

[image: Cover Image]



Also by Jessica Blair

The Red Shawl

A Distant Harbour

Storm Bay

The Restless Spirit

The Other Side of the River

The Seaweed Gatherers

Portrait of Charlotte

The Locket

The Long Way Home

The Restless Heart

Time and Tide

Echoes of the Past

Secrets of the Sea

Yesterday’s Dreams

Reach for Tomorrow

Dangerous Shores

Wings of Sorrow

Stay With Me

Sealed Secrets

Secrets of a Whitby Girl

The Road Beneath Me

Visit Jessica Blair online: 

www.jessicablair.co.uk


Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-7481-3053-5

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2013 by Jessica Blair

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk

















































For Jill who sparked the idea for this book,
and contributes so much to my life,
and remembering Joan
with whom I shared many wonderful years.

And in memory of my Lancaster crew
of 44 (Rhodesia) Squadron, 5 Group, Bomber Command:

Mike (pilot), Eddie (navigator), Arthur (engineer),
Ivor (wireless operator),
Ted (mid-upper gunner) and Ken (rear-gunner).


PROLOGUE

Marie Gabin left small imprints in the light covering of snow as she stepped across the paved verandah to the stone balustrade that fronted the house known as Rushbrook, on the southern edge of the North Yorkshire Moors near the market town of Helmsley. She shivered, tugged at her long black skirt and automatically tightened the belt on her woollen, calf-length coat, trying to draw comfort from its warmth. She smoothed her close-fitting hat, tugged at the scarf tossed loosely round her neck, held it there with one hand and let her gaze rove over the snow-covered sward shimmering under the moonlight. A tear trickled down her cheek. She brushed it away and sighed.

‘If only.’ Her lips tightened. She really shouldn’t contemplate the meaning behind those two words. The past was the past, the future …

‘Ah, there you are.’ A pleasant, gentle voice broke into her thoughts.

Marie gathered herself. ‘Sorry, Veronica, I should have told you I’d come out.’ Marie started to turn to greet her, thankful for the friendship forged at boarding school in 1912, seven years ago when they were sixteen.

‘No, Marie, stay there. I’ll get a coat and join you. Sylvia is settled with the nursemaid.’

Marie watched her go, wishing she could turn back the clock to the day in 1918 when she had returned home to France at the end of the war.

A few minutes later, clad in a Burberry trenchcoat, Veronica came out of the house and slipped her hand into Marie’s.

Lost in the beauty of the night, neither woman spoke until Marie said, quietly, as if she were afraid of breaking the tranquil splendour, ‘It is so beautiful.’

‘It is,’ replied Veronica, as large white flakes began to drift slowly down from a sky that still for the most part displayed the magic of its stars. ‘On a night like this you can hear silence in the falling snow. There seems to be peace everywhere. I never thought when Michael and I married that I would be living at Rushbrook so soon. Why did this terrible accident have to happen just when he was getting over the horror of the trenches and his wounds were healing?’

‘With your help, I’m sure he’ll cope.’

‘I hope so. I think he’ll be strong enough. His nightmares were becoming less frequent and life was beginning to calm down for us. Working with his father on the estate was good for him, but now …?’ A note of doubt entered her tone, which she quickly rectified. ‘Of course, the extra responsibility could help keep his mind occupied. He has a good foreman, Crosby, who has been with the family for years, and we are blessed with good friends. I’m so thankful that you were here when this happened. You’re a true friend.’

Marie gazed wistfully across the snow-covered scene. ‘So are you.’ She paused as if she wanted to hold this moment in time, keep it close to her and never let it go. She turned, took hold of Veronica’s hands and looked at her friend with an expression of sadness and regret. ‘I’ve some news I wish I didn’t have to break to you.’
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Sixteen-year-old Marie Gabin straightened up from her desk, picked up the letter she had just written, and leaned back in her chair to read it again.


9 September 1912

Dearest Mama,

After two days here I am sure I am going to like the convent where you were educated before me. It is comforting to know that you were once here at St Mary’s.

The room I share with an English girl called Veronica Attwood is a little sparsely furnished but comfortable enough and, as you saw, we have a very good view across the playing fields and can see the towers of York Minster in the distance. The headmistress, Sister Loyola, seems a pleasant, considerate woman, but one who will stand no nonsense and be strict when necessary. There are about fifty boarders here.

I am sorry you had to leave without meeting Veronica. I think we will become special friends. Her family has a small country estate near a place called Helmsley about twenty-five miles north of York and thirty from the coast. She spent last summer holidays in France learning the language, but it is amusing to hear her speak it. I’ve promised to put her right during the two years we will be here. Maybe then we’ll go to finishing school together.

I am writing this in one of our two common rooms. The bell will be going any minute for us to start our first lessons and I need to go upstairs so I will close, dearest Mama. I miss you. Give my love to Papa. I will write again soon.

Your loving and respectful daughter,

Marie




She slipped the letter into the envelope she had already addressed, and sealed it. Grabbing her two books, she hurried to the door. As she stepped out she almost collided with another girl who was rushing along the corridor.

‘Watch where you’re going!’ she snapped, glaring with hostility at Marie. ‘Want a detention?’

‘I heard that, Monica Beasley, and I know you can’t give one, so don’t try and take it out on us new girls.’

Monica’s glare darkened as she noticed Veronica, who had just arrived. The bullying girl had been caught out, and knew it. She said nothing, but swung round in her tracks and stormed away.

Marie sighed with relief. ‘Thank goodness you were here, V.’

The two girls started towards the hall together.

‘I’m leaving this letter on the table for posting, as we were told, and then going to our room,’ explained Marie.

‘So was I,’ said Veronica. ‘We’ll have to hurry – the bell will be going any minute.’

As they started up the stairs, Marie asked, ‘You knew that girl?’

‘Yes. She lives near us. Always has had a reputation for thinking she’s better than anyone else.’

‘But she is a monitor.’

‘Take no notice of that blue ribbon pinned to her blouse; she’s only a “half monitor”. That means she has the authority to help full monitors or staff if called on to do so, but she certainly can’t give detentions.’

‘Well, thank goodness you knew that.’ Marie felt their friendship had deepened in the last few minutes.

The bell for the first class of the day started to ring.

‘Better hurry if we want to see if there are any letters,’ said Veronica.

They rushed down the stairs together.

‘One for me,’ cried Veronica.

‘From Michael?’

‘Who else? Is yours from Jacques?’

‘Yes.’ They hurried off towards the classroom.

‘You don’t seem so pleased,’ Veronica observed.

‘I am, but there are times when he takes so much for granted. He’s nearly three years older than me and he thinks that entitles him to boss me. He knows my papa expects us to marry,’ Marie explained.

‘And you don’t view that prospect with favour?’

‘Well, I’d like to have some say in the matter, when the time comes.’

There was no chance to say more; they were in the classroom.

Veronica lay on her bed trying to catch up with the passages of David Copperfield that the teacher had set the class to read before the evening English lesson. She was thankful that rain had curtailed outdoor activities and had given her this opportunity to read David’s first meeting with his great-aunt, something she had neglected to do since the last English lesson. Ten minutes later, when she felt she was getting to grips with the story, the door opened. It did so in a way Veronica would have termed reluctant. That assessment was borne out when she saw a glum-faced Marie step inside as if the whole world were weighing heavily on her shoulders.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ Veronica asked, letting the book slip down beside her on the bed. ‘Beastly Beasley been bothering you again?’

‘After a month here I can deal with her badgering,’ replied Marie, letting the door click shut behind her. ‘It’s this,’ she added, holding out an envelope and a sheet of paper as she crossed to the bed.

Veronica sat up, swung her feet to the floor, and took the paper and envelope. She recognised Marie’s mother’s writing from previous correspondence.

‘Read it,’ prompted her friend.

As Veronica scanned the letter, Marie flopped down on the bed and perched on the edge of it beside her friend.

‘From the look on your face, I take it you don’t want to do this at half-term?’

‘I DO NOT!’ replied Marie emphatically. ‘I had expected to be at home and I definitely don’t want to go to an armaments conference in Switzerland. Papa will be tied up in meetings; Mama will be chatting with other delegates’ wives. I’ll be left on my own to amuse myself.’

‘Won’t other people’s children be there?’

‘If they are, I won’t know them,’ Marie muttered gloomily.

‘What about Jacques, won’t he be at home?’

‘No. He’ll be at the conference too. His father insists Jacques should be there because he’ll take over their business one day. My papa agrees that’s how it should be; never too young to start learning.’ She raised her eyes to heaven.

‘Right,’ said Veronica in a no-nonsense tone. ‘You, M, are coming to spend half-term with me!’

For a moment the room was filled with silence before Marie, her eyes brightening with hope as her friend’s meaning sank in, said, ‘Oh, V, may I? It would be marvellous.’

Veronica laughed at her reaction. ‘Of course you may.’

‘But will your parents agree?’ asked Marie doubtfully.

‘I have ways to wind them round my finger, especially Papa,’ replied Veronica with a knowing nod.

‘Ah, mener quelqu’un par le bout du nez,’ smiled Marie.

Veronica gave a little laugh. ‘I’ll have to learn that expression.’

‘Seriously, do you think they’ll agree?’ asked her friend hopefully.

‘I’m sure of it. And Jeremy won’t object; you’ll keep a sister two years younger than he safely out of his hair.’

‘Oh, V, that would be wonderful! Truly wonderful!’ Marie flung her arms round her friend and they both collapsed in laughter on the bed, only for Veronica to sober them both up with the question, ‘What about your parents? Will they agree, M?’

‘I’m sure they will. There’s no reason for them to object.’

‘Good. Then we’ll write the necessary letters. When we get their approval we’ll inform Sister Loyola and all will be well. Oh, M, we’re going to have a wonderful time!’

Six weeks later the spacious entrance hall of St Mary’s Convent was filled with the cheerful sound of excited schoolgirls eager to be away for their ten days’ mid-term break. The noise rose three storeys high, reverberating from the circular landings above and increasing in volume before bouncing back against the stone-flagged floor below. It would not be stilled until every last girl had departed.

The ten nuns and ten teaching lay-staff were all there with calming, reassuring words, fending off last-minute problems. ‘I’ve lost my purse and it has my railway ticket in it.’ ‘My hat’s gone! I know I put it on that chair, miss.’ ‘Oh, I’ve left my bag!’ ‘Don’t forget to bring back the book I loaned you …’ Words whirled around the room. The double doors at the front of the building opened, to reveal carriages and traps approaching, and the two ‘jack-of-all-trades’, who worked for the nuns, ready to help with the bags and luggage.

The activity out in the open helped to ease the turmoil inside. Departures became a steady flow.

Veronica and Marie, each carrying a small valise and handbag, came down the stairs together. Sister Loyola, who had just reassured one of the younger pupils that her elder sister would be there in a minute, saw them and strolled across the hall to reach the bottom of the stairs at the same time.

‘I’m pleased to see you two looking neat and tidy for once,’ she said in a tone that expressed praise rather than criticism.

‘Thank you, Sister,’ they chorused.

‘I have been pleased with the way you’ve settled in, and your work has been good on the whole. I hope it will continue so when we resume our studies.’

‘We’ll try, Sister.’

‘Thank you, Sister.’

‘Good.’

Any further conversation was halted by the increased buzz of excitement coming from beyond the open doors.

‘What’s going on?’ demanded Sister Loyola, and started for the door.

Veronica and Marie followed in her wake and, with curiosity aroused, the groups of girls still milling about in the hall broke up and headed outside after them. The nuns, who were there to make their usual farewells to the girls bound for the world beyond the convent walls, were swept along in their wake. Chattering girls, surprised by what they were seeing, spread along the length of the stone verandah, leaving the broad steps to the nuns and lay-staff.

The chatter sank to a quiet buzz as if anything louder had no right to intrude on the low hum coming from the motor car that approached the convent at a slow but stately speed. It must be its owner’s prize possession. Its white body and gleaming chrome trim, in pristine condition, were meant to catch the onlooker’s attention and many of the girls commented on how quiet the engine was, purring as if it did not want to intrude.

Veronica’s eyes widened and widened. ‘Good heavens!’ Though she whispered them in disbelief, the words reached Marie who was standing close to her.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked quietly.

‘That’s Moylan driving!’

‘Who’s he?’

‘Josh Moylan. He looks after our carriage and traps.’

‘He’s doing more than that now,’ chuckled Marie.

‘He certainly is,’ agreed Veronica. ‘And he’s only a couple of years older than us.’

‘Oh!’ was all that Marie could say in reply.

‘And that’s Mama sitting in the back!’

The white car with its shimmering glass and sparkling chrome began to slow down. It stopped. Moylan jumped out and came round to the passenger door.

Silence spread across the scene; even the squeak of the harnesses on the horses champing between the shafts of two traps seemed subdued.

Veronica was even more surprised than her friend. The driver she was seeing now was immaculately dressed in a well-fitting light grey suit; on his head he wore a peaked cap tilted at a slight angle that allowed a glimpse of his jet black hair. She knew the other girls’ imaginations would be running riot to see such a personable young man, but wondered how they would have reacted if they had seen Moylan in his working-clothes caring for the Attwood vehicles.

He opened the door and held out one hand in case his passenger required help.

The lady who stepped elegantly from of the car diverted attention away from him and brought whispered gasps of admiration from the crowd of girls. ‘Oh, my!’ ‘She’s beautiful!’ ‘I’d kill to be like her!’ ‘Those lovely clothes.’

They fitted her to perfection, revealing them to be the work of a very accomplished dress-maker. The open-necked light-brown tunic-coat, with small lapels, flattered her slim waist before falling to mid-thigh over a narrow ankle-length skirt, slit at the front to facilitate ease of movement. The high-necked lace blouse she wore beneath perfectly enhanced the beauty of her oval face, with high cheekbones, full lips and a petite nose. Her eyes sparkled with the joy of life, perfectly offset by a wide-brimmed hat worn with a silk scarf tied in a neat bow on the left-hand side of its low crown.

‘Who is she?’ Speculation ran rife among the wide-eyed audience.

That speculation was answered when Sister Loyola moved from the steps towards the lady, saying as she did so, ‘Mrs Attwood, it is a pleasure to meet you again.’

‘And for me also,’ replied Catherine, in a low, gentle voice.

‘Your arrival has caused something of a sensation,’ continued Sister Loyola.

‘Oh, my goodness, I never intended …’

‘No, Mrs Attwood, there is no need for apology. I should offer you my thanks. It does us all good to see something of the world beyond our convent walls. Now, no doubt you wish to collect your daughter.’

‘And Marie Gabin.’

‘Of course. It is extremely good of you to have her. I’m sure she and Veronica will enjoy being together. They get on so well together, and all in all have had a successful term. They are both older than their years, but that needn’t be a bad thing. I think they will be good for one another.

‘I’m pleased to have your opinion. It gives me a little insight into Marie before I meet her.’

Sister Loyola nodded. ‘I reassured Madame and Monsieur Gabin that it would be in Marie’s best interests to come to you rather than to stay in the convent during the holidays. Her father was the more concerned; her mother realised the advantages to Marie of being with a friend.’

‘I will do my best to entertain both of them.’

‘I know you will,’ said Sister Loyola. ‘Oh, dear, I’m forgetting my manners. Forgive me, I should offer you some refreshment before you set off.’

‘No, please, you have enough to do, seeing to all these girls. I’ll get my two out of your way. I’ve caused enough upset as it is.’

‘Not at all.’ The headmistress cast a glance over at the girls who were still buzzing with excitement, many of them plying Veronica with questions. When she heard Sister Loyola call, Veronica felt relieved.

‘Got to go!’ she said. ‘Come on, Marie.’

The two girls grabbed their bags and hurried down the steps.

‘Mama!’ cried Veronica, and mother and daughter hugged in a way that carried Sister Loyola back to her own schooldays.

‘This is Marie,’ said Veronica at length.

‘Hello, Marie,’ said Catherine. Seeing the girl look somewhat embarrassed by not knowing how she should respond, Catherine smiled at her and said, ‘Have you got a hug for me too?’ The ice was broken by her warmth.

As she hugged her, Marie whispered, ‘Thank you for having me.’

‘It will be our delight. Now, both of you, say goodbye to Sister Loyola.’

‘Goodbye, Sister,’ they said together.

‘Goodbye.’ Sister Loyola smiled then turned away to meet some other parents.

‘In you get,’ said Catherine.

Josh, having stowed the girls’ bags, was holding the door open. On letting Marie get in first, Veronica said, ‘Marie, this is Moylan, Moylan this is Marie.’

‘Pleased to meet you, miss,’ he said, touching his forehead with one finger.

Marie nodded and smiled.

Veronica could not hide her surprise at his attire. In return Josh revealed he had noticed by giving her a cheeky wink as she stepped into the car.

‘This is beautiful,’ commented Veronica, casting her gaze around the vehicle as they motored down the drive towards the convent gates. ‘And so exciting! The whole school was envious. When did you get it?’

‘Just after you started at the convent,’ replied her mother.

‘So you must have known before, and you didn’t tell me!’

‘We wanted it to be a surprise. Your father wanted to come today but he had the opportunity to view some cattle he’s interested in. When the car came, he arranged for Moylan to learn to drive in case another driver were ever needed.’

‘So won’t he be looking after the other vehicles any more?’

‘Oh, yes, that will still be his principal job. He’ll be driving this only if necessary, like today. And I’m going to learn to drive as well.’

‘You?’ uttered Veronica in surprise.

Marie laughed at her astonishment. ‘Why not, V? My mother drives.’

‘There you are.’ Catherine smiled.

‘But …’

‘It’s time ladies were able to do more things for themselves,’ said Marie.

‘Well said,’ agreed Catherine. From what I’ve read in Veronica’s letters and what I’ve seen already, I’m going to like you, she thought.

Veronica shuffled on her seat. ‘This is so comfortable, Mama.’

‘And so good to see out of,’ added Marie.

‘Those are the two reasons why your father chose this model. He has always desired to have a Rolls-Royce so when the chance came, through an unexpected windfall, I encouraged him to buy it.’

‘The other reason, Mama?’ Veronica asked when her mother paused

‘Because it runs so quietly,’ she replied.

‘It’s quieter than our car. I must tell Papa about this Rolls,’ said Marie.

Catherine gave a little smile as she said, ‘The manufacturers have called it The Ghost because it is so quiet.’

‘Oh, good, now we have a ghost in the family,’ laughed Veronica.

‘Your house doesn’t have one?’ asked Marie, showing surprise.

‘No.’ Catherine smiled. ‘I gather yours does?’

‘Oh, yes,’ replied Marie. ‘A Musketeer. It was his home once, but he was killed defending it during the wars of Louis XIV.’

‘Have you seen him?’ Veronica pressed her, with a tremor of excitement in her voice.

‘Of course. He appears kneeling in prayer in our chapel on the anniversary of his death. He’s a benevolent ghost, no malice to him.’

‘You knew the house had a ghost when your family bought it?’

‘Yes. Papa looked into the house’s history. It was in a poor condition but he realised it could be made very attractive, especially considering its position with land running down to the river. But you’ll see it when you come to visit … and you, Mrs Attwood, and your husband too. I know Mama and Papa would be delighted to entertain you.’

‘That would be very pleasant,’ replied Catherine.

The sincerity in Marie’s voice and her bubbly personality had greatly impressed her hostess already.

As the journey progressed she became even more delighted that Veronica had found such a friend. Marie, curious about the things she was seeing, asked pertinent questions without overburdening Catherine with them. She, wanting to know more about Marie’s family, managed to put some of her own.

‘I believe you came to the Convent of St Mary because your mother was educated there?’

‘Yes. She’s English. Met my father when she was studying in Paris after she’d left the convent. She married him and has lived in France ever since.’

They exchanged the dates of her mother’s time at the convent and came to the conclusion that Margaret had left the convent the year Catherine started.

‘So there’ll be about two years’ difference in your ages,’ said Veronica quickly.

‘That’s about it,’ agreed her mother. ‘What is it your father does, Marie?’

‘He has taken over my grandfather’s business producing optical instruments.’

‘That’s a world I know nothing of,’ said Catherine.

‘I think it’s connected to the Army. I’ve seen high-ranking officers at the château.’

The talk drifted through a number of topics as Veronica pointed out various landmarks and points of interest. As they proceeded through the market town of Helmsley the white Rolls-Royce drew so much attention that people stopped in their daily tasks to watch it go by. Four miles east of the town they turned into a narrow road with a rougher surface, that headed towards rising land.

‘If we had kept on the road we have just left we would have come to Scarborough on the coast,’ Veronica told Marie. ‘Mama, can we go to the seaside while Marie is with us?’

Catherine smiled indulgently. ‘I have no doubt you’ll be able to persuade your father.’

‘Oh, good.’ Veronica bounced in her seat with excitement. ‘But you’ll help, Mama?’ Then she turned to Marie. ‘We’re on our land now.’

In the fields well-fed cattle grazed. They left this road when it began to climb a steady incline. ‘To the moors,’ Veronica told her friend, and went on to explain what moors where when Marie showed ignorance of the term. They turned through iron gates into a tree-lined roadway that bore recent signs of levelling.

‘When was that done?’ asked Veronica.

‘Your papa had the surface prepared ready for the arrival of this car,’ said Catherine. ‘By the way, he took Jeremy with him to the Dales; they are staying overnight so you won’t meet them until tomorrow, Marie.’

‘Something to look forward to,’ she replied politely. Then, with her excitement mounting at the prospect of seeing Veronica’s home for the first time, asked, ‘Where’s the house?’

They drove out from beneath an avenue of trees which were obscuring the view. The house appeared as if heavy curtains had just been drawn aside.

‘There!’ said Veronica proudly, delighted by the wonderment that shone in Marie’s eyes.

Brunton nestled cosily into the hillside but was not overpowered by it. It looked contented, settled. Marie sensed it welcoming her, stranger though she was.

‘It looks old,’ she said.

‘The central section is the oldest,’ Catherine explained. ‘Seventeenth-century, built as a medium-sized three-storeyed manor house. The two wings were added about a hundred years later, making the frontage more imposing and allowing the building of those twin flights of stairs giving access to the balustrade that, as you see, runs the full width of the frontage. Much renovation work was carried out before Mr Attwood’s grandfather bought the property. Then his son added an extension on the east side that includes a dining room with easier access from the kitchens, making it much more convenient when dining. I’m sure Veronica will enjoy showing you round.’

‘Oh, I will, Mama,’ she enthused. ‘You’ll love it, Marie.’

Josh manoeuvred the car round the curving drive towards the front door. Their approach had already been noted by someone. The double front doors opened and the butler, housekeeper, footman and two housemaids stepped out to wait at the bottom of the steps for Josh to halt the car. He was out of his seat quickly to open the door for his passengers.

The butler, immaculate in black trousers, short black coat, white shirt and black tie, stepped forward. ‘Welcome back, ma’am. A pleasant journey, I hope?’

‘Indeed it was. Thank you, Welham.’

The housekeeper, immaculate in a white blouse, tight across her bosom, and black skirt flaring slightly from her waist, stood straight-backed and sharp-eyed to offer her greetings next.

‘Thank you, Mrs Cole,’ replied Catherine

‘Miss Veronica,’ the butler and housekeeper both acknowledged her homecoming.

She returned their smiles. ‘Mrs Cole, Welham, this is my dear friend Marie Gabin.’

Their respectful greeting of ‘Welcome to Brunton Manor, Miss’ made her feel comfortably at home, and when the footman, Sanders, and housemaids, Ruth and Lily, added some courteous words of their own, she was very pleased indeed she had made friends with Veronica Attwood.
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Marie stirred. As her bewildered mind slowly cleared she became vaguely aware that she was in bed and that somewhere there was a knocking sound that was becoming louder. Was she at St Mary’s Convent? No … somewhere else … somewhere welcoming and new …

Drowsiness disappearing, Marie grasped the bedclothes to her and sat up in bed. ‘Come in.’

The door opened. Veronica peeped round it. ‘Hello, sleepyhead.’

‘Hello.’ Sleep still thickened Marie’s voice. ‘Oh, dear. Have I slept in? Should I have been up?’

Veronica stepped into the room. ‘No, no,’ she laughed as she came and sat on the side of the bed. ‘It seems you slept well.’

‘Oh, I did. This mattress is so comfortable.’

‘Good. You’ll be fresh for the day then.’ Veronica laid some clothes ready on the bed. ‘There’s one of my riding outfits, with split skirt; we ride astride here. Mother is very forward-looking. I’m sure it will fit you, we’re about the same size. It’s a beautiful morning so I’ve asked Storey, our head-groomsman, to have two horses ready in an hour and a half. I thought we’d ride over to Rushbrook so you can meet our neighbours, the Eakins. Their estate is about the same size as ours. We’ve known them all our lives. So up you get!’ As she stood up she jerked the bedclothes off, bringing a scream of protest from her friend. Veronica, laughing, raced from the room to avoid the pillow she knew Marie would throw at her.

Half an hour later, she was tapping on Veronica’s door. Answering the call of ‘Come in’, Marie stepped inside, saying, ‘What do you think?’ and struck a pose.

‘Perfect,’ replied Veronica as she cast her eyes over Marie’s attire. Down the large black puff sleeves ran a contrasting insert of white fabric, its colour matching the high-necked under-blouse with its wing-tipped collar which Marie wore beneath. The black split-skirt was ankle-length and revealed highly polished black riding boots. Marie carried a small-brimmed hat, which had a bright scarlet ribbon tied around the base of its low crown. She placed it on her head at an eye-catching angle and laughingly asked, ‘How’s that?’

‘Attention-catching!’ grinned Veronica. ‘What about mine?’ She whisked her hat out from behind her back. Its pale blue matched the colour of her skirt, which was cut to the same style as Marie’s, and worn with a cream-coloured blouse. The tips of her brown boots peeped out from beneath her riding skirt.

‘I think we both look just right,’ Veronica announced, and with a flourish, linked arms with her friend. ‘Let’s have breakfast and ride!’

They fell into step, left the room and negotiated the landing together, tripping lightly down the stairs to enter the dining room.

‘Shouldn’t we wait for your mother?’ Marie asked on seeing the room was empty.

‘Oh, no, she’ll have had hers. She’s always up early for her morning ride, so breakfast is informal.’

Marie realised someone had been listening out for their arrival for, a few moments later, a maid appeared.

The meal was served without any fuss while the two girls speculated what Sister Loyola and their convent friends would say if they could see them now, appropriately clad for their ride.

They were close to finishing their breakfast when Veronica’s mother walked in, looking the picture of health and good humour after her early-morning ride. Wind-blown hair tumbled down Catherine’s back to just below her shoulders; her cheeks glowed. Marie thought she looked just as beautiful as when she had first seen her, and that her riding outfit in tan and cream subtly complemented the freshness and smoothness of her complexion.

‘So you two are riding as well,’ Catherine commented as she came to the table. She sat down in her place at one end of it.

‘I’m taking Marie to meet the Eakins,’ said Veronica.

‘Splendid.’ She glanced at their guest approvingly. ‘I’m sure you’ll like them.’

‘I’m looking forward to it.’

The door from the kitchen opened and a maid brought some coffee for Catherine.

‘You ride at home?’ she asked Marie, following the question with a laugh. ‘That’s a silly question, seeing you appropriately attired and wearing that outfit with such panache. Veronica’s looking after you then?’

‘She certainly is, Mrs Attwood,’ returned Marie, who added with a smile, ‘and yes, I do ride at home. All the family does.’

‘And they are?’

‘Mama and Papa, and my two brothers, Claude and Roland.’

‘Your brothers are older than you?’

‘Yes, Roland by two years and Claude by four.’

‘I hope we will meet them all some day.’

‘I do too.’

‘Mama, we’ll have to go. Storey will have the horses ready,’ Veronica broke into their exchange.

‘Very well, off you go. Have a nice time.’

Veronica was already on her feet. She went to her mother, kissed her on the cheek, and said, ‘Thank you.’

Marie had risen from her chair and seemed hesitant about her next move. Catherine held out her hand and smiled; a gesture for which Marie was grateful. She kissed her hostess on the cheek. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly, already feeling great affection for Mrs Attwood.

As she watched them leave the dining room, Catherine hoped the girls’ friendship would strengthen and always survive no matter what else came their way. Left alone, she enjoyed her coffee and turned her thoughts next to her husband. She hoped he and Jeremy had purchased the cattle they wanted. She missed Charles when he was away even if it was for only one night. She missed the warmth in his eyes and the feel of his arms around her. The love they had felt for each other at their first meeting had never left them, and had been their strength when Charles’ father had been killed, failing to negotiate a fence while out hunting. The strength of their attachment had been tested when the lawyer revealed her father-in-law had left an estate riddled with debt and facing extinction. Rumours of gambling and about the way such a good horseman had been killed piled on the agony to such an extent that the shock had killed Charles’ mother.

The dilemma facing Charles and Catherine only strengthened their love, and it carried them through the trying period of clearing his father’s debts and getting the estate into profit again. During that time they found great joy in the birth of their two children, and gained an added incentive to make sure that the estate would continue and be their legacy to the future.

Family memories were dear to Catherine; she regarded them as vital to her life. Now, as her past and her present mingled, she felt at peace with the world. She drained her cup and went upstairs to change.

Veronica led the way along a passage, flanked by a big kitchen and storerooms, to a door that gave admission to a large square cobbled yard. As they headed towards an archway in the centre of the buildings that stretched the width of the yard, Veronica explained, ‘The outdoor staff’s quarters are above the workshops. The stables and tack-room are in a yard of their own beyond the archway.’

There they found Storey and two groomsmen with their horses, saddled and awaiting their arrival. Veronica introduced Marie to the three men, who paid their respects.

‘Miss Veronica, I’ve put you on your favourite, Amber.’

‘Thanks.’ She smiled her gratitude and pleasure. ‘I don’t know when we will be back.’

‘There’ll be a groom waiting, miss.’ Storey turned to Marie. ‘I chose Bess for you, miss,’ he said, indicating a chestnut mare standing quietly under the soothing touch of a groom.

‘Oh, she’s beautiful,’ said Marie, her voice full of admiration as she stepped close to the horse. She patted its neck and then gently stroked it, all the time speaking softly. ‘Bess, you are a beauty, we are going to get on so well.’ The horse turned her head and nuzzled Marie, returning the greeting.

‘You’ve made a conquest, miss,’ Dick Storey commented, his tone showing a little surprise. ‘She’s placid enough but I’ve never before seen her show such interest in a stranger at first meeting. You have a way with her; you must have horses at home?’

‘We have,’ replied Marie. ‘And I do like them.’

Dick helped her into the saddle; Marie took the reins and brought Bess alongside Veronica, who was already settled.

The head-groomsman touched his forehead. ‘Have a pleasant ride.’

They left the stable-yard on a track towards low-lying countryside and the wide valley that, Veronica explained, led all the way to the coast. She gave a little smile. ‘I’ll get round Papa to take us there … it won’t be difficult. He’ll jump at the chance to show off his new car!’

They kept the horses to a walk initially, but once the track widened they moved into a trot and finally a steady canter. After three miles they took a right fork, and after another three Veronica slowed the pace when the track entered an oak wood. After half a mile they emerged into open ground and she reined in her horse. As Marie drew up alongside her, Veronica announced, ‘There it is, Rushbrook House!’

Long and low, seemingly proud of its isolation, it was a peaceful sight. Smoke curled lazily from the chimneystack on the north side.

‘It’s like the original part of your house before the rest was built on,’ commented Marie.

‘Yes. The indoor staff have rooms in that extension you see on the left. Outdoor staff have that row of cottages just beyond the two small fields. Coming back from there towards the main house you can see the fold yard and stables.’

‘Someone’s noticed us,’ said Marie, noting the rider who had turned away from the stables, to which he had been heading, and was coming in their direction.

‘Michael,’ said Veronica, putting her horse into a walking gait.

‘So this is the man you talked about so often at the convent. You were always looking for his letters.’ Marie’s words were as much a query as a comment. ‘Ah, I know it is. You’re blushing,’ she added with a teasing twinkle in her eyes.

Veronica said nothing but watched Michael, who had put his horse into a gallop. A few minutes later he was pulling to a halt with a flourish, to prevent the animal running further. ‘Hello, you two,’ he called out. ‘Who’s your friend, Smudge?’

‘Marie, she’s French. Well, half-French.’

‘Which half?’ asked Michael with a grin.

‘Papa’s French,’ replied Marie. ‘And you should handle that horse more gently.’

He pulled a face at the criticism. ‘She likes to run.’

‘No doubt, but she didn’t like the way you pulled her to a halt; you were hurting her.’

Michael winked at Veronica. ‘What have you brought us, Smudge?’

‘Not what but who, Michael. A very dear friend of mine, so you’d better behave.’

He inclined his head to Marie. ‘Whoever is Smudge’s friend is a friend of mine,’ he said, with a broad smile Marie knew was genuine when their eyes met.

Her own eyes warmed as she said to him, ‘I’ll be your friend if you’ll treat your horses with more consideration.’

‘I can only bow to your wishes.’ He inclined his head deferentially. ‘Now, Smudge, am I inviting you both to luncheon?’

‘Will your mother mind?’

‘Oh, you know how much Mother adores you. You need never ask such a question.’

‘Then your kind offer is accepted. Thank you.’

‘Good. Let’s go to the stables. The grooms will look after your horses.’

As they moved off Marie queried, ‘Why do you call her Smudge?’

Veronica answered quickly, preventing him from elaborating on the explanation which she knew he would do if he had half a chance. ‘I accidentally smudged some work he was doing and I’ve been Smudge to him ever since.’

‘And always will be,’ he said. ‘My own dear Smudge.’ A rich nuance of feeling was conveyed in his comment.

Marie glimpsed Veronica’s answering blush and raised a questioning eyebrow at her friend, but made no comment. That would have to wait. Marie lodged it in her mind for the time being.

Once the grooms had taken their horses, Michael said, in a serious warning tone and with a meaningful glance at Veronica, ‘Come on. Let’s introduce Marie to the matriarch.’

‘You make that sound as if it is going to be an ordeal for me,’ she said.

‘Don’t take any notice of him,’ said Veronica. ‘Mrs Eakins is a lovely person. I’m sure you’ll like her.’

Marie felt the doubt Michael had momentarily generated in her lifted by her friend’s words.

He led the way along a stone-flagged passage from the back door to the hall, where the atmosphere was in marked contrast to the gloom of the passage. Here light streamed in from the double sets of large south-facing windows to either side of the double doors. The hall was spacious, with just the right amount of furniture to make it homely rather than imposing.

‘Mama will be in the writing room, as she calls it,’ said Michael, heading for a door on the right. ‘Dining room that way,’ he added, nodding towards the left. He opened the door. ‘Yes, here she is,’ he said over his shoulder. He stood to one side, holding the door open to allow Veronica and Marie to enter the room. ‘Mama, I’ve brought visitors … invited them to luncheon.’

Elspeth Eakins rose quickly from the mahogany secretaire at which she had been writing. Her face expressed curiosity and delight; she loved surprises.

‘Veronica! It’s a pleasure to see you again,’ she said with great enthusiasm as she took the girl into her arms and gave her a big hug.

‘Mrs Eakins, may I present my friend Marie Gabin,’ Veronica said as Elspeth released her hold on her to turn to the stranger.

‘Marie, I’m so pleased to meet you.’ Elspeth opened her arms to her too, in a gesture that was filled with warmth. ‘Veronica’s mother told me you were coming to stay at Brunton. You are very, very welcome here too.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Eakins. I am pleased to be here.’ Marie was surprised; she had expected Mrs Eakins to be a similar personality to Mrs Attwood, but that idea had been well and truly confounded, though deep down she felt sure they were both kind and considerate, genuine people. Outwardly, though, they appeared to be so different. The calm stateliness of Veronica’s mother held peaceful certainty, whereas even in these few minutes Marie had sensed in Mrs Eakins a bustling whirlwind of a personality.

Elspeth, though dressed in a good-quality ankle-length brown skirt and lace blouse, did not wear clothes with the same natural elegance as Catherine, but nevertheless exuded an air of gentility.

‘Let us go through to the drawing room,’ said their hostess. ‘Michael, I think the first visit of this charming young lady from France should be celebrated with a glass of Marsala.’ She turned to Marie. ‘I know Veronica is allowed a glass on special occasions. I assume you are too?’

‘Yes, I am,’ replied Marie.

‘Splendid. We like Marsala as an aperitif.’

As they crossed the hall, Michael went to a bell-pull and before he reached the drawing room a maid had appeared.

‘Ah, Lucy, a new bottle of Marsala, please.’

She nodded and soon returned with the bottle. She went over to some glasses that were set on a sideboard close to one corner of the room.

‘Just leave it, Lucy,’ Michael called, ‘I’ll see to it.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said the maid and left the room.

His mother was enthusing to Marie about the view from the drawing-room windows. A well-kept wide grass sward sloped gently away from the house; distant areas of woodland and fields of grazing cattle formed an attractive patchwork scene. Michael waited until his mother had finished expressing her love for Rushbrook and turned back from the windows before he poured the wine.

The half-hour before lunch was only interrupted when the door swept open and a stocky, red-faced man with a beaming smile on his face bustled into the room. ‘I’m here!’ he announced. ‘Oh.’ He pulled up short when he saw the stranger. ‘Sorry, sorry.’

Marie was startled by the sudden intrusion, but when no one else reacted she realised this was normality in the Eakins household.

‘Clive, don’t startle our visitor,’ Elspeth chided. ‘Meet Marie Gabin … you remember, schoolfriend of Veronica’s? Catherine told us she was coming for half-term.’

‘Ah, yes.’ He beamed with pleasure. Marie had started to rise from her chair. ‘Don’t get up, my dear. Well, not unless you have a kiss for me.’

Swept up in the relaxed atmosphere, she smiled and stepped forward, saying, ‘It will be my pleasure,’ and kissed him on the cheek.

Not having expected her to agree so readily to his suggestion, he blushed with embarrassment.

Marie quickly lightened it by saying, ‘It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr Eakins.’

‘I hope everyone has been looking after you.’

‘Indeed they have.’

‘Splendid, splendid.’ He turned to his son. ‘Have you a glass for me?’

‘You’ve a beer in your hand already, Father,’ Michael pointed out with a smile. ‘It seems Marie has flustered you.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Clive Eakins glanced down at the glass in his hand. ‘I collected it as I came in via the kitchens.’

Elspeth patted the seat of the sofa on which she was sitting. ‘Come, sit here, Clive, and finish your beer. Luncheon will soon be ready.’

He did as he was bidden, then, as if remembering he had neglected their other guest, said, ‘Oh, Veronica, hello. How are you?’

‘Very well, Mr Eakins, thank you.’

‘Good, good. Er, Michael, did you go to the Fifty Acre?’

‘I did, Father.’ He added an explanation to Marie. ‘That’s what we call one of our fields.’ He turned back to his father. ‘I think we can turn some of the cattle in there.’

‘Good. Tell Crosby tomorrow.’

‘Now you’ve got that out of the way,’ said Elspeth, ‘no more business talk, we have guests.’

The talk continued with pleasantries, and did so throughout an enjoyable luncheon.

As it neared its end, Michael announced, ‘This afternoon I’ll take Veronica and Marie to the two lakes.’

‘A good idea,’ approved his mother. ‘We keep them for trout,’ she explained to the newcomer.

‘And that makes for fishing,’ Clive added, his enthusiasm evident at the mention of the fish.

‘And that keeps men happy,’ commented Elspeth as if she were passing on advice to the two girls. ‘Now let us relax in the drawing room with coffee.’

An hour later Veronica and Marie held their horses steady in the stable-yard as Michael took the reins from one of the groomsmen and swung into the saddle. He led the way out of the yard and, once clear of the buildings, allowed Veronica and Marie to draw up on either side of him.

‘We’ll have to ride single-file for about half a mile through the wood,’ he explained to Marie, ‘but it is an easy ride.’

She found this to be so, and as they all emerged from the trees the girls pulled to a halt on either side of him.

Marie gasped at the view before her. The open ground dropped smoothly to two lakes, the water’s gentle movement sending shimmering sunlight dancing across the surface. Beyond, the rolling farmland’s many shades of green mingled with browns and yellows, foretastes of the coming autumn, making a picture that would stir many an artist to pick up their brushes. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she half-whispered. ‘Why didn’t you tell me, V?’

‘Because I didn’t want to influence your judgment. I wanted it to be a surprise, and to see your reaction,’ replied her friend.

‘You are so lucky to have this on your land, Michael,’ said Marie. ‘We are still on Rushbrook land, aren’t we?’ she asked.

‘Oh, yes. We go three fields beyond the lakes and four on either side.’

‘And with all the land we have ridden through it is a big estate,’ observed Marie.

‘Yes,’ he agreed, ‘Brunton will be a similar size; it has no lakes but has more land on the flat.’ He paused and then added, ‘We like it here, don’t we, Smudge?’

Marie caught an unmistakable expression in his eyes as he looked at Veronica and received her unfeigned agreement. Marie had no opportunity to comment on it, however, until she and Veronica parted from Michael on the way back.

‘He’s in love with you,’ she said then.

‘He’s not,’ replied Veronica, a little sharply.

‘Ah.’ Marie gave a little laugh. ‘And you are with him.’

‘Nonsense! We’re too young.’

‘The quickness of your replies and your blushes betray you.’

‘Rubbish.’

‘V, there’s nothing wrong with it. You’re never too young or too old to fall in love. I think the French recognise and deal with affairs of the heart more readily than you English do. You always seem to want to hide your feelings.’

Veronica remained silent. She would remember Marie’s words for a long time afterwards, but for now she pushed them to the back of her mind; there was school and then finishing school to think of before the lure of love.
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Veronica and Marie were enjoying a cup of tea in the drawing room with Veronica’s mother when they heard the sound of horse’s hoofs and of wheels crunching on the gravel driveway.

Veronica jumped to her feet and ran to the window. ‘Papa and Jeremy,’ she called. ‘Storey must have heard them; he’s come round the end of the house.’ She hurried back across the room, calling, ‘Marie, come and meet them.’

Catherine was already on her feet and hurrying across the room. She led the way to the front door and flung it open. Stepping outside, she skipped quickly down the steps, her face wreathed in a smile of joy. ‘Charles!’ was all she said, but the way she expressed that one word told everything of her love for him.

He turned from handing the reins to Storey, held his arms wide, and greeted her with a smile to match hers. ‘My love,’ he said, taking her in an embrace that said so much more.

They kissed, desiring to prolong it, but knowing they should not do so in front of the two girls and Jeremy; the groom was already leading the horse and trap away. With their arms round each other’s waist, they turned to the two girls.

‘Papa!’ Veronica came to him and kissed him on the cheek before adding, ‘This is Marie.’

‘I guessed as much. Marie, I’m so glad you could visit us. I was sorry not to be here when you arrived but I am sure you will have been well looked after.’

‘I have, Mr Attwood. I thank you for your hospitality.’

‘It is our pleasure,’ he replied. ‘And this is Jeremy.’

Even though Jeremy’s pleasantly delivered greetings were outwardly reserved, Marie sensed a hidden self-assurance in this handsome young man.

He was dressed in tweeds like Charles and had assumed his father’s trait of looking immaculately dressed. Seeing them together, she could easily imagine Jeremy taking over the estate one day. Both men were slim but well-built, tall, with Charles maybe two inches more than his son’s six foot. The father had a teasing twinkle in his eyes whereas Jeremy’s seemed to hold a cautious light, awaiting his assessment of the stranger. Even as she was aware of this, Marie saw it change, and, as they exchanged polite conversation while walking up the steps to the house, sensed he had made his decision about her.

They reached the door and the younger ones held back. Jeremy waited for his sister, then he turned to Marie, gave a slight bow and said, ‘May I add my personal welcome to Brunton Manor? I hope you are enjoying your time with us?’ Now she knew his conclusion had been favourable,

‘Thank you, Jeremy,’ she said graciously, and her warm smile received one in return. She felt even more comfortable with the family after this.

Knowing that Charles and Jeremy would be back, Catherine had consulted with the housekeeper and cook about having a special evening meal to welcome them home, and to greet their guest into the family.

‘Do you dress for dinner?’ asked Marie when she and Veronica learned of Catherine’s plan.

‘Not every evening,’ Veronica replied, ‘but we do for special occasions and when we have guests.’

‘Oh, dear. Then I have nothing appropriate to wear,’ said Marie with a troubled frown.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll fix you up. You managed my riding outfit, I’m sure you’ll get into one of my evening gowns. We’ll have fun getting ready.’

The two sixteen-year-olds enjoyed choosing what they would wear and how they should do their hair. They primped and posed in front of the cheval glass in Veronica’s bedroom.

‘Well, what do you think?’ Marie finally asked.

‘Suits you,’ replied Veronica approvingly, after casting a critical eye over the pale blue dress that flowed from a tight-fitting waist to Marie’s ankles. It was complemented by a waist-length jacket of similar material worn loosely over a lace blouse. Marie’s short dark hair had been parted to one side to allow the natural waves to dictate its flow and enhance her round face, petite nose and Cupid’s bow lips.

‘You think so?’ queried Marie, apprehensively.

‘I’m certain,’ replied Veronica. ‘What about me?’

‘Delightful,’ returned Marie. ‘Red suits you,’ she commented, eyeing Veronica’s outfit which was similar to hers except for the length of the sleeves and the cream silk blouse.

A clock chimed in the distance. ‘Half an hour before we eat. Come on, let’s go down.’

Reaching the stairs, they paused and grinned at one another; without a word exchanged each knew what the other was thinking. They put on a graceful air and took each step down with exaggerated poise.

Jeremy came hurrying into the hall. Suddenly aware of someone on the stairs he came sharply to a halt, turned and looked up. His astonished expression stopped the girls mid-step, awaiting his comment.

‘Gosh!’ He swallowed. ‘I didn’t know I was going to have to escort two beauties to the dining table!’

Relieved at the complimentary observation, the girls smiled at each other and then continued down the stairs.

Reaching the bottom, they both said in unison, ‘Good evening, Jeremy.’

He gave a little bow as he replied, ‘Good evening. May I say how lovely you both look?’ He stepped over to them with his arms crooked in readiness. ‘May I have the honour of escorting you to the drawing room?’

They acknowledged his offer with an inclination of their heads, and slipped their arms under his.

‘He doesn’t look too bad himself, does he?’ Veronica put the question to Marie.

‘He certainly doesn’t,’ she replied, with an approving glance at Jeremy, elegantly dressed in thigh-length black jacket, black trousers, white shirt and black bow-tie. Everything fitted to perfection, emphasising his athletic figure.

Their entry into the room froze the conversation between Catherine and Charles, leaving in its place admiring approval of the three young people.

Charles, as immaculately dressed as his son, sprang to his feet from the sofa on which he had been sitting with his wife. ‘Young ladies, you look wonderful.’

‘Thank you,’ they both said together.

‘Don’t you think so, Catherine?’ he said.

‘I certainly do, my dear,’ she replied rising gracefully to her feet and displaying the sinous lines of her own figure-fitting silver-grey dress with the fashionable neck looping low to reveal a long-sleeved pink lace blouse worn beneath.

‘Mrs Attwood, you look lovely. We pale beside you,’ said Marie in all sincerity.

Catherine accepted the compliment with a smile as she said, ‘You are too kind, my dear.’ She turned to her husband then. ‘I think the girls deserve a drink.’

‘Of course.’ He crossed quickly to the sideboard where he poured some Marsala into five glasses. As they were filled Jeremy passed them round.

When they were all seated, Veronica said, ‘Mama, as we came in I heard you mention the word suffragette.’

‘Yes, there have been several reports of them in the newspapers lately.’

‘You aren’t thinking of joining them, are you?’ asked Veronica, a touch of alarm in her voice.

‘I sympathise with them. I’m in favour of votes for women, but I don’t approve of some of the things the militants do. I don’t believe smashing windows and similar acts of destruction help to achieve anything. Demonstrations, yes, but not destructive demonstrations.’

‘Do you agree, Papa, or are you against Votes for Women?’ asked Jeremy.

Charles paused thoughtfully for a moment. ‘You will have seen reports in the newsapers, and you two girls will have heard talk at school. To answer your question, Jeremy, I think women should have a right to the vote, but I agree with your mother about the demonstrations. When militancy gets out of hand, and it seems to at times in London, then you can expect punishment to be meted out. But I don’t condone the severity of the sentences or what happens to the women in prison.’

‘Mama, you won’t ever demonstrate, will you?’ Veronica asked with marked concern.

‘We are far from London here, but if the chance came for me to make a peaceful demonstration I would do so. I would never become involved in any act of destruction however. I prefer to support the movement in other ways. It is a just cause and I’m sure it will prevail some day.’ She noted the relief in Veronica’s eyes. Seeing Marie somewhat bewildered by the conversation, and knowing suffrage was not a prominent debate in France, Catherine changed the subject then.

Conversation flowed easily and continued to do so throughout the meal during which plans were made for the rest of the girls’ school holiday.


St Mary’s Convent

Near York

Yorkshire

England

10 October 1912

Dear Mama and Papa,

I have had a lovely time with Veronica’s family who were most kind to me. We rode around their estate and visited their neighbours, Mr and Mrs Eakins, and their son Michael, who are long-standing family friends. I had a nice quiet horse called Bess. Veronica and I explored their estate on foot. Veronica’s brother, Jeremy, was most attentive when he accompanied us. Mr and Mrs Eakins took us in their brand new car to Whitby and Scarborough, which are both on the coast.

I get on so well with Veronica, and I have to say she has come on extremely well with her French. I’ll have her talking like one of us before we leave St Mary’s.

I hope we can invite them back, maybe next Easter holidays rather than Christmas when the weather might be bad for travelling.

I will write again soon.

Love,

Marie




The result of this letter was that Marie’s mother wrote to Catherine Attwood.


Château Gabin

Rue du Paris

Senlis

France

25 October 1912

Dear Mrs Attwood,

I must thank you for all your kindness to Marie during the recent holiday. It was a comfort to know that she was with good friends during that time. I am very pleased that our daughters get on so well. I can sense in them a friendship that should last a lifetime. I am sure that will be confirmed when I see them together. I hope that can be arranged during their Easter holiday.

With that in mind, I extend to you, your husband, your son and of course Veronica, an invitation to visit us from Wednesday 27 March until 3 April.

I await your answer and look forward to meeting you.

Yours sincerely,

Margaret Gabin




Catherine noted that the signature was written in the firm flowing hand of a confident person. When Charles and Jeremy came in from dealing with a problem raised by Storey concerning two recently purchased horses, she read them the letter while they were being served luncheon.

‘What do you think, Charles?’ she concluded.

‘It would be good to establish a friendly relationship with Marie’s parents since the two girls get on so well together.’

‘You and Jeremy would be able to spare the time?’

‘Easter seems far off. We have Christmas to consider first. Marie’s mother must like to plan ahead. But as far as I’m concerned, I’ll manage it. What about you, Jeremy? Want to come?’

‘Yes, I’ll come. It will be a new experience for me, going abroad.’

Catherine smiled to herself at the quick response from her son. Perhaps he wanted to meet Marie again.

‘Good. That’s settled,’ said Charles. ‘I’ll warn Simpson and he can plan to be in sole charge,’ he added, knowing the entire working of the estate could be entrusted to the capable hands of his manager. ‘You and I will go into York tomorrow, Catherine, and make the travel arrangements.’

‘I’ll write to Madame Gabin, thanking her and saying I’ll let her have the details when we finalise them. I’ve been thinking about the dates she suggests. The third of April is just a week before the girls start at the convent again. I’ll suggest Marie travels back with us.’

‘A splendid idea, if that suits the Gabins.’

Catherine penned the letter immediately so that it could be dispatched that day.

A week later they received a brief reply from Madame Gabin, expressing her delight, and that of her family, at the forthcoming visit. It also contained an appreciative reply to Catherine’s offer to escort Marie back to England ready for the new school term.

It left them all with something to look forward to during the remainder of the year and into 1913.
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Veronica was woken by the brighter than usual morning light streaming into her bedroom. Captured by its unusual intensity, she glanced towards the window. Then, with excitement, she threw back the bedclothes, swung out of bed and moved quickly to the window. Snow! There had been snow during the night.

As she dressed quickly, and pulled on her outdoor clothes, she thought it was a good thing the snow hadn’t come three days sooner; that would have meant staying at the convent until travel was possible once more – and goodness knows how long that would have been. As it was, she felt sure that all the girls would have reached home by now, even the five pupils from abroad, though she had no knowledge of the weather conditions they might have met on the way. She believed from reports in yesterday’s newspaper that Marie would have had little trouble reaching Senlis.

When she entered the dining room her father and brother were close to finishing their breakfast. Veronica had hardly made her ‘good mornings’ when her mother came in.

‘A good job you brought the cattle in,’ commented Catherine as she sat down at the table where, as usual, a maid was already moving towards her with some porridge and another was hovering nearby with a jug of coffee before they turned to serve Veronica.

‘It was Simpson’s intuition,’ replied Charles. ‘Jeremy and I are going to see that they have settled all right. Has the snow changed your plans?’

‘No,’ Catherine replied. ‘I was going to write some letters. Snow doesn’t alter that.’ She looked at Veronica. ‘What do you plan to do?’

‘I’ll take Thor and Hector for a walk, see how they like their first snow,’ she replied.

‘I think they’ll love it.’

Though they were cautious when brought from the kennels, the young dogs were soon revelling in chasing each other, sending the snow swirling around them, and, urged on by her laughter, leaping at the snowballs she threw in their direction.

They raced up an incline with Veronica trying to keep up with them. The dogs disappeared over the top. Knowing there was a small wood on the other side, she urged herself on to keep them in sight, but in her attempt to do so she lost her footing and rolled down the slope towards the trees. Before reaching them she came to a stop and lay, gasping air into her lungs, feeling none the worse for her fall. Thor and Hector, thinking her escapade was part of a game, swung round and raced towards her. Reaching her, they fussed excitedly around her, licking her face and pawing at her. Their antics brought laughter to her lips as she rolled with them in the snow.

Her hilarity stopped when she became aware of a figure leading a horse out of the wood. She grappled with the dogs, trying to calm their exuberance with gentle words. Relief swept over her when she recognised the horseman muffled up against the cold. Michael! Veronica struggled to sit up.

‘You all right, mi …’ He stopped as if puzzled. ‘Is that you, Smudge?’

‘Of course it is,’ she replied, and added teasingly, ‘Are you blind?’

‘I am not,’ he rapped back as he hastened towards her, ‘but I didn’t expect to find anyone out here rolling in the snow.’

She lay laughing at his expression while cuddling the dogs to her. They broke away as Michael neared them, wary for Veronica’s sake, until they detected friendliness in the approaching figure.

She took hold of the hand Michael held out to her, to help her to her feet. ‘Thanks,’ she said, and started slapping the snow from her clothes.

‘You all right?’ he asked with concern. ‘What happened?’

‘I slipped at the top and rolled down. No damage done.’

‘You are sure you’re all right?’

She smiled, reached out and touched his cheek. ‘Don’t look so bothered. I’m unhurt.’

‘But I am bothered. I don’t want anything to happen to you.’ The words were out almost before he realised he had said them.

‘That’s sweet of you,’ she said, flattered by his anxiety. ‘Thank you.’ She stretched up on her toes and kissed him lightly and quickly on the cheek.

He touched the spot where her lips had been. ‘I’ll remember that for ever,’ he whispered as if to himself, but Veronica caught the words. She said nothing but smiled to herself, seeing his reddening cheeks. Then the spell was broken when he said, ‘I’d better get you home … you need dry clothes. Get up on my horse.’
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