own foolish indecision. Charlotte would make a splendid wife and partner. She was young, healthy and capable of bearing many fine children, sons among them, and really he didn’t know why he was dithering about as he was. He needed a wife. He knew without being told that Mr and Mrs Gibson favoured his suit, for he was as wealthy and well bred as themselves, but they wouldn’t wait for ever and if he didn’t look lively they’d give her to some other, equally well-endowed gentleman.


He had driven from his home near Skelwith that afternoon, following the lane which led towards Ambleside and was on his way to see a client, the Reverend Edward Dean. It seemed the rector, whose church lay on the outskirts of Fellthwaite, had come to the conclusion that it was about time he made a will and James, who was a solicitor with a thriving practice in Ambleside, had been asked to call on him. The rector was a man in his fifties and though, as far as James knew, in the best of health, it seemed his own mortality had come into question, as it does when one is past one’s middle years, and his thoughts had turned to putting in order his worldly affairs.


James couldn’t have said why – perhaps because he was early for his appointment, or maybe the breathtaking beauty of the autumn day, or even the magnificence of the brilliantly hued woods through which the lane cut – but whatever it was it had made him brake sharply, bringing his motor car to a stop just off the lane and under the trees. He had his dogs with him, both trained to sit quietly on the back seat while he was driving; with a murmured word and a click of his fingers he ordered them out. They stood, trembling with anticipation, their intelligent hazel eyes looking up at him, each with a paw raised waiting for permission to run free. They were big, handsome dogs, labradors with ebony coats which gleamed like wet coal. Their ears twitched and so did their noses, since there were dozens of scents to tantalise them and when he indicated with his hand and a soft murmur that they might go, they bounded away like two children let out of the schoolroom.


He knew exactly how they felt. But then the life he led, the career he followed was his own choice and he could blame no one but himself if he was tied down for the best part of each weekday with legal matters, problems brought to him to solve by the less affluent of the district of Windermere. He had chosen to study law at the University of Edinburgh, though he was a man of considerable means and had no need to seek employment. The three sons of Alexander Buchanan, Johnny, Harry and Job, had inherited equal shares in Alex’s business enterprises, which were many and lucrative, and when Johnny, James’s father, had died his share had come to James. His cousins, Ben, Andrew and Alex Buchanan ran the Buchanan Copper Mining Co, the Emmerson Gunpowder Manufacturers near Elterwater and a bobbin manufacturing mill at Staveley, the latter two coming to the Buchanan family through marriage. His fourth cousin Paul was to be a doctor. With the income that came to him from the shares he had in these concerns, and others that he had set up himself, James Buchanan was that envied being, an independent man. He had no need to go each day to his office in Ambleside and if, sometimes, he longed to put on a pair of sturdy boots, throw a haversack on his back and head for the long climb to Scafell Pike, to Helvellyn or the majestic peaks of Skiddaw, he had no one to blame but himself if he was unable to do so.


Lifting his head he breathed deeply, the air slipping like dry white wine down his throat and into his lungs. He could smell woodsmoke and the rich earthy aroma of the woodland where already the dying vegetation was beginning to rot down, ready to turn itself into the nourishment needed for next year’s growth. Between the trees he caught a glimpse of the breeze-rippled waters of the lake, like moving silk, the flame of the autumn sun casting vivid colours of gold and rose and apricot across it and up on the fells at his back purple shadows were beginning to fall. It was not yet cold down here in the valley bottom but soon Coniston Old Man would wear its first fluted cap of snow, the whiteness creeping slowly down as winter approached.


The dogs had vanished into the rustling sea of bright copper bracken which carpeted the floor of the woodland on either side of the rough path. Leaves were falling as a small breeze tore them from their frail hold on the branches of the trees and when, smiling whimsically, he held out his hand, one spiralled down to land delicately on his outstretched palm.


There was a dog barking somewhere, not his, for this was the high, excited bark of a terrier, a small dog, and he hesitated since he did not wish to have company. He would turn back here, he decided, call his dogs to him and return to his motor car, for his appointment with the reverend gentleman was almost due. He abhorred unpunctuality since it seemed to him to smack of contempt for another’s time and it would take him ten minutes to motor from here to the rectory.


Placing the tips of two fingers between his lips he gave a low but piercing whistle, one his dogs would hear but would be barely discernible to the human ear. He waited, his tall, lean frame lounging comfortably against the narrow trunk of a silver birch tree, both his hands pushed deep into his trouser pockets, one leg bent at the knee with his foot resting on the whitish bark.


He was not considered to be a handsome man, though there was certainly something about him that seemed to appeal to the ladies, other gentlemen had noticed. Of course, ladies were known to be romantic, intrigued by anything that did not fall into a category they could immediately recognise, though why they should consider it romantic to be sombre and grave, reserved and somewhat unapproachable the gentlemen could not fathom. His countenance was compelling, strong, unsmiling, but one that drew the eye to it, both male and female, though as yet none had caught his. To the female he promised something they could not understand but knew they liked, to the male a suggestion of mocking arrogance which told them he was not a man to be meddled with.


This was James Buchanan.


He had left his hat in the motor car and his dark, chocolate hair was revealed to be thick and curling, needing to be trimmed every week if it was to be kept in any sort of order. Even now it grew vibrantly, tumbling to his frowning eyebrows and catching in the collar of his coat. He was clean-shaven, his amber skin glowing with good health. His eyes were quite beautiful, wasted on a lad, his old nurse used to tell him, the colour the softest grey, like the underside of a dove’s wing, set in long black lashes. His jaw jutted implacably, his mouth was set firm, though a lift at each corner hinted at hidden humour. He was confident, vigorous, with a well-marked sense of his own infallibility, for James Buchanan had been looking after himself ever since his mother and father had drowned when the ice on Lake Windermere on which they were skating had given way. That was eighteen years ago. He had been sixteen years old at the time. His two uncles – brothers to his own father – and their wives, and his Aunt Amy, had done their best to keep a tight rein on him, even demanding that he take up residence with one of them, but he had refused to be tethered and, since he was a big lad with a mind of his own even then, self-willed as all the Buchanans were, they left him alone. They were all cut from the same cloth, Job and Harry Buchanan, their sons and their nephew James, for in their veins ran the rich and tempestuous blood of Alex Buchanan and his wife Christy Emmerson, who were legends in the district of Furness and Windermere and beyond.


James was visibly annoyed when not two but three dogs scampered out of the undergrowth to his whistle. The third was no more than a puppy.


“What the devil have you got there, you idiots, and where in hell did you get him?” he exclaimed, pushing himself away from the tree.


The dogs, all three, wagged their tails energetically as they circled him, the puppy almost swinging himself off his feet in his ecstasy. He leaped up at James’s knee, nearly doing somersaults in his efforts to reach his hand and James could not help but smile. The Border terrier, for that was what he was, was so small he could comfortably walk, or rather dart, beneath the bellies of his new-found friends. He had a short, rough, wheaten-coloured coat and eyes that were dark, with the keen expression of an animal that has been bred to drive the fox from its lair.


“Dammit, where in hell have you come from?” James muttered irritably, for he could hardly abandon such a young animal. The dog studied him, his tail slowing somewhat as though he were getting ready for a game, but already James could hear the sound of voices, children’s voices and he heaved a sigh of relief mixed with exasperation.


“Dammit to hell . . .” He bent down and with a disgruntled gesture picked up the puppy which licked his face affectionately, and tucking it under his arm began to walk in the direction from which the voices came. His own dogs, subdued now that they had sensed his mood, padded silently at his heels.


“Thimble . . . Thimble . . .” the voices called, getting closer as he pushed his way through the crisping sea of bracken. He could hear the lilting sound of water tumbling across rocks coming from ahead, for you could not go far in this land of the lakes without stumbling across a ghyll, a beck, water erupting from the very ground under your feet. It gushed down runnels to join streams which foamed like spilled milk, making its way from hills and mountains to flow into lakes and tarns.


The puppy under his arm who went, apparently, by the absurd name of Thimble, lay there docilely, aware it was futile to struggle, knowing with the instinct animals and children have who means business and who does not. This man did!


They did not hear him as he stepped out on to the soft floor of the clearing, nor see him, for they were casting about on the far side of the rushing beck, calling the dog’s name with increasing anxiety. There were six of them, four girls and two boys, all somewhat bedraggled, their feet bare, as though the loss of Thimble had interrupted some watery but exciting game.


“Thimble, you damn fool, where have you got to?” the smaller of the boys shrieked piercingly in the way of the young who cannot speak below a full-throated roar.


“Percy, you know Papa does not like you to swear, and need you scream so loudly? I’m sure you’ve damaged my eardrum, particularly as you were standing no more than six inches from it.”


“Sorry, Luce, but that’s not swearing, really it isn’t. If you wanted I could really swear. I heard Bibby say—”


“That’s enough, Percy, and if Bibby knows what’s best for him he’ll watch his tongue.”


“Don’t be daft, Luce, there isn’t a cat in hell’s chance you’d get someone to work like the old codger does and without wages too. When was the last time he was paid, tell me that? It’s no wonder he swears so much and if he wasn’t nearly a hundred he’d be off tomorrow.”


It was the second boy who spoke, a tall, dark, good-looking lad of about thirteen or fourteen, James thought, scrawny yet, but already showing signs of breadth to his shoulders. In fact they were all handsome children. They made a charming group, decently but shabbily dressed, the boys in patched knee-length trousers in a particularly unsuitable shade of cream drill with open-neck, navy blue jerseys, long-sleeved and with a collar. The sleeves were pushed up to the elbow, the jersey hanging out of the trousers. The younger girls were in navy blue serge with sailor collars which had a row of white cotton braid round the hem and cuffs of the sleeves, again pushed up above their elbows. Their skirts were hitched up and tucked carelessly into the elastic of their sensible navy blue knickers.


“Now you’re at it, Edward,” the older girl challenged. “What you said was a swear word and is it any wonder if Percy thinks it’s all right.”


“Hell’s not swearing, Luce. Hell’s a place and Papa mentions it every Sunday from the pulpit.”


“That’s different and you know it.”


“Ooh, girls!” Edward shrugged his shoulders and sighed in deep exasperation.


The fourth girl was not at all like the others, either in colouring or in looks, and he noticed with half his mind that she had a limp, but the girl who had rebuked Percy and Edward was quite the loveliest thing James had ever seen. Dark, like the boys, like them all, but her hair, where the sun caught it, had the glossy sheen and colour of a horse chestnut, similar to the ones James had collected from these very woods and played with as a lad. It had evidently started out that morning brushed smoothly back from her forehead and plaited, a single plait which, where it still retained some order, was as thick as his wrist. Three-quarters of its lower length, which fell over one shoulder and across her breast to her waist as she bent down to peer for some curious reason into a rabbit hole, presumably after Thimble, had come unravelled, curling vigorously at its end, and in the midst of this vibrant glory a scarlet ribbon dangled. Long wisps curled about her face and neck and there was a limp white flower of some sort pushed behind her ear. She wore a muslin blouse with a tucked front and a high neck, and a separate skirt with several deep flounces about the hem, both garments in white. Somehow James had the feeling that her outfit had not been made for her but had been skilfully altered to fit her. Like the other girls she had tucked the skirt up in some fashion and her legs, white and shapely, the ankle fine-boned, the foot slender, were revealed.


Hanging carelessly from the knotted branches of an ancient oak were six pairs of black stockings and in a jumble beneath it six pairs of black boots.


They had evidently been building a dam, for a neat line of rocks and stones had been laid from one side of the stream to the other. The water had already begun to rise at the back of it and there were small branches, twigs and leaves and a tangle of brush caught in it. A little brown grebe alighted for a moment, taking advantage of the children’s momentary absence, then flew off with some wriggling insect in its mouth.


“I’ll give that blasted dog the hiding of his life when I find him,” the older boy was heard to hiss as he poked about with a stick in the undergrowth.


“You’ll do no such thing, Edward Dean. He’s only a baby, and let me tell you he’s more damned sense than you had at the same age.” The eldest girl’s ban on swearing evidently did not apply to herself. She straightened up and threw back the burnished plait, and her young breasts, full and rounded, strained against the muslin of her blouse. The peaks of her nipples were clearly visible and though James was certain she would be wearing some sort of undergarment beneath the blouse he could have sworn he could see the dark shadow of the areola about them. To his shame he felt his manhood stir and warmth spread up into his belly. She was tall, nearly as tall as he was, he would have said. He was quite mesmerised by the womanly magnificence of her, by her flushed and girlish face which was at such odds with her mature body.


His own dogs, one on either side of him, pressed against his legs waiting for his command and the one in his arms, a young dog who had exhausted his store of good behaviour, began to wriggle ecstatically, unable to contain his excitement at the sight of these people of his. It was as though he had been parted from them for a week as he struggled to get to them.


“Is this what you’re looking for?” James asked, his voice brusque. “Don’t you think in future it might be advisable to keep such a young dog under closer surveillance?”


At once six astonished faces turned towards him and he had time to note that they each, except the girl with the limp, had brown eyes of different shades, though none was like the eldest girl’s, which were the exact colour of old whisky. They were identical in shape and size, though, with thick brown lashes surrounding them, but it was to the eldest girl he spoke and it was at the eldest girl his whole male interest was focused. Her skin was a creamy white but flushed at the cheekbones with her exertions, without a flaw to mar its perfection. Not a freckle to blemish the satin-like finish, only, as he watched, a small indentation at the left-hand corner of her mouth, the lips themselves giving the impression that they had been bruised to a rosy pink by a lover’s kiss.


They looked at one another across the stream but though he appeared to have addressed his question to her it was not she who answered.


“Thimble,” the younger boy shrieked, the sound going through James like a grating saw, “where in hell’s name have you been?”


“Percy, what have I just told you?” his sister rebuked him, but her heart wasn’t in it. It was an automatic response to the child’s swearing. She was staring with great interest at the tall figure of the well-dressed gentleman in whose arms Thimble was struggling. She had thought them to be quite alone in this quiet part of the wooded inlet which led down to the lake and this man’s appearance had rendered them all speechless with surprise, except for Percy, of course, who it was difficult, if not impossible, to shut up. She couldn’t have said with any degree of rationality why they were struck dumb, for they were not a family who were shy or self-conscious, or even had any proper regard for the conventions of the day which said children should be seen and not heard. Papa, and Mama when she was alive, did not believe in the repression of a child’s normal inclination to high spirits and she was well aware that some of Papa’s parishioners considered his family to be out of hand and in need of proper parental control, which dear Papa seemed unable or unwilling to apply.


The dog in James’s arms let out an agonised yelp, indicating that he wished to be reunited with his people on the other side of the stream. The eldest girl laughed, a laugh at once high and joyous and Charlotte Gibson, who had a precarious hold on him at best, was sadly driven for ever from James Buchanan’s mind.


“The little devil. I don’t know what on earth we’re going to do with him.”


“A bit of training wouldn’t go amiss,” James remarked dourly.


“You’re right, sir, but he is such a nomad it is hard to get a good grip on him. He has gypsy blood in him, I suspect, if a dog can have gypsy blood. We found him on Elsie’s bed only this morning with a bone as big as himself which he’d stolen from Bibby’s dog and how he’d got the thing up the stairs will for ever be a mystery. Where did you find him, Mr Buchanan? We were so busy with the dam, you see” – indicating with an airy wave the crumbling construction in the stream – “that we didn’t notice he had gone. Of course he is only a puppy. Mr Henley gave him to us. He breeds them for showing, you know, and this one didn’t come up to scratch, though only the good Lord knows why for he’s a charming fellow, don’t you think so?”


She gave him a smile of such brilliance and goodwill James had to work hard at forming an answer. Like some callow youth faced with his first encounter with the opposite sex he seemed to be lost for words.


“That is not the description I would have used,” he managed at last, his voice cold to cover his incredible loss of composure. “You really must train him to remain at your side,” glancing down at his own obedient dogs who sat beside him without movement except for their eyes. “He is likely to get into trouble if you don’t.” He placed the struggling puppy on the ground whereupon it leaped into the water and floundered to the far bank. It was seized upon by the younger boy who clutched its wet, wriggling body to his own already soaked chest, kissing it with a passion of childish love.


James did not notice. He was too busy watching the girl. “You called me by name,” he said shortly. “You know me? I’m sorry but you have the advantage of me.” His natural good manners were returning. “Have we met?” Though it didn’t show in his face the thought in his head was that he would surely have remembered if they had.


“Fellthwaite is a small town, Mr Buchanan, and your family, having been here so long, I suppose, is well known, whereas we are comparative newcomers. Yes, I’m afraid we’re that dreadful species known as offcomers, and I do believe we shall all be in our dotage before we are considered to be residents of the town.” She beamed as though the thought worried her not a whit. “Papa has been rector at St Silas’s for the past six years. Only Percy here had the good fortune to be born here, the rest of us coming from a village near Buxton. A good friend of Mama’s was related to the Forsythes – you know them? – of Dalebarrow Hall. Squire Forsythe had the living of St Silas’s in his gift and offered it to Papa.”


She bent her head for a moment and her slipping hair hid her face but James saw her throat work, then she looked up at him, her eyes a pale gold dewed with tears.


“Our mama died when Percy was born, Mr Buchanan.”


The six of them moved closer to one another as though to give support in what was evidently a great sorrow.


“I’m sorry,” he answered gruffly, not knowing what else she expected of him. Apparently it was enough.


“Thank you,” she said simply. “Now I really must apologise for not making proper introductions. These are my brothers and sisters. This is Margaret who is twelve.” She smiled lovingly at the tall, awkward young girl who bobbed a polite curtsey. “Margaret is my right-hand man, Mr Buchanan and I don’t know what I should do without her since . . . since Mama went . . .”


“Oh, Lucy . . .” the girl said in smiling exasperation.


“No, Margaret, it’s true.” She turned and took the hand of the third girl, a small but just as lovely version of herself who eyed him with a degree of shyness. “And this is Emily who is eight and equally indispensable.”


The child bobbed her own curtsey, none of them seeming to wonder at the incongruity of their bare legs and feet which were turning to a mottled blue and pink with the icy coldness of the water they had just been splashing in.


“And this great lanky lad is Edward. Edward is nearly fourteen and if – well, we hope – that is, Papa hopes he will go to . . . to a decent school soon.” She stopped abruptly at a sharp look from her brother.


“Sir.” The boy bowed his head respectfully and James took his eyes from the girl for a moment to return the bow. Unconventional they might be, this flushed, dishevelled and decidedly damp family group, but at least they were mannered.


“This, of course, is Percy.” What more need she say, her laughing expression asked him. “He is five and a scamp,” but we love him dearly just the same, she had no need to add.


After a quick glance at Percy, which was all that was necessary in James’s opinion, for he was not a lover of children, he returned his gaze to the oldest family member, unaware of the soft gleam in his velvet grey eyes which another woman, a more experienced woman, would have recognised.


“And this is my dear friend Buffy Tyson,” drawing forward the slight girl with the limp.


“Miss Tyson,” bowing slightly in Miss Tyson’s direction. “And you are . . . ?”


“Lucy Dean, sir.” She bobbed a quick curtsey as she had been taught as a child.


He did not know why but he did not like the “sir”, for it told him that Lucy Dean, probably no more than eighteen or nineteen, thought James Buchanan, who had just turned thirty-four, to be an old fuddy-duddy of the past generation, which he supposed he was.


He was not wrong. Lucy studied him in that unselfconscious way she had, which often disconcerted those on whom her intense gaze fell. He was an attractive man, she would not deny that, despite his age, but his unsmiling, sombre expression was, in her opinion, enough to quell the most light-hearted, giving them cause to cast back into their memories for some misdemeanour they might have committed. He was soberly dressed in a morning suit of dark, business-like grey, with a single-breasted waistcoat of the same colour, and a wing collar. Totally out of place for a stroll in the woods, she would have thought, though he did have his dogs with him. He wore no hat and a shaft of afternoon sunlight burnished his dark hair to the rich gloss of mahogany.


“Miss Dean, a pleasure.” He bowed his head then straightened suddenly, since he had just become aware that these must be the children of the very gentleman he was to see that afternoon.


“Your father is Edward Dean, Miss Dean?”


“He is indeed, sir. Do you know him? Are you a member of our church? I don’t believe I’ve seen you there,” twinkling as though the very idea of Mr Buchanan sitting through one of her father’s sermons amused her enormously.


He did not return the smile, for James Buchanan worshipped no God and kept to no high-toned principles except those of honesty, decency and the belief that, as he interfered with no man, no man should interfere with him.


“No, Miss Dean, it’s just that I’m to see your father this afternoon on a matter of business.”


“Business?” She was clearly surprised and if James had made the acquaintance of Edward Dean he would have understood why.


“Yes.” That was all he said, for it was not his custom to discuss his clients’ affairs, even with that client’s daughter.


“What on earth about?”


“Miss Dean, you must ask your father that.”


“I shall, Mr Buchanan, and at once. Come, children,” sweeping her brood up with the efficiency of a no-nonsense nanny. “Dear God, I hope and pray he is not about to invest money; not that we have any, you understand . . .” Suddenly aware that she was perhaps revealing too much of her family’s business to this perfect stranger, she picked up her skirts and leaped into the shallow water, wading across with a great scatter of sun-filled diamond sparklets that flew about her in twin arcs.


“Come on, Edward, Margaret. Percy, don’t drop Thimble, will you, darling. Perhaps Edward had better carry him until we get home. Why did we not bring his lead? Really we are the most disorganised people I know. Now, get your boots and stockings on. Yes, yes, I know your feet are wet, Emily, but just for once you may dry them on your skirt.”


All the while she was talking, with a total lack of self-consciousness, she was pulling on her own stockings, hopping from foot to foot as she did so, then sat down on the exposed root of the oak tree and donned her ankle-length boots. Tying the laces about her slim ankles, unaware – as he was himself – of James’s fascinated gaze, she stood up and stamped her feet then put her hands to the back of her head, the movement lifting her full, rounded breasts again, making James catch his breath and the blood to run warm in his veins. With a deft twist she re-plaited her heavy hair for an inch or two then, retrieving the scarlet ribbon, tied it in a bow. The plait fell to her buttocks. Instantly she was about her sisters, tweaking this and adjusting that, pushing a vagrant curl behind an ear and smoothing down the skirts of their mid-calf dresses.


“There,” she said, her expression declaring that the most critical onlooker would find nothing amiss with the Dean children. She had overlooked the drooping white flower which was still caught in her own hair.


“Allow me, Miss Dean.” To his own amazement he lifted his hand in what could only be described as a dream-like manner, and removed it, startling her with his closeness so that her eyes darkened to a clear chestnut brown. The pupils widened dramatically and he noticed there was a fine black line round the iris. She smelled of something fresh and sweet, something he could not recognise but would never forget.


“Thank you, Mr Buchanan.” Her tone was polite, the tone used when one spoke to a gentleman, or lady, older than oneself. “Now then, if you are bound for the rectory perhaps you would care to walk with us.” It was clear that the idea found little favour with her, since he was so serious, a condition the Dean family did not care for.


“Thank you, Miss Dean, but I have left my motor car on the edge of the wood so you see . . .”


He got no further. The effect his words had on the elder boy was electrifying. From polite boredom he exploded into life, cheeks blazing with colour, eyes blazing with the golden light of vivid excitement.


“You . . . you have a motor car, sir?” he breathed reverently.


“Yes.” Again his manner was brusque, for he guessed what was coming.


“What make?” the boy asked.


“A Rolls-Royce,” James answered reluctantly.


“Not . . . nota . . . a Silver Ghost?”


“Yes.”


“Gosh, did you hear that, Luce? Mr Buchanan has a Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost.”


“Really.” Lucy was evidently not as impressed as her brother.


“It can do seventy miles an hour, sir, did you know that?” Edward went on, clearly under the impression that Mr Buchanan could have no conception of the jewel he had in his possession.


“I believe so, though I have not yet got up to that speed, not on these narrow lanes.”


Well, you wouldn’t, Edward’s pitying glance told him, not an old man like you, but all he said was, “Oh, sir . . .”


He stood there, speechless with wonder and James sighed in defeat. He admitted to himself that it would be very pleasant to have the lovely Miss Dean sit beside him in the front seat of his elegant new motor car, but to take the lot of them, including the three dogs, was not something he relished, but how could he get out of it with the boy’s beseeching eyes gazing into his.


It seemed he couldn’t. Much against his will he said curtly, “Perhaps I might offer you a—”


“Oh, sir, would you?” The boy was overcome with some deep emotion. “I’d be eternally grateful. I’ve never been in a motor car, you see.”


“This is most kind of you, Mr Buchanan.”


During the short walk back to the vehicle Lucy Dean lagged behind with her sisters, her friend Buffy and younger brother, holding the hands of the two youngest, talking ten to the dozen, the four of them, laughing, pointing out to each other some wonder that they all seemed to find quite marvellous. A flock of butterflies dancing in a patch of sunlight, called, he heard her tell them, “speckled woods”. A “great spotted woodpecker” drumming against the trunk of a hornbeam, and the antics of a daring dormouse playing acrobat in the branches of a tree. At his side Edward beseiged him with questions and bombarded him with information, for it seemed the young man was a passionate lover of the motor car, particularly the Rolls-Royce, and meant to have one at the earliest possible moment. He knew every nut and bolt that held it together. When they reached it he circled it in wondering silence, touching with gentle hands the polished windshield, the black hood which was folded down, the lights, the distinctive radiator with its diminutive mascot, the ‘Spirit of Ecstasy’ perched upon it and even the spare wheel. James tried to curb his impatience but the boy’s rapt admiration would not be hurried and he could do no more than stand and watch.


He did at least have her sit beside him on the short journey to the rectory, the wriggling and alarmed Thimble on her knee, while behind him his own dogs fought for space with Edward, who hung over his shoulder shouting instructions, with Percy who was as white as tallow with excitement and with the three girls who, now that they were actually aboard and going at the incredible speed of fifteen miles an hour, were not at all sure they liked it.


She did, though, Miss Lucy Dean. Her face was flushed to a rosy pink and her eyes shone like newly minted golden guineas. Her hair came loose again, whipping back from her face in a long shining banner of silken chestnut, her ribbon gone, and it was perhaps then, a mere half-hour after he had met her, that James admitted to himself that he must have her for his own.
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“I think that’s the best I can do, sir, bearing in mind that . . . well . . . there is very little in the way of assets. This house belongs to Squire Forsythe and it seems that from your stipend, with your family to support, there will be little hope of putting something aside for them . . . when you are gone. Forgive me, I have no wish to be morbid but that is the purpose of this visit, is it not? To make a will. To . . . to provide for your family in the future?”


“Yes, that is it exactly.” The benign and exceedingly courteous gentleman on the opposite side of the meagrely burning fire beamed triumphantly. “You have it in a nutshell, Mr Buchanan.”


“But, sir . . .” How did one address a parson, James wondered, placing his cup of tea on the low table beside him, a cup of tea which, had he not been told what it was, could have been washing-up water it was so weak. And how did one tell an obviously unworldly gentleman such as this one that the making of a will did not necessarily guarantee the beneficiaries of it security for the future. “All my worldly possessions to go to my children, with my eldest daughter in charge of it, of course,” was all very well and good but if you had no worldly possessions, which seemed the case with the Reverend Dean, it was hardly worth the paper it was written on.


The rectory was a square Georgian box, very plain, very bare, the passage which led from the front to the back cool and dim, the long windows of the room he was shown to opening on to a surprisingly well-mown lawn. The work of the cursing Bibby, no doubt. In fact the grounds in which the house stood were quite magnificent, well kept and lovingly tended even if the gardener, or so it appeared from the conversation he had heard earlier, had not been paid his wages for weeks. He evidently took great pride in his work, for the flowerbeds, even this late in the season, were rampant with colour, mixed borders of antirrhinum of red and yellow and pink, long-legged chrysanthemum with cheerful daisy-like blooms, yellow-centred and white-petalled petunias, showy with all the colours of the rainbow and, at the back of the borders, the great height of delphiniums in a rich, gentian blue. The borders led away like ribbons along the velvet lawn, turning the corner to the back of the house. Clinging in glorious profusion across the whole of the front of the house was a curtain of Virginia creeper already changing from the green of summer to shades varying from creamy yellow and pale orange to russet and gold and flaming scarlet.


The front door had stood wide open as James drove the Rolls-Royce along the neatly raked gravel drive and up to the wide, shallow steps. There was no one to greet them as the occupants leaped from the motor car and tumbled inside the house. At least the children, including Miss Lucy Dean, and the dogs leaped. James’s well-bred, well-mannered animals, galvanised by the sense of whipped-up exultation with which the Dean family seemed to confront every happening, even the simple act of arriving home from an outing, cavorted about the gravel drive with the puppy as though they themselves were the same silly age. He could hear the children inside the house shouting someone’s name, and one could have been forgiven for thinking that they had been away for a month instead of a few hours. Only Edward hung about the vehicle, still in a maze of rapturous delight, still proclaiming to James on the finer points of the engine, the speed available and the consumption of petrol as though James were the grateful passenger and he the owner. Did Mr Buchanan know, for instance, that only two years ago a Rolls-Royce had run from London to Edinburgh, covering just under twenty-five miles to the gallon, and not only that but had achieved seventy-nine miles an hour at Brooklands? It was a sorry day for the motoring world, he said sadly, when Mr Rolls was killed when his aeroplane crashed, and that was another thing. Did Mr Buchanan think that flying would become . . . ?


He might have stood on the steps for ever since there was no manservant or housemaid to show him the way. He was just about to ask the boy, who still stood in a preoccupied daze, where his father might be found when Lucy, filled with apologies, hurried back down the passage.


“Oh dear, Mr Buchanan, what must you think of me. I seem to have forgotten my manners . . .” as we forgot you, her youthful expression seemed to say. “Please, do come in. Papa is waiting for you in his study. Will you bring your dogs in with you?” looking over his shoulder to where the labradors, the puppy swept up and carried away by Edward, sat side by side on the gravel waiting to be told what they were to do. “Oh, look at them. Are they not splendid? Do you think we might eventually train Thimble to be so obedient? No, I don’t think so either, since we none of us has the patience.”


Pointedly he ignored her last remark with the contempt it deserved and said instead, “No, they will stay outside, Miss Dean, providing they are in no one’s way. If you are expecting carriage callers . . .”


She broke into helpless laughter, so rich and joyous he felt his own mouth tug at the corners, though he had no idea why she was so amused.


“Callers! Good gracious, no, Mr Buchanan. We are not a bit social here. Mama used to . . . to visit Papa’s parishioners, those who were ill or in need and Margaret and I often go for a chat with old Mrs Jenkins or Mr Langley who worked in the garden before we came, but no one calls, not now. Not that we mind, you understand and of course Papa is too busy with his butterflies – he collects them, you know – to bother about it. No, we are . . . Oh, Lord, I’m babbling, aren’t I. Buffy says I do that a lot, babble, I mean, but I seem to have so much to say and cannot get it all out fast enough. Do you find that, Mr Buchanan? You do! I don’t believe it.” She smiled impishly. “I’m sure you are just being polite. Well, if we don’t get to Papa before he forgets you are here he is quite likely to wander off down the garden in search of a wall brown he spotted the other day. So, please come this way, Mr Buchanan and I’ll send Elsie in with some tea.”


She led him along the passage towards the back of the house where sunlight streamed through the open garden door. He watched her as she walked ahead of him, outlined by the bright golden light, wondering if she was aware of the effect she had on the male sex. Her back was straight, long and supple and she moved with the ease and elegance of a cat, her bedraggled skirt swaying with each movement of her hips. Jesus, she was a rare one, so innocent and yet with the sensuality one would only expect to see in a much older woman. So beautiful and yet so totally unaware of it.


The doors to the rooms on either side of the passage stood open and as he passed them, used as he was to the deep luxury of his own home, he was aware that each one was bare and spartan. It was all achingly clean, achingly barren, with no more than a strip of worn carpet along the passage and an ancient grandfather clock ticking sonorously against the wall.


Flinging open a door with the exuberance he had come to recognise as a feature of the Dean family, she stood back to allow him to enter.


“Mr Buchanan’s here, Papa,” she called out from behind him, then, when James stopped abruptly, confused since the room was empty, she cannoned into his back. For a delightful moment he was concerned with the matter of turning to steady her, of telling her courteously that, no, it was not her fault, that really he should be more . . . careful. He was quite bemused by the nearness of her. Her perfume, whatever it was, was in his nostrils, her hair, still drifting in silken swathes about her face and shoulders was under his hand and it was all he could do, to his own consternation since he had never been an impetuous man, not to pull her into his arms and kiss her surprised, parted lips until she screamed, which he was certain she would not do. Not Miss Lucy Dean. Land him a backhander more like, if he was any judge of character. Afraid of very little, he would have thought. The backbone and defender of her family, its support and mainstay since, it seemed to him, her absent father, after summoning James here and being told that he had arrived, had wandered off like a careless child. Not a man to be relied upon, James mused, and was it any wonder his family was as wild and unconventional as it was.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake, where has he gone now?” Lucy asked no one in particular, certainly not him who, though he had kindly given them a lift home in his motor car, meant no more to her than any elderly gentleman who was owed respect. She darted across the room to the French window which led out on to a wide stretch of lawn backed by trees clothed in early autumn colours.


“Papa, Papa, where are you?” she yelled vigorously. “Oh, there you are,” as a tall, spare gentleman in a clerical collar rose from a bench at the side of the lawn. “Now, dearest, I told you Mr Buchanan was here and I’ve ordered tea.”


“Mr Buchanan?”


“Yes, Papa. Come to help you make your will, you have just told me, though why you should think such a thing necessary is beyond me at your age. You are years and years off needing it and we all agree that if we—”


Pulling herself up short, suddenly remembering James standing politely at her back, she continued breathlessly, “Do come in, Papa, and let me introduce you to Mr Buchanan. We have already met, Mr Buchanan and I. In the woods, which I suppose is not a real introduction . . .” but what did that matter, her shrug said. “I did tell you, dearest.”


She cast a somewhat despairing glance at James, who stepped forward to clasp the reverend gentleman’s hand. From somewhere in the house he could hear a female voice warbling a familiar tune slightly off key.




Early one morning,


Just as the sun was rising.





And another complained that if that “dratted animal” didn’t get out from under her feet she’d hand in her notice that very day. How was she expected to put dinner on the table by six when every minute she was terrified she might fall over it and Elsie was driving her mad with that song so would she kindly give over.


Lucy tutted. “I’d best go and see what’s troubling Mrs Hutton,” she said, but a timid knock at the door interrupted her. A little maid of about twelve, as fragile as a sparrow and as shy as a fawn, popped her head round it, a tray balanced precariously in her stick-like arms.


“Thank you, Elsie,” Lucy said to her, smiling warmly, “that will be all,” as if the puny child had imagined she was to play hostess. “I’ll pour and then I must go and see what the children are up to.” Mrs Hutton and her problems seemed to have been forgotten. “I’m doing my best to teach Emily the fundamentals of fractions but as I’m not too sure of them myself it’s an uphill task.” She did not explain what possible use Emily might have of fractions. “We have no governess at the present moment, Mr Buchanan.” She said it airily as though one were expected any day now. “So while Papa does his best with Edward and Percy I’m tackling the girls, but really, they are all quite . . . well, I wouldn’t say wild, but they are not scholarly, are they, Papa?”


She smiled lovingly at her father and he smiled back in like fashion as though neither were unduly concerned with the children’s lack of education since, this being their faith in life, something would be bound to turn up before too long. Besides, it was much more important to be well mannered, cheerful and willing, to keep a good spirit and be kind to those less fortunate than oneself than to know how to divide one number by another.


James held the door for her, bowing slightly as she left the room and for the next half-hour he and the reverend gentleman discussed the state of the Dean family’s finances. At least James did, for Edward Dean seemed to imagine that, having told the solicitor how he wished to dispose of his worldly goods, whatever they might be, the matter was resolved.


James steered him back time after time from such subjects as butterfly-collecting which was the Reverend Dean’s passion; a pair of bullfinches which had nested in his garden hedge last May, since it seemed bird-watching was another; the quaintness of the local dialect which he and his dear wife had found hard to understand when first they settled in Fellthwaite, and did not Mr Buchanan agree that October was the most beautiful month of the year in the district of the Lakes.


“Indeed . . . er . . . Mr Dean, but perhaps if we could return to the question of your will.”


“Of course, my dear fellow. My mind seems to wander these days, particularly when the subject is not one of a cheerful nature. Now, what else can I tell you?”


“Have you, forgive me, perhaps shares in . . . well, the railways, for instance?”


The reverend gentleman looked bewildered. “The railways?”


“Yes, I have some myself and—”


“Have you indeed?” He smiled amiably, having not the faintest idea what they were to do with him.


“Yes, I just wondered whether you . . .”


“I’m afraid not, Mr Buchanan.” The rector was genuinely sorry he could not be of more help.


“Did . . . was your . . . perhaps your wife left something?”


“Left something?”


Surely no man could be so artlessly ignorant of the ways of the world as this one?


“Perhaps for the children?” James prompted.


“I don’t think so, Mr Buchanan. I know she gave Lucy, my eldest daughter, if you recall . . .”


“Yes, sir.”


“. . . a very pretty pair of earrings but I’m sure they have no particular value, only in as much as they were her mother’s.”


“Of course. How charming . . . well . . .” James looked round the bare room as though searching for inspiration. It was as well scoured and polished as the passage. It contained a large, square table with a Bible on it and at which, or so it appeared, the Reverend Dean wrote his sermons, a couple of glass-fronted bookcases crammed with crumbling books of great antiquity, a skeleton clock ticking on the mantelshelf and, on a small table beside the rector, a chessboard set out with ivory chessmen. A game was obviously in progress and James wondered who the players were. Two faded, red brocade chairs in which they sat and from which the stuffing had almost gone, stood on either side of the fireplace. There was a copper coal scuttle in the hearth with no more than half a dozen small pieces of coal in it, evidently to be eked out with care.


Set out on a table beneath the side window where they caught the northern light were a dozen glass cases containing hundreds of mounted butterflies.


James shuddered. He would have liked to discuss Miss Dean’s earrings and indeed Miss Dean herself since there was so much he wanted to know. He had heard no talk in the district regarding her, nor any interest shown her by a young man but then, though she was quite, quite exquisite and evidently well bred, there was no money and young men, unless they themselves had considerable wealth, must marry an heiress.


The reverend gentleman, though the soul of courtesy, was beginning to fidget, presumably on pins to get back to his collection.


“So . . . you will draw up the necessary documents, will you, Mr Buchanan? I presume I will have to sign something?” His smile reminded James of Lucy. “If you like I could call in to your office when I am in Fellthwaite which would save you the inconvenience of coming to the rectory again.”


James’s mind worked swiftly, formulating ideas on how he was to see Miss Lucy Dean again. He knew no one who was acquainted with her, otherwise he would have met her at some function or other. It seemed probable she did not mix in society, the gentle, backwater existence in which she and her family lived, and the signs of reduced circumstances he had seen in their home not lending themselves to the round of social gatherings the women of his family indulged in. There must be some way in which he could get to know her better and his shrewd brain would find it, but in the meanwhile he must keep alive the small beginning they had made today and the only way to do this was to meet her on her own ground, it seemed.


“Not at all, sir. It would cause me not the slightest inconvenience. In fact I am passing this way on Friday to another appointment so if I may I will call in then. The rough draft will be ready for your consideration. After lunch, perhaps? Say about two o’clock?”


Again the reverend gentleman looked somewhat confused as though he were not really sure of the legal implication of a “rough draft” and James was just beginning to think he might be either hard of hearing or slow-witted when the furious sound of dogs barking came in through the open window. It was some distance away but getting closer and mixed with it were the angry screeching and squawking of hens, raised excited voices, children’s voices, and over it all the thunderous sound of a man provoked beyond endurance.


“Get them bloody dogs off my ’ens, yer young ’ooligans,” the voice roared and Mr Dean turned wondering eyes in the direction of the garden.


“Dear me, what . . .” he began, then stood up and moved hesitantly towards the open French window. James did the same, doing his best to show no more than polite interest though he was pretty positive that the barking, deep and throaty, came from his own dogs. There was accompanying them the hysterical yipping of Thimble who sounded as though he were not at all sure he was having a good time but didn’t know how to stop.


They all came hell for leather round the corner of the house with the speed and full-throated roar of the London to Glasgow express. The hens were first, beating their wings in frenzied madness, leaping in the air, feathers flying, then running when they hit the ground, jerking up again with their necks stretched out before them. They were a beautiful colour, a rich, glowing russet brown, their combs and wattles a clear scarlet. There were a dozen of them, Rhodes, James thought, though he knew little enough about the farmyard. They seemed not to have the sense to make for the safety of the trees but ran madly wherever they were driven. They were followed with ecstatic delight by his own two dogs who he had last seen sitting placidly by the front door. Their tails were lashing, their eyes were alight with joy, their mouths were grinning idiotically, for really this was the best game they had ever been allowed to play. At their heels, his own little legs pumping nineteen to the dozen, his wheaten coat a blur across the vivid green of the grass, was Thimble.


James groaned inwardly.


“Thimble . . . Thimble, you little devil, will you come here?” a female voice shrieked, high with laughter. “Edward, what are those two belonging to Mr Buchanan called, d’you know?” the voice, which proved to be Margaret’s, demanded. “It’s awfully difficult to get them to take any notice when you don’t know their names.”


At Margaret’s back were Edward, Percy and Emily and close behind lumbered a well-built, red-faced man in an overall and brandishing a garden hoe.


“I don’t give a bugger what they’re called, I’ll throttle the lot o’ them,” he was telling the world. “They’ve dug up me cabbages an’ trampled all over me sprouts an’ if them ’ens ever lay again it’ll be a bloody miracle.”


“Don’t let Papa hear you swear like that, Mr Bibby,” Margaret told him reprovingly as she did her best to corner Thimble, who ran between her legs and nearly had her over.


“I’ll ’ave that pup’s ’ide, an’ them an’ all,” the incensed Mr Bibby shrieked, aiming his hoe at one of James’s dogs. It caught him on the rump and he squealed and James felt the irritation in him turn to anger. It seemed to him that wherever they went and whatever they did the Dean family created havoc, which was all very well and nothing to do with him except when it affected something which belonged to him. He could not abide cruelty to animals and what the gardener had done, no matter how he was provoked, had a nasty streak in it. His dogs had been trained to sit, to stay, to lie down, stand up, to walk to heel, and for the past six months, despite being less than a year old, had been exemplaryin their behaviour. Now, what with free-roaming hens, an excitable and totally untrained puppy, four shrieking children, not to mention the maddened gardener, they had totally lost control and forgotten all they had been taught, and in a way it was his fault.


“Excuse me, sir,” he said politely to Mr Dean, no sign of the storm brewing inside him. Gently putting the reverend gentleman to one side and stepping from the French window, the cold thunderclap of his voice brought them all, even, it seemed, the deranged hens, to a standstill.


“Holmes, Watson, come here to me,” he told the dogs in a tone of voice which brooked no argument, knowing, as his voice cracked across the lawn, there was really no need for such a show of force. He was allowing his own ill humour, and not just with this mêlée, he was honest enough to admit, to blur his usually clear mind. Miss Lucy Dean had, from the moment he had first clapped eyes on her, flushed, dishevelled, her hair rippling in a polished curtain about her, her great golden eyes catching the very sunshine in their depths, bemused him, bewitched him, cast a spell about him from which he could not shake himself free. It confused him, penetrating the reserve which was his nature, and it took the form of raging at his dogs on whom no blame could be laid.


They were all completely bewildered by it, children and animals alike, though Bibby seemed well suited, looking round and nodding as though to say at last here was someone who could put a halter on this lot.


“Here to me, now.” James’s voice was harsh as he pointed at the ground in front of him and, both quivering and moving their tails placatingly, the suddenly silent black dogs padded obediently across the lawn and stood where he indicated.


“Sit!” They sat.


But Thimble was not so polite. Bouncing like a ball, his teeth flashing, his eyes glowing, his tail wagging, he raced across the grass and began to leap all over the unfortunate Holmes. Holmes, his anguished eyes on his master’s face, though it took a great deal of self-control, ignored him.


Bending down, James swiftly picked up the wriggling, excited puppy, holding him round his plump body with hands of steel, his face glaring directly into that of the dog.


“Behave, I say.” His eyes were fierce and compelling. He gave the puppy a small shake and, surprised but not hurt, Thimble whimpered and became quiet. “You are an ill-mannered cur and if you were mine I’d—”


“But he is not yours, Mr Buchanan,” a cool voice said, “and I’d be obliged if you would hand him to Edward.”


“They was playin’ ’avoc in my vegetable garden, Miss Lucy, an’ all three need a good ’idin’ in my opinion. If it ’adn’t bin fer this gempmum ’ere” – Bibby nodded in an aggrieved fashion at James – “Gawd knows what’d ’ve become of them there ’ens.”


“Thank you, Bibby, that will be all.”


Lucy Dean had appeared from some doorway further along the house, probablyan outhouse, James thought, for she wore an overall and had a large wooden mixing spoon in her hand. What she had been doing with it was not immediately obvious, that is until the hens all surged in delighted anticipation towards her, cackling their goodwill, their fright forgotten. It seemed this was something they recognised and James guessed that Lucy had been cooking up the scraps on which they were to be fed. Her indignation at James’s handling of her dog was plainly displayed in the stiff turn of her head on her neck, by the high colour at her cheekbones and the flash of temper in her golden eyes.


“Lucy, my dear . . .”


“No, Papa, Thimble is only a puppy and—”


“And will remain so until the end of his days, Miss Dean, unless some farmer shoots him when he finds him worrying his sheep.”


“You are being melodramatic, Mr Buchanan.” She raised her head higher and waved her spoon. “He was harming no one.”


“’E’d ’ave ’ad them bloody ’ens, beggin tha’ pardon, Miss Lucy.”


“There is no need to use language like that in front of the children, Bibby. You know my father does not care for it.”


“Beggin’ tha’ pardon, Reverend, Miss Lucy, but them ’ens is – was – good layers as tha’ well know an’ Gawd only knows what they’ll be like now. Useless, I reckon, after a fright like this ’un.”


“Thank you, Bibby, but as you can see they have come to no harm. Now, I’m sorry if Thimble and . . . and these two” – with a disparaging wave of her spoon at James’s quivering dogs – “have damaged the vegetable garden. It was unfortunate that . . . that Mr Buchanan’s dogs were left unattended and—”


James, to his horror and amazement, found himself to be quite incensed, interrupting her rudely.


“Miss Dean, my dogs, if not interfered with, will remain where they are put until I tell them to move. If yours is not stable enough to be let loose in the garden then he should be kept on a leash.”


What the bloody hell was he babbling on about, he wondered desperately and why did he feel the need to argue with this beautiful, spirited girl and all over a storm in a teacup? This was, of course, nothing to do with his dogs, the part of his mind that looked on coolly told him. So what was it about? his previously untouched heart asked him sardonically. You are making a fool of yourself, you who are normally so cool-headed. His dogs had, for a moment, lost control of their manners, and so, it appeared, had he. They were not used to hens, nor even children. His cousins, who all lived in and about Fellthwaite, Ambleside and Skelwith, had dozens of children between them, or so it seemed. He had lost count of the times he had been included, reluctantly on his part, in family christenings, in Christmas festivities where Ben or Alex’s, Anne, Janet or Christine’s offspring had squealed like hordes of piglets and raced about in what seemed to be senseless circles. His dogs had been left at home then, or, if the family event took place at Howethwaite, though he did his best to avoid it, were shut safely away from the excited hysteria that seemed to be the prerogative of the young. He always vowed at the end of such visits that when he had children they would be as well behaved as his dogs, or at least as well behaved as they had been up to today!


“Thank you for your advice, Mr Buchanan.” Her voice was icy. “I shall bear it in mind. Now, if you will excuse me I was making the hens’ feed and as you can see they are eager to be at it so I’ll say good-day to you, sir.”


She was turning away, dismissing him, since he had proved such a tedious boor, her manner said, but he would not allow it. When he spoke again his voice was as icy as hers though he tried his best to keep it polite. He knew he was making a poor showing and he cursed his own nature which was to be aloof, and his temper which could be quick. But somehow he must become better acquainted with Miss Lucy Dean and he knew he was not going the best way about it. Acquainted for what purpose was not really clear either at the moment, he only knew he must find some way to show himself in a better light than the pompous, self-opinionated fool she obviously thought him to be.


“I am just arranging with your father . . .” His voice was harsh, angry, truculent almost, and they all, including Bibby, turned to stare at him. The children, Edward with the squirming Thimble in his arms, Percy who was declaring loudly that he thought the whole thing had been great fun, didn’t Emily agree, had been about to go back to whatever it was they were doing before Thimble had teased Holmes and Watson into lunacy. It really had been a good game and quite harmless since everyone knew what daft creatures hens were and the children couldn’t understand what Mr Buchanan was making such a fuss about. Lucy was clearly displeased with him over something and now Mr Buchanan, as annoyed as she was, had something further to say, it seemed.


“Yes, Mr Buchanan?” Lucy’s eyes narrowed suspiciously in that way they were all familiar with, a sort of warning that told them they were only a fraction away from going too far. “You have not yet finished your business with Papa?”


“Indeed we have, Miss Dean, but—”


“Perhaps you have something further to say on the bad manners of our dog who you clearly believe led yours into mischief.”


James felt the irritation goad him and he spoke through clenched teeth. “No, Miss Dean, though I must say if I had him for a few days he would—”


“No doubt be as submissive as yours?”


“Well behaved, I would call it.”


“Dear God, sir, you really will not give up, will you?”


“Nor you, Miss Dean.”


She lifted the spoon and the spellbound audience were amazed when, for some reason, Mr Buchanan began to laugh.


“Really, Miss Dean, I do wish you would stop brandishing that implement in my face. I meant neither you, your brothers and sisters, your courteous father, your gardener, your hens or your dog any harm but I have the distinct feeling that if I don’t behave myself you might give me a good paddling, just like the one my nanny administered when I misbehaved.”


They watched, entranced, even Bibby, to see how Miss Lucy Dean, whose temper was quick but whose heart was warm, would respond. Would she unbend and begin to laugh, sharing the joke, or would she give Mr Buchanan a further demonstration of how haughty she could be? They were inclined to think the former, for the dimple at the corner of her mouth appeared for an instant and her lips moved in what might have been a smile.


“Lucy, my dear,” their papa suddenly interrupted, just as though the past five minutes had gone by him unnoticed, hens, dogs, children, all some sort of passing parade that had nothing to do with him. “Mr Buchanan has been most kind and helpful. Though I know it upsets you to talk of wills, it really is necessary and now it is done and we can forget it. Put it behind us. Mr Buchanan has it in his capable hands and I have only to sign the papers when they are ready. You have no idea what a weight it has taken off my mind.” He turned to smile genially at James. “I thank you, sir. Now I have matters to which I must attend,” making them sound as though the good of the entire country depended on his judgement, “so I’ll leave you in my daughter’s capable hands.”


If James was astonished it did not show, for by now he was becoming used to the Reverend Dean’s eccentricities. He held out his hand, saying as he did so, “Then I shall look forward to seeing you on Friday, sir. The documents will be ready then. I trust you can find two witnesses?”


“Witnesses?”


“Yes, sir. Your signature needs to be witnessed by two people who do not benefit from your will.”


“Really, of course, how silly of me.” He looked vaguely about him as though two such persons might easily be found hiding behind a handy bush but his daughter came swiftly to his aid. She put a hand on his arm as though calming a troubledanimal and he turned at once to smile with relief into her loving face.


“Mrs Hutton will do, Papa, and Mr Bibby.”


“Will they, my dear?”


“Mr Buchanan?” She turned her polite gaze on him for confirmation.


“Yes, of course.”


“There, then that’s settled.” The Reverend Dean let out a great sigh of relief. “Now then, Lucy, will you see Mr Buchanan out. I must get on.” Turning, he drifted back into his study, closing the French windows on a troublesome world.


Lucy handed the spoon to Margaret then turned to James, indicating that he was to re-enter the house through the door which led to the narrow passage. Her manner was still curt. She did not speak and he had not the faintest notion of what was in her mind. The face, which had been so open, so sparkling with good humour and joy, had closed up, turned against him and he was at a loss to know why. Admittedly he had been his usual forthright self on the subject of her dog, but surely she had not taken offence at that, at least not enough to keep up this icy restraint she had pulled about herself.


The dogs leaped into the back seat of the motor car and lay down, still subdued and she watched, her face quite blank as he climbed into the front.


“Until Friday then, Miss Dean,” his face as expressionless as hers.


“Until Friday, Mr Buchanan,” she answered coolly and he wondered why he had the impression she believed he had tricked her into something, what he couldn’t imagine, against her will.
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James Buchanan sprang up from the armchair in which he had been sprawled and sauntered in what he imagined was a casual manner across Franny Buchanan’s drawing-room carpet. He placed both hands palm down on the windowsill and peered through the open window to the long stretch of immaculate garden beyond it. The sky was the lovely, tender blue of autumn and the sun spread its serenity across it. The paths were carefully raked, leaves which were beginning to fall removed one by one by the Buchanan gardeners and the flowerbeds glowed with michaelmas daisies, dahlias and chrysanthemums. There were bees at work and a few painted lady butterflies drifted through the still air. James wondered idly if the Reverend Dean had any in his collection.


Frances Buchanan, who was the wife of Alex Buchanan, James’s cousin, was not deceived by his air of carelessness, watching him with amused interest. He evidently had something of great importance, at least to himself, weighing him down and she waited patiently for him to divulge it. It was a Sunday, a day when James normally would be found climbing some mountain or other in that solitary way he had but today, for some reason best known to himself, he had turned up in her drawing-room with no explanation nor excuse. He had accepted tea and listened to her chatter but it was very evident that his mind was not on twelve-year-old Henry Buchanan’s threat to run away from the well-known public school to which all the Buchanan boys had gone, nor Franny’s plans for a dance she meant to give shortly. The possibility of rain did not concern him at all, the last thrown in to test whether he was really listening, which she knew he wasn’t.


He sat down again and absent-mindedly accepted a third cup of tea, sipping it with so little enjoyment it might have been hemlock, then, putting his cup and saucer on the table beside him, he stood up and prowled about again. He studied some prints on the cream-painted wall, then fingered a small sculpted copy of Degas’s ballet girl which stood among others on a low table by the window. When he sat down on the stool in front of her piano, opened the lid and cast a haunted look at the keys, Franny stopped what she realised was just babbling and lay back among the cushions on her chair.


For several minutes there was silence but he did not appear to notice. He leaned his left forearm on the piano top and picked out a small tune with the index finger of his right hand, his brow deeply furrowed, his mouth clamped tight, his eyes a pale unfocused grey.


She could stand it no longer. “James, if you continue like this I swear I’ll scream out loud. For God’s sake, leave that damned piano alone and come and and tell me what you are doing here and why you are in such a state. Oh, yes, you are. I’ve never seen you like this before and if I didn’t know you better I’d think—”


“Do you know a family by the name of Dean?” He turned and interrupted her so brusquely she was startled. His voice was harsh as though he were angry about something, something he could do nothing about. It was not like him, for he had his life in a pattern of smooth routine which suited him to perfection, or so he would have everybody believe, but this, whatever it was, had him coiled like an overwound watch.


Franny was astonished. To give herself time to think she leaned over and took a cigarette from an engraved silver box on the table beside her, lit it and inhaled deeply.


“No, should I?”


“They’re . . . he’s a rector.”


“A rector! James, can you see me with—”


“There’s a daughter.”


“A rector with a daughter! My God, James, am I to—”


“If you make one of your clever remarks, Franny, I swear I’ll hit you.” His voice was savage with the bottled-up emotion he was doing his best to hide and which was warning her that he did not care to be trifled with. This was serious, important to him and he was in no mood for her usual facetiousness. His mouth was clamped tight and his thrusting jaw was clenched with a ferocious determination to be calm, and though she was besieged with the longing to question him, to know more about this rector’s daughter, for the moment she had the good sense to keep her mouth shut. She raised one finely plucked eyebrow questioningly and waited.


“They’re . . . a decent family. A good family, if you get my meaning, but poor as church mice,” he said at last, shooting her a fierce, none-of-your-smart-remarks look from beneath his lowering brows. “Reverend Dean has the living at St Silas’s, given him by the Forsythes. Dalebarrow Hall, you know, so you see they have decent connections. I met them . . . the father, on some business last week and it struck me that . . . Goddammit it to hell, Franny. I’m not used to this.”


“Used to what, James?” she asked him innocently.


“Don’t take that tone with me, woman,” he snarled. James Buchanan was an important, well-respected gentleman, not only in Fellthwaite but in the legal profession and had never in his life had the misfortune to be pinned down, squirming, and in a position where he had to play a part that he found downright uncomfortable. He did not beg favours, he gave them if he thought them worthy. He asked no one for their help, and any problem he might have he solved himself. His dignity was suffering and he did not like it, neither did he like Franny Buchanan’s sly smile. He was a proud man, proud of his family name, self-reliant and private and to be brought to begging from his cousin’s wife to help him in the matter of . . . of . . . Jesus, what was it he wanted? He wasn’t absolutely sure himself. He only knew that from the day he met her, Lucy Dean, in all her young, innocent, untouched loveliness, had come between him and everything that up to now had formed his pleasant, harmonious lifestyle. She was in his night dreams and his waking moments, thoughts of her interrupting the flow of his words during the day to the consternation of himself and the men with whom he did business. He could not get her out of his mind. He had not seen her when he visited her father with the documents concerning his will, and had been appalled by his own feeling of devastation at her absence.


“Is . . . your daughter not at home, sir?” he heard himself asking the reverend, the yearning in his voice obvious at least to him, like some lovesick schoolboy hoping to catch a glimpse of the object of his devotion.


“No, I believe she and the children have gone to . . .” Edward Dean struck his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Now where was it she said they were going? Dear me, my memory is appalling, Mr Buchanan. You must forgive me.”


“No matter, sir.” And indeed it did not matter, for if she was not here where he could see her it did not seem important where she was.


So, in his usual forthright manner, he must do something about it. Hell’s teeth, he couldn’t go about like this, could he? He must either put her completely out of his mind and resume his courtship of Charlotte Gibson, or take steps to get to know Lucy Dean; and since as a bachelor he could not ask a motherless young woman to his home, which was without a hostess, he must ask Franny for help. He could have confided in any one of his cousins, Anne or Christine or Janet, all married to well-set-up gentlemen, or to his male cousins’ wives, Joan or Frances. The first four were conventional, straight-laced and concerned only with how things would look. So he had chosen Franny because he thought she would understand since she was the most – what would he call her? – sophisticated, worldly, uninhibited by the prejudices of their class with nothing to hold her back like the reputation of her children since she had none. He thought he could trust her to carry the thing off without revealing that it was at his behest that Miss Lucy Dean was being invited into their social circle, and besides, he could think of no other way to get what he wanted which was possession of the Reverend Edward Dean’s beautiful daughter.


“I want you to take her up, Franny.” His voice was abrupt as he rose from the piano stool and returned to his chair. “She comes from good stock and apart from a sad lack of cash is a most suitable young lady. She will not disgrace herself. She is a lady, clever and bright and you will find her . . . quite delightful.”


“As you evidently do and what I would like to know is what you have planned for this paragon?”


“That is my business.”


“No, it’s not. Not if I’m going to get involved.”


James shook his head, giving a fair imitation of a beast tormented by flies. His face was dark and stormy and he turned away as though he didn’t know how to deal with her obvious disquiet, a disquiet he shared, for he had no idea how this was to proceed. He only knew he had to see the girl again, talk to her, get some idea of . . . well, what? God, he wished he’d never clapped eyes on her, really he did, for he would have been so much more in charge of himself with Charlotte Gibson as his wife.


“And another thing to consider,” Franny went on, “is will she be interested?”


“Christ, Franny, you’re not to tell her it was me put you up to this.” He was aghast, leaning forward to glare into her face.


“I don’t mean that, James. I mean won’t she be surprised to find herself being called upon by a woman she doesn’t know?”


“Of course she won’t. Ladies call on one another all the time. They . . . well, they call to welcome newcomers and . . .”


“She’s hardly a newcomer from what you tell me.”


“Oh, you can deal with that, Franny. You know how such things are done. She’s only a girl and won’t be able to resist.” His voice was full of confidence.


“A girl, you say? How old?”


“I suppose . . . nineteen.” He looked somewhat shamefaced, but then was it not the custom for a gentleman to wait until his thirties, or even his forties, and then to take a young bride with plenty of childbearing years ahead of her?


“Young, James. You’re thirty-four. I’m not implying that she’s too young but may you not find her . . . well, her girlishness too immature for your sophisticated tastes?”


“Not this one, Franny.” His voice was quiet and very sure.


“Well, I suppose you know what you’re doing. And as you say she won’t be able to resist. After all, you are the county’s most eligible bachelor.”


He frowned, his expression telling her he did not care for the implication that the lovely Miss Dean would take him only for that reason. “You’ll do it then?”


“It might be fun.” Franny lit another cigarette from the stub of the first and James watched her with faint distaste. He did hate to see a woman smoke and he was surprised at Alex for not stopping her. He certainly would not allow it in any woman of his.


“This is serious, Franny. I’m . . . well, it’s serious and I hope you act in a proper manner. Miss Dean is a lady of some refinement and breeding and—”


“Oh, get off your high horse, James. You can be a real prig sometimes. I’ve said I’ll do it and I will, and I shall be the soul of discretion, not to mention decorum.”


James Buchanan was not the only one to own a motor car in Fellthwaite. Just the same, when the dashing little Austin Ten two-seater drew up with a flourish and a spray of gravel at the front door of St Silas’s rectory the day after James’s talk with Franny Buchanan, those congregated there could not believe their eyes. To their knowledge the rectory drive had never before known the roar of the combustion engine, the blare of a motor-car horn or the screech of brakes and now, within the space of two weeks two such machines had thundered up the drive.


Mr Buchanan’s Rolls-Royce was a gleaming silver. This vehicle was bottle green, its panels decorated with fine bands of gold, its hood, which was down and tucked away in a sturdy cover, black, and at the rear was a railed space for luggage. There were polished brass lamps and hub caps, black leather seats but the most amazing thing, at least to young Edward Dean and old Bibby, neither of whom had a great opinion of the female sex, was that it was driven by a woman. They were all even more shocked by the way she was dressed.


They were riding their bicycles round and round in circles on the carriage turning space, shouting with laughter as was their habit, totally ignoring Bibby’s roars to be careful with his bloody gravel which he had just raked, even Miss Lucy, who surely at her age should know better, as daft as the rest. They had assembled for a ride over to the Roman Station south of Ambleside which Lucy was interested in and a sorrier bunch of machines Bibby had never clapped eyes on, he had remarked gloomily when they were first dragged up the drive. If they got them hooligans to the gate he’d be surprised, he had told Mrs Hutton as he drank a cup of her almost black tea preparatory to making a start with the oiling can. Oiling can! They weren’t fit for anything but the scrap heap which was where they had come from in the first place and had it not been for Master Edward’s know-how and knack with a spanner, with bits of odds and ends of nuts and bolts, old spokes and lengths of wire, they would never have been resurrected. Not one under twenty years old, falling to bits and held together by perseverance, cork and glue, as Bibby’s old dad used to say when faced with some ancient farm machinery. Somehow the young rascal, with Bibby’s help, of course, and a bicycle manual which he’d picked up in a book-shop in Ambleside, had made them comparatively roadworthy. Miss Lucy’s was in the best condition, a Lady’s Rover with a basket on the front, a spring saddle, a plunger brake and a dress cord to protect her skirts from the spokes. Miss Lucy, who needed her machine for shopping errands and such, since it was a long walk to the grocer and butcher – and they bought in small quantities for monetary reasons – used hers several times a week, but this morning, it being a fine golden day, they were off on some shenanigans Bibby wanted nothing to do with.
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