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Old stars and hopeful beginners,
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Learned secrets from writers and cooks


All with one library ticket


To the wonderful world of books.
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Winter Flames: 1814
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IT was a cold afternoon in November 1814; the grey skies, moving fast above but rarely lightening, made it seem later than it was. Georgie, as she sat in the parlour upstairs putting new frills into one of her dresses, heard the grandfather clock in the hall below chime and then, with a slight hiccup, strike two. Surely it must be more than two o’clock. Nothing would happen till dinner, which on weekdays they ate between four and five, when Mr. Abbott closed his office. He was the principal lawyer of this small north Cornish town of Monkhampton, having taken over from his uncle, Mr. Ridgway, whose name still appeared on the brass plate outside, though he had been dead for several years.

Mr. Abbott himself seemed to Georgie, who was just eighteen, very old; it had been a great surprise when her Aunt Prudence had married him, a month or two ago. But then Aunt Prudence herself had been a widow so long as to seem old to her niece and she had been a teacher in a school at Exeter for many years, which had given her an authoritative manner. Mr. Abbott, a childless widower, had been slightly taken aback at having to include a young niece in his marriage proposals, but Georgiana Allison had no other known relatives besides her aunt. Until a year ago she had lived with her grandfather, a bookseller in the little cathedral town of Wells in Somerset, and when he died she had to join her aunt in Exeter.

“I hope we shall soon find a respectable match for her,” Prudence had told Mr. Abbott, during their staid courtship, conducted during the Assizes at Exeter. “She is pretty enough but I fear sadly unpractical. Her head is full of poetry and romance and she has not a notion of housekeeping. My father was just the same and left everything to the good woman who did the cooking but could not even write her own name. I have tried to put some sense into little Georgie while I have had her at the school with me but …” and she shook her head expressively.

Georgie herself had been delighted to leave the school, where she had “helped out” by teaching the little ones to read while she puzzled over the mysteries of long division, shedding hot tears on the exercise book. But she knew more poetry than anyone else and had read more romances too.

Exeter had seemed a great bustling place to her after quiet Wells, and the idea of Cornwall had appealed—the idea of the sea, which she had never seen, though it had swallowed up the father she could not remember, Prudence’s young sailor brother. Yet now Georgie had been over a month in Monkhampton and had not even seen the sea.

Monkhampton was a small market town some miles inland, within the narrow enclave of Cornwall which pushes up into North Devon. Many of Mr. Abbott’s clients actually lived in Devon, though Lord Caynnes, the principal person for whom he managed local affairs, had his seat at Rosewell Abbey, a few miles to the north but still in Cornwall. Lord Caynnes did not appear to live there but in London; Georgie imagined him as keeping great state, attending the House of Lords in his baronial robes. She always imagined the people she heard of, what they looked like and all their surroundings, but her notions of the aristocracy were derived more from romances than from history.

“My lord, your carriage awaits,” she murmured to herself, picturing a large, splendid figure, like the Prince Regent, only not so fat as the cartoons made him appear, descending marble steps to a coach drawn by at least four, probably six, horses.

Alas, there was no one as interesting as this in Monkhampton. Mr. Abbott’s friends were the surgeon, the schoolmaster and the principal shopkeepers; they seemed to Georgie decidedly dull people, without even the interest of the clergy in Wells who, though mostly old and virtuous, were men of education who would chat to her grandfather on all sorts of subjects, scarcely aware of the small person sitting on her stool by the fire, listening with dark eyes like shadows in her eager face.

Georgie had a pretty figure and a creamy skin which gave some distinction to features which were not definite enough for beauty but were certainly very charming, especially the soft lips, so often slightly parted with breathless eagerness. Her hair was brown, silky and thick and so very curly that she could do little with it but follow the fashion of pushing it through a bandeau. The curls clustered on her neck, waved round her head, outlining and emphasising that warm rounded face.

But just now Georgie’s expression was not eager, it was pathetic, for she was thinking how very dull, how very dry, life had become with the Abbotts, and how likely it was to continue so for years and years to come. In Exeter, some girls at the school had taken her to an assembly and for the first time she had actually danced with a few men—all her steps had been practised with other girls. She never saw her partners again afterwards and none of them had been like the heroes of the books she had read, though there was one young midshipman whom she thought might almost be a hero if he had been a little older and had not given such very loud laughs. But here in Monkhampton there would be no dancing, for there were no rooms of any kind. In any case, there was no one to dance with.

Georgie poked the smouldering fire in the vain hope of making it blaze. A small quivering thin yellow flame appeared and half-heartedly licked at the edge of the rock-like coal. Aunt Prudence had many economies and one was to save the best coals for the evening when Mr. Abbott desired to sit by his own fireside. To do him justice, Mr. Abbott was not parsimonious, but his new wife certainly was; after a lifetime’s pinching and scraping, she could not conduct her affairs any other way. So Georgie poked the fire but did not get much out of it.

Suddenly the door of Mr. Abbott’s room down the passage opened and she heard him calling, in some agitation, for his wife. His private office was on the first floor opposite the parlour where Georgie was sitting and only special clients were admitted there.

Georgie went to the door. “My aunt is out, sir,” she said, “returning calls.”

“Dear me, how unfortunate!” said Mr. Abbott. He was a prim, pink-faced man, with one remaining lick of front hair combed carefully across his forehead. It was a sign of his present agitation that this was now slipping slightly out of place.

“Can I do anything?” Georgie asked.

“No, no—why, yes, I suppose you could, my dear,” said Mr. Abbott, who was not yet used to having a pretty girl in his household and tried to ease things for himself by treating her like a child. “You could get me some brandy from the dining-room cupboard.” He took out his keys. “Poor Sir Miles is feeling faint.”

He had left the door of his office open and Georgie saw someone sitting on a chair, doubled up with his head on his knees—in fact, almost all she could see of him was a lot of flopping light brown hair.

A husky voice from under the hair said, “Not brandy—water, please.”

“Both, Georgie, my dear, both,” whispered Mr. Abbott, handing over the keys.

Georgie ran downstairs and soon returned with a tumbler of water and the brandy decanter. Mr. Abbott was fussing round but his visitor had sat up and was leaning his elbow on the desk and his head on his hand. He was quite a young man and Georgie noticed chiefly his pallor, just now extreme. He thanked her for the water and drank some and then allowed Mr. Abbott to mix a little brandy with the rest.

“I’m so sorry, Abbott,” he said at last. “I took a toss coming over the moor—maybe this is the belated result.”

Mr. Abbott said, with a shake of the head, “You should not have come across the moor, Sir Miles. It’s very rough going and you don’t know whom you may meet nowadays, with all these wild fellows about, the navigators for the sand canal.”

The young man smiled, and the smile immediately put more life and meaning into his pale face. “Oh, as to that—I am quite good friends with the navigators,” he said. “I meet the Pats at mass on Sunday.”

Mr. Abbott looked respectfully disapproving but Georgie was interested to think that this young Sir Miles was a papist. It seemed to her romantic, though nothing could be less romantic than this awkward figure hunched over his brandy and water, with his hair flopping forward over his eyes. It was that very fine soft hair which will never stay in place. He pushed it back impatiently and looked straight at Georgie; his eyes were a light cloudy blue. It was rather a long look.

“I did not know you had a daughter, Mr. Abbott,” he said at last, still gazing at her.

“Niece, Sir Miles—my wife’s niece, you understand,” said the lawyer. “Miss Georgiana Allison. Georgie, this is Sir Miles Dynham of Brentland. He has come on business for Lord Caynnes, who is his cousin.”

Georgie thought a real live baronet second only to a lord in interest, though his appearance was somewhat disappointing, especially when he picked up a pair of metal-framed spectacles and tried to put them on.

Fiddling with the side-piece he remarked sadly, “I’m afraid they are too twisted to wear. I shall have to take them to Trewin’s shop.”

Mr. Abbott immediately insisted on sending one of his clerks to the watchmaker’s with the damaged spectacles and pressed Sir Miles Dynham to wait for them in the parlour across the landing.

“Well, certainly I cannot easily read documents without them,” said Sir Miles, getting up. “If it doesn’t disturb Miss Allison?”

Miss Allison, far from being disturbed, was delighted to have a visitor of any kind, let alone a young baronet, even if neither handsome nor dashing. Mr. Abbott wished to offer refreshment, but it was an awkward time of day. However, it turned out that Sir Miles would be glad of a cup of coffee, so Georgie busied herself in calling the maid to bring the tray and made coffee for him herself. It was something she did well, for her grandfather had often called her to make coffee for visiting bookbuyers. If they were after rare books, they would be offered a glass of sherry wine.

Mr. Abbott was presently called back to his office and Georgie was left alone to entertain Sir Miles Dynham. This did not turn out as difficult as she had supposed, for though he was shy, he seemed very much interested in her and asked a lot of questions in a friendly way. He was soon acquainted with her childhood in the Wells bookshop.

“An ideal place to live, I should think,” he said. “I was mewed up in London far too much of the time. I am an orphan too, Miss Allison, and I was brought up by my uncles. I have an idea that uncles may be less benign than grandfathers.” He stirred his coffee. “However, when I was fourteen Bonaparte was kind enough to intern my most despotic uncle at Verdun and so I was turned over to the other. I liked those cousins much better than the others, too.”

“You are fortunate in having so many relations, Sir Miles,” said Georgie, with a sigh of envy.

“Too many, I sometimes think,” he answered with a smile. “Especially when they quarrel about what I ought or ought not to do, which they seem to have done ever since I can remember.”

Then, just as they seemed to be getting on so well, Aunt Prudence returned and began to fuss that not enough was being done to look after Sir Miles Dynham. He became shy and awkward again, rising so quickly when the clerk came with his spectacles that he tipped the small table at his elbow and only just caught the coffee cup as it began to slide off. Apologising too much for this piece of clumsiness, he got out of the room and went to the office. But as both doors were open Georgie could hear him saying that if he was to get home before dark he must start now, and that he would call again to see the documents.

“But allow me to bring them over to Brentland, Sir Miles,” said Mr. Abbott. “It is no trouble, I assure you.”

“Well, that is very kind.” Sir Miles’s voice, at first hesitant, became suddenly animated. “Why don’t you bring your wife and Miss Allison? Would it not make an excursion for them to see Brentland? Do that, Mr. Abbott—I will send the carriage for you, if you will fix a day.”

Georgie listened anxiously, afraid that this exciting offer would be rejected, but instead heard Mr. Abbott agreeing, with appreciative thanks. In great delight she sidled to the window to watch Sir Miles leaving. Clumsy as he seemed to be in his movements, once on horseback he was more at ease and rode away into the grey afternoon, unaware that the charming curly-headed Miss Allison was watching him, though she was thinking, regretfully, that he could only be taken for a hero from behind, and riding, not on his own two feet.

Mr. Abbott came upstairs rubbing his hands with pleasure.

“Perhaps Sir Miles will transfer his affairs to me,” he said. “Bideford is much farther from Brentland than we are, though both are in Devon and we in Cornwall.”

“Is it an old mansion?” Georgie asked eagerly.

“Well, it is certainly old, but it is not a fine place—not like Rosewell Abbey, or the Vyners’ house at Hartleigh Court. The Dynhams indeed were an old Norman family—de Dinan—but the principal branch died out at the end of the Middle Ages, and these have never been of great importance—soldiers, most of them, for their few farms do not bring in much of a living. However this young Sir Miles has money coming to him from his mother’s side, when he is twenty-five. She was a banker’s daughter in London—Warstowe is the name, Warstowe and Treddell.” He rubbed his hands thoughtfully. “Yes, I reckon that Sir Miles will be better off than any other Dynham has been, if he lives to enjoy his inheritance, for he’s always been sickly—never expected to grow up. His father was killed in the Low Countries, during the first revolutionary war, and his mother never recovered her health after his birth. But here he is, still alive, and in his family home at Brentland, which his uncle used to manage for him. Mr. Rowland Dynham, that is—Colonel Dynham till he left the army. I dare say he would not sorrow overmuch if this young man died, for then Brentland would be his and the title too and they say he has always been an ambitious man.”

“Don’t you know him, Mr. Abbott?” asked his wife, putting the cups together on the tray.

“Only by sight, my dear,” said the lawyer. “Fine looking man too, but hard and proud, not like Sir Miles at all.”

Georgie’s head was full of this family history as they drove out to Brentland on the day appointed and she was rather disappointed to hear that Sir Miles had only recently converted to Rome. It was romantic to be descended from a long line of secret papists, but hardly to have turned one in these tolerant days. Mr. Abbott said he believed all Sir Miles Dynham’s family had been furious, except for one of his uncles, Joscelin Dynham, who had done the very same thing in his youth.

“Dare say he influenced Sir Miles,” said Mr. Abbott. “Very eccentric, he is. Great bear of a fellow but thinks of nothing but music—married a foreigner, very odd.”

The road from Monkhampton ran inland for about nine miles to the large village of Ashworthy, just over the border in Devon. At the crossroads they took the way north, towards Bideford on the estuary of the river Torridge, which opened into the Bristol Channel. But Brentland was only a few miles up this road, which first ran over open rough country. Mr. Abbott called it the moor.

“Why, but where are the tors, the great stones?” said Georgie in disappointment, looking out at the bleak undulating land, the acres of tough wiry grass, with stringy bushes of gorse and ling scattered about and many marshy places of short reeds.

“You are thinking of Dartmoor, my dear,” said Mr. Abbott with a smile. “This is not one of the great moors but just wasteland, sour ground. But it is higher than you may realise, for two Devonshire rivers rise here and flow in opposite directions—the Torridge northwards and the Tamar going south.”

In spite of this information Georgie was disappointed that a moor could look so dull. True, it was another grey November day, but with occasional fitful gleams of thin sunshine.

Brentland House, originally an ancient farmstead, crouched at the edge of the moor, farm buildings behind it and a scrub of bent trees leaning away from the seawinds. There was no proper approach; the carriage rounded a bend and they found themselves in front of the house, a stone front with small mullioned windows and some timbered eaves above—a sixteenth-century manor altered in the seventeenth, with an added porch.

Sir Miles came out into the porch to meet them, looking to Georgie even less like a baronet because he was wearing loose, light-coloured trousers and shoes. A large white dog with brown patches on his ears came blundering cheerfully out with him and had to be called to order.

“Down, Sport! Bad dog! I am sorry, Mrs. Abbott. Did he paw your dress, Miss Allison? He’s not meant to come indoors but somehow he always manages to get in.”

“I can see how he does, with that expression of injured innocence,” said Georgie. “‘What, me? Leave me outside?’”

Sir Miles laughed, but he shut the dog outside when they entered the house.

He took them first into a morning-room where refreshments were set out for them; to Georgie’s surprise it was in the classic style, with plasterwork on the ceiling and tall sash windows.

“Why, I thought the house was much older than this,” she said, in disappointment.

“You like the antique?” said Sir Miles, smiling. “So do I, but I must confess I prefer these rooms to live in. You see, Miss Allison, my family never had the means entirely to rebuild. But when my great-grandfather gave up the Stuart cause and conformed to the Church of England he celebrated his respectability by building a new addition in the new style. It would probably annoy him to know that I had gone back to our older tradition.”

One sign of his change was made known to them in the person of an old French priest who was living in the house. Dressed in an old-fashioned black suit with knee-breeches, he was a courteous, elegant little man, scholarly and well-born. He was much exercised in mind as to whether to return to France, now that Napoleon Bonaparte had been exiled to Elba.

“France will be so changed,” he said. “And so many of my family perished in the Revolution. One sister is alive but I tremble at the thought of seeing her once more, after nearly a quarter of a century. Imagine it, Mademoiselle!”

He raised small white blue-veined hands in a gesture of rueful lament for their times.

The Abbé did not quite fulfil Georgie’s notion of a foreign priest for he did not wear a long soutane and gave no sign of dominating his penitent; he deferred to Sir Miles and appeared gentle and timid by nature, bewildered by the violent events which had altered the world so completely since he was young.

Presently Sir Miles took Georgie outside to show her the two façades of the house, so different from each other, but standing almost at right angles. Mrs. Abbott watched them from inside, for it was a windy day.

“It’s always windy here,” said Sir Miles, holding on to his hat, “but you see Old Noll chose the best side of the house for his improvements.”

They were standing outside the Georgian front which looked away from the moor, inland over the flat-backed green hills and deep wooded coombes.

“Old Noll?” said Georgie, puzzled, wondering if the Protector Cromwell had ever come to this remote spot.

“That’s what we call Sir Oliver, the one who conformed,” said Sir Miles, with a smile. “At least, my uncles did when they were boys.”

When they went indoors again he showed her the full-length portrait of Sir Oliver Dynham which hung in the hall at the foot of the staircase. An immense man with a massive head, heavily bewigged, he stared uncompromisingly out at his mild descendant.

“The rest of his family had all served King James, or the Pretender abroad,” said Sir Miles. “He stayed at home—and lived to a good old age, one of the few Dynhams not to die in battle.”

Mrs. Abbott appeared in the doorway of the morning-room.

“Sir Miles, Mr. Abbott begs you not to forget the Rosewell business.”

Apologising, he hastened to take the lawyer into his study. Through the door, as he opened it, Georgie saw book-lined walls and another young man sitting at a book-strewn table. He looked up with a scowl of irritation on his gaunt dark-browed face.

“Oh, Fletcher, I am sorry to disturb you,” said Sir Miles. “But I am afraid I must do business with Mr. Abbott here.”

“It is your room, Dynham,” said Fletcher, getting up and pushing a mass of papers and pamphlets together with hasty, irritable gestures.

“Leave your things—we shan’t need that table,” said Sir Miles soothingly. “We shan’t be long.”

The young man picked up some of his pamphlets with a frown and came out into the hall. He stared at Georgie and Mrs. Abbott and then went off without a word into another room and shut the door with a bang.

“Well, upon my word!” exclaimed Mrs. Abbott. “That must be the young man from Oxford who was sent down for writing a radical pamphlet. Mr. Abbott told me Sir Miles had taken him in, but he hardly seems properly grateful, does he?”

They were free to wander about the old house and Georgie found its mixture of styles fascinating, and began to speculate about the people in the portraits. It was easy enough to recognise the Dynhams, nearly all tall, big men with rugged features and grey eyes staring out as if they were saying. “I will have my way—cross me at your peril.”

“Sir Miles isn’t at all like the old Dynhams,” observed Georgie, wishing he was.

In the passage they almost ran into a young woman, fair and fat, with a toddling child bawling at her skirts and a large baby screaming in her arms. She seemed indifferent to the noise and smiled amiably, making an attempt at a curtsy.

A door farther down the passage opened and Mr. Fletcher appeared briefly, shouting, “For God’s sake, keep the brats upstairs can’t you?”

He slammed the door again before she could reply.

“Stop your noise, Moiles!” said the girl cheerfully to the little boy. “I won’t half tan your bottom if you don’t shut up.”

She went away up some backstairs, both children still screaming lustily.

“Dear me!” said Mrs. Abbott disapprovingly. “Now what is a young woman of that sort doing here?”

Georgie suggested that she might be Mrs. Fletcher.

“Might be,” said Mrs. Abbott disbelievingly.

“Sir Miles’s mistress, then?” suggested Georgie, though she found it hard to imagine the shy Sir Miles making love to this vulgar good-natured girl.

Aunt Prudence, though she had thought the same, was shocked that Georgie should voice such speculations. She reproved her, and when her husband reappeared kept talking of getting home before dark, so that they were forced to leave early.

“I have not seen half the things here,” Georgie complained. “Or heard about your ancestors, Sir Miles.”

He smiled. “You must come again, Miss Allison,” he said, as he handed her into the carriage.

But Georgie felt, rather sadly, that it was unlikely. She did not expect to see Sir Miles Dynham again.


2

AS a matter of fact Georgie saw Sir Miles Dynham again that very Sunday. As they were walking to church the Brentland carriage passed and Mrs. Abbott was gratified that Sir Miles raised his hat to them. He was evidently taking the French priest to say mass for the Irish among the labourers on the sand canal.

“I believe they have their service in the public house,” said Mr. Abbott, slightly disapproving, as usual, anything papistical. At Brentland he had walked hastily past a little rococo Madonna with cherubs which stood in a niche on the stairs, though Sir Miles had merely referred to it as a pretty piece of porcelain picked up abroad by a friend and given to him.

After church service, decorously held in the medieval building with its tall stone tower that was by far the greatest edifice in Monkhampton, the Abbotts emerged to find Sir Miles waiting for them by the gate. He walked back down the High Street with them and presently broached a suggestion that as Miss Allison had not yet seen the sea, he should drive them to a point from which a wide view of the coast could be taken. “When you have eaten, of course,” he added, avoiding the question as to whether they had dinner early on Sunday, or a luncheon.

Mr. Abbott was accustomed to have dinner at two on Sunday; moreover, he was accustomed to take a prolonged nap after it. But he thought it very kind of Sir Miles to take his wife and niece out in the afternoon, and only hoped it would not make him too late home.

“Oh no! The Abbé likes a doze at the inn before we go back,” said Sir Miles cheerfully. “But I am afraid it may be windy on the cliff—tie on your bonnets well, ladies!”

It was indeed so windy that when the carriage reached the place on the road nearest the coast, Mrs. Abbott decided to remain in it, once she was assured that Georgie would be within view, for they were only to walk to the top of a rise in the cliffs, from which they would get a wider prospect.

Georgie, who had tied her bonnet on with a light scarf, was quite prepared for the weather. They climbed the path and stood on close-bitten turf and there was the grey-green Atlantic Ocean surging below and stretching, it seemed, to infinity. Georgie gazed out over the great expanse of moving waters in silence; the wildness, the vast simplicity of the open plains of the sea filled her with awe.

“The cliffs are low here,” said Sir Miles presently. “Farther up, from Rosewell right up to Hartland Point, they are much higher—four or five hundred feet.”

He pointed to the right and Georgie could see in the distance great headlands standing out into the grey waters, shadow on shadow. To their left the grassy land ran down in bumps towards a sandy inlet some way off.

“The sand drifts into the haven there,” Sir Miles explained. “Hence the plan of the sand canal, to carry it inland to the farmers. But up our way the beaches are stony; there are rocks all along.”

The strong wind blew hard against Georgie’s body, salt and cold on her cheeks, blowing even her eyelashes about, which made her laugh, and pulling her dark curls out from under the tightly tied scarf. The power of the wind exhilarated her.

“Are you too blown about here, Miss Allison?” Sir Miles asked. He was holding her arm and looked down anxiously into her face. Although he was not particularly tall, he was a good deal taller than Georgie. He was not wearing his spectacles, which perhaps made him peer more closely at her. “Is it too cold for you?”

“Oh, no, I like it,” she said cheerfully. “I find it invigorating.” Then she asked, “Why did you say ‘up our way’? Do you own the land farther up?”

“Well, no, it’s mostly Rosewell land that way, but it’s the coast I know best,” he answered. “Miss Allison—” He stopped abruptly and suddenly said, “I am sure your friends call you Georgie, don’t they?”

“Yes, they do,” she said, smiling at him.

“Georgiana is a fine name but it sounds too formidable for such a charming little person,” said Sir Miles, and then flushed slightly, as if he had not realised that this remark would sound like a compliment. “Miss Georgie,” he then said, as if prefixing the “Miss” would somehow neutralise the familiarity.

Georgie was not a little amused at his shyness, but at the same time she realised that he had taken a liking to her, to put it no higher, and though he was so very unlike a hero, still it was exciting to be admired. She smiled but looked away from him at the sea and could think of nothing to say.

Sir Miles did not speak either and Georgie became nervously conscious that the silence was becoming charged with unspoken feeling.

“Perhaps we should go back to the carriage now,” she said at last, hesitantly.

He sighed with sudden impatience. “I wish I could see you more often, Miss Georgie!”

But that was too much for Georgie’s sense of humour. “Why sir, we have met already three times inside of a week!” she said, looking up at him with a laugh.

But then she caught his eye fixed on her and became suddenly aware that what Sir Miles wanted at that moment was to kiss her; she had a feeling that had they not been so exposed to view on the ridge he might even have done so, carried away by the impulse of the moment.

She quickly looked away, out at the sea again, her heart beating hard. A long minute passed in silence.

Georgie thought he must know she had guessed his feeling, but he did not say anything to show it, only, as they turned to go down the path she became very conscious of his arm in hers, and the way he carefully helped her over the slippery places.

“Is it really only a week since I met you?” he said at last. “I feel as if I had known you a long time.”

She did not have to answer because they were already coming near the waiting carriage, with Mrs. Abbott on the watch. But as they drove back into Monkhampton, Georgie glanced sometimes at Sir Miles Dynham and thought that he was the last person she would imagine capable of making advances to a girl only the third time he had met her. And then the unpleasant thought struck her that he might look on her as someone sufficiently beneath him for the proprieties not to matter. She remembered that fat fair girl at Brentland who might or might not be Fletcher’s wife. Accustomed to thinking of life in terms of romance Georgie was all too familiar with the supposed amorous habits of baronets, and it was only because Sir Miles was not handsome, not fashionable, but shy and clumsy, that she had not suspected his morals before.

Now she found herself noticing that his heavy-lidded blue eyes, set in pouches, might show signs of dissipation, rather than ill health. Georgie was rather shocked to discover that this made her feel more interest in Sir Miles, not less.

However, nothing could be more proper than his manner of setting them down at their door, handing them out himself and saying goodbye simply but with courtesy. His shyness did not affect his manners, in which he had evidently been well-trained.

Georgie said nothing to her aunt but Mrs. Abbott had her own suspicions. She did not object to being singled out for attention on Sunday by Sir Miles Dynham, but when, a few days later, they met him again in Monkhampton High Street, these suspicions seemed to demand action. Perhaps it was because, after spending a long time in the grocer’s shop making complaints about the goods sent over to her the day before, she had come out to find her niece, who had gone into the draper’s next door, standing on the pavement in conversation with Sir Miles. True, they were merely discussing the weather, but Mrs. Abbott felt as if everybody in Monkhampton must be watching from behind their window curtains.

“Sir Miles,” she accosted him, “it is kind of you to take notice of us but I must advise you that it is not suited to your position to be meeting my niece so very often. I dare say you do not realise how tongues will wag.”

He looked surprised when she began but flushed painfully at the end. “I beg your pardon, ma’am,” he said, his voice, always quiet and husky, dropping almost to nothing.

After a moment he bowed and walked quickly away, so quickly that he nearly tripped on a crooked paving stone.

Mrs. Abbott thought Georgie showed rather a colour, though her skin was not the sort to blush freely. She delivered a short lecture on the importance of not taking seriously the attentions of anyone of higher rank, and then dismissed the matter.

The weather turned wet and cold and for several days Georgie could not go out, which she found frustrating, for she was full of energy and liked walking. Monkhampton seemed duller than ever when there were only a few elderly callers and Mr. Abbott had no novels among his books. Georgie felt starved without either stories or people about whom stories might be woven. She sat sewing in the parlour one afternoon, alone because her aunt was in her bedroom nursing a cold, and began to wonder about the Dynhams of Brentland, what they had been like. She was soon inventing adventures for one who had gone abroad to serve the Pretender; he must have fallen in love with some beautiful and witty French Comtesse. Somehow the proprieties did not seem to matter when the lady was French, even though she would, of course, be married.

Sir Rupert Dynham, as she had christened the exile, had just reached a critical moment in his battle of wits with the Comtesse, who was on the verge of yielding, when Mr. Abbott suddenly opened the door, seeming as agitated as he had when Sir Miles Dynham had nearly fainted in his office. And then Georgie saw that Sir Miles himself was behind him, wearing a long overcoat and with a muffler hanging round his neck.

“Georgiana—ha, hm—Sir Miles wants to speak to you,” Mr. Abbott said. “That is, will you be so good as to stay here a few minutes and listen to him? Thank you, my dear—if you please, Sir Miles—much obliged, I’m sure.”

He bowed Sir Miles into the room and withdrew, shutting the door.

Georgie, astonished, stood with her work still in her hand, staring at her unexpected visitor.

Sir Miles was still holding his hat and after a moment he put it down on a chair by the door and moved hesitantly forward.

“Miss Allison, I hope you will excuse my coming in on you like this,” he said huskily.

“Not at all, do sit down,” said Georgie, and sat down herself on the little chair by the fire. “Perhaps you would like to take your coat off?”

He struggled out of the big coat and put it on another chair, from which it almost at once slid off on to the floor. Sir Miles picked it up, draped it over the back of the chair, and then proceeded to trip over the skirts of it on his way to the fire. He very nearly fell down but saved himself by clutching the table and then leant against it, looking down at Georgie, who was trying hard not to laugh at his clumsiness.

Sir Miles stood there, blinking. Then he took out his spectacles and put them on. In the warm room they instantly steamed up, so he had to take them off again, wipe them with his handkerchief, and put them on once more. He then looked anxiously at Georgie through the lenses. But still he said nothing.

Wondering what he could want, Georgie at last said again, “Won’t you sit down, Sir Miles?”

He shook his head. “No, I’m too much on edge,” he said. “Miss Georgie, I am afraid this will seem dreadfully sudden to you, but I have come here to ask if you would consider—marrying me.”

Georgie was so astonished that she simply repeated his words. “Marry you?”

He flushed. “Yes, I know you will think it is awful to propose after such a short time, but I feel as if I knew you, somehow. I know you are the most enchanting person I’ve ever met, anyway. I wouldn’t have been quite so abrupt, only your aunt was so concerned at my coming to see you. So last night I thought, if only we were engaged to marry, no one would mind. And as I knew I wanted to marry you almost the moment I met you, I thought I had better ask you soon anyway, before someone else does.”
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