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Langton Park, Yorkshire, Midsummer 1904

‘Mother, do try to smile. A marriage is a happy occasion.’

‘Not when it turns one out of one’s home.’

The drawing room of Langton Park sparkled with the jewelled hands of guests holding cut-glass coupes of chilled champagne. Lady Alice Langton tried not to show her irritation. It was more than seven years since her father, Earl Langton, had died and her mother had become the Dowager Countess. Alice was relieved that her brother, who had inherited the earldom, had found someone he loved, and said, ‘Charles is very happy with his bride.’

‘Her father is in trade. We shall all suffer from her dreadful middle-class ways.’

Alice agreed but did not say so. ‘She is only eighteen. I expect you were full of new ideas at her age.’

‘I most certainly was not! And neither were you. You were – you were …’ Her mother stopped, as though unsure of what to say next. Alice had been planning her own wedding at eighteen. She had met her beloved Hugo during her debutante season, fallen in love with him and had looked forward to becoming the wife of a high-ranking army officer. Her mother went on, ‘You are Charles’s elder sister. He should have made sure you were safely married first.’

‘Safely married? Being a spinster is not a dangerous occupation!’

‘It is when one has no money.’

‘Charles will look after me.’

‘Do not be so sure.’ Alice was shocked at this remark and the expression on her face caused her mother to frown and go on, ‘You must realise that his wife will come first now.’

‘I understand that, Mother.’

‘He no longer needs you for social and political occasions.’

Alice had thrown herself into helping Charles meet his many formal commitments in the Riding after Colenso. Colenso. Even the word caused a tear to threaten. It was one of the worst battles in the Boer War and Hugo’s regiment sustained heavy losses. He had been fatally wounded alongside many other brave soldiers and his loss devastated Alice. Langton Park had occupied her time while she grieved and her mother wisely stepped back to allow this. She had taken the opportunity to indulge in extended stays with friends in warmer climes.

But now, for Alice, the thought of empty days stretching ahead filled her with fear. She needed to be busy. ‘Surely I can be of assistance somewhere?’ she suggested. ‘Prudence is very young.’

‘She has him wrapped around her little finger and she is determined. Charles has already asked me to move to the Dower House; you too, of course.’

Alice’s shock deepened. ‘There isn’t enough room for all of us!’

The Dower House was a pretty Queen Anne house but it had only four bedrooms, and three attics for servants. Grandmama already lived there with her nurse, who occupied another of the bedrooms. The others were empty and neither had a dressing room. Mother would expect Alice to take the smaller of the two. The home was a peaceful haven for Alice’s elderly grandmother. It was expertly run by a loyal housekeeper and a small band of servants guided by Alice and she was horrified at the thought of her mother taking over. The Dowager Countess, coming from a long line of blue-blooded English aristocracy, had never quite approved of her mother-in-law’s Eastern European banking ancestry. Grandmama had always retained her strong Germanic accent and Mother regarded her as a ‘foreigner’, tolerated only for the fortune she had brought to Langton Park. Alice admired her grandmama. She was frail but her mind was sharp and she welcomed Alice’s regular visits.

Alice’s mother said, ‘Charles has suggested that you spend a few months in Langton Place. I agree with him. You’d be in London for the season.’

Alice’s concern increased. She was nigh on ten years too old for a debutante ball and at least ten years too young to be a chaperone. Besides, she couldn’t leave Grandmama now and said so.

‘I shall be with her, my dear,’ her mother replied.

Even worse! Alice could hardly believe her brother had made such a suggestion. It must have been Prudence’s idea. ‘I have a better solution,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you spend the season at the London house instead of me?’

Her mother’s face brightened. Clearly, it was preferable to living with Grandmama, and Alice drove her point home. ‘You adore visiting your nephew in Sussex. You’ll have invitations to the races and grouse shooting as well as parties and balls.’

‘But wouldn’t you rather do that?’

‘No, Mother, I would not,’ Alice replied patiently. She wasn’t a socialite like her mother. ‘Do think about it,’ she insisted. ‘Your nephew is talking to Grandmama at present. Shall I send him over to you?’

Alice did not wait for a reply, but threaded her way through the chattering guests. ‘Excuse us a moment, Grandmama.’ She smiled at the nurse holding her grandmother’s wheelchair and took her cousin’s elbow. ‘I need a favour,’ she whispered.

‘Actually, so do I.’

‘Oh! You first.’

‘My eldest is out next season and I’d like to give a ball for her at Langton Place. Do you think Charles will agree?’

Perfect, Alice thought. ‘He will, if you can keep Mother out of his hair. Ask her to visit you in Sussex to discuss it.’

‘I’ll get my wife on to it right away. Thanks, Alice. What can I do for you?’

‘Keep Mother in London and keep her busy.’

Her cousin gave her an understanding nod and Alice returned to her grandmother. She bent over to speak directly into her ear. ‘How are you bearing up?’

Grandmama’s voice was weak but her words were clear. ‘I am more concerned about you on this occasion, my dear.’

‘Then don’t be. It’s a long time since I lost Hugo.’ But I am not over him, she thought. His memory still caused a lump to rise in her throat and she swallowed.

‘Will you not even consider someone else? I know you have had offers.’

Alice had tried. She had really tried to replace Hugo in her affections. She had accepted invitations to race meetings, shooting parties and hunt balls across the nation. But no matter how tall and strong and handsome they were, no gentleman had ever come close to replacing her darling Hugo in her affections. From a military family, he had relished the challenge of war in southern Africa. Everyone told her he had been a hero and she was expected to be proud of him. Instead she wished he had not been quite so brave and had lived.

‘Women do not have to marry these days, Grandmama,’ she replied. ‘They may remain spinsters and follow occupations just as men do.’

‘Not the daughters of earls, my dear. Besides, what would you do?’

I don’t know, she thought but answered, ‘I should like to come and stay with you while I decide. I could read to you every day.’

‘Oh, would you? My eyes tire so very quickly. But reading to me will not keep you fully occupied and you must not bury yourself away.’

Alice didn’t respond at first. It wasn’t that she wanted to hide from the world. Quite the opposite: she wished she was out there in it, as plain Miss Langton, without the deference and forelock-touching that Lady Alice received. She immediately felt disloyal to her brother who had not, so far, questioned his responsibilities towards her. Yet she had not tested him in this respect and Mother had already indicated he may not be quite so accommodating in future.

Charles was like their father, who had not supported her when he did not approve of something she wanted to do. Alice remembered how, when she was fourteen, her father had disapproved of her wish for a bicycle, arguing that they were for servants and artisans; a horse was preferable for a lady of her standing.

Alice enjoyed riding her hunter in the beauty of Langton Park. But Charles no longer kept a stable of carriage horses and if she wished to make a journey to Langton village or Shawbridge, the nearest town, she had to ask him for the motor car. It wasn’t that she minded, but now there was Prudence to think of and Alice would have to fit around her busy life as the Countess Langton.

In the midst of the glitter and glamour of her brother’s sparkling wedding reception, Alice’s yearning for a bicycle, and the freedom it would give her, returned. Surely Charles would not be as inflexible as Father in such matters. She was a grown woman after all. But she was a grown woman with little to call her own, dependent on her wealthy brother for – well, for everything. Although she had defended spinsterhood to her mother, she understood why a woman who had reached twenty-six, as she had, could settle for a marriage without love. At least as a wife, you were in charge of your own household.
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