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      BOOK ONE

      Escape

      
      At last, tenderly,
      

      
      From the walls of the powerful, fortress’d house,

      
      From the clasp of the knitted locks – from the keep of the well-closed doors,

      
      Let me be wafted.

      
      Let me glide noiselessly forth;

      
      With the key of softness unlock the locks – with a whisper

      
      Set ope the doors, O soul!

      
      Walt Whitman: The Imprisoned Soul


 
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      May 1870

      
      A shepherd has his dogs for company, and his sheep, and his thoughts; and on the whole he does not want for more. Old Caleb
         had been looking after Morland sheep for more than forty years, but he was not Yorkshire bred. He came from Wiltshire – from
         the Old Hills, as they called them – where his father had been shepherd to Mr Johnson, whose place was called Gilpin’s Low.
         But times were hard in the South, and Mr Johnson’s sons had both been killed in the wars, and when he died his daughter couldn’t
         hold things together. The great flocks had been sold to pay off the debts, and what was left did not warrant more than one
         shepherd. So Caleb had said goodbye to his father and mother, to Gilpin’s Low and White Sheet Down and the green, rounded
         hills he had been born to, and walked north.
      

      
      Yorkshire was his goal, where there was always work – far away as a foreign land, but it was sheep country, and sheep men
         everywhere speak the same language. At first he’d done odd jobs, waiting for the hiring-time to come round. Then at the Michaelmas
         fair he had stood in his smock with his crook amongst the other shepherds, and there had caught the eye of Mr James Morland.
         Mr James had taken a fancy to him and hired him, and he’d been here ever since. He had never seen the Old Hills again, but
         a place in his chest still ached when the wind was in the south-west, smelling of green softness, and little turf streams,
         and home.
      

      
      He had a good place here. He worked first for Mr James and his wife, and then for their sons, Mr Nicholas, and after his death Mr Benedict. Thirty years Benedict Morland had been
         the owner: Caleb thought of him simply as Maister, without qualification.
      

      
      Sitting on a rocky outcrop that served him for a chair, Caleb looked away over his flock, grazing quietly downwind of him.
         His dog, Watch, was at his side, his nose working, the breeze stirring the little hairs on the tops of his ears. He was a
         comical-looking dog with a face half white and half black, and a black patch over the eye in the white half. Looked like a
         clown, he did – and knew it! Liked to play the fool when he was off duty. The other dog, Monk, was away on the other side
         of the flock, out of sight. Caleb knew where he was. He could feel him with that sixth sense long partnership develops.
      

      
      It was what Caleb called a shiny day, fresh and clear, with a breeze bowling light clouds across the washed sky. After the
         rains of last week, this good, drying wind was just what was wanted to stand the hayfields up for the sickle. A shiny day,
         and a quiet time of year, between lambing and shearing: a good day for wandering over his thoughts.
      

      
      Maister, now: he was a queer one. Always restless. When he was only a young lad he had left home and gone off to be a railway
         engineer. It must have been an exciting life on the workings, Caleb allowed. After he inherited Morland Place, it seemed he
         missed the excitement, for he always had something on the go, some scheme or other. Always wanting to be somewhere else.
      

      
      Went off all the way to America once, to visit his daughter, Miss Mary, who’d married an American, a cousin of sorts. Nearly
         got caught up in the war over there. Ah, that was a bad business! Civil wars were the worst kind – brother fighting brother.
         And Miss Mary, poor thing, had disappeared, and try as he might, Maister could never find word of her. It broke his heart
         – she’d been the apple of his eye. To Caleb’s mind, he’d never been the same after that. What with that and then poor Mrs
         Morland dying, they’d had hard times of it, one way and another, up at the house.
      

      
      A horse was cantering up from the direction of Rufforth. It was still a way off, but Caleb recognised the nice bay pony, Dunnock, that belonged to Miss Henrietta, the Maister’s eldest girl. You couldn’t want better than a nice bay, he always said:
         blacks and chestnuts might be fancier, but a good bay was as smart as a Sunday suit, and lasted as long. Watch made a small
         sound in his throat and shifted his feet in excitement.
      

      
      ‘Aye, lad, tha knaws who that is,’ Caleb said. If a man couldn’t talk to his dogs, who could he talk to? ‘Coming up to see
         us. Well, we don’t mind that, do we? She’s a bonny lass, and a mind full o’ queer starts.’
      

      
      As he watched she slowed from a canter to a trot, because she was approaching the sheep – not like her brother Master George,
         the heir, who thought nothing of scattering a flock before him. She was riding bareback, her long legs dangling round Dunnock’s
         grass-fat sides. Born on a pony, like all the Morland children – but getting too big for Dunnock now. Ought not to be riding
         about the countryside like that, for she was – he furrowed his brow in calculation – well, fifteen or sixteen, anyway. But
         who was there to tell her such things? Four years, it was, since Mrs Morland died; and Maister, to Caleb’s mind, had turned
         a bit queer in the head. He took no more interest in the house or the estate, still less in his children; and these two years
         past he had been far away in a foreign land on some wild scheme or other, leaving Morland Place to take care of itself.
      

      
      Watch looked at him and whistled softly, and Caleb said, ‘Doos tha want to meet her, awd lad? Goo on then.’ The dog raced
         away down the slope. The girl reined up at a little distance and slid off. She was not thin, but brown and wiry; and you wouldn’t
         call her pretty, but she had a nice face. A lot like her poor mother, with the same narrow chin and red-brown hair, but her
         father’s brown eyes. Like a little fox.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Caleb!’ she called.

      
       ‘Now then, miss.’

      
      ‘May I come and sit with you?’

      
      ‘Set down and welcome,’ he said, appreciating the politeness. Many folk would just assume.

      
      The pony had lost no instant in getting his head down to graze: short moorland turf, tougher than paddock grass, but sweet with wild thyme and ‘eggs-and-bacon’, and all the tastier
         for being different. Henrietta knotted the reins on its neck and let it go, and it walked away a few steps to establish independence
         before getting back to the serious business of eating. All creatures like their little bit of freedom, he thought.
      

      
      ‘Run away from thy lessons, hast’ow?’ Caleb asked slyly.

      
      ‘You know I haven’t done lessons for years,’ Henrietta said. ‘Anyhow, who is there to teach me?’ She sat down on the grass,
         and Watch came up to paw at her, thrust his head between her updrawn knees, and generally play the fool as if he were a puppy.
         Soon she was tussling with him, and Watch was rolling on his back with one ear turned inside out.
      

      
      ‘No fool like an old fool,’ Caleb observed. ‘Don’t tha try that sort o’ nonsense wi’ Monk, or tha’ll be sorry.’

      
      ‘I know. I won’t.’ Henrietta said, sitting up and dusting herself off. Watch righted himself, shook vigorously until his ears
         rattled, and took up his duties again, refreshed by the interlude.
      

      
      ‘No-one can’t take liberties wi’ Monk,’ said Caleb. ‘He’s as good a dog with the sheep as you’ll find, but he’s no time for
         people.’
      

      
      ‘Funny how different he is from Watch,’ Henrietta said, clasping her arms comfortably round her knees.

      
      Caleb nodded. ‘Watch, now, he sleeps on the mat at the foot o’ my bed, but Monk stops in the yard, even in the worst weather.
         I’ve coom out some winter mornings and found him covered so deep in snow he’s nobbut a mound. But go into a house he never
         will; no, nor barn nor byre, nor anything men have built.’
      

      
      ‘Is it because he was ill-treated once?’

      
      ‘Nay, I bred him myself from my old bitch Meg. He were never any different. God makes a few that way, for His own reasons.
         They can’t like the soft life, try as they might. Folks too,’ he observed. ‘I reckon your faither’s one. Restless. Never one
         for stopping home.’
      

      
      Henrietta nodded, watching the wind as it passed over the uncut fields like a shadow. ‘Yes, and the funny thing is that Mama warned me about it – at the end when she was ill and I
         was sitting with her so much. She said Papa would be off again one day. I thought she meant he would go back to America. I
         don’t suppose even she could have guessed where he’d end up.’
      

      
      ‘What’s it called, again, that place he’s gone?’

      
      ‘Suez. It’s in Egypt.’

      
      ‘Oh, aye? And what sort o’ place would that be?’

      
      Henrietta was flattered to be asked for information by someone so much older and wiser than her. ‘It’s a desert place,’ she
         said. ‘All sand. And camels.’
      

      
      Caleb pondered. ‘Like what our Blessed Lord wandered forty days in?’

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose so,’ Henrietta said. ‘It’s very hot there, so you’re always thirsty, and there’s something called a mirage,
         which makes it look as though there’s a lovely pool of water ahead, but it’s not really there, and when you get to it, it’s
         just more sand.’
      

      
      ‘The world is full of falsehood and deceit,’ Caleb said wisely, ‘put there a-purpose to lead men astray.’ After some further
         consideration, he asked, ‘What are camels, then?’
      

      
      ‘Animals – like horses a bit, you know – but with bumps on their backs.’ She drew them in the air.

      
      ‘Whatever for?’

      
      ‘They just grow that way.’ A picture she had seen in one of the books in the library was the sum total of her knowledge, and
         she hoped he would not probe it too far. ‘The people who live there ride them like horses. The bumps stop them falling off,
         I suppose,’ she added inventively.
      

      
      ‘Maister won’t like digging a canal through sand,’ Caleb said. ‘No good, is that. Won’t hold up.’

      
      ‘That’s why they sent for him,’ Henrietta said, ‘because he knows so much about it, after the Kilsby Tunnel. He was terribly
         proud to be asked, because the company that’s digging the canal is French, and the French consider themselves better engineers
         than anybody else. Not that Papa agrees about that, of course; but in any case, he’s what they call a specialist, so he knows things other people don’t.’
      

      
      ‘I knawt what folk want wi’ digging canals in countries not their own,’ Caleb said disparagingly.
      

      
      ‘But the canal’s a benefit, so Papa says,’ Henrietta told him. ‘Ships won’t have to sail right round the bottom of Africa
         any more – the Cape of whatever-it-is – which will cut the journey time to India by half. And since most of the trade with
         the East goes in British ships, it will be especially good for us.’
      

      
      If Henrietta’s knowledge of geography was sketchy, Caleb’s was non-existent. He didn’t know where India, Africa or Egypt were,
         but they were Abroad, and that was enough for him. ‘Well, but what’s it to do with thy faither?’ he said. ‘If it was here
         in Yorkshire, mebbe it’d be different.’
      

      
      ‘You think it wrong of him to have gone?’

      
      ‘A man should not neglect his duty. He’s Maister, and his duty is here.’

      
      ‘I suppose he’ll come back soon,’ Henrietta said, but doubtfully. His letters, which had been frequent at first and more full
         of detail than anyone at home had the education or even the desire to assimilate, had grown shorter and rarer as the canal
         neared completion. Last year when it was finished he wrote that he must stay for the opening, to solve any teething problems
         that might arise; then that he was going up country to look at damming and irrigation systems. It was as though he were making
         excuses not to come home.
      

      
      ‘We’ve had no letter from him for weeks,’ she went on at last. ‘We thought for sure he would be back for Georgie’s twenty-first
         birthday, but that’s not possible now, unless he’s already on his way.’
      

      
      ‘Will there be a celebration for Master George?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Probably not, for who’d organise it? Besides,’ Henrietta went on, ‘Georgie’s being twenty-one won’t change
         anything. We shall just go on as we are.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, as you are,’ Caleb said, and it was plain from his voice he didn’t think much of that.

      
      They lapsed into silence, and Henrietta, squinting against the sun, thought of the way they were. Home, being what you know,
         has to be normality, but she wondered if other children lived as they did. The nursery, ruled over by Mrs Gurney, who’d first
         come to Morland Place when Georgie was born, had always been like a separate kingdom, apart from the mainstream of the house. Her parents, busy about their own
         affairs, had been remote figures to the children, loved and admired, but distant, like the Queen at Windsor, and only nominally
         ‘theirs’.
      

      
      There’d been a chaplain-tutor in those days, the awe-inspiring Mr Wheldrake, but he’d only concerned himself with the boys,
         Georgie and Teddy. Henrietta and her sisters, Sabina and Regina, had been left to scramble themselves into whatever education
         they fancied. Girls were destined for marriage, so they didn’t need to be clever. There was a library full of books, but with
         all the estate to roam over, and horses and dogs to roam with, it had only been on really rainy days that Henrietta had thought
         of opening a book.
      

      
      She had always been a girl who needed someone to love, and from the time Sabina was born, when Henrietta was two, she had
         lavished all her affections on her. Together they had played, roved the country, and at night shared a bed in the nursery,
         where in the dark they continued in murmurs and whispers the unbroken stream of conversation that meandered through their
         days.
      

      
      Golden days, she recalled: a golden age of happiness and security. Her father’s departure for America had been barely noticed;
         his return, Odysseus-like, was a nine-days’ wonder. The American war had seemed as remote as a Bible story, and her father’s
         grief over the loss of Mary had not touched the children. Their lives were bound by the nursery walls and nursery rules; their
         aims beyond pleasure merely to get enough to eat – nursery food was always sparse – and to remember Gurney’s prohibitions
         and avoid whippings.
      

      
      Papa coming home had meant new arrivals to the nursery: first Manfred, then Seraphina. But ’Phina had only lived a year, and
         it seemed in retrospect that her death had begun the time of sadness which had ended the golden age. Henrietta remembered
         vividly the day they had lowered the tiny coffin into the crypt. Bewildered, not knowing what to feel or how to behave, she
         had looked at her parents. Papa was grim and grave; Mama – already then pregnant again – white and weeping. It had shocked
         her that they could show so clearly the effects of the event, when they ought to have been invulnerable and unchanging. An autumn day it had been: the
         chapel filled with chrysanthemums cut by the gardener for poor little ’Phina. Ever since, the memory of that time was mixed
         up with the smell of chrysanthemums and hot candle-wax.
      

      
      In the cold and dark of February 1866, Mama had lost the baby, and after that she had never been well. From the security of
         the nursery Henrietta had emerged as suddenly and completely as a chestnut being shelled. For seven months she had attended
         her mother, run messages, fetched and carried, and, as Sibella grew ever more bedridden, nursed, entertained and listened.
         In her last weeks Mrs Morland had come to confide in her eldest daughter. A warmth and tenderness had grown up between them;
         and just as Henrietta began to depend upon this new intimacy, she became aware that her mother was dying, and that it must
         soon end. Sibella died the day before Henrietta’s thirteenth birthday, and of all those who mourned, none felt the loss more
         keenly than the bewildered girl who had found her mother only when the shadow of death was already on her.
      

      
      There had been no way back to the safety of the nursery for Henrietta. Before she had so much as begun to come to terms with
         her mother’s death, during that dreadful winter when the house was paralysed with mourning, Sabina had fallen ill, and before
         the first hint of spring could lighten the gloom, had followed her mother to the grave. The world had become intractable and
         real. There were things that were so bad that a black draught and early-to-bed couldn’t mend them; deeds had consequences
         that a beating from Gurney couldn’t deflect. People could die, really die, and you couldn’t turn the page back and have them
         alive again.
      

      
      After that, life had seemed to unravel. Papa grew very strange, shut himself away and withdrew his controlling hand from the
         reins. Wheldrake departed, and the chapel stood empty. Servants left and were not replaced, and the house grew a little shabby.
         There was no more entertaining, no visitors, no visiting. Teddy went away to school and then to university, Georgie went his
         own way. The rhythm of the masterless house slowed and, like a spinning top, seemed to grow unstable.
      

      
      In the nursery Regina and Manfred were still cocooned to some extent by their youth and Gurney’s authority, but Henrietta
         had nothing to do but wander, purposeless, lonely. There was no-one to tell her what to do. Since her father had gone to Egypt,
         Mrs Holicar, the housekeeper, ran the house, and Atterwith, the steward, took care of the estate. Officially he did so in
         consultation with Georgie, but Henrietta suspected the consultation mostly took the form of Mr Atterwith saying what he meant
         to do and Georgie saying that was all right by him – for Georgie never cared to be bothered with anything that took him from
         his own pleasures.
      

      
      Henry Anstey, whom the children called Uncle Henry, was Papa’s man of business and his agent while he was abroad; but he never
         interfered in their day-to-day lives. His wife had died not long after Papa left, and they never saw him at Morland Place
         any more. So Henrietta roamed the estate, looking for something to love, and something to be. She helped the estate people
         with their work, visited their cottages, ate with them and played with their babies; but she was not satisfied. The sweet
         intimacy she had shared with her sister and her mother, first as the senior and then as the junior partner, had left a hunger
         in her. Besides, she was sixteen years old, and childhood was behind her. What shape would the life ahead of her take? She
         wanted to know what she was for.
      

      
      Caleb, abandoned by her conversationally, had taken up a bit of whittling. His old, weather-punished hands were all knuckles
         and swollen fingers, looking as stiff and unwieldy as rocks, but they turned and worked the wood with astonishing nimbleness.
         He had his place, his purpose and his work: he belonged. She envied him.
      

      
      ‘What are you making?’ she asked. He showed her silently. It was a bell. ‘Will it ring?’

      
      ‘Course it’ll ring. What’d be use of a bell that didn’t ring?’ Caleb said, amused.

      
      ‘Church bells are made of brass, aren’t they?’

      
      ‘Bronze,’ he corrected. ‘But I’ve all sorts. Bronze, copper, silver, bone, wood. I’ve thirty altogether.’

      
      ‘Thirty?’
      

      
      ‘Aye, and I wish it were sixty.’

      
      ‘Do you need so many for telling where the flock is?’

      
      He snorted softly in derision. ‘Nay, miss, doosta think I need bells for that? A poor shepherd I’d be if I knawt where my
         flock was at! I’ve two good eyes in my head – aye, an’ two good dogs.’
      

      
      She was never sure with Caleb when he was roasting her: in his brown and wrinkled face his eyes seemed to glint with knowing
         laughter. ‘Then what are they for?’
      

      
      ‘They are music,’ he said. ‘Listen, and tha’ll hear.’

      
      She listened. The different sizes of bell produced different tones, from the sharp tinkling of the smallest to the deep clonk-clonk
         of the largest; and the sound varied, too, as they were differently agitated, quietly as the sheep grazed head-down, more
         rapidly as they walked, with a carillon as a sheep shook its head, or broke into a run from one grazing-spot to another.
      

      
      ‘I hear it,’ she said delightedly. It was a strange, remote, aching kind of music; beautiful like the cry of the curlew, or
         the way a silver band of light would fall far away from behind rain clouds.
      

      
      Caleb nodded. ‘It’s company, too, for me and the sheep. It’s lonely out on the moor, most of all when it’s wet or cold and
         we’re like not to see a sawl all day. The bells keep us from feelin’ it too much. Aye, we knaw what we have ’em for, the yows
         an’ me.’
      

      
      ‘Are you lonely, Caleb?’ she asked him shyly.
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ he said. He looked at her. ‘Did tha think it were only thee? Nay, miss, all creatures are lonely – us human-folk most
         of all, because we’ve the minds to know it. It’s being separate from God, that’s all. We want to get back to Him, and we know
         we can’t, not for a space; not till we’ve worked out His purpose.’
      

      
      A cloud shadow chased across the moor; in the distance a windhover hung quivering on the air, its tail-feathers fanned to
         balance it. One part of her mind marvelled: it seemed living proof that the impossible was possible. The other part thought,
         perhaps the old man beside her had answers for her. His face was as brown and old as a prophet’s, the creases so deep in it, they were like the cracks in the riverbed when it
         dried out one year. An impossible face; just as his hands were impossible, seen beside hers, slim and flexible. But they were
         the same clay, and she felt a kinship with him. He knew solitude, understood it.
      

      
      ‘And what is His purpose?’ she asked him.

      
      ‘To do His will, that’s all.’

      
      ‘But what is it?’ she cried in frustration. ‘What am I to do? I want to do God’s will but I don’t know how, and no-one will tell me. What’s
         to become of me?’
      

      
      ‘Nay, be still, miss,’ Caleb said gently. ‘Tha can’t hear God’s voice if tha makes all that commotion.’

      
      She was silent. The breeze pressed lightly against her ear and stirred her hair; the sheep grazed to their bell-music, the
         bees droned in the gorse flower, and the sun lay hot on her head like a blessing hand. If that were God, she thought, it would
         be easy, for she saw it and knew it and loved it, and it was all around her. But there must be more to it than the sweet day
         and the warm smell of earth: that still left the question and the hunger – the feeling that was like the trembling cry of the curlew, for ever out of sight,
         out of reach.
      

      
      ‘Nay, it will come to thee,’ said Caleb, as if he had heard everything she thought. ‘Don’t fret, miss. Tha’rt still young.
         Only do thy duty and listen for God, and tha’ll find out soon enough what He wants thee for.’
      

      
      ‘Do you know what He wants you for?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Why, to mind the sheep,’ said Caleb, ‘and to love the beautiful world He made.’

      
      ‘Is that all?’

      
      ‘We must each do what we’re fit for,’ he said. ‘See awd Watch, here—’ He reached out a hand and the dog leaned into the touch.
         ‘He doesn’t fret because he’s not a man and can’t read and write. He serves by being what he is. Tha’rt a woman, and must
         serve in a woman’s ways. I can’t tell thee more than that.’
      

      
      It didn’t seem much; but Henrietta found that she felt comforted. Perhaps that was why she liked visiting Caleb. He seemed
         so contented with his isolated life that it rubbed off on her. With a sudden sense of well-being she stretched her arms and then hugged her knees to her chest and said, ‘It’s
         a glorious day, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Aye, thank God,’ Caleb said. ‘They’ll be haying tomorrow. Grass is ready – they on’y wanted a bit o’ dryin’ wind. They’ll
         be cutting Watermill Ings first.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know?’ she marvelled. ‘You always seem to know everything. I think you must be a seer.’
      

      
      His fathomless dark eyes twinkled at her. ‘Mester Atterwith were by yesterday. Doos tha think I niver speak to anybody but
         thee?’
      

      
      She spent the afternoon with the gamekeeper of Acomb Woods, and got home late, dishevelled, and with a brace of wood pigeons
         across her pony’s withers. She was very hungry. In any other household, a girl of sixteen would have dined down, but nothing
         at Morland Place was like anywhere else now. Georgie was the nearest thing they had to a master, and when he dined at home,
         which wasn’t often, it was with his bachelor friends. Henrietta took her meals in the nursery still. Nursery tea was at five;
         hers, in deference to her greater age, usually fortified with a bit of something left over from midday dinner.
      

      
      When she rode into the yard, Askins, the home stables head man, took Dunnock’s rein from her and said she had better go straight
         in, she’d been looked for, he would put the pony up for her.
      

      
      ‘I s’pose you’ve been rattling him round all day in this heat, and never a thought o’ resting him,’ Askins grumbled, looking
         at the bright-eyed bay as if he were lathered and sagging at the knees.
      

      
      ‘As if I would,’ Henrietta protested, hurt. ‘He’s been dozing in the shade all afternoon, while I was going round the woods
         with Mr Ellerby.’
      

      
      Askins’s scowl intensified. ‘You’ll catch cold at that some day, Miss Henrietta, frolicking about with the likes o’ that one!
         He’s a bad lot, is Ellerby.’
      

      
      ‘Everyone says he’s a very fine gamekeeper.’

      
      ‘’At’s as may be, but company for a young lady he is not! I wonder Master George lets you run wild the way you do. I’ve a mind to have a word wi’ ’im.’
      

      
      ‘Why should Georgie mind what I do?’

      
      ‘He’ll mind all right when your name’s ruined,’ Askins said with gloomy relish. ‘Dragged through the mire, it’ll be. And it’s
         time you had a proper lady’s horse. Dunnock’s too small for you. You’ll have his wind going next. And,’ he piled another complaint on to stop her answering, ‘you s’d have a side-saddle. Ridin’ across is not dacent for a young
         lady and daughter o’ the house.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not a young lady yet,’ she objected.

      
      ‘Aye, well you soon will be,’ Askins retorted, and clucking to the pony, led it away to a diminuendo grumble of disapprobation.
         ‘Riding across! No-one’ll marry you, you’ll see. Time the Maister coom back an’ set a bit of order t’ th’ house! I never knew
         the like of it, harum-scarum ways, all to rack an’ ruin, females running shameless, no-one where he should be day or night
         …’
      

      
      Swinging the pigeons, Henrietta ran up the steps and into the great hall. Her brother George was there, still in his breeches
         and dusty boots, surrounded by a moving carpet of dogs. He had one of the hounds gripped between his knees and was holding
         it up by the forepaws, trying to examine its belly. The captive struggled wildly to get free, while the rest of the pack,
         with the general perversity of dogs, were thrusting their noses in, wanting to be the one to get the attention.
      

      
      He straightened up as she appeared: a big, heavyset young man with a healthy, high-coloured face, rather small, round blue
         eyes, and thick, wavy brown hair that he wore a little too long, so that his outdoor life left it looking somewhat shaggy
         and unkempt.
      

      
      ‘Where have you been?’ George demanded. ‘Gurney’s been looking for you this hour.’ And without waiting for an answer, ‘Have
         a look at Philo’s belly, will you? I think she may have picked up a tick.’ Henrietta came over, and the dogs all caught the
         scent of the pigeons at once and closed on her. ‘What’ve you got there?’ George asked.
      

      
      ‘They’re for you. I went out shooting with Ellerby.’

      
      ‘Give ’em here.’ He freed one hand to take the pigeons and sling them over his shoulder where they dangled like a strange grey tippet. The dogs lapped him like sea waves leaping up
         at a rock. ‘You shot two pigeons?’ he said, impressed.
      

      
      Henrietta crouched. ‘Well, no, I missed,’ she admitted. ‘Ellerby says “rabs” and “woodies” are the hardest things of all to
         shoot. Poor old Philo, then! What’s the matter, old lady? Oh, I see it. It’s not a tick, it’s a great big thorn! Where’ve
         you been, then, you bad girl? Hold still, I think I can get it out. There!’
      

      
      Philo, released, rushed across the hall, sat down abruptly and went into contortions trying to lick the sore place. George,
         without a word, was already leaving her, and Henrietta, hungry for company and conversation, said, ‘Old Caleb says there’ll
         be haying on Monday.’
      

      
      ‘I thought you said you were with Ellerby.’

      
      ‘That was this afternoon. I went to see Caleb this morning. Will there be?’

      
      ‘Haying? Yes, Atterwith says it’s dry enough now. He wants to cut Watermill first.’

      
      ‘That’s just what Caleb said. He always knows everything,’ Henrietta said with satisfaction. ‘Has there been any word from
         Papa?’
      

      
      ‘No. Why should there be?’ George seemed to find the question odd.

      
      ‘Only that we haven’t heard for such a time. I just wondered if there’d been a letter today.’

      
      ‘He’ll write when he’s got something to say.’ George turned away.

      
      She searched for something to keep him back. ‘Will you have the pigeons tonight?’

      
      He answered over his shoulder. ‘It’s the Greys’ ball tonight. Mrs Pretty can make them into a pie for tomorrow.’ And he went
         off down the kitchen passage to deliver the pigeons to the cook.
      

      
      Cheated of her conversation, Henrietta started upstairs. She met Mrs Holicar coming down. ‘Oh, there you are! Mrs Gurney’s
         been looking for you this half hour.’
      

      
      ‘I know: bath night,’ Henrietta said. ‘I’m awfully hungry.’

      
      ‘Your tea’s upstairs,’ Mrs Holicar said, surveying Henrietta
         with a professional eye. ‘You’ve torn that skirt again – what’ve you been doing?’
      

      
      Henrietta looked down. ‘It was a bramble. I was in the woods stalking pigeons. But it’s only the old tear opened again,’ she
         added in anxious mitigation.
      

      
      ‘Old or new, it’s just as much work to sew it up,’ Mrs Holicar grumbled. ‘Make sure you give it to Bessie to mend before you
         wear it again, or it’ll go all the way. You ought to be dressed in sacking, Miss Henrietta, the way you go through your clothes!
         I don’t know, miss, look at you! Hair like a rook’s nest and a scratch on your nose—’
      

      
      ‘That was—’

      
      ‘Yes, I know, the brambles! What business have you rampaging about in bramble bushes at your age, I’d like to know? Daughter
         of the house, and look at you! That’s what comes of a house with no mistress. It’s never anything but grief.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ Henrietta said, subdued.

      
      Mrs Holicar softened a little. ‘You should take more care,’ she said. ‘Think of others instead of yourself. And it’s time
         you started behaving like a lady instead of like a child. Seventeen in September, only three months away; some girls are married
         at seventeen.’
      

      
      Henrietta looked at her with wide unhappy eyes for a moment, and then fled upstairs to the nursery. Doing God’s will in a
         woman’s ways – that’s what Caleb said, wasn’t it? And a woman’s way was to get married, she knew that. The servants were always
         talking about it, if you were a girl. She wanted to do God’s will, but getting married would mean leaving Morland Place, and
         she dreaded it. It was the one thing she had left to love, the one thing that was safe and sure and good and beautiful. Outside
         Morland Place was a world full of incomprehensible dangers and duties. They circled like wolves beyond the fire, seen only
         as a glint of eyes. Out there she wouldn’t know how to behave, and would always be offending.
      

      
      She ran the whole length of the upstairs corridor as though pursued by demons, and burst into the day nursery. In front of
         the nursery fire, on spread sheets, the big bath was set up, and Regina was sitting in it, her thirteen-year-old ‘chicken-wing’ shoulder blades sticking out as she bent her neck for scrubbing
         by Katie. Her head was nobbly like a strange, exotic fruit with the curling-rags. She was the pretty one of the family, and
         knew it: always left behind by Henrietta and Sabina, she had been thrown much more onto the company of servants, and learned
         how to manipulate them with her prettiness and taking ways. She was vain and vapid and harmless, as long as someone was petting
         her. Henrietta loved her as she might love a puppy or kitten: she hardly thought of her as human.
      

      
      Eight-year-old Manfred was enthroned in the big armchair like a small Chinese emperor, still damp from his turn in the bath,
         one skinny leg stuck out from his nightshirt while Mrs Gurney crouched before him to cut his toenails. Manny lived a rich
         inner life of imagination, and hardly knew anyone but him and Gurney existed.
      

      
      Mrs Gurney looked up. ‘There you are at last! Don’t you know better than to be late this night of all nights? Your hair wants
         washing, and thick as it is, it’ll take all evening to dry.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Gurney,’ Henrietta said.

      
      ‘And look at the sight of you! Wild as a gypsy! If you think you’re too old for a whipping, you’d better think again.’

      
      Henrietta felt happier, her panic dispelled. This grumbling was as natural as birdsong to her; the unseasonable heat of the
         fire, the steam, the smell of soap and scorching sheet, the sloshing sound of water being scooped over a bent back – everything
         was as normal as could be. She feasted her senses. Ah, and there, the crowning glory, was the table with the cloth folded
         over half of it, and her tea waiting for her: a plate of thick bread-and-butter, a big piece of pork pie, a dish of cold rice
         pudding, some stewed apples, and a slab of cake.
      

      
      ‘Wasn’t it a glorious day?’ she offered Gurney, by way of payment.

      
      ‘Glorious days are not my business,’ Gurney said repressively. ‘Katie, get Miss Regina out and dried, and then go down and
         ask Thomas to bring up fresh water for Miss Henrietta. That lot’ll be cold by the time she’s eaten. Eat your tea, now, Henrietta,
         or we’ll never get you done.’
      

      
      Henrietta needed no second urging. Mrs Gurney watched her for a moment. ‘No need to choke yourself. Chew properly! And sit
         up straight. Eating like a wolf! Not that nursery tea’s what you should be having, at your age. It’s high time you were stopping
         down to dinner, and if the mistress was alive or the master was home, things’d be different, I promise you. How you’ll learn
         your manners in time to go out into company I don’t know; and if you don’t learn ’em you’ll never catch a husband.’
      

      
      ‘What if I don’t want to catch a husband?’ Henrietta said, reaching for more bread. Was there anything a female could do,
         she wondered, apart from get married? She could be a nun, but that would mean being shut indoors all the time, and she would
         hate that. ‘Suppose that’s not my destiny?’
      

      
      ‘Never mind supposing. You’ll do as you’re told, and like it,’ Gurney said unanswerably. ‘And what have you done to that dress?
         Lord, will the trials of this house never end?’
      

      
      ‘Haying Monday,’ Henrietta offered, to distract her. ‘If the weather holds.’

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Askins was annoyed at having to get the carriage out. Two horses to groom afterwards, harness to clean, and though the roads
         were dry, there’d be a wilderness of dust, so the carriage would have to be washed. Fitton, the coachman, would be bound to
         blame him, as bearer of the bad news, for having to spend an evening away from his comfortable hearth and wife.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know why you can’t ride to Rawcliffe Manor,’ he grumbled. ‘It’s a fine night.’

      
      George thought of himself as an easygoing, genial sort of man, and in that his wants were uncomplicated and generally fulfilled,
         that was true. But the heir to Morland Place expected to have his own way. ‘Nonsense!’ he frowned. ‘Ride in evening dress?
         A fine mess I’d be by the time I got there.’
      

      
      ‘There’s the gig, then,’ Askins said, encouraged by the argument. If he had to clean something, he’d sooner it was the gig
         than the carriage, and one horse than two.
      

      
      George lost patience. ‘Oh, get on with it, man! Gig indeed! And don’t keep me waiting. I don’t want to be late.’

      
      ‘Yessir,’ Askins said sulkily, turning his mouth down. ‘Who d’you want to take with you?’ he asked in martyred tones. Two
         horses meant a groom as well as a coachman – another person to blame Askins for what was not his fault.
      

      
      George was half inclined to tell Askins he must go himself, just to serve him out, but then considered the weeks of recrimination
         he’d have to endure, and thought better of it. ‘I’ll take Oadby,’ he said, and added on impulse, ‘in livery.’
      

      
      ‘Livery?’ Askins’s jaw dropped. No-one had gone out in livery since the mistress died. Fitton and Oadby would slay him. ‘I doubt it’ll be fit to wear.’
      

      
      ‘Whyever shouldn’t it be?’ George said in surprise.

      
      ‘It’s been hanging in the wardrobe these five years.’

      
      ‘Then it should be clean and ready, shouldn’t it?’ George said with mad logic. ‘Get on and stop arguing. A fine thing if a
         gentleman can’t have livery when he wants it.’
      

      
      He turned away to end the argument. It would still be daylight when he arrived at Rawcliffe Manor, and there was just a chance
         he might be seen by the person on whom he wanted to make an impression. He had a pleasing picture in his mind of a well-turned-out
         equipage bowling up with the two smart servants on the box. Oadby was a well-set-up young man with shoulders that would do
         justice to the coat.
      

      
      A few weeks ago, anyone suggesting to George that he might care how he looked when arriving at a house for dinner would have
         provoked a stare. It was not that he had no vanity, but it was of a particular order: as eldest son, and heir to Morland Place,
         it had never occurred to him to wonder what anyone else thought of him. From birth the servants had petted and spoiled him;
         and his tutor, Mr Wheldrake, did nothing to lower George’s self-regard. Wheldrake was a man of moderate abilities, large consequence
         and a magnificent manner, who, realising his own status depended on that of his pupil, encouraged George to see himself as
         a grand seigneur in the making.
      

      
      On some characters this influence might have had a malign effect, and there’d been times in his childhood when he’d enforced
         his will on servants and other children with his fists and boots; but as he grew up, George’s strongest trait was laziness.
         As he could never be bothered to exert himself to acquire accomplishments, so he would have regarded it as ‘too much fag’
         to be a monster or a tyrant.
      

      
      George was sixteen when his mother died and his father retreated into grief, taking his meals alone and seeing noone. As the
         routine of the house began to fall gently apart, Wheldrake found his comfort compromised in small but annoying ways. He saw,
         too, that a Morland Place grown shabby and reclusive was not worthy of him, and would do nothing to advance his career. He found another position, gave his notice, and left. No replacement was hired: Teddy was sent
         to school, and George was to ‘learn the management of the estate’ – in effect to please himself in idleness.
      

      
      When Benedict departed for Egypt, life for Georgie became more or less perfect. With his father absent, he became master of
         Morland Place in all but name. The ‘all but’ was crucial. He could enjoy the advantages of the position – eat and drink what
         and when he pleased, entertain his friends, run up bills, have first pick of the horses, and parade the consequence of the
         Morland name – without having any of the work and responsibility. Atterwith ran the estate; Mrs Holicar ran the house; and
         the children, as far as he ever wondered about it, seemed to run themselves. All he had to do was to give orders about his
         own comfort, something he did not find a chore.
      

      
      It was fortunate for Morland Place that he took his pleasures so harmlessly, for with no check on him he could have plunged
         the family into scandal and ruin. But George was not made that way. Though lazy in mind and temper, he was vigorous in all
         the outdoor activities of the country squire, and long days in the open air left him too healthily tired even to contemplate
         vice. In the hunting season he went out four times a week; he shot, rode, fished, point-to-pointed, played a hearty game of
         cricket, bred and trained his own dogs, and took a keen interest in the racehorse stud at Twelvetrees. But though he regularly
         attended the races, it was the horses that interested him: he had no love of gambling in any form. Dice bored him, he could
         never remember the rules of games of chance, and with playing-cards he had difficulty telling the knave from the king. He
         liked to eat and drink well and often, but he disliked the sensation of being drunk, and tended to fall asleep too early to
         make carousing either possible or a pleasure.
      

      
      As for women, they were a closed book to him. Wheldrake had been a celibate by both calling and inclination, and under his
         influence George had remained young for his age, and profoundly innocent. He tended to choose his friends from the age group
         a year or two below him, and in the unlikely event that any of them referred to the mysteries of sex, he merely shrugged indifferently and said that he was ‘not in the petticoat line’, without having any clear idea what that meant.
         Women for him were divided into two categories: servants, and other people’s mothers and sisters. They were an inferior species,
         and nothing to do with him, except in so far as they ministered to his comfort.
      

      
      It was as great a surprise to him, therefore, as it would have been to anybody, that as the carriage jolted over the track
         towards the city that evening, his thoughts were dwelling with excitement on a female. He would see her tonight. He had enquired
         whether she would be at the Greys’ before accepting. He did not like balls: friends of his parents would invariably button-hold
         him, make coy enquiries about his unmarried state, and oblige him to dance with their dull daughters. But for the chance of
         seeing Miss Turlingham, he was willing to endure even that.
      

      
      He had met her at an evening party at the Aycliffes’. They had made their money out of flour milling, and were now rich and
         genteel enough to have bought Holgate House, a neat place with a front sweep and a small pleasure-ground, and joined the carriage-folk.
         Mrs Aycliffe had been Dolly Peckitt, daughter of Peckitt’s boots and shoes, and her younger brother Arthur was one of George’s
         bachelor friends, so he had not been surprised to be asked. He had accepted in expectation of a good dinner and a comfortable
         chat with one or two friends, while the older people played whist. What he had not expected was to fall in love.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Mr Morland, I must present you to our house-guest, Miss Turlingham,’ Mrs Aycliffe had said with a little flutter in her
         voice. ‘Or I should say, the Honourable Miss Turlingham.’
      

      
      George had turned with a patient sigh, only to be smitten as with a lightning bolt, a feeling like a soundless explosion inside
         the head. Mrs Aycliffe went on with an eager smile: ‘She and I were at school together for a year, in London. I hope she will
         be making a long stay with us.’
      

      
      George knew he was gaping, but he couldn’t help it. He had never seen anyone so beautiful in his life. Her white skin, the
         cold purity of her features, the magnificence of her figure dazzled him. Her glossy chestnut hair was dressed under an elaborate headpiece to fall in heavy ringlets behind, one of which had strayed artfully over her shoulder to lie against her
         white breast, exposed by the décolletage of her puce satin evening gown. George knew little of female attire, but he would have been willing to swear that the gown
         was the latest shriek of fashion. It seemed in the same style as other women’s – with the straight front and large draped
         bustle behind – but she wore it with such an air that he was sure every other female in the room must be withering with envy.
      

      
      Above all it was her manner which captivated George. Unmarried girls usually blushed and fluttered, giggled and languished
         when presented to him, for he was very much a ‘catch’. But this goddess, so obviously superior to all her company, gave him
         a look of utter indifference, and as he made his bow, returned the slightest curtsy worth the name. Everything about her conveyed
         exquisite boredom mixed with the controlled outrage of a queen forced to make small talk with a chimney sweep. George was
         entranced.
      

      
      It was for Miss Turlingham’s sake that he was anxious his evening trousers should arrive unsullied by horsehair, his rosetted
         slippers undimmed by dust; her he hoped to impress by bowling up in a smart carriage with a well-looking footman and the best
         match-pair in Yorkshire. As the inequalities of the track flung him now ceilingwards, now against the window, he contemplated
         the evening to come with a surprising modesty. He wanted her to notice him; he hardly thought of more than that. He had been
         in company with her three times now, and not once had she smiled at him, or showed him more than bare civility. He was an
         eligible bachelor, heir to a fine estate, and generally thought of (he generally thought so himself ) as handsome; but in
         the throes of first love, he did not think of that. He only knew that she was as far above him as the stars, and as unattainable.
      

      
      In spite of Askins’s efforts, he arrived early at Rawcliffe Manor. The orchestra was playing half-heartedly to an empty ballroom,
         and a single glance round was enough to prove that the Aycliffe party had not yet arrived. In front of the fireplace in the
         ante-room Lord Grey, the host, was standing with three gentlemen, discussing the affairs of the day, and in the thinness of company George could not avoid being drawn into the group, especially as one of the gentlemen was Henry Anstey.
      

      
      ‘Hello, George, my boy,’ he said kindly. ‘I hear you’ll be starting the haysel on Monday?’

      
      George had to stop and answer the question. Of the other two in the group, Colonel Wilby was well known to him; Lord Grey
         presented him to the stranger. ‘Fortescue, let me make George Morland known to you – scion of Morland Place, you know. Morland,
         this is my old friend Edgar Fortescue, rector of Bishop Winthorpe, who is paying me a long-overdue visit. We were up at Oxford
         together.’
      

      
      The two exchanged the blankest of bows. Mr Fortescue was an ascetic-looking man in his forties with the pale and lined face
         of the scholar – as different as could be from young George with his ruddy outdoor cheeks. Eyeing the two, Lord Grey indulged
         his humour a little by adding, ‘Fortescue is a noted biblical commentator, of course. I dare say you will have read some of
         his papers, eh, Morland?’
      

      
      Henry Anstey, with diplomacy in his veins, jumped in to rescue George. ‘We’ve been talking about the Education Bill, George,
         trying to determine whether universal education is desirable or not. You’ll be governor of St Edmund’s School one day, so
         I suppose the question will affect you.’
      

      
      As some response seemed to be required of him, George said vaguely, ‘Education is an excellent thing, of course.’

      
      Colonel Wilby jumped in eagerly. ‘Yes, yes, just so, quite so – excellent for a gentleman, you were going to say, eh, Morland?’
         George did not dissent, and Wilby went on, ‘You see now, young Morland puts his finger on it! What use would Latin and Greek
         be to the lower orders?’
      

      
      Henry Anstey concealed a smile. ‘There are other things that can be taught, Colonel.’

      
      The colonel looked blank. ‘When I was at Harrow we studied Latin and Greek. Latin and Greek, sir. What did your brother do
         at Eton, Morland?’
      

      
      ‘Latin and Greek, sir,’ George answered obediently.

      
      ‘There you are, then,’ the colonel concluded triumphantly. ‘That’s education. And I say again, what do the lower orders want with it? As well give Tacitus and Xenophon to my horse!’
      

      
      George laughed at this, but stopped when no-one else did.

      
      Fortescue said gravely, ‘The National Education League’s proposals must be unacceptable to any gentleman who regards himself
         a Christian. To divorce education from religion is an appalling betrayal of the whole of society. It is a step towards barbarism.’
      

      
      ‘Quite right, sir,’ Wilby agreed. ‘And I say if they can read the Bible and write a letter home, what the devil – I beg your
         pardon, sir – what the dickens more do they need?’
      

      
      ‘That’s a question that naturally arises out of the Reform Act of ’67,’ Anstey answered him. ‘Extending the franchise had
         certain consequences.’
      

      
      ‘You believe that we ought to educate our new masters?’ Mr Fortescue enquired with chill irony.

      
      ‘Should never have given ’em the vote in the first place. It’s a damn’ disgrace!’ Colonel Wilby barked. ‘I wouldn’t have expected
         it of Derby. Always thought he was a sound fellow, up until then.’
      

      
      ‘There is a natural division between the governors and the governed,’ said Lord Grey, ‘which ought to be observed.’

      
      ‘Quite right!’ Wilby said. ‘Go confusing the issue and there’s no knowing where it will lead. Discontent, violence, revolution
         – and, mark me, that sort of thing always starts with the very people the Reform Act promoted: back-street town dwellers,
         upstart artisans, and grimy-handed malcontents!’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps if they were educated they would not be malcontented,’ Henry Anstey said equably. ‘It’s surprising how well people
         behave when you give them responsibility and the wherewithal to fulfil it.’
      

      
      ‘The government of the land should be in the hands of those who own the land,’ said the colonel with finality. ‘I should have
         thought anyone could see that for plain common sense, and if you can’t, Anstey, well, I’m sorry for you.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Colonel,’ Henry said with a smile. ‘But what’s done is done, and we can’t take the franchise back now. So hadn’t we better see that those we have given it to think as they ought?’
      

      
      ‘But to what purpose, sir?’ Mr Fortescue said.

      
      ‘To exercise their vote wisely,’ Anstey said patiently.

      
      ‘Let ’em vote the way their masters tell ’em,’ Lord Grey said. ‘If any of my people voted against my interest, they’d know
         all about it!’
      

      
      ‘Yes, by God!’ said the colonel. ‘The lower orders settin’ up their opinions in the face of their betters? Intolerable! Can’t
         have one’s own servants disputin’ with one, hey? What do you think, Morland?’
      

      
      George, who had been looking around for the Aycliffes and had not been listening, was startled to attention. ‘I agree with
         you, sir,’ he said, since it had worked the last time.
      

      
      Lord Grey said reasonably, ‘Besides, Anstey, the lower orders can’t afford to send their children to school: they need their
         wages. How many of the free places at St Edmund’s are empty, Morland?’ Lord Grey asked.
      

      
      George opened and shut his mouth, having no idea. Henry Anstey answered for him, ‘All of them.’

      
      ‘The poor don’t value education!’ Colonel Wilby said.

      
      ‘The reason for that is simple,’ said Henry Anstey. ‘You have to have it to value it.’

      
      ‘A circular argument, sir,’ said Fortescue disapprovingly.

      
      At this point George spotted the Aycliffe party entering the room, and with profound gratitude for deliverance, made his muttered
         apology and left the gentlemen to their jaw-breaking.
      

      
      Miss Turlingham was in the best of looks, and when George made his bow, seemed to regard him with a degree less indifference
         than before. This encouraged him to ask, with great diffidence, whether Miss Turlingham had a dance free that she would be
         willing to bestow on him. She not only said yes, he might have the last dance before supper, but that he might also take her
         down to supper afterwards.
      

      
      In a dream of anticipation, he went entirely unaware of all the other young women in the room and the efforts of their chaperons
         to get him to stand up with them. He stood at the edge of the floor, his hands in his pockets, watching in admiration as Miss Turlingham circled languidly with select partners.
         When his moment came, George was almost too thrilled to enjoy it. He danced well – Mr Wheldrake had considered it an essential
         part of education, and he had the natural grace of the athlete – and given the state of his mind, Miss Turlingham would have
         had actually to fall flat on her face for him not to think she danced like an angel. But he was too nervous, tongue-tied and
         overcome to talk to her, and they circled the floor in silence.
      

      
      When he escorted her down to supper it was better, for they were at a table with Jack Anstey (heir to the Anstey title and
         fortune, and Henry’s great-nephew) and Jack’s cousin Polly Micklethwaite, who kept a conversation going. Jack felt sorry for
         George, who was obviously smitten and had no idea how to cope with it. He, Jack, had always been precocious, and found women
         no mystery. He had sat beside Miss Turlingham at a dinner at the Coweys’, and thought her a shocking cold fish, but he knew
         George well enough to know he had never noticed a girl before, and that this was a bad case of first love, which would probably
         wear off as quickly as it came on.
      

      
      Afterwards Jack said privately to Polly what a good thing it was that George wasn’t of age and had no independent means, otherwise
         he might have made a fool of himself.
      

      
      ‘Miss Turlingham is very beautiful,’ Polly said in fairness.

      
      ‘Too old for him,’ Jack said, ‘and cold and disagreeable. And, if I’m not mistaken, she’s hanging out for a husband.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be cruel, Jackie,’ Polly reproached him.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t say it to anyone but you,’ he reassured her. ‘But as the friendship between her and Mrs Aycliffe seems to have
         been of the remotest, and she’s so obviously above her company, I can’t think what else she’s doing here.’
      

      
      ‘But she hardly danced at all, and she refused any number of unmarried men: Rupert Coake, Billy Cox, Ned Wilby—’

      
      ‘Not rich enough,’ Jack said succinctly. ‘She accepted me when Lady Grey obliged me to ask her.’
      

      
      Polly slipped her arm through his. ‘But you’re spoken for.’

      
      ‘Ah, but she didn’t know that. I’m very glad I have you to protect me against predatory females, Pol. I don’t know what would happen to me otherwise.’
      

      
      Polly laughed. ‘Don’t talk like a coxcomb, or I might change my mind.’

      
      Rawcliffe Manor was on the north side of York, on the Northallerton road, and though it was not far from Morland Place as
         the crow flies, it was a long drive by carriage, necessitating going into York by one gate and out again by another. George
         passed the journey home in a state of bliss, going over his memories of the evening. The Greys had naturally chosen a moonlight
         night for their ball, but by the time the Morland carriage passed out of York by the Micklegate, leaving the gaslit streets
         behind, the sky had clouded over. Turning off the main road onto Morland land, the carriage slowed to a walk: it was now quite
         dark, and Benedict had been too distracted and George too indifferent to order road repairs. Oadby got down and walked ahead
         to look out for potholes, and they crept along at snail’s pace while Fitton cursed and fretted about his horse’s legs – quite
         audibly to George, who had the window down. When they reached the coach house George called impatiently for him to stop, annoyed
         at having his dream disrupted.
      

      
      ‘Let me out here, for heaven’s sake, and I’ll walk the rest.’ He scrambled out and slammed the door. ‘I could have been home
         an hour ago on my own feet!’
      

      
      ‘’T’en’t my fault, Master George,’ Fitton defended himself robustly. ‘If I’ve mentioned that road once, I’ve mentioned it
         a hundred times. It’s not fit to be driven in daylight, isn’t that, let alone in t’dark.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not my fault the moon went in,’ George retorted, annoyed at being chided. But Fitton had been with the family too long
         to be deferential, especially to one who had taken his first driving lessons under Fitton’s tutelage.
      

      
      ‘The moon’s nowt to do wi’ it. If you don’t get them holes filled, the end of it’ll be brokken legs! It’d be different if
         we had a mistress,’ he mourned. ‘A lady’d never stand being jolted over them tracks every day. It’s allus the same when a
         house lacks a mistress – everything goes to pot.’
      

      
      His words brought a glorious vision to George’s mind: he saw Miss Turlingham stepping out of a carriage before Morland Place,
         himself leading her in through the great door to take her place as mistress. It was the wildest dream, but it was so delicious
         that his scowls disappeared, and Fitton was surprised to find the young master reaching up to pat his leg consolingly.
      

      
      ‘You’re quite right, of course. I’ll talk to Mr Atterwith in the morning. You did quite right to mention it, good old fellow.’

      
      And he strode off towards the house with a dreamy smile. Fitton stared after him, amazed, and said to Oadby, who was holding
         the horses’ heads, ‘’At young man has tekken on plenty tonight. Regular grassed, he must be. “Good old fellow”, indeed! I
         nivver heard the like!’
      

      
      ‘That’s the way of it, Mr Fitton,’ said Oadby. ‘I shouldn’t like to ’ave ’is ’ead in the morning.’

      
      ‘Tha’ll be lucky to have a job in t’morning if tha doosn’t mind thy sauce,’ Fitton said. ‘It’s not for thee to criticise t’
         gentry.’
      

      
      ‘But I only said—’

      
      ‘I heard what tha said. Now are tha going to turn them horses or are we going to stand here all night?’ Fitton snapped. He
         had been heartily regaled in the kitchen at Rawcliffe Manor on cold beef, pickled onions, apple pie, cheese and beer, and
         his stomach was a molten lake. He thought perhaps the apple pie had been a mistake.
      

      
      Reaching the barbican, George found the gates closed, which did not surprise him, since the gatekeeper would have been looking
         out for the carriage, not a pedestrian; but when he went in through the postern the gatekeeper was not there. The great door
         of the house was standing open, laying a slice of light down the steps and over the cobbles. George stood listening for a
         moment. The dark air was warm and still, apart from a flickering of bats swooping back and forth above him – he could hear
         their tiny needle shrieks – but there was a sense of disturbance which alarmed him. He was not an imaginative person, but
         he had a feeling of foreboding which, despite the warmth of the night, made him shiver. Part of him wanted to run away; but he was hungry and sleepy and needed a second supper and his bed, so he crossed the yard and went up the steps
         into the hall.
      

      
      A group of upper servants was gathered there in a state of suppressed agitation, while the dogs, which slept in the hall,
         milled around them excitedly. There was Atterwith, who lived in the barbican, with a dressing-gown over his nightshirt; Battey,
         the first footman, in shirt-sleeves; Mrs Holicar fully dressed; Mrs Pretty, the cook, with curling-rags sticking out from
         under her cap; the missing gatekeeper, shifting nervously from foot to foot; and Askins, with a face as long as Monday, attended
         by the shock-headed stable boy whose eyes were round as marbles and whose mouth, left unsupervised by his brain, had fallen
         open.
      

      
      As George appeared the dogs rushed at him in a solid blanket, and the servants turned in a single movement. Mrs Holicar cried,
         ‘Oh Master George, thank heaven you’re home!’
      

      
      ‘I were just on’t brink o’ riding off to fetch you,’ Askins added, his face shortening with relief to merely its usual degree
         of gloom. He turned to the housekeeper. ‘I told you there weren’t no point to it. I’d’ve on’y passed him on’t road.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I didn’t know,’ Mrs Holicar defended herself. ‘We couldn’t just do nothing, could we? You see,’ she explained to George,
         ‘there’s been a telegraph come, and there’s no making head or tail of it.’
      

      
      ‘Telegraph?’ George said, handing his hat to Battey. ‘At this time of night?’

      
      Atterwith tried to take over the tale. ‘Potter brought it up himself, thinking it must be urgent—’

      
      ‘And we’ve only just got rid of him,’ Holicar grumbled. ‘He stuck like a limpet, wanting to know what it was all about.’
      

      
      ‘And then Mrs H. would ’ave it that I’d to saddle up and ride off to fetch you,’ Askins reverted to his own complaint. ‘I
         said there weren’t no point to it.’
      

      
      ‘The telegraph,’ Atterwith said with emphasis, raising his voice a little, ‘is from Port Said.’

      
      He held it out to George, and George took it in a sudden silence. He felt all at once rather strange, remote from himself,
         as though he were viewing everything through the wrong end of a telescope. His hand holding the scrap of paper seemed an inordinately
         long way away, and his fingers seemed to belong to someone else. Only the dogs, leaning heavily against his legs in a hot
         and hairy mass, were real.
      

      
      Battey stepped close with a candle to illuminate the tiny black words for him.

      
      DEEPEST SYMPATHIES FOR YOUR BEREAVEMENT STOP EMBALMED BODY HAS NOW SAFELY ARRIVED STOP DO YOU REQUIRE BURIAL HERE OR SHIPPING
         TO ENGLAND STOP PLEASE ENSURE INSTRUCTIONS ARE CLEAR AND DETAILED STOP REPLY URGENTLY NEEDED END
      

      
      He looked up. Everyone was watching him. Mrs Holicar’s lip was trembling. The cook’s eyes were moist.

      
      ‘Oh sir,’ Mrs Pretty said, ‘is it the master?’

      
      ‘What can it mean?’ Mrs Holicar asked. ‘What are we to do?’

      
      ‘Is the maister dead, Master George?’ asked Askins. ‘Is that it?’

      
      George opened and shut his mouth and no sound emerged. He suddenly felt very young, not more than ten years old, and wished
         they would not all look at him so appealingly, as if they expected him to know what to do.
      

      
      Atterwith spoke, gently and firmly. ‘It could be a mistake. We must get confirmation. A telegraph should be sent, perhaps?’

      
      ‘A telegraph, yes,’ George said blankly. But to whom? How could one word such a question? His father dead? He had been gone
         so long George had all but forgotten him, but a father elsewhere and a father dead were very different things. It was like
         stepping into your house and finding the back wall missing. His brain felt as unhinged as the stable boy’s jaw.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps Mr Henry Anstey might be consulted?’ Atterwith suggested.

      
      Relief flooded over George. ‘Yes, of course. He’ll know what to do.’ Thank God for Uncle Henry! He would take care of everything.
         The responsibility slid off George’s shoulders, and in his relief he felt almost lighthearted. He smiled at the woebegone
         women and said, ‘It’s a mistake, depend upon it. This is meant for some other family. Probably a quite different telegraph intended for us has gone to them, and we have
         theirs.’ They examined the proposition, and seemed to find it comforting.
      

      
      Atterwith spoke again. ‘In the morning, perhaps, will be soon enough? No need to be dragging Mr Anstey from his bed at this
         hour.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, certainly, there’s nothing to be done now,’ George said gladly. ‘We should all go to bed.’

      
      ‘And, if I might suggest,’ Atterwith went on, ‘nothing should be said about this until the truth is known. It would be better
         if the contents of the telegraph were known only to those present.’
      

      
      ‘Quite right. It should be kept secret,’ George said, happy with his role as translator of the steward’s ideas. He looked
         round at the servants sternly. ‘None of you is to mention it to anyone, do you understand?’
      

      
      Henrietta had been asleep when the telegraph came, but the subsequent bustle in the house had woken Mrs Gurney, who had gone
         out into the passage to see what was happening, and had encountered Mrs Pretty toiling up the backstairs on her way back to
         bed. Their whispered conversation and the light from the door, left ajar, had woken Henrietta, and while the two dames were
         still wagging their heads together she appeared, sleepy and enquiring, her feet bare on the drugget and her nightgown too
         short for her.
      

      
      ‘What is it? What’s happened?’

      
      Gurney’s automatic reaction was, ‘Dear Lord, look at you in that nightgown! If you haven’t outgrown everything in the wardrobe!’

      
      Henrietta tugged at the sides as if that might lengthen it. ‘Is something wrong? What time is it?’

      
      ‘Time you were in bed and asleep. Go back now, before you wake the others.’

      
      ‘Time she had a room of her own, if you ask me,’ Mrs Pretty sniffed. ‘Sixteen and still sleeping in the nursery! This’ll change
         a few things, mark my words. There’ll be some growing up done in a hurry – and not before time.’
      

      
      ‘Tush!’ Mrs Gurney said warningly.
      

      
      ‘She’s got to know some time.’

      
      ‘Know what?’ Henrietta asked. She was wide awake now. She looked from one to the other and caught the thought out of mid-air.
         ‘Has something happened to Papa?’
      

      
      Gurney was thrown off balance. ‘Now whatever made you say that?’ she asked in a shaken voice. There was something unchancy
         about the child sometimes. Henrietta stared at her pleadingly, her eyes wide in her pale face. Gurney took pity on her. ‘It’s
         not sure yet, Miss Henrietta, so don’t go fretting about it, but a telegraph’s come.’
      

      
      ‘About the master, or it looks that way,’ Mrs Pretty put in, wanting her share of the news.

      
      ‘Dead?’ Henrietta asked starkly. There was a pause, as the women looked at each other, and then both nodded, slowly, like
         some strange, two-headed mechanical toy. Henrietta’s mouth trembled and her eyes filled with tears. In the shadowy passage,
         lit only by the cook’s candle, the night seemed profound and death suddenly a close and awful thing. She had had nightmares
         when she was a little child about a formless monster that lived in the dark corner of the nursery. Now she felt it close again.
         It had taken up her father in one curved, glittering black claw, and was passing its dead, blank gaze with terrible dispassion
         over the rest of the household.
      

      
      ‘Well, nothing’s known for sure yet,’ Mrs Gurney said hastily, ‘so don’t you start upsetting yourself.’ It was she who had
         stumbled awake all those nights, scraped painfully out of her sleep by a child’s abandoned shrieks, and she didn’t want a
         recurrence of it, not tonight of all nights, when her own nerves were upset. ‘Go back to bed and think nice thoughts, and
         in the morning we’ll see. And no need to talk to the others about it, either. Mr Atterwith says we’re all to keep our mouths
         shut until word comes back and it’s certain.’
      

      
      Henrietta nodded dumbly and began to turn away, but turned back again to ask, ‘What will happen to us, if it’s true?’

      
      Gurney looked at her with a mixture of pity and exasperation. ‘Why, what should happen?’ she said briskly. ‘We’ll go on just
         as before. Go on back to bed, now.’
      

      
      Henrietta went; but she lay a long time before she slept, hearing the soft voices of the cook and the nurse washing in from
         the passage, rising and falling like slow sea waves, discussing the future which, whatever it held, would not be ‘just like
         before’. And when she slept, she dreamed of them, standing in the small cave of light as she had seen them, solemnly nodding;
         but in her dream they grew smaller and smaller as she fell helplessly backwards into the void, spinning slowly to nothingness
         like a dead star.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      George’s healthy young body marched him off to sleep the moment his head touched the pillow; but he woke at dawn with the
         clear sound of birdsong through the part-opened window, and lay for a while, his mind empty, watching the pale, translucent
         gold of morning slipping across his bedroom wall. When he began to think, it was not of his father, but of Miss Turlingham,
         and the delightful vision he had entertained briefly last night. He had thought it a mad dream; but after all, why not? He
         had always known that one day he must marry and get an heir; and he had always known that he was, in worldly terms, a desirable
         parti. The Morland estate was by no means negligible: manor house of great antiquity, mentioned in all the guidebooks; demesne,
         six farms, stud stables, flocks and herds; a quantity of property in York, a thriving commercial enterprise ditto, and a half-share
         in three cotton mills in Manchester; and besides all that, the distinction of an ancient name and a coat of arms that went
         back to the fifteenth century.
      

      
      Of course, until now, that had all belonged to his father. It occurred to him that he had never had any personal income or
         fortune, and that had he wanted to marry, it must have depended on his father’s settling something on him, or his bride living
         like him at Morland Place as Papa’s pensioner. Had he seriously considered asking Miss Turlingham to marry him, he would have
         had nothing to offer her. He had no doubt that such a superior female would have regarded the proposal as an insult.
      

      
      Ah, but now things were different! If Papa was dead – and what else could that telegraph mean? – everything was his. Not only that, but in a week’s time he would be twenty-one, and
         he would inherit absolutely, without trustees or guardians. Whatever Miss Turlingham’s circumstances were, his suit would
         not be contemptible. If only he dared! He thought about proposing to her, and his cheeks went hot. Her beautiful, ice-goddess
         face appeared before his inner eye, her eyelids lowered in that haughty look that turned his knees to jelly. He saw himself
         kneeling, possessing himself of that white hand, kissing it fervently. She would say no, for sure; but suppose she said yes? In his private theatre she consented, graciously, to be his wife, and he rose, clasped her in his arms, laid his lips on
         hers … He shuddered with excitement at that part. Now he was leading her, draped in cloudy white, from the church to the carriage,
         bells ringing, crowds cheering …
      

      
      He sighed and turned over on his side, and went over it one more time, a little smile fixed on his lips. And then something
         occurred to him, and the dream-cobwebs vanished. Naturally, it all depended on Papa being dead; but if Papa was dead, they would all be plunged into mourning. As soon as the confirmation came from Port Said, he would have to put on blacks.
         The door-knocker would be wreathed in crape, visitors except close family denied, social invitations refused for at least
         three months. He sat up, frowning. It was not possible for him to have any tender emotions for a parent so remote, but he
         knew he couldn’t go courting in deep black. Every feeling must revolt, and hers most of all, for she was a semi-divine creature
         with more sensibility than common mortals. If he even attempted it she would recoil from him in horror and disgust.
      

      
      In three months’ time he might begin a quiet courtship – but in three months’ time who knew where she would be? She was a
         house-guest of the Aycliffes, and however warm the friendship, she would hardly stay with them more than a month. She would
         leave, and he would never see her again. What possible excuse would he have to seek her out? Mere acquaintance was not enough.
         She would think it impertinent. And besides, his fevered emotions told him, in three months she would have met someone else,
         someone with a title probably, a lord with London manners and dashing whiskers who would sweep her off her feet.
      

      
      He got out of bed and began walking up and down the room, his brow furrowed with the unaccustomed effort of thought. There
         must be something he could do. The one love of his life! He would never love again; he would die a broken-hearted bachelor
         and Teddy would inherit Morland Place. He saw himself slumped over his lonely dining table, reading about her in the society
         pages, a dazzling hostess with ten hopeful children. It was not to be borne. He would drink himself to death …
      

      
      Then a thought occurred to him. It was not possible to initiate a courtship while in deep mourning; but if one was already
         affianced, there was nothing against visiting one’s beloved – indeed, it would be considered quite proper for the fiancée
         to appear at one’s side, supporting one through one’s affliction. And there was nothing against getting married while in mourning.
         It would have to be a quiet wedding, of course, but a quiet wedding need not be dowdy. And he was not yet in mourning! Until the confirmation came, he was free to do as he pleased: if he proposed and she accepted him before that, everything
         would be all right!
      

      
      His brow cleared, and his jaw firmed with decision. He would do it this very day, before his courage leaked away! She might
         refuse him – he wasn’t worthy of her – but he would have given it his best effort; and if she didn’t refuse him too hard,
         it would at least lay the foundations for him to approach her again in the future. A declared lover could seek her out, given
         the right circumstances. It might be bold, but it would not be impertinent.
      

      
      He strode to his wardrobe and flung open the doors. What to wear? Lord, he had to go and see Uncle Henry, too! He couldn’t
         get himself up too bright for the old fellow. Well, then, sober but not sombre; elegant, that was the thing. Oh, if only he
         had a valet! Why didn’t Papa get him a valet when Wheldrake left? He wondered if a superior female could tell when a man had
         dressed himself. He must at least have someone hold up a looking-glass so that he could check his back view – disastrous if
         his parting were crooked, for instance, or his boot-tab out! And on the subject of boots, he must persuade Battey to polish them for him – Battey had a
         way with boots – and bring them upstairs in a cloth, so there were no fingermarks on them. She would be bound to notice fingermarks
         …
      

      
      He pulled the bell to summon the footman, and began rummaging through his shirt drawer.

      
      Miss Turlingham sat before the glass in her bedroom at Holgate House, staring moodily at her reflection while her maid, Bittle,
         dressed her hair. She did not quite wish she had never come here – the alternative was Cousin Matilda, and she preferred only
         to fall back on Cousin Matilda in extreme necessity – but it was humiliating to be under obligation to a woman like Mrs Aycliffe.
         Not that Mrs Aycliffe saw it that way: it was plain that in her eyes the obligation was the other way round. She had responded
         with thrilled promptness to Miss Turlingham’s suggestion that she might visit, and had done everything since she arrived at
         Holgate House to make her comfortable. This bedroom, for instance, was furnished with every convenience, and the newness of
         the carpet and curtains suggested they might have been bought specially for the occasion. But it was galling for the Honourable
         Alfreda Turlingham, daughter of Viscount Marwood, to have to accept favours from one who had been merely Dolly Peckitt, the
         tanner’s daughter – a girl whom, when they had been at school together, Miss Turlingham had despised for her provincial manners
         and shocking accent.
      

      
      How her head ached! ‘For God’s sake, can’t you dress hair without pulling me to pieces!’ she snapped.

      
      ‘You’ll have to keep your head still, Miss Alfreda,’ Bittle said colourlessly. ‘I can’t help pulling if you fidget about.’

      
      The ball last night – quel ennui! Lord Grey was far too open in his invitations. Some of the guests were barely genteel. Besides, what pleasure was there in
         a ball for someone in her position? She was twenty-seven, penniless and unwed. All other circumstances counted for nothing
         against that hideous phalanx of facts. Twenty-seven. She was beautiful, and in the kindness of candlelight she still looked
         like a lovely girl, eighteen or nineteen at the most; but now in the cruel light of day she could see the effects of time. Beautiful, but
         no longer a girl. How long before the dread print of the crow’s foot sealed her doom? Twenty-seven! These days it was the only thing she could think of when she looked in the glass.
      

      
      Oh, that ball last night! She remembered her first glittering Season, the London balls in the great houses: the lights, the
         music, the flowers, the powdered footmen, the throng of carriages. Huge frilled crinolines, bare shoulders and little ringlets
         – the styles were so pretty then! Witty young men in uniform bringing one champagne and ices! Always the first in beauty,
         she had never lacked for partners. She had been presented, of course. The Prince Consort was still alive then, and the Queen
         wore white. She had been fêted; looked forward to a brilliant marriage and a future as a great hostess. An earl, a duke –
         a prince, even? Prince Alfred was just her age. What could be too good for the lovely Miss Turlingham, voted almost without
         dissent the most beautiful débutante of 1860?
      

      
      How could she have known it was all an illusion? And yet, even at the moment of her greatest triumph, had she not been aware
         of an undercurrent? Had she not seen, when she came into a ballroom, the small whisper that ran along the seated row of chaperons
         like a chilly breeze bending a line of oats?
      

      
      If only her father had been a different man, had not drunk and gambled away his entire fortune, before finally putting a bullet
         through his head one appalling day in the gun-room at Turl Magna, the family seat; one autumn day of rich, mellow sunshine
         with the smell of woodsmoke and crisp, dying leaves on the air. Miss Turlingham had been the first to reach him: even now
         the smell of dying leaves made her think of cordite and blood.
      

      
      That wicked act was the last nail in the coffin of Miss Turlingham’s golden future. Financial ruin was hard enough, but the
         scandal and shame of Marwood’s suicide prevented even her beauty from rescuing her. She hated her father for his selfishness.
         And she hated her mother, who, unable to face shame and poverty, had pined away in a matter of months, never caring what was to become of the children she left behind.
      

      
      Alfreda and Christopher: in their childhood they had been acknowledged the prettiest children in Leicestershire, and the cleverest.
         Their portrait, by Torquato, with two large mastiffs, had caused a sensation at the Summer Exhibition of ’52, and hung thereafter
         in pride of place over the chimneypiece in the green drawing-room at Turl. Oh, beautiful Turl! It had been a bitter thing
         when it had been sold – especially hard for Kit, who inherited a tainted title and nothing else …
      

      
      Poor Kit! Her expression softened even thinking about him. The one creature in all her life that she had loved was her brother.
         Always close, even as little children, they had grown up to be each other’s fondest admirer. Alfreda was the level-headed
         one, Kit the volatile; she inherited her mother’s beauty, he his father’s charm. Fortunately his commission had been purchased
         before the money ran out, but living was expensive in the Blues, and there was no knowing how much he had contributed to his
         father’s indebtedness. And then Papa had done that wicked thing, and when Turl was gone and the debts had been settled, there
         was nothing left. Mama had a tiny income of her own which was not taken by the creditors, and which, when she died, provided
         the slimmest of annuities for her son. Kit survived by remaining unwed and living in bachelor rooms, but an officer had to
         keep up appearances, as well as horses, and it was not in his nature to bear economies. It had soured his sweet disposition,
         and made him hard. He fretted, complained, and ran up debts of his own.
      

      
      Alfreda had nothing at all, and was reduced to this gypsy life, depending on the charity of relatives, who passed her from
         hand to hand like a tiresome burden. The humiliating monotony was broken only by the occasional vacation solicited from ever
         more remote acquaintances; Mrs Aycliffe was surely the bottom of the barrel. And she was aware that, bad as it was, it could
         only get worse. In a year or two her beauty would be gone and her relatives would know that any chance of her securing an
         establishment was over. They would expect her to wear caps and look after their children and fetch and carry for them in return for her keep. She thought death would be preferable.
      

      
      If only she could marry! She was desperate to marry. It must be a gentleman; and if she was to help Kit, it must be a gentleman
         of means, for much as she loved him, she could not deny that he was expensive. But her lack of dowry and the taint of her
         father’s suicide clung about her like a bad smell. She had thought in York, away from London and the world of fashion, she
         might find someone who did not know, or at least would not care. But the only person she had met who was at all suitable was
         Lord Anstey’s heir, and he, it rapidly became plain, was all but engaged to the mousy cousin with the vulgar name. Oh, the
         waste!
      

      
      For the rest, she hated York, with its narrow streets, strange accents and impertinent servants. She hated the Aycliffes and
         their middle-class gentility. She hated going to balls. And – as she moved her head restlessly and got her hair sharply tugged
         for it – she hated Bittle most of all. Bittle was not a proper lady’s maid: she had been head nurse to Alfreda and Kit. In
         those days the nurseries had taken up a whole floor of the west wing of Turl Magna. Under Bittle there had been four nurses,
         a sewing-maid, a still-room maid, a laundress, a footman, two grooms and a coachman.
      

      
      When everything else had gone, Bittle had remained, mutating into Miss Alfreda’s personal maid, learning to dress hair and
         alter gowns with surprising skill, and becoming year by year more undismissible as she was owed more and more wages. Alfreda
         hated her because she knew everything, had been party to all the shameful contrivances and makings-do, the turned gowns, mended
         stockings and cleaned gloves, the small humiliations and insults Alfreda told herself she could perhaps have forgotten if
         Bittle had not witnessed them. Alfreda hated her because though she was a servant she was not under her control; Bittle was
         an unknown quantity, who might do or say anything at any time, who had the power to hurt Alfreda as no-one else could. Oh
         yes, she hated Bittle as fervently as anything in her shabby, makeshift life; and she couldn’t do without her. Who else would
         work for her for nothing? Miss Turlingham half believed that Bittle had become skilful at dressing hair purely to annoy her.
      

      
      ‘There,’ Bittle said, pressing in the last pin. ‘Though how I managed it with you heaving about like a rough sea I don’t know.’

      
      ‘Hold your tongue!’ Alfreda snapped.

      
      ‘My, we are prickly this morning.’

      
      ‘Don’t be impertinent, or I’ll—’

      
      ‘Dismiss me without a character. I know.’ Bittle turned away to pick up the morning gown. ‘Was it a nice ball last night?
         You never said a word while I was undressing you.’
      

      
      In the glass Miss Turlingham watched Bittle shake out the pink barathea. Pink again! A hand-me-down from Cousin Emmeline,
         who loved pink, altered by Bittle’s patient hand. Pink was not Miss Turlingham’s colour. Made-over clothes were bad enough,
         but pink made-over clothes were the limit!
      

      
      ‘No, it was not a nice ball,’ she said fretfully. ‘A parcel of dowdies and their red-faced, thick-witted husbands; insolent,
         half-trained servants; and conversation so tedious I could scarcely be civil. Oh, whatever possessed me to come to a place
         like this?’
      

      
      ‘At least it makes a change of scene,’ Bittle said, holding the gown for Alfreda to step into. ‘And who knows what might come
         of it?’ What, in this context, always meant an offer of marriage.
      

      
      ‘What could come of it?’ Alfreda said bitterly. ‘I hate Yorkshire! I should never have come.’

      
      ‘Well, you needn’t be so niffy-naffy,’ Bittle said. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers.’ She saw she had irritated her mistress to
         the top of her bent, and, as was her wont, now became kinder. It pleased her to be able to feel sorry for Miss Alfreda, who
         after all could not escape her situation, as Bittle could any time by walking out and finding another position. ‘If you don’t
         like it here, there’s the Reeces,’ she suggested. ‘You haven’t been there in a while. Why don’t you write and see if they’ll
         have you?’
      

      
      ‘Not without new clothes. I shall never forget how Clarissa Reece looked at me last time and asked where I had that rose-fawn
         merino from.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe Mr Christopher could advance you the price of a gown?’
      

      
      ‘Kit can barely pay his mess-bills,’ she said impatiently. ‘He has nothing to spare for me.’

      
      ‘Well, then, Miss Alfreda, you’ll just have to stay put and find someone to marry you,’ Bittle said, hooking up the gown.
         ‘I hear tell there was a gentleman very struck with you last night, and eager to pay court. If you was just to try and be pleasant for once—’
      

      
      ‘What gentleman?’ Alfreda asked with faint hope.

      
      ‘A Mr Morland – a nice young gentleman, and heir to a very fine fortune, so the cook says.’

      
      The hope collapsed again. ‘A country booby with a red face,’ she said; though she had been surprised at how well he danced.

      
      ‘The Morlands are a very old family,’ Bittle said, ‘and there’s a little bit of queerness about them that’ll very likely make
         nothing of your background, so you shouldn’t put up your nose too soon. Your Mr Morland’s father is quite eccentric, Cook
         says.’
      

      
      Alfreda gave her a look of savage dislike. ‘He’s not my Mr Morland,’ she said. ‘Besides, he’s the merest boy, barely out of
         school by the look of him. I couldn’t think of him.’
      

      
      ‘You should think,’ Bittle said. ‘Though his father’s abroad, they say he’s bound to come back soon. And he’ll be wanting
         the boy to marry and get an heir. You should be concentrating on keeping Mrs A. sweet, so that you can stay here long enough
         to make sure of Mr George Morland: that’s what you should be doing, if you want my advice.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want your advice,’ Miss Turlingham snapped. ‘What you can be supposed to know about – ow!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, sorry, Miss Alfreda, did I pinch you?’ Bittle said sweetly.

      
      Miss Turlingham relapsed into silence. Why was nothing ever simple? She knew, of course, that George Morland was attracted
         to her, though she had not encouraged his preference. What use, a boy under age? Even if Bittle was right and he was an heir,
         an heir was no use to her. She must have a man in possession of his fortune. Kit had debts to pay, and she needed an establishment. Besides, even if he wanted to propose, he wouldn’t be able to do so while his father
         was abroad, and with boys, these fancies came and went. By the time his father returned he’d be courting some well-dowered
         local girl of seventeen. She stared at her reflection with despair. She hated the pink barathea. She was sure it made her
         look near to her age, and her age was like a poisonous toad squatting in the corner of her mind, which she was at pains never
         to disturb.
      

      
      Amid the concern, anxiety and pain that Henry Anstey felt on reading the telegraph which George brought him in the morning,
         he found a corner of his mind to register surprise and approval that George had dressed with so much care for the visit. Usually
         to be found in riding-clothes, his hair a shaggy mane, he had presented himself this morning in black cutaway, grey trousers
         and a restrained waistcoat of lavender silk; his hair was parted down the middle, all the way from brow to nape, the front
         hair wound into two little horns over his temples, and the whole heavily pomaded. Young people in general were so careless
         about form these days that it seemed to argue a very proper realisation of the solemnity of the moment, and a respect for
         Henry himself which he had not much noticed before. He was touched.
      

      
      ‘We must not jump to conclusions,’ he said, ‘but I am bound to say that it looks very much as though your father has met with
         some accident. The possibility was always there. It was a dangerous place to be visiting, and particularly when he went up
         country. And then, you know, we have wondered why there has been no letter these last weeks. I’m afraid—’ He broke off to
         draw out his handkerchief to wipe his eyes and blow his nose.
      

      
      ‘Well, sir, will you send a telegram?’ George prompted.

      
      Henry winced at the word. ‘Telegraph, George; no slang, please. Yes, I shall put the necessary enquiries in hand at once.
         You did quite right to come to me, my boy. Oh dear, oh dear, I do so much hope … But there may be some mistake. We must not
         despair.’ He looked down at his hands, resting on the desk. They were shaking a little. First his wife, and now Benedict, his oldest friend! He drew a steadying breath. ‘We must be discreet,’ he said. ‘I advise you not to speak of this
         to anyone until we are sure. You would find yourself the target of some very impertinent attentions if it were known – and
         then, if it should be untrue, the most distressing gossip.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, quite. I’ve told the servants to keep their mouths shut,’ George said. ‘Well, I’ll leave it to you, then, Uncle. I have
         some business to conduct in York, so I’ll come back later and see what the news is.’
      

      
      Henry stared in surprise as George stood up, preparing to leave. Business to conduct? At such a time? ‘You are very calm,
         George. How can you – but no, I understand. Best to keep busy, eh? I shall have my occupation this morning, and you must have
         yours. Off you go, then.’ He got to his feet to see George out, and laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘We will continue to hope
         until no hope is left.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Uncle,’ said George. Out in the street he assumed his top hat and gloves and hurried away to collect his gig from the
         Bunch of Grapes. It was early for a morning call, but he could not risk finding anyone else there: he must have Miss Turlingham
         alone to make his declaration. His hands were sweating and he was trembling with nervousness, but his determination drove
         him on. He had only this one opportunity, and he was not going to waste it, whatever the outcome.
      

      
      Mr Potter of the telegraph office had mentioned the matter only to his wife, in confidence, for he had to explain why he was
         going out to Morland Place at such a time; and Mrs Potter had mentioned it only to her cook-housekeeper when she came for
         her orders first thing next morning – well, the woman had been with her twenty years and was almost family! The cook-housekeeper,
         enjoined to the strictest secrecy, would have thought it quite wrong to divulge it to anyone at all, except of course the
         milkman, who was betrothed to her daughter Jane, who was housemaid at Mrs Rawnsley’s. Jane, given the story by her beloved
         at the back door, felt it was too good not to pass on to her mistress (who was a very good mistress) when she took up her
         morning tea – though she did warn her that it was a great secret and not to be told to anyone else in the world.
      

      
      Mrs Rawnsley mentioned it to no-one but her bosom friend Mrs Richard, whom she met outside Pemberton’s, the confectioners,
         that morning, knowing that Mrs Richard was as deep as the grave and would never repeat it. Unfortunately the conversation
         was overheard by Mrs Beale, just coming out of the shop, the two ladies being too fascinated by the story to notice her or
         lower their voices. And Mrs Beale, with no silence bound upon her, paid an early and excited morning call on her friend Dorothea
         Aycliffe for the sole purpose of passing it on. Since Miss Turlingham was sitting with Mrs Aycliffe, she knew all there was
         to know about the telegraph within twelve hours of its arrival at Morland Place.
      

      
      When Mrs Beale had left – sooner than might have been looked for, the story being too good to confine to such a small audience
         – Dorothea looked at Alfreda and said, ‘Do you think there can be anything in it? Surely poor Mr Morland can’t really be dead?
         What a horrid thing!’
      

      
      ‘In a foreign place like that, anything might happen,’ Alfreda said calmly, though her mind was working rapidly. ‘Disease
         and accident cannot surprise as they might at home.’
      

      
      ‘But it is odd that they heard nothing before, surely?’

      
      ‘Letters go astray. The truth will be known soon enough, I suppose. But since it was something that Mrs Beale overheard, it
         was not proper of her to repeat it, and if I might give a hint, my dear Dorothea, we should not discuss it further, with anyone
         else or with each other.’
      

      
      But Mrs Aycliffe found herself compelled to go on talking about it, though she had nothing to add but a reiteration of her
         wonder and concern. Miss Turlingham stopped listening to her in favour of frantic thought. If it were true – if Morland senior
         were indeed dead – it would change everything. George Morland suddenly became an interesting man. Possessed of his fortune,
         he was a match worth considering. But how old was he? It was hard to tell, and if he were still a minor, there would be tiresome
         trustees to get over. But, oh, what use anyway? By the time he was out of mourning, she would have left York, and before she
         could arrange another visit with Dorothea and get to work on him, he would have been snapped up by some designing local mama. Why was Fate always so cruel
         to her?
      

      
      There was the sound of the doorbell ringing below, and Miss Turlingham awoke from her bitter thoughts as Mrs Aycliffe said,
         ‘Another early visitor? Could it be someone else who’s heard the rumour? Of course, if they haven’t heard it, it would not
         be proper of us to mention it,’ she added quickly as she caught Miss Turlingham’s eye.
      

      
      But it was a male voice below. The two women exchanged raised eyebrows. What man would call at this hour, unless it was on
         business, and looking for Mr Aycliffe? But after a brief pause there was the sound of footsteps in the passage, and the maid
         opened the door and announced, ‘Mr Morland, madam.’
      

      
      George stepped past her, impeccably dressed, with his hat and gloves in his hand, the last person Mrs Aycliffe would have
         expected to see. She was so surprised she did not manage to conceal it, and stared at him in a way that, had he had his wits
         about him, would have told him rumour had run ahead faster than his horse could trot.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Aycliffe. Miss Turlingham,’ he said, making his bow.

      
      Dorothea found her voice. ‘W-won’t you sit down, Mr Morland? How nice to see you.’ He sat, placing his hat on his knee, cleared
         his throat nervously, but said nothing. He looked from one to the other, and then restlessly around the room. She searched
         frantically for something to say that would not touch on his father. ‘Had you a pleasant ball last night?’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, yes. It was a good one, wasn’t it?’ he said, and relapsed again into silence.

      
      Dorothea was beginning to wonder whether she had dreamed Mrs Beale’s visit. He was obviously not at ease, but did not seem
         to be consumed with grief or racked with worry. And what was he doing here anyway? He never paid morning calls that she knew
         of – and why would he do so at such a time? Her mind was so full of unaskable questions that she couldn’t find anything else
         to say, and since Miss Turlingham never exerted herself to speak for mere politeness, and George wanted only to speak to Miss Turlingham, they all sat in silence for the next five minutes.
      

      
      The doorbell rang again, and an exclamatory female voice was heard downstairs.

      
      ‘It’s Mrs Coake,’ Dorothea said, and added, ‘Oh dear,’ looking at Miss Turlingham. Mrs Coake must have come for the same purpose
         as Mrs Beale, and since she was loud, overbearing and completely without sensibility, she would very likely put the question
         direct to George, which would be embarrassing and bring Miss Turlingham’s disapproval down on Mrs Aycliffe for having such
         vulgar acquaintances. But there was no hope that the maid would deny her.
      

      
      While she was wondering helplessly what to do, George got to his feet and, his normally bright cheeks reddening further, said
         rather hoarsely, ‘I wonder if I might beg the favour of a private interview with Miss Turlingham? Mrs Aycliffe, would you
         allow me to – um—?’
      

      
      Mrs Aycliffe was so grateful to be rescued she didn’t stop to think what the request meant. ‘Oh! Yes, what a good idea! Perhaps
         Miss Turlingham could show you the garden: the roses are very fine. Won’t you step through into the other drawing-room? Then
         you can go out by the other door.’
      

      
      Miss Turlingham was a ferment of emotions: indignation that George should have asked for and Dorothea granted the interview
         in such an awkward way and without consulting her; general anger at finding herself amongst people who hadn’t the slightest
         notion of conduct; and palpitating wonder about what George could want to say. But she was so glad that the meeting between
         Mrs Coake and George was to be avoided that she raised no objection, only passed through the sliding door to the second drawing-room
         and, when she heard Mrs Coake admitted to Dorothea, led the way out into the passage and downstairs.
      

      
      The Aycliffes’ garden was very pleasant: neat lawns and gravel paths within a surrounding wall overhung with rambling roses,
         and at the far end a gate leading into a wilderness. Miss Turlingham, conscious that servants might well be watching from
         the windows, conversed firmly about the weather until they had strolled the length of the garden and then turned as casually as she could through the gate into the privacy beyond.
      

      
      George followed her blindly, tongue-tied with embarrassment. He had hastened here with what he thought was an excellent plan,
         but finding himself in her actual physical presence wondered if he could bring it off. The words he had prepared seemed inadequate
         and wildly unsuitable; the very notion verging on the improper. Dare he mention it? Would she turn from him in loathing?
      

      
      Miss Turlingham was also in some doubt. She could not think what a private interview could be for if not to propose, and yet
         she could not think how he could propose if he had just heard that his father was dead. And if he had not heard his father
         was dead, how could he intend to propose, having neither parental permission nor fortune? If he was free to ask her, it was
         improper; if he was not free, it was unacceptable. It was a conundrum. All she could do was to smooth the path for him. She
         led the way to a bench and sat down.
      

      
      ‘Well, Mr Morland, you wished to speak to me?’

      
      He stood before her, almost writhing with shyness, turning his hat in his hands, unable to meet her eye, only looking at her
         in little, fervent sips. He cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘Miss Turlingham, I have something to ask you,’ he began. But no,
         that wouldn’t do. ‘That is, I have something to tell you. You see, something has happened. Or at least, it may have happened
         – we don’t know yet for sure. Though it seems likely.’ He could feel his hands sweating. Oh Lord, he was making such a mull
         of this!
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