
  
    
      
    
  


  A Lady for Ludovic


  Sarah McCulloch


  Copyright


  Diversion Books

  A Division of Diversion Publishing Corp.

  443 Park Avenue South, Suite 1008

  New York, NY 10016

  www.DiversionBooks.com


  Copyright © 1981 by Sarah McCulloch

  All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.


  For more information, email info@diversionbooks.com


  First Diversion Books edition September 2014

  ISBN: 978-1-62681-445-5


  Also by Sarah McCulloch


  Not Quite a Lady

  A Most Insistent Lady

  Merely a Gentleman

  A Perfect Gentleman


  
Chapter One


  ‘My dears!’


  The door of the schoolroom was flung open. The two eldest of its occupants, Miss Kate Marlowe, aged not quite one and twenty, and her sister Harriet, six years her junior, looked up in some surprise as their mother, cap ribbons streaming, burst in upon them. Mrs. Marlowe had evidently climbed the stairs with more vigour than was her wont, for her bosom was heaving, her cheeks all of a glow.


  ‘My dears, here is the most extraordinary piece of news!’ She sank down upon the nearest chair, fanning herself with a sheet of paper which she held clasped in one plump hand. ‘Whatever do you suppose? Your papa’ (with a gasp) ‘has this morning received a letter from one whom we had long since thought to have severed all connections. It has come upon us’ (with another gasp) ‘quite out of the blue! I waited only to be sure it was no hoax, for that at first was what I thought it had to be—some person with a cruel sense of humour, it is just the sort of trick they would be like to play—but your papa said no, he said it was quite genuine, it is absolutely the real thing. Well, I could not wait! I snatched it from him and came running straight up. I—’


  ‘Mama, pray do stop to get your breath!’ Kate laid aside a volume of the Ladies’ Mirror in which she had been somewhat wistfully studying the latest fashions (a blue velvet pelisse expensively trimmed with fur had been specially catching her eye). ‘Whatever has occurred it can hardly be of such import that you should run the risk of suffocating yourself only in order to tell us about it.’


  ‘Well, but I am not so sure but what it may not turn out to be … I was never more surprised in my life! To be suddenly entering into communication after all these years—to be actually issuing invitations, for all the world as if he is not ashamed to own us—’


  ‘Who is not ashamed to own us?’ asked Kate.


  ‘And why should anyone be so in the first place?’ demanded Harriet. It was Harriet’s failing to be forthright. Kate herself was far from mealy-mouthed, but Harry was possessed of an unfortunate disposition which made no allowance for compromise. ‘I cannot imagine,’ she now said bluntly, ‘what there is about us that should make anyone ashamed.’


  ‘Well, my love, maybe you cannot, but you are not up in the ways of the world. You may take it from me that when one is a peer of the realm one does not always wish to be acknowledging the more humble of one’s relations.’


  ‘Oh!’ Understanding dawned in Kate’s hazel eyes. ‘You are speaking of Papa’s cousin?’


  ‘Exactly so, my love! Lord Ringwood, no less!’


  ‘Well, but he is only a baron,’ said Harriet. ‘I see nothing so great about that. Had he been a duke—or even just an earl—’


  Kate, her curiosity now aroused, cut in hastily before her mother should be sidetracked into a discussion on the relative merits of different ranks of the peerage.


  ‘You say he is issuing invitations? To Donnington?’


  ‘In the civillest possible way! Here, you may read for yourself, it is all set down in his own hand. Rosalie, do not be for ever scrambling to get on Mama’s lap, there’s a good girl! Take this letter to your sister, then run away to the other side of the room and get on quietly with whatever it is you are supposed to be doing. What are James and Henry doing? They are reading, are they not? Then you should be reading also. You are far too big a girl to be climbing on to laps, in any case. I own I can scarcely credit it even now! It is the very last thing I should have looked for. A letter would have been quite surprise enough in itself; but an invitation to visit—and to such a place as Donnington! From all one hears it is quite a masterpiece. I remember it was still in process of building when your papa and I were married—they say it cost a fortune, and I make no doubt they are right, for certainly no expense was spared, that I can vouch for. Everything must be of the very best—stone from this place, marble from that, a gentleman called down from London specially to attend to the layout of the grounds—the park, I believe, is generally reckoned one of the finest in the county. Stocked with deer, I daresay, and I should not be surprised at a peacock or two, for while one is about it one may as well do the thing properly, and when a person has inherited fortunes from all directions he very likely does not notice the disbursing of a few odd thousands here and there as the next man might. It is bound to be all very grand! Footmen in livery, and servants by the score … we shall have to see what may be done about refurbishing your wardrobe. You certainly cannot go in rags. You will need at least one good gown for evening wear, and one—’


  ‘I?’ Kate looked at her mother with arched brows. ‘I am to go?’


  ‘With your papa, naturally. It is unfortunately quite out of the question for me, much as I should like to, for there are the children to consider—I should not wish to be leaving William while he is still so troubled with that tiresome cough, and besides I could not endure a thirty-mile journey in a closed carriage in my present situation. To be travelling at such times unfailingly brings on one of my sick headaches.’


  ‘But why me?’ asked Kate.


  ‘Yes, that is a question,’ said Harriet. ‘Why should anyone wish to see Kate?’


  Her sister, contorting her pretty features into a most unladylike grimace, said: ‘Would it not be more fitting for Tom? He, after all, is the eldest.’


  ‘Very true, my love, but if you will look again at Lord Ringwood’s letter you will see that he does not mention Tom. He stipulates specifically for you.’


  Kate, with a frown, bent her head over the page, in search of the relevant passage.


  ‘Your eldest daughter—well, but that is Jane! Of course! It is Jane he wishes to see.’


  ‘Jane is married,’ said Harriet.


  ‘Precisely so.’ Her mother nodded, pleased at such quick comprehension. ‘Jane is married. She cannot be torn from her home and family—and in any case, where would be the point? Of what interest can a married woman be to anyone? No, no, you may depend upon it, my love, that when he says your eldest daughter it is you whom he intends.’


  ‘I should not object to go,’ said Harriet.


  Her sister turned upon her. ‘I am sure you are welcome! If you think you would find edification in being forced to pay homage to some horrid stiff-necked old tyrant just because he is a Lord Something-or-Other and has taken it into his head that it would afford him five minutes’ amusement to investigate us—’


  ‘Oh! I should not pay homage,’ declared Harriet, with a pert toss of her chestnut curls. ‘I should look him straight in the eye and say just whatever I felt like saying.’


  ‘Then you would be a very foolish, ill-bred and thoughtless young creature,’ said Mrs. Marlowe, ‘and I should be thoroughly ashamed of you. Who knows what benefits may not accrue if he should happen to take a fancy to Kate? He may leave her his fortune, or—or almost anything!’


  ‘Perhaps he may offer her his hand in marriage,’ said Harriet. She giggled at the thought.


  Kate shot her an angry glance. Mrs. Marlowe, colouring, said: ‘Pray do not be ridiculous!’


  ‘Then why should he wish so specifically to see her? Instead of Tom?’


  ‘I daresay he is growing lonely in his old age, and a trifle sentimental. Old gentlemen do, especially when they have no one they are close to.’


  ‘Was he never married?’ asked Kate. ‘In spite of being a baron?’


  ‘And having several fortunes … you would have thought someone would have been willing to take him on, no matter how horrid and stiff-necked he might be.’


  ‘He is probably not horrid or stiff-necked at all,’ said Mrs. Marlowe, scoldingly. ‘One ought not to make assumptions.’


  ‘What else is one to do when he has not spoken to us for decades and no one would marry him?’


  ‘Well, that is where you are wrong, my dear, for someone did marry him.’


  ‘Oh?’ Harriet looked at her mama, reproachfully.


  ‘What happened to her?’ asked Kate. ‘Did she die?’


  ‘In childbirth,’ said Harriet. ‘That is the usual thing.’


  Kate kicked crossly at her sister beneath the table.


  ‘Can you not learn a little tact? Take no notice of her, Mama.’


  ‘Oh, I don’t.’ Mrs. Marlowe spoke cheerfully enough. ‘Besides, it was not in childbirth, it was from an inflammation of the brain. I distinctly recall your papa reading the announcement to me at the breakfast table one morning … inflammation of the brain, he said; and I remarked at the time that it was what an aunt of mine had died from. That is how I remember it. If it had been in childbirth I would have remembered that, as well, for it is the way my poor sister Turpin went.’


  There was a pause.


  ‘At any rate,’ said Harriet, ‘she obviously died before she could produce an heir.’


  ‘Why obviously?’ said Kate.


  ‘Because he has no family. Mama just said so.’


  ‘Ah, now that is where you are wrong once again, my dear! I did not say he had no family: I said he had no one he is close to. As a matter of fact there is a son, who is far from satisfactory. Indeed, I believe they are virtual strangers, which would not surprise me in the slightest, for he was taken away by his mama many years ago, when she went to live in France, so—’


  ‘Why did she go to live in France?’ said Kate.


  ‘Did she run away?’ said Harriet. ‘I suppose it was because he misused her—or perhaps because she had a lover?’


  ‘If she had a lover,’ objected Kate, ‘then it could be argued that he had every right to misuse her.’


  ‘Not if he had misused her first, and that was why she decided to have one.’


  ‘Hm!’ Kate sounded dubious. ‘There are some people who would say that that is no excuse.’


  ‘Then there are some people,’ said Mrs. Marlowe, firmly, ‘who would be quite right. It is a very good thing that your father is not able to hear you.’


  ‘Well, but did she?’ persisted Harriet.


  ‘I am sure I have not the least idea. In my day we did not inquire into such things. I cannot think what the world is coming to! I am very certain I have not taught you to be so indelicate.’


  ‘I am only interested,’ said Harriet.


  ‘Then you ought not to be. It is no concern of yours.’


  ‘No,’ said Kate. ‘Especially as you are not the one who is going to have to go there and suffer all the humiliation of being looked at … honestly, Mama! I never thought the day would come when we should be expected to creep.’


  ‘My love!’ Mrs. Marlowe protested, hurt. ‘I am sure no one is asking you to creep! Just to be pleasant to the old gentleman, and ordinarily polite.’


  ‘So that he may leave me a fortune when he dies? That is what I call creeping.’


  ‘On the other hand,’ said Harriet, thoughtfully, ‘distasteful though it may be, one should not blind oneself to the fact that a fortune would come in exceedingly useful … only think! If it arrived quickly enough, Tom might have his commission that he wants, and you might marry whomever you chose, regardless of whether they are rich or not, and James and Henry might go to Eton, and—’


  ‘Harriet! That is enough!’ Her mother spoke sharply (as sharply as an indulgent mama could bring herself to speak). ‘I begin to think you have been given too much leeway. Your papa would be horrified at such vulgarity! If Kate goes to Donnington, it is because common courtesy demands that she should. That is all there is to it. Let us hear no more of this loose kind of talk, it is not at all becoming.’


  Harriet, not noticeably chastened, only leaned forward for her sister’s abandoned fashion book and enticingly displaying the blue velvet pelisse (bordered with fur) said: ‘I should think for a visit to a baron’s she ought at least to be provided with something on these lines, would you not say? Velvet and—’ she peered closer, straining shortsighted eyes to read the accompanying text—‘and chinchilla! Gracious heavens! Might not rabbit do as well, perhaps?’


  ‘I daresay it would serve the same purpose,’ said Kate. ‘Or possibly I could start plucking the loose fur out of Bruno? He moults quite alarmingly in the summer. It depends on how long we are prepared to wait.’


  ‘That is the one thing that worries me,’ said Mrs. Marlowe, ‘how we may ever hope to have you ready in time, for Lord Ringwood talks of an immediate visit—he seems to be in a good deal of urgency about it—and your papa has suggested the first week of July. That gives us less than three weeks in which to prepare, and with your wardrobe in the sorry state that it is—’


  ‘Mama!’ Kate’s tone was accusing. ‘Not, pray, at the beginning of July! You cannot have forgotten what is happening?’


  ‘What is happening?’ Her mother repeated the words, blankly. ‘What is happening, my love?’


  ‘The dance that they are to give at Westbrook House! It has been arranging for weeks! Mama, you cannot have forgotten, we have talked of nothing else!’


  ‘Yes, so you have. I remember now. All this had quite put it out of my mind. But you know, my love, it can be no great loss, for this is by no means the first dance that Charlotte’s mama and papa have given for her and it will certainly not be the last, for they are excessively devoted parents—which I am sure is not to be wondered at, since she is all that they have. They would get her the moon, I daresay, if she asked for it.’


  ‘What is so silly,’ said Harriet, critically turning the pages of the Ladies’ Mirror, ‘is that Charlotte herself is not in the least the kind of person who would ever aspire to the moon … she really does not care for a great deal of people and parties and jollity. She would be happier by far left alone with an improving book. Such ill arrangements as nature makes! Kate and she should change places, then Kate could have all the dancing and entertainment that she wanted and Charlotte might sit up here and teach the children their letters, which is exactly the sort of thing that would amuse her.’


  ‘I am certain Kate has quite enough in the way of entertainment as it is,’ said Mrs. Marlowe. ‘She is for ever junketing about to other people’s houses or riding on Charlotte’s horse or going off to Basingstoke to see the sights. I really cannot think, my love’—striving to inject a note of severity into her voice—‘that to miss just this one particular dance will do you any hurt.’


  ‘Oh, but it is just this one particular dance that she has been waiting for,’ cried Harriet. Kate bit her lip, and turned away. ‘You must know, Mama, that Edward is to come over for it.’


  ‘Edward!’ said Mrs. Marlowe; and she seemed for some reason uneasy. ‘Well, my love, but Edward is a familiar enough sight when all is said and done. I am sure it cannot be much above a month ago that he was last here—his mama could not wish for a more dutiful son, nor his sisters a more attentive brother. He is quite to be commended for it.’


  ‘But is it his mama and his sisters who draw him?’ wondered Harriet ‘Or is it, perhaps, Someone Else?’


  Kate said sharply: ‘Harriet, hold your tongue!’


  ‘Well, I will, if you wish, but I must say I think it extremely odd in you … if I were in love with a gentleman I should not in the least object to hear it spoken of. Quite the contrary, I should revel in every mention of his name—though truth to tell I am never absolutely positive what it is you find so remarkable in Edward. He has a fine profile, I will grant you, but one cannot be for ever gazing at him sideways, and although he is undoubtedly most upright he is a great deal too stiff and starchy for my taste.’


  ‘Nobody asked you for your taste, Madam Impertinence! And who gave you leave to refer to him as Edward in that encroaching fashion? I am very certain he did not. He thinks you quite forward enough as it is. He has said to me many times that if there is one thing you do not need it is encouragement.’


  Harriet only smiled. Closing up the Ladies’ Mirror she replied kindly: ‘If I were you, I would ask Charlotte to apply to her mama and papa to have the dance put back a week. I do not doubt it could be arranged, for they would do anything to oblige her, and she would just as certainly do anything to oblige you … she admires you beyond all reason, I have often wondered at it.’


  As to whether Charlotte admired her, Kate could not have said, for the idea had never crossed her mind—she was not so disposed to admire herself as to believe that others must be likely to do so—but the two girls had been bosom friends and confidantes ever since the Knights had moved to the district some ten years ago, and she had no hesitation, therefore, in putting her sister’s advice into practice. Directly after breakfast the next morning she fetched her bonnet, called to Bruno (a scruffy fellow of uncertain lineage and frequently deplorable manners, but her constant companion, nonetheless) and set off across the fields to Westbrook House, where Bruno must remain outside and occupy himself as best he might, for Mr. and Mrs. Knight’s indulgence did not extend to large hairy dogs scratching up their carpets and seating themselves in the best armchairs.


  Charlotte greeted her with her usual degree of warmth and pleasure. It was but a couple of days since they had last been in each other’s company, but a couple of days to Charlotte, living secluded as she did, with elderly if doting parents, and no natural inclination towards liveliness if someone else were not there to initiate it, were as a couple of hours to Bruno: an eternity to be got through.


  ‘I am so glad you have come! I have been hoping that you might—I was in two minds whether I should come to you, but then I could not remember what we had arranged and thought it best to remain within doors, just in case.’


  ‘Yes, for you know I like a walk, and had you gone round by the road you would have missed me.’


  ‘You came by the fields?’ Charlotte’s hands flew out in protest. ‘I wish you might not run such risks! The fields are waterlogged—a positive bog! Are not your feet soaking? I am persuaded they must be—yes, only look!’


  ‘Yes, only look!—and see what stout shoes I am wearing! Stop being such a goose, you know that I never take cold. Besides, I have not come solely on pleasure, but on an errand … I have come to ask something of you. Something very special. In fact, a Great Favour, which I should not dare to beg from anyone else but you in the whole world. May we go up to your room and be private?’


  With ready acquiescence, Charlotte led the way. She was by no means an ill-looking young lady—her features were regular in a heart-shaped face, her hair, though fine of texture and nondescript in shade, nevertheless waved quite prettily, her figure was neat and trim, her dress, if not in the first crack of fashion, of impeccable good taste; only, when set beside her more vivacious friend, there became apparent a certain want of animation, a certain want of spirit, which detracted. Kate, by contrast, was all spirit. Not precisely a beauty, perhaps, for her jaw was just a shade too determined, a shade too resolute, to be generally acceptable in one of the weaker sex; but with her bright eye and rich complexion, with the thick brown curls framing a face of most enchanting composition, she must always be one to be noticed and remarked upon.


  Charlotte heard the story of Lord Ringwood’s letter and the summons to Donnington (for Kate could regard it as none other than a summons, and a mighty peremptory one, at that) with eyes gratifyingly round and such profusion of interjection as must have satisfied even Mrs. Marlowe. How exceedingly odd! How strange, how mysterious! To be hearing so suddenly from a relative who had never so much as acknowledged one—she confessed herself most amazingly intrigued, was thankful indeed that she did not have to venture, but should certainly know not a moment’s rest until Kate had returned to tell her about it.


  ‘For my part,’ said Kate, ‘I think it nothing but a dead bore, and were I in Papa’s shoes I should have no hesitation in sending my excuses—which I should take very good care to make so obviously trumped up that the man could be left in no possible doubt as to my feelings on the subject.’ Her eyes flashed. ‘I am sure my pride is quite equal to his, even though he is a baron. I hate the thought of running at his bidding!’


  ‘But perhaps he may wish to heal the breach?’


  ‘There has never been any breach but what has been created by him, therefore if he wishes to heal it he might adopt a more propitiatory tone, I should have thought. However, since Papa wishes me to go I have no choice but to do so, and that is where all the difficulty arises.’


  The difficulty, once explained, was found to be no difficulty after all: it was instantly disposed of. The date of the projected dance might very easily be changed. Charlotte expressed herself as only too willing to answer for its being put back by a week or two, or even longer, should that not suit Edward’s convenience, for as a curate in a neighbouring parish he could not always depend on getting away just whenever he pleased, and if he could not attend, then where would be the point? It must all be lost.


  Kate, though perfectly in accord herself with such a sentiment, was not so absolutely blind to the claims of others as to believe it could universally be held to apply; but Charlotte, however, insisted. Were it not for the pleasure of seeing Kate and Edward together, the evening, she declared, would be quite intolerable. Since she could not be happy at a dance, the promotion of their enjoyment was all that she could care about. She wished only that when poor old Dr. Fletcher finally passed on—an event which could surely not now be much longer delayed?—her father might be prevailed on to bestow the living upon Edward, ‘for then all obstacles would be removed from your path. You might be married directly, and I should be a bridesmaid, and you would live at the parsonage and visit every day and we could all of us be happy.’


  Kate sighed, and shook her head, as if at this present moment the contingency were too remote even for day-dreams.


  ‘Why is it,’ she wondered, ‘that money must be always such a bar to what one may do and what one may not? I am sure there is a great deal too much emphasis put on it. One naturally requires a modicum, just for eating and to clothe oneself, but other than that—frankly, I believe we refine too much upon the luxuries of life. I should be perfectly content to exist on a mere pittance.’


  Dubiously, for she was not in the habit of contradiction, Charlotte said: ‘I cannot believe that you would find it very comfortable.’


  ‘Well—no—very likely not! But at least I should be willing to take my chance: it is Edward who preaches all the caution.’


  ‘But surely’—Charlotte’s tone was apologetic—‘surely that is how it should be? Because he is the man, and must make himself responsible … you would not like him any the better for dashing into things hurly burly with no thought for the morrow.’


  Once again, Kate sighed. ‘No; I suppose not.’


  ‘Suppose not? Kate, you are funning!’


  ‘Am I? Oh, very well … let us say, I know at least that I ought not. Or at any rate, everyone tells me that I ought not, Edward no less than the rest. To marry where there is no money, nor no immediate prospect of such, is an act of folly and imprudence—and, of course, there can be no arguing against it. Even I realise that. But without wishing any serious harm to befall the old gentleman, I do think Dr. Fletcher might in common decency have the goodness to fall off his horse or crack open his skull or at any rate do something that would necessitate his early retirement!’


  Charlotte, ever sympathetic, took her hand. ‘Poor Kate! One must be patient.’


  ‘I have been patient so long I grow weary! Patience, let me tell you, is not such an easy virtue to acquire. I cannot be like you. You are one of those who is naturally endowed with it—all repose, all tranquillity, content to sit and wait until events shall have arranged themselves. Edward is just such another. Nothing will hurry him, nothing perturb, one might tell him he was in the direct path of a volcanic eruption and he would calmly take his time deciding in which direction it would be most prudent to move—oh, I daresay it is just as well! Two of us so impatient would scarcely endure. I, in my unrestrained haste to be getting somewhere, would doubtless go running headlong into the stream of molten lava and there would be an end of me. No one could condone such selfish folly as that.’


  ‘No, indeed,’ said Charlotte, gravely.


  ‘Well, and I am not condoning it! Only I cannot escape the feeling that you who are naturally patient do not always understand what it is to be pulled along by the strings of impulsiveness … only think how much easier this period must be for one of Edward’s disposition to endure than one of mine!’


  ‘Easier? No! How? His emotions run just as deep as yours. It is only that by reason of his sex he is more sober, more cautious, as a man must be. He takes care to cover up what you do not object to show. You cannot doubt but that he eats his heart out for you? And reflect that he is the one who must be out in the world—away from his home, from everything that is dear and familiar! I cannot think that that is very easy.’


  ‘No, and I cannot think that it is any very great hardship.’ Kate had gone beyond the stage of mollification. ‘I would scarcely say that working in the next village constitutes being out in the world, but at least what it does constitute is a change of scene. If it serves no other purpose, it must at least serve to break the sameness of it all. Only think how full is Edward’s life compared to mine! He not only goes out into the world but has his work to attend to—fresh people to meet! What do I have to attend to, save the same things I have been attending to every day for the past more years than I care to remember? Whom do I meet, save the same dreary people—always excepting yourself!—in the same dreary places talking the same wearisome tittle-tattle as they have been talking all their lives long? It is all very well for Edward, but I do not mind admitting that there are moments when I am almost tempted to commit some act of violence!’


  For just a second, Charlotte looked shocked; but then, with anxious solicitude, she said: ‘Maybe when you have paid this visit to your papa’s relative you will feel a little better. It will at least break the sameness.’


  ‘Oh, it will break the sameness!’ said Kate. ‘But it is hardly very likely to set any wheels of change in motion … I assure you I do not anticipate anything in the least beneficial coming out of it.’


  
Chapter Two


  Donnington Court was situated in Hampshire, some few miles outside the town of Winchester. It may well have cost its owner a fortune, but Kate was not impressed—perhaps she had no intention to be so. She had come with the determination not to be pleased, and pleased therefore she would not be. The park itself she admitted to be well enough (though she saw no sign of any deer, and still less of peacocks): it was the house which failed to charm. Her passion was for the Jacobean, of which Westbrook, though modest in size, was a splendid example. Donnington, with its spacious layout and profusion of windows, with its columns and its colonnades and the broad white sweep of its marble steps, struck her as pretentious. She found it altogether too new, too bright, too brash. If this was the modern style, she did not care for it. It might dazzle the eyes, but what was that to the purpose when the sensibilities were grated?


  As to the inhabitants, she found them not much more to her liking than the house. The baron himself, prematurely condemned to a life of invalidism by the increasing severity of an asthmatic condition which kept him confined to his chair, sat shrivelled and shrunk, but nonetheless autocratic, saying very little yet all the time regarding Kate in a curiously speculative fashion from beneath hooded lids. She found his fixed stare both impertinent and disconcerting, and though boldly returning it—for did she not have as much pride as he?—could not altogether prevent an angry flush from invading her cheek. She only wished she might possess some of Harriet’s effrontery, for Harry would almost certainly have spoken out, but the habit of control was too strong; she said nothing, and stoically endured. As it was, her papa, whilst not perhaps sinking so low as to creep, nevertheless accorded his aristocratic relative decidedly more in the way of deference than in Kate’s view was strictly necessary. There was surely a line to be drawn between common courtesy on the one hand and cringing servility on the other? One might be ordinarily polite without abasing oneself. She hated to see the father whom she had so long been accustomed to regard with filial affection and respect make a nothing of himself before one who had only his rank to commend him. If not precisely cringing for her parent, there were moments when she felt distinctly uncomfortable.


  The other two members of the company who sat down to what was—Kate could not but acknowledge it—a most excellent dinner, consisting as it did of numerous courses, including such hitherto untasted delicacies as Italian truffles and croquettes of game smothered in a rich cream sauce, were a Miss Tattersall and a Mr. Hugh Standen. The former, a depressed-looking female of advanced years, dressed in purple crape, contributed little to the gaiety of the occasion beyond every now and again giving vent to a shuddering sigh and pushing away her plate with the food half-eaten. Since neither Lord Ringwood nor Mr. Standen took the least particle of notice, Kate could only assume that it was in accord with the lady’s normal behaviour. Exactly who or what she was was not made clear. She had something of the humble mien of the dependent relative or paid companion, and might perhaps have been either; but since no one took the trouble to make a proper introduction, Kate very soon gave up the trouble of attempting to place her.


  It was Mr. Standen who chiefly maintained the flow of the conversation, civilly addressing questions to herself and her father, inquiring after their journey, the state of the roads between Basingstoke and Winchester, the number of hours it had taken them to come here. There could be no difficulty in placing him, for he referred to Lord Ringwood as ‘my uncle’, though whether he was permanently in residence at Donnington or merely on a visit Kate could not immediately ascertain. Only when he began casually to speak of ‘certain improvements’ which ‘my uncle’ had in mind for the Park—intimating that he should be the one to supervise their carrying out—did she come to the conclusion that Donnington was his home and he in a position of some privilege there. He was a young man of perhaps six- or seven-and-twenty, well set up, with a pleasing rather than handsome countenance, and a manner which successfully managed to be solemn without ever descending into pomposity.


  Kate liked him from the beginning, in spite of all pre-determined resolutions that she should hate everyone and everything to do with the place. A little mental matchmaking was inevitable … here was the very husband for Charlotte! She had long been on the look-out for such a one. He must needs be serious, high-minded, a man of principles: she felt certain that Mr. Standen was all of these, and more. It remained only to discover whether he was still single, but from the fact of his making no reference to either wife or family it seemed reasonably safe to assume that such must be the case. Already, in her mind, she was revolving schemes of introduction.


  She left the table with Miss Tattersall and they repaired together to a lofty drawing-room (too lofty: how could one ever expect to be comfortable in such a vast expanse of space?) where Miss Tattersall, seating her angular frame upon the extreme edge of a sofa and waving her hand in a vague direction ceilingwards, said: ‘There is a pianoforte somewhere about if you should care to play upon it.’ Kate looked, but in vain; and in any case, ‘I am afraid I do not perform at all pleasingly. My friend Miss Knight is the one for piano playing. She will rattle off airs by the hour together.’ Miss Tattersall said nothing to this, but only gave one of her quivering sighs and lapsed again into her former silence, from which she showed all the signs of not a second time emerging. She had evidently said as much as she intended saying that evening. Kate was just beginning rather desperately to wonder how, without the aid of either occupation or discourse, she was to pass the time until the rest of the party should join them, when to her unspeakable relief the doors were opened and Mr. Standen was there.


  ‘I thought it discreet to leave my uncle and your papa alone together.’ He crossed to her side with a step that was firm, yet not crushing. (She was pleased to note it: when her brother Tom went on the march every ornament and window for half a mile around was made to shudder.) ‘I am sure they have things which they will wish to discuss. I should only obtrude. Besides’ (in a low voice) ‘I fear our poor Miss Tattersall is not the best of company. She is of a most melancholy disposition, alas! It is a thousand pities my cousin Ludovic is not able to join us, she is always more inclined towards cheerfulness when he is around.’


  Kate looked at him, inquiringly. ‘Your cousin Ludovic?’


  ‘Yes, indeed! He is quite one of her favourites. She becomes almost talkative when he is here.’


  ‘Then I am sure,’ agreed Kate, gravely, ‘that it is much to be regretted if he is not. You will have to excuse me, however! I am not perfectly certain, when you say your cousin—’


  ‘Lord Ringwood’s son! Had no one told you? I beg your pardon! That was remiss of me. I had too readily assumed that you must know.’


  ‘I am afraid not. My ignorance is almost total.’


  ‘Then that is even more remiss! There is nothing worse than to be coming into a house where one is left in uncertainty and obliged to guess at the relationship of this person to that. Let me at once set matters to rights! Ludovic is my uncle’s son and heir—his only son. Miss Tattersall is one of his relatives on his mother’s side, I am his cousin on his father’s—my father being Lord Ringwood’s younger brother, and the only sibling that he had, so you see the family tree is far from complex! Your papa, as I understand it, is a second cousin to Lord Ringwood? Which must make us, unless I much mistake the business, second cousins once removed?’


  ‘Or some such thing,’ said Kate.


  ‘Or some such thing! How inexcusable that in all this time we should never have met! My uncle, you must know, is somewhat of a recluse, but that need not have stopped me. I can only plead, on my own behalf, that as a schoolboy one scarcely pays any heed to such matters, and that as a grown man I have had my hands so fully occupied with the affairs of Donnington that any form of social activity has quite gone by the board.’


  ‘You live here all the time, I conjecture?’


  ‘Oh, yes! I am quite a permanent fixture. I have been here ever since I was a heedless schoolboy—ever since my parents died and my uncle was kind enough to take me in. If at moments I should appear a trifle proprietorial in my manner, therefore, you must forgive me … it is for that very reason! I have been here at Donnington so long the place has become almost more of a home to me than it is to Ludovic. He did not return here until he was almost eighteen. It has made it somewhat—difficult—for him to settle down.’


  She could suppose that it might. ‘To be leaving behind I him all the excitements of a life lived abroad—’


  ‘Yes; even I could not claim that life at Donnington is exciting. It has its compensations, however. It is just that he has not been able to find them.’
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