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1

She could hear James wailing as she waited her turn outside the door to her father’s study and beside her Robbie began to whimper in anticipation. Her other three brothers had run past one by one, heading for the wide staircase where Kizzie waited to comfort them. She held Robbie’s hand, doing her best to assuage his fear; after all, Robbie was only six years old and inclined to be timid. Who could blame him?

At last the study door opened and James, seven years old, a year older than Robbie, scuttled into the passage, holding his hand to his behind. His pale cheeks were wet and he cast an agonised glance at his sister.

‘James...’ Charlotte whispered, doing her best to convey her sympathy, but the boy did not answer, speeding as fast as he could towards the foot of the stairs. He had left the study door open and a male voice sounded from within.

‘Come in, Robert,’ the voice ordered and Robbie’s whimper grew louder, turning to cries of blind terror. He clutched at Charlotte’s skirt, unable to move. ‘And be quick about it, child. I am a busy man and have no time to waste.’

She remembered last summer when they had been waiting in just such a situation as this. There had been a butterfly against the window at the end of the passage that looked out on to the garden at the side of the house. It had been beating its wings frantically against the glass, such lovely colours of smoky brown, flame and pale grey, the flame and grey spotted with white. It had been trying to escape and she had known exactly how it felt but there had been no escape. For her or the butterfly! And today was the same.

‘Go on, darling,’ she whispered encouragingly to her little brother. ‘It will soon be over.’

‘No, please, Charlie... don’t make me...’

‘Darling, you know I can’t—’

‘Charlie, please...’

Charlotte Drummond hesitated, then, the child’s terror bolstering her own courage though she was sadly aware that it would make no difference to what was about to happen, she stepped bravely into her father’s study, her small brother cowering beside her.

Arthur Drummond stood, feet planted apart, on the rug before the good fire, his back to the arched fireplace with its cast-iron fire basket and fire-back and pretty tiles on either side. Above it was a large mirror which reflected the back of Arthur Drummond’s sleek head and the snug room that was exclusively the master’s domain. Though it was the beginning of the century and new styles were rapidly encroaching in most upper-class homes the Drummond household was not one of them. The house had been in the family for generations, but not until Arthur had married the daughter of a wealthy coal owner had it been modernised to the Victorian fashion which still prevailed. The room was dominated by an enormous leather-topped desk on which stood a heavy silver inkstand, an ornate well-polished brass and frosted glass lamp, a silver cigar box and a photograph of a very pretty lady in a silver frame: the children’s dead mother. Beside the desk was a side table well furnished with decanters and glasses. A globe atlas was set in a brass meridian ring on a stand and on the walls hung prints of hunting scenes, horses and dogs. There were two deep and comfortable leather armchairs, books lined three walls from floor to ceiling and a cheerful carpet of reds and blues covered the floor. Most of his wife’s money had been gambled away but the comfort remained.

In his right hand Arthur Drummond held a thin, whippy cane with which he casually slapped his right, booted leg. He wore riding boots and pale buff breeches with a well-cut, three-buttoned, cutaway black frock-coat, for he was about to mount his expensive, well-bred horse and join the meet at King’s Meadow, the home of one of his many acquaintances. His silk top hat waited on the desk. He was tall, handsome, lean, with hair the colour of the glossy brown conkers with which his sons played furious duels. His eyes were the same shade but where his hair gleamed in the firelight his eyes were flat, with a strange pin-prick of light which Charlotte, with sinking heart, was aware boded no good.

He frowned as his son and daughter entered together for they, and his other sons, knew the routine that attended a punishment. One at a time, boys first, in order of age, and lastly Charlotte who, as the eldest, was considered to be the ringleader in any wrongdoing or if not the ringleader should have put a stop to whatever it was before it began. She was expected to listen to the woeful cries of her siblings before submitting to her own chastisement.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ her father asked politely, as though questioning her on some trivial incident that should not have occurred. ‘You know I will see you after Robert. And for goodness sake, stop blubbering, Robert. What a cry-baby it is.’

‘Father,’ Charlotte quavered, ‘would you allow me to remain with Robbie... Robert... during his... his...’ She wanted to say his ‘beating’, which was what it was, but her father was already irritated by her behaviour and that word would only make it worse. ‘He is so frightened, and really, he took no part in the...’ She paused nervously.

‘Yes?’ Her father’s voice was silky but menacing.

‘He just happened to be there when the boys – after all that’s what they are, no more than boys, and climbing on to the roof of the... well, it’s a boy’s trick, isn’t it and—’

‘Are you questioning my judgement, Charlotte?’

‘No, Father, but their ball had—’

‘That is enough. Not another word. Now I would be obliged if you would leave the room and wait in the passage.’

‘But, Father, Robbie is—’

‘I will attend to Robert, if you please. Now leave us. I will deal with you later.’

Charlotte’s heart plummeted as she pried Robbie’s hand from her skirt. She looked down into the tear-streaked, woebegone face of her little brother. The child was ashen and Charlotte felt that streak of stubbornness, which she was not aware she had inherited from her father, spring up within her. A storm of resentment against the unfairness of what her father was to do. Well, perhaps not a storm for no one stormed against Father, but a surge that she subdued, since it did no good. Nobody could stand against Father. She could remember her mother who had died when Robert was born which was perhaps why Robbie was as he was. He had never known the comfort and protection of a mother’s love and always appeared to be searching for something he had lacked despite the love she and Kizzie lavished on him. Jean Drummond had been a gentle little woman who had, like them all, been intimidated by Arthur Drummond and who, it seemed, had made no fight to stay alive after the birth of her sixth child. Charlotte had been ten years old and quite devastated by her death, as had the three older boys, Henry and William and John, but at the same time the tragedy had been somewhat alleviated by the arrival of Kizzie, who was to help the nanny in charge of the new baby. Without Kizzie Charlotte often wondered how they would have survived. Not that they were in any sort of danger but she had filled a void left by their mother; was always there when she was most needed – as now – and in fact was considered by Robbie, who had never known his own mother, to be her! She was a bulwark behind which they might hide, a shield to guard them, though she had no power to stand between them and their father. She was just there!

Charlotte stood in the passage, her hands to her ears, doing her best to shut out the sounds of the swish of the cane and her brother’s distress. Six of them, which was moderate in view of the twelve the older boys had received.

Like James, he ran past her and scuttled up the stairs and Charlotte waited for the call from her father. It was her turn now!

‘Come in, Charlotte,’ he said pleasantly. That was the trouble, he was always pleasant. Sometimes she almost wished he would rant and rave, show a flash of human temper, but then he surely must know that his children’s naughtiness was really only high spirits, which they indulged in when he was not there and certainly not enough to merit his rage.

‘Now then, Charlotte, perhaps you would be good enough to explain your recent show of defiance. You know it is my belief that children should be punished for any wrongdoing and to climb on the roof of the conservatory where they could not only have fallen through the glass and seriously injured themselves, but also damaged the building and the rare plants it contains shows a considerable lack of judgement and you, as the eldest, should have restrained them. One of the gardeners could have brought a ladder and climbed up to retrieve the ball and I would have thought you had the sense to see it. Do you understand?’ He paused and hit his boot with the switch and Charlotte realised that he could not wait to begin but she could not help herself from speaking out.

‘But, Father, the boys were—’

‘It is you we are speaking of, Charlotte. Not your brothers. They have been disciplined and now it is your turn. You must learn to think before you act—’

‘But, Father—’

‘And if you interrupt me once more I shall be forced to take further measures.’

Charlotte had some knowledge of what those further measures might be since she had suffered them before. The last time she had been unable to sit down comfortably for a week!

‘Now, miss, bend over, if you please.’

He indicated the leather chair which was already pulled out from the knee-hole of the desk where he attended to household and estate matters. Where he interviewed the butler and housekeeper. He nodded to Charlotte, that curious expression in his eyes deepening. Obediently she leaned over the back of the chair, praying to the God of her childhood that it would not be the worst sort of punishment that she had suffered in the past. She prayed in vain.

‘Lift your skirt and petticoats.’ Oh, gentle Jesus, please not my drawers.

‘Pull down your drawers, if you please. This is a—’

Without pausing to think of the consequences she stood up and whirled about, her skirt and petticoat dropping into place and whirling with her. Her father recoiled in amazement, for a moment not quite knowing what to do because none of his children had ever defied him. Really defied him. Then he lifted the switch as though to hit her across the face with it but just in time he collected himself. It would not do to have his daughter going about with a weal across her cheek.

‘What do you think you are doing?’ he demanded in that cool voice he could assume.

‘I’m refusing to... to... bow to your ludicrous and pointless order; pointless because it will do no good. We are punished for the slightest transgression, ones that we do not even know we are committing. How natural it was for the boys to try to retrieve their ball which was only on the very edge of the roof of the conservatory. It hardly seemed worth it to call the gardeners and Robbie and I were merely watching. Does that deserve the thrashing you have just meted out? Well, you will not thrash me. I am sixteen and will not be exposed to... to...’

‘How dare you question my judgement,’ her father hissed. ‘I would advise you to obey me at once or you will go to your room and be locked in there for—’

‘Very well, I would rather be locked up than be beaten on my bare... my bare flesh. It is indecent, disgusting...’

Charlotte watched with horrid fascination as her father’s face turned a dangerous crimson, the colour of it appearing to leak into his eyes, then just as suddenly he pulled himself together. His daughter was almost as tall as he was, a strong and healthy girl, and he did not wish to struggle with her since it seemed in her present mutinous mood that was what she would do. Fight him! She had a splendid figure, deep-bosomed with a slender waist and hips and long legs. She was lovely, as her mother had been lovely, her hair a warm tawny shade, a mixture of her mother’s pale brown and his own chestnut, but where his eyes were brown hers were a deep and startling aquamarine. She spent a great deal of her time outdoors, walking, playing the popular game of tennis and her smooth skin was tanned. She had a full, peach-coloured mouth and perfect white teeth and very soon he knew he would have no trouble marrying her to some suitable landed gentleman, perhaps even titled!

It seemed there was a stand-off. Charlotte was breathing hard in the attitude of a boxer in a ring or a gladiator facing an opponent and he was somewhat at a loss as to what to do next. None of his children had ever refused to bow down to the punishments he meted out to them. The boys appeared to have inherited their mother’s meek and gentle ways, though he had seen signs of defiance in Henry, the eldest at fifteen. It was strange really because he wished his sons to be obedient and at the same time to show some spirit, having no idea that it was he who had made them as they were. Afraid of him, disliking him, wanting to defy him but unable to pluck up the courage to do so. It had been left to this daughter of his who looked quite magnificent as she glared at him. Still, he could not have this, could he? He must make a show of authority.

‘Go to your room and stay there until I give you permission to leave it. I will have bread and water sent up to you and that is all. Talk to no one. I am to go out now and cannot spare the time to deal with you but when I return we will resume this... this discussion. I will consider the punishment you deserve and sincerely hope that you will have become calm by then.’

He turned his back on her to show his utter contempt, or so he would have her believe, but the truth was that for the first time in his life as a husband and as a father he had been defied and was not quite sure what to do next. He needed time to think and the hunt at King’s Meadow would give him a chance to do that. The weather was perfect for hunting, a crisp winter’s day, the frost of the night before almost gone. The meet at Armstrong’s place was always a splendid affair and a day’s hunting would put this problem in its true perspective.

Five miles of hard riding, the hounds in full cry, everybody too absorbed in the chase to notice that Arthur Drummond was somewhat distracted. He had to negotiate deep ditches, choose the right place to jump winter hedges crisp with the last of the frost, and keep firm hands on the reins of his hunter who was inclined to be spirited. Jupiter, he was called, bred from a famous line of Arabs said to have been brought back from the Crusades.

By the time the fox was dealt with, a young lady, a house guest of Drummond’s, had been blooded and the riders were making their cheerful way back to King’s Meadow, he had forgotten all about his recalcitrant daughter.

Charlotte sat on the edge of her bed and stared out of the window at the stretch of lawn sloping down to the small lake in the middle of which a fountain sprayed in a shimmering, sunlit haze. Across the garden ran a path to the wood that edged the property with a hazel thicket and dense oaks beyond. Malachy, the gardener, was busy at something on the edge of the woodland, and from almost at his feet, causing him to look startled, a rabbit ran out and bobbed across the lawn. Rooks rose in a black swirl and went trailing off across the deep blue winter sky. Denny Foster, the under-gardener, came striding round the corner of the house, calling something to Malachy and with a nod Malachy stopped whatever he was doing and followed Denny to the back of the house, probably to the kitchen for the hot chocolate Mrs Welsh, the cook, provided for the servants’ elevenses.

There would be wood violets peeping through the winter grass under the trees, the violet roots sending up little green trumpets of new leaves and the elm trees were just breaking into blossom. She had seen them yesterday as she and the boys had been having what Robbie called ‘adventures’, the games the older boys had devised just before the terrible event that had caused so much distress this morning. Sometimes they were swashbuckling Royalists about to take arms against the Roundheads; sword-play which they practised to get used to sudden ambuscades, or an attack when you were carrying despatches. Their imagination was vivid, garnered from the books they read and she sometimes joined in though she preferred to watch the birds, investigate growing plants, pick flowers when there were any to pick or just daydream, as her father would call it.

She sighed deeply, wondering how her brothers were. At least they had Kizzie to comfort them, and as if her thoughts had conjured her, the door opened slowly and Kizzie’s rosy face peeped round it. Her usual beaming smile was not in evidence.

‘Ista orlright, chuck?’ she asked in her broad Yorkshire dialect. ‘Tha’ pa’s gone off on ’is ’orse. ’Untin’, Willie ses an’ won’t be back while dinner. Them lads is upset, especially our Robbie though Harry reckons ’e don’t care. Poor mites’ll not sit down terday nor termorrer more like. ’Ow about you, lass? Did ’e...’

‘No, Kizzie, he didn’t beat me, though he tried. I’m afraid I refused to be thrashed so he sent me up here today. By the way, it’s bread and water for me.’

‘Gie ower, great daft loony!’ Kizzie’s red cheeks became even more colourful in her indignation. ‘I’m fetchin’ tha’ summat ter eat right now an’ it’ll not be bread an’ water. Bread an’ water be damned. Tha’ was only lakin’. All bairns lake an’—’

Charlotte stood up and put her hand on Kizzie’s arm as the young woman advanced into the room. ‘No, Kizzie, you know he’ll find out. He always does and then you will be in trouble as well as me.’ She was trying for a bit of humour but she was close to tears. ‘Do you want your “bum” smacked, which is what I was threatened with, or, worse still, do you want to be dismissed? Think, Kizzie, because I couldn’t manage without you.’

Kizzie’s face softened and she put her strong arms about this girl who had come into Kizzie’s life when she was ten years old and Kizzie four years older. Her mother had just died and the nanny the family employed could not cope with six children, one of them a newborn baby. Kizzie, whose full name was Hezekiah, loved and mothered them all, despite being only fourteen. She had come from a big family who lived in Overton where her pa worked on the land. Eleven of them in a tiny cottage, Kizzie being the eldest. Her mam would miss her, she said sadly, but there was no room for them all, and not on what Pa earned. It was either into service or the pit as a pit brow lass and so with Mam being related to Mrs Welsh, the cook, she had got the job at the Mount. Her relationship to Mrs Welsh was very vague, Mrs Welsh being second cousin to Mam’s auntie, but Mrs Welsh was a firm believer in knowing where those who worked in the house came from and Mrs Banks, who was housekeeper, agreed with her.

‘’E’s addled, that pa o’ yourn, an’ I don’t care ’oo ’ears me say it.’

‘Kizzie, be careful. If my father heard you, or even realised what you are thinking he would dismiss you on the spot.’

Kizzie shook her head sadly. ‘Aye, lass, I’m afeared ’e would. ’Appen I’d best keep me gob shut. But tha’ must eat summat. Tha’ pa’ll not be back while ternight an’ tha’ve gorra get summat inside yer. I’ll get Mrs Welsh ter do tha’ some frummenty. ’Ow’s that? It’ll stick ter tha’ belly an’ it’s not what tha’d call real food. An’ if ’e asks me I’ll lie in me teeth an’—’

‘No, Kizzie, no. Lord, I can manage a day without food. What you’d call proper food. Bring me a couple of slices of Mrs Welsh’s freshly made bread and a jug of water.’ She smiled conspiratorially. ‘You can put butter on the bread and ice in the water and when he asks, if he asks, you can say truthfully I’ve had nothing but bread and water.’

Within ten minutes Kizzie was back with a tray spread with a beautifully laundered cloth. On it sat a platter of bread thickly plastered with creamy butter, the bread straight from the oven, the butter from the dairy, and a fluted glass jug with a lid, filled with water liberally speared with ice. There was also a vase filled with hothouse roses, tiny pink buds decorated with baby’s breath.

Charlie felt a lump come to her throat and when Kizzie had placed the tray on the table beneath the window she put her arms about her and hugged her.

‘Food fit for a king, Kizzie. Thank you.’

‘Mrs Welsh sent them flowers, lass. Tha’ knows they’re all wi’ thi’ an’ them lads. Mind, ’e said nowt about them ’avin’ bread an’ water so tha’ve no need ter worry about them starvin’. I’ll tekk ’em up a good dinner. Mekk ’em feel better. Now tha’ get tha’ teeth inter that there bread an’ butter an tha’ll not go far wrong.’ She hesitated. ‘Tha’ knows keys in’t lock. He ses tha’ve ter stay ’ere but I reckon tha’ll need the wotsit so tha’ just ring tha’ bell an’ I’ll be up directly. Eeh...’ She shook her head sadly. ‘What’s ter become of us all, tell me that?’ just as though the whole household were in grave danger.

Charlie ate the lovely fresh bread, still warm from the oven, with lashings of the good butter Sally Harper made in the dairy. The iced water was refreshing and she wondered idly why it was that water with ice in it tasted so much better than without it. She wasn’t really hungry. Her mind was too active with the problem of what she would do next. Her brothers, Robbie so vulnerable and James not much stronger; how could they stand up to the life their father imposed on them? It wasn’t as if they went to the local grammar school where at least they would be out of the house for a good part of the day. The older boys, Henry and William and John, could withstand their father’s indifference, his... she was going to say cruelty which she supposed it was, though apart from the beatings, which seemed to give him some perverse pleasure, he barely infringed on their lives. They were well fed, clothed and slept in warm beds. The servants were fond of them and did their best to bring some warmth into their lives but they were growing up afraid of their own shadows, always looking over their shoulders to see if Father was watching them, even in the most innocent of pastimes such as the game of football in which the ball had landed on the conservatory roof. An accident.

She sighed and after ringing the bell to be let out of her room to visit the bathroom, this time by Nancy, the parlour-maid, Kizzie being busy with the boys, she changed into her nightdress and allowed Nancy to make up the fire and put her to bed.

‘Sleep well, Miss Charlie,’ the maid said sympathetically, wondering, as they all did, what was to happen to this courageous young girl. It was the first time she had stood up to her father, cruel bugger that he was, though she wouldn’t dare say that in the presence of Mrs Banks or Mr Watson. But the way he treated these children of his was a crying shame, the servants all agreed. She sadly turned the key in the lock before returning to the kitchen.

It was exactly ten thirty the next morning when Arthur Drummond summoned his daughter to his study. He was in a good mood, for he had enjoyed his day’s hunting and his meeting with Miss Elizabeth Parker who, though twenty-five years old and a mystery to her family and friends as to why she was not yet married, had made a big impression on him.

But it made no difference to Arthur Drummond. His daughter must be taught a lesson. She had defied him and it was up to him as a parent to make sure she was made to realise that he ruled the house and his family. Spare the rod and spoil the child had been his father’s motto and he felt the same.

‘You will take your punishment now, Charlotte, or would you like Henry, or perhaps even Robert to take it for you? It is up to you.’ He smiled as he smacked the palm of his hand with the switch. He knew her answer, of course.

She wept, not only with the welts that criss-crossed her buttocks but with humiliation as she ran up the stairs, every step an agony, to her room where Kizzie waited for her.
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Brooke Armstrong handed his last guest into her carriage on the smoothly brushed turning circle at the front of his home then stood back, the courteous smile clamped to his face.

‘It’s been a lovely weekend. We have so enjoyed it, haven’t we, Clive,’ gushed Lady Parker while her husband nodded pleasantly and her daughter fluttered her long eyelashes at Brooke before casting them down modestly, which he thought ludicrous in view of her age. She had been doing her best to draw him into her net all weekend, for she was ruthless in her search for a husband she considered suitable. He supposed he must fit into that category. Thankfully, she had turned her charms on Drummond when she realised she was wasting them on himself! She was very pretty with dark hair and green eyes, had an impeccable pedigree and was the only child of Sir Clive and Lady Parker who were wealthy and desperate to get her married. Twenty-five was really an old maid. She had had her chances, many of them, but had been too choosy and somehow they had passed her by.

Brooke Armstrong was, he supposed, one of the most sought-after bachelors in Yorkshire and meant to remain that way until he had met the woman with whom he might find it possible to live for the rest of his days. That woman was definitely not the spoiled Elizabeth Parker. She had been outrageous in her pursuit of him and he had found himself in some tight corners where it had taken all his tact and diplomacy, even downright rudeness, to extricate himself. He was ready for marriage, or so he was told, and his vast wealth and social position attracted every marriageable female for miles around which could become extremely tedious. Matchmaking mamas had thrown their simpering sixteen-year-old daughters in his path ever since he had returned home but he had adroitly managed to avoid them and the matrimony they had in mind.

The last ten years had been good ones, for when he was twenty his father had bought him a commission in the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry where he had served with distinction and had even won a medal or two. He had fought in many battles: on the North-West Frontier; Khartoum in the Sudan and the small mountain state of Chitral, were he was wounded. His father died that year so Major Brooke Armstrong was forced to resign his commission and return to Yorkshire to look after the family estate of King’s Meadow. He found, to his surprise, that he enjoyed it!

He watched the smart carriage drive round the circle then disappear along the avenue of stately lime trees that led to the wrought-iron entrance gates half a mile away. The lime trees were still bare since they did not open their leaves until April, the denuded branches delicate against the frosty winter sky. In the summer they provided a cool, sweet-smelling walk and he believed his cook, Mrs Groves, dried the flowers and made them into a refreshing lime tea. They had been planted by the first of the Armstrongs generations ago, said to have done service to George IV – of what sort was something of a mystery – who had granted them the land, and given the name of King’s Meadow to the thousand or so acres that made up the estate. There were several farms, cattle and arable, a grouse moor, woodland, wild moorland over which Brooke and his weekend guests had hunted, a lake, a stream where good fishing might be had and he was pleasantly occupied in the management of it all. His mother had also left him a woollen mill in Dewsbury which brought him more wealth but he had a manager and efficient overseers to run that.

He turned and entered the front door of the house, calling to one of the maids to tell Percy to saddle up, bending to the sudden swirl of dogs who escaped through the kitchen door into the wide hallway.

‘Get down, you fool, and leave Nellie alone: you’ll have her over. Come along, don’t get left out... yes, yes, you can come with me. I know you don’t like being shut up all weekend but I can’t have you leaping about over fine ladies like—’ He stopped speaking abruptly, aware that the housemaid was all ears and it was not polite to criticise his guests, but, God strewth, he was glad they were gone. He’d done his duty to all those who had entertained him in the past and now he could get down to something he enjoyed, which was riding round the estate and having a word with – and casting a sharp eye on – his tenants. After the weekend he had just spent playing the dutiful host to some rather boring guests, though he had enjoyed the hunting, he felt like an amble on old Max to see what was coming into growth in his woods and fields and perhaps have a beer with Jack Emmerson, one of his tenants whose wife brewed the best ale on the estate. Jack had just purchased a bullock which was said to be extremely hard to handle. He was the largest of King’s Meadow tenants, leasing one hundred and ten acres. He was a good farmer, hardworking and punctual with his rent. Fuller’s Farm, as it was called, again the origins of its name lost in the mists of time, had a pretty farmhouse with a small orchard between it and the lane that ambled through the woodland to the main road to Overton.

‘Come up, Max,’ he said to the horse, nodding at Arch, the stable lad who opened the gate for him, setting the animal to a canter while the dogs, a black Labrador, a Jack Russell and a retriever who was the wrong colour, raced ahead of him, delirious to be out of the stable yard and away from the sedate walks Percy and Arch allowed them when Mr Armstrong had guests.

Mrs Emmerson’s kitchen was old, as was the farmhouse, with a floor of buff and pink and primrose coloured tiles. It had an old-fashioned wide hearth with the spits and the oven to the side and a big black dresser set with bits of brassware and pewter plates and mugs. The farmhouse had been in the Emmerson family for as long as the Armstrongs had been at King’s Meadow and each housewife had seen no reason to change it. He was offered a glass of Mrs Emmerson’s cowslip wine and a piece of her best plum cake, or would he prefer some home-brewed ale. He chose the ale!

The two men drank their ale hanging over the stout fence that stood between them and the enclosure where the new bullock eyed them suspiciously. He was certainly a fine-looking beast. He was docile enough now, Jack said, but the bugger’d have to be watched for he had a nasty mean streak and that’s why he’d got him cheap.

‘Tekks two on us ter move ’im, that’s why theer’s a ring through ’is nose, like. A couple o’ poles fastened to it an’ us’ll ’ave ’im. Yon’s a right good beast, Major, an’ already I’ve chaps waitin’ wi’ their cows. Tha’ve only ter say’t word an’ that lad’ll serve thine an’ all.’

‘I shall bear that in mind, Jack. Now, I must get on. Those dogs of mine are bristling up to yours so if we don’t want a fight...’

‘Nay, mine’ll do as tha’re told.’

‘Well, good luck with him, Jack,’ his landlord said as he mounted the patient grey on which he always did his rounds. Stand without tethering, would Max, and could be led on a thread but he did like a good gallop, one that accorded with his age. They set off along the edge of Seven Cows Wood, the bare trees to his right, going at full speed through the knee-high grass which in spring and summer would be carpeted with poppy, clover, meadowsweet. Going flat out, or at least what Max could manage at his age, Brooke’s nose almost on the grey’s neck, he was on the girl who ran out of the belt of woodland before he had time to shout a warning and when she went down his heart came to a shuddering stop before restarting and beating so fast he could hardly breathe. Max whinnied in distress, rearing up on to his hind legs as he did his best to avoid the prone figure so that Brooke almost slid from the saddle but scarcely had the horse’s forelegs touched the ground again than he was off his back and bending over the figure of the girl. She lay flat on her belly, her arms stretched out, her face pressed into last year’s rotting leaf mould. She rolled over as he reached out a trembling hand to her, for she had frightened the bloody life out of him, and though he could see she was dazed she seemed to be uninjured. At once he was furious, like a mother whose naughty child has just run into danger and survived; he wanted to lash out at her but her expression cleared and he found himself looking into the most amazing eyes he had ever seen. They were a vivid aquamarine blue surrounded by thick lashes the same shade as her hair and eyebrows. She was not exactly beautiful for none of her features was perfect. Her mouth was wide, a bright poppy red, her cheekbones high and flushed with a delicate wild rose, her jaw square with an obstinate set to it and her hair was what he could only call tawny-coloured. Neither brown, nor ginger, nor chestnut but perhaps a mixture of them all.

‘You bloody fool,’ he snarled, reaching down a hand to help her up but she ignored it, getting to her feet unaided. ‘What the hell were you doing, dashing from the tree-line like that without even stopping to see if—’

‘This is not a high street, sir, where one can expect traffic. I was running...’

‘I could see that, woman, but surely you must have heard my horse’s approach. Or are you deaf as well as half-witted? Besides which you are trespassing. This is private land.’

‘I am not here to poach your game or snare your rabbits. I was merely walking.’

‘Walking! You were doing no such thing and you can count yourself lucky that Max here is old and has the sense that a younger animal might not have.’

‘You are extremely rude and your language is quite offensive. It is not the language of a gentleman and I would be obliged if you would get out of my way and allow me to continue my... my walk. I was not aware that I was trespassing, and for that I apologise. Your land must run beside my father’s. I shall make sure in future that I stay where...’

The three dogs ran back and began to nose at the hand of the girl and at once she turned to them, smiling, then squatted down to pet them in turn. She seemed to wince a little as she knelt and Brooke’s expression of indignation turned to one of concern. ‘You’re hurt,’ he said, but she shook her head and as she did so a glorious mass of hair became unpinned, falling about her shoulders and down her back in a bright, gleaming cloak. At the sight of it, and combined with her incredible eyes, something in his chest moved painfully. He studied her, wondering where on earth she had come from though she had spoken of his estate running beside that of her father’s. She had the well-bred voice of the gentry so he deduced she was not a farm girl, nor a maidservant out for a walk, if maidservants had time for such exercise, and her outfit seemed to prove that. She wore a well-made tweed skirt that reached her ankle bone in shades of coffee and chocolate-brown fleck with a short fitted jacket to match, brown lace-up boots, sturdy for walking. On her head, clinging for dear life by a hatpin, was a woollen beret with a pom-pom on top, her hands were encased in brown’ leather gloves and a long, woollen scarf was wrapped around her neck.

Suddenly, some likeness, he didn’t know how, perhaps the colour of her hair or the thrust of her little chin, reminded him of someone in whose company he had recently been.

‘You’re Drummond’s girl,’ he gasped, amazed at the way he had reacted to her and also to whose daughter she was. She was only a child really, though she was well developed, eyeing her full, well-rounded breasts. Fifteen... sixteen perhaps but why should it make any difference to him? The way she had darted out from the woodland, heedless and unthinking, not even hearing the hoof beats of his horse, could have caused a nasty accident, to her, to him and to old Max. He didn’t know why he should be so furious, after all nothing had happened to any of them, but for some reason he was incensed.

‘Do you normally dash about like some wild thing, uncaring of whom you may hurt?’ he heard himself saying. ‘Max did well to avoid—’

‘I’m sorry,’ she gulped, all defiance leaking away. She bent her head to that of Ginger who was licking her face kindly as though she knew the girl was troubled. ‘I... I wasn’t thinking...’

‘Well,’ he said, his own anger ebbing, ‘perhaps you will be more careful next time.’ He felt a bit of a fool actually, for no harm had been done but she had given him a fright. Max was calmly nibbling the grass where the meadow edged the wood and for a minute or two nothing further was said. Charlotte buried her face into the dog’s silky fur, wrapping her arms about her and the animal wriggled in ecstasy; when eventually she rose to her feet all trace of the tears she had shed had vanished into the animal’s coat. She looked at the man in front of her, knowing who he was but since they had not met before and she was a well-brought-up young lady, she offered him her hand.

‘Charlotte Drummond,’ she told him abruptly.

‘Brooke Armstrong,’ he answered, taking her gloved hand.

She saw a tall, lean man with well-muscled shoulders dressed for riding in a tweed jacket of similar colours to her own, buff-coloured breeches and knee-high well-polished riding boots. Under the jacket he wore a buff-coloured jumper, warm and hand-knitted, and he also had a woollen scarf wrapped about his neck. He was quite old, she decided, but not unattractive, dark-complexioned, his face slashed with dark eyebrows, his chin thrusting arrogantly and his mouth firm though it curled up at the corners as if laughter were not far away. He had a dark, vigorous head of hair which the breeze had whipped about his head and which was tumbling over his eyebrows. His eyes were compelling as though they had searched far horizons, with fine lines fanning out from the corners, and almost colourless, a pale, silvery grey with very black pupils, as startling in a way as were hers and they looked at her in a way she found quite disconcerting.

‘Well, I suppose I’d better get back,’ she murmured. ‘They will wonder where I am.’

‘They?’ He was intrigued, he didn’t know why.

‘My brothers.’

‘Ah, yes, your father told me he had sons though he didn’t mention you.’

‘He wouldn’t!’

She had turned away, ready to walk back the way she had come but suddenly he wanted her to stay, again he didn’t know why.

‘Won’t you sit down for a moment and get your breath?’ indicating a fallen tree trunk on the edge of the woodland. He was startled when she began to laugh, in a manner that might have been described as hysterical though he could not think what he had said to evoke it.

‘Thank you,’ she said through the laughter, ‘I don’t think I can.’

‘Why not, Miss Drummond, are you...?’

‘Please, don’t ask. It would be too difficult to explain.’

‘Very well.’ His voice was cold. ‘I will detain you no longer.’ But somehow he found himself unable to move away. She looked so unutterably sad – was that the word? – as though she had a troubled mind and he knew that Ginger, who was older than Dottie and Floss, sensed it by the way she leaned against the girl’s leg. He glanced away to collect his thoughts, his very strange thoughts, and noticed, almost absently, great flocks of rooks and starlings down on the fields of Holly Farm and a pair of beautiful bullfinches in a hawthorn bush. Spring was coming, he thought absently. The gorse on the moorland just beyond the fields had been in blossom but the sharp frosts of the past week had nipped off the bloom. It had been a mild winter up to then and the hazel catkins were out. He saw this with the part of his mind that was not occupied with the drooping figure of the girl who had hurtled so precipitously across his path and who was beginning to make her slow way back towards the wood that led to the Mount.

‘Miss Drummond,’ he called out and she turned back to him.

‘Yes?’

‘Do you ride?’ he asked, astonishing himself.

‘No.’ She was astonished too. ‘My father won’t... we have no... No, Mr Drummond, none of us has been allowed to ride. My father does not believe in it. At least not for his children!’

‘You just walk, you and your brothers... in these woods, perhaps, or...’

‘I really must go, sir. I am pleased to have met you.’

Her young dignity touched him in the way the tumble of her hair and the compelling colour of her eyes had done.

‘Then good-day, Miss Drummond.’

He caught Max by the rein and gracefully mounted him then, without a backward glance, put him to the gallop back the way he had come. The last Charlotte heard of him was his voice.

‘Come, Ginger, come, Dottie... Floss.’

Ginger glanced back at her then raced to catch up with the others and her master.

She didn’t know why but she often found her thoughts returning to that day when she had met Mr Drummond at the edge of Seven Cows Wood. During the next few months she sometimes thought she heard his voice coming from downstairs when her father gave a dinner party, wondering why it should remain in her memory and still be so clear that she should recognise it. She and Robert, and sometimes James, would hang over the banister to watch Father’s guests arriving, noticing particularly one very pretty woman who seemed to appear frequently. She wore the most gorgeous evening gowns in pinks, blues, reds, a rich ruby which was a particular favourite in honour of the coming coronation. They were ‘two-piece’, with a skirt and bodice, the bodice neckline square-cut or round and low to show the tops of her splendid white breasts. They had transparent sleeves or what was known as an angel sleeve, a long square panel floating from the armhole and reaching almost to the ground. The bodice was decorated with beads, or spangles or artificial flowers, another gown with silvery lace and ribbons of silver tissue, all from Poiret in Paris, though Charlotte was not aware of it. Very expensive, she was sure and absolutely up to the minute. She had a tinkling laugh which was often heard above the polite conversation around the dinner table and once coming from a dark corridor that led to the back of the house and was seldom used since it gave access only to the gun room. It mingled, strangely, with that of their father. She was, so Kizzie told them, the daughter of a baronet.

It was in April that she saw him again. She was walking with Robert in the little spinney that lay on the edge of Father’s property and through which ran a tiny stream, a particular favourite with the boys. There was a graceful willow covered all over with great golden catkins around which bees were humming busy gathering pollen, and stretching as far as the eye could see was a vast carpet of wild daffodils.

‘Look, Charlie,’ Robert called to her as she sat herself on a fallen tree trunk, dreaming of nothing in particular, ‘look at the tadpoles. They’re going mad in the water wagging their dear little black tails. Come and see. What a shame the others aren’t here. You know how John loves tadpoles.’

The four older boys were having lessons with Miss Price who had released Charlotte and Robert, saying that Robert was too young for algebra and Charlotte too old. She had, of course, asked permission from the children’s father and had found him surprisingly acquiescent, quite amiable in fact which was not often the case. They had all, meaning the servants and the children, noticed that the head of the house had been in an unusually good mood these last few weeks, Charlie more so than the others, for though they had all been beaten several times for minor misdemeanours, it had not been on their bare buttocks. She and her brothers had been particularly careful not to anger their father, as best they could, since many times in the past they had been unaware that they were sinning. He had been out with the hunt until the season ended and away from home visiting friends, house parties, Kizzie explained, though they were not awfully sure what that meant. Sometimes he had people to stay at the weekends, most of them, including the lovely lady whose name was Elizabeth Parker, Kizzie told them, spending a ‘Friday to Monday’. Kizzie seemed to find out a lot about Father’s guests and kept Charlotte, James and Robert, at least, entertained with her descriptions of the activities, charades and fancy dress affairs and such, though Henry, William and John considered themselves too old to listen to such gossip!

She was startled when a voice that was not Robert’s interrupted her reverie.

‘Miss Drummond, it seems it is my turn to trespass. I do beg your pardon and please forgive the little beggar who is trying to eat your skirt. I’m trying to discipline him without the others exciting him but it seems... Taddy... Taddy, come here at once, sir. Oh, damn it... will you... I’m sorry...’

The puppy, a mixture of black Labrador and another unknown breed, was leaping all over Charlotte, licking her face and nipping at her hands, yipping with delight, and at his onslaught Charlotte fell in a most unladylike way over the back of the log and landed in a clump of daffodils flat on her back with her skirts up, showing a great deal of black stocking and frilly white petticoat. Her laughter rang out, bringing Robert hurrying from the stream to join in the fun and for several minutes, until Brooke swept the pup into his arms, there was joyful chaos.

Brooke Armstrong was curiously silent though his lips twitched in what wanted to be a smile. The reason was Charlotte herself. He was enchanted, he could think of no other word. She enchanted him with her unaffected laughter, her unconcern with the amount of leg and petticoat she had revealed, her childlike delight with the small animal which was struggling to get back to her. Her hair, which he realised had a life and direction of its own, was once again tumbling about her neck and down her back, the April sunshine painting it with the glow of autumn leaves. The boy, her brother he supposed, was fiddling with the puppy in Brooke’s arms which now turned his attention to the boy and he happily handed the animal over to him. The boy put him down and began to run and in the way of small animals the pup ran after him and with a sigh of relief Brooke sat down next to Charlotte on the fallen log.

‘I do apologise for the bad manners, mine and the pup’s. Give me a month and I’ll have him obedient.’

‘Oh, no, don’t break his spirit, please. I have seen what—’ She stopped speaking abruptly.

Wisely Brooke did not question her on what she had been about to say. He had seen the cruel twist to Arthur Drummond’s mouth and the sudden coldness surge in his eyes and he had heard rumours concerning his strictness – to say the least – with his family. He had learned that the girl who sat beside him was sixteen, probably almost seventeen and not the child he had first thought her, and each time he had dined at the Mount he had hoped that she would perhaps be present for she was old enough. This was the first time he had seen her since he had almost run her down on Max.

They talked politely for ten minutes; about the coming coronation of their new King which was to take place in June; the death of his own father and Brooke’s part at Chitral; the ending of his career as a soldier and taking up the running of his family estate.

‘And you, Miss Drummond, what do you intend to do with...’ He was about to say ‘the rest of your life’ when he knew quite definitely what he hoped that would be!

‘Me? Mr Armstrong, what can I do? I am a woman and the only career open to me is to stay at home until some offer for me is made to my father. That or become a governess.’

Brooke wanted to smile, since if he had anything to do with it, and he meant to, she would never be the latter!
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