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Prologue – Madeline’s story 


I was born in the first week of February in 1904, just as all the church bells of Paris began to strike midnight, and my nurse Babette used to tell me that the snowflakes danced outside the windows to celebrate my birth. ‘You were so pretty, Madeline,’ she loved to say. ‘You were a winter baby, with blue, blue eyes.’ But when I was seventeen, the church bells tolled for my mother’s funeral, and within a month of her death, an English duke became my guardian. Although I was afraid of travelling to a foreign land, I agreed to do so because I was even more afraid of my past.


People were envious – ‘You will live in London, Madeline!’ And so I did for a short while, but the shadows of my past pursued me. I took temporary refuge in my guardian’s country home, Belfield Hall, but even there I wasn’t safe; because I met a man who worked on the land, a man who obsessed me, until I, who’d vowed to guard myself, became his in every way. He seduced me, I think, with his first smile.


He made me beg for his love, and I did so. I gave myself to him freely, because I guessed that he understood my need. I remember that I saw the shadows of his own damaged past in his eyes as he stripped me bare and took me fiercely, proudly, rousing me to a desire and a fulfilment that I had not believed possible. Other women wanted him badly, but he laughed at my jealousy, saying, ‘How could I look at anyone else, when I have you? You are mine, Madeline. Mine.’ I replied again and again that yes, I was his; I surrendered myself to him as he made love to me in ways that were dark and blissful, in ways that I hadn’t been able to imagine.


I was young, you see, and I was a fool. My childhood should have taught me to trust no one, but I trusted him. I was an exile, I was an orphan, I was shunned by society. I thought that in him I’d found what I wanted – what I needed. 


But I’d also discovered that my guardian the Duke – perhaps the kindest and best man I’d ever known – was in danger of losing the love of his life, who’d once been a servant at Belfield Hall. I realised that the Duke had enemies who were also my enemies – the old Duchess of Belfield for one, who hated the fact that he had inherited her former home, and Lady Beatrice, who’d once wanted him for herself. And I found myself having to make almost impossible choices, because if my guardian was to be reunited with his Sophie, then I had to be prepared to sacrifice my own dreams. I knew that I did not deserve happiness – but the Duke and his Sophie did.


My story begins on the day I arrived at Belfield Hall, three years after the war ended . . . 










Chapter One


November 1921


 


‘Welcome to Belfield Hall, ma’am,’ said Mr Peters the butler, holding open the door for me as I stepped down from the Duke’s big Daimler. ‘We hope you will be very happy here.’


Thirty or more servants were waiting out in the freezing cold courtyard, and I think I tried to smile as the housekeeper led me past them listing their names, which I repeated, though I feared I would never remember each one. ‘Welcome,’ they all said. ‘Welcome, ma’am.’ 


I had travelled to Oxford by train with my companion, Miss Kenning. A servant called Eddie had driven us from the railway station, and in the back of the car Miss Kenning whispered, ‘Oh, Madeline. To think that we are actually going to be living at Belfield Hall – I believe it is a treasure house of art and antiquities.’ 


I remember that I felt guilty, because the servants all had to stand outside like that in the cold wind, bowing their heads or curtseying to me in turn; the footmen in the Duke of Belfield’s livery, and the maids in black, with starched white aprons and caps. Their servitude reminded me of my childhood: of the big house in the rue Saint-Honoré where the footmen had carried trays of wine, and my mother had made me go round with a dish of little honey-cakes, curtseying and lisping to her guests in French: My name is Madeline, and what can I do to please you? What can I do to please you, mesdames et messieurs?


‘Ma’am? Are you ready to go inside now, ma’am?’ The voice of the housekeeper, Mrs Burdett.


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry. Of course.’


So Mrs Burdett led me inside, with Miss Kenning hurrying behind. ‘It is unfortunate, ma’am,’ Mrs Burdett was saying to me, ‘that the Duke of Belfield himself could not come with you.’


I remembered saying goodbye to my guardian, and how I’d tried desperately to hide my panic. All wrapped up in my winter coat and hat, I’d been standing outside the Duke’s beautiful London house while his chauffeur James was loading my luggage into the car, and I felt terribly alone, because my guardian had told me he had to go away, to his estate in Ireland. Perhaps the Duke saw my fear, for he said quickly, ‘I will, of course, come to Belfield with you if you wish, Madeline.’


I’d shaken my head firmly. ‘I really will be quite all right, Your Grace.’


He’d looked at me gravely with his clear blue eyes. ‘I’m so sorry that I have to go to Ireland. It’s a matter of business and duty, I fear.’


‘I understand,’ I said quickly. ‘Please don’t worry about me.’


‘I’ll write to you regularly.’ He touched my hand. ‘And you’ve got my telephone number, haven’t you? You must ring me, whenever you wish, and when I next get to Belfield we shall discuss your future again. I’m only sorry that London didn’t suit you.’


‘I’ll be happier in the countryside,’ I said. ‘I’m sure of it.’


‘I hope so. Write to me in Ireland, Madeline. Ring me.’


I’d nodded, the lump in my throat almost choking me. And now I could only feel dismay at the sight of this vast cold place to which my life had taken me, miles from anywhere, with the trees all bare and the skies growing heavier by the hour.


I remember that a footman called Robert carried my luggage upstairs, and Mrs Burdett showed me my accommodation. As well as a bedroom, I had my own bathroom, and a small parlour where a fire had been lit; but I still shivered as I took off my heavy travelling coat and saw that the rain was starting to lash against the windows. Miss Kenning was taken to her own smaller apartment just along the corridor, but as soon as the housekeeper had left, she came rushing in to me. ‘This house is truly astonishing, Madeline,’ she said in an awed voice. ‘I believe there are paintings here by Rembrandt, and the ceiling in the Great Hall is by Verrio. Oh, I cannot wait to explore it.’


Miss Kenning had been my governess and companion for nearly two years, and I was pleased that she at least would be happy here. As for me, I hoped that my past might be forgotten. I hoped that I might be safe. 


 


People asked me, in that first week at Belfield Hall, if I was homesick for Paris, and I would reply, ‘A little,’ because that was what they expected of me. I was fully aware of the servants, as they scurried about their business, casting furtive glances at me. ‘She’s an orphan, poor thing,’ I heard the housemaids whispering. ‘The Duke’s ward. She’s only seventeen, and she’s so far from home.’ Several Oxfordshire neighbours called to visit within the first week, and cards were delivered inviting me to afternoon teas and luncheons; but I told the butler, Mr Peters, to inform them all that I was still recovering from my journey.


Every morning at a quarter past nine, a service would be held in the Hall’s chapel. The chapel was very ornate, and had wooden and stone carvings that dated back to the seventeenth century – Miss Kenning told me this. The local vicar, who walked over from Belfield village each day whatever the weather, came up to me after my first attendance there, and asked if I wished to be put in touch with a priest. ‘I’m assuming,’ he said, ‘that you are a Roman Catholic, Miss Dumouriez? I could arrange for Father O’Ryan from Oxford to—’


‘No,’ I interrupted. ‘There’s no need.’ I could tell he was puzzled by me, as most people were. 


‘But I heard that you were educated in a convent. Surely—’


‘I don’t need a priest. Thank you.’ I was aware of the servants watching me and holding their breaths, as I walked with Miss Kenning out of the chapel. 


 


One fine, crisp afternoon at the end of November, Miss Kenning and I went for a long walk up into the woods. There must at some time have been pheasant shooting here, I realised, for a mile or so from the Hall we came across an old cottage in a clearing, and close by were several pheasant coops made of woven willow laths. But the coops looked as if they hadn’t been used for years; the cottage too looked deserted, and I wondered if perhaps the gamekeeper who might have once lived here had gone away to the terrible war and had not come back. 


Whenever it was fine, I walked and walked, in the grounds, or in the woods. When it rained – as it so often did that winter, I remember – I wandered around inside the vast house, but there were so many rooms that I frequently got lost; indeed sometimes a servant would find me and would, with a mixture of puzzlement and pity, I think, guide me gently back to my own small parlour. One day, a long letter arrived for me from the Duke in County Wicklow, describing the Irish countryside, and his visits to nearby Dublin, and the weather. A few evenings later, he telephoned me. ‘Are you all right, Madeline?’ he asked. ‘Are they taking good care of you?’


‘Yes,’ I replied, shutting my eyes for a moment, picturing his face. ‘Everyone has been very kind, Your Grace.’ It was around then that I learned from the Duke’s steward, Mr Fitzpatrick – who lived in Belfield village, and managed the Duke’s estate – that my guardian had in fact been requested by the Home Office to be part of a commission that was involved in settling Ireland’s future. I felt stupid for not knowing this; for not knowing that his duties there were so important.


When December came, with its so-short days and freezing nights, I nevertheless hoped my guardian might ring to say that he would soon be on his way to Belfield Hall, but instead he wrote, asking me if I would like to come to London for the festive season. ‘If you decide to do so,’ he said, ‘I shall make sure that I get there myself, for a short while at least.’


Only that morning Mr Fitzpatrick told me, with an anxious frown on his kind face, that the Duke had been asked to stay on in Ireland over the Christmas period as a matter of urgency, because the announcement of a new treaty between England and Ireland was imminent. ‘He’s a much-respected figure there,’ Mr Fitzpatrick told me, ‘and his opinions are highly valued.’


I wrote to my guardian, and said I was happy to remain at Belfield; but after I’d given Mr Peters my letter to be posted, I twisted the emerald bracelet I wore on my wrist, as I did when I was disturbed. The Duke was so very kind, and I could not bring myself to tell him how terribly alone I felt, here in this vast house where the silence was broken only by the sounds of the clocks in every room; the wretched wall clocks and grandfather clocks that ticked and chimed to mark the slow passing of time for me in my solitude.


Christmas came, and there was a service in the chapel followed by a special dinner in the servants’ hall for all the indoor and outdoor staff. Miss Kenning and I ate roast beef and plum pudding alone, in the huge dining room that Robert the footman had valiantly tried to make festive with candles and wreaths of holly. In the evening the Duke rang to wish me a merry Christmas, and to say that he wished he could be there.


 


By then, I’d grown accustomed to the routines of Belfield Hall, but the staff were by no means used to me. For instance, I had not brought a maid with me from London. Mrs Burdett had been astonished when I told her I didn’t really need one; she had pressed her lips together, and said that perhaps we could discuss the matter again shortly. In the meantime, various house servants came to bring me my tea or to draw my bath, and to see if I needed any help with my hair, or my clothes. 


But I was used to managing by myself, and the few clothes I had were plain and serviceable enough for winter in the country: cream blouses, long serge skirts, and gowns in navy or brown, into which I changed for dinner at half past six – they kept old-fashioned country hours at Belfield Hall. I had no need of a maid to lace me into heavy corsets, because I didn’t wear them, nor did I wear pretty silk underwear, as many girls my age did, preferring instead a cotton brassiere that laced up the side and flattened my already small breasts. My long dark hair tended to be unruly, so I would brush it hard, as if I was punishing myself, and tie it back with a plain ribbon. 


One of the maids, Nell, whom I found the kindest of them all, said to me once, when she was laying out some newly laundered clothes for me, ‘Oh, ma’am. You should be wearing pretty gowns and going to parties. I don’t know why His Grace the Duke—’ She broke off, her cheeks aflame.


It’s not the Duke’s fault, I wanted to say to her. It’s mine. It’s mine.


I wore only one piece of jewellery: the bracelet I’ve already mentioned, which was a band of gold set with small emeralds fastened tightly around my wrist by a serpent’s-head clasp. ‘It was a gift,’ I used to say in London when the Duke’s friends asked me why I always wore it.


‘Oh,’ they would breathe. ‘How beautiful. It looks so – old. What a lovely present.’ But if they had looked beneath it, they would have seen that the sharp-edged bracelet had made livid scars on my white skin.


There was a frequent visitor to the Hall around that time whose name was Lottie Towndrow, and I was told that she was a historian. She rented a cottage in Belfield village and often rode over on her bicycle, because she had permission to visit the library here whenever she wished. She was writing a history of the landed families of Oxfordshire, Mr Peters told me, and one day he took me to meet her – he perhaps thought that she might be a friend for me.


As Mr Peters led me into the library, Miss Towndrow was sitting at a table writing, with her spectacles perched on the end of her nose, and her long red hair coiled tightly at the nape of her neck. She was only a few years older than I was, and appeared almost severe in the way she dressed, though her plain clothes suited her slim figure very well. She had the pale but perfect skin that some redheads possessed, and she looked up at me curiously with her clear green eyes. 


‘So you’ve recently become the Duke’s ward, I take it, Madeline? That must have meant a sudden elevation of status for you.’


I was as surprised by her casual use of my first name as I was by her implied insult. ‘Not particularly,’ I said. ‘My father was a baron with estates in Normandy, but he died when I was two. My mother died last year.’


She nodded. ‘In a motor-car accident, I heard. And the Duke was your mother’s cousin – were you pleased, to find yourself in his care?’


In fact I’d not known at the time of the Duke’s existence. I simply said, ‘His Grace has been most kind to me.’


‘So you have a duke for your guardian, yet here you are at Belfield Hall, all on your own. What on earth do you do all day?’


I muttered something about reading books, and taking walks in the grounds.


‘What an incredible waste,’ she said. ‘Especially as you speak English reasonably well, though I don’t suppose you had much of an education. By the way, do call me Lottie – we’ve no need to use the antiquated formalities of our elders, don’t you agree?’ Quite clearly, though, she wasn’t offering me her friendship, since she straight away turned back to her studies, making it plain that I was no longer welcome.


Later that day I happened to come across some of the staff talking about her. ‘That Miss Towndrow,’ a young footman was saying. ‘What she needs is a man to sort her out.’


‘She’s a suffragist,’ said one of the maids importantly.


‘So? That’s the trouble with all of her kind. They frighten the men away, when really all they need is a good . . .’


Then they saw me, and hurried silently on with their tasks.


 


Those winter afternoons grew dark so very quickly. One January day after I’d been for a walk, I returned to my sitting room to find that the electric light wasn’t working, and since I was still too shy to ring the bell for a servant, I made my way down to the basement where the kitchens and pantries were, hoping to come across someone who could help me.


When I came to the servants’ hall, the door was open, and I could see that they were all sitting down to have their afternoon cup of tea; I turned to go, not wanting to disturb them, but I’d already been noticed.


‘Ma’am,’ someone exclaimed, and they all jumped to their feet. A housemaid knocked over a teacup, then set it straight with an even louder clatter.


My cheeks burned and I twisted the tight emerald bracelet on my wrist. ‘I think I need a new light bulb, in my sitting room,’ I said. ‘That is all. There’s really no hurry. Only when you’ve time.’


I turned to go, but Robert the footman was already holding out a chair for me. ‘I’ll see to that in a moment, ma’am,’ he said. ‘You should have rung. But now that you’re here, please do come and join us.’


It might seem unusual that they welcomed me there, but I think they’d been glad to find that I did not put on airs and graces; in fact I didn’t really know how to give them their orders, and I think they felt sorry for me, as well as being deeply curious. I sat very hesitantly, and someone pushed a cup of tea towards me, then silence descended. I tried to smile. 


‘Well,’ I said, my heart sinking to my shoes. ‘It is so lovely to be here, in your beautiful English countryside. And I do hope that I’m not making too much extra work for you all . . .’


The silence continued, and I felt the old fear. They saw. They saw. But then one of the housemaids looked at me eagerly and said, ‘Oh, ma’am. You speak English so very well. Do all French people know as much English as you?’


So though I still felt sick with tension, I explained that I’d been taught a little English at the convent where I was educated, and then – thanks to Miss Kenning – I’d learned to speak the language reasonably well.


‘More than that, ma’am,’ marvelled one of the scullery maids. ‘You talk like a grand English lady!’ She’d been gazing at me in wonder ever since I’d sat down. ‘Please – will you tell us about Paris?’


‘Yes,’ urged the others. ‘Please, tell us about Paris.’ 


So I lied to them about the city where I was born; I made up stories about the parties and the theatres and the couturiers that they assumed would have been part of my life before I came to London last spring. Lies, lies: my whole life was built on lies.


And as the days went by, I felt as though I was hidden away from the world.


 


Miss Towndrow, the researcher from Oxford – Lottie, as she’d asked me to call her – continued to visit the Hall regularly. Miss Kenning was awed by her. ‘She is so very, very clever,’ she would say to me. ‘So independent, and she knows so much.’


I realised that Miss Kenning often sought Lottie out on the pretext of asking her opinion on some aspect or other of Belfield Hall’s history, and I guessed my curious companion was probably a nuisance to her. As for me, I would speak to Lottie with the barest civility if our paths crossed, for I didn’t like the way she looked at me, as if she saw much more than I wanted her to see. But on one occasion she trapped me by asking me to come downstairs with her to one of the storerooms; where, she told me, there were some documents in French that she wanted me to translate.


Since I thought she was the Duke’s guest, I didn’t feel I could refuse, so I followed her down to the windowless basement rooms. Lottie, as confident as ever, had asked for some coffee to be brought to us as we worked, and she already had the documents laid out on a big oak table. ‘It will make a change for you, Madeline,’ she said breezily as she pulled a chair out for me, ‘to be doing something useful. What you usually find to fill your days, I simply cannot imagine.’


She’d said this before, of course. She thought me shallow and stupid. This time I didn’t respond – I don’t think she expected me to, and anyway, she was already pushing the first of the papers towards me. It was a letter, I realised, in exquisite but faded handwriting. I translated it aloud, carefully. ‘My love,’ I read. ‘I dream of you at night. I dream of your fine body . . .’ I stopped.


I think she gloated over my confusion. ‘That letter,’ she said, ‘is over sixty years old. It was written by the fourth Duke of Belfield’s young French wife to her lover, Giles, who was a footman at her parents’ chateau in Lille. After her marriage, and her move to England, she claimed unbearable homesickness and went back to Lille as often as she could – to see her parents, and Giles as well, presumably.’ She shrugged. ‘The poor girl – she had to have some compensation for her husband’s lack of interest in her. Coincidentally, the Duke’s lover was also a young footman, here at the Hall . . . Do carry on, Madeline.’


I said calmly, ‘Your research is clearly going to be of a personal nature. Does the Duke know precisely what you are writing about?’


‘Oh,’ she said, ‘he must surely have every sympathy with the disastrous love affairs of the nobility. After all, he had a mistress who was once a scullery maid here, and now she’s a popular singer.’ Contempt coloured her every word. ‘It’s hard to say which occupation is the more demeaning, really.’


I felt a pulse drumming in my temple. ‘I met her,’ I said. ‘I met Sophie in London, and I thought she was very beautiful, and very kind.’


‘Really? But you didn’t actually stay with the Duke in London, did you? I heard that he packed you off to live with a well-connected family in Mayfair, so he would be free to indulge himself with his low-born mistress—’


‘He was thinking of me,’ I broke in. ‘He thought I would enjoy London more in the company of other young people.’


She lifted one eyebrow. ‘Clearly, you didn’t. Since you find yourself here.’ She pushed the letter towards me. ‘Please continue.’ 


 So I did. ‘I dream of your tongue,’ I read, ‘pleasuring me in the place you love to call your own. I dream of your seed –’ I hesitated only slightly ‘– spilling itself deep within me. During the long lonely nights away from you, I toy with my breasts, and I think of you, my magnificent lover . . .’


I paused, as she scribbled away. ‘Are you managing to keep up?’ I asked her politely.


‘Oh, indeed. Your English vocabulary is – excellent.’ Lottie let her green eyes rove up and down me casually. ‘What a good thing it is for us, Madeline, that you’re no shrinking innocent. Or so I’ve heard.’


I froze. What did she mean? What did she know? But already she was calmly pouring us both coffee, saying, ‘Shall we move on to the next page?’


I continued to translate, capably and coolly. I played her at her own game. Afterwards I went up to my room, knowing that she’d been trying to disturb me – even to arouse me. But she would have to try harder than that. 


I was safe here, I kept telling myself. I was safe. 


 


February arrived, and with it came my eighteenth birthday. Cook baked me a cake, and my guardian sent me a beautiful little gold locket, and wrote saying that he hoped to be back in England shortly. But that afternoon I met Mr Fitzpatrick, who drove over to the Hall every week to check that all was well in the Duke’s absence; and he told me that he feared the Duke was likely to be detained in Ireland for a while longer. ‘I don’t suppose you have much chance to follow the news, Miss Dumouriez?’


‘I sometimes look at the newspapers,’ I told him. The Times was delivered daily to Belfield Hall, and Robert or Richard always ironed it before placing it in the library. ‘I try to read about Ireland, but I find the situation difficult to understand. Please will you explain to me what the Duke is doing there, and what this new treaty will mean?’


‘Well, now,’ he said, ‘it might take a while.’


‘Please,’ I begged.


He looked at his watch. ‘I have time enough to spare, if you do. Will you come to the library with me, Miss Dumouriez?’


‘Of course.’


Once in the library, Mr Fitzpatrick went straight to the bookshelves and lifted down a weighty atlas, which he spread out on the table in front of me. He was meticulous and kind; he pointed out Dublin and Belfast, and sketched an imaginary line with his finger across the country, to show me where a new and permanent boundary was in the process of being created by treaty between the north and south.


I shook my head in bewilderment. ‘So they’re dividing the country? But why?’


He gave a small sigh. ‘Basically, Ireland has been split for a long time – between the Catholics, who live mainly in the south and who want to be free of British rule, and the Protestants in the north, who want to remain part of Britain. This treaty means that the south – the Irish Free State – is to have its own government, based in Dublin.’


‘But why is the Duke so involved in all this?’


‘Because he’s been contributing to the negotiations as to where the boundary should be drawn – partly because, like many of the English nobility, he has property in the south, in County Wicklow, to be precise.’


I still didn’t understand. ‘The Irish people must surely resent a group of Englishmen drawing up the terms of their independence?’


‘Most of the men who’ve been drawing up the final treaty are Irish politicians,’ he explained. ‘But the Duke – and other Englishmen – have made the same point as you, and in fact His Grace has already said that he’s quite willing to give up his Irish estate, since he hardly feels entitled to it. “It’s like owning a piece of foreign land,” he told me once. Though saying that, of course, has made him rather unpopular with the other English lords who hold castles and great swathes of land in Ireland.’


I wished my guardian had told me something of all this before he went away, because I’d never guessed; I’d had no idea. ‘But why, if there’s a treaty, are people still arguing?’


‘Because the leaders of the Republican Army want all of Ireland, north and south, to be united, and they feel that the new government of the Irish Free State has given way to British demands too readily – for example, by allowing British naval bases to remain in Irish waters. The Republican Army claim that they’ve been betrayed.’


‘An army? Do you think that the Duke is in danger?’


‘Oh, bless you, no, he’s safe enough, at his Wicklow estate or in Dublin. But the Treaty Bill has only just been presented to the House of Commons in London, and there are Irish tempers to be soothed, Irish politicians to be appeased. The Duke telephoned me last night, and said that he cannot come home until his work’s done. He asked after you, of course – he always does. He will be here as soon as he possibly can, I’m sure.’


I nodded. Again I gazed at the map of Ireland – all those beautiful names: Limerick, Tipperary, Kinsale . . . ‘There were Irishmen fighting in France in the war, weren’t there?’ I asked him suddenly. 


Mr Fitzpatrick looked sad. ‘Yes, many an Irishman fought in the war. But those who wanted to be free of British rule didn’t fight, you see. And there’s bad feeling still, between both sides, but our Duke is most highly regarded there. You have His Grace’s telephone number, don’t you? You must ring him any time, if you need to – he won’t see it as an imposition at all.’ He smiled at me, put away the heavy atlas and left, but I stayed there, turning the pages of that day’s newspaper, until I saw the headline, news from ireland. And I read: The Catholic bishops have implored all the people of Ireland to accept the peace treaty, and to make the best of the freedom it brings. But the Irish Republican Army vows to fight on . . .


Fighting? I read a little more, then slowly put the newspaper aside and left the library. But the afternoon had grown colder for me, and my thoughts darker. 


 


The next day, I wrote to my guardian to thank him for my present, and to say that I was quite happy here. I gave the letter to Mr Peters and went out for my usual walk, wandering around the bare shrubbery gardens until the gathering dusk made it almost impossible for me to see my way, then I returned to my sitting room to find that Miss Kenning was there. 


I expected she’d come to enthuse over some painting or sculpture she’d found, but instead, she held an envelope out to me. ‘Dear Madeline, a letter has arrived for you – from London! It must be from one of your young friends there – perhaps a belated birthday greeting.’ 


I’d made no friends in London. She handed it to me, waiting for me to open it, but I didn’t, and her face fell. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘we’ve almost an hour before dinner, so I shall get back to the portrait gallery – I’ve discovered four Constable sketches in there. This place is full of wonderful surprises.’


I waited until she’d shut the door before I opened my letter. I read it, then put it down. For a moment the room swam around me; because my old life was catching up with me at last. 


 


I fastened on my leather walking shoes and wrapped myself in a shabby fur coat that I’d found lying forgotten in a side room. ‘I think it belonged to the Duchess,’ one of the maids, Betsey, had told me when I asked her about it. ‘We weren’t sure whether or not to send it on to the Dower House, for that’s where she’s moved to, ma’am, her and all her cats.’


‘Her cats?’


‘Oh, yes, at least a dozen. What a one for cats the old lady is. If I were you, I’d keep that fur coat, ma’am – you need something warm for these English winters.’


The coat had a large, deep pocket in the lining, and after I’d put it on, I slipped an oblong leather case into the pocket, then left the house by a back door and headed across the now dark park towards the woodland path that I’d climbed some weeks ago with Miss Kenning. In less than half an hour, I’d come to the clearing where the old pheasant coops were, and the disused cottage. Reaching carefully inside the Duchess’s fur coat, I took out the leather case, laid it flat on a big tree stump and opened it.


In the moonlight, my small pistol gleamed. 


Down below in the valley, I could see the lights of Belfield Hall. Dinner would have been announced by now, and Mr Peters would have set all the footmen roaming around the house looking for me. The maidservants would be chattering excitedly. What has she done now? What has mam’selle from Paris done now? 


Mam’selle from Paris was afraid again. Even more afraid, when there was a sudden crashing in the undergrowth and I swung round to see two huge black Labradors bounding towards me – followed by a roughly clad man with a shotgun over his shoulder.










Chapter Two


I snatched up my pistol and aimed it straight at the man with the gun. ‘Stay away from me,’ I called out. ‘Do not come any closer. Do you understand?’


He took one glance at me, then whistled the dogs sharply to his side. ‘Here, Sam. Here, Georgie.’ They stood close while he ruffled their heads, then he turned back to me. ‘Please don’t point that pistol in my direction, mam’selle,’ he said.


Only then did I realise that in my panic I’d spoken to him in French. Had he understood? I didn’t know, but I stammered in English, ‘I – I thought your dogs were going to attack me.’


‘My dogs don’t attack humans,’ he said. ‘But your fur coat must smell of something. That’s why they’re so excited. I’d say it smells of – cats.’


I closed my eyes briefly and lowered the gun. What a one for cats the old lady is.


‘So it is the coat?’ he asked sharply.


For some reason – perhaps because he’d moved nearer and the moon shone full on his face – I found my mouth was so dry that I couldn’t speak. He was wearing a battered tweed jacket, with cord breeches and well-worn leather boots. His hair was light brown and curling and a little too long, which softened some of the hard angles of his face; his eyes were dark in the moonlight, and the way he was looking at me made me feel pinned to the spot. He’d leaned his shotgun against the wall of the derelict cottage. Who was he? Was he a poacher? Why did I feel an unaccustomed heat trickling down my spine at the sight of him? Fear. It must be fear. My first instinct was to move away, but in stepping backwards I stumbled against one of the pheasant coops – and I dropped the pistol. He strode forward and scooped it up, looking furious.


 ‘It’s all right. The safety catch is on,’ I said quickly.


‘Even so. Even so . . .’ He weighed it in his hand and appeared to be trying to calm himself. ‘It’s a Ruby,’ he said at last. ‘Used by the French in the war.’ He looked up at me, frowning. ‘And what exactly you’re doing up here, in charge of a lethal pistol, is beyond my comprehension. Do you even know how to handle it safely? What on earth were you intending to do with it?’ His eyes darkened almost to black. ‘I assume that you’re the Duke’s French ward – and I very much hope you weren’t thinking of harming yourself, mam’selle.’


My pulse jerked and faltered. ‘You’re letting your imagination run away with you,’ I said. ‘I have this gun for self-defence – is that such a ridiculous notion?’


‘It is when you’ve no idea how to use it.’


‘Please give me my pistol back.’ I was trying my hardest to keep my voice steady. ‘Or I shall report you for trespassing on the Duke of Belfield’s property.’ I was aware even as I spoke that my attempt at defiance sounded utterly foolish.


He gave a cold smile; he was still casually weighing my pistol in his hand. ‘Trespassing? Now, I could make a strong case against the entire notion of trespassing, and property, by claiming that the aristocrats of England have, over the centuries, built up their wealth by stealing the land that once belonged to the ordinary people.’ 


I drew a deep breath. ‘The Duke is an excellent landowner. He cares about the people who work for him. He feels true responsibility for them—’


‘It’s easy to say that, when you’ve got a full stomach, several well-staffed mansions and an income beyond most people’s wildest dreams. Isn’t it?’ He strolled across the clearing to carefully lay my pistol back in its open case, then he turned to me, and his eyes suddenly gleamed. ‘Bring on the revolution,’ he said softly. ‘My name’s Nathan Mallory, by the way. The information might help you, if you decide you want to report me to your esteemed guardian, the Duke.’


I wasn’t tall, and he towered over me. I also realised that his body beneath that battered tweed jacket was solid with muscle, and my legs felt unsteady again. ‘Two of the Duke’s footmen are waiting for me at the bottom of the hill,’ I lied, ‘and soon they’ll be up here looking for me . . .’


‘No, they won’t,’ he interrupted. ‘You came up here alone. I saw you. And it’s my guess that you’re probably still upset over being banished from London.’


I stepped forward, an exclamation on my lips. 


‘Not going to defend yourself, mam’selle?’ he taunted gently. ‘Against the gossip that you tried to seduce your highly eligible guardian in London and failed, so he packed you off here as punishment?’ 


My heavy fur coat kept sliding off my shoulders, and I hitched it up, wishing I’d never set eyes on it. ‘It appears that you and the gossips have judged me already. I asked to be sent here. I hated London.’


His eyes widened a little. ‘So it wasn’t a question of not getting exactly what – or who – you wanted there?’


‘I hated London,’ I repeated in a low voice.


‘Then perhaps you’re not as stupid as I thought. And I must compliment you on your English.’ 


I gazed steadfastly up at him. ‘I’m only sorry,’ I said, ‘that I haven’t yet acquired the English vocabulary that I would like to use in a situation like this. But I know the French.’ 


I proceeded to insult him with a series of fluent French gutter-words, and he laughed – in the moonlight I saw that his teeth were white and even, and his brown eyes were dancing. ‘Bravo, mam’selle.’ He leaned closer. ‘Now, I can enlarge your English vocabulary, whenever you like. I can teach you – all sorts of things.’


I felt myself beginning to tremble – but suddenly I realised he was pointing to the night sky above us. ‘Look up there, for example,’ he was saying in a different sort of voice. ‘Not at the moon, but at the stars. You don’t see sights like that in London, or in any city in the world for that matter – there’s too much smoke, too much artificial light. Listen a moment. What can you hear?’


I was so astonished I did exactly what he said. Who was this man? Was he half-crazy? ‘I hear the stream,’ I said. I thought it safest to play his game. ‘And twigs crackling in the frost. And – owls?’


‘No. Not owls.’ Taking my arm, he pointed in the direction of the shrill, perplexing calls. ‘That’s the sound of foxes, mating.’


Oh. My breathing quickened. His hand on my arm was doing something to me, even through the sleeve of my coat; his fingers, I saw, were well-shaped and strong.


‘They come out here,’ he went on, ‘when the moon is bright. As soon as the vixen’s in heat, the males fight over her and the victor comes to claim her. She’s aroused by the fighting, she’s aroused by the victor’s strength and she prepares to copulate with him. That’s what you’re hearing right now. The sound of life. No shame or embarrassment about it – the sound of sex, pure and simple. Do you know about sex, mam’selle?’


That was when I pulled myself away from him and whispered, ‘You are being unspeakably insolent, Mr Mallory.’


He shrugged again. ‘I’m just trying to open your eyes, and your other senses, to what’s going on around you. You’ll be used to fine city ways – to the company of men who’ve stolen from the poor for generations and who think nothing of it. You French had a revolution over a hundred years ago, didn’t you? – though your nobility didn’t take long to claw everything back. They always do. But the rich don’t know about the foxes, or the other creatures of the wild. They don’t know, for example, that in the early days of spring, the hares – usually solitary creatures – gather near the crest of the hill where the pine tree is, and dance on their hind legs beneath the moon. And look – look here.’


He stooped to probe at the half-frozen leaf mould at his feet and pointed out a small seedling. ‘It’s an oak,’ he told me. ‘Do you see it?’ I saw him almost tenderly firm the earth around it, then stand tall again in the moonlight. ‘In a hundred years’ time,’ he said, ‘you and I will be mouldering in our graves. But this oak will live on. The moon and those stars will still shine as brightly. The hares and foxes will still be mating and calling out their desire. Think on it when you next try your snares on some rich, grasping lord.’


I could hardly breathe. I glanced again at my pistol in its open case nearby and whispered, ‘As I said before, you are very free with your insults.’ 


His hooded eyelids half closed. ‘Perhaps I’m trying to help. Indeed, as I said before, I could teach you a thing or two, mam’selle. I’d make a bet on it.’


My heart had begun to thud once more, but before I could even think what to say, he’d taken my hand in his, and he bent his dark head to press a single kiss on my upturned palm. His tongue touched my skin – his tongue. Its tip slid from between his curved lips and caressed me there, on the sensitive flesh at the base of my thumb; all my nerve endings prickled with danger, but there was something else. Something dark and forbidden, coiling softly at the base of my belly; something I fought against, with every instinct I possessed.


I snatched my hand away, but not quickly enough – my coat sleeve had fallen back, and he saw my emerald bracelet gleam in the moonlight. Grasping my wrist, he held it up. ‘It’s too tight for you,’ he exclaimed. ‘That bauble’s cutting into your skin – it must be marking you, for God’s sake—’


He broke off, because I’d leapt away, dived to get my gun from its case and was pointing it straight at him. I heard him swear.


‘Put that thing down,’ he ordered harshly. ‘Even though you say the safety catch is on, it’s still damned stupid to point it at someone. Put it down.’


I didn’t move – but Nathan Mallory did, so swiftly that I wasn’t forewarned. He’d taken three strides towards me, and even as I tried to grip the pistol tighter, he knocked it and sent it flying from my hands.


It went off. It went off. There was a terrible silence after the explosion, followed by the sound of all the birds in the woods flying up from their roosts in terror. I stood there shaking. 


He had me in his arms. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he swore, and his voice was thick with tension. He carried on swearing under his breath, but he held me. ‘Are you all right?’


I tried to nod my head. ‘The safety catch . . .’


‘Must have been faulty. They often are, on those things—’ He broke off as I let out a sob. I heard him draw a deep, ragged breath, then he gave a small sigh. ‘I’d guess you’ve had a difficult time lately, ‘he said at last. ‘But using a gun – for whatever purpose – isn’t the answer. You’ve got spirit, I’ll give you that. You’ve got courage. Show your enemies what you’re made of, mam’selle.’


He laid one finger beneath my chin and tilted it gently up. By this time I could scarcely breathe. Was he going to kiss me? The wayward pulse at the base of my throat began a rapid thudding beat; once more I felt a surge of dangerous heat low in my belly and my skin prickled with tension. Somehow I pulled myself away, but as I did so, that heavy and over-large fur coat slid completely from my shoulders and dropped to the ground. I hugged my arms across my chest in utter despair. Nowhere to hide now, Madeline. Nowhere to hide. 


His eyes narrowed. ‘I think you’d better get back to the Hall. And as for your fur coat . . .’ It had fallen into the mud; he picked the thing up and let it drop again. ‘You can’t wear that. It’s filthy. But you’ll be cold without it—’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ I was quite distraught by now. ‘It really doesn’t – I must go.’ 


He watched me a moment longer before saying suddenly, ‘Here. Wear my jacket.’ He was already taking it off and wrapping it around my shoulders. ‘Mam’selle,’ he went on, ‘it’s not my place to say it, but you’re clearly in some kind of predicament. I thought the Duke, whatever his faults, would be more attentive to his young ward.’


I cut him short. ‘I don’t like to ask him. He’s in Ireland, and I don’t like to trouble him.’


I heard the hiss of his indrawn breath. ‘You’ve come up here in the night with a quite lethal pistol. Something’s clearly very wrong. Yet – you don’t like to trouble him.’ He paused a moment, then he said, ‘Before you go, let me fetch you something.’


He moved towards the coop that I’d stumbled over. It lay on its side, its wicker door hanging open, and he bent down to set it upright, then came back to me and pressed something into my hand. I realised it was one of the wooden pegs that were slotted through leather loops to close each cage. Longer than my hand and with a hole pierced in one end, the peg lay smoothly against my palm and gleamed in the moonlight. 


I jerked my eyes up to his. ‘Why are you giving me this?’


‘I thought you might be interested.’ His eyes never left mine. ‘The gamekeepers used to take great pride in carving these.’


‘Are you a gamekeeper?’


‘Of sorts.’ He closed my hand around the wooden peg, and the pressure of his fingers jolted my senses. ‘You can see, mam’selle,’ he went on softly, ‘that the gamekeepers decorated them with their own marks, and some of them are perhaps over a hundred years old. They’re treasured as talismans by the country folk, because they’re supposed to bring good luck and good health. In fact, I’d keep that particular one close if I were you. You’d be surprised at what it can do.’ 


He withdrew his hand, but I was sure that I felt his fingers feather my wrist. I said sharply, to hide my disarray, ‘You won’t tell anyone? That I’ve been up here tonight?’


He shrugged. ‘Why should I? But for God’s sake, don’t roam around the woods again with a loaded gun, will you? And now – as you say – you really should be going home.’


‘But I need my pistol . . .’


I saw him glancing over to where it still lay after he’d knocked it from my hands, and I knew that he’d hoped I’d forgotten about it. He said, ‘You’re quite sure?’ 


‘Yes. I must have it.’


His mouth tightened, then he went to swiftly check it over and put it carefully back in its case before handing it to me. And so, with the strange wooden peg in one pocket of the gamekeeper’s jacket, and my pistol case in the other, I hurried down the path, my mind churning – Who was he? What was he doing up there? What would I do or say, if I met him again?


And so confused were my thoughts, that it was only when I reached Belfield Hall that I realised I’d lost my emerald bracelet.


 


What had happened to it? Oh God, I must have dropped it; I would have to try to find it again, somehow. But my immediate quandary was to get into the house without being seen, so I pulled off the gamekeeper’s jacket and thrust it deep in some bushes, then hurried in by a side door. But my luck had deserted me that night, because Harriet the housemaid caught sight of me. 


‘Ma’am,’ she whispered, aghast at my tangled hair and my torn stockings. ‘Whatever’s happened?’


‘So foolish of me,’ I said with an effort at lightness. ‘I went out for a walk, and I got lost. My coat became caught in a bramble thicket, so I left it behind.’ 


‘Oh, ma’am.’ Her eyes were very wide.


‘Harriet,’ I said quickly, ‘please don’t make a fuss.’


‘You’ve missed your supper, ma’am.’


‘I’m sorry. Perhaps you could bring it to me in my room?’


‘Of course – Cook’s kept it hot for you. And I’ll just say you went out for some fresh air, shall I?’


She spoke in a whisper, as if we were in an exciting conspiracy together. I nodded. ‘Yes, some fresh air. Thank you, Harriet.’


I went quickly up to my room, where I sat on the edge of my bed. The gamekeeper – Nathan Mallory – was probably laughing about me even now, as he strolled through the woods with his dogs and his shotgun. ‘I met the French mam’selle from the Hall tonight,’ he might boast to his friends later at the local inn. ‘I could have had her in the woods, just like that. She was hot for it . . .’


I reached to twist my bracelet, then remembered it had gone – the old scars gleamed naked on my wrist. I tried, I really tried to eat a little of the supper that Harriet kindly brought to me on a tray, but I felt dizzy and unwell.
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