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THE DUKE’S AGENT








CHAPTER ONE


It was early evening in late July. The vast sky was brushed with clouds. Pinks intermixed with soft blues and dim charcoal all hung against a luminous satin ground. A rider plodded along the path that ran through the wide expanse of wheat grass spreading out to the horizon. Both man and horse bore themselves with that air of detached resignation common to travellers who know it is a steady pace that goes the distance. The road crept up a broad flank of land then dropped towards a squat manor house tucked away in a dell. At the shoulder of the rise the rider checked his horse. Straightening his back and rubbing the aching muscle at his neck he sat contemplating the scene before him.


Along the sweep of the road every leaf and blade stood out as the sun painted it with exquisite definition. The house was old. The light acted on its bricks like linseed oil rubbed on fine wood, illuminating them with a ruddy glow that seemed to come from within. Five yew trees stood before the house. When they were planted their severe, dense lines had no doubt been a fashionable elegance, but with the years they had grown proud until their height overbore the house, blocking its mullioned windows. There was an air of abandoned shabbiness about the place, and the treacle light flooding over the valley touched the scene with mystery.


‘No one home, eh, Walcheren?’ said the man, patting the neck of his horse. The big bay raised his head a few inches from the grass, his attention fixed elsewhere. The man sighed and collected the animal, forcing its head up from its feed. ‘Onward, old friend, there’s a way to go yet.’


The iron gates were rusted back against their posts and weeds overran the gravel carriage circle. The house seemed to huddle over the yard. The stranger could not make up his mind whether the atmosphere was threatening or merely truculent. He halloed twice but no response broke the watchful stillness of the place.


‘Quite forces a man to talk to himself,’ he remarked and swung a booted foot over the animal’s head to dismount. The horse, used to this unconventional descent, stood calmly, content to be abandoned.


The man standing looking up at the house was of medium height. He dressed in the fashion of a gentleman, nothing shabby, nothing flash, nothing very remarkable. He was the kind of man you might pass on the street and not notice unless your eyes happened to alight on his face. It bore examination, gaining in interest the closer you looked. Blue-grey eyes remarkably bright against tanned skin, in contrast to his hair which was the colour of ripening wheat. A straight nose, and lean cheeks marked out with strong parallel lines. A reserved, watchful face.


The studded oak door that sheltered under a stone vault was formidable, but on inspection proved to stand a little open. The stranger advanced into a hall where the light from the windows barely seeped in. His skin sensed damp. He called out, his voice falling dead on the air. The empty house was alive with a dull hum which seemed the audible embodiment of the stench of rotting things that thickened the air. A cramped staircase curved up to the left. As his eyes were adjusting to the lack of light it was the buzz of the flies that drew his attention. A large dog lay sprawled at the foot of the stairs, its bared fangs a dull gleam in the rictus of death. The lupine head lolled, part severed from the heaped body. The blood that had pumped from its dying flesh had dried to a sticky stain that heaved with blue flies.


Holding a handkerchief to his face, the man took stock of his surroundings. To the right was a low doorway. He crossed to it, his firm step ringing out cleanly on the stone flags. The doorway led into a large, oblong room looking out over gardens to the rear of the house. Through high old windows he caught a glimpse of an ancient parterre clogged with weeds. Heavy tapestries covered the walls. One was half torn away; the tattered remainder hung askew, dangling perilously from a rusty nail. The remains of a wood fire, a few days old perhaps, stirred in the draught. The mantel above the fireplace was blackened with smoke.


The stranger contemplated the comfortable wing chair that stood by the cold hearth, newspapers strewn about it. He flicked up the corner of one. It was folded back to the central section bearing the despatches from the war and reports of the prices at the London Corn Exchange. It was easy to imagine some person perusing them there of a night. His booted foot dislodged a square brown bottle from a pile that lay half-concealed behind a log basket. It lolled heavily on to its side, the noise making him start. All around was the debris of a male, solitary life – a discarded glove, a scuffed riding crop, a rack of pipes and a near-empty tobacco jar with a cracked lid.


There was nothing to interest him here. The stranger continued his search. He came to a room that had been a library, though there was little more left now than the ghost of the books that once filled its shelves. A small collection bore signs of use. With a gloved hand he tipped their spines one by one towards the light. A Young Farmer’s Calendar, Tull and Miller on tillage. A handbill floated free from between pages. It extolled the virtues of a Complete Guide to Landlords, Tenants and Lodgers – ‘being a methodical Arrangement of the whole law respecting the taking or letting of Lands, Houses, or Apartments’. He returned the sheet to its place. The remaining books were mostly a collection of sporting volumes. He struck his hands together to rid his gloves of dust.


Whereas the rest of the house was greatly neglected, the disarray in this room was more systematic. A chair lay on its back and the desk that stood in the window had been disembowelled. Its drawers lay about it in a sea of trampled and torn paper. The stranger’s manner grew alert, his interest focused on the desk. He righted the chair and set to sifting the debris of paper. During his search he abstracted a few sheets which he folded up and put in his coat. After a while he stood a moment, scanning the room. He drew up a pair of library steps and made a swift and efficient search of the higher shelves and other crannies where something might have been overlooked. At last he gave up. The shadows were pressing in on the room, the sun near setting.


Brushing a cobweb off his coat, he retraced his steps to the front yard. His horse, who had wandered off in search of fresher grass, trotted up at his master’s appearance as if glad of the company.


‘Rum set-up, old boy,’ the stranger commented, rubbing the animal’s velvet nose. ‘Our man’s housekeeping left something to be desired. Dirty camp, rotten unit, d’you think?’


The gelding merely tossed his head, eager to be gone. The man laughed and, mounting once more, turned the animal out of the gate. Passing through a plantation of large-leaved limes and oaks below the house, they picked up a winding track marked by a small white boulder bearing the words ‘Woolbridge, 2 miles’.


The high grasses and dropping ground soon hid the house from view. The rider took a deep breath of the fragrant air. The track skirted a hay-field, then inclined sharply downwards into an old wood clothing the steep banks of a gorge that channelled a fast-moving stream. A quaint bridge spanned the water, on the far side of which was a little house of dressed grey stone. Since there was no grand house in sight for which it might crown a perspective, the rider guessed it had been built as a fashionable eye-catcher by some landscape-improver of the last generation. The teahouse had an elegantly wrought-iron balcony that overhung the gorge, an ideal place to set up an easel, he thought. The setting was dramatic. The mellow stone bridge, the white falling away of precipitous rocks, the rushing torrent below, the over-arching trees with trailing green boughs – there was enough interest and composition to delight any admirer of the picturesque.


‘Fair makes the heart leap up,’ murmured the traveller. The horse danced a step or two, tossing his head against the reins. ‘Walcheren, you have no eye,’ his master told him. ‘Never fear, I know there is no time to take a sketch – more’s the pity.’


Casting a final appreciative look over his shoulder, the man spurred his horse at a trot on into the wood.


The dying sun was not strong enough to penetrate the forest. The light filtered in grey-green as he rode along the track. Tree stumps loomed over the path, grotesque outlines textured with obscene funguses growing liver-spotted and luminous. Through the tangle of branches the powerful presence of the brown water made itself felt as it tumbled over white square slabs of rock below. The dwindling path grew slick with clay mud. The horse whinnied nervously, his hooves sliding on the treacherous surface. The rider began to doubt that this could be the right path.


*

Ezekiel Duffin hung his weight on a branch and slithered down the bank. He was tired. His boots pinched and his attention was fixed on reaching the sheep hut where he planned to spend the night. He would build a fire, free his bruised feet and spend the evening working at the leather of his boots with the ball of goose fat he kept in his knapsack. His stomach rumbled and he adjusted the rush bag that hung under his long coat. The two trout that rested there would make a fine supper. Cheered by the thought, he made a clicking noise to his dog and cut through the undergrowth towards the old track that ran down by the river.


There was a crashing sound, as if a large and none too sure-footed deer or stag bounded through the undergrowth, and a figure propelled himself on to the path almost directly under the horse’s hooves. Walcheren rose up in fright on his hind legs, his eyes rolling.


‘God save me!’ Duffin cried, throwing up his arms to protect his head.


‘Reason would be a better aid. What the devil do you mean jumping out like that?’ cursed the rider as he struggled to calm his mount.


A yellow dog was barking and dashing about between the horse’s feet. Walcheren reared up again, stretching every sinew to bolt away from this terrifying place. The rider wrenched him around in a circle to distract him from this purpose. He shouted at the man to get the dog away. The large bay, whipping about with unexpected speed, struck the man from the narrow path.


His arms flailing, Ezekiel Duffin snatched vainly around him for something to stop his fall. The treacherous undergrowth gave way under his bulk and he rolled down the bank into the river, a branch knocking his head with a glancing blow as he fell. He came to rest with the upper half of his body on land, but his legs lost their purchase. The vast weight of water pressed sleek and brawny about them, willing him to join the river’s course. Duffin cast his strong arms about the freezing surface of the rock. Buffeted by the immense load of the water, his lower body swung out into the stream. On the bank, his dog ran backwards and forwards, barking uncontrollably.


‘Shut your yap, ya daft bugger,’ Duffin mumbled irritably through his haze.


The rider regained control of his mount and, anchoring him to a branch, moved swiftly down the bank calling out, ‘Hold fast. I’m on my way.’


‘I’m holding,’ responded the poacher in a dour tone. What did the fool think he’d be doing? he muttered to himself, aggrieved.


A strong grip took hold of his wrists and the rider dragged Duffin on to the rocky ground. Duffin clambered to his feet, shaking himself like a large bear. He batted a not unfriendly hand at his dog, which leapt up at him whimpering with relief.


‘Hold your peace, Bob, bloody animal.’ He accepted the proffered arm, and the stranger helped to haul his stocky figure back up to the path. ‘Well now, sir, I don’t rightly know whether to thank you or curse you – you and your horse. Mind you, fine one, he is,’ he said admiring the handsome Cleveland bay, his polished oak coat set off by black legs, mane and tail. Ezekiel put up a confident hand to the horse’s neck. Walcheren dropped his head to have his nose rubbed. ‘Well, no harm done, eh? And I beg your pardon, boy, for startling you so,’ he told the horse. ‘But you gave me a bit of a frit, too. That you did.’


The rider climbed back down the bank and returned with Duffin’s rush bag which had broken loose in his fall. The nose of a trout peeped coyly out through a gap in the weave. Duffin’s eyes grew wary. His rescuer was a gentleman, that was clear.


‘You’re new in these parts, sir. Passing through?’


‘I’m on my way to Woolbridge. Am I on the right road? Though road would seem an extravagant term for this blasted track.’ The gentleman swatted at an insect that pitched its high whine into his ear. ‘This is yours, I believe.’ He handed over the bag and leant down briefly to acknowledge the dog, Bob, who was making overtures of friendship at his knee. ‘Fresh trout make a good dish for a hungry man,’ he commented blandly.


He swung himself up on to his bay, gathering the reins. Duffin stepped back from the horse’s head. His dark face broke into a crooked smile.


‘This track’s not much used these days, but it’ll take you to Woolbridge, given time. You’ve not much longer in the wood. Hurry and I’d reckon you’ll make the bridge before sundown.’


‘I’d best be gone then.’ The gentleman hesitated. ‘May I make some reparation?’ He made as if to take money from his purse, but stopped at Duffin’s dismissive wave.


‘I’m in no need of charity, your honour. It was an accident pure and simple. No harm done.’


He looked about him and spotted a shape stuck in a branch to the side of the cut made by his recent descent. ‘I even see me hat. Well now, God is gracious!’


‘Good evening to you. I hope you make a warm fire soon and dry those clothes,’ the gentleman called after him as he set off.


‘Aye, I will, never fear,’ came the reply.


Glancing back, the rider saw the poacher’s stocky figure stepping cautiously through the undergrowth to retrieve his hat, followed by his yellow mongrel.


*

The man had not misled him. The green vault of trees soon began to open out. The woods thinned and the path climbed up to a wide plateau of newly enclosed common. The fledgling hedgerows and fresh-cut fencing wobbled across the land, as if uncertain of their permanence. In the cut below, the river broadened, growing more civilised in measure with the taming of its banks. Its surface composed itself to a glassy smoothness and there, as the river bent, was Woolbridge, a market town of some five thousand souls.


At last he approached the ancient bridge. Across it, the town sprawled before him in the setting sun. Down stream the river was stained purple, red and ochre with the dye from the woollen works at the water’s edge. The houses clotted together around yards in growing density along the alleyways threaded around the mills and tanning pits that scarred the lower town.


The mud rose up the gelding’s legs as they passed through the cramped alleys of the working quarter. The stench from the tanning yards and the rotting sewage in the sinks between the tenements made it an unhealthy place. No one lingered there unless they had to. The buildings piling up the hill grew better spaced. The street broadened and began to show elements of graciousness as it approached the brow of the hill. It was here, beyond the market place, that the leading citizens of Woolbridge had their dwellings, fine stone houses built on plots spiralling out about the parish church, whose medieval tower crested the town.


The lamps were being lit outside the houses as the rider turned his tired horse into the stable yard of the Queen’s Head. Standing opposite the church at the junction of the main eastern and southern roads into Woolbridge, this was the town’s finest hostelry. Here Jasper Bedlington, innkeeper, was honoured to cater to the gentry (Fine Assembly Rooms – Dances held twice a month in the Winter Season). The postboy had just brought the papers from the posting house at Greta Bridge, so the front parlour was unexpectedly busy. Captain Adams had that moment arrived to collect his copy of the Newcastle Courant and was making conversation with Mr Gilbert, the surgeon, who, on the same pretext, had come to take a glass of wine in company.


Captain Adams, a well-preserved man of fifty or so, had retired from a line regiment some years previously. He liked to cultivate the air of a bluff, no-nonsense soldier, though his contemporaries in the regiment might have told you that he was a quiet sort of fellow when in the King’s service. Mr Gilbert was a leading citizen of the town. A surgeon by training, he was a man of means and only practised occasionally when particularly desired, or when he felt the need to demonstrate the lesser talents of Dr Phitts, the town’s other medical man, who was forced to doctor for a living.


Having prevailed upon Mr Gilbert to keep him company with a glass of port, Captain Adams arranged himself by the parlour fire, settling his stiff leg on a wooden stool.


‘So I hear His Grace the Duke is sending some fellow to investigate that Crotter’s affairs, eh?’


Mr Gilbert, a discreet man, contented himself with lifting a knowing eyebrow across the top of his glass.


Captain Adams snorted and rubbed his leg. ‘Never was a death more providential, I’d say!’ He took a draught and speculated how far old Gilbert would open up. The man liked to play at piety like a canting Methodist but underneath it all he was as fond of gossip as any. ‘Potter discovered him, they tell me.’


‘It was he who brought the corpse into town,’ replied Mr Gilbert carefully. One of his many contributions to the life of the community of Woolbridge was to serve as medical authority on the few occasions when cause of death needed to be ascertained. ‘He’d been dead a day or two – his heart stopped as he sat in front of his fire. May the Lord have mercy on his soul and may the lesson remind us all of the precious gift of life.’


Captain Adams did not quite see the connection. From his point of view Crotter had died. The precious gift of life had proved something of a jilt to him – but he was not going to quarrel.


‘There was no one to miss him, I suppose,’ he observed.


Mr Gilbert flinched a little at the Captain’s robust lack of proper sentiment in the face of death. The bluff soldier gazed into the fire.


‘Never would have servants about the place. The man lived like a pig.’


‘Captain! Captain!’ the surgeon protested. ‘We should not speak so of the dead! It is true that Mr Crotter perhaps lacked the domestic felicity such as you and I gain from the blessed married state, but …’


‘Crotter needed a wife, you say?’ cut in Adams. ‘Well, not any more. Ha!’ The Captain marked his humour with a self-congratulatory tap on the arm of his chair. ‘Another glass, sir?’


Mr Gilbert was diverted from replying by a commotion as the stableboy came in search of the innkeeper. A gentleman visitor had just arrived in the yard. Woolbridge was not unused to visitors. It did not lie far off the post road, but between fairs and market days travellers of the better sort were uncommon. Adams and his companion craned their necks to look down the passage to see who the stranger might be.


A gentleman of thirty or thereabouts entered the parlour. He wore a neat sort of riding dress, and Captain Adams fancied he had something of a military look. He was casting about for some pretext to engage the newcomer in conversation when Jasper Bedlington bustled in from the tap. He was a barrel-shaped man with receding hair that had left him with a monkish tonsure above a boyish face.


‘Mr Jarrett, sir? Why, we had given you up for tonight. There was but one piece of luggage brought up from the posting road quite a hour ago, and no sign of your manservant. It’ll take but a moment to ready your room, sir.’


‘I had business on the way, so I rode over from York. My man is indisposed and is to follow in a day or two,’ replied Mr Jarrett. He had a deep, calm voice. ‘Are there any messages left for me?’


The innkeeper cast an appreciative eye over his visitor; he liked a proper gentleman. ‘Now I am glad you mentioned that, sir, for there was a boy who came over from Sir Thomas up at Oakdene Hall. Let me see.’ Mr Bedlington wiped his hands thoughtfully on his apron and turned to roar over his shoulder. ‘Polly! Here, Polly! Where did you put that note the boy brought for Mr Jarrett, my love? My wife, sir, God bless her,’ he explained, turning back to the traveller, a surprisingly coy blush staining his rosy cheeks.


Mistress Polly blew into the front parlour, a jolly-looking woman of formidable size.


‘Now Jasper, my pet, you know you put it yourself in a safe place and never gave it to me.’ She twinkled engagingly at Mr Jarrett and inserted her bulk behind the bar. ‘I rather think you put it by Mr Raistrick’s special reserve. Aye and here it is!’ She returned with a piece of cream paper folded under a seal which she presented to the visitor with an energetic bob curtsey.


Mr Jarrett, feeling that such friendly service required that his kindly hosts should be rewarded with the satisfaction of their obvious curiosity, gravely broke the seal and read the contents.


‘But how kind, I am invited to tea tomorrow afternoon,’ he informed the company.


The couple before him beamed, as if genuinely happy at their visitor’s good fortune.


‘Our boy, Jack, will be pleased to show you the way to the house, sir. It’s not far. And what time would that be, sir?’ asked Mrs Bedlington, poised to go and arrange matters.


‘Three in the afternoon?’ ventured Mr Jarrett.


‘Capital. That’s all arranged then,’ said his host, striking his hands together as if to seal a bargain. Then, wreathed in smiles, Mr Bedlington proceeded to shepherd his guest up the stairs to his best room.


‘Jarrett, eh?’ said Captain Adams, as the innkeeper and his charge disappeared. ‘But he’s a youngish man. That’s unexpected.’ Then, noticing his companion was looking bemused, he picked up his paper and tapped a section with a broad finger. Mr Gilbert’s eyes scanned an advertisement for Barclay’s Asthmatic Candy, ‘for many Years been proved a most effectual Preservative from the ill effects of Fogs and DAMP AIR’. He looked up at the Captain perplexed.


‘No, no, man! The announcement, there!’ insisted Adams. Then Mr Gilbert saw it:






NOTICE


The Duke of Penrith announces an AUDIT following the recent demise of James Crotter, Steward. All tenants residing in the County of Durham and the North Riding of Yorkshire are required to attend at the Queen’s Head, Woolbridge, on the first Thursday and Friday of August next.


F.R. Jarrett Esq.
July 27, 1811








CHAPTER TWO


He had slept well. His thirty years of life had given him experience of all sorts of shelters, from shattered Portuguese chapels to West Indian palm huts, and he was pleased to find his bed free of fleas and the room to himself. Despite his recent months of inaction Jarrett found it difficult to fall out of the habit formed on patrol of rising at half past two in the morning. When not occupied in active service, the custom left a man with many extra hours to fill. This Sunday he disposed of his first waking hours by ordering his thoughts and impressions on to paper. That done, he sharpened his pen afresh and began a letter. Mrs Bedlington’s cherished grandmother clock was striking five below as he signed it. Fanning out the few papers he had culled from his search of the old library on the table before him, he checked through what he had written. He folded up two closely written sheets in his letter, addressed and sealed it.


He got up, stretching his stiff back. Outwardly the wound in his side had healed to a long puckered welt, but inwardly it still ached on a morning. He opened the casement and leant out to look over the tumbled roofs. There was a comforting homeliness to the scene before him. Thin trails of smoke drifted up as hearths were rekindled. These roofs sheltered hundreds of human souls whose entire lives were encompassed by this place. His imagination stretched out for a moment to comprehend what that must be like – to belong so wholly to one place; to live your life from cradle to grave known to all your neighbours. His fingers strayed to the slim plait of golden hair he wore about one strong brown wrist. He tucked it back beneath his shirt cuff. Much as he might appreciate the virtues of a settled life, he knew himself incapable of sustaining them in his own person. He was destined to be a wanderer from birth. He pulled his mind back to his present task.


The inhabitants of the Queen’s Head began to stir. Mrs Bedlington, her hair still in papers, was scolding the maid, Molly, out of her warm bed to stoke the kitchen fire. Master Jasper stood before his piece of glass humming an air as he stropped his razor rhythmically against a leather strap. In the stables the horses fidgeted, their ears twitching to catch the sounds of Matt, the stableboy, coming with his pails of feed.


Jarrett sat at his window with a sketch book on his knee. Across the street stood the church. Under his swift fingers a pencil impression appeared. The Norman tower with its worn stones. A side view of the porch over the west door. The wicket gate overgrown with a romantic twist of dogrose. A little man in a dusty black hat too large for his head came bustling down the street and opened the wicket gate. His outline with its preposterous hat took shape on the paper. Two more men arrived from behind the church and entered the tower. The bells began to ring across the roofs of Woolbridge.


There was a knock on the door and Mrs Bedlington entered, looking flustered in her best Sunday silk.


‘Is there anything you might be wanting, Mr Jarrett, sir? Before we go to divine service, that is – it being the Lord’s Day.’


‘No. No, I thank you,’ Jarrett replied, hurriedly putting his sketch aside. ‘I shall be attending there myself.’


From below the innkeeper called up, ‘I’m gone, Polly!’


‘Indeed, my love; we shall follow directly,’ his wife shouted back, before recollecting herself. ‘My husband is music master, sir,’ she explained apologetically. ‘Keeps them all in order in the gallery. Always likes to be there early.’


Through the casement Jarrett saw Mr Bedlington hurry across the street bearing a large crumhorn. He watched him negotiate his way carefully through the wicket gate.


‘Well, if you’ve no need of anything, sir, I’ll be off. The maids, you know, sir. Those girls would be late for their own funeral I shouldn’t wonder if they weren’t harried.’ With this observation Mrs Bedlington closed the door briskly behind her, pausing on the other side of the thin wall to bellow up the attic stairs: ‘Molly Dade! No amount of preening ’ll make you better than you are in the eyes of the Lord – you come down here directly, girl!’


Jarrett shrugged himself into his coat, picking up his hat and a Malacca cane. He caught a glimpse of himself in the glass as he passed. ‘Fine enough for the provinces,’ he murmured to his reflection. He was leaning down to polish a smudge from one hessian boot when he remembered the letter. He picked it up from the table and slid it into his coat. It was better not left lying about. Settling his hat on his head with a smart tap, Mr Jarrett set off for church swinging his cane.


*

The street below was clogged with gigs and carriages as the worthies of Woolbridge arrived for the service. St John’s church stood on a hill. To the north it fronted the road. To the south its graveyard fell away behind the church, its oak-bordered boundary giving on to the Desmenes, the open common land that marked the town’s eastern edge. Snaking up the hill came a patchy line of the lesser folk among the Reverend Prattman’s congregation. Tenant farmers with their sturdy wives, and the lumbering lads, their farm workers, straggling behind them as they eyed the girls, serving girls from the merchants’ and tradesmen’s houses who giggled together in knots. Weavers with their thin-faced apprentices, shopkeepers and small traders, they all walked up through the graveyard, stopping to greet acquaintances on the paths under the oaks.


These two sides of Woolbridge, the carriage kind and the stout ordinary folk, met and mixed at the west door where the Reverend Prattman presided. He towered above his people, tall and hearty in his clerical wig and wide-winged black gown, flinging out his massive hands in welcome. He was the benign epitome of the Established Church, embracing in his range of responses the whole people of his parish. He greeted the rough sallies of the farmers with loud appreciative barks of laughter; he bent over the delicate Mrs Gilbert, the surgeon’s wife, with gentle attention; he directed his clerk and bell-ringers while swapping a Cambridge jest with a retired parson colleague from his old college.


The number of eyes that looked studiously away as he met them made Jarrett aware that he was the principal object of speculation that morning among the carriage trade. The blatant attention annoyed him. He set off on a circuit of the church to while away the few minutes before the service began.


The southern wall of the chancel revealed plain, elegant Norman lines. He was admiring a thirteenth-century clerestory window to the left of a low hammer-headed door when he heard sounds of female voices advancing up the steep path. From behind a fine coffin tomb he saw a party of girls approaching.


His first impression of her, as she lifted her skirts to climb the hill, was of a slim ankle accentuated in a fresh white stocking. She had delicate feet, neatly shod in black shoes decorated with a bright square buckle. On his first full view of her his immediate association was with a canvas by de Goya he had seen in Spain – inappropriate perhaps for an English setting, for it was of the painter’s mistress reclining naked on a sofa. This girl had the same sensuous black curls, luminous skin and air of seductive mischief. He found the source of his impression hard to pin down, but her movements were redolent with it. A certain confidence. The bold openness with which her dark eyes cast about the world. Here was a subject for an artist’s pencil!


‘Now then, Sal, have you had a token from your soldier boy?’


The black-haired girl turned. The question came on an ill-natured note and she paused. ‘What’s it to you, Prudence Miller? Have you so few followers of your own that you have to ask after others’?’


The circle of accompanying girls laughed, half-uneasy, half-eager, their eyes wide in anticipation. Prudence Miller, a solid, bonny girl with a ruddy complexion, advanced to confront the black-haired Sal.


‘At least mine ain’t married!’


Jarrett could not see Sal’s face but he was near certain she stiffened.


‘And of who are we speaking, Miss Prudence?’ Sal managed to speak the name so as to convey a wealth of contempt.


‘Your soldier boy’s back, Sal. He’s married his sergeant’s daughter, Sal, and the sergeant he’s taken the Swan Inn on the bridge right here in Woolbridge. What say you to that?’


As Sal seemed to lack a ready answer to this, the floodgates of Miss Miller’s resentment broke.


‘All these years you’ve been telling us Will Roberts’d be back to make an honest woman of you, while you’ve been flittin’ round our men acting like no honest girl would. And now he’s back and married another. What do you say to that, Sal?’


There was a particular stillness to the pause that followed. Then in a half-singing voice, an echo of a child’s taunt, Sal responded:


‘Fa-la-la; there are plenty of fish in the sea, Prudence Miller.’ With a swing of her skirts she turned on one graceful foot and walked off, calling casually over her shoulder, ‘You comin’, Maggie?’


A little girl with bad skin and blue pop eyes detached herself from the audience and hurried round-shouldered after her friend.


A party of men came clumping up the hill, diverting the girls. Hands went to waists, drawing attention to curved hips; shawls and hair were twitched and lips bitten red.


‘You mind you keep to your tune this mornin’, Harry Nidd,’ counselled Prudence saucily to a tow-haired youth with a broken nose.


‘You keep to yours and he’ll see you at Lovers’ Leap one of these days, Prudence Miller,’ called back Harry’s companion, a sandy-haired man with sharp features.


‘You keep your sauce to yourself, Joe Walton,’ retorted Prudence, blushing at the general laughter as Joe swiftly countered, ‘There’s many a girl likes my sauce, Prudence Miller.’


The singers filed into the church through the door in the chancel wall. Jarrett, conscious that the service must be about to begin, made for the path that led to the west door. As he passed, Sal and Prudence were picking up where they had left off. Sal seemed to be getting the better of the engagement. Her head was held high and her manner lofty, while her opponent stood red-faced, her arms akimbo.


‘I’ve no need of your men, Prudence Miller. I have one much finer than you’ll ever have hope of – a gentleman!’


‘A gentleman! What gentleman would ever walk out with the likes of you!’


‘You don’t know him, but you’ll hear of him before you’re much older, you see if you don’t.’


Prudence was not convinced. ‘A gentleman!’ she scoffed.


‘Aye, a fine gentleman!’ Catching sight of Jarrett, Sal jerked her head towards him. ‘As fine as that one there.’ She turned and smiled directly at him. Jarrett looked straight into those bold, dark eyes. She had remarkably large pupils that made her eyes seem almost black. He found himself smiling at her. He touched his hat and, with a brief nod of acknowledgement, continued on his way.


As he rounded the corner a compact, military-looking man with a high colour and receding hair accosted him. ‘Captain Adams, sir,’ he said, thrusting a chubby hand towards him. ‘And you are Mr Jarrett, the Duke’s new agent?’


‘In a manner of speaking,’ replied Jarrett, shaking his hand.


‘Thought so. Saw you at the inn as you arrived.’ Captain Adams smiled and rocked his cane as it rested on the ground as if his stock of conversation was drying up. ‘Glad to meet you. Capital. Church?’ He said, gesturing towards the doorway into which most of the congregation had now disappeared. ‘Come sit with the lady wife and me.’


‘That is most kind,’ replied Jarrett. ‘I will be glad to.’


They entered the building and he caught a whiff of the charnel house.


‘Recent burial,’ explained Captain Adams, sensing his companion’s reaction. He indicated disturbed earth at the back of the north transept. ‘But you’ll know about that. Going to be a plaque or some such. Subscription and all that.’


Jarrett surveyed Mr Crotter’s final resting place. ‘Who buried him?’ he enquired. ‘I understood Mr Crotter had no family in Woolbridge.’


‘I believe Sir Thomas saw to it,’ replied Captain Adams, after pondering the question a moment. ‘Wouldn’t do to have the fellow lying about in this heat!’ he added jovially. ‘My wife, sir.’


Jarrett found himself bowing to Mrs Adams, a broadbeamed capable-looking woman, and her pale daughters. As the ladies were taking their time to arrange themselves he stood to one side in the aisle looking about the building. Towards the front of the church various degrees of box pews were arranged, each assigned to a particular prosperous household. Benches filled the spaces where the servants and ordinary folk sat. Above, to the left of the chancel, Mr Bedlington and his motley collection of musicians were tuning up in the gallery. The singers sprawled about, waiting. The young man who had bandied words with Prudence was hanging over the rail conversing with Sal, who sat below on a bench looking demure and mischievous at the same time. Jarrett glimpsed Prudence Miller’s impotent fury and felt pity for her. She was no match for Sal. His fingers itched to capture the scene – ‘The Country Service: a rural vignette’.


The little man in the over-large hat trotted up the gallery steps. ‘Music master,’ he commanded, ‘the parson would remind the singers that they are not to sing the responses!’ Then, looking to neither left nor right through an accompaniment of jeers from the singers, the clerk scurried back down the stairs.


*

Henrietta Lonsdale entered the church half a step in front of her aunt. It had been a trying morning. She had known it would be from the moment her aunt’s voice had wavered out to arrest her progress as she passed the bedroom door on her way downstairs to breakfast. The words were not material; it was their tone – that pathetic, cajoling, invalidish note her aunt assumed when she wanted to be petted. Henrietta was a dutiful niece to her widowed aunt. She prayed regularly and quite sincerely for God’s assistance in granting her patience and a better temper, but the carriage ride that morning had been frosty. Aunt Lonsdale’s mood had lightened a little on arrival at church. They had been greeted at the carriage door by Mrs Bedford who had hardly allowed them time to set foot to ground, so eager was she to share the excitement over the Duke of Penrith’s new agent. Henrietta lifted her eyebrows a little at all the fuss. She knew perfectly well that Aunt Lonsdale considered Amelia Bedford a vulgar sort of woman, but the Duke’s agent was too choice a morsel for her to be particular about the provenance of the gossip. Henrietta surveyed the man blocking the aisle. So this was the new agent. His clothes were remarkably well cut but they hung slightly loose as if he had lost weight in sickness he had yet to regain. She noted, nonetheless, that he had a good leg. She followed the line of his gaze. Gawping at Sally Grundy, was he? A pity his manners did not match his tailoring.


Jarrett heard a musical voice speak behind him.


‘If you will permit, sir.’


He turned to let by two latecomers. A youngish lady near his height, well dressed, with an elegant face and direct grey eyes nodded to him. She was accompanied by what he took to be an aunt or some such female relation: a middle-aged woman with a thin, pampered face and mournful look that reminded him of the expression dogs assume when begging for food at table. The grey eyes of the younger woman met his as they passed and he was surprised to catch a trace of derision in them. He looked after her. The lady carried herself remarkably well. Perhaps he had imagined her disdain.


The Squire, Sir Thomas of Oakdene Hall, advanced in procession with his household down the aisle to settle in his family pew. His outdoor servants arranged themselves with much scraping of wood and jangling of spurs on stone in the benches behind. The Reverend Prattman advanced to his desk and the service began.


It was not much different from most country services. The Reverend Prattman had a strong, clear voice and the decency to keep his sermon short. The singers, disregarding the clerk’s instructions, sang the responses lustily, causing the parson to sulk. Glancing to his right, Jarrett saw that his lady critic too had noticed the parson’s pout. For a brief moment their eyes met with shared amusement. Then she recollected her dignity and gave him her profile. With a jolt he remembered where he was and his role as Duke’s agent. When a man wore regimentals the ladies were not so cold. He shrugged off the rebuff as he rose for ‘O for a thousand tongues to sing’, to the accompaniment of a strong beat from the side-drum. Jarrett, who had a decent light baritone voice, found himself enjoying the hymn along with the rest of the congregation. The musicians entered into their task with spirit, rendering the sacred tune in a sort of merry jig. The lady to his right had a tuneful soprano and he amused himself composing harmonies against it. Whatever my lady critic’s opinion of him their voices blended well.


The service ended and Captain Adams parted from Mr Jarrett with repeated assurances that they would be sure to see one another again that afternoon over tea at Sir Thomas’s. As the agent crossed the street returning to his inn, the lady with the critical eyes was settling her aunt in their carriage. The elder lady lifted an eyebrow in the direction of Jarrett’s neatly dressed figure.


‘He is a well-looking man, to be sure,’ Mrs Lonsdale commented vaguely.


‘Hmmm,’ responded Henrietta, preoccupied with fixing the rug about her aunt’s knees just as she liked it. The black-haired Sal passed down the street, swinging her hips, framed between two of the young singers from the gallery. Distracted, Miss Lonsdale spoke her thoughts aloud.


‘He in turn seems to find Sally Grundy well-looking enough. He was watching her through half the service.’


‘My dear, never!’ exclaimed her aunt, growing quite animated. ‘Oh my love, did you hear? Will Roberts, Joe Roberts the carpenter’s son, is come back from the militia in Ireland. It seems he has taken the opportunity to better himself and has married his sergeant’s daughter.’ Mrs Lonsdale’s face reflected a smug smile as she patted the rug more closely about her. ‘I would not have thought him so sensible – he is well free of the slut.’


‘Perhaps not,’ returned Henrietta, thankful her aunt had not fixed on the impropriety of her comment, ‘if she were to call him before the magistrate on a breach of promise.’


‘The hussy would not be so bold!’


‘Sally Grundy, aunt? Why boldness is her very trademark.’ Rueful amusement crossed Henrietta Lonsdale’s face and she added quietly, ‘Somehow I cannot help but like her for it.’


‘Fie, Henrietta, you are ridiculous!’ her aunt told her.


*

Under the guidance of Master Jack, the innkeeper’s twelve-year-old son, Jarrett found his way to Oakdene Hall. He was ushered into the Blue Drawing Room as the clock struck three. Sir Thomas crossed the wide expanse of carpet and polished boards to greet his guest.


‘Ah, this must be Mr Jarrett. Welcome, sir, welcome to Oakdene Hall.’


‘I must thank you, Sir Thomas, for your invitation. It was most gracious.’


‘Nonsense, nonsense. I received word of your coming. And how did you leave my dear friend, the Duke? Dear me, ’tis many a year since I saw him last.’


‘He goes on as well as can be expected, sir, for a man in his condition; he is no longer young.’


Sir Thomas seemed to bend a little more under his own years, and his eyes behind his round glasses looked melancholy.


‘Ah yes; tempus fugit, tempus fugit – for us all, eh?’ He shook off his thoughts and asked, ‘But what of this sad affair?’


‘As to that, Sir Thomas, may I present His Grace’s compliments and thank you for the trouble you have taken on his behalf. I understand it was you who saw to the burial of the unfortunate Crotter.’


Sir Thomas waved aside all thanks. ‘No matter. No matter. A man is a poor creature if he cannot be of service to his friends.’


‘His Grace is most fortunate in his friendships, sir.’ Jarrett paused. ‘I would not trouble you at this time, Sir Thomas, but may I call on you again – on business?’


Sir Thomas was an old friend of the Duke’s. And yet Jarrett sensed a certain reluctance in his host at his request, as if he disliked to hear of troublesome things.


‘Ah yes, business. How do you find matters?’


‘I fear I am all at sea as yet, sir. Mr Crotter seems to have been an indifferent book-keeper.’


‘What will you do?’ The old man asked the question while looking off, smiling and bowing to some guests across the room.


‘There are yet some days left before the audit, Sir Thomas. It provides opportunity for me to ride about and see how things stand on the farms.’


‘A bad business.’ Sir Thomas gazed down at his feet and paused. When he spoke again it was in a reluctant voice. ‘Crotter was much on his own and greatly trusted. I hope there is no villainy in the matter. Your presence – so swiftly; your connection to the family …’ He peered up at Jarrett over his spectacles.


It was the look of such a timid, foolish creature that Jarrett’s protective instincts were aroused. ‘I do not suspect it, Sir Thomas,’ he replied more confidently than he meant. ‘More likely an aversion to book-keeping; nothing that cannot be remedied. And as to the family – no one knows me here; in Woolbridge I am no more than the Duke’s agent. Let me remain so for the present, if you will. A little anonymity may prove my best assistance in uncovering the true state of affairs – at least until Charles is able to join me.’


Sir Thomas was transparently more than happy to be relieved of the burden of referring to so sensitive a subject as Mr Jarrett’s particular relationship to the Duke’s family. ‘Of course. Discretion. Absolutely as you wish.’


Jarrett smoothed over his host’s embarrassment. ‘I must add that Charles, too, sends his compliments. He had hoped to accompany me, but the Duke’s affairs have detained him in York.’


Sir Thomas, who only dimly recalled Charles, Marquess of Earewith, the Duke’s eldest son, as a short boy in knee breeches, smiled vaguely. ‘Well, good. I fear I must make a journey away from home in the next few days, but Tuesday – shall we say a week this Tuesday, in the forenoon?’


Jarrett had hoped for an earlier interview but Sir Thomas’s attention had already moved on.


‘And see, here is Captain Adams wishing to speak with you. I believe you are acquainted?’


Captain Adams drew near with his wife on one arm, and on the other a lady Jarrett had glimpsed at a distance that morning at church. She was a short plump woman with brassy hair who dressed in a florid, fashionable way. She brought to his mind a figure representing ‘a lady of the town’ in some over-coloured popular print. This lady was introduced as Mrs Amelia Bedford, the wife of a carpet-manufacturer in the neighbourhood. She gave Jarrett a cold, brief nod, swiftly transferring her attention to her host.


‘Oh, Sir Thomas,’ she cried, laying one plump white hand on the baronet’s arm and looking up into his face with a flutter of eyelashes. ‘Such a pleasant gathering! But I do not see our friend, Justice Raistrick; is he not here?’


Jarrett sensed a distinct hush fall among the other members of the circle before Sir Thomas responded in a distracted manner, ‘Mr Raistrick? Otherwise engaged, I believe. Ah, I beg pardon, I must leave you.’ In response to a servant’s signal, Sir Thomas detached himself from the group.


‘Fie, Amelia!’ scolded Mrs Adams in a penetrating whisper. ‘You know very well that man is not received in this house.’


The door opened and Sir Thomas handed in an extraordinary creature – a frail, shuffling figure who might have been of normal height but for a freak of nature that had doubled her forward upon herself under the mighty weight of a giant hump. Two thin arms trailed loose, like unwieldy ropes ending in filigree monkey’s paws. The eyes in the face mask that tilted out to the world under the overhanging hump of flesh and bone were vacant – nothing within looking at nothing without. Sir Thomas settled this thing in a chair, fussed over it, rearranging a trailing shawl to disguise the indecent arms, and was summoned away to tend to some new arrivals.


The circle somehow melted away. Captain Adams drew off to seek some gentleman’s opinion about a militia matter. Mrs Adams and Mrs Bedford sat in uncomfortable silence a moment, before Mrs Bedford leapt up with an over-exuberant show of enthusiasm, crying, ‘Oh, Maria! There is such a lovely timepiece over the mantel there – do come let us look at it.’


Dragging her stoic companion behind her, she made for the far end of the room. There she proceeded to make conversation in dumb show before a very ordinary carriage clock. She fluttered her shawl about her, throwing out animated gestures as if she was on the stage, all the while casting nervous glances back towards the old lady who sat in isolation amid a group of empty chairs.


Abandoned in his corner Jarrett could not forbear examining this apparition. Suddenly, as if a person darted forward to fill an empty doorway, the rheumy eyes focused. Jarrett found himself fixed by a look charged with mischief and one eye winked. ‘I should like some tea.’ The voice was papery but authoritative and perfectly clear.


‘I shall fetch some, madam,’ he responded, springing to his feet, glad for an excuse to cover his confusion.


He returned to find his companion transformed. She had somehow collected up her limbs, and the slanted face peeped out almost roguishly from under her hump.


‘He should not have made me come,’ she stated with a fierce bob of her head in the direction of the inoffensive baronet. ‘Make conversation with these chuckleheads! Pshaw! Chuckleheads!’ she repeated with relish. ‘I stand no nonsense. Did ye see Amelia Bedford? Her father sold pigmeat and still she gives herself airs. Can’t abide lunatics – give her the goosebumps.’ The old lady gave Jarrett a wicked smile and leaning towards him confided: ‘Can’t do a thing about me, though; I’m kin to Sir Thomas and he has £8,000 a year. Ha!’ She gave a snort of amusement. She tipped her tea dextrously from the patterned cup into the deep saucer and sipped it delicately. ‘So you’re come from the Duke, eh? About time the booby paid attention to his affairs. That Crotter was a bad lot.’ She pursed her lips. For an instant Jarrett wondered whether her sharp nose and pointed chin might meet. He decided evasion was the best policy.


‘Crotter. Sad affair. He died of a heart attack, I hear. Most unexpected.’


Faded blue eyes challenged him with liquid intelligence, forcing him to drink some of the insipid tea so that he might look away.


‘Pfft!’ She tossed her head and gazed stonily away from him.


‘I beg pardon, ma’am, we have not been introduced,’ he said, in an effort to bridge the silence. ‘My name is Jarrett; Frederick Raif Jarrett. I fear I do not have the pleasure of knowing your name …’


‘Lady Catherine Gilling,’ she replied haughtily, adding snappishly: ‘I know who you are. I am not a simpleton, young man!’


At that moment his singing partner from the church, the lady with the direct grey eyes, entered the room behind her aunt. She was above average height for a woman, and though not a beauty she had what the polite world calls countenance. The old witch had so unsettled him he heard himself ask, ‘I beg pardon, ma’am, but who might those ladies be – the ones who have just come in? I think I saw them at church.’


Lady Catherine was diverted from her sulks.


‘Ha! You mean my young friend Henrietta,’ she stated. Jarrett, startled by her uncomfortable clear-sightedness, was appalled to see her snap her fingers to attract Henrietta’s attention, confirming the action with an imperious, ‘Here. Come. I want you here, child!’


The lady took this summons in good grace. She crossed the room to lean over Lady Catherine and kiss her wizened cheek.


‘Miss Henrietta Lonsdale, may I have leave to present to you Mr Frederick Jarrett. He’s come from the Duke, you know.’ With this mischievous introduction Lady Catherine wriggled back in her chair, and composed herself as if she was about to watch a play. As Lady Catherine’s chosen puppet Miss Lonsdale proved wilful. With a graceful incline of her head she acknowledged the introduction, following it with a swift, sweet smile in which Jarrett hoped he detected good will. She turned back to Lady Catherine.


‘I am indeed pleased to meet Mr Jarrett, but, Lady Catherine, I must go pay my respects to Sir Thomas; we have just this moment arrived and he will think me very odd.’
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