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1913

Alice Hawthorn had never been so happy, and not in her seventeen years past nor surely in the seventeen to come could she be this happy again.

To London! She was going to London by railway train; rushing and thundering through six counties to a city which was to her only a far-away fairy tale. Not that she didnt know all there was to know about that city. Miss Julia had spoken often of the parks and the genteel folk who strolled through them, and the shops  streets and streets of them  and theatres and music halls and squares of townhouses. Oh, and people everywhere and the King and Queen reigning over half the world!

She wriggled deeper into the feathers of the mattress and pulled the blankets high over her ears. She was so happy she was afraid, for sure as anything could Fate snatch back her happiness. Fate always had, ever since she could remember. That was why she had hurried to tell it to the rooks, for not until she had told it, shared it, could this happiness be safely hers to keep. It was important the rooks should know. Rooks kept confidences and held secrets safe. You told them all: of birthings and dying, of sorrow and joy and hopes and fears. You always told them.

Rooks, its Alice here. She had stood, eyes closed, beneath the tallest tree in the wood, leaning against the trunk as though to link herself to the black birds that nested in it and wheeled and cawed above it. You know me. Im sewing-maid at Rowangarth and Im to go to London with Miss Julia and Im that excited I shall burst if I dont tell someone 

She had almost gone on to tell them about Tom Dwerryhouse but had decided against it, though heaven only knew why. Tom and Alice. Even their names seemed to fit; sounded so right together that it sent a glow of contentment from the tip of her nose to the tips of her toes. Tom, the under-keeper with whom she was walking out  well, almost walking out. Tom who was tall and twenty-two and had fair hair and blue eyes and a smile that completely transformed a face inclined to seriousness.

She was glad he was clean-shaven, because when he kissed her  and one day very soon now he would  she didnt want it to be spoiled. Cousin Reuben had a moustache and hed kissed her cheek the day he visited Aunt Bella with whom she once lived. She couldnt have been more than eight at the time, but the memory of that prickly kiss lived on through the years. Reuben wasnt really her cousin, though she called him that out of politeness, and because he was old.

She smiled, closing her eyes. Shed been on her way to Reubens cottage the day she met Tom  and all because of a lovable, lolloping dog whod caused more trouble in the few months hed been at Rowangarth than two dogs in two lifetimes.

Off you go, boy, she had whispered, slipping his lead, smiling as he hurtled into the green deeps of the wood, and hardly had she placed a hand on Reubens garden gate when she heard a roar so enraged that the whole of Rowangarth must have heard it, too.

Drat you, dog, you great daft animal! Therell not be a game-bird left in this wood! The man who strode towards her carried a shotgun over his right arm, his other hand firmly grasping the collar of a bewildered spaniel. Does this creature belong to you?

N-no, but hes with me. Alice gazed up into eyes deep with anger. He belongs to Mr Giles and he isnt a creature. Hes called Morgan and whats more hes got every right to run where he pleases, she ended, breathlessly defiant.

This was him, it had to be: the new under-keeper whose coming not two weeks ago had sent housemaids and kitchenmaids for miles around into a tizzy of delight; the man who had been so ohd and ahd over at table that Mrs Shaw had been obliged to tell them to stop their foolish talk, and if he were as tall and broad and good to look at as they made out, didnt it stand to reason hed be married, or at the very least promised?

That animal runs where I say he can, and where Ive got pheasants sitting on eggs, he isnt welcome. There wont be a bird to show for it come October if he frightens the hens off the nests. And Morgan? What sort of a name is that for a dog, will you tell me?

Its the name Mr Giles chose. Alice tilted her chin.

And this was Mr Giless wood, like all the woods on the estate, or his as made no matter with his elder brother away in India. And whats more, I think Morgan suits him!

So it does. A daft name for a daft dog, and likely you arent responsible for an animal not your own. But Ive bother enough with hawks and magpies taking chicks and eggs: I can do well without that animal adding to my troubles. Now do you understand me, miss?

But I always walk him here. Her mouth drooped at the corners.

Not any more you cant, so best keep him near the house; trees enough for him there. Or you could let him run in the big meadow  if he isnt afraid of cows, that is.

He threw back his head and his laugh showed white, even teeth, and made her want to laugh with him. But she refused to give him the pleasure, for even though there was no denying that all she had heard whispered about him was true  he was as handsome as the devil  she tilted her chin still higher, for the new keeper was bossy and full of his own importance. Taking the lead from her pocket she murmured, Come on home, Morgan. They wouldnt stay where they werent welcome. She would call on Reuben tomorrow and, anyway, it was almost time for tea.

Servants tea at Rowangarth, when the big brown pot was set beside the kitchen range to warm and Mrs Shaw presided over bread and jam and fruit cake, was a happy time; the kitchen a haven of laughter and warmth where Alice Hawthorn could forget this slight.

Bid you good day, she had murmured in her most ladylike voice, deliberately refraining from using his name, though she knew it to be Tom Dwerryhouse. Everyone had known it; even the servants over at the Place.

Now she poked her nose out of the blankets to let go a sigh of relief, grateful that her hoity-toity behaviour hadnt frightened Tom off for good. And well it might have, she admitted, had it not been for Morgan and his disorderly ways, for to Tom a dog so undisciplined was a challenge, a creature to be taught its place. And she had to admit that no dog shed ever known was as tiresome and unbiddable as a spaniel called Morgan  and no dog so lovable. She would miss him when she went to London.

London, she whispered into the darkness. So far away that the journey could take hours and hours and they would have to eat luncheon on the train from a picnic basket, Miss Julia said. And when they arrived at Kings Cross station it would be she, Alice, who would call a porter with a raising of her forefinger and the slightest inclination of her head and instruct him to procure a cab for them. He would place their luggage on his trolley  Miss Julia would have three cases at least, as well as a hatbox and a travelling bag  and wheel it to the cab rank. Already Alice had been well-schooled by Miss Clitherow, the tall, thin housekeeper whose back was as straight as a ramrod and who carried her head so high that when she looked at anyone it seemed she was looking down her nose at them. The housekeeper, if she consented to let a body get to know her, was a kind, lonely woman who was neither below stairs nor above and had long since learned that to keep herself to herself was by far the best solution.

Yet she had taken to Alice, right from the day the nervous girl of almost fourteen had presented herself in her ill-fitting clothes and too-big boots for the close scrutiny of Rowangarths housekeeper; had found the girls innocence and candour pleasant after some of the pert, badly spoken young women she had interviewed. Without hesitation she had given the position of under-housemaid to the brown-eyed child who came without references but with a glowing report of her docility from the aunt who had brought her up and from Reuben Pickering, head keeper at Rowangarth, related to the girl through a niece, once removed. And though she was never to know it, it had been on Miss Clitherows recommendation that she was accompanying her employers daughter to London, and the well-instructed Alice knew exactly how a ladys maid behaved; exactly how much money she should carry in her coat pocket and how much to tip  if the service had been good, that was. Because a lady like Miss Julia never called a porter or a cab, or stooped to ask the cabman how much, Miss Clitherow stressed, let alone proffered a tip. It was why a lady never travelled without a maidservant or chaperon. It was why, Alice exulted, she was going to London in two days time and, even though it would part her from Tom for almost a fortnight, she wouldnt have missed it for all the tea in China or, to be fair to Rowangarth, in India!

To the mews off Montpelier Place, she would tell the cab driver in a softly spoken, genteel way; to the Knightsbridge home of Miss Anne Lavinia Sutton, maiden aunt to Robert, Giles and Julia, elder sister of the late Sir John of Rowangarth, God rest him, who had gone to his Maker before his time and at great speed: at fifty-eight miles an hour, to be fatally exact.

Alice closed her eyes, willing herself to sleep. Tomorrow she must be up early, for there was unfinished work in the sewing-room; buttons to sew on Lady Helens tea gown  fifteen of them  and heaven only knew how many darts and tucks her dinner dress needed.

Poor Lady Helen. It would make her sad to wear that long, full gown in lavender slipper-satin. Alice was prepared to bet she would have gone anywhere at all in it rather than to Pendenys Place. After all the long months in mourning for her husband, must she not be dreading this first public engagement for three years, Alice brooded. Wouldnt it have been better had she been able to accept some other, kinder ending to her years of black drapes and widows weeds, for Pendenys was not the friendliest of houses to visit, even at the best of times.

But the Suttons of Pendenys Place were kin to the Suttons of Rowangarth, and it was to kin that a woman turned when her mourning had run its course and she was able to step back into society again  even kin she disliked.

Lady Helen has lost weight, Miss Clitherow remarked to Alice only the week before as together they shook out and pressed the morning dresses and tea dresses and dinner dresses and ball gowns put away for the period of miladys mourning. There would be a lot of work to be done before her sewing-maid went flitting off to London, she suggested pointedly, or where would her ladyship be, after so long in nothing but dreary black and purple? And Alice had fervently agreed and made a mental promise that Lady Helens clothes would all be seen to in good time, for she cared deeply for the mistress of Rowangarth, would always be grateful for the stroke of good fortune that landed her with the Rowangarth Suttons and not the Suttons of Pendenys Place. To have been in service at Pendenys, with the ill-tempered Mrs Clementina and the need always to be on the lookout for young Mr Elliot who thought all servants fair game, would have been unthinkable. She wondered why Lady Helen did not employ her own personal maid; why she preferred the aid of the housekeeper to help her dress and herself, the sewing-maid, to look after her clothes when Mrs Sutton of Pendenys had a ladys maid from France to keep her clothes immaculate and even to style her hair.

Alice sighed, and thought instead of the lace-trimmed, blue-flowered tea gown and the pernickety sewing-on of fifteen shanked buttons in mother-of-pearl. And so fiddling a job was it that she was soundly asleep by the time she had bitten off the cotton attaching button number three.

I heard it whispered, said Mrs Shaw, who stood on a three-legged stool in the servants sitting-room, that you and Tom Dwerryhouse are walking out. She had been longing to ask the question, but had refrained from asking it in public since it was obvious the lass wanted it kept a secret.

Not walking out exactly, Alice whispered from the swinging folds of Mrs Shaws hem. But he does seem to have taken Morgan in hand: sits when hes told, that dog does now, and comes when I call him  or most times he does. And you cant say it isnt an improvement, and not before time, either.

Alice didnt usually sew for Rowangarth staff, it being understood that when she had attended to the needs of her ladyship and Miss Julia, any spare time was spent repairing household linen. But Lady Helen was taking her afternoon rest, Miss Clitherow was away to town on Rowangarth business, and Miss Julia was out bicycling, so no one would be any the wiser if Alice spent a little time pinning up the hem of Cooks newly acquired skirt. And it was, remarked Mrs Shaw, an ill-wind that blew nobody any good because here she was, the recipient of a quality skirt, passed on by a friend in service in Norwich as a direct result of the sinking of the SS Titanic and the late owner of the skirt having no further use for it, so to speak. And more bounty to come. A good winter coat, Mrs Shaw had been promised, and anything else the poor unfortunate ladys executors thought fit to dispose of.

Hes a well set-up young fellow, yon gamekeeper, Mrs Shaw pressed.

Yes, and he likes dogs. Even sees good in Morgan. Alice was not to be drawn. Can make him do anything. Now me  still sets me at defiance, sometimes. Fairly laughs at me  aye, and at Mr Giles, too. Turn round a little to your left 

Was Mr Giles that found him  the dog, I mean. By the side of the road, wasnt it?

It was, Mrs Shaw, and in a terrible state, all battered and bleeding. Wrapped the poor thing in his jacket and carried him to the village, to the veterinary. Vet said the dog had been whipped something cruel, and neglected too, and it looked as if hed run away or been abandoned. Best put the poor creature to sleep, he said.

But there were no bones broken, so Mr Giles brought him back to Rowangarth and him and Reuben got him on his feet again, between them.

Aye. And a nuisance hes been ever since, the spoiled animal, the cook sniffed. For ever knocking things over; always in the kitchen, begging for scraps. And when I go to chase him back upstairs he looks at me with those big eyes. Well, whats a body to do, will you tell me?

Just like Mr Giles to bring him here, though. He dont like animals suffering. Alice removed pins from her mouth. Dont like it when the shooting season starts. Not a one for killing, not really  well, thats what Cousin Reuben said. A waste of two keepers Rowangarth is, though it might have been better if Mr Robert had been here. You can step down now, Mrs Shaw 

She gave her hand to the small, plump cook, who said that now the pinning was done she could see to the sewing herself and thanks for her trouble.

No trouble, Mrs Shaw. And if your friend at Norwich sends you anything else, Ill be glad to help alter them. But tell me about Mr Robert? Why didnt he stay at Rowangarth after his father died? Why did he go back to India when her ladyship needed him here?

Mr Robert? Sir Robert it is now, him having inherited. And as to why he came home from India after Sir John got himself killed and saw to everything and got all the legal side settled then took himself off again with indecent haste leaving his poor mother with the burden of running the estate  She inhaled deeply, not only having said too much for the likes of a cook, but had run out of breath in the saying of it,  beats me, she finished.

But theres Mr Giles here, to see to things. Alice liked Mr Giles. It was one of the reasons she took Morgan for a run every day.

Happen there is, and Im not saying that Mr Giles isnt good and kind and it isnt his fault hes got his nead in a book from morning till night.

Its his brother, though, who should be here, seeing to his inheritance and not bothering with that tea plantation, or whatever it is they call it.

A tea garden, Miss Clitherow says it is, and its tea that keeps this house on its feet, Alice reminded. Tea came every year from Assam; two large chests stamped Premier Sutton and the quality of it unbelievably fine.

Yes, and a tea garden that could well be looked after by a manager and not by the owner, my girl, came the pink-cheeked retort. But its my belief 

Yes, Mrs Shaw? Alice whispered, saucer-eyed.

Its my belief theres more to it than tea. More to it than meets the eye. Nodding, she tapped her nose with her forefinger.

A woman?

A woman. Or a lady. Cant be sure. But one hes fond of, or why did he go back to India when his dutys here, now that Sir John is dead and gone? Why doesnt he marry her and bring her back here as his wife, eh?

You dont think shes a married lady!

A married woman. corrected Mrs Shaw from the doorway, and if you ever repeat a word of what Ive just said 

Not a word. Not one word, Mrs Shaw. And Ill be off, now, to give Morgan his run. And maybe see Tom, and perhaps discover where he would be working tonight, for gamekeepers worked all hours, especially when there were pheasants and partridges to see to, and poachers to look out for. See you at teatime, Mrs Shaw.

Oooh! Young Sir Robert and a married woman! And him in love with her, or so it would seem. But it was easy to fall in love, Alice acknowledged, thinking about Tom and how far theyd come since that first stormy meeting. Very easy indeed.

Reuben Pickering spooned sugar into the mug of tea then handed it to the young man who sat opposite at the fireside. He was pleased enough with the underling who had recently come to Rowangarth and who, if he behaved himself, would one day be given the position of head keeper. When he, Reuben, had presided over his last shoot, that was, and snared his last rabbit and shot his last magpie, and gone to live in one of the almshouses on the edge of the estate; in the tiny houses where all Rowangarth servants ended their days, were they of a mind to. And when that day came, young Dwerryhouse would leave the bothy where he lived and come to this very cottage with his wife, like as not  a thought that prompted him to say, Kitchen talk has it that you and young Alice are walking out.

Then talk has got it wrong, Reuben.

So when you meet her this afternoon itll be by accident and not by design? Trifling with the lass, are you then?

Trifling? No. But what do you know  He stopped, eyebrow quizzing.

Know that whenever she brings that dog of Mr Giless along the woodland path you always seem to be there, checking nests or just plain hanging about!

Its the only way I can see her, Tom coloured. Shes like a dandelion seed, is Alice Hawthorn. You think youve got her, then puff, shes away. But I didnt know thered been talk, for theres nothing to tell, he shrugged.

Didnt hear it from gossip  not exactly, Reuben chuckled. Hadnt he seen the pair of them; seen them often? It hadnt been all that difficult. A gamekeeper learns quickly to move like the shadow of a passing cloud; learns to drift in and out of sunlight dapples and to tread carefully and soft-like, so that neither beasts nor poachers know hes there, watching or waiting or following. Fond of the lass are you, Tom?

That I am, though Ive held my tongue. Wouldnt do to tell her. Ive a feeling shes a lass that might be easily frightened off.

So you havent even kissed her?

That I have not! The head jerked up and blue eyes blazed, staring into Reubens paler ones, growing dim with age. Though it was more fool him, Tom silently admitted, for Alices mouth was made for kissing, her tiny waist for cuddling, and that pretty, pert nose made him want her all the more when she tilted it, all hoity-toity.

Then best you get a move on, or youll be beaten to it. By the son of Rowangarths head gardener for one, who was serving out his time at Pendenys Place, or by the young red-haired coachman for another. Well, if youve got decent and gentlemanly intentions towards her, that is, he added solemnly, him being related to Alice in a roundabout way and therefore responsible for her because of it.

You think I dont know it? But I cant seem to make any headway. Shes a fey one.

So are all lasses. They play you along like a fish on a line till theyre ready to pull you in. Unless, said Reuben, placing a log on the fire, you show her you mean business.

And how am I to do that? She tells me nothing; doesnt even talk about her family nor where she comes from; no, nor even if she has a young man back home. Wont give me a straight answer.

Nor will she, Tom. She has no family  save for me and my niece Bella. It was Bella took on the rearing of Alice when she was nobbut a bairn  and did it with bad grace, an all. Manys the time that woman nearly packed the lass off to the workhouse. Well, stood to reason, didnt it; another mouth to feed on nothing but charity. Had her for seven years and begrudged every mouthful the bairn ate. Mean, my niece is.

Poor little Alice, Tom said softly. To lose her folk, and her so young 

Younger than you think. Only a babe of two when her mam died, so her father left her with his mother and went off to be a soldier, the barmpot, and got himself killed at Ladysmith. And the old granny didnt last long after that, neither, so Alice was farmed out again.

An orphan at three, Tom frowned. Shes never known a childhood. Not like his own. Not a growing-up secure in the care of parents and a brother and two sisters to fight and squabble with and stand solid against the rest of the world with. Never known anything, really, but charity.

Aye, and charity thats given grudging is a cold thing, and as soon as the lass was old enough she came here, into service. The only good thing that woman did for Alice was getting me to speak for her to Miss Clitherow, or she might have ended up with the wrong Suttons; might have gone to that martinet over at Pendenys Place. And heaven help any lass that ends up there  especially one thats bonny to look at. The Place Suttons have no breeding, see? Brass, yes; background, no. Not the right background, any road. Like all servants who were fortunate enough to end up with a family of quality, Reuben was a snob, and looked down on the Suttons at the Place.

Now the Suttons here at Rowangarth  the Garth Suttons  have breeding. Goes back hundreds of years. Pedigree. Thats what counts. Reuben knew all about pedigree, from gun dogs upwards. So be sure to give Pendenys as wide a berth as you can, lad, for even their head keeper is crooked as they come and feathering his nest.

But shes all right now? Tom didnt care about the Pendenys Suttons. All he wanted was to talk about Alice Hawthorn who had scarcely been out of his thoughts since the afternoon he met her. Alice seems happy enough at Rowangarth.

Oh my word, yes. A different young lady, these days. And done well for herself. Her mother was a dressmaker, so Im told, and Alice seems to have inherited her skills. Shes sewing-maid, now, and answers to nobody but Miss Clitherow  and Lady Helen, of course. And hers going to London, maiding Miss Julia. To London, and her not eighteen till June. All that way away when most folk never strayed beyond the Riding, let alone set foot outside of Yorkshire. Ah, well, he consulted his pocket-watch, checking it with the ponderously ticking mantel-clock, if youve finished your sup of tea wed best get on with the rounds. You take the woodland and Ill see to the rearing field.

Right, Mr Pickering. Tom jumped instantly to his feet, giving the older man his full title, which was only polite once in a while. Theres still a few nests not hatched out yet.

Nests? Reuben chuckled, eyeing the fast disappearing back, when Alice and that Morgan dog should be walking the woodland? Always did, wet or dry, before servants tea. And to be hoped when the lad met her he talked about summat more interesting than dogs and the weather, or hed lose her, sure as eggs was eggs, he would. And Reuben didnt want that to happen, for hed found a lot of good in young Dwerryhouse and he was more than fond of the lass who took the edge off his loneliness and was ever willing to sew on a patch, or a button or two, for an old widower. To have her settled with Tom would please him greatly.

Sure as eggs is eggs, he muttered, pulling on his hat.

Helen, Lady Sutton, sighed deeply and gazed at the lavender dinner dress draped carefully over the bed; at the matching satin shoes, the white silk stockings and the garters laid beside them. She did not want to wear those clothes, for when she had bathed and had her hair pinned and finished the time-consuming ritual of dressing, she would be going to dinner at Pendenys Place and she did not like Pendenys, nor anything about it, nor care overmuch for anyone who lived there  except Edward, that was.

Why the frown, Mother? Julia Sutton slammed shut the door behind her. I told you not to wear the lavender, didnt I? Youre out of mourning now and lavender and mauve and purple are mourning colours and you shouldnt 

Julia! When will you learn to knock on a bedroom door and please, dont ever tell your mother anything! And what do you expect me to wear, newly out of black? Red, should it be, like a music hall soubrette?

Blue would have been lovely. Pa always liked you in blue.

Your papa is no longer here, she whispered, her voice sharp-edged with remembered grief.

No, darling. Sorry. Julia brushed the pale cheek with gentle lips. And the lavender is perfectly acceptable, come to think of it, for a visit to Pendenys. Shall you wear your pearls?

I think not. She didnt want to wear the pearl choker tonight; not her husbands wedding gift. Just the ear-drops, and flowers. Theyre in the pantry now, keeping fresh.

Flowers. She would be wearing Pas flowers, Julia frowned; she should have known it. Her mother had carried orchids as a bride, and thereafter Pa had ordered the cream-coloured beauties to be grown in the orchid house at Rowangarth. No one was to pick them without miladys permission, and no one was ever to wear them but her ladyship. A dashing declaration of love it had been, for though their marriage was arranged, they had loved deeply, too. And she, Julia Sutton, would marry for love or not at all. One day she would find the right man, and at the first meeting of their eyes he would know it and she would know it and 

Darling Mama. She hurried to where her mother sat, dropping to the floor at her feet, resting a cheek on her lap. I know how awful it will be for you without Pa, this coming out into the world again. But Giles will be with you tonight. And I think she meant to be kind, asking you over there when she knew the time was right.

She, Julia? The voice held a hint of reproof.

Aunt Clementina, I mean, only I do so dislike calling her Aunt. It means shes really family 

Which she is, Helen Sutton sighed.

Well, Uncle Edward married her, I suppose, though the poor old love had to, him being 

No one has to do anything. How many times have I told you that?

Then when you say I must marry, can I remind you of what you just said?

I merely meant that Edward married her of his own free will.

And for her money 

Married Clementina Elliot of his own free will, Julia, and what else was he to do? What else is a second son whose expectations are nil to do?

Hm. I suppose Giles will have to do the same, poor pet  marry for money, I mean.

Your brother, I hope, will eventually love where money lies. It would be to his advantage were his wife to have some means of her own.

I dont think Giles will ever marry, Julia shrugged. Its a pity he cant go to Cambridge. Hed be happy, there. Why must he stay here, just because Robert is too selfish to 

Julia! You mustnt speak of your brother in that way. Helen Sutton rose swiftly to her feet and strode to the window. Mention of her eldest son always agitated her  and the secrecy he wrapped around himself; his selfishness in returning to India.

Why mustnt I? She was at her mothers side in an instant. You know he should have stayed here after Pa died. Why should Giles have all the bother of Rowangarth when it wont ever be his? Why cant Robert come home and marry and do whats expected of him? Why? Will you tell me?

Because your brother is his own master. Because hes a grown man and 

Then why doesnt he act like one? Hes needed here, now, but hes oceans away, growing tea.

Tea keeps Rowangarth going  and besides, Robert loves India. They were on dangerous ground and her daughter, Helen Sutton was forced to acknowledge, was altogether too blunt for her own good. And I dont wish to talk about Robert.

No. Nor his love for India  though Ill bet anything you like that isnt what her name is!

Julia! I will not  Her voice trailed away into despair and she covered her face with her hands as if to block out the conversation.

Mama! Im sorry. You know I didnt mean to hurt you. And I know its just three years since Pa went and I shouldnt be talking like this because youre the dearest mother anyone could wish for. You know I didnt mean what I said.

I know you didnt. But could we talk about tonight instead? Could I tell you how much Id rather stay home  how much Id rather do anything than accept Clemmy Suttons hospitality. Her lavish, ostentatious hospitality; her patronizing of the Garth Suttons, who were poor compared to the Suttons of Pendenys. Why did they irritate her so when it was obvious to anyone that jealousy was at the root of Clementinas discontent; because not all the money in the Riding could buy the one thing she  and yes, her father, too  coveted above all else and would never, could never possess.

She had come to Edward Sutton, that only child of an Ironmaster, with nothing to commend her but her fathers riches, knowing she was tolerated but not accepted by the county society into which she had married. Her father was in trade  it was as simple as that, and Clementina was considered to be as vulgar as the house her fathers money had built. An obscenity in stone and slate was Pendenys Place; a flat-roofed, castellated building that had set out to be a gentlemans house and ended up believing itself a castle, so much pride and defiance had gone into it. For old Nathan Elliots imagination had run wild when he built his daughters house, and the architect, being young and ambitious and extremely poor, had not gainsaid his patron.

Pendenys boasted a butler, a housekeeper, two footmen and many servants, most of them young and poorly paid. It stood out like a great grey scab on the beautiful countryside, the only thing to commend it being that it could not be seen from the windows of Rowangarth.

Pendenys Place stood brash on a hilltop, a defiant monument to the pride of a self-made man, lashed by wind and rain and still not one iota mellowed by them.

Helen Sutton signed, becoming aware that her daughters eyes regarded her with an openness she had come to expect, a frankness that was a part of her.

Is something wrong? She drew her fingers across her cheek. A smut?

No, dearest. Whilst you were miles away, thinking, I was thinking how beautiful you are and wondering why Im not in the least bit like you. Why she had not inherited the fineness of her mothers bones, her clear blue eyes, her thick, corn-yellow hair.

Not like me? And you arent like your father, either. I think you favour your aunt Sutton, child. You have her independence and her courage. But dont grow into an old maid like she is, because you have your own special beauty, though you wont admit it.

Why do you freeze men out, Julia? Because you do, you know. Sometimes I think you go out of your way to do it.

I know I do. But its only because the right man hasnt come along yet, and you did say, you and Pa, that youd never interfere and let me marry where I wished. And I shall know him, when we meet. Ill know him at once, so dont worry about me. Lets talk about tonight, shall we, and Aunt Clemmy and her awful Elliot?

Must we? Helen Sutton shuddered. She intensely disliked her brother-in-laws elder son; wondered why a stop hadnt been put to his extravagant ways, his drinking and his women. And especially to his whoring.

Blushing, she checked herself at once. She had allowed herself to think a word no lady should even know. But whoring  and there was no other word for it  and Elliot Sutton were synonymous, and she would rather her daughter entered a convent than marry a man with so dreadful a reputation. Must we talk about Clementina and her everlasting complaining about the cost of servants and the amount they eat?

Perhaps not.

Nor about her son who is no better than  than he ought to be.

Elliot  I suppose you cant entirely blame him for being as he is. Julia Sutton was nothing if not fair. After all, his father spends his time buying books and reading books. I think Uncle Edward loves learning better than he loves his son, and you cant, as Mrs Shaw is always saying, make a silk purse out of a sows ear. Elliot cant ever be a gentleman with a mother like Aunt Clemmy. Shes common!

That is unfair! And Mrs Shaw shouldnt say things like that, Helen gasped, though her eyes were bright with mischief and her lips struggled against a smile. And hadnt her John always said that a man could choose his friends, but his relations he was stuck with and must make the best of.

So tonight she would try her best to be kind to Clemmy and her eldest son. She would wear her almost-out-of-mourning gown because it would be expected of her, and she would take the arm of her younger son for support and wear Johns orchids with love.

Tomorrow it would be all over, and she could pick up the threads of her shattered life and face the world alone. And tomorrow, too, she would wave a smiling goodbye to Julia and Hawthorn and do nothing that would cast the least sadness on their great adventure.

Lets talk about London, she smiled.

So whats this, Alice Hawthorn? You dog-walking again tonight, an all? The young keepers face so reflected his pleasure that he even forgot to reprimand her for bringing a dog to the rearing field, where coops and runs for game chicks stood in orderly rows. Thought Mr Giles usually gave him his late-night run? He bent to pat Morgans head and fondle his ears and the spaniel whimpered with delight and wagged his tail so furiously that his rump wagged with it. Gone out, has he?

Gone out with her ladyship, and Miss Julias away into Holdenby for supper at the vicarage, so Cook said staff could eat cold tonight and I wasnt needed to help out. She finished, aware she was blushing furiously on account of her being here, because Reuben had told her when she passed his gate that Tom was in the rearing field shutting up the coops for the night, and that if she hurried she might just catch him there.

Dont know what you mean, shed said, all airy-fairy as she strolled past, but she had run like the wind the moment she was out of sight of the cottage, desperate to see him. They were leaving for London early tomorrow morning, and if she didnt see him tonight, she had thought despairingly, she didnt know how she would live out fourteen days away from him.

There now. Thats the last of them done. He placed a board against the slats of the coop, leaning a brick against it. Ill walk you back, if youd like.

You dont have to, Tom 

No trouble. Its on my way to the bothy. He smiled again. Come on now, Morgan. Keep to heel, he said in the stern voice he kept for the dog, nodding his satisfaction as the spaniel did exactly as it was told. So Lady Helen is visiting? Gone to Pendenys, so the coachman told me

Mm. Sad for her, isnt it, without Sir John? And she looked so beautiful tonight. We all stood in the hall to see her go  and so shed know we wished her well, poor lady.

There was Cook and Tilda from the kitchen, and Bess. And Mary who waits at table, and me. And Miss Clitherow gave her a hand downstairs. That frock has a bit of a train on it, so she had to walk very straight, and careful. And proud, Alice thought, with her lovely head held high. She smiled when she saw us, Tom, and we all gave her a curtsey, though she dont ever expect it. Not like one she could mention who  though she wasnt a lady and never would be, Cook said  had her servants bobbing up and down like corks in a bucket.

Not a lot of staff at Rowangarth, Tom offered his hand at the woodland stile. Not for a gentlemans house, I mean.

Happen not, but we manage. After all, Sir Roberts in India, Miss Julias no trouble at all and Mr Giles is as often as not shut up in the library. And with her ladyship being so long in mourning and her not going out or receiving callers or giving parties  well, we havent been overworked, exactly.

Do you remember what it was like at Rowangarth, Alice, before Sir John was killed? I reckon thered be some fine old shoots, here on the estate?

Alice didnt know about the shooting, she said, but she remembered one or two parties.

Theyd just had their silver wedding when the master was taken. My, there was half the Riding at that do. But Id only been here a couple of months, then the house went into mourning when Sir John was killed.

A motor accident, wasnt it?

Aye, and all the fault of King Edward and his speeding. All because the King had driven at sixty miles an hour, would you believe, along the Brighton road. After that, every motor owner had donned cap and gloves and goggles and tried his damnedest to do the same. But the Prince of Wales  theyd hardly got used to calling him King when he died  had waited so long to get his throne, Cook said, that he lived life fast and furious as if hed known hed get less than ten years out of his crowning. Sir John tried to drive faster than the King, you see, and skidded at a bend, and 

And thats why her ladyship wont have a motor, Tom finished, matter-of-factly.

Thats why. And Mr Giles and Miss Julia both able to drive and desperate for motors of their own and not daring to buy one. Miss Sutton in London has a motor  its at Aunt Suttons house well be staying when were in London. Oh, whod have thought it? Someone like me maiding Miss Julia!

And what do you mean by that?

Well, someone  ordinary.

But you arent ordinary, Alice Hawthorn. He stopped, resting his hands on her shoulders, turning her to face him. Youre extraordinary pretty, to my way of thinking.

Pretty? Her eyes met his and she felt trapped and excited and peculiar, all at the same time. Oh, but Im not! If youd wanted to see what pretty is, you should have seen her ladyship tonight. So lovely she was, and all shining in satin. And no jewels at all, cept for her earrings. And her orchids, Tom; her own special orchids, all creamy-white, same as she carried to her wedding to Sir John.

They were special between them, those orchids. Oh, mustnt it have been wonderful, them loving like that  and romantic, to be given orchids. But listen to me going all soft. No one will ever give me orchids, she sighed.

Happen not, pretty girl, but it isnt all women are suited to orchids, and you are one of them. You, lass, are more in keeping with  he bent to pluck some of the flowers that grew wild in the grass at their feet, smiling as he tilted her chin  to these. Youre a buttercup girl, Alice. All fresh and shining you are, so hold yourself still so I can see if you like butter. He held one of the flowers to her throat and smiled at the golden glow that shone from the whiteness of her skin. Oh, aye, youre a buttercup girl, and no mistake.

I am? She closed her eyes because his mouth was only a kiss away and she had wanted so long for him to kiss her.

That you are. Let them keep their fine flowers, Alice. Ill give you buttercups, my lovely lass, and theyll be more special between us than the rarest orchid that ever grew.

He touched her lips gently with his own and fire and ice ran through and left her shaking and afraid to open her eyes lest he should see what shone there. And when he gathered her to him it was like a homecoming, and she lifted her arms and wrapped them gently around his neck because it was the only way she knew to tell him that she would like to be kissed again.

Youre my girl, arent you, Alice?

He had never expected it would be like this; never thought he would feel tenderness for her along with his wanting, nor once imagined he would feel like throttling with his own hands any man who threatened to harm her innocence.

Im your girl, Tom 

So were walking out steady, now, and youll sit by me in church?

When Im back from London.

Then look at me, and tell me so.

Tom? All at once it was easy and she looked smiling into his eyes and whispered, Im your girl, Tom Dwerryhouse, and I love you. There now, does that suit you?

It does, sweetheart. It suits me very nicely. His eyes loved her as he handed her the buttercups. Very nicely indeed.

She closed her eyes again and sighed tremulously. In her lonely youth she had longed for this; yearned to be close to someone, and special. Not so long ago she had been so happy about London she had told the rooks she was fit to burst of it, but this was different. This was even better than happiness. Tonight, Tom had kissed her, and she was loved.
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London seethed and shimmered and sang with magic: nothing but houses in streets and terraces and squares; trees in May leaf and parks pink and white with blossom; elegant ladies and elegant shops; costermongers yelling their fruit for sale; motors honking, and cab drivers shaking their whips at motors for frightening their horses and oh, just everything.

I said youd like London, didnt I, Hawthorn?

Oh, yes. She did, now that she had become as off-hand about it as Miss Julia; used to the size and the speed and the sound of it and learned to keep out of the way of motor drivers and cab drivers, all determined to run her over. Already they had window-gazed and walked in Hyde Park and St Jamess Park and visited Westminster Abbey and stood, shaking with excitement, at the gates of Buckingham Palace  though not so much as a glimpse of the King and Queen had there been. And now they sat, feet aching from the London pavements, in the kitchen of Aunt Suttons tiny, tucked-away house, eating sandwiches and drinking tea and discussing where to go tonight.

We mustnt waste money on theatres and things, Hawthorn. A lot of London is free, if you know where to go. Soon we shall take a trip on the Underground, but tonight we must try to find a meeting.

A meeting, miss? Alice frowned, all the while thinking fearfully of trains that hurtled through dark tubes dug deep beneath London.

You know what kind of meeting.

She knew, but like riding on a tube train, Alice was determined not to think too much about it, though it wasnt any use ignoring the fact that Miss Julia was looking for a political meeting  a Votes-for-Women meeting  and if Lady Helen ever got to hear about it thered be no end of a to-do.

Take care of my daughter, Hawthorn. Dont let her lead you a dance, shed said as they left Rowangarth, but when Alice thought about it, there wasnt a lot a sewing-maid could do if her young mistress was set on going to one of those meetings; nothing, save go along with her because that, really, was why she was in London. But downright ridiculous it was, and a waste of time, because what would a woman do with a vote, even supposing she got one? At least that was what Cook wanted to know when they talked, one teatime, about the suffragettes whod been sent to prison for causing an affray and had straight away refused all food. And the prison warders were compelled to force-feed them  for their own good  which couldnt have been very pleasant, Alice remembered thinking.

Force-feed, Tilda scathingly remarked. Isnt nobody can make you eat if you dont let your throat swallow.

Happen not. But they force a tube down your throat, Cook had retorted, red-cheeked, then they pour slops down it, so youd be forced to eat. Force-feed, see? Thats what they mean by it.

Meeting, miss? Alice closed her mind to the horror. One of Mrs Pankhursts meetings? I dont think her ladyship would like that, nor Miss Sutton.

But my mother isnt here, nor Aunt Sutton.

No. Nor Miss Suttons maid, either. Indeed, they were alone in this house  apart from the cleaning woman who came mornings. It was unheard of, Alice brooded. Lady Helen would never have allowed the London trip had she known her sister-in-laws live-in maid would be away in Bristol for a family wedding, and staying on there for a holiday.

I dont know why Miss Sutton didnt think to mention it to her ladyship  about us being here on our own, I mean.

Nor do I, Julia grinned, but Im glad she thought shed mentioned it. Always forgetful, her fathers elder sister  when it suited her, that was. And you arent going to mention it when we get back home, are you, Hawthorn?

Alice said she wasnt, though she didnt like being a party to deceiving Lady Helen. Suffragette meetings were illegal now; had been since last year when thered been terrible trouble over breaking windows and knocking off policemens helmets and the forced feeding in prison. But Miss Julia was set on going, though if they ran away quickly when the police arrived, then surely no one need be any the wiser.

If we were to find one of those meetings, miss, you wouldnt do anything awful, would you?

Of course I wouldnt. I just want to be there, thats all. Oh, isnt it nice doing exactly as we please and no one at all to boss us about?

Alice had to agree that it was. It was better than nice, in fact, because Miss Julia was no end of a good sport who, since theyd been in London, had treated her almost like an equal. And wasnt she being stupid, Alice asked of her conscience, to start making a to-do about a meeting that might never come about when she was having such a fine time?

Where was the wrong in one forbidden gathering when Miss Julia hadnt so far done anything awful, like meeting a young man or going without a gentleman escort to a music hall, even though she had the spunk to do either had she been of a mind to. Miss Julia had more about her than her brother Giles, who was quiet and bookish. Julia Sutton, it had more than once been remarked upon, should have been born a lad, so much devilment had she in her.

Exactly as we please? We wont be looking for trouble, will we? Well, I am responsible for you and 

You? Responsible for me? Oh, Hawthorn, youre only a child!

Im eighteen! Well she would be, come June.

And I will be twenty-one soon, so it is I who must look after you.

She was right, Alice conceded silently. Not only was Julia Sutton older but she was wiser, too, if you thought how far afield she had been: to Switzerland and France and to London ever so many times; whilst she, Alice Hawthorn, had never set foot outside the Riding until now.

But she was here: just to think how it would be when she got back, with everyone demanding to know what London was like, and gasping and exclaiming when she told them about sitting in a ladies-only first-class compartment, and riding through the crowded London streets to the house of Miss Anne Lavinia Sutton, so near to Hyde Park you could see the tops of the trees from your bedroom window. Indeed, the whole of Holdenby village would be curious about it. The comings and going of the Garth Suttons and the Place Suttons provided a fair proportion of Holdenby gossip  not to mention the goings-on of Mr Elliot Sutton.

What a journey it had been: such speed, and the two of them eating luncheon as the rest of the world rushed past the window of their compartment. It was only the second time Alice had been on a railway train, the first time so long ago that she couldnt recall it at all and had had to take Aunt Bellas word for it. So she wasnt going to say anything about them being alone in Miss Suttons house, nor about trying to find a Votes-for-Women meeting, because these two weeks in London would stay with her for the rest of her life and be brought out fresh and bright when she was old to be lived through again. And the things she would have to tell Tom!

She smiled to remember that night  the buttercup night  and the yellow flowers which now lay carefully wrapped in tissue paper and placed inside her Bible at her favourite place. Luke, Chapter Two: And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger; because there was no room for them in the inn  Toms buttercup, and the Christmas story.

Hawthorn! What are you brooding about now?

I  er  just about what youll be wearing tonight. Best tell me, miss, so I can give it a brush and a press.

Something plain I suppose, and ordinary. Well, I shant want to look frivolous and uncaring, shall I? Women getting the vote is important  to be taken seriously.

And you agree with it, miss  that some women should be given the vote?

Not some women  all women over twenty-one. And not given it. It should be theirs by right.

Yes, miss. Ill put out the blue costume and the pale blue blouse, then?

Whatever you think. And Hawthorn  nothing will happen tonight and, anyway, there mightnt even be a meeting because they dont exactly advertise them now. Wouldnt do to have the police waiting to stop it before it had even started, now would it? So dont look so worried.

All right. There wasnt anything else to say, come to think of it, because tonight something would happen, she was sure of it, though whether good or bad or a mixing of both, she couldnt for the life of her tell. But they would be there, the two of them, at Speakers Corner, hoping to find a meeting. And finding trouble, like as not 

Thank you, Mary. Helen Sutton smiled as the parlourmaid set down a tray bearing afternoon tea.

Is it muffins? Her son lifted the plate cover.

No, it is not. Muffins are consolation for winter, Giles. Its May, now, so its egg-and-cress sandwiches, I hope. Now pour my tea, wont you? I feel like being spoiled today.

What did my sister say in her letter? Giles Sutton demanded, passing the cup.

Julia seems to be having a grand time and says that Hawthorn is, too.

Dear little Hawthorn. I miss her.

Dont you mean that you miss her looking after your dog?

Well, Ive got to admit that Morgan misses her too, but giving him his outings does get me out, once in a while.

I dont know why you spend so much time in that dull old library.

I like it there. He liked the library better than any room in the house: the smell of old books and wax-polished furniture, the slow, soothing tick of the clock, and dust-motes hanging sunlit on the still air. Peace, there, and words for the reading. It was all he ever wanted, come to think of it, except to go to his fathers old college at Cambridge. But how do you feel, Mother, now that its all behind you? He referred, hesitantly, to her period of mourning. Its good to see you out of that dreary black.

That dreary black was necessary. I wore it for your father, Giles. Not because society demanded I should, but because it suited my mood.

You still miss him, dont you, dearest?

I miss him. And not so old, yet, that she didnt want him, too, and the comfort of his nearness. And I dont know what your father would have thought to both his sons still being unmarried. One son interested only in tea-growing, and the other never so happy as when hes got his nose in a book!

But they were men, both of them, for all that. It was just that neither had yet decided upon a suitable wife. And at least they didnt flaunt their masculinity like some not so far from this very house. Why, even the other night at Clementina Suttons dinner party, Elliot hadnt been able to keep his eyes  or his hands, if she hadnt been mistaken  off the parlourmaid who helped at table. She could almost feel sorry for her brother-in-laws wife and the embarrassment their eldest son must cause her.

Why the sigh, Mother?

Nothing, really. Just a sigh. A coincidence, I suppose, that I happened to be thinking about your cousin.

Elliot? Its a butchers daughter now, I believe. And trouble, so I heard.

Giles! You mustnt listen to kitchen gossip!

Not even when its true? They were talking about it in the stables. I heard them. The mans a fool. Why cant he do his carrying-on in London, though I suppose hes at it there, too, when it gets too hot for him around here.

I think youre right. One of these days, Elliot will find himself in real trouble.

Which hell be promptly bought out of with old Nathans money.

I fear so. She stirred her tea reflectively. What that young man needs is a good whipping, and mores the pity his father doesnt give him one before hes beyond redemption.

Dont blame his father. Like me, Uncle Edward was born a second son.

And second sons must shift for themselves  I know; though it seems that both you and your uncle would have been better suited to the academic life. For Edward it was a choice of the army or the Church  so the poor man chose Clementina.

Aunt Clemmy chose him, dont you mean? Giles laughed, making his mother wonder why this serious, bookish son of hers didnt laugh more often, and why he didnt marry and give her grandchildren; for it seemed that her other son, whose duty it was to provide an heir, had little intention of doing so in the foreseeable future.

Must go, dearest, Giles kissed his mothers cheek with affection, and give Morgan his outing. When will Hawthorn be back?

Not for a while yet; and Giles, Helen murmured, eyeing his pocket with mock severity, that animal will always be fat if you insist on spoiling him with titbits.

Just a macaroon. Hes very fond of them. He grinned, boyishly disarming, which made his mother love him all the more and send up a small prayer of thanks that her younger son at least did not prefer India to the springtime greenness of Rowangarth.

Rowangarth. So dear to her. Built more than three hundred years ago at the time of King Jamess dissertation on witches and the evils of their craft. Small, by some standards, for the home of a gentleman of ancient title, but built square and solid against the northern weather, and with a rowan tree planted at all four aspects of the house, for witches feared the rowan tree and gave it a wide berth, their early ancestor had reasoned. And should a rowan tree die of age or be uprooted in a high wind, another was always planted in its place. It was still the custom, and thus far the Suttons had prospered, having had no generation without a male heir, so the descent was direct and ever would be, Helen Sutton fervently hoped. And above all else, Rowangarth was a happy place in which to live  which was more than could be said for her brother-in-laws home, if one could call Pendenys Place a home.

Pendenys, she murmured, shaking her head. Completed little more than twenty-five years ago, the newness was still on it, with its carefully arranged trees little more than saplings still, and the house proud and cold and loveless. It made her feel sorry for her husbands younger brother, and the need for him to love where money lay. Edward Sutton had not been cut out for clerical orders, and even to think of being a soldier had left him cold with apprehension. So he had married Clementina, daughter of Nathan Elliot, an Ironmaster of prodigious wealth, whose ambitions for his only child were boundless. Thus brass, so local talk insisted, had married breeding, as so often happened these days.

Clementina had come to Edward Sutton possessed of a dowry that built Pendenys Place. The house had been named for Clementinas grandmother, Cornish-born Mary Anne Pendennis who, talk had it, had scrimped and saved and even taken in washing to help fund that first, long-ago Elliot foundry.

Yet Clementina had done her duty by her marriage contract, Helen admitted with scrupulous fairness, and had given Edward three sons in as many years, then straight away closed her bedroom door to him, enabling him to live his own life again, more or less, and return, duty done, to his beloved books. And his wife, secure in her loveless marriage, ruled Pendenys like the martinet she was, doing exactly as she pleased, for it was she who paid the piper.

Helen clucked impatiently, wishing Clementina would mellow just a little, be less belligerent. Clemmy was so insular; could not forgive anyone she deemed better born than herself; still clung unconsciously to her roots and sheltered behind the power her fathers money gave her. Defiantly, she had called her first son Elliot, determined her maiden name should not be forgotten; her second-born she named for her father, Nathan, and her third child for her fathers father, Albert. Her eldest son wanted for nothing, and coveted only one thing: the knighthood his father had not received, despite the many and bountiful donations made by his mother to Queen Victorias favourite charities.

Now Elliot secretly hoped that pestilence would strike down his Rowangarth cousins Robert and Giles, thus ensuring the baronetcy would pass, eventually, to him. Not, Helen frowned, that she could be sure that Elliot thought it, but she was as certain as she could be that he did.

And her servants, Helen confided to the vase of lilac reflected in the window-table. She screams at her servants, too.

Clementina harangued her domestic staff as no lady would ever do. Reprimands to servants should be given to the housekeeper to pass on, for a lady never stooped to such behaviour. Not ever, Helen sighed. And now, she supposed, she must return Clementinas kindness  if kindness the recent dinner invitation to Pendenys had been  and ask her to Rowangarth. And since her husband would find an excuse to decline, he being so embarrassed by his wifes loud voice, and since it always left him pained to visit the home he had been born in; it would be Elliot Sutton who would accompany his mother to Rowangarth, and his braying laugh and doubtful jokes would be a discomfort to all, except to his doting mother.

Helen set down her cup. The tea had gone cold and she decided against sending for a fresh pot. The servants would be taking their own tea now, and it wasnt kind to send one of them hurrying to answer her ring.

She sighed again, tears rising to her eyes. Instantly, she blinked them away. Oh, John, she whispered to the empty room, I do so miss you, my dearest.

Alice held the flat-iron an inch from her cheek, satisfying herself it was hot enough, then rubbed it in the tray of powdered bathbrick to clean and polish it, relieved that Miss Julias blue costume had travelled well, with hardly a crease in it to press out.

She glanced around the kitchen, easily the largest room in the house, at the brown sinkstone and shining brass taps; at the wooden plate rack above it; the red-tiled floor and the white, bright paintwork. All this pretty little house was white. It was the new fashion, Julia said. There was white furniture, too, in the bedrooms, and pots and pots of ferns: aspidistras were completely out of favour, now. It was so different, this light, bright house compared to Rowangarth in the far-away north.

To recall her home  for Rowangarth was her home now, and she wanted never to leave it, except with Tom  brought a pang of longing for the ages-old house that lay gently in a fold of the hills, sheltered and secure.

Rowangarth had been built with mellow stone, pillaged from a roofless priory nearby. It was an early Jacobean house, with mullioned windows and twisted chimneys. Inside there was oak in plenty  wall panels, staircases and uneven floorboards  and rooms built smaller for warmth in winter yet with high, wide windows to let in the summer sun. Rowangarth smelled of wax polish and musty tapestries and wood fires, and of smoke, too, when the wind blew from the south  which wasnt often  hitting Holdenby Pike and gusting down chimneys to send smoke and soot billowing. But mostly the wind blew from the north-east; a fire-whipping wind that sucked smoke from the ancient flues and reddened fires and heated ovens with no bother at all. Rowangarth was a winter house that wrapped itself around those who lived there; Aunt Suttons house was a bright, summertime house that had once been part of the stables at the back of Montpelier Place. Stables, indeed, and Miss Anne Lavinia Sutton a lady born!

But perhaps it was one of Miss Julias jokes. You never knew when to believe her and when to take what she said with a pinch of salt, for she was always teasing or laughing, though once she had given up her tomboy ways she would grow into a very beautiful lady. Miss Julia was fair-to-middling now, but mark Cooks words, those beautiful bones of hers would come into their own before so very much longer, and thered be young men killing themselves for love of her. And when, Cook had plaintively demanded, was the girl going to get herself wed? There was nothing Cook would like better than a wedding at Rowangarth, now miladys mourning was over, with dinner parties beforehand and such a wedding feast that the skill of Rowangarths Mrs Shaw would be the talk of the Riding for years to come; the yardstick by which all other wedding feasts were measured!

Alice smiled down at the blue jacket, shook it gently, then draped it on a chair-back. Blue of any shade suited Miss Julia; it seemed to shade her grey eyes and make them look larger than ever. Julia Suttons eyes were beautiful, and her brown hair waved softly so it was a pleasure to dress and hardly ever needed hot tongs.

Alice wondered if she should press her long scarf, for didnt folk say it could be draughty on that Underground railway, and mightnt it be wise if she were to tie down her hat?

She sighed, wishing the trip on the tube train had never been mentioned, though it was safe as houses she was assured, with people riding on the Underground every day of the week. And what Miss Julia said was doubtless correct: that she would be glad that she had done it. It wasnt given to many around Holdenby to ride on a tube train, even though Alice didnt think it natural to burrow beneath a city like moles.

Carefully she carried the costume upstairs, laying it over the bed with the blouse, then took out a clean chemise and drawers and black silk stockings. Later, she would help Miss Julia to dress, pulling and tugging at her corset laces from the back until the girl cried, Enough! and was satisfied with the shape nature had never intended her to be. Corsets, said Julia, were the very devil, and one day women would refuse to wear them, just see if they didnt! It was good, Alice smiled, that the dress of servants was far less bothersome; good that her shape was her own.

Closing the bedroom door she took the narrow, twisting stairs to the attic in which she slept, thinking of the costume in finest grey flannel she had been given.

Take it, for Im sick and tired of black and grey! Julia Sutton had said when her mourning for her father came to an end. Children were luckier than their elders; needed only to shut themselves away in drabness for one year, not three. And take this black skirt, if youd like it, and these white blouses!

Alice had gratefully accepted such bounty, for were not grey and black the colours servants wore, and mightnt it be fine, now that she and Tom were walking out officially, to have so beautiful a costume to wear for him; to walk proudly at his side in, with pink satin roses on her hat?

Tom. Thomas Dwerryhouse. Her cheeks pinked just to think of him; to think how she missed him and loved him and how very much she wanted him to kiss her. And though she was enjoying every minute of her stay in London, she wouldnt complain when they boarded the train for home. And meantime, there was Miss Julias shoes to polish, and her own boots too, and a meal to prepare before their evening outing.

Life was all rush and bustle. Life was wonderful!

They walked through Hyde Park in the direction of Marble Arch and Speakers Corner, looking like young ladies of quality, Alice thought with delight, with Miss Julia stepping daintily because of her fashionable long hobble skirt, and herself in the grey flannel and a flower-trimmed hat.

What a beautiful evening, Hawthorn. Its much warmer here than at home.

It was, Alice had to admit, with none of the northern sharpness in the early night air. It was a perfect evening in every way, because even if they did find a meeting and even if the police got wind of it, theyd just take to their heels and run, wouldnt they, laughing at the fun of it, though sad that it would be one adventure that neither would ever dare speak about when they were back home again. But Rowangarth and parental authority were a long way away, and this was a May evening in London, and they still had a week to run before they must leave it all behind.

She wondered what she would say to Tom after so long apart, and he to her. Maybe, though, there would be no need for words; just a whispered Hullo, and she closing her eyes and lifting her chin, the better, the sweeter for him to kiss her. It was, she thought happily, so nice to stroll companionably at Miss Julias side and daydream of Tom.

The sooner a woman took charge of her own destiny, Julia reasoned silently, the better; though if the men who ruled their lives had anything to do with it, she would wait long and maybe in vain, for even though a woman was now allowed by law to keep her own money when she married, she still belonged to her father in her youth and to her husband in marriage. A woman, she frowned, was allowed no opinions of her own. Politics was mens business.

I think here will do nicely. She stopped at a bench on which they could sit and wait and later stand so they might miss nothing of the speakers, if any speakers arrived, that was, and were not discovered by the police  which they almost certainly would be. And all this is our own fault, Hawthorn, she fretted. We are our own worst enemies. We come into this world precisely made for the bearing of children, and men take advantage of the fact!

Women, she reasoned, died too young, worn out by too many pregnancies. You must have no more babies, doctors would warn, but women were never told how, for birth control and the advocating of it was illegal, and those women who campaigned for the vote were still dependent on the indulgence of a government made up entirely of men. And men were afraid that a vote would give women an undue advantage, for werent there far more women than men? To allow a woman such a weapon would be nothing short of madness; a surrender, some even went so far as to say, to bitchpower.

And Ill tell you something else, Hawthorn. Until women can have babies when they want them, if they want them, well never get anywhere!

Miss! Dont talk like that, Alice wailed. Youll get us locked up. Having babies is what women are for! Who ever heard of a man having a baby? Its what the good God intended us to do! It was as plain as the nose on your face, and nothing  not even giving a woman two votes  would change it.

Did He now? Intended us to be wives and providers of heirs. And to scrub and clean, too, and be grateful to some man for putting a ring on our finger? A servant for life, thats what youll be, and me not so much better!

But, Miss Julia, thats what I am. Being a servant is all Ive ever known and I  I think I shall like very much being married, she hesitated. I want to marry Tom. She could think of nothing nicer, in fact, than having her own home  her very own home  and being beholden to no one. Yes, I do.

Tom? You havent got a young man, Julia gasped. Oh, not Dwerryhouse? But, Hawthorn, theyre all in love with Dwerryhouse!

Then Im the lucky one, arent I? Because Tom and me are walking out seriously. On the night milady went to Pendenys  that was when he asked me. And I said yes, so those others had better find someone else to be in love with!

Oh, my dear, Im so glad for you, I truly am. You lucky girl! Are you really in love? Really and truly, I mean?

I dont know, miss, and thats for sure. Its the first time its happened to me, and the last, I hope. But if being in love makes you feel contented all over, and special, and if the sun comes out every time you see him  even on a rainy day  then yes, I suppose I am.

Mind, I havent told anyone, yet. Not even Cousin Reuben. Tom and me cant marry, you see, till Reuben retires. Therell be nowhere for us to live till then. And Im only eighteen, so that gives me three years to get used to it and to 

To be quite sure youre both suited?

Yes. Though I know we are. Ive never been so sure of anything in my life before.

Then I envy you. I would so like to be in love, Julia sighed. Not engaged, or anything. Not something arranged by the families, but a real romance and me knowing, the moment I set eyes on him, that hes the one. And I shall know. The minute I see him, Ill know 

The minute, Alice confirmed, yet wondering why, when Miss Julia had been presented at Court, something didnt happen for her then. After all, thats what it was really about. The season in London was really a marriage-market, and the gentry, if they were honest, would be the first to admit it. Most young ladies of Julia Suttons age and station in life were wedded and bedded by now  aye, and some were with child. Hadnt you thought to meet your husband when 

When I ought to have done, you mean; when I made my curtsey to the King and Queen and had my London season?

Well  yes 

Ah, but Hawthorn, at the beginning of my season, Pa was killed and there was an end to my coming-out before it had hardly begun. Mourning for a year for me, and for Aunt Sutton too. And three years in purdah for my mother. Betrothal and marriage just dont arise when a house is in mourning.

But do you know, those three years havent been wasted, because they gave me time to think about what I really wanted to do with my life, and one of the things that came out of it was the certain fact that I wanted to choose my husband for myself.

Choose your own  Alice gasped. But the upper classes never chose their own husbands!

Indeed. And what was more, my mother said I might. She even said Pa would have agreed with her, too, because though their marriage was arranged, theyd been in love for ages beforehand, and kept it a secret.

Oh, how lovely. Tears misted Alices eyes and she felt suddenly closer to her employers daughter and found herself hoping that she too could know the joy of loving and being loved. And maybe youll meet him, soon. Maybe he might be just around the next corner.

The next corner we come to will be Speakers Corner and Im almost sure that the only men wholl be around there will be policemen and I very much doubt 

Look, miss! Over yonder! Alice pointed excitedly to the roadway and the carriage drawn by two splendid white horses. Those horses! Theres a wish on a white horse. One for you and one for me. Close your eyes and cross your fingers and wish, quickly, afore theyre out of sight!

Foolishly, fervently, they wished, neither confiding in the other, for both knew that a wish shared was a wish wasted, and Alice let go her indrawn breath and opened her eyes and Julia did the same. Then smiling, she said, We mustnt tell, Hawthorn.

No, we mustnt. But oh, when Miss Julia met him, let him be tall and broad and handsome and let him be rich enough to keep her in the manner to which shed been born  please?

It seemed there would be no meeting that night; at least, not at Hyde Park Corner, for there was no gathering of waiting women, no banners, no policemen lurking.

Shall we go back, miss? Alice murmured with relief. Looks as if nothings going to happen, and if we go home by way of the bandstand, perhaps therell be music.

No, Hawthorn. We must stay just a little longer. Someone might come.

They sat down again, stubbornly to wait it out, for it stood to sense, didnt it, that forewarned was forearmed, Julia declared. If the police knew exactly when a meeting was to be held, they could all the more easily prevent it. The police, she flung, were the instruments of their masters, the Government, and wasnt that government made up entirely of men; men ruling womens lives?

Its the way of the world, Alice reasoned forlornly, for she would rather have listened to the band. She was not interested in politics because not for a minute would men even consider giving the vote to women. It would make a woman a mans equal, almost, and men would never stand for that.

A woman carrying a child over her shoulder walked past them and Julia nodded her head in the direction of the pale-faced mother.

Look at her. Not a lot older than I am, I shouldnt wonder, yet thats her life for the foreseeable future  a baby or a miscarriage every year. And why? Simply because her husband doesnt know any better!

But thats what they call nature, Miss Julia. Its the way things are.

It neednt be. They dont have to wear themselves out having children they cant afford. If they listened to Doctor Stopes, and people who think like her, it neednt.

Alices mouth made an ooh of protest, for she had heard of the young woman who advocated birth control. Disgusting, Cook said it was, and not fit for a young girls ears and if women didnt want to have babies there was one sure and certain remedy. Let them stay unwed!

Ooooh, miss, where do you hear of such things? But that was what came, she supposed, of sending a girl to a boarding school. Julia Sutton wouldnt have been exposed to such free thinking at the Church of England school in Holdenby village.

Learn? You read, I suppose, and you listen. And if ever you get the chance, you reason calmly and sensibly. And you keep on and on, like the suffragettes are doing, until men take notice of what you say.

And is that why you arent married or spoken for  is it because of the way you think?

No, Hawthorn. I want to be married, but only to the right man. And until I meet him I shall go on sticking up for women and 

And getting yourself disliked, miss, if youll pardon me. You dont want to end up a lonely old lady, do you, like Miss Sutton?

But my aunt isnt lonely and, whats more, she does precisely what she wants. Aunt Sutton thinks more of good food and good horseflesh than about husbands. Thats why shes always taking off for the Camargue  its where the men worship horses and the women are all fine cooks, she says. Shed live there all the time if she could.

And does Miss Sutton believe as you do; does she believe women should have the vote and not have babies unless they want them?

I really dont know. Its not a subject one discusses with family. But Aunt Sutton is broad-minded and very forward-thinking and I wouldnt mind betting she agrees with everything I say.

And you mustnt breathe one word at Rowangarth of what Ive said tonight  not to anyone  nor that weve been looking for a meeting, because it would upset my mother and I wouldnt do that for all the votes in the world. So you promise, Hawthorn, dont you?

I promise. Not one word would she breathe. Ever.

Good. And it looks as if we might as well give up and come back another night and  oh  look 

Where? Alice frowned uneasily.

By the big gate. A woman, and shes selling something, Julia pointed. Shes giving out handbills  or is it newspapers? She was off as fast as her skirt would allow in the direction of the gate and the several women who had appeared from nowhere. Come on, Hawthorn. Oh, damn this stupid skirt!

The woman who sold papers was tall and slim, with hair swept back in waves around a high-cheeked face. She asked one penny for the single sheet of print which was headed, to Julias great joy, The Suffragette.

Thank you, she gasped, handing over a sixpenny piece and waving away the change. And can you tell me where the next meeting will be? Tonight, is it? Will there be any use in waiting?

Sorry, my dear, not yet. Not just yet. Not safe, you see  She handed a sheet to the young, pale-faced mother. But soon. Perhaps in Trafalgar Square. Maybe on Wednesday.

She spoke in short, anxious sentences, her eyes swivelling right and left as they were joined by more women.

Not tonight, ladies, she called softly. They know. Theyre watching 

They had known and they had watched and waited, and now they marched purposefully across the road; four constables, headed by a police sergeant riding a black horse.

They advanced on the group of women as though they had expected the paper-seller to be there; held their truncheons at the ready as a warning to all who saw them that they meant to use them.

Cor! The perlice! Blimey, wouldnt yer just know it!

Dont go, ladies! called a bespectacled woman. Were doing nothing wrong. We have every right to buy a news-sheet. Dont let them frighten you, she urged.

Miss  lets go? Alice wanted no truck with the police who could arrest any one of them and march her off to the nearest lock-up to cool her heels in a cell for the night. I promised her ladyship Id look after you and I dont think we should stay.

You do what you like, Hawthorn, but Im staying. Like she said, weve every right to be here. It isnt a meeting and I wont be bullied!

No, miss, but it looks like a meeting. Now a score or more women had gathered. But if youre set on it, then Ill stay, too. Alice closed her eyes and swallowed hard. But dont say anything, will you, or theyll have just the excuse they want to lock you up.

Ill not harass them if they dont harass me, Julia said quietly. But I have every right to be here and so have we all and Im not going to turn tail and run as if were up to something!

But we are up to something  at least we would be, if we could. They know what were here for.

What Miss Julia was here for, she mentally corrected, because she, Alice, would rather have been anywhere than gathering in the defence of a woman who sold news-sheets about votes for women.

They cant prove what were here for, and if we dont make trouble they can do nothing about it. So stay beside me and dont be afraid, Hawthorn. I wont let them hurt you.

And that might have been the end of it, had they all of them listened to what the sergeant on the black horse had to say and quietly gone home.

Therell be no meeting tonight, hed said, so be off to your homes, all of you, and youll hear no more about it. And you, Davison  pack up those papers and be off, or Ill have you inside again, soon as look at you!

If they had listened and acted on advice that was sound enough, Alice conceded  But they had not. They had stood there, all of them, pretending not to have heard, saying not a word, clutching their news-sheets. It might still have been all right had someone not thrown a cricket ball and knocked off a constables helmet; a well-aimed, masterful throw that sent it flying, and the constables dignity with it.

It was all the sergeant needed. A cricket ball was a missile and the throwing of a missile at an officer of the law was an arrestable offence.

Right! Thatll do! He pointed to the law-breaker who stood, chin set defiantly, as if she wanted to be arrested; because why else, Alice reasoned desperately, should a woman carry a cricket ball if she wasnt set on throwing it at someone?

The sergeant urged forward his horse, scattering the women, followed by truncheon-waving police who grabbed their victim roughly and hurried her off to the horse-drawn cab with windows of darkened glass, ready and waiting but a few yards away, as if they had known  or intended  that there would be arrests.

Leave her alone! The challenge had been made and taken up by those set on confrontation; those determined that one of their own should not be taken away without at least some protest.

Bullies! Take your hands off her!

Pick on someone yer own size!

Like knockin women about, do yer?

The pushing and shoving and shin-kicking began then, and more helmets were sent flying, and such screeching and screaming arose that Alice would have taken to her heels had not Julia been intent upon staying. And not only on staying, but on cat-calling and digging her elbows sharply into any uniform that came her way. Then she really excelled herself. All at once her face went bright pink and she let out a yell of indignation.

How dare you! How dare you strike a lady! She flung herself in front of the pale-faced young woman who had walked past them only minutes ago. You did it deliberately. I saw you. And a child in her arms, too! She kicked out wildly, her skirt pulled shockingly above her knees.

Miss Julia had taken leave of her senses, yet even then, Alice was to think later, she might have got away with it had not she, who should have been looking after her mistress, suddenly taken leave of her own senses and joined in the affray, giving the policeman an almighty shove from behind, knocking him off balance, sending all fourteen stone of him hurtling at Miss Julia, taking her down with him in a flail of arms and legs.

Alice would always remember the thud as that poor head hit the ground, and she would never forget, not if she lived to be a hundred, the sight of that defenceless face with blood already trickling down it.

Brute! Alice shrieked, on her knees in an instant. I saw what you did, you great bully! Out of my way and let me see to her, she flung at a bewildered constable, still sprawled on hands and knees and wondering at the fury directed at him from behind. Get a doctor, before she bleeds to death. Go on! Do as youre bid! How dare he? Hed fallen bang on top of Miss Julia; done it on purpose, and him putting on an expression of innocence. Oh, miss, open your eyes? Alice patted the marble-white cheeks. Oh, Lor 

There was a sudden silence as though neither side had intended it should go this far and realized the folly of it too late.

I said fetch a doctor! Alice yelled. And give her some air. Dont stand there, gawping!

Let me through. And do as the young lady asks. I am a doctor. Ill see to her, and the rest of you be away to your homes  at once!

And not, if she lived to be a hundred and one, Alice thought fervently, would she forget her relief as the young man took off his hat and removed his gloves, then felt with sure, gentle fingers for the pulse at Julias wrist.

As if they had never been, the women were gone. Only the policemen remained, dusting down their uniforms, retrieving lost helmets, returning truncheons to back pockets.

Is there any need for you to stay, sergeant? the doctor asked quietly.

If you think shes all right, doctor; not badly hurt, I mean?

Shell do, but Id like to get her home and have a look at her. Do you know where she lives? he asked of Alice.

Yes, sir. Not far away  the other side of the park.

Then if I could have the use of your  er  conveyance, officer, to get her there, Id be obliged. I take it she isnt under arrest?

No. Im prepared to look the other way this time.

And when she comes round, Alice gasped, Im sure my young lady will be prepared to do the same.

But it was all her fault, she admitted silently. She shouldnt have pushed the big policeman quite so roughly, even though hed been a threat to Miss Julia and the young mother. Oh, what a mess they were in, and when would Miss Julia open her eyes?

There now  thats better, said the strange young man, who shifted and swayed into focus as Julia blinked open her eyes.

Who? Where 

You are safely home, maam, and I am a doctor.

Oh, my head  The room tilted, then righted itself. And the blood!

Its all right, miss. Its stopped, now. Alice whisked away the offending bowl and towel. You hit you head  knocked yourself out, and the doctor had you brought here  in the police van.

That poor woman, Julia fretted. Theyd no right  Was there any trouble?

No trouble. I think Miss  er 

Sutton, Julia supplied.

I think, Miss Sutton, that there was fault on both sides, so therell be nothing further said about it  this time.

And the girl who threw the cricket ball?

She scarpered, miss, Alice breathed. Well, with the doctor wanting their carriage for you, there was nothing to cart her off in.

Good. Im glad she knocked his helmet off.

Madam! You are completely without shame  but at least you appear to be recovering.

Shame? Yes, I suppose I am. There was a silence as Julia looked, as if for the first time, into the face of her deliverer. Then, grasping the chair arms firmly, she rose unsteadily to her feet. I am grateful to you, doctor, though Im still not sure what happened.

Nor I, Miss Sutton, though from a distance you appeared to take a flying leap at a policeman. Luckily I was there, though your injuries appear worse than they really are. The abrasion to your forehead, though slight, bled rather a lot, and you will have quite a bruise in the morning. I can well believe that your head aches, too.

Aches! Alice whispered. She went down with such a bang Im surprised its still in one piece!

Well, I think shell be all right now, with your help, Miss  He smiled.

Hawthorn, sir. Im Miss Julias maid, and Ill see to her.

And youll call a doctor at once, should Miss Sutton develop a sudden feeling of sickness or coldness or clamminess of the skin. Is there a telephone in the house?

There is, sir. But she will be all right?

Im almost certain she will. And take a powder if the headache prevents you from sleeping, maam.

But where will we find you, if  Julia stammered.

Im afraid Im not on call, Miss Sutton. Im not in general practice. I work at Barts. But your local doctor, perhaps 

Ive been a terrible trouble, havent I? Julia whispered contritely. How can I thank you?

By thinking no more about it. Im only glad I was there in the park to  to get you out of trouble.

Gravely, he made a small, polite bow; smiling, he left her.

Do you think hes married? Julia demanded when Alice had handed him his hat and gloves and bobbed a curtsey before closing the front door behind him.

Married, miss? The doctor? Whatever put such a thought into your head?

I havent the faintest idea. I think it must be the bump to my forehead. And I dont know why Im making such a fuss, because I wont ever see him again, will I? He didnt even tell me his name.

No, miss, he didnt.

Just my luck to meet someone like him, then find he isnt interested, Julia whispered soberly.

Well, miss, the way I see it is this. Tonight you were his patient, so it wouldnt have been proper for him to be interested, would it? And he didnt need to tell you his name, because he gave me his card  just in case, he said  before he left. And if youd like to know it says his name is Andrew MacMalcolm, and if you want my opinion Id say definitely that he isnt married.

Isnt?

Not a chance. Married men have all their shirt buttons. Doctor MacMalcolm had two of his missing.

He did? A smile lifted the corners of Julias mouth and a distinct sparkle lit her eyes.

Oh, yes. A sewing-maid always notices such things.

Hawthorn! What a dear, clever person you are. Do you know, Im really glad you came to London with me. It wouldnt have been half as much fun with Mary or Bess. And I think Ill go to bed now. Its been a funny sort of day, hasnt it, and all at once Im a little tired. Be a dear, and untie my corset laces? I can manage on my own, if youll do that for me.

All at once, Julia wanted to lie quietly in her bed and think about the young doctor and the height of him and the broadness of his shoulders  and those grey, thicklashed eyes  or were they green?  that laughed, even when he was scolding her.

Ill do that, Alice smiled, and when youre settled down Ill bring you up a drink of milk. And you wont be cross with me in the morning, will you, when you find youve got a terrible ugly bruise?

Of course not. Why should I be?

Because it was my fault, really. All of a sudden I didnt see why I shouldnt join in too, and I gave that big policeman such a shove from behind, though if Id known hed land slap-bang on top of you Id never have done it. I wouldnt  honestly.

Why, Hawthorn  and you pretending to be such a sober-sides! And Im not the least bit cross with you.

Youre not?

Honestly. Id even go so far as to say, Julia smiled, that I wouldnt have missed tonight for anything.

Nor missed meeting Andrew MacMalcolm and gazing, bewildered, into those wonderful green  or were they grey?  eyes. And wanting, very much, to meet him again.
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