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  For my wonderful grandchildren – Sam and Connor, Georgia and Emily, and Reece.




  I pray for you always, precious ones, and hope life will hold God’s blessing and joy in abundance and great happiness. May you always have the courage to stand up for what

  you believe is right, and the strength to be yourselves in this fast-changing world.




  You are the future, my darlings, and I love you more than words can say.




  





  Author’s Note




  I had absolutely no idea of the horrors of the old lunatic asylums until a sentence or two on a news programme set me thinking. The result was the idea behind this story, and a

  personal journey for me, into a world that was both disturbing and harrowing.




  Before the nineteenth century, and in the absence of any curative treatment, public and professional attitudes veered towards the opinion that mental illness was somehow the fault of the

  individual – a spiritual weakness. Sometimes the manifestations of this disease were attributed to evil demons that had possessed the soul, and the cruel punishments that were inflicted on

  some unfortunates are among the worst records of man’s inhumanity towards his fellow beings.




  In Britain, apart from private madhouses – many of sinister repute – little existed beside Bethlem Royal Hospital in London, known as Bedlam. This grim institution became a macabre

  tourist attraction where, for the fee of one penny, genteel society could mock the strange and terrible antics of the inhabitants and watch them being bled or beaten.




  In 1774 Parliament passed an Act for the regulation of private madhouses, and a further Act in 1808 – the County Asylums Act – legislated that counties should establish institutions

  for the care of pauper lunatics. However, it was customary for mechanical restraints to be used, such as straitjackets, muzzles to prevent patients biting, and chains and iron manacles to prevent

  them harming themselves and others, along with purgings, bleedings, beatings and sometimes starvation; and each ward held the dreaded padded cell.




  These sprawling institutions were often self-contained, isolated villages in their own right, cut off from the outside world and cloaked in dark mystery to outsiders. And their remote locations

  tended to make visiting the patients difficult, particularly for the poor.




  One of the most horrific aspects that has come to light in recent years is that 30 per cent of the asylum population was unjustly incarcerated, without crime or due cause, often by members of

  their own family who had ‘inconvenient’ relatives, wives or husbands they wished to get rid of. These patients could be imprisoned for months, for years and sometimes even for life,

  amid those who were genuinely insane.




  By the middle of the 1800s restraint was beginning to be questioned by more enlightened and humane doctors as a form of treatment, but the fact that the Lunacy Act of 1890 provided for the use,

  under ‘careful medical supervision’, of both mechanical restraint and seclusion speaks volumes.




  As the century neared its close, campaigners for the improved property rights of married women – and for the greater freedom of women in general – seized the lunacy–liberty

  issue and rolled it into a larger battle. But the twentieth century saw the ‘new’ cure of electric-shock treatment come to the fore (although electric eels and electric fish had been

  used by people in ancient times to treat mental illness). ECT, or electroconvulsive therapy, sent patients into violent convulsions worthy of a medieval torture chamber, often destroying the

  memory, and so the fight for the rights of the mentally ill can have been said to have merely taken a sideways jump, rather than being advanced.




  By the 1960s there was growing disquiet about ECT and lobotomy (surgical severing of connections in the frontal lobe of the brain). And with new scanning devices in the 1970s and 1980s, such as

  the CT (computerized tomography) scanner and MRI (magnetic resonance imaging), and more effective drugs in the 1990s, the twenty-first century has seen the treatment of the mentally ill change once

  again.




  However, the million-dollar question still remains: do we really have any idea of what we do, when we interfere with a human being’s most sensitive and complex organ – the brain?

  It’s a sobering thought.




  





  Preface




  It was the smell that brought her to herself, a nauseating odour that the stronger stench of bleach and disinfectant couldn’t quite mask. She began to struggle again as

  they half-walked, half-carried her along the green-tiled, stone-floored corridor, desperately trying to rise above the deadening stupor that had resulted from the injection administered some time

  before in the carriage, when she wouldn’t stop fighting.




  How could this be happening to her? How could she have been manhandled out of her own home in broad daylight?




  She was still weak from the complications that had followed in the wake of the miscarriage, but fear poured strength into her limbs. She kicked out wildly, and one of the men dragging her

  growled a curse as her shoe made sharp contact with his shinbone. They came to a brown-painted door and the same man knocked twice. Although her body was aching and bruised from the fight she had

  put up when they had come for her, and she felt sick and dizzy, she continued to twist and wrestle against the hard hands, and screamed with all her might.




  The door was opened by a stout woman in a grey dress and a starched white apron and cap. For a moment she felt a flood of relief at the sight of one of her own sex. Surely this woman would

  listen to her? She wasn’t mad – they would see that and understand this was a terrible mistake.




  ‘You’ve got yourselves a right handful with this ’un,’ the man she’d kicked muttered morosely to another woman sitting behind a large polished walnut desk. As she

  rose to her feet and stared disapprovingly, he added, ‘Carryin’ on somethin’ wicked, she’s been. I’m black an’ blue.’




  The woman ignored him. Looking over his shoulder to the third man who had been following in their wake, she said, ‘What medication have you administered, Dr Owen?’




  ‘She’s been on bromide and ergot for the last weeks, but I had to administer morphia on the way here, such was her agitation. I dare not give more for some hours, Matron.’




  The matron nodded, then inclined her head at the other two burly uniformed females in the room, who stepped forward and relieved the men of their prisoner. Their grip was every bit as powerful

  as that of their male counterparts.




  Granite-faced, the matron said coldly, ‘Do you understand why you are here? The court has issued a lunacy order, on the grounds that you are of unsound mind following a recent malady. If

  you do not cooperate, my staff will be forced to use the necessary restraints to prevent injury to yourself or other persons, and that will not be pleasant.’




  They weren’t going to help her. She stared into the gimlet eyes, and a terror that eclipsed her previous fear caused her ears to ring. She may well have lost her reason in the

  minutes that followed, because she couldn’t remember much of what happened, only that she fought until they thrust her into the padded cell. A number of women held her down and stripped her

  to her shift and drawers, before pulling a rough linen frock over her head and strapping her into a straitjacket – the white, stained, leather-covered walls and the floor packed with straw

  deadening any sound.




  And then they left her to the hell that had opened and engulfed her.




  





  PART ONE




  A Lamb to the Slaughter




  1890




  





  Chapter One




  Angeline Stewart stood in the swirling snowflakes that the bitter north-east wind was sending into a frenzied dance, but her velvet-brown eyes did not see what they were

  looking at. The bleak churchyard, the black-clothed figures of the other mourners and Reverend Turner standing at the head of the double grave had faded away. In their place were her beloved mother

  and father, as they had looked that last evening. It had only been a severe head-cold that had prevented her from accompanying them to the theatre, otherwise she, too, would most likely have been

  killed in the accident that ensued after they left the Avenue Theatre and Opera House in the midst of one of the worst snow blizzards Sunderland had experienced in years. The overturned coach had

  been found early the next morning after their housekeeper, Mrs Lee, who was also the coachman’s wife, had instigated a search after they’d failed to return. Her parents and the coachman

  were dead, pinned beneath the badly smashed coach. It had veered off the road and down an embankment, and the two horses had been so badly injured that they had been shot at the scene.




  Angeline brushed a strand of burnished brown hair from her cheek and took a deep breath against the picture that her mind conjured up. She hadn’t been allowed to see her parents after the

  accident. Her Uncle Hector, her father’s brother, had forbidden it after he had identified the bodies. He said she must remember them as they had been. He wasn’t to know that her

  imagination presented her with horrors probably far worse than the reality, images that caused her to lay awake most nights muffling her sobs.




  ‘All right, m’dear?’




  Her uncle squeezing her arm brought her back to the present, the moment before Reverend Turner beckoned them forward so that she could drop the two long-stemmed red roses she was holding on top

  of the oak coffins that had been lowered into the earth. Red roses had been her dear mama’s favourite flowers, and McArthur – their gardener – had kept the house supplied with

  fragrant blooms winter and summer, courtesy of the heated greenhouses that were his pride and joy.




  Angeline glanced at him as she passed the group of servants she regarded as family. McArthur’s weather-beaten face was grim and his two lads, Seth and Bernie, who assisted their father in

  the upkeep of the two acres of land surrounding the house on the edge of Ryhope, had no cheeky smiles today. Myrtle, the housemaid, Lottie, the kitchen maid, and Mrs Davidson, the cook, were openly

  crying; and even Fairley, her father’s butler-cum-valet, was struggling to keep back the tears. And poor Mrs Lee, who was standing with Angeline’s governess, Miss Robson, looked about

  to faint.




  Angeline paused at the woman’s side and touched her arm. She’d wanted the interment of the housekeeper’s husband to be incorporated in the service for her parents, but her

  uncle wouldn’t hear of the idea, saying it wouldn’t be seemly for a mere servant to be given such regard. She had tried to argue with him, but when Reverend Turner had agreed with her

  uncle, she had been forced to admit defeat. Simon Lee would be buried tomorrow, and his widow would have to endure a second funeral.




  Her uncle’s hand in the small of Angeline’s back urged her forward. The subtle pressure had the effect of making her want to resist. Her father would have seen nothing wrong in

  publicly expressing empathy towards their housekeeper, who had been with her parents even before she was born. He’d always maintained that it was their duty to care for and protect their

  servants, and that each should be treated as a valued human being. She had grown up knowing that her father’s father had been born in the slums of Sunderland’s notorious, disease-ridden

  East End. Her grandfather had escaped by running away to sea at an early age, returning a rich man at the age of forty. After setting up as a wine and spirit merchant, he’d married the

  daughter of a local jeweller. Exactly how he had acquired his wealth was never discussed, and she had been forbidden to ask any questions on the subject by her mother, but she did know that when

  her grandmother had died giving birth to her Uncle Hector, ten years after her father had been born, her grandfather had wanted nothing to do with his younger son. She’d thought that very

  unfair.




  ‘Come along, my child.’




  Reverend Turner was holding out his hand to her and she stepped forward. She didn’t like the Reverend. She had once heard her mother describe him to her father as a cold fish, when they

  hadn’t thought she was listening, and she’d thought this a very apt description. The minister always had cold, clammy hands even on the hottest day, and his pale-blue bulbous eyes and

  fat lips reminded her of the rows of gaping faces in the fishmonger’s window. She had said this once to her mama, and although her mother had reprimanded her, her eyes had been twinkling.




  She bit harder on her lip as her heart and soul cried out, ‘Mama, oh, Mama’, but not a sound emerged. Her uncle had warned her that, out of respect for her parents, she had to

  conduct herself with dignity and propriety today, as befitted a young lady of fifteen years. Shows of emotion were vulgar and were only indulged in by the common people who knew no better. She had

  wanted to say that they were only a step removed from the common people, and that if her grandfather hadn’t made his fortune, her father and uncle would most likely have been born in the East

  End instead of a grand house; but, of course, she hadn’t. Mainly because she always felt sorry for her Uncle Hector. It must have been awful growing up knowing that your own father

  didn’t like you and, furthermore, blamed you for your mother’s death. Her grandfather had died long before she was born – her parents had been married for more than twenty years

  before she’d made an appearance, and her mama had often told her they’d given up hope of having a child – and in his will he had left everything to her father. Uncle Hector

  hadn’t even been mentioned. It was as though he’d never existed.




  Angeline’s thoughts caused her to reach out and take her uncle’s arm as they stood together, and she gave him one of the roses to throw on her father’s coffin. Knowing what she

  did, it had always surprised her that her father and uncle got on so well, but then that was mainly due to her father. He had loved and protected his sibling all his life, and when their father had

  died, he’d set Uncle Hector up in his own business so that he could be independent and not beholden to anyone. Her father had been so kind, so good. Everyone said so.




  When the first clods of earth were dropped on the coffins, Angeline felt as though the sound jarred her very bones. She had the mad impulse to jump into the hole, lie down and tell the

  grave-diggers to cover her, too. The shudder that she gave caused her uncle to murmur, ‘Remember what I said, Angeline. People are looking at how you conduct yourself today.’ Then he

  added, in a gentler tone, ‘It’s nearly over now. Hold on a little longer.’




  The drive back to the house in Ryhope was conducted in silence. Angeline sat with her uncle and her governess in the first carriage, drawn by four black-plumed horses, followed by a procession

  of other carriages and conveyances. Drenched with misery, she stared unseeing out of the window of the coach. She’d always liked snow before this last week. It was so pretty, and she’d

  enjoyed taking walks in the winter with her mother, snug in her fur coat and matching bonnet. When they returned home they always thawed out in front of the blazing fire in the drawing room, with

  Mrs Davidson’s hot buttered muffins and cocoa.




  She hated the snow now, though. It had taken her parents, and she didn’t know how she would bear the pain of their passing. It seemed impossible that she’d never see them again.

  Never feel her mother’s arms around her or the touch of her soft lips. Never hear her father’s cheerful call when he came home in the evening.




  She choked back a sob, mindful of her uncle’s words.




  It was going to take every bit of her remaining strength to get through the next stage of the day, and she couldn’t break down now. That luxury would have to wait until she was alone in

  her bed. Her uncle had invited friends and family back to the house for a reception following the church service, and she was dreading it. Not that there would be many family members; it would be

  mostly friends of her parents and business associates of her father. When her grandfather had returned to the town after being at sea, he had severed all connections with his siblings and other

  family members, going so far as to change his surname. Her mother had been an only child and, apart from two ancient spinster great-aunts on her side, there was no one else. No one but Uncle

  Hector.




  She glanced at him, but he, too, was staring out of the window and seemed lost in thought. She wondered if he would go back to his own house tonight, now that the funeral was over. He had been

  staying with her since her parents’ accident, and had seen to the arrangements for the service and other matters. This had included organizing for Miss Robson – who had previously come

  to the house every morning for a few hours, to take her through her lessons – to take up temporary residence and sleep in the room next to hers. This had been an added trial. She liked Miss

  Robson, but found her very stiff and proper, which was probably why her uncle had considered the governess an ideal companion and chaperone.




  Angeline’s bow-shaped mouth pulled uncharacteristically tight. She wasn’t a baby. She was fifteen years old, and her father had always said she possessed an old head on young

  shoulders. She knew some girls of her age were flibbertigibbets and given to fancies, but she wasn’t like that, possibly because her parents had had her so late in life that all their

  friends’ children were grown-up, and so she had mixed almost entirely with adults. It would have been different if she had been allowed to go to the local school, but her father had been

  against it, and her mama had been equally against sending her away to boarding school. Hence Miss Robson. Not that she had minded. She loved her home and being with her mother; her mama had been

  her best friend and confidante and companion. Some afternoons on their walks they had laughed and laughed until their sides ached.




  This time a sob did escape, and Angeline turned it into a cough. If she could just get through this day she would be able to take stock. She felt as though she had been in a daze since the

  accident.




  Nevertheless, in spite of her desolation, as the carriage swept through the heavy wrought-iron gates and drove up the long drive to where the house sat nestled between two giant oak trees, she

  felt a moment’s comfort. Her parents had loved Oakfield House, and so did she. She had been born in one of the eight bedrooms and had never known another home. As the family business started

  by her grandfather had continued to go from strength to strength, her father could have moved to a much grander house, or so her mother had confided, but both their hearts had been firmly at

  Oakfield. The main building consisted of fourteen rooms over two floors, with a corridor from the kitchen leading to the purpose-built annexe housing the indoor servants. McArthur and his lads

  lived with his wife and the rest of the family somewhere in Bishopwearmouth. Angeline didn’t know exactly where, but every morning the gardener and his lads were working before she came

  downstairs, and in the summer they often didn’t leave until twilight.




  It was a happy household. Or it had been, Angeline amended in her mind as the carriage stopped at the foot of the steps leading to the intricately carved front doors. Now nothing could be the

  same again.




  Somehow she got through the endless reception. Her new black dress with its stiff little raised collar and long buttoned sleeves seemed stifling, and the corset that Myrtle had

  laced her into that morning was too tight. She had rebelled against going into corsets when she had turned fourteen, but her mother had told her that she was a young lady now and, along with

  privileges such as joining her parents when they had guests for dinner, there were sacrifices. Her childhood was behind her, and young ladies always had tiny waists. Her mama had brooked

  no argument on the matter, and that had been that.




  Outside the house the overcast January day was bitterly cold with a keen north-east wind; inside, the huge fires burning in the basket grates of the dining room and drawing room where the

  hundred or so guests were assembled made the heat suffocating, at least in Angeline’s opinion. All she wanted was some fresh air, or to get into a room that wasn’t full of people.

  Nevertheless, she did her duty. She chatted here and there, accepted the words of condolence from this person and that, and behaved with the decorum her mother would have expected.




  Finally, as the magnificent grandfather clock in the hall chimed four o’clock, the last of the company made their goodbyes and stepped into the snowy night. All, that is, but Mr Appleby,

  her father’s solicitor. Before this day Angeline had only known him as a friend and dinner guest of her parents, and on those occasions she had loved to sit and listen when her father and Mr

  Appleby had engaged in sometimes heated debates about social inequality and the like. These had usually finished with Mr Appleby calling her father a Socialist at heart – something her father

  hadn’t minded in the least.




  Angeline had always thought Mr Appleby’s name suited him very well. Small and fat, with rosy red cheeks and twinkling brown eyes, she imagined that if an apple could take human form it

  would be exactly like the solicitor. Now, though, his eyes were full of sympathy when he said, ‘Your uncle wishes me to acquaint you with the details of the will, Angeline’, and he

  glanced at Hector, who was standing to the side of her.




  ‘Now?’ She asked the question of her uncle. He nodded.




  ‘It is customary on the day of interment,’ he said briefly.




  Angeline didn’t care if it was customary or not. She didn’t want to think about the will – not today. All she wanted was to curl up by herself in front of the fire in her

  bedroom and cry. ‘Can’t it wait, Uncle Hector? I’d like to rest before dinner.’




  If her uncle noticed the break in her voice, he ignored it. ‘You have to understand the situation in which you find yourself, Angeline, and hear your father’s instructions. It will

  pave the way for the arrangements that need to be made.’




  She stared at him. Something told her that she wouldn’t like these arrangements. ‘Do you know what the will says?’




  ‘Partly. Your father made me your guardian, in the event of something happening to him and your mother. This was a long time ago, just after you were born. Now, please, come along to the

  study, where Mr Appleby has the papers ready.’




  It was a moment before she followed her uncle, Mr Appleby making up the rear. Angeline’s head was whirling. It was stupid, but she hadn’t thought about anyone being her guardian.

  She’d imagined that, once the funeral was over and her uncle and Miss Robson returned to their own homes, things would get back to normal.




  Well, not normal, she corrected herself in the next moment. Things would never be normal again. How could they be? But if she had thought about the future at all – which she had to admit

  she hadn’t really, not with her mother and father filling every waking second – she’d assumed that Miss Robson would resume coming to the house in the mornings, and Mrs Lee and

  the other servants would run Oakfield as they always had done.




  The familiar smell of wood smoke from the fire and the lingering aroma of the cigars her father had favoured made her bite her lip as she entered the book-lined study. It was perhaps her

  favourite room of the house. From a little girl, she had stretched out on the thick rug in front of the fire and played quietly with her dollies, or had drawn or read books while her father worked

  at his desk, and as she’d grown she’d brought her needlework or crocheting and had sat in one of the armchairs at an angle to the fireplace. Her father was away so much in the town

  dealing with the business, and when he was home she liked to be with him, if she could. She had known that he liked having her there, albeit as a silent presence. Why had she never realized just

  how wonderful life was, before the accident? She’d taken it for granted, and now she couldn’t tell them they’d been the best parents in the world and she loved them so much.




  George Appleby walked over to her father’s desk and sat down, as she and her uncle seated themselves in the two chairs that had been drawn close to it. He said nothing for a moment, his

  gaze on Angeline’s face. He felt he knew what she was thinking, for her tear-filled eyes spoke for her, and his shock and sorrow at his dear friend’s untimely death were compounded by

  his anxiety and concern for this young girl. Philip and Margery had been devoted to her of course, but in that devotion had come a desire to keep Angeline wrapped in cotton wool.




  It was understandable – oh, indeed. He mentally nodded at the thought. They had been over the moon when they’d discovered Margery was expecting a baby, and when Angeline had been

  born, and her such a bonny and happy child, you’d have thought she was the most gifted and perfect being in all creation. And any parent wants to protect their child, if they’re worth

  their salt. But George and Margery’s decision to keep the girl in what amounted to a state of seclusion didn’t bode well now – or for the future. She was the most innocent of

  lambs.




  Hector Stewart cleared his throat, and George’s gaze turned to him. As much as he had liked and respected Philip, he disliked his brother. The man was weak and ineffectual and uppish into

  the bargain, but he had always held his tongue about Hector, because Philip wouldn’t hear a word against him. Which was commendable, he supposed, but sometimes not seeing the flaws in someone

  you loved could have far-reaching consequences. There were constant rumours at the Gentlemen’s Club about Hector’s drinking and gambling, and if even half of them were true, the man was

  on the road to perdition. Eustace Preston had told him only last week that it was common knowledge Hector took himself off to Newcastle these days to certain gambling dens where fortunes were

  regularly won and lost. Mostly lost, he’d be bound. And this was the individual to whom Philip and Margery had entrusted their beloved daughter.




  Hector cleared his throat again even more pointedly, and George put his thoughts behind him and picked up the document in front of him on the desk. Addressing himself to Angeline, he said

  gently, ‘This is the last will and testament of your parents, child. Do you understand what that means?’ When she nodded, he continued, ‘I will read it word for word in a moment,

  but essentially your parents left everything to you, which makes it simple. They appointed your uncle as your guardian, should they die before you reached the age of twenty-one and were unmarried.

  You will reside with him and have a personal monthly allowance, and your uncle will also have a sum of money each month for as long as you are in his care.’




  Angeline stared at the solicitor. ‘Leave Oakfield? No, they would never have said that.’




  ‘I’m sorry.’ George had been dreading this meeting, and it was being every bit as bad as he’d feared. The girl looked even more bereft than before, if that were

  possible.




  ‘But why? Why would they want me to leave our home?’




  ‘Angeline, you are fifteen years old.’ Hector spoke firmly, but not unkindly. ‘You cannot run a home on your own – the very idea is ridiculous. There are bills to pay,

  daily decisions to make, servants to keep in order, and umpteen other things.’




  ‘The house runs itself under Mrs Lee, my mama always said so, and the servants don’t need keeping in order. They . . . they’re like family.’




  Hector looked askance.




  Realizing she’d said the wrong thing, Angeline swallowed hard. ‘Miss Robson could take up permanent residence,’ she said desperately. ‘That way I’m not alone here,

  am I? She would keep everything and everyone as it should be, and she could report directly to you. And I could still live here.’ Turning to the solicitor, she added, ‘There’s

  enough money for that, isn’t there, Mr Appleby?’




  Without giving the solicitor a chance to respond, and with a thread of impatience in his voice, Hector said, ‘It’s not a question of money, Angeline. Your father stated his wishes

  very clearly, and what you are suggesting is quite ludicrous. You will come to live with me within the week. That is the end of the matter. My final word. You may bring anything you wish, of

  course, and Miss Robson has agreed to continue to give you your lessons each morning. This house will be sold forthwith, and the proceeds added to the trust.’




  ‘But Mrs Lee and Cook, and everyone?’




  ‘The servants will be given excellent references and three months’ wages in lieu of notice. The senior staff – the housekeeper, cook and butler – will receive six

  months’ wages. This is very generous, believe me.’ Her uncle’s tone made it clear that if this stipulation hadn’t been in the will, his treatment of the servants would have

  been very different. ‘Now, Mr Appleby has pointed out that you will need a personal maid, m’dear. Which is not necessary at present, in my bachelor abode.’




  Hector smiled his thin smile, but Angeline was too distraught by the turn of events to respond. Oakfield sold? And the staff dismissed? Just like that? This was their home, too –

  couldn’t he see that?




  ‘Mr Appleby suggested you might wish to bring your current housemaid with you in that capacity.’ Hector’s sniff of disapproval indicated that he couldn’t for the life of

  him see why. A servant was a servant, after all. Now, if it had been a pet dog or cat . . . ‘But I thought a maid already trained in that respect would be more suitable.’




  Feeling as though she was drowning, Angeline caught at the lifeline that the kindly solicitor had provided. ‘Myrtle attended to Mama when she had need of it,’ she said quickly,

  ‘and I would prefer her to a stranger.’




  ‘So be it. Now, Mr Appleby, perhaps you would be so good as to read the will?’




  When the solicitor eventually finished speaking, only two things had really registered through Angeline’s turmoil. First, that she wouldn’t come into her inheritance until she was

  twenty-one or married – whichever came first. Second, that she was a very rich young woman. This Mr Appleby had impressed upon her, adding that it was why her father had wanted to see to it

  that she was under her uncle’s protection until she was mature enough to cope with such a responsibility.




  ‘Your father has tied the trust up in such a way that no monies – other than your allowance and the stipend paid to your uncle for as long as you reside with him – can be

  extracted. By you or anyone else.’ George Appleby’s gaze flicked to Hector for a moment. He wasn’t fooled by his blank countenance. Philip’s brother had expected a bequest

  of some kind, although George couldn’t see why. Philip had been amazingly generous to Hector when their father had died, setting him up in his own business and buying him a fine house and

  all. A different man would have been set up for life, but he rather suspected Hector was in trouble, despite his outward facade. Still, he’d make sure Hector didn’t get his hands on one

  penny more than the amount Philip had settled on him each month for Angeline’s keep.




  Hector stared back at the solicitor. He was aware of George’s dislike of him – a feeling he fully reciprocated – and had always resented the high regard in which Philip had

  held the little man, and the influence the solicitor had had upon his brother. Take this will, for instance. Hector’s teeth clenched. He had no doubt Philip had left the mechanics of it to

  George Appleby, and the solicitor had been instrumental in determining that, even as Angeline’s guardian, he couldn’t use the trust money. Cocksure little runt.




  George’s eyes returned to Angeline’s white face. ‘Your father’s main concern was to protect you, should the unthinkable happen. You do understand that, don’t

  you?’




  Yes, she did, of course she did, but losing Oakfield was almost as bad as the loss of her parents. Her voice unsteady, she whispered, ‘Is there no way I can keep the house?’




  ‘I’m sorry, Angeline.’




  They looked at each other, and although she felt very small and lost, Angeline held herself straight, her chin lifting. Strangely her mind wasn’t in a whirl any longer. Her mama had always

  said one had to have the grace to accept what couldn’t be changed, and the sense to recognize what could. This was the former. Whatever her private feelings on the matter, it was kind of

  Uncle Hector to take her into his home and offer her protection. Her gaze now going to her uncle, she said quietly, ‘I’ll try and not be a bother, Uncle.’




  ‘Of course you won’t be. We’ll get along just fine, m’dear.’ It was too hearty, and Hector moderated his tone as he added, ‘Your rooms are being prepared and

  will be ready shortly, so spend the next day or two deciding what you want to bring with you.’




  Everything. She wanted to bring everything, because every single stick of furniture, every ornament, every picture, was part of her mother and father. But of course that was impossible.

  Inclining her head, she said flatly, ‘Yes, Uncle.’




  It was settled.




  





  Chapter Two




  It took every ounce of Hector’s self-control to remain civil in the time before George Appleby took his leave. Angeline had long since retired to her room when the two

  men walked out of the study into the hall, after discussing the finite details of the will. George had insisted in dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s with Angeline’s guardian,

  determined that Hector would have no excuse in the future to try and wheedle money out of the estate by saying he hadn’t understood how things stood. Hector was fully aware of the

  solicitor’s motives. He would have liked to punch him on the nose and boot him out of the house. As this was impossible, he had played the devoted uncle and urbane host, albeit with gritted

  teeth.




  Fairley appeared to help George on with his greatcoat and hand him his hat. He told him that one of McArthur’s lads was bringing the solicitor’s pony and trap from the stables.

  George thanked him, before pausing and saying, ‘Bad business this, Fairley.’




  ‘Indeed, sir.’




  ‘Terrible shock for Miss Angeline, for us all.’




  ‘Yes, sir. Knocked everyone below stairs for six.’




  ‘I can imagine. Well, goodnight, Fairley.’




  ‘Goodnight, sir.’




  As George stepped out into the snowy night and walked over to where Seth McArthur was holding the pony’s reins, he was thinking, ‘Poor devils! They might think they’ve been

  knocked for six now, but once Hector breaks the news they’re all out of a job, it’ll be even worse.’ Comforting himself with the fact that he’d at least been able to secure

  Myrtle for Angeline, he climbed up into the trap and, pulling the vehicle’s thick horsehair blanket over his legs, clicked his tongue at the pony.




  Hector didn’t wait to see George depart. Turning on his heel on the doorstep, he swung round and barked at the butler, ‘I want a word with you in the drawing

  room.’




  Five minutes later Fairley emerged, white-faced and shaken – as much, he said later to the rest of the staff, after dinner had been served to Angeline and her uncle and Miss Robson in the

  dining room, by the master’s brother’s high-handed manner as anything else. ‘He wants us out by the end of the month.’ And, to the chorus of shocked gasps that followed this

  bombshell, he added, ‘All, that is, except Myrtle, who’s going to accompany Miss Angeline to Mr Stewart’s residence. Myself, Cook and Mrs Lee receive six months’ wages in

  lieu of notice. The rest of you, three months’.’




  ‘And references, Mr Fairley?’ Molly Davidson, the cook, was clutching the collar of her frock as though she was attempting to strangle herself, her round, fat face stricken.




  ‘Oh, we’ll all get a good reference, Mrs Davidson. The master left instructions on that score, apparently.’




  Hilda Lee wiped her eyes with a trembling hand. She’d been weeping on and off since the accident that had taken her husband, as well as her employers. ‘I shan’t need mine. My

  sister’s offered me a home with her – the one that was widowed last year. Her Ike left her comfortably off and, with the nest egg I’ll take with me, the pair of us will want for

  nothing. I said no to her when she asked me last week, after Simon’ – she gulped audibly – ‘after she heard the news. I thought I was set up here. But I’ll have a word

  with her tomorrow, when she comes for Simon’s funeral, and tell her I’ve changed my mind.’




  The other staff looked envious. None of them were in such a fortunate position that they could choose not to work, and this blow was alarming. Each of them knew they’d be hard pressed to

  find another establishment like this one, where the mistress had been kind and the master fair and generous.




  Myrtle was sitting very quietly, counting her blessings, as she glanced round the unhappy faces at the long, scrubbed kitchen table. The servants had just sat down to their own dinner when Elias

  Fairley made his announcement, and now plates of hot, steaming panackelty – made with meat left over from the funeral luncheon earlier in the day – sat untouched. Panackelty was one of

  Mrs Davidson’s specialities, cooked long and slow so that the sliced potatoes absorbed every bit of flavour from the beef or bacon or corned beef and stock, and the onions almost caramelized,

  and the whole lot went deliciously crusty at the edges. Tonight, though, the plates could have been piled with cardboard, for all the interest the others were displaying in their meal. Feeling

  somewhat ashamed that her mouth was watering, Myrtle listened to the ongoing conversation as patiently as her growling stomach would allow.




  After all, she told herself guiltily, as question after anxious question was put to Elias, few of which he had an answer for, if she’d been told that she’d lost her job, she’d

  be feeling sick with worry, too. The eldest of ten children (the youngest of which was just three months old, and the brother next to her having just turned fifteen), Myrtle gave every penny she

  earned to her mother each month on her half-day off, when she went home to the two-up, two-down miner’s cottage in Monkwearmouth. Even though her brother had got taken on at the mine with her

  father, Myrtle knew the family barely had enough to eat, and her mother was always weeks behind with the rent. She had been thirteen years old when she’d come to work for the Stewarts, nearly

  five years ago, and from the first day she had known that she’d landed on her feet, when she’d sat down to eat with the other servants. The food was good and plentiful, and she had gone

  to bed feeling that she had landed in heaven.




  At last Mr Fairley picked up his knife and fork and began to eat. This was the signal that the other servants might do the same. It was a sombre meal. Even Mrs Davidson’s baked jam roll,

  golden and oozing with strawberry jam made from fruit from McArthur’s walled fruit and vegetable garden near the small orchard, didn’t bring forth the usual appreciative comments.




  They’d almost finished their pudding when one of the row of bells fixed to the kitchen wall near the door rang. Elias glanced at it, before saying flatly, ‘That’ll be His Nibs

  wanting something or other.’ Angeline and Miss Robson had retired to their rooms directly dinner was finished, but Hector had gone through to the drawing room, taking his coffee and brandy

  with him. Now Elias didn’t get to his feet and answer the summons, as he would normally have done, knowing it was only the temporary master of the house calling them. Instead he looked at

  Myrtle. ‘Go and see what he wants. Likely it’s another bottle of the master’s good brandy. He’s been drinking his way steadily through the cellar for the last

  week.’




  It was unheard of for the butler to criticize the family, and this more than anything brought home to the rest of the staff how drastically things had changed. They exchanged glances, but said

  nothing, as Myrtle did as she was told after a quick, ‘Yes, Mr Fairley.’ In the space of a week their calm, orderly world had been turned upside down. Suddenly life was precarious.




  Myrtle was thinking the same thing as she hurried along to the drawing room, once again thanking her lucky stars that she wasn’t in the same boat. If she was truthful, she wasn’t

  looking forward to working for the master’s brother, though. None of the staff liked him, mainly because he treated you as though you were less than the muck under his boots.




  She paused outside the drawing-room door. Hopefully, if she was to be Miss Angeline’s personal maid, she wouldn’t see much of Mr Stewart.




  After knocking once, she opened the door. ‘You rang, sir?’




  Hector didn’t bother to look up from where he reclined in an armchair in front of the fire. ‘I’m going into town shortly. See to it that the trap is brought round to the front

  door in five minutes.’




  Myrtle hesitated. Since the master’s fine big carriage had been smashed, and the two beautiful chestnuts that had pulled it had been put down, there was only the mistress’s light,

  two-wheeled dog cart left, and the mistress’s pretty little mare, Gertie. It was a bitter night, and Myrtle knew her late mistress would never have countenanced the pony standing waiting for

  hours in town, which no doubt was what Mr Stewart intended. Likely he was off to the Gentlemen’s Club, or some other such establishment. Unbeknown to Mr Fairley and Mrs Lee, she’d

  overheard them talking about the master’s brother’s jaunts, and how Mr Stewart had been out nearly every night since he had been here. Furthermore, McArthur and his lads had gone home

  an hour ago and, the mood Mr Fairley was in, he wouldn’t appreciate being informed that he had to get the trap ready himself. It was menial work.




  ‘Well?’ Hector’s voice expressed his irritation. ‘Don’t stand there looking gormless, girl.’




  Myrtle bobbed her head and hastily left the room. Mr Fairley would have to lump it, she told herself as she scurried across the hall. She knew which side her bread was buttered, and she

  wasn’t about to rub Mr Stewart up the wrong way. She did feel sorry for poor little Gertie, though, and she’d tell Mr Fairley that the master’s brother had said to put the

  pony’s thick stable blanket in the trap, even though he hadn’t.




  It was half an hour later when Hector walked through the doors of the Gentlemen’s Club. After the attentive doorman had fussed around him, taking his hat and coat,

  enquiring how the funeral had gone and generally ingratiating himself, Hector made his way to the lounge. He was greeted warmly by a number of the patrons, one or two of whom were important and

  influential names in the town, and by the time he had ordered his first brandy from the liveried steward, who was equally ingratiating, the feathers that George Appleby had ruffled so badly were

  smoothing out. The upper-class ambience of the exclusive establishment was soothing, and Hector drank it in, leaning back in the leather armchair and picking up the evening paper that the steward

  had placed at his elbow.




  He would read for a while, have a couple more brandies and then go through to the club’s smaller lounge. This was universally recognized as the card room. Hector rarely differed from this

  routine. And he knew exactly with whom he would be playing, and where he would be seated. Regulars in the card room, like Hector, had their particular chair at a particular table. It was an

  unspoken rule, and one that no member would have dreamed of breaking. It engendered a feeling of belonging in Hector, a comforting sense of affiliation and kinship, something he had craved all his

  life, but never acknowledged.




  On the dot of ten o’clock he joined the other three men who were settling themselves in the comfortable chairs around a table close to the blazing fire. Paul Duckworth, a wealthy

  landowner, was seated to his right, and on his left sat Robert Taylor. The small, heavy-jowled man’s family was distantly connected to royalty, and Robert had never done a day’s work in

  his life. The youngest son, and something of an embarrassment to his long-suffering parents, he drank and gambled away his allowance each month and regularly got into all kinds of trouble. But it

  was Oswald Golding, sitting opposite Hector, who was the undisputed leader of the quartet.




  Since Oswald had inherited his large country estate and town house a decade before, at the age of twenty-six, gambling and riotous living had taken their toll on his fortune. Aristocratic to the

  hilt, Oswald’s cold and callous nature was hidden behind charming good looks and a charisma that was very attractive to the fair sex. Unfortunately for him, these attributes were of little

  use in influencing his success at gambling, and he was rarely lucky. He had recently been forced to sell a farm at the edge of his estate and 300 acres, to pay his most pressing debts. This had

  sent him into a black rage for days. He believed absolutely that he was a superior being, and that God had seen fit to place him in a position of wealth and power, courtesy of the Golding lineage.

  To be taken to task by his creditors like any common man had been the height of humiliation.




  Oswald glanced across at Hector as he lit a cigar. ‘Didn’t expect to see you tonight,’ he drawled, before drawing the smoke deep into his lungs. ‘It was your

  brother’s funeral today, wasn’t it?’




  Hector nodded. He didn’t want to discuss it.




  Oswald’s eyes narrowed slightly. He was aware that Hector was barely keeping his head above water. Oswald made it his business to know a lot of things. Hector must have been hoping that he

  would be remembered in the will, but it didn’t look as though Philip Stewart had been overly generous to his brother. Of course Hector’s reticence might be down to the fact that he was

  upset after the funeral. Oswald took another puff of his cigar. But he rather thought it was more than that.




  His opportunity to find out more came later that night. Robert Taylor had consumed a bottle of brandy before he had even sat down to play cards, and by midnight he was too drunk to see what was

  in his hand, let alone talk coherently. Paul Duckworth, who had been on a winning streak all night and was worried his luck might change if he continued to play, offered to make sure Robert got

  home safely, and the two men left the lounge, Paul practically carrying the inebriated Robert.




  Hector had stood up to leave at the same time, but when Oswald had taken his arm, saying, ‘Fancy a nightcap, old chap?’, Hector had been flattered into staying. Now he watched Oswald

  ordering coffee and a special liqueur that he favoured for the two of them, from the ever-attentive steward. Inwardly glowing that the influential and popular Oswald Golding had detained him,

  Hector smiled into the handsome face opposite. ‘Paul was on form tonight,’ he said, his tone light, but a thread of resentment that he couldn’t quite hide colouring his words.




  Oswald nodded. Paul, along with Robert, had been one of his friends for a long time, but it was a private source of annoyance that Paul – the only member of the quartet who could afford to

  lose and barely notice it – seemed to court Lady Luck far better than the rest of them. ‘The blighter’s cleaned me out,’ he drawled, stretching his long legs in front of him

  and lighting his umpteenth cigar of the night. ‘How about you?’




  ‘The same.’ And he had needed to win tonight; there were a couple of individuals in Newcastle to whom he owed money, and who had big mouths. There was no disgrace in owing money to a

  bank or some other establishment, but there was deep disgrace in being unable to settle your gambling debts. Hector was in over his head, and had been for some time, but for the life of him he

  could see no way out of his predicament. If only Philip had seen fit to leave him something – anything. He had thought for donkey’s years that he’d be Philip’s

  heir. Then Margery had surprised everyone by announcing that she was expecting a baby, when she was practically in her dotage. He’d comforted himself with the fact that a miscarriage was

  always possible; or that the child, if born, might be sickly or even an idiot – at Margery’s age it wasn’t unlikely. But no, she had gone full-term and had produced a bouncing

  baby girl. And Angeline was sweet enough, he had nothing against her as such; it was just that her arrival had meant he was cheated for the second time – first by his father, and then by

  Philip.




  ‘So, how did the funeral go?’




  ‘What?’ It was a moment before Oswald’s voice penetrated Hector’s black thoughts. ‘Oh, the funeral. It went all right on the whole, I suppose.’




  ‘You don’t seem overly sure, old chap.’ The steward arrived with their coffee and liqueurs, and Oswald waited until the man had moved away before pressing the point by saying,

  ‘Come on, Hector. You can tell me. We’re friends, aren’t we? What’s wrong?’




  The sympathetic tone, coming on top of George Appleby’s treatment of him, and not least the amount of brandy he had swallowed during the course of the evening, loosened Hector’s

  tongue. Shrugging, he muttered, ‘As Philip’s only brother, I was expecting to be remembered in the will, I suppose. Not in a big way, you understand,’ he added quickly. ‘A

  keepsake would have done.’




  A keepsake, be damned! He’d been expecting a darned sight more than that, from the look on his face. Oswald took a sip of coffee. ‘And there was nothing?’




  ‘A trifling sum each month, for as long as my niece is under my roof.’




  Oswald’s thick golden lashes swept down, hiding the contempt in his grey eyes. There had been a definite whine to Hector’s voice. The man really was a bore. But then, he reasoned,

  what could you expect? The Stewarts were ‘new’ money and only a generation or so removed from the gutter. ‘You’re the child’s guardian?’ he asked, without any

  real interest.




  ‘Angeline is hardly a child – more a young woman, at fifteen years old, which carries its own problems of course. I have little insight into the female mind, nor wish to

  have.’




  Oswald hid a smile. Hector’s disinterest in the ladies had led one or two members of the club to speculate whether he was disposed in another direction, but there was nothing effeminate

  about the man. Rather, Oswald reflected, Hector was that rare freak of nature: a truly passionless individual, at least sexually. ‘I take it that Philip left the lot to her?’




  Hector nodded. ‘The business, the house, stocks and shares – you name it. I had no idea Philip was worth so much, but then he always did have the Midas touch, like our father.’

  Now the bitterness was palpable. ‘My niece is likely to be the wealthiest young woman this side of Durham, when everything’s settled.’




  Oswald sat up straighter. ‘By wealthy, you mean . . . ’




  Hector shrugged. ‘According to Appleby, the worth of the stocks and shares alone runs into six figures. He was quite a gambler in his own way, my dear brother. Then there’s the

  business, of course; the house, bank accounts. He was canny, sure enough.’




  Oswald stared at Hector. He had known Philip Stewart by sight. Hector’s brother had been a member of the club longer than both of them, but Oswald hadn’t spoken to Philip more than

  once or twice. The man hadn’t gambled or had any known vices, and his circle had been men of the same ilk – pillars of the community, the lot of them. Consequently Oswald had considered

  Philip dull and uninteresting, with a provincial small-mindedness that reflected his origins. Now he could hardly believe what he was hearing.




  Finishing his cup of coffee, Oswald searched his mind, trying to remember if he’d ever caught sight of the daughter, but to no avail. Not that it was likely. He spent a great deal of time

  at his London house, and when he was up at the estate his days were spent shooting or fishing, and his nights gambling and with other less-than-salubrious activities. He was well aware that his

  name had been linked with so many demi-mondaines, actresses and aristocratic women who’d been his companions and mistresses that it denoted scandal, but this had never concerned him.

  He and his circle of friends lived for pleasure: gambling, horse racing, shooting, womanizing, visits to the music halls and theatres, and trips to Europe. The balls, dinners, banquets and garden

  parties in London, along with the Henley Regatta, Ascot and Lords, made up his days and nights, and he wouldn’t have had it any other way in the past.




  But . . . Oswald’s eyes narrowed as his mind ticked on. Having to sell the farm and land had come as something of a wake-up call, and he still had a mountain of debt. He accepted now that

  he had to marry into money – and fast. The problem was that although many a simpering young woman from good stock would have welcomed his attentions, their virtuous mothers would certainly be

  inclined to have a fit of the vapours at the thought of him as a son-in-law. And their fathers would want to know how he stood financially.




  Carefully Oswald said, ‘I would have imagined the inordinate responsibility of taking your niece under your protection was worth far more than a small allowance each month, old chap. Bit

  on the mean side that, if you don’t mind me saying.’




  Gratified that Oswald saw it as he did, Hector nodded. ‘I’ll do my duty, of course, but nevertheless . . . ’




  ‘Quite.’ Oswald allowed a moment or two to pass. ‘And young ladies of your niece’s age are inclined to be somewhat . . . demanding, in my experience. I suppose it’s

  only natural that, on the brink of entering society, as they are, their heads are full of the latest fashions, dinner parties and dances, and not least a dashing beau or two.’




  Hector looked alarmed. ‘Angeline isn’t like that.’




  Oswald smiled. ‘My dear fellow, they’re all like that – take it from me. You’ll see. Once the shock of her parents’ accident has worn off, you’ll

  have your work cut out to keep her entertained.’ Casually he added, ‘Is she a beauty?’




  ‘A beauty? I don’t know. I’ve never thought . . . Well, yes, I dare say Angeline is pleasing to the eye.’




  ‘There you are, then. Recipe for trouble.’




  ‘You really think so?’ Thoroughly agitated now, Hector lifted his cup of coffee to his lips, missed his mouth and sloshed half of it down his shirt and waistcoat. He knew

  Oswald’s reputation with the ladies, and didn’t doubt for one moment that the man was fully conversant with the workings of the female mind.




  ‘When they’re that age, the trick is stopping them from getting bored and into mischief,’ said Oswald with studied idleness. ‘Give it a couple of years and she’ll

  be easier to handle.’




  ‘A couple of years?’ Hector’s voice rose on the last word.




  ‘Look.’ Oswald’s voice was soothing. ‘I’m planning a little get-together with a few select friends next month – nothing too formal, a dinner and perhaps a

  spot of dancing. Why don’t you and your niece come along? It will give Angeline something to look forward to.’




  Hector stared at Oswald in amazement. The only time they ever socialized was at the club, and then specifically in the card room. Oswald was gentry, and everything about him proclaimed that he

  was from a class that considered itself infinitely special. Until today, Hector wouldn’t have been surprised if Oswald had looked the other way, should their paths have crossed outside the

  club’s confines. But it wasn’t only this that caused him to hesitate. He’d heard rumours about the high jinks Oswald and his set got up to, and if only half of them were true,

  then an evening hosted by this man was not the sort of occasion to take an innocent young girl to.




  As though he knew what Hector was thinking, Oswald continued, ‘When I say select, I mean mostly married couples like the Hendersons and Parkers, and I think Lord Gray is back from

  honeymoon with his new wife. Have you met Nicholas Gray? No? Oh, he’s a fine fellow. Eton and Oxford followed by the Guards, and his estate in Scotland breeds the best grouse for hundreds of

  miles. Made a damn good speech in the House of Lords last year.’




  Reassured by the mention of some of the most respectable names thereabouts, Hector breathed more easily. ‘Wouldn’t it seem a trifle soon for Angeline to be seen at something like

  that? Not that I’m not grateful, of course, but—’




  ‘Good grief, Hector! We’re not talking about a widow here, you know. The girl is young, she needs to be taken out of herself at such a time. Diverted, occupied by happier things. No

  one would expect anything less of a fond uncle.’




  Still not wholly convinced, Hector nodded uncertainly. ‘If you think so . . . ’




  ‘That’s settled then.’ Oswald smiled widely, revealing a set of strong, white, even teeth. ‘I’ll see to it you’re sent an invitation, old chap, for the pair

  of you. Now, where’s that damned steward? More coffee and liqueurs, I think, before we venture out into this filthy weather. Did I tell you about the new hunter I bought last week?

  Magnificent brute, but headstrong. Took a bite out of the stable lad on the first day and . . . ’




  Hector let Oswald ramble on, as his mind attempted to assimilate what had just occurred. He didn’t fool himself that Oswald’s invitation was prompted by altruism, but for the life of

  him he couldn’t see what other motive there could be.




  The coffee and liqueurs came; Oswald continued to wax lyrical about the horses that were his pride and joy, and the heat from the glowing embers in the room’s fireplace bathed Hector in a

  soothing sense of well-being. All of a sudden he decided to accept Oswald’s benevolence at face value. It was just an invitation to a social gathering, he told himself – and what a

  social gathering! He could wait a lifetime before such an invitation came his way again. His money worries, the aggravation of having Angeline take up residence in his home with all the irksome

  irritations that would ensue, the fact that his brother had left him nothing but a paltry few pounds a week – all faded into insignificance. He stretched out his legs, settled himself more

  comfortably in his chair and shut his eyes, and within a moment or two was snoring.




  





  Chapter Three




  Angeline stared at her reflection in the bedroom mirror. Myrtle had arranged her hair in glossy little curls and waves on the top of her head, with several white silk flowers

  set in the midst of them, and her new dress was the most exquisite thing she had ever seen, but still, she felt . . . odd. She nodded mentally at the word. She barely recognized the young woman in

  the looking glass, that was the trouble. But she couldn’t voice her misgivings to Myrtle, not after the hours the maid had spent getting her ready for this dinner party – a dinner

  party, Angeline reflected, that she had no wish to attend.




  ‘Oh, Miss Angeline.’ Myrtle had tears in her eyes. ‘You look beautiful.’




  Angeline forced a smile. ‘If I do, then it’s all your work, Myrtle.’ From the moment Myrtle had drawn her bath, liberally perfuming the water with rose oil, the maid had been

  on a mission to transform her young mistress into an elegant, sophisticated and fashionable lady. She’d mentioned several times during her ministrations the fact that Angeline had had her

  sixteenth birthday the week before, as though this had immediately turned her into Methuselah. After her bath, Angeline had been made to stand still while Myrtle dressed her from head to toe.




  First, Myrtle had knelt before her, carefully drawing the fine silk stockings onto her feet and smoothing them carefully up her legs. With her silk chemise in place, Angeline had had to endure

  the maid fitting the long stays of white coutil, heavily boned, around her hips and slender figure. They exerted great pressure on her waist and diaphragm, forcing her small bust forward and her

  derriere out, in what Angeline considered a most unnatural way, and were twice as uncomfortable as her normal day-corsets. How she was going to sit down and eat when she could barely breathe,

  Angeline didn’t know. Myrtle said that didn’t matter.




  Once the busk had been fastened down the front, after many adjustments, Myrtle had clipped the top of the stockings to the stay’s suspenders, then the lacing had followed, beginning at the

  waist and travelling gradually up and down, until the necessary proportions had been achieved. The silk laces and their tags had flown in and out under Myrtle’s deft fingers, accompanied by

  little gasps from Angeline and the odd protestation, which the maid had ignored.




  Next came the petticoat, trimmed with Honiton lace, and then the pièce de résistance, the fine white and powder-blue chiffon and lace dress. Myrtle had selected an emerald necklace

  with matching earrings from the casket on Angeline’s dressing table, but Angeline had baulked at wearing them. They had been a Christmas present from her father to her mother the year before,

  and it seemed wrong to put them on so soon. The whole idea of this dinner party seemed wrong. It was only when her uncle had become visibly upset at her refusal to attend that she had capitulated,

  and then with great reluctance. But she wouldn’t wear the emeralds. Instead she had chosen a simple row of pearls from her own small jewellery box, and nothing Myrtle had said had been able

  to make her change her mind.




  Angeline took a deep breath. Her uncle was waiting downstairs; she couldn’t delay another moment.




  ‘It’ll be fine, Miss. You’ll have a lovely time.’




  Myrtle touched her arm and Angeline turned to face her. Myrtle’s pretty little face was glowing, and Angeline knew that the maid was as excited as if she had been invited to the Golding

  estate. Inclining her head, she said, ‘Don’t wait up, Myrtle. I should imagine we’ll be late back.’




  ‘Oh no, Miss.’ Myrtle looked shocked. ‘Of course I’ll wait up. Your uncle would expect it, and I need to help you to undress – you’d never manage

  otherwise.’




  Stifling a sigh, Angeline smiled instead. Myrtle would expect chapter and verse on the evening, that was for sure, but how could she work up any enthusiasm? She didn’t care that Oswald

  Golding was one of the most influential men in the north of England with connections in very high places, as her uncle had stated; or that an invitation to his home was a huge honour. And she

  certainly didn’t see why she’d had to come out of mourning and abandon the black she’d worn since her parents’ death for this night. When her uncle had said that to do

  otherwise would cast a pall over the evening, she’d retorted that in that case it was far better she stayed at home and he went alone. The argument that followed had been so upsetting that

  she’d cried till the early hours, once she was alone in her room. But she wished now she had stuck to her guns and refused to go. Oh, she did.




  Leaving the room, she walked slowly down the wide staircase in the house that was now her home. She didn’t like it. It had none of the warmth and feeling that Oakfield had had, and her

  uncle’s housekeeper, Mrs Upton, and his ‘man’, Albert (who was also Mrs Upton’s brother), were like their name: uppity. She had sensed their unfriendliness to Myrtle, but

  when she’d asked Myrtle about it, the maid had cheerfully assured her that she could give as good as she got, and with knobs on, too. Angeline thanked God every day for Myrtle. Life would

  have been unbearable without her bright face and chatter, and she knew, too, that the little maid was hers, which was infinitely comforting.




  Hector was sitting on one of the two hard-backed chairs in the hall that had a small table between them, and his fingers were drumming impatiently on its polished surface. He rose to his feet at

  the sight of her, his face losing its look of irritation as he said with genuine sincerity, ‘Why, Angeline, my dear, you look lovely. Quite the young lady.’




  ‘Thank you, Uncle.’




  He was holding a marabou-trimmed white cape, which he now placed over her shoulders, saying, ‘A small present from me, to celebrate your first dinner party as a young woman. Shall

  we?’ He bent his arm and she slipped her hand through it as they walked out of the front door, which Mrs Upton had opened for them. The cape was lined with fur and reached to her ankles, and

  Angeline was glad of this, as the icy air hit her, causing her to take a breath.




  Albert was standing by her uncle’s carriage holding a lantern, and at their approach he held it higher while keeping the door of the conveyance open. Her uncle helped her up the steps and

  followed her in. Albert closed the door and then climbed up into the driver’s seat and, after he had clicked his tongue at the two horses, they were off.




  Angeline caught a last sight of Myrtle, standing just inside the front door, beaming all over her face, but Mrs Upton was nowhere to be seen. Not that she had expected the housekeeper to see her

  off, she thought wryly. From the moment she and Myrtle had entered her uncle’s house, Mrs Upton had made it plain she considered them usurpers. Once the woman’s veiled resentment would

  have bothered her, but since her parents’ death it was as though the worst had happened, and minor irritants like an unfriendly housekeeper didn’t matter.




  She bit hard on her bottom lip to quell the sudden surge of hot moisture at the back of her eyes. She couldn’t cry. Not now.




  Hector’s five-bedroomed house was set in its own grounds on the outskirts of Bishopwearmouth, not far from Barnes Park, and as the Golding estate was to the west of

  Sunderland, not far from the village of Washington, they were soon on country roads and the wheels of the carriage were hitting large potholes. Angeline had heard of the village – some

  decades before, thirty-five men and boys had been killed in an explosion at the colliery, and her father had known one of the present owners, who had discussed the matter one afternoon when her

  parents had thrown a garden party – but had never ventured this way before. As it was, she could see nothing of the countryside they were travelling through, for it was pitch-black outside

  the coach windows.
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