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  Chapter One


  Anne Fredericks had reached the age of very nearly four and twenty without her hand ever once having been solicited in marriage nor herself ever having been the possessor of a single accredited lover; which peculiar and unhappy circumstance could be ascribed, however, neither to any disagreeableness in her person nor to any lack of amiability in her temper.


  At the time of writing she was in the full bloom of her beauty. Her figure, though slight, was elegant; her hair, of a soft and almost silvery tone, curled very prettily without any need of being artificially frizzled nor put up in papers, whilst her face was a perfect oval, with regular features and a nose which had achieved just sufficient in length to be spared the ignominy of being dubbed retroussé. Her colour was not high—indeed, she inclined rather to paleness and would not have recourse to the rouge pot no matter how her sister-in-law might beg—but her eyes were fine and sparkling, of that shade which can best be described as blue-grey, and the firmly delineated line of a small but determined jaw saved her from any hint of insipidity.


  In character she was quiet, and somewhat retiring, never pushing herself forward where there was the least hint that she might not be wanted, yet always ready, when applied to, to give a forthright and common-sensical opinion or offer what had come to be relied upon as very sound advice. She had, besides, a strong sense of the ridiculous, which allowed her upon occasion to see humour where others might not perhaps have remarked it, and in general successfully managed to combine gentleness of disposition with a firm adherence to principle and a dislike of all that was sham. Her greatest fault might have been said to be her persistent undervaluing of her own worth. She was harder upon herself than upon anyone else, never seeing weaknesses in them but what she could find corresponding ones in her own person. If she could only have learnt to be a little more assertive in her own behalf, she might not now have reached the advanced age of (almost) four and twenty and still remain Anne Fredericks.


  She lived, and had done these past several years, with her brother and sister-in-law, in the small village of Boswood, some few miles out of Oxford, where the chiefest of her occupations was the tending of her own small patch of garden and playing with Isabella’s infant sons, George and Henry, two lusty young men of six and five years of age respectively, who, unlike their aunt, never shrank from putting themselves forward wherever and whenever the opportunity presented itself; whilst the chiefest of her social amusements consisted of her once-monthly drive into Oxford with Isabella, to gaze at the shops and seek to glean some idea of what the latest fashions might be, and her once-a-week visit to her old governess, Miss Morcomb, now running a select girls’ seminary in Abingdon.


  It was not choice, but rather circumstance, which had led to her present cloistered existence. At the age of eighteen, Anne had had the great misfortune to lose both parents in a typhus epidemic. Shortly after their demise, she herself had fallen victim to the same disease; and already in a weakened state through the grief of her loss, and through the long hours of loving care with which she had tended her stricken parents, had been so gravely ill that for some while her own life had been despaired of. Adam had left his Isabella, then enceinte with her first born, and journeyed post-haste into Buckinghamshire to be with her. Devoted nursing by Miss Morcomb, and the constant presence of a beloved brother, had eventually pulled her through, but the doctors shook their heads and declared her constitution to have been permanently impaired; from henceforth she was to be regarded as fragile, and treated accordingly: watched over and guarded like a frail plant, carefully sheltered from all the bustle and buffetings of the outside world.


  If Anne, for her part, had long since ceased to consider her constitution as being in the least degree impaired, nor herself as being any more or less fragile than the next person, she nevertheless accepted—not quite meekly, but at any rate with resignation—the restrictions imposed upon her by an anxious brother. The fact was, that the death of both parents, at a time when he himself had been absent from the family home, followed by the so narrowly avoided loss of a sister, had had a more prolonged and damaging effect upon Adam than it had upon Anne. The impairment of her constitution had proved but temporary: the impairment of her brother’s spirits, she was sadly inclined to believe, was like to prove permanent. Adam had ever been of a serious, not to say grave, disposition, but the seriousness had been enlivened by that same ready sense of the ridiculous, that same sly appreciation of the bizarre and the quirky, which both the Fredericks children had inherited from their father. Since the tragedy, all sense of the ridiculous had gone: the bizarre could only exasperate, the quirky only offend. Gravity alone remained, and with it a kind of nervous irritability which led him to impose not only upon his sister, but upon himself and his wife, a régime which came close to being that of a recluse. Adam Fredericks had lost two of the people who meant most to him in life and had never recovered from that loss: in six long years, he had never learnt to laugh again.


  Anne had come, insensibly, to feel that to expect enjoyment now was to be almost guilty of a crime. To hanker after balls, and frivolity, and the company of other young folk, betrayed a callous lack of feeling, a preoccupation with self, which could only be deprecated. She submitted, therefore, with good grace, even if, at times, with aching heart, to an existence from which many of the normal pleasures of youth must be excluded.


  The only occasion on which she ever danced was once a year, at Christmas, when the estate workers came up to the house to be wined and dined in the servants’ hall, and Anne led off the dancing, afterwards, with Bailey, the steward. Angus Bailey, at two and thirty, was the youngest gentleman of her acquaintance, always excepting her own brother; but Angus was happily married with a full brood of little ones: he could hardly be seen as a figure of romance. Neither could John Martineau, their nearest neighbour, who occasionally stepped over to inquire whether there were any errands he might perform “for the ladies”. Mr. Martineau was still two years off fifty, and not, as Isabella frequently observed, too old to make a husband; but as yet he had shown no inclination to take the plunge, and in any case (as Isabella, with a sigh, was also prone to point out) wore flannel waistcoats for fifty of the fifty-two weeks in the year and woollen mufflers for at least thirty.


  It was neither flannel waistcoats nor woollen mufflers that would put Anne off—though, to be sure, they could scarcely be classed as desirable garments for a prospective husband to be wrapping himself in—but the fact that Mr Martineau, for all his well-meaning, and the not inconsiderable number of years which he had lived in the world, was almost totally devoid of either good sense or intelligent conversation. If a man who could sit half the evening by one’s fireside with no more brilliant contribution to make to the general entertainment than the repeated observation of “its having been a fine year for cabbages, and I shall tell Joliffe to bring you over three heads in the morning, so I shall” was the best that she could hope for, then she preferred to remain single.


  The vainglory of such a statement—“prefer” to remain single? What choice, pray, did she suppose that she had in the matter?—could not but bring a slight, rueful smile to her lips. John Martineau might proffer heads of cabbages, but had as yet shown no signs of making any proposal of marriage; and if John Martineau did not do so, then she was sure she did not know of anyone else who might. There was always Dr. Walsh, perhaps. He was not yet completely in his dotage—he could still get about quite well, given plenty of time and the assistance of a supporting arm—and at least he did not talk of cabbages. Or how about Mr Mallerby, the music master at Miss Morcomb’s school? He was still a comparative stripling, and even if he did suffer rather horribly from moist palms there was nothing else particularly amiss with him; not that she knew of; and approaching middle age as she was, she could scarcely afford the luxury of being choosy.


  With such wry philosophical reflections did Anne seek to console herself, and on the whole succeeded pretty well. She was not a person who wished to be discontented with life—she took no pleasure from bemoaning her lot or from railing against a cruel fate. She could find plenty to make her happy; and even if she could not be fulfilled she could always be useful.


  It should not be supposed from the foregoing that Anne Fredericks was in any way deficient in the sphere of female emotion; on the contrary. There had been a romantic interlude even in her circumscribed existence: she had once met a young man at Cheltenham and had danced two dances with him—that was how she chose to think of it now, paring it down to the barest of bare bones and indulging in a little laugh at her own expense, which was perhaps something she was rather too much prone to do. The truth of the matter was, the young man in question had appropriated to himself the major place in her girlish fantasies for many months after the event and had by no means been expunged from memory even now, five years further on, when girlish fancies had been sternly abandoned in favour of what Miss Fredericks chose to designate a “more realistic approach to life”. The name of Richard still caused her cheeks to glow with rather more vigour than was their wont: the sight of a well set up young man parading the streets of Oxford, or of Abingdon, or even of Boswood itself, and happening to possess hair of a particular shade of black—for that there were shades of black, she would be the first to testify—could still cause a momentary flutter before she took herself in hand. (Or before the young man turned round and revealed a face like a sheep or cheeks as plump and full as a plum pudding.)


  It would be useless to pretend the episode was forgot: it was not; and frequently entered, unbidden, into her thoughts even now. Of all the towns in England, Cheltenham must be the one that held the fondest place in her heart. The claims of others might be superior in point of interest, or importance, or historical association, but Cheltenham was by far the most dear, hallowed as it was by the one hint of romance that had ever entered her life.


  Such being the case, it may perhaps be imagined with what mixed emotions—apprehension—delight—incredulity—she greeted the news that she was to go back there.


  ‘I have stipulated for a month,’ said Isabella. ‘And if I cannot succeed in wangling more out of him once we are actually there—’


  ‘You never mean to say that you have prevailed upon Adam to come?’


  ‘Oh! Not Adam. He is grown into such a stay-at-home it would be pointless even to suggest it. No, he is to remain here with Nurse and the children whilst you and I go gallivanting…so!’ Isabella clapped her hands together and laughed, in triumph. ‘What have you to say to that?’


  ‘I scarcely know what to say! I am at a loss to imagine how you ever contrived.’


  ‘Oh, I chose my moment…we married women have our ways and means, as I trust you shall very soon discover for yourself, for I make no pretence: I have arranged this trip for one reason and one reason only—you may guess what it is. I do not mind telling you that I was never more disgusted in my life than when John Martineau failed to come up to scratch the other night. I had it quite settled in my mind that he would do so—you will have remarked the cunning way I drew Adam out of the room for ten minutes? Expressly to give him the chance of declaring himself?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Anne. ‘That is when he made me the offer of three head of cabbages.’


  ‘Cabbages! Can the wretched fellow converse on no other subject?’


  ‘If I am to be honest, I had just as soon he did not, for had he made me the offer of anything else I fear I should have been forced to decline; and that, you know, could hardly fail of being hurtful to his feelings.’


  ‘His feelings? And what of yours? Whether you would have accepted or not is beside the point! That a man of very nearly fifty years of age, totally unattached, can sit here week after week, month after month, talking of cabbages and never once feeling the urge to start talking instead of matrimony—’


  Anne, smiling, shook her head.


  ‘I assure you I would much rather he did not…I am perfectly content with the way things are.’


  ‘Nonsense!’ said Isabella. ‘And even if you are, I am certainly not. You may consider yourself, if you should prefer it, as coming to Cheltenham in order to benefit me—unless, of course, you would rather we made it Bath? I am perfectly willing. I settled for Cheltenham only because it involves less travel, but if you feel that Bath should be more to your liking—’


  ‘No!’ A hint of colour entered Anne’s cheek. ‘If we are to go anywhere at all, then I am quite agreeable to its being Cheltenham.’


  When once Isabella took an idea into her head, she lost no time in the promoting of it. Scarce three weeks after the scheme had first been mooted, it was being put into operation. They left for Cheltenham on a fine, clear Monday morning at the beginning of the season. Lodgings had been taken with a Mrs Gardner, near to the Royal Crescent. Isabella had wanted the High Street—’for it is always as well to be at the hub’—but Mrs Gardner’s was where Anne had stayed before, and Adam could be satisfied that it was both clean and respectable.


  ‘I should worry if you were in the High Street. There is too much hustle and bustle—too many smart folk busy about their comings and goings. I shall feel more at ease if I know you are with Mrs Gardner. Mrs Gardner is a friend of Miss Morcomb.’


  It was a recommendation that could not be denied: they had duly settled for Mrs Gardner and for Adam’s peace of mind. He stood now on the front steps, along with little George and Henry, supervising their departure—directing the coachman to “take every care” and to “keep a close watch for any suspicious characters that may be met with along the way”—directing Isabella to “make sure Anne does not tire herself” and Anne to “run no risks with your health…I would not have you come back looking more fagged than when you went off.”


  She had not been aware that she was looking fagged—indeed, taking one final glance at herself before leaving her room, she had been complacently inclined to feel a degree of satisfaction. She had admittedly refused to spend money on a quite outrageously priced satin bonnet which had caught Isabella’s eye on their last visit to Oxford—and which, with characteristic impetuosity, Isabella had urged her to buy—but to make up for that she had refurbished one of her old favourites with a length of jonquil ribbon and had been flattering herself that it became her rather well. Adam, it seemed, however, had other notions.


  ‘Have you not been sleeping properly? It looks to me as though you have not.’ He regarded her, searchingly, an anxious frown creasing his brow, which was already a great deal more creased than it should have been at the age of twenty-eight. He was very much alike to his sister in person, but with hair a shade darker and eyes inclining rather more towards grey than to blue. ‘I hope the excitement is not proving too much for you. If it is, you must say so at once. It is not too late to cancel. Mrs Gardner will understand. There is no use setting out if you are tired before you even begin.’


  ‘I am not in the least tired,’ said Anne.


  ‘Are you not? Are you quite certain? There is a something about you—’


  She was at pains to reassure him. He was one who must always be searching for signs of fatigue where she was concerned: she was accustomed to allow him the indulgence of his solicitude, even as she retained the right to be just as robust as she chose. It was Isabella who broke in, scoldingly, with: ‘I wish you will not always be seeking to undermine our female vanity…here is Anne looking perfectly charming, and you doing your utmost to convince her she is nothing but a wreck.’


  ‘Not at all. I implied no such thing. She is as pretty as ever—and so too are you! It is only—’


  ‘Only nothing,’ said Isabella. ‘We have established that we are both of us as pretty as ever: you will do a great deal better to leave it at that.’


  ‘Well! Very well. But you must send me word as soon as you arrive. I shall wish to know that you have got there safely.’


  ‘Of course. You shall hear from us by every post.’


  ‘I do not insist on every post, but at least the first. The roads can be treacherous—there is no knowing what hazards one may not encounter.’


  ‘My dear Adam!’ Isabella stooped, to kiss farewell to the children. ‘You make it sound as though we were journeying to the Antipodes…we are only going to Cheltenham!’


  Chapter Two


  Cheltenham…it was a name which could not but have a powerful effect upon the emotions. Impossible not to look back and to remember! Sternly though she might chide herself—for what, pray, was there to recall? One chance encounter with a young man called Richard, who had condescended to dance two dances with her and had very likely never given her a moment’s thought ever since; still her mind would dwell upon it, do what she would to divert her attention elsewhere. The scenery, for instance, was very pretty—the day remarkably fine—Isabella was looking charmingly in a new pelisse of French green trimmed with gold braid, and once upon a time she had danced two dances with a young man called Richard…


  If “two dances” were but the bare bones of it, and the way in which she characteristically sought to give herself a set down, it had on the other hand to be admitted that there was not such a very great deal more to flesh the story out. A nineteen-year old Anne had been recommended to try the waters as a means of putting the roses back into her cheeks (though roses had never been there in the first place: she had been pale from infancy) and Cheltenham had been fixed on as being not only the nearest of all the watering places but the one least calculated to agitate or over-excite. Adam, though already in the throes of that melancholy from which he was never completely to recover, had not at that stage been so nervous of his sister’s welfare as he was later to become: he had readily agreed upon her going off, in the capable charge of Miss Morcomb, whilst he himself had remained at home, at Boswood, with Isabella, by that time pregnant once again and expecting Master Henry.


  Miss Morcomb and Anne had taken lodgings with Miss Morcomb’s friend from schooldays, Mrs Gardner. They had passed the major part of their time in strolling peaceably about the town, admiring the churches and gardens, and the displays in the shop windows. They had gone early each day to the Pump Room, and once or twice to the theatre. On several evenings they had attended at the Assembly Rooms, but although officially out of mourning Anne had not felt herself up to the demands of dancing. Her feet might long to be out there, jigging in time to the music, but her legs, she knew, were not yet strong enough to sustain her through the length of a whole set: she had been obliged merely to sit on the side and observe.


  Wistfully—for what young woman of nineteen would not be wistful in such a situation?—she had watched the other dancers, noting with amusement, in spite of her wistfulness, the various flirtations which were conducting, noting which of the ladies were pleased with their partners and which were not, which gentlemen were bored and which striving to impress. One gentleman in particular had held her attention above all others. She had not known then that his name was Richard (it had ever been a favourite with her, right from the time of her having learnt in the schoolroom about the Lionheart) but he must in any case have stood out from the crowd, be his name romantic Richard or common or garden John or Henry. He was the sort of young man who might be depended upon to cause palpitations in the breast of any susceptible young female—and Anne, at the age of nineteen, had been every bit as susceptible as she ought to be. Six foot something or other of well-proportioned manhood, with a handsome face and an abundance of luxuriant black locks thrown in for good measure, was perfectly capable of rousing the most agreeable mixture of sensations within her. If she had not fallen in love quite upon the spot, she had certainly succumbed within the first ten minutes.


  He had been there again the second night, wearing a striped silk coat and breeches, with a splended white silk waistcoat, and looking, if such were possible, even more handsome than he had on the previous occasion (which upon reflection was not only possible but virtually mandatory, since by now Anne was indulging girlish fancies to the full, so that it would have been a sad let down indeed if the young man had not greatly increased in his stock of personal beauty since last she had set eyes on him, which after all had been a good twenty-four hours since.)


  Anne had watched him all evening, from her vantage point in the gallery. He had danced with only two young women, one of whom, even to Anne’s anxious gaze, could only have been his sister—the facial resemblance was too marked to be denied—whilst the other had been so decidedly plain, albeit perfectly agreeable looking, that not the most humble of young women, always provided she had a reasonably pretty face and a trim figure, could have seen her in the light of a rival. The plain young woman, in any case, had seemed rather to be the property of a long, lanky gentleman with unfortunate sandy-coloured hair than of the young man in the striped silk coat. The four of them, the young man and his sister, the lanky gentleman and the plain lady, had had the appearance of forming a fairly, tight-knit group, for she had noticed that they had made up a party together for supper, and that while the plain young woman was dancing with the handsome young man, the handsome young man’s sister, who was every bit as handsome as he, was partnering the lanky gentleman, and that both couples always stood together in the same set.


  Thereafter, she had remarked them quite often. She had seen them at church on Sunday morning, when they had been in the company of an older lady and gentleman, who, from the older lady’s brilliant complexion and lustrous black curls, she had taken to be the parents of the young man and his sister. Another time, she had seen them in a box at the theatre, the young man modishly attired in a suit of purple cloth with cream satin waistcoat, his sister sparkling in rose-coloured silk with silver ribbons in her hair. She had seen the two younger ladies shopping together in the High Street, and almost bumped head-on into the young man, arm in arm with his lanky friend, strolling along the Royal Crescent. She had not noticed any of the younger folk taking the waters, but she had seen the older lady and gentleman do so, and could only conjecture that it was for the benefit of their health that the party was come to Cheltenham: the young man and his sister accompanying their parents, the lanky gentleman and the plain but agreeable lady presumably accompanying their two friends, for that they were acquaintances of long standing seemed obvious by the familiarity with which they treated one another.


  Anne had neither schemed nor contrived for any sort of direct encounter—she would not have known how to set about doing so, even had she wished it. Her nature was too straightforward, there was nothing devious, nothing cunning, that could come to her aid in such a situation; but in truth she had been quite content to play the rôle of observer. It was fate which had decreed otherwise.
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