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      BOOK ONE

      The Journey

      
      Even those I loved the best
      

      
      Are strange – nay, they are stranger than the rest.

      
      John Clare: Written in Northampton County Asylum

      
   

      

      CHAPTER ONE


      

      November, 1830


      

      ‘Do you realise,’ Benedict said, lifting himself on one elbow to look down at his mistress, ‘that it’s exactly two years since

         we met?’

      


      

      ‘Is it so?’ said Serena. ‘But you shouldn’t remind me, my dear. At my age the passing of years is not something to celebrate.’


      

      Benedict sat up, ruffled. ‘Oh, you talk such nonsense about your age, as though you were —’


      

      ‘Past my prayers,’ she finished for him. ‘But the fact remains that I’m thirty-four and you’re eighteen.’


      

      ‘Nearly nineteen. I’ll be nineteen in March.’


      

      ‘Four whole months away!’


      

      ‘Three,’ he corrected seriously. ‘My birthday’s on the first of March.’


      

      ‘Oh, to be young enough to count in months!’ she teased. ‘I remember when it seemed an eternity between birthdays. Now they

         come round only too soon.’

      


      

      ‘But age doesn’t matter,’ Benedict said restlessly. He hated it when she distanced herself from him. ‘If it mattered, we wouldn’t

         be here together like this, would we?’ He took a strand of her luxuriant red-gold hair between his fingers and turned it into

         a curl. ‘With your hair loosened on the pillow like that, you look so beautiful. I swear anyone would think you were nineteen!’

      


      

      ‘Foolish beyond permission!’ She reached up to tug one of his vigorous dark curls in response. Though he was not exactly handsome,

         his face had the charm of youth and good humour. Everything about him seemed brimming with health and vigour. He was dark-haired, dark-eyed, brown-skinned as a gypsy

         from his outdoor life; a strongly-made, rather bull-necked young man, with fine teeth for his boyish smile, and fine, powerful

         hands that knew a man’s business. She found him utterly irresistible. Every time he had come into her shop she had shivered

         with desire for him, which was why she had engineered the meeting at last, bumping into him in Micklegate and dropping her

         parcels so that he felt obliged to offer to carry them home for her. After that, the rest was easy. Benedict Morland already

         had a reputation for liking women.

      


      

      ‘Two years,’ she mused. ‘Two years since I knocked you down in the street by way of beginning our acquaintance.’


      

      ‘Lord, yes! You made me sit down in a puddle. How wet and cold it was inside my trousers!’


      

      ‘But I wish you could have seen the expression on your face when I invited you into my house to get dry: propriety was battling

         with some most improper desires!’

      


      

      ‘It was not!’ Benedict said indignantly. ‘I thought only of you: I was afraid I might compromise you.’


      

      ‘I’m sure you thought I was a woman of easy virtue.’


      

      ‘With a butler like Avis standing there holding the door? No-one could be more fearsomely respectable!’


      

      ‘But my dear, respectable widows do not seduce young gentlemen half their age – particularly on first acquaintance. I must

         be a harpy at least, if not a painted harlot.’


      

      His smile disappeared rapidly. ‘Has someone said such a thing to you?’


      

      ‘Young Mrs Cowey whispered the words to Mrs Percy Bolter in the doorway of Hargrove’s Library yesterday. But they may have

         been talking about someone else, after all. It was probably mere coincidence that I was passing them at the time.᾿

      


      

      ‘If anyone speaks ill of you, I’ll kill them!’ he said fiercely.


      

      ‘Of course you’d like to,’ she said sympathetically, ‘and I love you for it, but it wouldn’t change the facts.’


      

      ‘The facts are that I love you and nothing else matters!’ He looked down, biting his lip, and she knew what was coming next.

         ‘Oh Serena,’ he said passionately, ‘why won’t you marry me? I’ve asked you often enough.’

      


      

      She reached up and cupped his cheek. ‘It wouldn’t do, my love. I’m too old for you.’


      

      He pulled away angrily. ‘Age again! Why must you always go back to that?’


      

      ‘Because in ten years’ time you will be twenty-eight and still young, while I shall be forty-four and old. How would you get

         rid of me then, when you were tired of me and wanted someone younger?’

      


      

      ‘I will never be tired of you,’ he declared passionately.


      

      ‘And never want anyone else?’


      

      ‘Never, I swear!’


      

      ‘Don’t perjure yourself, my love. Haven’t you already been casting eyes at a certain lady’s maid from Clifton?’


      

      He blushed too plainly to be able to deny it. ‘How did you —? Oh – well, I – but that’s nothing! I only talked to her. And it isn’t love. I really do love you, you know.’

      


      

      She sat up, drawing her hair round her like a shawl, modestly covering her breasts. They were fair and round and taut, and

         hiding them in that way had the opposite effect to the one intended on Benedict’s attention.

      


      

      ‘Bendy, listen to me,’ she said. ‘You are a young man, and full of the sap of life, and there will be many women before you

         settle for one and one only. When you do, I hope she will be handsome, accomplished, young, and very rich. By then I expect

         you will be far away from here, and if you think of me at all, it will be as a distant – and I hope pleasant – memory.’

      


      

      ‘But I want to marry you,’ he protested.

      


      

      ‘It’s not possible. Quite apart from the difference in our ages, I am not of your station in life. You are a gentleman: your

         family is one of the oldest and most distinguished in Yorkshire. I am only an artisan’s daughter and a tradesman’s widow.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, that sort of thing’s all nonsense! Not of my station? Who cares for that sort of thing nowadays?’


      

      ‘I never took you for a Jacobin,’ she said mildly. ‘What would your mother say?’


      

      He blushed. ‘It isn’t as if I’m the eldest son. Morland Place and everything else will go to Nicky. I shall have nothing.’


      

      ‘Then how would you support a wife?’ she asked gravely.


      

      ‘Well, I don’t think Mama has really thought about what’s to be done with me. I ought to have a career, but I have the feeling

         that she expects me to stay at home and help Nicky with the estate. But if I married you I’d be provided for, and it wouldn’t

         even cost her anything, as it would to send me into one of the professions —’ He stopped anxiously as Serena put her hands

         over her face and made a choking noise; but the look of concern changed to one of annoyance as he realised she was not crying,

         but laughing. ‘Now what have I said to set you off?’ he asked indignantly.

      


      

      ‘What a picture you paint!’ she gasped. ‘I am not quite of your order, of course, but I am very, very wealthy!’


      

      ‘Well – yes, I suppose I did say that,’ Bendy stammered, digging an ever deeper hole for himself. ‘Not that you aren’t of

         my order, of course, but – well – if I’m not to have a career—’

      


      

      ‘Quite a reversal of the usual way of things, don’t you think? In my young day, it was portionless girls who were married

         to rich old men to provide for them.’

      


      

      He looked at her with dismay, not knowing how to make amends for his clumsiness.


      

      ‘But Serena –’ he began hesitantly, ‘there’s no denying that it does make a difference, your being wealthy.’


      

      ‘Yes, it does. My wealth makes me independent. It means that I can do as I please, and go where I please, and even flout the

         conventions a little. It means I can live alone without having a tiresome lady-companion forever hanging about me – which

         in turn means that I can have you for my lover, my dear one,’ she cupped his cheek, ‘as long as we are discreet about it.

         So let’s be grateful for what we have, and not make ourselves ridiculous by striving for more.’

      


      

      She could see that she hadn’t convinced him, and, in a way, she was glad. He was all youthful ardour, all chivalry, and she

         loved him for it, even though she knew perfectly well that it was not just for her, that he would be the same towards any

         woman he temporarily loved. Indeed, she loved him because of that very thing. There was something gentle and kindly about

         him – a lovingness at the bottom of everything he did, which itself attracted love.

      


      

      ‘I have been very happy these two years,’ she said. ‘You have given me more happiness than I dreamt possible.’

      


      

      He took her hand and lifted her fingers to his lips. ‘Whatever you say,’ he vowed with conviction, ‘I shall always love you.’


      

      She left it at that, put her arms round his neck, and drew him down into a most satisfactory silence.


      

      The weather had changed while he was in her house. When he emerged into Micklegate the sky had clouded over, the air was bitterly

         cold, and the numb greyness of the sky promised snow before long. Indeed, as he set off for Morland Place, the first fine

         flakes were just beginning to drift down. Fand, his dog, ran ahead of him, her head down, intent on getting home, only occasionally

         glancing back to be sure that he was still close behind. Benedict felt in his pocket for his gloves, then dropped the reins

         on Beau’s neck while he searched two-handed. Beau put an enquiring ear back for a moment, wondering what was happening, then

         pointed them both homewards again and clopped steadily on. He was not the sort of horse to take advantage of a loose rein,

         which was one of the reasons Bendy loved him, and did not pine (or at least, not very much) for a younger, faster mount.

      


      

      Not, of course, that he would have got one if he had pined, he thought. (No, the gloves were not in any of his pockets. He

         was sure he had put them there this morning. Could he have dropped them somewhere?) One might have thought, now that he was

         nearly nineteen – a man at least, if still a minor – that he would have been given a proper horse of his own. If Papa hadn’t

         died the matter might have been adjusted by now; but Nicky was in charge of running the estate, and Nicky would not part with

         so much as a rotten potato if he could help it. He meant to have everything to himself.

      


      

      Of course, everything really belonged to Mama, hers to bequeath wherever she wished (though there had never been any doubt

         that she would leave everything to Nicky, the eldest). The difficulty was that since Papa died she had withdrawn more and

         more into herself, taking no interest in anything but her memories. She worked all day on the History of the French Revolution

         which she had been writing haphazardly for as long as anyone could remember. She seemed suddenly, for some reason, to be determined to finish it, and she spent her days poring over notes and letters, reading

         other people’s histories, and talking to Father Moineau, their chaplain, about the olden days in France.

      


      

      Any question put to her about the estate she simply referred to Nicky; Nicky, on the other hand, used her as an excuse to

         refuse to do anything he didn’t want to do – like giving Bendy a horse of his own, for instance. ‘It’s not for me to make

         the decision,’ Nicky would say smugly. ‘You’ll have to ask my mother.’ When it was a matter of his own comfort, though – like

         moving his own horses into better and more convenient stables – Nicky gave orders like the Autocrat of Russia, and expected

         instant obedience.

      


      

      Benedict checked these thoughts guiltily. Nicky was his brother: it was disloyal, and impious, to think so unkindly. He could

         be annoying and arrogant, but he was the eldest after all; and since he did not enjoy robust health, every allowance must

         be made for him. He had always been delicate, and Bendy thought it must be dreadful never to feel really well and full of

         energy.

      


      

      In any case, it was just plain wrong to judge other people; and if one once allowed oneself to stray down the path of resentment,

         there was no knowing what awful things one might find oneself suspecting. Bendy had already had experience of that danger:

         he had found himself wondering about Nicky’s actions on the day their father was killed, and had brought himself to such a

         pitch of anxiety that he had had to seek advice of their chaplain. Father Moineau had warned him gravely that unfounded suspicion

         of other people, even if one never voiced it, poisoned everything around one. One must always keep a cheerful mind and a grateful

         heart, said Father Moineau, and leave judgements to God, whose business they were.

      


      

      So Benedict reminded himself now, very firmly, that he wanted for nothing; and if his future looked uncertain, still he had

         a comfortable present. He had his home, enough to eat and to wear, and this good horse to ride. He leaned forward and patted

         Beau’s neck, and the bay replied with a little friendly snort and a slight quickening of pace as they passed under the arch

         of Micklegate Bar and out of the walled city.

      


      

      Nicky was his brother, and Bendy was obliged by every commandment of religion and civilisation to love him. And whenever things

         grew uncomfortable in Nicky’s vicinity, Benedict could always go and visit Serena.

      


      

      She was the widow of William Makepeace, the saddler and harness-maker whose vast shop in Coney Street was such a landmark

         in York. Her father, a tanner, had no other child, and gave her the education and fortune he would have lavished on a son,

         with the result that when she was fifteen, she caught the eye of Makepeace, who was then fifty-five.

      


      

      Though it had been an arranged marriage, it had worked very well. Makepeace was a kind and liberal man, Serena an intelligent

         and ambitious girl. Under her influence he had wrought a number of improvements to his business, eventually increasing his

         profits fourfold. He expanded from harness into whips, canes, umbrellas and walking-sticks; valises and trunks; and finally

         into gentlemen’s gloves, boots and shoes. By the time Makepeace died at the age of seventy, his shop had engulfed those to

         either side, and it was difficult for any gentleman of York or the surrounding country to get through a month without a visit

         to Makepeace’s.

      


      

      In justice to his partner and helpmeet, and to the surprise of the stiffer elements of society, Makepeace had left his entire

         fortune to Serena, who had thus found herself, at the age of thirty, both wealthy and independent. She remained in the large

         old house in Nunnery Lane which had been in the Makepeace family for generations, continued to run the business with success,

         and two years later had met Benedict.

      


      

      It had been a dazzling experience for Benedict: she brought him not just physical delights, but companionship, something he

         had been short of all his life. Nothing in his previous sexual experience – which though wide had been necessarily shallow

         – had suggested that one might enjoy the company and conversation of the woman one bedded. He had no vocabulary for something

         so new and all-consuming, except to call it love; and loving her, he wanted to marry her, for his natural instinct was always

         to serve, protect, and cherish.

      


      

      Sooner or later, he feared, there would be trouble if they went on as they were. Serena’s servants were loyal and discreet,

         and he tried to be careful, but the time would inevitably come when someone would find out, and inevitably that someone would tell Mama. Bendy quaked at the thought of the storm he would have

         to face then. Mama would be so shocked, so angry. He knew she would think it a grave sin – well, he supposed it was a sin, though it didn’t feel like one to him when he was engaged in it. He dreaded exposure, both for Serena’s sake – young

         as he was, he knew the public odium would fall unfairly on her rather than on him – and because he didn’t want to upset Mama.

         She was neither young nor strong any more, and when he thought how distressed she had been by his minor kick-ups, he felt

         he would rather do anything than risk her finding out about Serena.

      


      

      He didn’t want to give Nicky anything to use against him, either; for loyalty to his brother notwithstanding, Bendy had to

         admit that Nicky liked making trouble for him. Not that it would matter in the long run – when Nicky finally inherited Morland

         Place he would turn Bendy out, that was certain. He had hinted as much – more than hinted – on many occasions. But though

         Bendy knew he would have to leave one day, he didn’t want his mother’s mind to be poisoned against him. He loved her, and

         wanted her to love him. It was an uphill struggle: not only did she love Nicky best – which was inevitable – but Bendy seemed

         naturally to fall into scrapes which made Mama shake her head over him, while Nicky always managed to keep out of trouble.

      


      

      The snow was falling more thickly now, beginning to gather in a crust on Beau’s mane, and muffling his hoof beats. Ahead,

         Fand was growing harder to see through the murk, and worries over the complicatedness of life sank under a simple desire to

         be home and out of the cold. Benedict hunched up his shoulders and urged Beau into a faster trot down the darkening road.

      


      

      The first large, light flakes of snow were falling as Nicholas emerged onto the wooden staircase which led down into Little

         Helen Yard, and he paused automatically to fasten his greatcoat at the neck and turn up the collar. He was feeling light,

         almost transparent, with shock, and his fingers fumbled at the buttons. The familiar stream of thought ran through the background

         of his mind: he had a weak chest, and it would never do to get a cold on it at this season of the year. November was always a tiresome month, with its fogs and chills,

         and no-one really appreciated how delicate his health was. Even his mother had been known to be unsympathetic, and suggest

         that he needed fresh air when what was really wanted was a good bright fire and no draughts. Now it was beginning to snow,

         and he had come to York in his tilbury. If he were to get a wetting on the way home, he would be in bed for a week.

      


      

      But the habitual trickle of complaint was like the murmur of a distant stream, only half heard and barely regarded. The forefront

         of his mind was occupied with images and emotions so large and violent they shut out the capacity for rational thought. It

         was as though the inside of his head was frozen in a silent scream.

      


      

      He had come in normal spirits to the little apartment for his usual entertainment. There had been the usual small itch of

         excitement, the little hot trickle of expectation – which sadly these days was often the forerunner to a feeling of anticlimax

         afterwards. However, he had entered the apartment in all innocence, calling out to Annie as he opened the door … He shuddered

         as the ghastly image sprang again before his mind’s eye; and he glanced instinctively behind him to make sure the door was

         shut, half afraid that it would swing open and expose his hideous situation to the public gaze.

      


      

      The public gaze? Self-preservation rose up hot and strong, thrusting back even horror and distress. He must at all costs prevent

         anything from being discovered! There was no-one in the yard; but through the gaps between the plank-steps of the wooden staircase

         he could see the window of the ground-floor apartment. Here lived Clulow, the stained-glass artist, whose bench was set up

         right against the window to get the light on his work. Nicholas could imagine Clulow now as he had so often seen him, the

         bald crown of his head gleaming as he bent low over his work, his attention thoroughly absorbed – or so it seemed.

      


      

      Nicholas had always taken pains to come and go unobserved. He had made sure that Clulow had his head down before he crossed

         the yard, and had kept his face averted and in the shadow of his hat. He didn’t think he had been recognised so for; but this time it mattered so much more if Clulow

         looked up and saw him. Sooner or later the thing in the upstairs apartment would be discovered, and then questions would be

         asked of the little, pallid-faced artisan. Nicky could imagine the scene: Clulow before the magistrate, his eyes gloating

         behind his gold-rimmed spectacles as he identified the gentleman who visited the upstairs tenant…

      


      

      The hideous image, which Nicholas had temporarily blocked from his mind, leapt out violently from his memory. He stood immobile,

         held rigid by the horror of it as it dangled before him again just as it had when he pushed in through the door half an hour

         ago. The thing – he could hardly think of it as a person – was hanging from the crossbeam in the middle of the room by a rope. It was bloated

         and black in the face, blotchily swollen in the limbs. The teeth were bared in a ghastly grin, and the tip of a purple tongue

         stuck through them like a lump of ox liver jammed in a white paling fence.

      


      

      He did not think he had screamed. He had been too frightened at first to move. He had stood there trembling, unable even to

         look away as the image was etched ever more deeply into his mind. It was plain that she was dead, and had been dead some time.

         She must have stood on a stool and kicked it away, but her neck had since stretched grotesquely, so that her feet were now

         scraping against the floor. One of her shoes had fallen off and he noticed with front and fainting horror that the yellowish

         toe of her stocking was neatly darned. It had seemed too human a detail to be borne in that context.

      


      

      His first impulse, when he was able to think at all, was to call for help. Someone had to do something. He had to get Clulow

         up here and make him go for a doctor or a constable or – or anyone! His legs, however, scotched these early plans by threatening to collapse under him. He staggered to a chair and sat down,

         trembling violently; and while he was recovering, second and wiser thoughts came to him.

      


      

      If he made a public outcry, how would he explain what he was doing here? The minds of the vulgar would instantly fasten on

         one explanation and one only; and while many a gentleman kept a little lovebird in a secret nest, not every gentleman had a mother like his, a mother of stern moral fibre – and whose entire fortune, moreover, was unentailed. Such

         a mother might well leave everything away from a son who offended her ideas of propriety, and Nicky would do anything – anything

         – rather than let Bendy have what was rightfully his!

      


      

      Furthermore, Nicky’s love-nest had some unusual aspects to it which, even if all else were forgiven, would be extremely embarrassing,

         to say the least, to have to explain. There were the articles in the wall cupboard for one thing: they might cause some searching

         questions to be asked. And for another, his last visit to Annie had been pretty boisterous, and he was fairly sure the marks

         he had left would not have disappeared yet. People might even blame him for what she had done to herself – the rope, after

         all, had been brought there by him, though for quite other purposes.

      


      

      And then there was the question of what everyone – and in particular his boon companions – would say about him if it came

         out that his mistress had hanged herself rather than remain in his keeping. He imagined the sneers of Jack Cox, the sniggers

         of Carlton Husthwaite… No, no, his name must not be connected with this business at all! Thank heaven he had not acted on

         his first impulse and raised the alarm. He must think, think.


      

      He thought, staring blankly round the room. All looked as usual. It was a rather bare little room: his allowance was not so

         generous he could afford to furnish it with any luxury, and he had hardly ever bought Annie presents. In any case, by origin

         she was nothing but a pauper slut from the workhouse, and however bare the room, it was better than she deserved or could

         have hoped for. The bareness suited his purposes, anyway: the austerity, almost grimness of the place and the lowness of his

         companion had been part of the play he made for himself there.

      


      

      Of late, indeed, she had seemed to be sinking ever lower, practically to the level of a dumb beast. She had never been very

         clever, but he had begun to wonder if she weren’t getting a little touched in her upper works. Just lately she had greeted

         him when he visited with dull eyes and sullen wordlessness, replying to his comments and questions in grunts, doing what he bid but without even the pretence of willingness. He had been keeping her for three years, but he had begun to think she

         had outlived her usefulness. He had even planned how he would tell her he no longer required her services and that she must

         vacate the apartment. But of course, he checked himself, he could never have let her go. She knew his secrets. She might have

         spoken to others of what they did together, and he could never have allowed her to do that, even if it meant…

      


      

      An eddy of wind spattered snowflakes into his face, bringing him back from the deep cavern of his thoughts. He realised he

         was still standing at the top of the steps, exposed to the elements and being chilled to the marrow by the icy wind. He must

         move before he caught his death of cold. He must get away from here before someone came and saw him. It was growing dusk and

         getting colder all the time, and he fumbled in his pocket for his gloves. His hands were already numb and as he struggled

         to drag the first one on, the second one slipped from his grasp and fell; he cursed and made a grab for it, and dropped the

         first glove too, scuffled after them, and saw them tumble through the gap between the steps into the yard below.

      


      

      Crouching, he peered down and saw them lying on the cobbles just before Clulow’s door. Damnation! What the hell was he to

         do now? To reach them he would have to walk right past Clulow’s window, and there was no chance in the world that the artisan

         would not look up at someone apparently coming to his workshop door. He would just have to abandon them, he thought resignedly.

         They were an expensive pair his mother had bought for him for his last birthday; but then she had gone on to buy Bendy a pair

         almost identical for his birthday, which had spoiled the gift as far as Nicky was concerned.

      


      

      In fact, now he thought of it, that was Bendy’s pair anyway! He brightened at the realisation. He had left his own upstairs

         this morning, and rather than go all the way back for them, he had taken Bendy’s out of the pocket of his greatcoat, which

         had been lying across a chair in the hall. Nicky smiled to himself. He would make good sure to draw Mama’s attention to the

         fact that Bendy had cared so little for her gifts he had already lost the gloves she had bought for him. When the moment arose, Nicky could make good use of that!

      


      

      So now he pulled his hat firmly down, tucked his stick under his arm and thrust his frozen hands into his pockets, hunching

         his shoulders so that as much of his face as possible was obscured by his greatcoat collar as he went quickly and quietly

         down the steps. He could only hope that the dusk and Clulow’s devotion to his art would prevent his seeing – or at all events

         recognising – Nicky as he left.

      


      

      He hurried across Little Helen Yard and dived into the narrow alley which led into the next court. He had to get to Grape

         Lane where his horse and tilbury were stabled, but his first aim now was to make sure he did not meet anyone who knew him.

         If he went through the courts, rather than along the respectable streets, he would be safe, for it was here that the poorest

         of the poor lived, crammed together in tiny rooms in the rotting carcases of what had once been the large houses of well-to-do

         tradesmen. The better-off now lived outside the walls in Bootham or Clifton or Fulford, and the indigent had settled like

         flies in the vacated spaces. Their filth, and that of the animals they kept, was thrown into the street to stand in festering

         dungheaps and stagnate in black pools. Now Nicholas was glad of the bitter weather, for it had frozen the surface and killed

         the odour, making the going a little less unpleasant than it would otherwise have been.

      


      

      There would be no gentleman to recognise him in these blighted alleys. Human creatures there were, but he hardly regarded

         them even as people; like the disgusting thing that was approaching him now along Mucky-Peg Lane – an old, bent pauper with

         an almost hairless skull, which seemed horribly smooth in comparison with the creased and toothless face. To Nicholas’s amazement

         as much as alarm, the thing did not step aside and press itself against the wall to give him way as it ought. Instead it stopped,

         swung its head sideways to look at him, and then shuffled forward again with its hand outstretched and cupped like a beggar’s.

         It peered at him out of a small, dark right eye; the left was useless, white and seeping, bulging grotesquely out of the seamed

         face with the swelling of a massive infection in the eye socket.

      


      

      With the uncertain light and grim surroundings, it seemed to Nicholas in his shaken state to be part of the ghastliness he had already experienced. It was as if the place were breeding

         monsters to torment him; as though the hanging horror in the apartment had called to its own kind to emerge from the shadows

         and avenge it. Nicholas stood still, watching the thing approach, unable to believe until it was almost touching him that

         it was real.

      


      

      ‘Alms, master – for pity –’ the thing whined. The cupped, distorted claw, black with a lifetime’s dirt, trembled barely an

         inch from his greatcoat. ‘Spare a penny, master. For pity.’

      


      

      For a moment they faced each other, motionless. Nicky’s mouth was dry, and it took him a measurable pause to find enough spittle

         to croak, ‘Get out of my way.’

      


      

      The creature only turned its head slightly, tilting its good eye up a little to survey Nicholas’s face. It made no other movement.

         ‘Master Morland,’ it said at last.

      


      

      Terror swelled up in Nicholas at the sound of his own name coming from that shapeless mouth, as though the avenging God had

         spoken to him through this grotesque medium. In surging panic he lifted his walking stick and hit the thing as hard as he

         could on the side of the head. It staggered and cried out, throwing up its arms. He hit it again in the same place, and again,

         and at last it went down. It fell without a sound, collapsing shapelessly into the filth like a heap of rags.

      


      

      Shaking with fear and outrage, Nicholas skirted it and ran. It had almost touched him! Was it, even now, rising from the ground

         behind him and shuffling after him? The feeling of being followed, the sense that there were eyes watching him from every

         dark window, could not be stifled. Sobbing in panic he stumbled on over the frozen waves of filth until with a violent surge

         of relief he reached the three-way junction of Mucky-Peg Lane with Swinegate and Back Swinegate.

      


      

      Grape Lane lay ahead of him, cobbled, civilised, leading to the inn, the stable, his horse, home. He stopped a moment to catch

         his breath. The snow was definitely falling now, fine, large flakes floating down, twirling slowly out of the iron sky, landing

         soundlessly on the road, on window-sills, on his shoulders. He suppressed the desire to brush them off wildly. Nothing had

         followed him out of the darkness. He was safe.

      


      

      He laughed shakily. The nerves of his hand and arm rehearsed to themselves the sensation of hitting out at the beggar, and he felt a mixture of fright and excitement at the

         memory. It had gone down like a sack! Had he killed it? He lifted his walking-stick, ran it cautiously through his hands.

         Two-thirds of the way down there was a dent in the lacquered wood. A dent! Good God, he must have hit it hard! But he was

         safe. No-one had seen him. No-one would ever know—

      


      

      ‘Nicky!’


      

      He started so violently he bit his tongue and almost dropped the stick. He turned his head and glared like a madman at the

         huddled shape approaching him, his mind whitening with panic, ready to kill again if he had to. But it was only Harry Anstey,

         hurrying with his collar turned up and his eyes squinting against the snow which was blowing in his face.

      


      

      ‘Hullo, Nicky! Foul weather, ain’t it? I wish I’d seen it coming: I’d have brought an umbrella.’


      

      Nicholas scowled in furious reaction, tasting blood in his mouth from his bitten tongue. ‘What the devil do you mean, jumping

         out on me like that? What are you doing here?’

      


      

      ‘I’m on my way to the Maccabbees,’ Harry said mildly. ‘And I didn’t jump out on you, anyway, I was just walking along the

         street. Why were you standing there like a ghost staring at your walking-stick? And what on earth were you doing in Mucky-Peg

         Lane?’

      


      

      ‘I wasn’t in Mucky-Peg Lane,’ Nicky snapped, too taken aback to think of a more elegant reply. He ought to have asked Harry

         what business it was of his – mockingly would have been best, but haughtily would have done – but it was too late now.

      


      

      ‘Yes you were. I just saw you coming out of it,’ Harry said, staring in surprise.


      

      Nicholas flushed dully. ‘You mind your own business!’ That wasn’t elegant either; and it was too late to take that line anyway.


      

      ‘Certainly, old chap,’ Harry said placatingly. ‘Anything you say.’ He began to turn away.


      

      ‘No – wait!’ Harry stopped and looked at him doubtfully. ‘I – I was just taking a short cut,’ Nicholas stammered. ‘It started

         to snow, and … I’m on my way to The Grapes to fetch my horse. Why not come in and have a glass of something with me? They – they do quite decent mulled ale. Come and have

         a wet.’

      


      

      Harry shook his head, but the look he gave Nicholas, though wry, was friendly. ‘Thanks all the same, but I’d prefer the Maccabbees.

         I suppose you wouldn’t like to join me, to show you forgive me for speaking out of turn?’

      


      

      Nicholas didn’t know what to say. He and Harry had been friends since childhood, had gone to school together and later shared

         the same tutor. If anyone might without offending ask what he was doing here, it ought to have been Harry. Nicky cleared his

         throat, ‘Look here,’ he began in a conciliatory tone, though without any clear idea of where the sentence was going to lead.

      


      

      But Harry shook his head again. ‘No, no, entirely my fault. I apologise.’ The snow was beginning to settle on them both, on

         shoulders and hat brims. Harry glanced up into the whirling downwards mass of it tumbling out of the heavy sky. ‘If you’re

         going back to Morland Place, I suppose you’d better get going, hadn’t you? This looks as though it’s set in; and it’s getting

         dark, too.’

      


      

      ‘Yes – of course – I suppose so,’ Nicholas muttered awkwardly. ‘Well, I’ll be off, then.’


      

      He raised his hand in a vague sort of salute, and hurried away from Harry towards The Grapes. He had handled the situation

         as badly as could be; but perhaps nothing would come of it after all. He was far enough from little Helen Yard now, and there

         seemed no reason why Harry, even if he ever came to hear of the death by suicide of a nameless woman of the lower orders,

         should associate it with Nicky’s presence in Mucky-Peg Lane. It would be the damnedest impudence if he did! But that was Harry

         Anstey all over – impudent, inquisitive, always poking in where he had no right; always in the wrong place at the wrong time.

         It was the damnedest of bad luck to have bumped into him like that; but then Nicky always had bad luck. If ever a person was

         plagued by undeserved misfortune, he thought plaintively, it was him! Plagued with ill luck, and surrounded by nothing but

         selfish people – with his pitiful health it was a wonder he had survived to his present age! Driving home in this snowstorm

         would probably be the death of him.

      


      

      The familiar litany of inner complaint re-established itself, pouring its emollient numbness over the wounded parts of his

         mind. He had managed now entirely to shut off from himself the image of the horror in the apartment – locked it away in a

         cupboard which housed all the other things he did not dare to remember. The pauper he had already entirely forgotten.

      


   

      

      CHAPTER TWO


      

      It wasn’t snowing in London. The day had been chilly and misty, and as the hidden sun declined the mist grew thicker and colder.

         Lord Batchworth was only halfway up Whitehall when he regretted his decision to walk home from the House instead of taking

         a cabriolet. Normally he would have walked across the Park to get to St James’s Square, where he had rented a house, but seeing

         how thick the fog was, he had changed his mind. He was not of a nervous disposition, but there was so much unemployment and

         unrest in the country these days that a prudent man did not court danger by leaving the main roads in weather like this.

      


      

      He walked on up Whitehall to the Charing Cross and turned left along Cockspur Street. To his right, dark and unseen in the

         fog, was the large site of the disused Royal Mews, which the new King, William IV, had promised to knock down to make space

         for a public square. King Billy – still in the first six months of his reign – had already had a number of sensible, practical

         ideas for giving pleasure to his subjects, like making a passage between Waterloo Place and the Park, for instance, and opening

         the East Terrace at Windsor to the public on Sundays. A public square was much needed in London, for there was really nowhere

         for large public gatherings. King Billy had had the happy thought of dedicating it to his friend, the Hero of Trafalgar. Batchworth

         smiled as he remembered his mother-in-law’s wrath when she had heard the news. Lady Theakston had always disliked Nelson intensely.

         The real Hero of Trafalgar, she contended, was Admiral Collingwood: he had done all the work, while Nelson, by contriving

         to get himself killed, had snatched the glory.

      


      

      Still, Nelson Square, or Trafalgar Square, or whatever it was to be called, would be a fine addition to the capital when it

         was finished. The King had promised some kind of grand monument in the centre, and statues and fountains. With the façade

         of Gibbs’ fine church, St Martin’s, flanking it on one side, it would begin to look almost like an Italian piazza.

      


      

      It looked like nothing at all, now: the fog had thickened into a real London Particular. People trod the flagways muffled

         to the eyebrows, indistinguishable, appearing and disappearing as though they were only fog made solid. Beyond the kerbstones

         the ghostly horse traffic glided, wheels and hooves muffled by the accumulated mud and manure, the feeble gleam of the coach

         lamps flickering disembodied like marsh-lights. Now and then a horse coughed hollowly, invisible out there in the river of

         murk. When one passed close enough to be seen it was a sorry picture, rat-tailed with mud, splashed to the blinkers. November

         weather was a great leveller: today my lady’s peacocky pair would look as draggled as any cab horses.

      


      

      Batchworth turned up Haymarket to get the benefit of the gas lighting. The lamps, looking like yellow balloons with their

         fog-haloes, were only dimly visible; but still a number of people had had the clever idea of navigating their way from lamp-post

         to lamp-post, and curses were fluent as people collided and lost their foothold in the mud. Those shops that had lighted windows

         had pedestrians clustered about them like great, grey moths stuck to the glass, not so much eager to view the wares as reluctant

         to pass on into the darkness.

      


      

      He turned down Charles Street, and here was St James’s Square at last, quiet and dark, the garden in the centre invisible,

         and a number of the houses still closed up, for not everyone came up for the little Season. He felt his way along the railings,

         counting the openings, and groped his way to his own front door, glad to be home. The vestibule was lit welcomingly by a large

         fire and an extravagance of candles, and Raby took his hat, greatcoat, gloves and cane and said, ‘Her ladyship is in the drawing-room,

         my lord. Lord Theakston is with her.’

      


      

      ‘Lord Theakston? I wasn’t expecting him.’


      

      ‘He has just this moment stepped round, my lord.’


      

      ‘Have you taken up the sherry?’

      


      

      ‘I was about to do so, my lord, when you arrived.’


      

      Batchworth ran up the stairs energetically, glad to be released from the restraint of the fog. He could smell its sulphurous

         taint clinging to his clothes and hair. The time would come, he thought grimly, when it would come down and simply never lift

         again, and they would all wither and die like grass under a tarpaulin.

      


      

      In the drawing-room Rosamund was sitting by a splendid fire before which her stepfather, Lord Theakston, was warming his coat-tails.

         She lifted a glad smile towards Batchworth as he came in, and said, ‘It’s too late, Jes. Papa Danby has told me the news.’

      


      

      ‘You mean the news that the Government has been defeated?’


      

      Lord Theakston shook hands with him apologetically. ‘I had it from Tom immediately after the division, so I came straight

         here to tell you. I didn’t know you were in the House as well.’

      


      

      ‘If we hadn’t missed each other, we could have shared a cab,’ Jes said. He went to catch and kiss his wife’s hands. ‘So I

         can’t tell you anything?’

      


      

      ‘You can tell me everything,’ she said. ‘Papa Danby’s only just got here. He’s only had time to tell me the bare fact of the

         defeat. What was the margin?’

      


      

      ‘Twenty-nine votes,’ said Batchworth. ‘But it was a very trivial issue – took everyone by surprise. Sir Henry Parnell moved

         an amendment on the Civil List, and suddenly all the opposition forces seemed to come together, without any pre-arrangement

         – and down went the Government!’

      


      

      A sudden suspicion crossed Rosamund’s mind. ‘Which way did Tom vote?’ Her younger brother Tom Weston was MP for Winchendon,

         a seat in the gift of their other brother Lord Aylesbury; but Tom was notoriously independent and unpredictable.

      


      

      Theakston looked reproachful. ‘How can you ask? Winchendon is a Tory seat. How could Tom vote against the Government?’


      

      ‘I’ll wager he did all the same,’ Batchworth said. ‘Reform isn’t a party matter any more. Two years of unrest – three months of riots – we could be on the brink of revolution! We’ve got to have Reform. Tom knows that. Everyone but Wellington

         knows it. He’s out of touch with the country and he has to go. A lot of Tories must have voted against the Government today,

         and I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Tom were one of them.’

      


      

      Rosamund frowned. ‘But if the defeat was over a trivial issue, as you said, it need not be a resigning matter, surely?’


      

      ‘Need not,’ Theakston agreed. ‘But when checkmate is inevitable you don’t go on playing. War’s like chess in many ways, and the

         Beau was always a good soldier.’ He sighed. ‘I hadn’t time to tell you yet, but he’s gone straight off to St James’s to tell

         the King that he’s resigning.’

      


      

      ‘I didn’t know that,’ Jes said. ‘That was quick work.’


      

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Rosamund, looking uncomfortable. ‘I hope Tom didn’t have a hand in it after all. The Beau’s such a friend

         of the family, and he’s always been so kind to me. Won’t he be dreadfully upset?’

      


      

      ‘It had to happen sooner or later, m’dear,’ her stepfather said kindly. ‘Indeed, after that speech a fortnight ago, the wonder

         is that he’s hung on until now.’

      


      

      ‘I suppose it was tactless,’ Rosamund admitted.


      

      ‘Tactless?’ Jes exclaimed. ‘It was a suicide note.’


      

      Wellington’s speech in the House on November 2nd had been fiercely anti-Reformist, and even some of his supporters agreed

         it was ill-judged. For the leader of a country convulsed with civil disorder to deny categorically that he meant to introduce

         any measure of reform – to declare, indeed, that he would always feel it his duty to resist such measures when they were proposed

         by others – was unwise, to say the least.

      


      

      After the speech London had erupted in demonstrations almost amounting to insurrection. The unrest was so bad the Cabinet

         had felt obliged to cancel a banquet they were giving for the King at the Guildhall a few days later, rather than admit they

         would have needed a military escort to get them through the streets of the City in one piece. Unpopularity with the Mob did

         not necessarily spell the death of a ministry, but now that the Lower House had turned against Wellington’s so pointedly,

         it must be the end.

      


      

      ‘Ah well,’ Rosamund said philosophically, ‘after all, Mother says the Beau never really wanted to be Prime Minister.’

      


      

      ‘True,’ said Lord Theakston. ‘He only took it on out of a sense of duty, and he’ll be glad to be out of it, so you needn’t

         mourn him.’

      


      

      ‘I suppose the King will accept his resignation?’ Rosamund asked on a sudden thought.


      

      ‘The King admires him, but he knows we have to have Reform.’


      

      ‘Thank God for Billy,’ Jes said. ‘At least he has an ear for the voice of the people. Our last king would have precipitated

         a revolution.’

      


      

      ‘Mother always used to say that Billy was the best of the princes,’ said Rosamund hopefully. ‘And Tom says he’s a very decent

         old party, and works tremendously hard.’

      


      

      ‘High praise for a prince,’ Jes laughed.


      

      The door opened, and Raby entered with the tray of sherry, Madeira, and a basket of Shrewsbury biscuits. When he had withdrawn,

         Jes served his wife and father-in-law with his own hands.

      


      

      Lord Theakston went on talking about the new King. ‘Taylor says he never leaves things undone at the end of the day as Prinny

         did. And from my own experience, when anyone comes to him with business, he listens carefully and asks questions until he’s

         sure he understands it properly.’

      


      

      ‘As Prinny didn’t,’ Rosamund smiled. ‘Mama says he would never ask a question, for fear of seeming ignorant.’


      

      ‘I heard that when he died, there were forty thousand documents awaiting the Royal Assent, because he couldn’t be bothered

         to sign them,’ said Jes.

      


      

      ‘It’s true,’ Theakston agreed. ‘Poor Billy sat up every night for weeks, signing away until they were all done. Taylor said

         it made his heart ache for the old man, because he has arthritis in his hands and it must have given him great pain.’

      


      

      ‘Hard working, sensible, and kind; and he knows we must have Reform,’ Jes said. ‘We could hardly have done better.’


      

      ‘Hmm,’ said Theakston doubtfully, and sipped his Madeira with the air of one suspending judgement.


      

      Rosamund looked at him questioningly, sifting out the reason for his hesitancy. ‘Papa Danby, you’re not against Reform are

         you?’

      


      

      ‘Don’t like change,’ he said. ‘You Reformists seem to want to change everything.’

      


      

      ‘Only what needs to be changed. You surely can’t think our system is perfect?’ said Jes.


      

      ‘It works,’ Theakston said succinctly. ‘Our country’s the envy of the world for stability – and liberality! Meddling always

         makes things worse. Look at France.’

      


      

      ‘Hardly a fair example, sir. And if we hadn’t had to spend twenty-five years fighting the French, we’d have had Reform long

         ago. You’ve only got to read the Parliamentary reports: Lord Grey was urging it back in the ‘eighties.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, I remember,’ said Lord Theakston. His opinion of Grey was plain in his tone of voice.


      

      ‘The country’s changed since 1789,’ Jes went on, warming to his argument. ‘The population was only ten million then – now

         it’s sixteen and a half million. And that vast increase is mostly urban – living in towns that were no more than villages

         before the war. The problems that causes are quite new, and we have to have some way of coping with them.’

      


      

      ‘Nothin’ to do with the Government,’ said Theakston. ‘Government’s business is to raise armies in time of war, and to uphold

         the law. Individuals must solve their own problems.’

      


      

      ‘That may have been the case once, but the problems arising now are beyond the power of an individual to solve. Concerted

         action is needed, and concerted action must be centrally controlled.’

      


      

      ‘Ha!’ said Theakston, putting down his glass triumphantly. ‘All the more reason not to change our Parliamentary system. It’s

         been arranged so that we can be sure of getting the right people in. Whole point of nomination seats! Pick the right man for

         the job.’

      


      

      Batchworth shifted ground. ‘What about a case like Old Sarum? It returns two Members on a total of seven votes, and since

         those votes are attached to empty fields, the actual electorate is one – the landowner. Yet Manchester, with a population

         of a hundred thousand souls, has no Member at all.’

      


      

      ‘There are absurdities, of course,’ Theakston said. ‘Don’t say there ain’t. But in the end, I don’t see that it matters how a Member gets his seat, as long as he’s the right man. Tom’s a nominee, and you can’t say he ain’t an ornament to the House!’

      


      

      ‘True, but —’


      

      ‘And besides, a Member can’t maintain his independence if he’s all the time looking over his shoulder to see how the voters

         are reacting. What becomes of your Parliamentary integrity if the Members are bein’ pushed this way and that by factions and

         interests?’

      


      

      Jes grinned disarmingly. ‘Ah, there you see through me! I wouldn’t be half such an enthusiast for Reform if it weren’t that

         my interest isn’t being represented! It’s always those who don’t benefit from a system who perceive its imperfections!’

      


      

      ‘Now there’s a handsome admission!’ said Rosamund. ‘Come, Papa Danby, you must give him points for that.’


      

      Theakston smiled at her affectionately. ‘Give him best,’ he acknowledged. ‘I’m not so opposed myself to a modicum of reform,

         but you know what your mother fears: that if you once start down that road, it will lead in the end to universal suffrage,

         where every man’s vote, however ignorant or misguided or even wicked he is, counts the same as ours. Start meddlin’ with the

         constitution, and before you know where you are you’ve got a revolution, and we’ve become a republic.’ He glanced at Batchworth.

         ‘Don’t want to see your brother-in-law disinherited, do you – to say nothing of yourself?’

      


      

      ‘Not in the least, sir. I believe we must have Reform specifically to avoid revolution. But I promise I won’t ask for universal suffrage. No man of sense could tolerate that!’

      


      

      ‘Well, at all events,’ Lord Theakston said, stretching out one elegant leg and contemplating the shine on his boot, ‘Wellington’s

         gone, and we shall have Grey and the Whigs in now. They’ve sworn to bring in a Reform Bill, so we shall see what comes of

         it.’

      


      

      ‘You think the King will definitely call Grey?’ Jes asked, with slight anxiety.


      

      ‘Bound to. Goderich is the only alternative, and he’s no alternative at all, poor old fellow. So even though Billy don’t trust

         Grey – taint of bein’ a Jacobin back in the ‘eighties still clings to him —’

      


      

      ‘The very whiff of brimstone!’ Batchworth laughed. ‘Prinny thought he was the Devil incarnate.’

      


      

      ‘Billy don’t think much differently,’ Theakston said. ‘But he’ll call him to the Palace tomorrow all the same, you mark my

         words.’

      


      

      ‘A Whig government!’ Rosamund said wonderingly. ‘It hardly seems possible after all these years. Who will Grey bring in with

         him, I wonder?’

      


      

      ‘Palmerston to the Foreign Office, that’s for sure,’ Batchworth said.


      

      ‘Pam’s an able man,’ Theakston admitted.


      

      ‘And Grey’s bound to want Althorp, of course – I don’t quite know what he’ll do with him, though, because ten to one but Melbourne

         will get the Home Department. Durham will probably be Privy Seal —’

      


      

      ‘Graham to the Admiralty,’ Theakston suggested.


      

      ‘Oh, certainly. The real problem will be, where to put Brougham,’ Jes said with a frown. ‘I know he’d like to be Master of

         the Rolls, but that would give him too much influence in the Commons for some people’s taste.’

      


      

      ‘Why put him anywhere?’ Rosamund protested. ‘I don’t like that man. Mother’s right: he’s quite mad – and dangerous.’


      

      ‘Too dangerous to leave out,’ Jes said. ‘Besides, he has a first-rate brain; and the Mob adore him. The thing is to neutralise

         him: bring him in, but put him somewhere where he can’t cause trouble. Maybe he’d take Lord Chancellor.’

      


      

      ‘And what about you, Batchworth?’ Theakston asked. ‘Are we to hear your name mentioned? Surely Grey won’t leave out one of

         the ablest young men in the Upper House?’

      


      

      Rosamund looked at her husband quickly. ‘Jes, really? Have you expectations?’


      

      ‘I’m not one of Grey’s closest friends, but my experience in the factories is thought to be valuable,’ he admitted. ‘It was hinted – in a very general way – that I might be useful as President of the

         Board of Trade —’

      


      

      ‘Oh Jes!’


      

      ‘No-one better. Just the thing, my boy!’ said Theakston generously.


      

      ‘It isn’t a settled thing yet,’ Batchworth protested cautiously.


      

      ‘Sure it must be,’ said Lord Theakston. ‘And there’s nothing more likely to reconcile her ladyship to a Whig government. With

         her son-in-law in the Cabinet, you might even get her to see the merit of Reform, given time.’

      


      

      ‘That would be a miracle,’ Rosamund laughed.


      

      ‘No, no,’ Theakston said seriously. ‘Your mother has no political persuasions, you know. It’s all a matter of loyalties with

         her – and families come first. There’s you and Batchworth, and probably Tom, on the Reform side already. Only talk Roland

         over, and she’ll have no reason to hold out any longer.’

      


      

      Lord and Lady Batchworth dined alone that evening. Since they had no company Rosamund had the meal served in the small dining

         parlour, and ordered it to be laid in the old-fashioned way – à l’anglais as it was called nowadays – with all the dishes on the table at once. Once the soup had been removed, she dismissed the servants,

         saying that they would wait on themselves, and ring when they were ready for the dessert.

      


      

      ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ she asked her husband when they were alone. ‘I know it isn’t fashionable – Thalia would be horrified—’


      

      Her sister-in-law, Roland’s wife, was determined, as far as she could between babies, to make the Aylesburys leaders of Society.

         In their house in Berkeley Square service à la français – where the dishes were dressed and handed round by the servants – was the rule. But already Thalia’s fashionableness was

         being overtaken by a newer style, service à la russe, where each dish was dressed in the kitchen and offered simultaneously to every diner from an individual vessel. Since this

         necessitated having a servant for each person at the table and a vast amount of china, it could only be attained to by the

         wealthiest; but at a grand dinner the sight of, say, forty liveried servants moving as one, was a wonderful spectacle. Thalia

         hadn’t given a dinner served à la russe yet, to Rosamund’s knowledge, but it could only be a matter of time. Sometimes she mischievously planned to get in first,

         just for the fun of stealing Thalia’s thunder.

      


      

      But tonight everything was resolutely English, with a single course and nothing but the sideboard to augment the table.

      


      

      ‘Of course I don’t mind,’ Jes answered. ‘It’s much nicer to be alone with you. I’m glad you thought of it.’


      

      ‘I expect Raby will be shocked. He thinks there’s a certain grandeur to be expected of an earl. I saw his eyebrows fly up

         when I sent them all away.’

      


      

      ‘Nonsense. Raby doesn’t think anything of the sort. He isn’t paid to think.’


      

      ‘You sounded just like my mother then,’ Rosamund smiled.


      

      ‘Thank you. What can I carve for you first? These pheasants look good.’


      

      ‘Roland sent them up from Wolvercote. The raised pie is veal, by the way, and that made dish is brawn, I think, with truffles.’


      

      They were busy for a while serving each other. Then Rosamund asked, ‘Will you really have a seat in the Cabinet? You didn’t

         mention it before.’

      


      

      ‘I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure – and I’m not sure yet. But would you mind if I did?’


      

      ‘Mind? Why should I mind? It would be a great honour for you.’


      

      ‘It would mean spending much more time in Town, especially with the Reform Bill to get through – We’d have to live here more

         or less permanently while the House was in session.’

      


      

      ‘Should I consider that a hardship?’


      

      ‘You might find yourself becoming a great political hostess.’


      

      ‘Ah, now I see the objection! But how would the factories fare if you were here for half the year?’


      

      ‘The factories can get along without me.’


      

      ‘I never thought to hear you say that.’


      

      He smiled ruefully. ‘It’s different now I’m the earl. When I was only plain Jesmond Farraline with nothing to do and pockets

         to let, it filled a void in my life to bring the factories up to their full glory. But now they’re running smoothly, and my

         agent’s such a good man I’m hardly needed. I have you, and I have my political career. Those must take precedence.’

      


      

      ‘But you won’t like to let the factories go entirely. It’s a pity Manchester’s so far away.’


      

      ‘The railways are going to change that, my love. In the future, perhaps in as little as ten years from now, I predict it will

         be possible to travel from Manchester all the way to London by railway, in a matter of hours. Just think of it!’

      


      

      Rosamund looked up from her plate, and was transfixed by the sight of him sitting across the dining table from her. Every

         once in a while it astonished her to find herself married to him; astonished her to remember that it was already fourteen,

         nearly fifteen years since she had first met him that day on the sands at Scarborough. She had thought him the most staggeringly

         handsome man she had ever seen. How unfair it was, she thought, that a woman’s beauty diminished as the years passed while

         a man’s only grew: he was a hundred times more handsome than when she met him – and a thousand times dearer to her, though

         the glister of his fair hair was now not all gold, and there were fine lines etched about his heavenly blue eyes. But now

         he was not merely a handsome stranger, he was her dear husband and lover, the person who knew her best in the world. She could

         lean her soul trustingly against his, and know that just as she was – faulty, weak, unworthy – he wanted her, and would care

         for her always.

      


      

      ‘Expeditious, safe, comfortable, and cheap,’ Jes was saying. ‘From the heart of one city to the heart of another in a matter

         of hours! Distances annihilated! People brought together, ideas exchanged…’ He must have realised she had not been listening,

         for he stopped in mid flow and looked at her quizzically. ‘I’m sorry, am I being a bore?’

      


      

      ‘You could never be that,’ she said, and dragged her mind back to the subject of railways so as to prove to him that he was

         not being. ‘You don’t need to convince me of the benefits, you know – just the likelihood. A railway from Manchester to London?’

      


      

      ‘Look how successful our own Liverpool and Manchester Railway has been: four hundred and sixty thousand passengers carried

         in the first year! That’s four times as many as the largest number that ever did the journey by coach!’

      


      

      ‘Yet it was planned as a goods railway,’ Rosamund mused. ‘None of you guessed in the beginning that people would want to travel on it.’

      


      

      ‘True, and the demand for goods carriage is still not great. We’ll be carrying goods from next month, but the advance bookings are most disappointing. Still, I have high hopes of our

         scheme to carry the mails. I begin to think that passengers and mails will prove to be the natural combination after all.’

      


      

      ‘The roads will be deserted,’ Rosamund said.


      

      ‘Yes. The canals may continue to give us competition in the freight trade, but the passenger trade will be all ours. I think

         we will see that effect repeated wherever a railway is built – and they will be built, Ros! Think of all the millions of people

         in the country who have never been more than five miles from their birthplace!’

      


      

      ‘Why on earth should they want to?’


      

      ‘Everyone wants to travel,’ Jes said firmly. ‘Why shouldn’t the lower orders do it as well as the wealthy?’


      

      ‘Very well: why should you want them to? Don’t tell me – so that your railways will make a great profit and pay out a handsome dividend!’

      


      

      ‘Contempt of money is the root of all evil,’ he said with a smile.


      

      ‘I think you have that wrong, my love! But I must say the idea of mobs of labourers moving round the country so freely worries

         me. Look at all the rick-burning and rioting there’s been in the last few months. It would only make it easier for them if

         they could travel great distances cheaply by railway.’

      


      

      ‘But don’t you see, those people have no work, and if they could move easily to another part of the country where work was

         available, they’d have no reason to riot. We can’t move industry about the country in search of labour, so we must have the

         means to take the labour to the work. That’s what the railways will do, dearest. That’s why it is in the interests of everyone,

         not just the shareholders, to build them.’

      


      

      ‘Very well, I allow you to convince me,’ she said. ‘And I suppose spending more time in London will allow you to shepherd

         through lots more Railway Acts?’

      


      

      ‘That’s what I’ve come for, of course.’


      

      ‘I didn’t suppose it was for the sake of my wardrobe.’


      

      ‘Don’t think I don’t know how much courage this takes for you,’ he said, suddenly serious.


      

      ‘Yes, there’s a new spirit of Adelaidism abroad in London,’ Rosamund said lightly. ‘Our new Queen has a very German sense of propriety. I don’t think I would be very welcome at St James’s, do you?’

      


      

      Jes knew as well as she did that Queen Adelaide had refused to receive the Duchess of St Albans because she had once been

         an actress, and Lady Ferrers because she had lived with her husband before she married him. He said, ‘I shouldn’t think you

         would want to be. I hear it’s deadly dull.’

      


      

      ‘It was different when Prinny was King,’ she said. ‘Being disgraceful was all the fashion.’


      

      ‘You are not disgraceful. You are a respectable married woman, and a countess into the bargain – my countess, I’ll have you

         remember.’

      


      

      ‘How could I forget? But equally, how is the Ton to forget that I am a divorcée?’


      

      ‘It wasn’t by your choice that Marcus cast you off.’


      

      She shrugged. ‘All the same, in Manchester I may be accepted – even welcomed – but London Society rates itself more highly.

         A divorced woman is not considered respectable.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, there may be a few high sticklers who’ll stand out against us, but we needn’t mind them,’ he said.


      

      ‘You have to mind what the Patronesses of Almack’s think. They have enormous influence.’


      

      ‘Why should you care a jot about Almack’s?’ he said, and abruptly realised where his attempt to comfort her had led them.


      

      ‘Because I have no daughter to bring out, you mean?’ Rosamund said, and looked down at her plate to avoid his eyes. ‘Well,

         you’re right of course. What is Almack’s to me now?’

      


      

      Her voice was expressionless, her face remote as a stranger’s glimpsed for a moment through a fog on the other side of the

         road. After a moment he said quietly, ‘Don’t shut me out. You must know I didn’t mean to hurt you.’

      


      

      ‘I know,’ she said. He thought that that would be all, but after a moment she said, ‘She comes with me all the time – the

         thought of her – like something seen out of the corner of your eye, but when you turn your head it’s gone. Do you know that

         feeling? And you want to weep with frustration because you can’t see it, you know you’ll never see it.’

      


      

      He could think of nothing to say to encourage her to speak, and sat in stupid silence; but eventually she went on, ‘My daughter

         will be eight next month.’ She looked up. ‘Every child of that age I see in the street, I think, “I wonder if my daughter

         looks like that.”’

      


      

      ‘I know. I’ve seen you looking.’


      

      ‘I ache for her. A piece of me is lost, and I’m not complete without it.’


      

      He only nodded. He wished he could have made her complete. There were times when he fought against a resentment that he was

         not everything to her, as she was to him. But he was not a woman, and he had never had a child, and he had enough imagination

         to believe that when you have grown another human being inside your own body, sustained it with your own blood, born it in

         travail and fed it at your breast, you must feel something for it a man could only guess at.

      


      

      She went on musing. ‘I haven’t seen her since she was ten weeks old. And now that Marcus has taken her out of London, I have

         no hope of ever seeing her again. Oh why did he do that? Why? It was cruel! Even if I couldn’t see her, knowing where she

         was was something.’

      


      

      It seemed such a very poor something. He wished he knew what to say. As to why, she knew why as well as he did: once Marcus was rid of Rosamund, his one desire was to make sure she and Charlotte never

         saw each other again. Obviously it was becoming too difficult to isolate a lively, growing girl in the centre of London; so

         he moved the household to some remote spot where they were not known and were not likely to be found.

      


      

      Jes had done what he could. Enquiries had been made from every source he could think of – lawyers, bankers, estate agents,

         everyone – but without success. Marcus had covered his tracks well. A wounded fox, Jes thought, is often the most cunning.

      


      

      At last he said, ‘Perhaps it will be better for her in the country – fresh air and wholesome food and so on. And you know

         Marcus would never let any harm come to her.’

      


      

      ‘That’s what Sophie said,’ Rosamund said bleakly. ‘And I said to her, would you want Fanny to be brought up by someone like Marcus, someone whose mind is as crippled as his body?

         And with no female influence but his sister – poor Bab, who is almost as deranged as he is?’

      


      

      ‘But they are both devoted to her,’ he said, and she looked at him, and sighed slowly, as though she had come back from a

         long distance.

      


      

      ‘Yes, I know. I’m sorry. I haven’t forgotten our long talk, Jes. If we are to have any kind of happiness together, I must

         put her out of my mind.’

      


      

      ‘Not that precisely,’ Jes said. ‘You can never forget her, I know, and I wouldn’t want you to.’


      

      ‘But I have to stop brooding about her, or it will poison everything. I must be cheerful and get on with my life as best I

         can.’ She smiled – a little crookedly, but a smile all the same. ‘I’ve a great deal to be grateful for; and if I can’t have

         my own daughter, Sophie will let me spoil hers instead. As you already do.’

      


      

      ‘Nonsense! I don’t spoil Fanny,’ he protested. He saw that she needed respite from her feelings, and was taking it in playfulness,

         and he followed her in willingly.

      


      

      ‘Not spoil her?’ Rosamund said sternly. ‘Only last week you took her away from her lessons and drove her to the Exchange for

         absolutely no good reason.’

      


      

      ‘I had an excellent reason,’ Jes defended himself vigorously. ‘I’d seen the most delicious blue velvet muff with white fur

         trimming which was exactly right for her.’

      


      

      ‘So you bought it for her. And for that you took her away from her history lesson – the Kings and Queens of England, I think

         it was.’

      


      

      ‘But my darling wife, just think how much more use it will be for her in ten years time to be able to carry a muff elegantly

         than to know the dates of Matilda and Stephen and all those tiresome Henrys!’

      


      

      ‘Very true,’ Rosamund said. ‘Though I’m not sure Sophie entirely agreed with your point of view.’


      

      ‘Oh, Sophie will come round to my way of thinking once she has a son to educate. She’ll be only too glad for me to take Fanny

         away and spare her the expense.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, she’s quite convinced her new baby’s going to be a boy,’ Rosamund said, smiling. ‘I think she and Jasper have his name, school and future wife all picked out for him already.’

      


      

      ‘She’s looking so well, too. It must be a nervous time for them, after the previous miscarriages, but I really think it will

         be all right this time, don’t you?’

      


      

      ‘What tender concern for my cousin’s health! I’m sorry I haven’t been a good wife to you. I wish I could have given you a

         child.’

      


      

      He flinched at the turn the conversation had taken, but when he looked at her, he saw it was all right. ‘You are all the wife

         I ever wanted,’ he said. Then, cautiously, ‘You don’t mind that I enjoy being with Fanny, do you?’

      


      

      ‘Not at all. I’m glad you have the opportunity of vicarious fatherhood, at least.’


      

      ‘I’d like to know who told you about Fanny’s and my trip to the Exchange, though,’ he said sternly.


      

      ‘Sophie did,’ Rosamund answered, ‘when I called on her in the afternoon to tell her we were going to London. Miss Molton had

         complained of you to her – said she wasn’t sure that you were a very proper influence on her charge.’

      


      

      Jes laughed. ‘I didn’t do it to be proper,’ he said. ‘I did it to be popular!’


   

      

      CHAPTER THREE


      

      The wind had veered right round in the night to the southwest, melting the snow and bringing the fog to York. It was still

         cold, but a different sort of cold: raw, damp, and penetrating – ‘graveyard weather’ they called it.

      


      

      Just before noon Cedric Laxton, younger son of Sir Percy Laxton, strolled into the outer office of Pobgee and Micklethwaite

         and found his friend Harry Anstey just emerging from the inner office of Mr Pobgee junior.

      


      

      ‘Hullo! What are you doing here?’ Laxton cried cheerfully. He was a chronically underemployed young man of just Harry’s age

         – his mother’s pet and the despair of his father – who had been put to so many careers and given them up within a matter of

         weeks that Sir Percy had lately decided it would come cheaper in the long run simply to keep him at home in idleness. At about

         this time of day young Laxton could usually be found lounging about the city, looking for company and spoiling for a chat.

      


      

      Harry gestured with the long envelope he was holding. ‘Come to collect an affidavit. What are you doing here?’


      

      ‘Oh, I just wandered in, y’know, on the off-chance. Never know who you’ll meet in here,’ Laxton said vaguely.


      

      Harry smiled to himself. It was a well-known saying in York that if you waited for long enough in the outer office of Pobgee

         and Micklethwaite, you would eventually meet everyone you knew. It was not a saying he was encouraged to repeat in the hearing

         of his own employers, Greaves and Russell of High Ousegate, but one which Ceddie Laxton had evidently taken to heart.

      


      

      ‘I say, Harry,’ Laxton now added, brightening at the thought, ‘ain’t it just about your dinner time? What say we browse together?’

      


      

      ‘I have to take this back to the office first,’ Harry said.


      

      ‘Not to worry – I’ll walk down with you. Where do you feed these days?’


      

      “The Jolly Bacchus in Micklegate. They have a very good ordinary.’


      

      ‘Right-ho! That’ll do for me,’ Laxton said amiably, trotting out onto the street in Harry’s wake.


      

      They chatted as they threaded their way through the crowds and traffic of the town – or at least, Laxton chatted and Harry

         responded with a series of grunts of agreement which were all that was needed to keep his companion happy while he concentrated

         on not getting run over. They had just reached the door of the offices of Greaves and Russell when something in the soothing

         flow of trivia caught Harry’s attention.

      


      

      ‘… this business in Mucky-Peg Lane. Can’t think why the Guv’nor’s so exercised over it, except that —’


      

      ‘Mucky-Peg Lane? What business is that?’


      

      ‘What I was just telling you, old fellow,’ Laxton said. ‘Weren’t you listening?’


      

      ‘You know I never really listen to you, Ceddie. Tell me again.’


      

      ‘Well, old boy,’ Laxton said, quite unoffended, ‘the Guv’nor’s quite up in the air about it, and I can’t think why, except

         that there seems to be a gentleman involved, if you can believe what the lower orders say, which I hardly ever do, because

         it seems to me they tell the most frightful bouncers without even blinking. But Havergill says —’

      


      

      ‘Havergill? What has Dr Havergill got to do with it? Look here,’ Harry went on quickly, realising this was not the best way

         of getting sense out of his friend, ‘I think you’d better tell me the whole story. Just let me deliver this affy to Mr Greaves,

         and we’ll go and find a quiet place to talk.’

      


      

      ‘Right-ho,’ said Laxton, taking up a Pisa-like stance against one of the doric pillars that flanked the office doorway. ‘Can’t

         say I felt much outrage about it myself, but the Guv’nor seems to think it’s important.’

      


      

      *


      

      In a corner booth in the coffee room of The Jolly Bacchus, with a laden table before them, Harry gently eased the details

         out of his friend.

      


      

      ‘One of the constables – Hecky, d’you know him?’ said Laxton through a mouthful of beef and mustard.


      

      ‘He comes in to ours sometimes. Rough and ready sort,’ Harry nodded.


      

      ‘Aren’t they all? Well, he came to see my Pa – Pa being one of the magistrates – to say that some old pauper had died up at

         the County Hospital. Havergill said that he’d been sick of an infection for weeks, but it wasn’t the infection that killed

         him. Apparently, the woman who brought him in told some strange story about him being knocked down and left for dead by a

         gentleman.’

      


      

      ‘And when was this?’ Harry asked, with a horrid cold feeling creeping up his back.


      

      ‘Tuesday, in the late afternoon. According to Hecky, the woman said she’d been standing in a doorway and saw it all. The gentleman

         was walking down the middle of the lane, and the old man approached him to beg. They both stopped, and then the gentleman

         whacked the old man on the head with his cane several times. The old man fell down and the gentleman ran away.’

      


      

      ‘Did she recognise the gentleman?’


      

      Laxton shook his head. ‘He was wearing a greatcoat with the collar turned up and a tall hat pulled well down, so there wasn’t

         much of his face to be seen. And it was dusk, and in that dark street —’

      


      

      ‘Quite,’ Harry said. He didn’t know whether to feel relieved or disappointed. But what was he thinking? Nicky? His friend Nicholas Morland of Morland Place? He would never do anything violent, or cowardly. Yet the image was there in

         his mind, of Nicky coming out of Mucky-Peg Lane, and standing staring at his stick as though in a dream. And he had behaved

         so strangely when Harry spoke to him…

      


      

      Laxton, spooning potatoes onto his plate, was still talking. ‘I couldn’t see why the Guv’nor was getting so excited – I mean,

         you can’t believe a word these people say, can you? And it was only some old good-for-nothing beggar who was going to die

         anyway. But Pa seems to think it’s a stain on every gentleman’s honour for something like this to happen – if it did happen – and besides, with all the riots and rick-burning

         and what-not down south, I think he’s afraid the lower orders may start a riot here if they think one of ’em can be done away

         with and nothing said.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, surely not?’ said Harry, taken aback. ‘Our people in York aren’t like that.’


      

      Laxton shrugged. ‘You never know with the lower orders these days, with all this agitation over one thing and another – political

         unions and radical newspapers and whatnot. But I don’t suppose there’s a word of truth in the story anyway. I say, old fellow,

         you ain’t eating. Try some of this beef – I must say the grub here isn’t half bad. Jolly sort of place, ain’t it?’

      


      

      ‘Very jolly,’ Harry said rather blankly.


      

      ‘Shall we have the pudding, or the cheese? Or what d’you say to both? Hey waiter —!’


      

      Anstey House, a large, rambling and inconvenient mansion on the Lendal, was a family home in the old style, seething with

         generations of resident Ansteys and visiting cousins. The present head of the house was Jack, third Baron Anstey, who had

         spent his whole life at sea and returned to the family home only on the death of his father three years ago. Alfred, the second

         son, was an MP, unmarried, and lived at home when Parliament was not in session. The family fortune was in coal, and the family

         business was in the capable hands of the third son, Benjamin, who lived at Anstey House with his wife and four children. Harry,

         the fourth son, was also unmarried, and there were three unmarried sisters at home. A married sister, Mrs John Shawe, was

         a frequent and protracted visitor with her three children, and recently the household had been swelled by the permanent addition

         of elderly widowed Aunt Celia, who had returned to save her purse and to have someone on whom to inflict the sour disposition

         which had hurried her husband to his grave.

      


      

      At the present the distaff side of the family was seething with excitement over the forthcoming marriage of one of the sisters-at-home,

         and when Harry arrived the Great Hall – the hub of the Anstey universe – was a babel of women, children, silk samples and

         guest lists. Harry, who was an affectionate brother and enjoyed a little cheerful racket, would normally have joined in with relish, but today he only exchanged brief

         greetings with everyone, ruffled a few children’s heads in passing, and headed for the peace of the library. In its severely

         masculine spaces he expected to find the solitude to think over his worry, but instead he found his brother Jack installed

         in a chair by the fire.

      


      

      ‘Hullo! Escaped the riot?’ Jack asked, looking up as Harry hesitated. ‘Come and join me. I came in here to do a bit of thinking,

         but I’m not sure I’m getting anywhere.’

      


      

      Harry took the settle on the opposite side of the fire, and was just wondering if he could possibly confide his problem and

         ask Jack’s advice when Jack got in first.

      


      

      ‘Look here,’ he said, leaning forward and clasping his hands between his knees, ‘I wonder if I might confide in you?’


      

      ‘Of course,’ Harry said at once. ‘What is it?’


      

      ‘It’s a matter that’s been brought to me, and I don’t know whether I ought to do anything about it.’ He smiled nervously.

         ‘If I were still on board my ship I’d know exactly where I stood, but things are so much more complicated ashore.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, they are,’ Harry agreed feelingly.


      

      ‘Well, look, I’ve had a visit from a man called Clulow – d’you happen to know him? No? He’s an artisan, respectable from anything

         I know, has a little place in a yard near St Helen’s Square, makes up stained glass pieces in the workshop in front and lives

         in the back. Unmarried. Regular in his attendances. Rather strait-laced sort of fellow, as he comes across – bald head, gold-rimmed

         spectacles, neat as a pin.’

      


      

      Harry nodded encouragement.


      

      ‘Well now, upstairs from his place is a separate dwelling with an outside staircase which comes down in front of his workshop.

         So naturally he notices the comings and goings to a certain extent – though he says he keeps himself to himself and doesn’t

         poke into other people’s business. All the same, he couldn’t help knowing that there was a single young woman living there,

         and that she had regular visits from a gentleman. Just the one gentleman, so he concluded she was in keeping.’

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ said Harry.


      

      Jack nodded. ‘Nothing in that, of course. It happens. None of his business, he thought. But yesterday he realised that he

         hadn’t seen the girl for some time, or heard her moving about, and he wondered if she was all right. So he went up the steps

         in a neighbourly way and knocked at the door – got no reply – found the door wasn’t locked and went in.’ Here Jack paused

         to take out his handkerchief, wiped it across his brow, and then blew his nose briskly. ‘He found the girl there,’ he went

         on soberly, ‘dead. It seems she’d hanged herself.’

      


      

      ‘Good God! How shocking!’


      

      Jack nodded. ‘Worse, perhaps, because she’d obviously been dead some time – several days at least. Clulow felt upset, naturally

         enough, that the poor creature had been so friendless she’d taken her own life, and no-one had even discovered it. He sent

         a boy for the constable, and the body was taken away, and that was the end of it as for as Clulow was concerned.’

      


      

      ‘But—’


      

      ‘Yes, of course, you’ve come to it. And so did Clulow after an hour or two. Who was her gentleman keeper, and why didn’t he

         know how distressed she was – distressed enough to commit such a horrible crime? The last time Clulow saw him was Tuesday

         afternoon. He’s sure he hasn’t been back since then, because he’s been keeping a lookout for him, for the reason that the

         gentleman dropped his gloves outside Clulow’s door on Tuesday, and Clulow wanted to give them back to him.’

      


      

      ‘He doesn’t know the gentleman’s identity?’


      

      ‘No. Never spoken to him, and taken care not to be looking up when he went past his window. And the gentleman took care to

         keep himself muffled up, so evidently he didn’t want to be recognised. The thing is – the point that worried Clulow so much

         when he got to thinking about it – that if the girl had been dead several days when he found her on Wednesday, she must have

         been already dead when the gentleman last visited on Tuesday.’

      


      

      Harry was silent.


      

      ‘The gentleman always visited on a Tuesday and a Friday,’ Jack went on reluctantly. ‘And he didn’t visit today – as if he

         knew there was no point.’

      


      

      ‘So what is Clulow suggesting? Not that there’s a crime involved, surely?’

      


      

      ‘Only the girl’s: suicide’s a crime, don’t forget. So if the gentleman knew she was dead, he ought to have reported it to

         the authorities. Clulow doesn’t know if he should take the matter any further. It can’t help the girl any, and he doesn’t

         want to make trouble for the gentleman, but —’

      


      

      ‘But how can he, if he doesn’t know who the gentleman is?’


      

      ‘Well, there are the gloves, you see – expensive ones.’ Jack reached behind him. ‘Handmade, very fine – rather distinctive.

         He thought probably the maker would remember who he had made them for, if he were asked. The question is, should anyone ask? That’s the problem Clulow brought to me, and I must say it’s left me in a quandary.’

      


      

      He turned the gloves over in his hands. They were made of fine leather, of an unusual light colour, and were finished with

         a lining of black fur which was turned back into a cuff. ‘They come from Makepeace’s – says so on the inside. The question

         is—’

      


      

      ‘Jack?’ Harry was staring at the gloves with a feeling of confusion and dread. He had seen them many times before.


      

      His brother looked up. ‘I say, old chap, what’s wrong?’ he asked in concern. ‘You look rather odd. Do you feel all right?’


      

      ‘No need to trouble Makepeace’s. I know whose they are.’


      

      In the end Harry went to Morland Place alone. Jack had felt very firmly that there was nothing further to be done.


      

      ‘It’s rather shocking, I suppose, that he didn’t report the poor girl’s suicide to the magistrate, but it’s a minor matter

         really, and doesn’t harm anyone. And if he’s taken such pains to keep the whole thing quiet all along … It would be very embarrassing

         for him if it were to come out – and Lady Morland is so very strict about those things, and her health hasn’t been of the

         strongest since her husband died … No, I can understand it. I suppose he felt that nothing could bring the girl back, and

         that there was no point in upsetting his mother and sacrificing his credit…’

      


      

      Harry argued, but Jack stood firm. ‘It isn’t what I like – I should be sorry to know any of my brothers had behaved so – but it’s not my business to go confronting people with their own

         secrets. The Morlands are one of our oldest and most respected families, and they would have every right to be deeply offended

         at such impertinent speculation on our part. Besides, we don’t know that it was Nicholas – the gloves may have come there some other way – or they may not even be his gloves. No, Harry! I’m sorry. We don’t

         know the whole story – and I for one don’t want to know it.’

      


      

      Harry sat in silent thought for a few moments. ‘It’s no use, Jack,’ he said at last. ‘I can’t leave it at that. Nicky’s my

         oldest friend, and I can’t bear a shadow of suspicion to hang over him in my mind. Ten to one but there’s a simple explanation,

         but I must find out how his gloves came there. Will you let me have them? I’ll take them to him and ask him straight out,

         have it all open and frank between us.’

      


      

      Jack shrugged and handed them over. ‘Do as you please about it,’ he said, ‘but don’t bring my name into it. I think you’re

         wrong, much better to leave well alone – but I see you’re determined.’

      


      

      ‘Thanks,’ Harry said, standing up. ‘I’ll let you know what comes of it.’


      

      ‘No, don’t,’ said Jack. ‘It isn’t my business, and I mean to put it out of my mind. That’s what I shall tell Clulow, too.’


      

      When Harry, looking unnaturally grave, said he had something of a delicate and private nature to discuss, Nicholas suggested

         that they remove to the steward’s room, where they could be sure of privacy. This gave him time to think and to compose himself.

         Harry was his oldest friend – they had known each other from earliest childhood – and such an approach was so out of character

         that it must bode no good. Harry must be going to ask impertinent questions about his presence in Mucky-Peg Lane, he thought.

         With anyone else he might stand on his dignity and simply refuse to answer, but with Harry that might be dangerous. He would

         hear everything in silence, he decided, declining to say anything at all until he knew exactly what it was Harry suspected.

         If the worst came to the worst he would simply deny everything. Harry could have no proof, or he’d have come before now and there was nothing to prove anyway, he reminded himself hastily, as his mind drifted dangerously towards things he had

         forced himself to forget. He must remember he had done no wrong.
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