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  Prologue




  Lincolnshire, 10 March 2013




  Tiffany parked the car at the side of the road and climbed the gentle slope of hill towards the grand house at the top. She dared not bring her little car any further, for the

  day was bleak, the road slippery and she feared losing control of the vehicle. Beatrice wasn’t good on icy roads, never mind any kind of hill. As the ground flattened out, she paused

  to catch her breath and look around her. To the west, lay the wolds, undulating gently and covered in a frost that had not melted since morning. Directly below, Fairfield village nestled in a

  shallow vale. The light was fading even though it was still early afternoon and already lights flickered in several of the windows of the cottages lining the one main street. Beyond the village,

  she could see farms dotted on the hillsides. At one end of the village street stood the church with the vicarage beside it. She could close her eyes and imagine herself back in time; Tiffany

  doubted that the scene had changed much in the last hundred years, except, of course, for the cars parked on either side of the road – a necessity when the nearest market town was five miles

  away. And there was now only one village shop that sold everything instead of the butcher, the grocer and so on, who would all once have been able to make a living even in this small community. Now

  the villagers would head into the nearest town – Thorpe St Michael – to the supermarket for their weekly shopping, using the local village store only for emergencies. Even the

  smithy-cum-wheelwright’s that had once been the heartbeat of a rural community would be long gone, unless, of course, the blacksmith’s business had survived by making bespoke fancy

  wrought-iron work.




  She turned to look up again at the house standing sentinel over the village and resumed her walk, shivering a little. March opening times, she’d read in a leaflet about Fairfield Hall,

  were Sundays and Wednesdays and today, Mother’s Day, it seemed fitting that she should visit.




  She was breathing hard by the time she’d walked along the curving driveway, lined with lime trees in their winter nakedness, though she knew they’d be a lovely sight in summer. She

  paused a moment, before passing beneath an archway into a courtyard. In front of her were stables and to her left, three coach houses. Completing the square were other buildings, which once, she

  guessed, might have housed the laundry and workshops. In the centre of the courtyard was a magnificent beech tree and, to her right, she could see the side entrance to the house. Nearing it, she

  saw the notice: PLEASE USE THE FRONT ENTRANCE. Passing through a small gate,

  she wandered round the corner of the house and climbed the steps. The impressive three-storey square house, with its front door positioned centrally, faced to the west with six windows on the

  ground floor and seven on the upper storeys. Closer now, she could see that there was also a basement partly below ground level. Attached on the northern side was a lower building – only two

  storeys high. The smooth lawn in the front of the house sloped down towards the village. To the side she could see more gardens and guessed that behind the house there was perhaps a kitchen plot

  that would have grown produce to help feed the household. Beyond the grounds belonging to the house were cultivated fields where, in summer, there would be ripening corn bordered with bright-headed

  poppies. She waited for what seemed an age before the door was opened slowly by an elderly man, dressed strangely, she thought, in a morning suit. He looked like a butler stepping out of the pages

  of a history book. But his wrinkled face beamed and his old eyes twinkled. ‘Good afternoon, miss. How nice to see a visitor. Please come in.’




  Tiffany stepped into the hall and wiped her feet on the square of thick matting. ‘I expect you don’t get many in the winter and especially on a day like this.’




  The old man chuckled. ‘Not many, miss, no.’




  To one side of the hall, a log fire burned in a pretty fireplace lined with blue and white Delft tiles and Tiffany, drawn by its warmth, held her cold hands towards it.




  ‘Would you like me to give you a guided tour,’ the man asked, ‘or would you prefer to wander through the house on your own? It’s clearly marked where you’re allowed

  to go, so . . .’




  ‘I’d like the guided tour, please.’




  He smiled again. No doubt he was delighted to be needed.




  ‘Whenever you’re ready, then, miss. I don’t think we’ll get any more visitors today, so you have my undivided attention.’




  ‘That’s nice,’ Tiffany murmured sincerely. ‘Thank you.’ There was so much she wanted to know about this house and she was sure she’d found the right person to

  tell her.




  ‘This is the entrance hall, of course,’ the guide began and then he led her into the room on the left-hand side of the hall. ‘This was once the housekeeper’s room so that

  she could see who was coming up the drive – the family returning home or visitors arriving – and warn the rest of the servants. In the late 1890s it was used as the estate office.

  Beyond it we have what would have been the drawing room, but in later years, we understand it became known as the music room. Isn’t it magnificent?’




  Paintings and portraits lined the oak-panelled walls; in one corner stood a grand piano, in another an oak long-case clock solemnly ticked away the hours as perhaps it had done for over two

  hundred and fifty years.




  He led her out of another door and along a corridor. ‘Those rooms are just a modern kitchen and sitting room and this,’ he said as they passed a staircase on the right-hand side,

  ‘is what the servants would use, but this,’ he emphasized as they passed once more through the entrance hall and to the southern end of the house, ‘is the main

  staircase.’ The walls above the oak staircase were again lined with family portraits. There was such a history to this house. Tiffany’s heart beat a little faster.




  ‘We’ll go upstairs in a moment,’ her guide said, ‘but first let me show you the library here to the right of the stairs . . .’ The room – as she had imagined

  it would be – was lined with shelves of books. ‘And then this room to the left is what used to be the morning room. It faces to the east at the back of the house so it always gets the

  morning sun. Sadly,’ he smiled at her, ‘we haven’t any today.




  ‘Now, upstairs we have the family’s private sitting room and straight opposite are the best bedrooms. Further along, you will see that the living-in servants also have bedrooms on

  this floor.’




  ‘Really?’ Tiffany laughed. ‘I thought servants were always confined to the attics?’




  ‘Not in this house, miss.’ He smiled. ‘The top floor has the nursery and probably a room for a nursery nurse or governess and also a couple of very nice guest

  bedrooms.’




  I wonder where she slept? Tiffany thought as they retraced their steps downstairs. I’d like to think that I’ve been standing in her bedroom.




  He showed her the huge kitchen in the basement and other, smaller rooms that were used for different purposes: a wine cellar, a game larder, a still room and the butler’s pantry. He even

  showed her the row of fourteen bells, which summoned the servants.




  ‘And now I’ll take you back to my favourite room in the house. I’ve deliberately left it until last.’




  When they entered the dining room, where portraits of the more recent family members were hanging, Tiffany’s interest sharpened.




  ‘The main part of the house was built in the early 1700s by the Lyndon family in the style of Sir Christopher Wren and the two-storey extension to the north was added much later,’

  the guide told her. ‘It’s strange to find such a house as this in the countryside, isn’t it? It’s more suited to a town house.’




  Tiffany said nothing, willing him to go on with the stories of the family. That was what interested her.




  ‘The hereditary title, the Earl of Fairfield, was granted to Montague Lyndon at the end of a distinguished military career in 1815 and thereafter each generation sent a son into the Army,

  usually the second son, if there was one, so that the title was safeguarded. The eldest son always inherited the title and he was expected to run the estate.’ They moved on slowly down the

  line of portraits, the guide pointing briefly to each one.




  ‘That’s the second earl, the third, the fourth and the fifth, and now we come to the sixth Earl of Fairfield, James Lyndon.’




  Tiffany gazed up at the full-length portrait of a man in military uniform. He was tall with brown hair and dark brown eyes that, strangely, seemed to stare coldly down at her. There was no

  smile, no warmth in his face.




  ‘As you can see,’ her guide said, ‘James was a soldier, too, and, by all accounts, a very good one. He was the second son and should never have inherited the title but his

  elder brother, Albert, died young.’




  Tiffany took a step forward and then stopped, her gaze held by the picture of a young woman hanging on the opposite side of the fireplace to the one of the sixth earl. Her hair was as black as a

  raven’s feathers. She had dark violet eyes and flawless skin. She was dressed in a blue satin gown with a necklace around her graceful neck. Tiffany hoped the artist had painted a true

  representation of her.




  She bit her lip, hardly daring to ask. ‘Who is this?’




  ‘Ah, now that is Lady Annabel, James’s wife. Isn’t she lovely?’ They stood a moment in silence, in awe of the woman’s striking beauty. In answer to Tiffany’s

  unspoken question, he added, ‘And she was every bit as lovely as her portrait.’




  Tiffany glanced at him. To the twenty-year-old girl, her guide looked ancient, but even he couldn’t be old enough to remember Lady Annabel, could he? But it seemed he was.




  He smiled. ‘My grandfather worked here as a gardener and he used to talk about her. In fact, you couldn’t get him to stop talking about her. I only saw her twice and she was getting

  on a bit by then, of course, but she was still striking. And everyone loved her, except,’ he sighed heavily, ‘the one person who should have loved her the most. Poor lady.’




  ‘Tell me about her – please.’ Tiffany couldn’t help the pleading tone in her voice and, sensing it, the man smiled down at her.




  ‘It’s a long story.’




  ‘I’m in no rush. It’s – it’s what I came for. I’d love to learn as much as I can about her, but only if you’ve time.’




  ‘Oh, I’ve time. But let’s sit down, my dear. My old legs aren’t what they used to be.’




  They sat down on two chairs near the fire, but facing the two portraits.




  ‘Well, now, where to begin?’ He fell silent for a moment, his gaze still on the enchanting face in the painting, and then he murmured again, ‘Where to begin?’




  





  One




  Grimsby, Lincolnshire, January 1896




  ‘Please can we go home, Miss Annabel? It’s freezing.’




  ‘Just another five minutes,’ Annabel murmured, staring through the gloom of the winter’s evening, watching the road ahead.




  They were sitting in the horse-drawn chaise on the seafront at Cleethorpes, not far from the pier that stretched out into the cold sea. There were no holidaymakers today, no visitors walking its

  length. Although the chaise offered a little more shelter than an open trap, the wind blew in from the sea, stinging their faces and chilling their bones.




  ‘If you’re late for dinner, your father will ask questions. And you know I can’t tell lies. I go bright red and he knows straightaway.’




  ‘I don’t expect you to tell lies for me, Jane.’




  The maid shivered. ‘The horse is getting cold too. See how he’s pawing at the ground.’




  The chaise rocked dangerously as the restless horse moved.




  ‘Miss Annabel,’ Jane said firmly, ‘he’s not coming and we’re both going to be in such trouble when we get back. What will Mrs Rowley say if I’m not there to

  help with the dinner? You know I have to help out in the kitchen.’




  The Constantine household had few staff: a butler, Roland Walmsley, who also served as valet to his master, a cook-cum-housekeeper, Mrs Rowley, a kitchen maid, Lucy, and Jane, who was everything

  else; housemaid and lady’s maid to Mrs Constantine and to Miss Annabel. The only outside staff were a part-time gardener and a groom, Billy, who looked after the two horses and usually drove

  Annabel or her mother wherever they wanted to go. But today, Annabel had insisted upon driving the chaise herself with only her maid for company.




  Annabel sighed and took up the reins, saying, ‘Gee up.’ The horse, glad of some activity at last, lurched forward and the two girls clutched at the sides of the vehicle.




  ‘He’ll have us over,’ Jane muttered, but the sure-footed horse began to trot happily towards home. A little way along the road into Grimsby, Annabel pulled on the reins so that

  the horse turned to the right. Prince hesitated, yet he obeyed his mistress’s instructions.




  ‘Where are you going, miss? This isn’t the way home.’




  ‘Isn’t it?’ Annabel’s tone was airy. ‘I thought it was. Oh dear, we’re lost.’ She flicked the reins so that the horse picked up speed, taking them even

  further away from the road they needed to be on.




  ‘Miss Annabel—’




  ‘I think it’s a short cut.’




  ‘No, it isn’t. You know very well it isn’t. You’re going towards the docks,’ Jane said, ‘and if you’ve some madcap notion of trying to find him, then

  – then . . .’




  Annabel pulled gently on the reins bringing Prince to a steady walking pace. They reached a crossroads and, skilfully, Annabel turned the horse so that they were facing back the way they had

  just come. Prince began to trot again, more hopeful now that they were really going home to his warm stable. His speed quickened even more when he recognized Bargate, the road where the

  Constantines lived.




  The house was a square building with a central front door and a bay window on either side. It had a small front garden but a larger one behind the house where their gardener cultivated both

  flower borders and a kitchen garden. As a young girl, Annabel had been allowed to help in the grounds and in the greenhouse, but as she’d grown older, her father had dictated that she should

  apply herself to more ladylike occupations.




  ‘It is not fitting for you to be grubbing about in the dirt with only a servant as a companion.’




  And so Annabel’s love of the land was only satisfied on her visits to her grandparents who, unbeknown to her father, allowed her to help about the farm.




  ‘There’s Billy waiting for us,’ Jane said as the chaise came to a halt. She climbed down and then turned to help her young mistress alight, whilst Billy hurried to hold the

  horse’s head.




  ‘Good evening, Billy,’ Annabel said with a forced gaiety she was no longer feeling. ‘I’m so sorry we’re late. We got lost.’




  Beside her, she heard Jane pull in a sharp breath but her maid said nothing. Annabel knew the girl would follow her lead and realize that her mistress had given her a ready-made excuse should

  she be questioned.




  ‘You go in the back way, Jane. I’ll go to the front door. Mr Walmsley will let me in. And remember’ – she lowered her voice as Billy began to unhitch the horse from the

  shafts – ‘we got lost.’




  ‘Yes, miss.’ Jane bobbed a quick curtsy and scurried in through the back door.




  Annabel walked around the side of the house and rang the front door bell.




  ‘Good evening, Mr Walmsley,’ she said smoothly when the butler opened the door.




  Despite having been told to do so on numerous occasions, Annabel flatly refused to address their servants by anything other than their full name or, for the younger ones, their Christian name.

  She abhorred the use of mere surnames and the butler had long ago given up trying to get her to change. Even her disciplinarian father couldn’t enforce the rule with his wayward daughter.




  Hearing her voice, Ambrose flung open the door to his study and strode into the hall. He was a short, portly man in his early fifties with a florid complexion and bristling sideburns.




  ‘Where’ve you been?’ he barked.




  Annabel turned towards him as she removed her cape, hat and gloves and handed them to Roland Walmsley.




  ‘Out for a drive in the chaise, Father, but I took a wrong turning in the dusk and I got a little lost. I’m so sorry I’m late for dinner.’ She turned back to the butler.

  ‘Mr Walmsley, please tell Mrs Rowley that it’s my fault Jane is late, not hers.’




  Roland Walmsley bowed and hid his smile. He could guess where his young mistress had been, though wild horses would not drag it out of him, nor would he question Jane. She was utterly loyal to

  Miss Annabel, as were all the servants.




  Ambrose glared at his daughter. ‘We’ve held dinner back for half an hour and Mrs Rowley is not best pleased.’ Mrs Rowley was the only person who warranted – in

  Ambrose’s opinion – a courtesy title. ‘You’d better get changed – and be quick about it.’




  ‘Yes, Father.’ Annabel bowed her head meekly and hurried towards the staircase. Ambrose watched her go, his eyes narrowing. Had his ruse worked? he wondered. Annabel’s

  expression gave nothing away. As he watched her climb the stairs, he fancied he saw her shoulders drooping in disappointment. But he couldn’t be sure. His daughter was difficult to read.

  He’d interrogate the maid, he decided. She’d give herself away at once.




  But this time, even Jane’s resolve proved difficult to break. After dinner was over, he called her to his study. She faced her master fearlessly with wide, innocent eyes. Pulling herself

  up to her full five feet two inches, she straightened her shoulders and explained calmly, ‘We got lost, sir. Miss Annabel took a wrong turning in the dark and then it was difficult to turn

  the horse round. By the time we got to the right road again, sir, oh, I reckon half an hour or more had gone by.’




  Ambrose frowned. ‘Did you meet anyone, girl?’




  Her eyes widened even more. ‘Meet anyone, sir?’




  ‘Don’t act stupid with me, girl. You know very well what I mean. Did Miss Annabel have an assignation?’




  The girl shook her head vehemently. ‘Oh no, sir. We didn’t meet anyone.’




  Ambrose stepped close to her so that his bulbous red nose was only inches from her small, well-shaped nose. In a low, threatening tone he said slowly, ‘If I find out you’ve been

  lying to me, girl, it’ll be the worse for you. You understand?’




  Jane nodded vigorously. ‘I wouldn’t lie to you, sir. Honest, I wouldn’t.’




  Ambrose grunted as he stepped away. He still didn’t believe her. In his experience anyone who used the word ‘honest’ to emphasize whatever they were saying, was usually

  lying.




  Jane scuttled back to the kitchen, her cheeks flaming. She hoped that was the last questioning she would have to face from the master, but there was always the mistress to contend with. She was

  almost more fearsome than Mr Constantine.




  ‘Now what have you been up to?’ Mrs Rowley frowned. ‘Are you in trouble? Because if you are, I want to know about it.’




  Oh no, not you an’ all! Jane thought. ‘Nothing, Mrs Rowley,’ she said aloud. ‘I was out with Miss Annabel and we were late back. That’s all.’




  ‘Oh aye.’ Even Mrs Rowley’s tone was sceptical. ‘And where were you “out”, might I ask?’




  No, you may not ask, Jane wanted to reply, but she knew that any cheeky retort would earn her a severe reprimand. Instead, she said calmly, ‘Just out for a drive, Mrs Rowley. Miss Annabel

  took a wrong turning in the dark.’




  ‘She shouldn’t be out in the dark on her own.’




  ‘She wasn’t on her own. I was with her.’




  Mrs Rowley rolled her eyes. ‘And a fat lot of good you’d have been if there’d been any trouble.’




  ‘What sort of trouble, Mrs Rowley?’




  The cook said no more on the subject, contenting herself with a glare and a sharp, ‘Get on with your work now you are here. There’s a pile of washing-up to be done and Lucy’s

  already drooping with tiredness having to do your work as well as her own while you go off gallivanting.’




  For the next few hours there was no time to think, but later that night as she lay in her narrow bed in the attic room she shared with Lucy, Jane thought over the problem she faced with her

  young mistress. She was devoted to Miss Annabel and would do anything for her – anything – but she was very afraid that what they had been doing over the past few weeks and months was

  about to be discovered.




  





  Two




  Annabel, too, was lying awake.




  Why hadn’t Gil come to meet her? Was it all over? Didn’t he love her any more? Had all his ardent declarations been false?




  She had first met Gilbert Radcliffe on a tour of her father’s business offices near the fish docks. That day, Gilbert, as the office under-manager, had been deputed to show the

  boss’s daughter around. At only twenty-five he held a surprisingly high position within the company and was well thought of by his immediate superior, the office manager, Mr Smeeton, and her

  father too. But Annabel was under no illusion that should their secret meetings over the weeks since then be discovered, the young man would no longer be held in such high esteem. Ambrose had big

  plans for his daughter and they did not include marriage to one of his employees.




  Ambrose Constantine was a self-made man. He had been born in one of the poorer areas of the town, the third son of a deck hand on trawlers. He, too, had begun his working life at sea as a

  deckie-learner, but Ambrose was ambitious. He soon worked his way up to the position of Mate, working hard and enduring the vicious conditions of life at sea to earn good money and save every penny

  he could. Oh, how he saved his money. But by the time he was twenty, his father and two older brothers had been lost at sea. Broken-hearted, his mother died the following year, leaving Ambrose

  alone, though the loss of his family only hardened his determination to succeed. He left the sea and became a fish merchant and by the age of twenty-four was employing ten men in the fish docks. He

  first saw Sarah Armstrong across the aisle of a church, when they were both attending a funeral in late May 1874. She was no beauty, but she was tall and walked with a haughty grace that appealed

  to Ambrose. She had a strong face and a determined set to her chin. At the gathering in a nearby hotel after the service, Ambrose contrived an introduction to her and found himself gazing into her

  dark blue eyes and wanting to know all about her.




  ‘How do you know Mr Wheeler?’ he began, referring to the deceased, whose coffin they had just watched being lowered ceremoniously into the earth.




  ‘I didn’t know him well, but I’ve accompanied my father today. He used to do business with him and felt he should pay his respects.’




  ‘So – is your father in the fish trade?’




  Sarah had laughed. ‘No, no, he’s a farmer, but he met Mr Wheeler on market days.’ Abraham Wheeler had been an auctioneer throughout Lincolnshire, conducting sales of anything

  from fish to sheep and cows.




  Curious about the fair-haired, stocky young man who, she knew, had deliberately sought an introduction to her, Sarah asked, ‘And you? How do you know him?’




  ‘The fish markets.’ He smiled. ‘He was very helpful to me when I started out.’




  ‘And where have you finished up?’




  ‘Oh, I haven’t finished yet, not by a long way.’




  Sarah’s eyes gleamed as she heard the fire of ambition in his tone. She liked that. She had always bemoaned the fact that she’d been born a girl; men could do so much more with their

  lives than women, who seemed destined to be wives and mothers and housekeepers. Her father’s farm would one day be hers – she was an only child – yet she had no interest in the

  land. Every summer brought her hay fever misery and even getting too close to a horse could set her sneezing. Each June she spent time near the sea, which seemed to ease her symptoms.




  Crossing her fingers at the lie she was about to tell, she said boldly, ‘I’m coming to stay in Cleethorpes next week.’ She paused, knowing instinctively that he would suggest a

  meeting. And he did.




  Their romance – if it could be called that – progressed swiftly, much to Sarah’s parents’ dismay. It was more a meeting of like minds, of shared ambition, than a

  passionate love affair.




  ‘I don’t like it,’ Edward Armstrong said to his wife, Martha. ‘And I don’t like him. But what can I do? I’ve talked to her, pleaded with her, even

  raged at her, but she’s set on marrying the fellow. She’s twenty-one next month and I suppose if they’re really in love . . .’




  Martha had put her arms around her husband and laid her dark head against his chest. ‘Is it because of the farm, my dear?’




  ‘Only partly. I wanted to pass it down the generations.’




  As she heard the heavy sigh deep in his chest, Martha had raised her head and said, with a twinkle in her violet eyes: ‘Never mind, perhaps Sarah will give you a grandson who will one day

  take over Meadow View Farm.’




  But Sarah had only given them a granddaughter, Annabel, and it was on her that Edward now pinned all his hopes. He had never agreed with the belief that genteel young ladies should spend their

  time drawing, painting, sewing and playing the piano. Instead, he had instructed his daughter, Sarah, in the basic rudiments of accountancy and had introduced her to the precarious delights of

  buying and selling shares. At the time, he could not have foreseen that her quick mind and intuitive head for business, together with all that he had taught her, would equip Sarah not for running

  the farm as he had hoped but for helping her husband run his growing business.




  Grudgingly, Edward was forced to admit that Ambrose was a clever and successful man. In 1883, Ambrose had been the first owner of a steam trawler and by the time Annabel reached adulthood, he

  was the biggest steam trawler owner in the Grimsby docks. Seeing that Sarah was well provided for by her prosperous husband, Edward made his will in favour of his granddaughter, leaving his five

  hundred-acre farm in the Lincolnshire wolds to her. One day it would all belong to Annabel, but for the moment, Edward and his wife remained in good health and continued to run Meadow View Farm

  themselves. And on her frequent visits, Edward delighted in the young girl’s intelligence and her capacity for learning quickly. He was heartened that she seemed to possess nothing of the

  ruthless ambition of her father and – it had to be said – of her mother. She soon knew all the farmhands by their first names and, as a youngster, played with their children. But it was

  when riding on horseback around the fields with her grandfather that Annabel’s face shone and she chattered with a multitude of questions. In turn, Edward was thrilled by the girl’s

  enthusiasm and growing love for the land. His farm would be in safe hands and he began to teach Annabel, too, the rudiments of bookkeeping and the ups and downs of the stock market. He introduced

  her to the stockbroker he used in Thorpe St Michael, Henry Parker, and together the two men guided and schooled the young girl until she was old enough to deal for herself.




  What Edward didn’t know – and for a long time neither did Ambrose – was that it was on these journeys to visit her grandparents that Annabel and Gilbert Radcliffe began to

  meet. Only Jane knew and now the burden of knowledge was too great for the young maid to endure. But she need not have worried that she would be questioned or even blamed; word had already reached

  Ambrose from his office manager, who had heard the gossip and noticed that his young protégé’s absences from work coincided with Miss Annabel’s visits to her

  grandparents.




  Ambrose had acted swiftly.




  ‘Father, I’d like to pay a visit to the docks. It’s quite some time since my last visit,’ Annabel said at breakfast the following morning.




  Ambrose was a familiar sight on the dockside in his dark suit and bowler hat inspecting the most recent catches laid out neatly in containers. Annabel loved The Pontoon, the covered fish market

  where the early morning catches were auctioned. Whenever Ambrose could be persuaded to take her with him, she stood quietly watching and marvelling at the speed of the auctioneer conducting sale

  after sale. He seemed to know what each of his customers would want. But, much to Annabel’s disappointment as she grew older, Ambrose forbade her to go so often. He didn’t like to see

  the fishermen eying his lovely daughter. The docks, he decreed, were no place for a lady.




  ‘But I’m not a lady,’ Annabel had argued futilely.




  ‘Ah, but one day you will be,’ had been her father’s only reply.




  ‘Of course, my dear,’ Ambrose agreed smoothly now. ‘What would you like to see? The ships? The fish docks? Of course, the herring girls aren’t here for some months yet. I

  know you like to watch them, but—’




  ‘Your offices, Father. I’d like to visit your offices.’




  ‘Then you may come with me this morning.’




  ‘That won’t be necessary. I can make my own way there.’




  ‘No need,’ he replied, deliberately keeping his tone mild. ‘I should like you to drive with me.’




  Annabel had no choice but to bow her head in acquiescence.




  Ambrose wanted to shout at her, to roar his disapproval of her actions, but he knew it was not the way to deal with his strong-willed daughter. The path he had chosen was far better and was

  already bearing fruit, if his suspicions regarding the previous evening’s escapade were correct. Instead of causing a confrontation, he smiled across the table at her. ‘It pleases me

  that you should take an interest in the business. I thought you were all set to become a farmer.’ They all knew the terms of Edward’s will. Ambrose’s tone sobered as he said

  warningly, ‘One day you will be a very wealthy woman. Not only will you inherit your grandfather’s farm, but also my company. You do understand that, don’t you?’




  Annabel smiled. ‘But not for many years yet, I hope, Father.’




  ‘I hope not, but your grandparents are both in their sixties. Just remember that. And now’ – he rose from the table – ‘I have a little paperwork to do, but

  I’ll be ready to leave in about an hour.’




  Ambrose closed the door of his study and went to stand before the window looking out on to the garden behind the house. He was pensive for a few moments before sitting down at his desk, picking

  up his pen and beginning to write a letter.




  Dear Lord Fairfield . . .




  When they arrived at her father’s offices, not far from where the dock tower stood guardian over the forest of masts and funnels as the trawlers jostled for position to

  unload their catches, Annabel hurried to the manager’s office. She knew that Gilbert occupied a desk in the same room. Ambrose followed his daughter at a more leisurely pace, deliberately

  allowing her to go ahead of him. A small smile played on his lips. In the outer office sat a middle-aged man at a desk and in the corner a young woman tapped at a typewriter.




  ‘Good morning,’ Annabel greeted them both and then turned to the older man. ‘Is G—Mr Radcliffe in?’




  The man blinked, but before he could answer the door to the inner office was flung open and Mr Smeeton, the manager, appeared.




  ‘Ah, Miss Constantine, please come in. Is your father with you?’




  ‘Yes, he’s coming.’




  She moved quickly into his office and glanced around. There was no sign of Gilbert. Neither was there any sign of his desk on the far side of the room where it had once stood.




  ‘Please sit down,’ Mr Smeeton said kindly. ‘Would you like some tea?’




  ‘No, no, thank you. Mr Smeeton—?’ she began urgently, but her question was interrupted by the sound of voices in the outer office. The door opened again and her father entered

  the room. Annabel cast a beseeching glance at Mr Smeeton, but said no more.




  ‘Good morning, Smeeton.’




  ‘Sir.’ Mr Smeeton gave a tiny deferential bow towards his employer and moved a chair for him to sit down.




  Ambrose looked about him and asked casually, ‘No Radcliffe this morning?’




  ‘No, sir. He – um – he’s left.’




  A startled gasp escaped Annabel, but with amazing self-control she bit back her question. Instead, it was Ambrose who raised his eyebrows and said, ‘Really? That was rather sudden,

  wasn’t it?’




  ‘Very sudden, sir. He didn’t even stay to work out his notice.’




  ‘How come?’ Ambrose asked quite calmly, laying his hat and cane on Mr Smeeton’s desk and pulling off his gloves whilst Annabel watched and listened with growing alarm. She

  gripped the arms of the chair and bit down hard on her lower lip.




  ‘It seems,’ Mr Smeeton went on, ‘that he came into a sum of money very unexpectedly and he’s – um – used it to emigrate to America, I believe.’




  ‘Emigrate?’ Annabel gasped, no longer able to keep silent. Nor could she stop the colour rising in her face. Gilbert gone? Without a word to her? ‘For how long?’




  Mr Smeeton avoided meeting her gaze. ‘I presume for good, Miss Constantine.’




  ‘But what about—?’ she began, but managed to stop the words just in time. Instead, she finished rather lamely, ‘his family?’




  ‘I don’t think he has much in the way of family. His parents are dead. He has one brother, I believe . . .’




  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her father frown and Mr Smeeton added hastily, ‘But I don’t even know where he lives. I understand they never saw much of each other.’




  Annabel dared not say more, dared not ask any more questions – not in front of her father. But somehow, some time, she would interrogate Mr Smeeton further.




  ‘Now, my dear,’ Ambrose said smoothly, ‘you said you wanted to look around the docks.’




  ‘Of course, Father,’ she said meekly and rose, though she found her legs were trembling. She felt faint with shock. Gilbert had gone, had left her without a word.




  ‘Are you all right Miss Constantine?’ Mr Smeeton asked gently, with genuine concern. He had noticed how the girl had flushed on hearing the news about Gilbert Radcliffe, but now she

  had turned very pale.




  Annabel lifted her chin. ‘I am perfectly well, thank you, Mr Smeeton. Now, Father, where shall we begin?’




  





  Three




  Annabel endured a cold walk around the docks, trying to show an interest as her father pointed out the ships he owned, pausing now and again to speak to a skipper, asking if

  the morning’s catch had been good. Then they walked to the market. Most of the day’s trading was coming to an end already, but Ambrose rubbed his hands gleefully when he heard that the

  fish landed that morning had fetched a good price.




  ‘A good morning’s work,’ her father murmured and Annabel could not know that the satisfaction behind his words had far more significance than the good catch and the price it

  had fetched. ‘And now we’ll go home for lunch, my dear.’




  Ambrose led the way towards the brougham, driven by Billy, without giving her any further chance to speak to the office manager or even to the two people in the outer office; perhaps they knew

  something.




  How was she to find out?




  Back at home, she went towards the staircase, with the excuse of changing from her outdoor clothes, but as soon as her father’s study door had closed behind him, she picked up her skirts

  and went swiftly towards the door leading to the kitchens.




  ‘Where’s Jane?’ she demanded of Mrs Rowley.




  ‘Oh, Miss Annabel, you made me jump. Jane, you say? She’s upstairs cleaning the mistress’s bedroom.’




  Annabel whirled round and ran upstairs, bursting into her mother’s bedroom unannounced. ‘Jane—’ she began but then realized that the maid, who was making the bed, was not

  alone in the room.




  Sarah Constantine turned in her seat at the dressing table. ‘Whatever’s the matter, Annabel? Is the place on fire?’




  ‘I’m sorry, Mother.’




  ‘A little more decorum wouldn’t come amiss for a young lady in your position.’




  ‘My – position?’ Annabel frowned. ‘What do you mean, Mother?’




  Mrs Constantine turned away but held her daughter’s gaze through the mirror. ‘Your father is determined to launch you into society. His earnest desire is to have you presented at

  court.’




  Annabel gasped and sank down into a chair. ‘Presented! To the Queen? But don’t you have to know someone who’s previously been presented for them to act as a – a, well,

  whatever they call it?’




  ‘A sponsor. So I believe, but your father is working on that,’ Sarah said calmly and now, avoiding eye contact with her daughter, she omitted to say exactly what else her husband was

  scheming. ‘What was it you wanted Jane for?’




  ‘I – er – um – just wondered if she’d be free this afternoon to go out.’




  ‘Of course,’ Sarah said blandly. ‘As long as you’re not late for dinner again.’




  ‘No, I won’t be. I promise.’




  ‘By the way, your grandmother has written to ask if you’d like to spend Easter with them. Shall I reply that you would?’




  Normally, such an invitation would have delighted Annabel, but now her mind was filled with where Gilbert was and what could have happened to him. ‘Yes – yes, of course I’d

  love to go,’ she said half-heartedly. As she turned away to leave the room, she didn’t see her mother’s grim expression through the mirror as she watched her go.




  But Jane saw it.




  ‘We’re going to be in such trouble, Miss Annabel,’ Jane said, as she climbed into the chaise beside her mistress whilst Billy held the horse’s head.

  ‘You should have seen the look on your mother’s face this morning after you left the room. Something’s up. I reckon they know.’




  ‘How can they possibly know? We’ve been so careful.’




  ‘Your family’s very well known in these parts and it’s likely that maybe someone’s seen us. Besides, there’s all them men at the docks that work for him. You know

  how gossip gets around.’




  ‘I can guess,’ Annabel murmured, as she took up the reins and Billy let go of the horse. ‘All I want to find out is where he’s gone and – more importantly –

  why.’




  Jane held on to the side of the vehicle as the horse gathered speed, trotting down the short drive, out of the gate and along the road. ‘Where are we going, Miss Annabel?’




  ‘Back to the fish dock. I need to see Mr Smeeton.’




  ‘I don’t think you should do that. He’ll tell your father.’




  ‘There’s always that chance,’ Annabel had to admit.




  ‘And if you ask him not to,’ Jane said sensibly, ‘then he’ll smell a rat and be all the more suspicious. And then – he will tell him.’ And she’d

  probably be sacked, Jane thought, when they found out she’d been going along with all this, but she didn’t voice her fears aloud.




  ‘Then I won’t ask him that.’




  ‘But what excuse are you going to make for visiting the offices again? You were only there this morning. And you’re going without your father this time.’




  ‘I’ve got you with me.’




  ‘That’s what worries me,’ Jane said dolefully.




  Annabel laughed and patted her maid’s hand. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll look after you.’




  But who is looking after you? Jane wanted to say. I do my best, but you’re a difficult little madam to control when you want to do something. But she held her tongue and concentrated on

  clinging on as her mistress flicked the reins and the horse went faster.




  As she drew the chaise to a halt in front of the offices bearing the name Ambrose Constantine, Annabel turned to face Jane. ‘Now, just go along with anything I say.’




  ‘Yes, Miss Annabel,’ Jane said meekly, feeling very anxious. Her stomach was churning with nerves. She was sure that, this time, there’d be trouble. Yet she followed Annabel

  into the building and to the manager’s office.




  The older male clerk, sitting at one of the desks in the outer office, rose as the two young women entered. In the corner the female typist looked up and smiled.




  ‘Good morning, Mr Mabbott. I wondered if I might have a word with your typist?’




  The man blinked and glanced at the woman whose eyes widened. ‘Might I ask why, Miss Constantine?’




  Annabel smiled winningly. ‘Of course you may. I’m very interested in young women in the workplace and I wondered if Miss –’ She paused and Mr Mabbott said helpfully,

  ‘Tate.’




  ‘– if Miss Tate would be kind enough to answer one or two questions.’




  Mr Mabbott turned towards the typist and raised his eyebrows in question.




  She inclined her head. ‘Of course.’




  ‘How very kind of you.’ Annabel smiled, drawing off her gloves and sitting down in a chair opposite Miss Tate.




  ‘Does your father know about this?’ Mr Mabbott asked.




  ‘No, but I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.’ Annabel put her head on one side coquettishly. ‘He’s always saying I should learn about the business that is one day

  going to be mine.’




  The man seemed to be facing a dilemma. ‘I – I’d ask Mr Smeeton, but he’s not here at the moment.’




  Annabel waved her hand airily. ‘No matter, I wouldn’t want to cause any trouble for either of you.’ She took a small notebook and a silver pencil from the embroidered reticule

  she carried and smiled at the girl. ‘Now, tell me how you came to work here? It’s unusual to have women working in offices, isn’t it, though I read that the Government have

  employed female typists for a few years now?’ Miss Tate was quite a plain-looking young woman, but smart in a black tailored costume, a white blouse and with her hair pulled severely back

  from her face into a bun. She wore no adornment of any kind – no jewellery, not even a pretty piece of lace at her collar. She was unassuming and quiet, but it seemed to Annabel that she was

  efficient in her work. ‘Did you have to undertake any training?’ Annabel prodded her pencil towards the black typewriter. ‘I notice that you type very fast and use all your

  fingers. Tell me, how did you learn to do that?’




  As if now satisfied that the reason Annabel had given for her visit was genuine, Mr Mabbott excused himself from the room. ‘I’ll go for my lunch now and leave you to it.’ As he

  left, Jane sat down in his chair, marvelling at Annabel’s ingenuity. She would even have fooled Jane if the girl hadn’t known of the ulterior motive.




  ‘Now he’s gone,’ Annabel said, leaning towards the girl and lowering her voice, ‘tell me, what is it like working with men? I presume there are no other female office

  workers here?’




  ‘No – just me. It’s all right really. They’re very courteous and considerate.’




  ‘All of them?’




  ‘Yes, especially Mr Radcliffe, but he’s gone now.’




  ‘Who was he?’ Annabel asked with wide-eyed innocence and Jane stifled nervous laughter.




  ‘The under-manager. He was ever so nice, but – but he left very suddenly only last week.’




  ‘Did he?’ Annabel was still managing to keep her tone casual. ‘Do you know why?’




  The girl pursed her lips and glanced towards Jane. ‘Not – really.’




  Annabel lowered her voice. ‘Anything you say to me, Miss Tate, is in complete confidence. And you can trust Jane. She’s completely loyal to me.’




  ‘There was a big row,’ Miss Tate whispered, nodding her head towards the door that led into the manager’s office. ‘Raised voices. We could hear every word.’




  ‘Really? What were they saying?’




  Miss Tate pressed her lips together primly. ‘Oh, I don’t think I should repeat anything I heard, Miss Constantine. Not even to you. It wouldn’t be right. I was told when I

  first got this job that I must never repeat anything I heard in the office.’




  ‘Quite right,’ Annabel said promptly. ‘I apologize for asking. But you say the upshot of this argument was that this – er – Mr Radcliffe, was it?’




  Miss Tate nodded.




  ‘– has left the company?’




  ‘He went that very day. That minute. He stormed out of the office’ – she jerked her head towards the door into the manager’s room – ‘and we haven’t seen

  him since.’




  ‘Where’s he gone?’




  Miss Tate shrugged. ‘Rumour has it that he’s gone to America.’




  ‘I – see,’ Annabel murmured and was thoughtful for a moment. She realized that Miss Tate wasn’t going to tell her any more – even if she knew more – but she

  had to round off her questioning by getting back to the supposed subject.




  ‘So, tell me a little more about the training you had to do.’




  They talked for a further ten minutes by which time Mr Mabbott appeared and Annabel stood up, closing her notebook. ‘Thank you, Miss Tate; that was most informative. And thank you, Mr

  Mabbott, for allowing me to take up her time.’




  ‘Our pleasure, Miss Annabel.’ He held the door for Annabel and Jane to leave. When they were safely out of earshot, he rounded on Miss Tate. ‘What did she ask you and what did

  you tell her?’




  The girl blinked and stammered, ‘Just – just about my job and what training I’d needed. That sort of thing.’




  ‘Anything else?’ he almost barked at her.




  Miss Tate flinched but she returned his gaze steadily. Some instinct made her keep quiet about Miss Annabel’s other questions. For her own sake Miss Tate didn’t want her superior to

  think she had been gossiping and she also had the feeling that Miss Annabel’s interest in the young and handsome Gilbert Radcliffe was a little more than casual.




  ‘No, Mr Mabbott,’ she answered him calmly. ‘Just about my work.’




  The man grunted and turned away to sit down at his desk whilst the girl began to tap away at her typewriter once more. She was sorry not to have felt able to help Miss Annabel further –

  she looked nice. The quarrel had indeed been about Mr Constantine’s daughter – her name had been mentioned – but Miss Tate had not dared reveal what she’d overheard. The

  young typist had to protect her own position in a world of men. One foot wrong and she would be dismissed.




  Just as Mr Radcliffe had been.




  





  Four




  ‘I wonder if I should see Mr Smeeton?’ Annabel murmured aloud as they sat for a few moments in the chaise.




  ‘No, Miss Annabel, please don’t. He would definitely tell your father. And besides, you might get that poor girl into trouble.’ Jane was sensitive to a fellow employee’s

  position. ‘I think she’s already told you more than she should have done.’




  ‘Perhaps you’re right,’ Annabel conceded. She sighed and picked up the reins. As they drove out of the yard, the tears began to flow and once they were well away from the

  docks, Annabel pulled the horse-drawn vehicle to a halt and began to cry in earnest. ‘He’s gone, hasn’t he? Left me without even saying “goodbye” – without even

  telling me. All those declarations of true love – he didn’t mean a word, did he?’




  Jane put her arms around her young mistress and Annabel clung to her. She was mystified and bereft. Gilbert Radcliffe had been so kind, so circumspect. No doubt her parents would have been

  horrified that she was meeting one of her father’s employees in secret, but Gilbert had never asked for anything more than a chaste kiss, a touching of hands and all the while Jane had been

  just out of sight but always in earshot. She had done nothing to be ashamed of, Annabel told herself.




  ‘Don’t upset yourself so, Miss Annabel, please. Just let’s get home. If we’re late again . . .’




  With a supreme effort, Annabel sat up, dried her eyes and took up the reins once more. When they arrived home, Jane said, ‘Come in through the kitchen and up the back stairs. And if anyone

  asks what’s the matter’ – Annabel’s face was still blotchy from weeping – ‘I’ll tell them we had a bit of a scare in the chaise and it upset

  you.’




  Annabel laughed, but there was a note of hysteria in the sound. ‘You’re getting inventive with your fibs.’




  Jane grinned and dared to say, ‘I’ve had a good teacher. Now, come on or else you won’t be ready for dinner.’




  ‘What’s up with her?’ Mrs Rowley wanted to know as Annabel hurried through the kitchen to the staircase the servants used.




  ‘Nothing really. We had a bit of an incident. Nearly tipped the chaise over and it shook us both up. I’ll make some tea and take her a cup.’




  ‘Very well,’ the cook agreed reluctantly, ‘but come straight back down. There’s work for you to do in the kitchen and Mrs Constantine will need you in about half an

  hour.’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Rowley,’ Jane said docilely and breathed a sigh of relief.




  By the time Roland Walmsley sounded the gong for dinner, Annabel had managed to compose herself and appeared at the table with a smile plastered on her face. She was careful to

  talk as animatedly as she always did.




  When Jane had come to help her finish dressing for dinner, Annabel had confided, ‘Jane, I’m going to tell them where we’ve been this afternoon – that I was intrigued by

  Miss Tate and wanted to talk to her.’




  ‘Oh miss, do you think you should? Your father—’




  ‘If Mr Mabbott tells Mr Smeeton that I visited and then Mr Smeeton tells my father – as he surely would – it’ll be far worse for us than if I tell him myself. By so doing

  I’ll – what’s the phrase? – take the wind out of his sails.’




  There had never been a rule of silence at the table in the Constantine household, even when they did not have company to dine. Ambrose took the opportunity to quiz his wife, and particularly his

  daughter, on what they had been doing and often the conversation centred on the business. Sarah was still heavily involved and often visited the offices herself to look over the books. So, as the

  meal began, Annabel said brightly, ‘Father, I hope you don’t mind. I went back to your office this afternoon.’




  Ambrose seemed unsurprised. ‘Oh,’ he said smoothly, ‘and why was that?’




  ‘When we were there this morning,’ her hand shook slightly as she drank her soup, but she continued bravely with the story she had concocted and played out, ‘I was so

  interested to see a young woman working in your offices. A typist. I wanted to find out more about her.’




  ‘And did you?’




  ‘Only about the kind of work she did and what training she’d undertaken – that sort of thing. She was very firm that she couldn’t divulge anything confidential –

  and she didn’t.’




  ‘I’m pleased to hear it.’




  ‘Why have you employed a young woman in your offices? It’s unusual, isn’t it?’




  Ambrose wrinkled his forehead. ‘A couple of years ago I heard that the Treasury had experimented with women typists and they’d proved efficient and economical.’




  ‘Economical? How do you mean?’




  Ambrose smiled. ‘We don’t pay women the same rate as men.’




  Annabel stared at her father, railing against the unfairness of it all. But, just now, she did not dare to cause an argument. Instead, she murmured, ‘I see.’ She paused and then

  added, ‘You didn’t mind, Father, did you? Miss Tate won’t get into trouble, will she? I wouldn’t want that to happen on my account.’




  ‘Of course not. It sounds as if the young woman handled herself admirably. But in future, I’d be glad if you didn’t undertake such trips on your own. Either your mother or I

  ought to be with you.’




  In an unguarded moment, Annabel answered, ‘I wasn’t alone. Jane was with me.’




  Ambrose frowned and glanced at his wife. ‘I think perhaps our daughter is spending too much time with servants. We should endeavour to help her mix with young people of her own

  class.’




  ‘I quite agree, Ambrose,’ Sarah said. ‘We must increase our efforts to arrange for her to be presented at Court. I have heard from Sir William’s wife that she would be

  delighted to act as sponsor for Annabel. She has already put Annabel’s name forward. As soon as we hear something, we can begin making arrangements.’




  Sir William Carruthers had been a great supporter of Ambrose when the young man had been fighting his way in the world of business and both he and his wife, Cynthia, were Annabel’s

  godparents. Ambrose smiled. ‘And haven’t your parents asked Annabel to stay with them over Easter? Perhaps it would be better for her to go there now since she has nothing better to do

  than ride around the countryside in the company of a servant girl and involve herself with one of my employees.’ Annabel gasped and knew that the colour had drained from her face. Had her

  father found out about her trysts with Gilbert? But at his next words she breathed more easily. ‘I don’t think a typist is the sort of person you should be encouraging.’




  ‘But, I didn’t, Father. I merely—’




  Ambrose held up his hand to silence her. ‘Enough. The matter is closed.’




  The meal continued without further conversation and Annabel found her appetite had completely deserted her.




  





  Five




  A week later, Billy, driving the brougham, took Annabel to her grandparents’ home in the Lincolnshire wolds. This time, Jane had not been allowed to accompany her.




  Annabel sat rigidly upright, determined not to let her inner misery show. There had been no word from Gilbert and she had been unable to find out any more. All she knew was that he had had a

  huge quarrel with his immediate superior at work, had either been dismissed or had walked out, and that, allegedly, he had gone abroad, financed by an unexpected windfall. But she couldn’t

  get him out of her mind; his fair curly hair, his merry blue eyes and the sweet promises he had whispered. By the time the carriage drew into the farmyard, Annabel could not stop the tears from

  flowing. She fell into her grandfather’s arms.




  ‘There, there, my lovely,’ Edward Armstrong held her close, ‘tell your old gramps what ails you. Come along in. Your granny’s waiting with a nice dinner for you. Les will

  bring your trunk into the house and upstairs to your room.’




  Here in the countryside, dinner was the midday meal. Farm labourers who worked from first light needed a substantial meal by then. Tea or supper was taken in the late afternoon or the early

  evening. Sometimes both. Tea would be at five o’clock in Edward and Martha Armstrong’s house and maybe a light supper at nine o’clock after which they would soon retire to bed,

  for they rose at six every morning, summer and winter.




  Edward Armstrong was in his mid-sixties, a burly, well-built man, still strong and muscular for his age. He had worked hard all his life and continued to do so even now when most folk of his age

  would be putting their feet up in front of the fire. And he still had quite a head of hair, though it was grey, turning to white, now.




  Annabel dried her eyes and smiled wanly at Les Tindall. She had played with Les and his younger sister since she’d been a child and now she could see the anxiety in his eyes when he saw

  her tears.




  ‘I’m fine,’ she tried to reassure both men, but her voice trembled and she knew she had not convinced either of them. Les said nothing as he started to unload her trunk.

  Edward, his arm around her shoulders, led her into the house where her grandmother waited with arms stretched wide in welcome.




  Later, after the evening meal, as they sat together before the roaring fire in the kitchen range, Martha took Annabel’s hand, her look warm and loving. ‘Now, my dear, we can see

  you’re troubled. Won’t you tell us? You know we will keep your confidence.’




  Annabel stared into her grandmother’s lovely dark violet eyes; eyes that were so like her own. Now, the once black hair had turned white and wrinkles lined Martha’s face, but her

  loving nature still shone in her face and a smile rarely left her lips. Had life not pitched her into the class of society it had, Martha could have taken the London Season by storm and, no doubt,

  would have had a string of suitors. But she had wanted nothing more out of life other than to marry the man she adored, work side by side with him on the farm and bring up their family. They both

  loved children and had hoped to have a large family but only one child, Sarah, had come along. After her birth, which had been a difficult one, Edward had been advised that there should be no more.

  Their hopes had been centred on their only daughter; they wanted her to marry a farmer and one day run the farm. But that day had never come, nor would it; Sarah had hated the country life, not

  seeing beyond the cold, the wet and the long, arduous hours for little return. Her eyes and her heart were closed to the joy of tilling the earth, of watching growth and rebirth every season. She

  couldn’t appreciate animal husbandry nor find contentment, at the end of a long working day, in watching a glorious sunset. Her sole ambition was to rise in the world and she had spurned the

  simple life. The meeting between Sarah and Ambrose Constantine had brought together two ruthlessly ambitious minds and now their sole endeavour was to see their daughter married into the upper

  echelons of society. It was a plan of which Edward and Martha were, as yet, unaware.




  ‘I know,’ Annabel whispered in reply. ‘But – but you might think badly of me.’




  ‘Never,’ Edward declared and Martha even chuckled. ‘Whatever it is, my dear, we will stand by you. There’s always a home here with us. You know that.’




  Annabel bit her lip and decided that she could confide in them. ‘I – I’ve been meeting a young man, Gilbert, who is – was – employed as under-manager in

  Father’s offices.’ She hesitated and then took a deep breath. ‘In secret.’




  The two elderly people glanced at each other, but they didn’t seem surprised. ‘Why in secret?’ Edward asked.




  ‘Because Father wouldn’t approve.’




  ‘Why not? What’s wrong with him – the young man, I mean?’




  Annabel smiled wryly. ‘He’s not high enough up the social ladder, Gramps.’




  Edward made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a snort of contempt. ‘And who does he want you to marry? Lord Somebody-or-Other, I suppose.’




  ‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised.’




  ‘And this young man?’ Martha prompted. ‘How did you meet him?’




  ‘Father sometimes takes me to the docks and I met Gilbert on one of those visits. He took me round, showed me everything. He was so kind and courteous and when the visit ended, he asked if

  he might call on me. I – I said I would meet him somewhere as I wasn’t sure what Father would say – although, of course, I did know exactly what would be said – by

  both Father and Mother. But I didn’t want to hurt Gilbert’s feelings.’




  ‘Wouldn’t it have been kinder to have refused him there and then?’ Martha said gently.




  Annabel sighed. ‘I liked him, Gran. Really liked him – I still do – but I’ve never been allowed to mix with other young people – not girls or boys. I – I

  suppose I was bowled over by his – attentions.’




  ‘Aw, lass, you haven’t got yourself into trouble, have you?’ Edward asked, with a break in his voice.




  Annabel shook her head and said firmly, ‘No, Gramps, I may be a silly young girl whose head has been turned by the first man to pay compliments to her, but I’m not stupid. He kissed

  me – yes – but that was all. I promise.’




  Edward sighed with obvious relief. ‘In your father’s eyes, I expect even that would be bad enough. Just be careful, love, there’s a good girl.’




  Tears sprang to Annabel’s eyes as she blurted out, ‘Gilbert’s gone and I can’t find out what’s happened to him.’




  ‘What do you mean – gone?’




  ‘He was supposed to meet me a week ago but he never came. The next day I went to the office with Father but Gilbert wasn’t there. I went again on my own – well, not quite on my

  own; Jane was with me.’




  ‘Where is Jane? She usually comes with you.’




  Annabel grimaced. ‘She wasn’t allowed to this time.’




  ‘That’s a pity,’ Martha murmured. ‘I think Les is rather sweet on her and she’s such a help to me in the kitchen.’




  ‘And what happened on your second visit?’ Edward prompted and Annabel recounted the details ending, ‘The rumour is that he had a big row with the office manager – Mr

  Smeeton – that he came into some money unexpectedly, and that he’s gone to America. He – he could have said “goodbye” even if he wanted to end our – our

  friendship.’




  She saw the glance that passed between her grandparents and the little nod that Martha gave. Edward took Annabel’s other hand into his huge, calloused paw. She was comforted by his warm

  touch as he said softly, ‘We guessed you were meeting someone sometimes when you stayed with us.’




  Annabel’s tears flowed again. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I – I shouldn’t have deceived you.’




  ‘You didn’t. You’re a grown young woman and have every right to come and go as you please. We trusted you and besides, Jane was always with you.’




  Martha chuckled. ‘We didn’t have chaperones, did we, Edward?’ The old man’s eyes twinkled. ‘Indeed, we didn’t.’ The love still flowed between the

  elderly couple and Annabel smiled, heartened to see it. How she longed for that same devotion from a man she could love in return. Her chin trembled again. ‘But you think he’s gone

  away, don’t you? That – that he doesn’t want to see me again?’




  Her grandfather was silent for a moment before saying slowly, ‘I’d like to know what that quarrel in the office was about. And where this “unexpected” windfall came

  from.’




  ‘Miss Tate wouldn’t say. I’ve no doubt she feared for her job if she divulged too much and I wouldn’t have wanted to put that in jeopardy. I just wish—’




  ‘He’d let you know himself,’ Martha finished the sentence for her and Annabel nodded.




  ‘Perhaps, my lovely, he wasn’t able to,’ Edward said soberly.




  Annabel drew in a breath and gazed at him, wide-eyed with fear. ‘You don’t think something’s happened to him?’




  ‘No, no, I didn’t mean that. I should have said, perhaps he wasn’t allowed to get in touch with you.’




  ‘You mean by Mr Smeeton?’




  ‘No, I was thinking of your father.’




  ‘Father!’ Annabel knew only too well about her father’s ambitions for her, that she should marry well and produce a grandson, who would one day inherit his company. That was

  why she’d feared he would not look kindly on a liaison between his daughter and one of his employees. If he had somehow found out about her meetings with Gilbert, then why hadn’t he

  confronted her? She couldn’t believe he would be so devious as to dismiss Gilbert and prevent him from even saying goodbye to her.




  Again the two older people exchanged a glance, then Edward went on, ‘Annabel, your parents are both – though it grieves me to say it about my own daughter – ruthlessly

  ambitious and, now, perhaps not only for themselves.’ He was speaking slowly, thoughtfully, as if only just coming to the realization himself. He sighed. ‘Your granny and I married for

  love. She could have done so much better for herself than an impoverished farmer’s son.’




  ‘Tut, tut, Edward,’ Martha frowned, but her merry eyes were twinkling, ‘perish the thought.’




  ‘And,’ Edward went on, ‘we wanted the same for our daughter and though it pained us that she took no interest in the farm and all that we had worked so hard to build up for

  her, we still wanted her to follow her heart’s desire. We believed that that was your father, but –’ he sighed heavily – ‘I believe now that their union came about

  more because of a mutual desire for advancement in the world than because they were deeply in love.’




  Annabel thought about her own life. How she had had governesses at home, how she had been sent to an expensive finishing school, how she was not allowed to cultivate friends of her own age

  unless they were from well-to-do families. And that didn’t happen very often because those same families wanted nothing to do with ‘new money’ or ‘trade’. It was very

  hard for anyone to climb up through the levels of a class-ridden society. But Ambrose Constantine would die trying.




  ‘So you think,’ Annabel whispered, ‘that Father found out about Gilbert and had him dismissed and sent away.’




  ‘It wouldn’t surprise me, though we’ll probably never be able to prove it.’




  ‘And Gilbert? Surely he could have written to me?’




  ‘Maybe he was – encouraged’ – Edward hesitated to use the word ‘threatened’; he didn’t want to turn the girl completely against her own father, although

  he did believe she should see him for exactly what he was – ‘to go at once and not to contact you again.’




  ‘Then he was rather weak, wasn’t he?’




  Edward touched her cheek in a fond gesture. ‘Not everyone has your strength of character, my lovely. You are hurt now, but trust me, you will get over it.’




  Annabel leaned her head against his broad chest. ‘I wish I could stay here for ever.’




  Edward stroked her hair tenderly. ‘Your father would never allow it. But you’re here now and whilst you are, I’m going to teach you everything about the farm that will one day

  be yours.’




  Annabel raised her head and looked up into his face. ‘Will you? Will you really? I’d love that, because whatever happens, I’ll always have the farm. I’ll never let it go,

  I promise you.’




  Edward kissed her forehead in thankfulness. His lifetime of hard work – and Martha’s too – had not been in vain after all.




  





  Six




  Over the next three weeks whilst Annabel stayed at Meadow View Farm, she spent her time immersed in learning even more about the farm. Edward showed her the diaries he had kept

  for years, each marking the activities on the farm – when to plough, to sow and to reap and all the statistics of crop yield that followed. He had noted when it was lambing time, when his

  cows calved and the subsequent milk quantities each animal produced.




  ‘It’s all here, Annabel. The good years and the bad are all noted. And you do get bad years, we all do, through inclement weather that spoils the crops or a disease that hits our

  animals. Farming is a precarious business and it’s hard, grinding work that never ends, but it’s a good life that has its own rewards.’




  Edward had always had a head for figures and his one ‘vice’, as he always termed it, had been to gamble on the stock market. He had introduced Sarah to trading and, five years ago,

  he’d shown Annabel the ledgers he kept with his gains and losses again faithfully recorded. ‘I have a stockbroker in town,’ he’d confided, ‘and each market day I visit

  him and we discuss what we should sell or buy. It’s instinct as much as anything, Annabel. Here –’ he’d pulled down a new ledger from the shelf above his head in the small

  room at the back of the farmhouse which he had as his farm office – ‘I’ll set you off with ten pounds and next week when we go into town, I’ll introduce you to Mr Henry

  Parker and you can begin to trade on the stock exchange though, of course, at first all your dealings will have to be in my name.’




  ‘But what if I lose your money, Gramps?’ the young fifteen-year-old girl had worried.




  Edward had chuckled. ‘You won’t. We’ll help you.’




  The following week Annabel had been introduced to the kindly middle-aged man who, with her grandfather, would guide her. Sitting with Edward in Mr Parker’s office, she’d said,

  ‘But once I have to go home, I won’t be near enough to see Mr Parker regularly, will I?’




  Henry Parker had smiled over his spectacles at her. ‘You can follow the stock market prices in your father’s newspaper and write your instructions to me, always making it clear at

  what price you want to buy or sell, just in case there should be a fluctuation before your letter reaches me. We do, of course, charge a commission on every transaction, you realize

  that?’




  Annabel had nodded, excitement rising in her. Here was something she could have as an interest of which surely even her father would not disapprove. Her grandfather’s next words dispelled

  any lingering doubt. ‘I taught your mother when she was about your age. I don’t know if she has kept it up.’




  ‘Now I remember that,’ Henry put in. ‘She used to come here with you. I was a young office boy then, but I remember it clearly.’ He beamed. ‘And now it’ll be

  my pleasure to help you, Miss Annabel.’




  ‘I think maybe she still trades,’ Annabel had said. ‘I see her positively devouring Father’s paper when he’s done with it and she gets letters from a stockbroker

  quite frequently.’




  ‘Then – hopefully – she will guide you too.’




  To her surprise, both her mother and father had been delighted to learn of Annabel’s new-found interest, though not so enamoured to hear of her love for the farm.




  ‘It will be a good inheritance for you and your children. When the time comes, you can employ a bailiff but it is not the sort of thing a woman ought to involve herself with,’

  Ambrose had said firmly.




  Annabel had said nothing; she had other ideas.




  For the next five years, Annabel had played the part of a dutiful daughter and Ambrose had seen no reason to stop her frequent visits to her grandparents’ home. He was confident of her

  complete obedience, until he heard about her secret meetings with Gilbert Radcliffe. That, he decided, must be stopped, though nothing was said between Ambrose and his daughter.




  When Annabel arrived home again from her most recent visit to Meadow View Farm, her parents’ plans for her to be presented at Court and take part in the coming London

  Season were well advanced.




  ‘I have been in touch with Lady Carruthers and we are to visit her next week at her country home in Brocklesby Park.’




  Sir William Carruthers had now retired from the business world and had entered parliament, securing a safe seat for the Tories. Though they still had a home in the countryside just west of

  Grimsby, the pair spent much of their time in a town house in London and it was there that Annabel would stay for most of the summer with her sponsor. No expense was to be spared and arrangements

  went ahead at an alarming rate as it dawned on Annabel that both her parents and Lady Carruthers had been planning this for some months.




  ‘You have certainly grown into a beautiful young woman.’ Lady Carruthers looked Annabel up and down. ‘You will take London by storm, I am sure of it, but please don’t set

  your sights too high on what kind of man you might ensnare. Your background goes against you, my dear.’ At her side, Annabel felt her mother bristle at the insult, but, wisely, Sarah held her

  tongue. ‘However,’ Lady Carruthers went on, ‘the dates for the Court Drawing Rooms held in Buckingham Palace have been announced and I have written to the Lord Chamberlain

  suggesting your name. He and Her Majesty go over the lists very carefully and only young women who have hitherto led a blameless life will qualify.’ She eyed Annabel shrewdly. ‘I

  presume that they will not find even the merest hint of scandal when looking into your background?’




  ‘Certainly not,’ Sarah said swiftly now, unable to bite back a sharp retort any longer. ‘She has been brought up and educated to be a gentlewoman and has led a sheltered

  life.’




  ‘Good. Then we must hope for a favourable reply.’




  Lady Cynthia Carruthers was a petite woman in her late thirties, Annabel guessed. She had startling blue eyes – the colour of the sky on a summer’s day – and her blonde hair

  was sleek and arranged in the latest fashion. She dressed in the finest silks and satins that her husband’s money could buy. She was like a pretty, porcelain doll and yet behind the image was

  a steely determination and an intelligent mind. She had always been an asset to her husband in the business world and now she more than held her own in the political world. The great and good of

  the land clamoured to be invited to attend her soirées in London or her countryside shooting-party weekends in Lincolnshire. She had two children – both boys. The younger daughter of

  an earl, she had the title ‘Lady Cynthia’ in her own right. It was whispered that she saw very little of her own family now as they considered that she had married beneath her, even

  though plain William Carruthers had risen in the world and had been knighted for his services to industry. But Lady Cynthia had built her own, very respected, circle of friends and acquaintances.

  Ambrose had been helpful to Sir William more than once over the years they had known each other and if repayment came in the form of assisting them to achieve their dreams for their daughter, then

  Lady Cynthia was happy to oblige.




  Years earlier, she had been presented at court and whilst she had attracted two proposals of marriage from noblemen, she had returned home to marry William Carruthers, whom she loved. The union

  had been much against her parents’ wishes, but Cynthia was not a woman to be diverted from her own desires. Now, as she regarded Annabel, she wondered if the lovely young girl possessed that

  same rebellious spirit. At the moment the serene face in front of her seemed happy to comply, though the sharp-eyed Lady Cynthia was sure she detected sadness in those violet eyes. She wondered if

  the girl was hiding an unhappy love affair that the mother was unwilling to speak about. Or perhaps it had been a secret liaison of which the mother was not even aware.
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