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1

June – August 1830

WITH a haste that was totally at variance with his befuddled state of mind, Deveril Grayshott pulled his white breeches up over his buttocks and tried ineffectually to fasten the buttons. The discovery that the girl was a virgin had momentarily sobered him, if far from completely, at least sufficiently to know that he had been damnably stupid to deflower her, no matter how willing she had seemed to be.

He was tempted to take a closer look at her face, until now only a white hazy blur in the night-shadowed cornfield; but a deep-rooted, innate sense of shame forbade a closer study of her features. He’d not been too drunk to know that she was very young and he did not want to see the tears, the look of reproach, the horror he supposed she must be feeling. He bent down to pick up his horse’s loosely trailing reins and staggered dizzily as the brandy fumes swirled in his head. What he wanted more than anything now was sleep, he reflected, but he still had six miles to ride. It was as well his horse knew the way home, he thought with a flash of drunken humour.

His back to the girl who was lying motionless on the ground, he drew out a sovereign from his waistcoat pocket. But once again, instinct prevented him from committing himself in any respect to his victim. If he gave her so valuable a coin, her parents would undoubtedly want to know how she came by it. If she kept her mouth shut, it might save them both a parcel of bother.

“Go home!” he said, his voice as blurred as his vision. He wanted to add that if she kept her own counsel, there’d be no harm done. But he had despoiled her and sooner or later, some man was going to know of it. The damage could not now be undone. Nevertheless he muttered:

“The leasht you shay about this night, the better for us both. D’you undershtand?”

He managed with difficulty to scramble on to his horse. Clouds had long since obscured the bright orange harvest moon and his backward glance at the girl revealed no more than a slender heap of clothing in a nest of crushed corn. For a second, he was shocked by the terrible thought that she might be dead. But that, he knew, was nonsense. It was but a few minutes at most since she had cried out as he forced his way into her and he had felt her nails digging into his back through the thin silk of his shirt.

Damnation to all women! he thought as he kicked his horse into movement. It had been a thoroughly bad night from start to finish — his last night at home, too, before going up to Scotland for the grouse shooting. It was all Peggy’s fault — the buxom, comely landlord’s daughter at the Pig and Whistle. Throughout the summer vacation, he and his four university friends had been vying with one another for Peggy’s favours, and he had wagered no small sum that this very night she would prove she fancied him above his friends — prove it by permitting him a lot more than a kiss or two by the stables. How his friends had taunted him on the ride home because Peggy had had her head turned by a dashing dragoon and been too busy flirting with the handsome officer to pay her customary attention to any of the young ‘genulmen’, as she called them, from the manor.

“Not long enough out of the schoolroom to satisfy our Peggy!” one friend jeered as they left the inn.

“Our Peggy reckons that dragoon knows a thing or two more about women than a lad of your age, Deveril!” teased another.

“She never did take you seriously, old boy. Stood out a mile she was not going to let you have more than a bite of the old cake!”

So it was not just the frustration of wanting her plump, tempting body and finding himself refused when he had been so certain she would agree that had upset him. It was his pride that was damaged. He’d known for a long time now that he was considered to have more than his share of good looks. In his youthful experience, he’d been aware that women of all ages noticed him. Eventual heir to his grandfather’s viscountcy, he accepted as his due that he would be one of the most eligible young men in Society once he was finished with schooling and was old enough to marry. He had looks, money, position, he told himself bitterly on that ride home, yet a common slut like Peggy McGregor had turned up her pert little nose at him as if he were a farm lad! No wonder he’d been so shamed.

He and his friends were but a mile out of the village when they’d come upon the girl. She’d appeared from the depths of the corn like some wraith from the sea. At first, they had formed a circle about her, their mounts shying nervously from the slim white ghost. The scurrying clouds were casting shadows over the girl’s face and they noticed little other than that she was blonde, young and slender. Then the questioning had begun. What was she doing out here alone? Was she from the village? Was she lost? Was she in distress? Or was she, perhaps, just out looking for male company?

His friends had begun to dispute amongst themselves as to who had seen her first; who, of the five of them, might offer the mysterious damsel his companionship. Surely she could not wish to spend this hot August night all alone? they enquired.

Only then had the girl spoken, lifting her arm and pointing at him — Deveril Grayshott.

“I came to say goodbye to him!”

Perhaps, when he was once more sober, he could make sense of it all, he thought now, as indeed he had thought then. But at that moment, he had neither questioned nor cared about the extraordinary turn of events. His friends’ taunts had turned to envious leers as they asked him if this was a secret assignation he had kept quiet from them; if all along he’d been trying to throw them off the scent by pretending an interest in Peggy McGregor. They all accepted that indisputably the girl had chosen him, and they had no wish to spoil his fun.

“Make the most of what the gods give you, Deveril, old fellow!” they had shouted as they rode off laughing. “And if you are not sober enough to make the most of your good fortune, then you have but to ride after us and one of us will take your place!”

He had dismounted his horse, his legs nearly giving way beneath him as he faced the silent shadow before him. He could not discern the colour of the girl’s eyes nor even her features; but he could make out the womanly shape of her.

“Since you say you came to bid me farewell, then ’tis a farewell kiss I can claim from you,” he said boldly, taking a step towards her.

Half asleep as his horse jogged along the familiar cart road towards the Grayshott estate, Deveril could not remember how he and the girl had come to be lying in the corn. Maybe he had fallen. But the night’s frustrated desire for Peggy was not as dulled as his other senses and the girl’s moist lips were as welcoming as the soft murmur of her voice. She had made no attempt to remove his hands when they had uncovered her breasts. She had wanted him — he was sure of it. Yet when he had taken her, fiercely, hungrily, she had cried out and dug her nails into his back and only then, suddenly sobered, had he known beyond doubt that she was a virgin — had been a virgin.

His horse stumbled and he jerked into momentary wakefulness. He had no idea who the girl was. Nor, since he had certainly not raped her against her will, should he care, he told himself. The best thing he could do would be to forget about her. He and his friends would be off to Scotland tomorrow and the night’s episode forgotten. As for the girl — she must have known the risks she was taking, out alone, not far off midnight. No decent girl would dare such a thing. Despite her voice she must have been a farm girl who had slipped out for a taste of nature’s delights, fancying the idea of giving her favours to a gentleman instead of an uncouth farmer’s boy.

Deveril Grayshott, eldest son of Admiral Sir William Grayshott, and grandson of Viscount Burnbury, slouched across the saddle of his horse as it ambled slowly up the mile-long drive to the family mansion, Chiswell Hill House. He was nineteen years of age, he thought incoherently; he had imbibed a little too much wine at dinner and then he had drunk far too much of the landlord’s best French brandy. He had also had a woman. When he reached home, his valet would be waiting up to undress him and put him to bed, so he had nothing in the world to worry about. His eyes closed and he slept peacefully, unaware of the wheels of Fate this night’s behaviour had set in motion for the future, as his horse plodded forward, instinct directing the animal home.

* * *

It seemed to Clementine as if the whole summer of 1830 had been one long stream of golden days — sunny days when her youthful body craved the soft sweet scents of gardens and woods; of fields and hedgerows; of haymaking and fruit harvesting. For hour upon hour, imprisoned in her bedroom, she had knelt at the open window, her soft breasts pressed against the wooden sill, imagining herself in the shining golden countryside which surrounded her present home on the outskirts of the little village of Lower Chiswell.

Without doubt, she thought each morning on waking, it had been the unhappiest of the fifteen summers of her life. In the first place, when she had arrived at The Rectory with her father, it was intended to be but a brief farewell visit to her hitherto unknown uncle and aunt before she emigrated to British North America to begin a new life with her parents. Poor Papa had lost all his money and hoped to remake his fortunes in Upper Canada. A great many people were emigrating now that the war was over, and papa had a friend who was busy making his fortune out there with the Hudson’s Bay Company. Clementine had been enormously excited at the prospect, despite her mother’s misgivings. Mama was delicate and did not have her Papa’s blustering good health — due to her sheltered aristocratic upbringing, Papa said. Nevertheless, he would not be parted from his wife and bravely she had agreed to accompany him to this wild, desolate land, taking their only child, Clementine, with them.

But a cruel fate had determined that Clementine was not to go with her parents. The day following their arrival at The Rectory she had succumbed to the scarlatina and been so ill with the complaint that the doctor had ruled out any chance of her travelling on such a long arduous journey this year. Papa had already paid for their passages and her tearful mama had explained that they could not afford to delay their going. There were other reasons why her parents could not wait for her recovery. Clementine only vaguely understood that it had something to do with people called creditors waiting to send poor darling Papa to prison despite the fact that he had committed no crime but was the butt of misfortune — or so Mama said.

Reluctantly, the Rev and Mrs Foster had agreed to take care of Clementine until such time next year as a suitable travelling companion could be found to escort her safely to her parents in North America. By then, they would have a new home ready to receive her.

Ill though she was, Clementine had been miserably aware of her parents’ departure and her feeling of isolation and abandonment greatly added to her general malaise. Her Aunt Winifred, she soon discovered, was quite unlike dear Mama. She was an austere, childless woman whose word was law in the household. The servants were terrified of her since even the smallest fault resulted in severe reprimand, if not a harsh punishment or a fine of wages. Her aunt’s religious fervour did not, Clementine soon realized, include the virtues of kindness, forgiveness or tolerance. A thin, angular, rod-backed woman, Winifred Foster was always dressed in black — probably in deference to the death in June of King George, Papa had joked. She reminded Clementine of a crow, and was the very opposite of her gentle adoring mother, whose rare reproofs were issued in a quiet loving voice.

The Rev Godfrey Foster, in the brief moments Clementine had seen him before she was confined to her bedroom, was a round, red-faced, portly little man who had seemed to Clementine to be as frightened as herself of his wife’s tongue. He was her father’s brother, five years older and, according to Papa, a weak, not very intelligent man who would never have survived outside the protection of the Cloth. As he kissed his daughter goodbye, Papa had looked both worried and uncertain, and he had said with a lack of confidence quite foreign to him:

“I hope you will not be too unhappy, my darling. Your aunt and uncle mean well and in any case, what alternative have I but to leave you here? You will be safe from harm. ’Tis only for a year, Clemmie.”

Her uncle, as gently as he could, had tried to comfort her.

“If there is anything you want, child … anything I can do …”

As soon as she was over the worst of her illness, she reminded her uncle of his promise.

“Please, Uncle, if you really desire to make me happier, try to persuade Aunt Winifred to allow me downstairs. I have been confined to my room now for over two months and the physician has said I am well enough to leave my sickroom. I am so … so lonely up there … and …”

But they had both known there was little chance of his changing her aunt’s relentless decision that following upon her illness, a long period of convalescence was essential if her future health was not to be undermined. Aunt Winifred stated that this meant continued confinement to her room.

The Fosters’ little maid, Mary, now Clementine’s only companion, was shrewd enough to hit on the truth of the situation.

“You be a sight too pretty for her liking, Miss Clementine!” she said, her cheerful rounded face creasing into a smile as she brushed her young mistress’s long golden hair. “’Taint so much Parson having a soft spot for you she be minding, as young Doctor Brook taking a fancy to you. Only time as I ever do see her smile is when he comes a-visiting.”

As always, Mary had turned Clementine’s sighs to laughter, for it was quite true that the stern, scowling Aunt Winifred positively simpered with coy smiles when the physician called. He was a good-looking, pleasant-spoken man in his late twenties — an age Clementine thought of as old.

Clementine had been intrigued by the idea that any man should ‘fancy’ her. Until this summer, she had given little thought to adult life, content to remain in the carefree world of a child without concern for the future. When Papa was away at sea, Mama had taught her to play the spinet, to sing, to dance, to curtsey, to speak French and to master the rudiments of Latin. But when Papa was home, Mama had little time to spare for her daughter’s education. Then she gave Clementine books to read — dozens upon dozens of books. There were the classics, which Clementine was too young to appreciate fully; but there were also books of poetry and, equally pleasing to Clementine, novels from which she extracted her first romantic impressions of love. She had grown up in an atmosphere of love, for there was little doubting the closeness of her mother and father, and if she had given thought at all to the future, it was with no higher aspiration than to marry for love as Mama had done.

Here in this gaunt, loveless rectory, Clementine had turned more and more often to her books and her dreams. Mary, who had been courted by a local farmer’s son for the past two years, fed her imagination still further with her vague, blushing allusions to her feelings for her sweetheart.

“Furst moment I set eyes on my Jack, I just about knew for sure there beant no other chap as I’d want for to marry. When my Jack do steal a kiss, my knees goes all a-tremble …”

It was Mary who had first drawn Clementine’s attention to the young men from Chiswell Hill House riding past the rectory one hot summer’s night.

“They do be the genulmen friends of the young milord from Chiswell Hill House,” Mary informed her as night after night they watched the finely dressed figures galloping down the dirt road that led to Upper Chiswell village. The lane divided the rectory orchard from old Farmer White’s ten-acre cornfield and was the most direct route from the big manor house into the village.

“They be making for the Pig and Whistle!” Mary informed her young mistress. “Go there every night, Peggy McGregor says. She be landlord’s daughter and mighty purty, too. Beant much else to amuse them young’uns at the manor, I duresay. She told me as how the young genulmen is all on holiday from that there university Lunnon way.”

It was the first Clementine had heard of the family who owned the big house that lay between Upper and Lower Chiswell. Mary was happy enough to satisfy her curiosity. The old Viscount Burnbury was in his seventies, a widower, whose eldest son was an admiral in the Royal Navy. He also had four granddaughters, all married, and two grandsons, the eldest being Deveril Grayshott. Mary was vague about the younger grandson, Percy, who it seemed led the secluded life of an invalid and never left Chiswell Hill House.

Young Mr Deveril, Mary told her wide-eyed audience, was said to be as handsome as he was wild.

His friends were a wild lot, too. They’d been up to all sorts of mischief this summer, so Peggy had told her; they’d set six of Farmer Bastable’s piglets “a-running races, like that there Derby, wagering guineas — on pigs, of all things!” Mary exclaimed. “And they nearly drownded theirselves trying to balance on miller’s water wheel and broke two of the paddles.”

Clementine’s vivid imagination was fired by these tales of Deveril Grayshott’s escapades. The young men had ridden up the valley to the old Stone Age graveyard known as Chiswell Barrow and with white sheets draped over their heads, had shrieked and groaned as if they were ghosts risen from the ancient graves. Old Tom, the shepherd, had been scared out of his wits — as, indeed, were his flock, which raced in panic down into the valley and had woken half the village bleating and baaing on the green at midnight.

Boredom that plagued her imprisonment prompted Clementine to an adventure of her own. Overruling Mary’s apprehension, she had climbed out of her bedroom window one evening onto the branches of the walnut tree and from thence descended into the garden. Barefoot on the dew-wet grass, she had stolen down to the orchard and hidden there until the young men came by on their horses, riding in the direction of the village. For the first time, she was able to see Deveril Grayshott closely enough to discern his features. He had struck her as even more handsome than Mary had described — deep shining brown eyes burning with youthful excitement; a wide laughing mouth and aquiline nose set in a nobly shaped face. His lips were parted in a delightful smile, and his voice, as he addressed one of his companions, was deep-toned and exciting to the young girl.

It was the beginning of a love that was to grow and dominate Clementine’s thoughts throughout the summer. Her diary was filled with tiny remembered facets of his appearance. Her books of poetry were thick with paper markers highlighting those verses which seemed best to express her torment and her longing to meet this attractive stranger who haunted her dreams. Now at last, she thought, she understood the poet’s meaning of love and why Mary had said that the mere sight of her Jack set her knees a-tremble. Not only Clementine’s knees but her whole body trembled with excitement those evenings she saw Deveril ride by.

Mary’s initial fear that these sorties might be discovered was gradually allayed as July gave way to August without detection. They gave meaning to the otherwise tedious days spent cooped up in Clementine’s large bedroom with only occasional visits from the unloving Aunt Winifred and Sunday prayers in the parson’s study to break the monotony; but they also increased Clementine’s restlessness. She was no longer ill and her young body craved activity. Only her mind was fully engaged as she created her imaginary encounters with her ‘beloved’.

This harmless pastime was brought to a rude halt when the inevitable happened, and Mary announced that “the young genulmen wus a-going away”.

Clementine was overwhelmed with dismay. Brought down to earth by the reality of the situation, she realized that often as she had seen her secret love from afar, she had never spoken to him, and the chance to do so was slipping away. He might not return to Chiswell Hill House before next summer, by which time she would have joined her parents in North America. No matter what the consequences, she told Mary, she was going to speak to him — to bid him farewell. At least he could then take away with him a memory of her which might burgeon into love. Perhaps he would find a way to write to her, telling her he could not forget his one brief encounter; begging her to reply and send him some small token of her affection.

Mary was a great deal more realistic. A young girl alone approaching a group of strange young gentlemen was unheard of, improper, against every convention. Were they discovered, it would mean instant dismissal without a reference for her and goodness only knew what dire punishment for Miss Clementine. It was too dangerous, too risky.

But Clementine would not be deterred from her plan. There was no risk worth mentioning, she assured Mary. No one had discovered them thus far. Why should this be the one night Aunt Winifred made an unannounced, unprecedented visit to Clementine’s room after retiring to bed? And who was there to betray them since no one but themselves knew of her plan? Mary could watch from the orchard and warn her if anyone approached.

Mary’s mother had been in service and had brought up her children to know the ways of the gentry. The maid therefore was far less naïve than Clementine when it came to correct standards of behaviour. To Clementine’s dismay, she refused to condone her young mistress’s plan.

“If’n you go, Miss Clementine, you goes on your ownsome!” she said firmly. Nor when the church clock struck ten and Clementine donned her shawl with set mouth and a stubborn tilt to her chin, would Mary relent. Alone, Clementine climbed down the walnut tree and tiptoed past her uncle’s study windows. A faint glow came from a chink in the velvet curtains but was dimmed by the brilliance of an orange harvest moon, shining on purpose, she decided, to guide her steps to the apple orchard.

Within minutes, she was in her usual hiding place — a dark corner behind the potting shed from which she could see the lane through the hawthorn hedge without fear of being seen. She paused there, wishing suddenly that she had not been quite so adamant when she had told the white-faced Mary that nothing but death would stop her crossing the lane and going to the cornfield. Now she was regretting that proud boast. Suppose Mary was right, and far from being the pleasurable encounter she had dreamed of, her meeting with the young man she loved turned out to be awkward, embarrassing, or even, as Mary suggested, humiliating for herself.

She drew a deep breath as she brushed the thought quickly from her mind. She would not forgo this one moment of pleasure in her life — she would see Deveril once more as he rode home. If she were to cross the road and hide in the cornfield, she would be even closer to him than she was here in the orchard.

Slowly, her heart beating nervously, Clementine crawled through a gap in the hedge into the lane. It had not rained for the past four weeks and the dust lay inches deep in the ruts the carts had made earlier in the year. On the far verge of the lane there was no hedgerow — only a ditch separating it from the great sea of ripe corn awaiting the coming harvest.

Quietly, although there was no one to hear her, Clementine slipped across the dusty cart track and slid down amongst the corn. It rustled as the stalks bent beneath her weight and tiny grains fell into the folds of her lavender muslin skirt.

For a little while, Clementine was reassured by the total seclusion of her new hiding place. But clouds were gathering now in the sky and once in a while, dark shadows obscured the comforting light of the moon and then she longed to be back in the safety of her bedroom at the rectory. But pride forbade such a reversal of her plans. She would remain here until Deveril and his friends returned from the village — no matter how long that might be.

Almost in the same instant as the clock chimed eleven, Clementine heard voices. She sat up, her heart thudding as she recognized the customary singing of the young men as they made their way homeward.

In the stillness of the night air, the sound of their laughter and voices above the thudding of their horses’ hooves, sent a sudden chill of apprehension through Clementine. There was little doubting that they were very drunk.

In sudden panic, she stood up, intending to dart back across the road to the safety of the orchard. But she had delayed her escape too long and as her white figure rose out from the corn, the leading horse shied, rearing up in alarm. Within seconds, she was surrounded.

Although the voices calling to her were slurred, their questions were clear enough to overcome her first feelings of fear. Was she lost? What was she doing so far from the village? Why was she there, alone? Who was she?

Clementine found the courage to raise her face. Her cheeks were burning with blushes as she pointed shyly to Deveril Grayshott. He was grinning down at her with amused curiosity. Somehow, she found her voice and her courage.

“I came to say goodbye to him!” she replied with simple honesty.

The look of surprise mingled with pleasure on the young man’s face restored her courage. Now that the meeting was accomplished, it seemed quite pointless to flee. His companions were laughing, teasing him in none too kind a fashion. But within minutes, they were riding away, leaving her alone with Deveril.

Now reality gave place to the dream-world in which she had lived for so many weeks. It seemed not the least strange when Deveril dismounted and put his arms around her, claiming that he deserved a farewell kiss since on her own admission she had come to bid him goodbye. He, like herself, had fallen in love at first sight, she thought happily as she melted into his arms. He must indeed love her if he wanted so ardently to kiss her, for kisses preceded proposals as well she knew from the romances she had read.

How handsome he was! How brightly his eyes shone as his face came down to hers! How swiftly her heart was beating at the touch of his hands on her arms! She could not suppress a little cry of pleasure as they moved upwards over her shoulders and then down to her breasts.

What happened next was too sudden, too swift, for Clementine to voice any protest. Afterwards, she was to tell Mary that she was not even certain if she wished to protest. His hands were moving rapidly all over her body, tearing open her bodice, lifting her skirt with a violent passion. His hurried breaths, his gasps, were drowned by her own as they fell to the ground and he lay atop her, his breeches about his ankles. Involuntarily, her hands closed over his back as he forced her legs apart with his knees. She could feel the bent corn stalks digging into her back, the pain only momentary as another pain wracked her body. Now she realized that something was happening that was both right and wrong. Such intimacy could only be wrong and yet — yet she wanted him to go on moving inside her. She wanted him never to stop kissing her. She wanted …

He lay suddenly still, his breathing slowing, his eyes closed. He seemed now quite unaware of her, his weight heavy and burdensome. Now she could smell the brandy fumes on his breath and she felt a sudden chill where the night breeze was blowing over her bared thighs. Instinctively, she pulled down her skirt in a belated need for modesty.

“Dear God, what have I done!” he murmured as he fumbled ineffectually with his own clothing. “Who are you? Forgive me. I thought … Peggy McGregor … I don’t understand …” His voice trailed into silence.

Clementine remained where she lay. The dream was turning into a nightmare. Why was Deveril not telling her that he loved her? Why was he turning his head away as if he had no wish to look at her?

“I love you!” she whispered. But the only coherent answer she received was a curt “Go home”, followed by a series of loud hiccoughs as he turned his back on her and awkwardly mounted his waiting horse. She could not believe that he was riding off, leaving her — without even a promise that he would write to her; without even knowing her name.

She would have called out to him but for the fact that her voice was strangled in her throat by tears of disappointment. Mutely, she watched her dream-lover ride away into the darkness. Only then did she become more fully aware of the soreness between her thighs. But the pain was as nothing beside the pain in her heart. Gathering her torn clothing about her, she ran blindly back to the house. Somehow, she scaled the walnut tree and scrambling through the window, fell into Mary’s waiting arms. Then only did she give way to the sobs that wrenched her shivering body.

“He did not want me. He does not love me,” she wept.

Mary rocked her, stroking the dishevelled hair, tears streaming down her round, chalk-white cheeks.

“I was there — all the time — in the orchard!” she whispered. “Oh, Miss Clementine, I ought to’ve rescued you but I was too scared … that I was. O, dearie, dearie me! I should’ve stopped it, surely, but …”

She broke off, her eyes moving involuntarily down Clementine’s clothes until she saw the specks of blood on the edge of the skirt. There could be no denying that she had witnessed her mistress’s seduction. The very worst had happened and Miss Clementine had allowed it — never once put up a fight. But then why should she? Mary had not spent the whole summer in proximity to her young mistress without coming to know her total innocence. A country girl herself, she knew nature’s ways — and the ways of men. Miss Clementine knew nothing — not even that men were fashioned differently from women.

“You b’aint no virgin no more, Miss Clementine!” she said through her tears. “And ’tis my fault, surely. If Parson found out … or the mistress … and your poor mama would break her heart. Oh, Miss Clementine, doan’t you unnerstand nuffing? You be spoiled.”

Clementine regarded Mary through tear-washed eyes.

“Everything is spoiled!” she said. “He does not love me. He did not want me. I would have done anything in the world for him; given him anything he wanted …”

With an unconscious sarcasm, Mary regarded the innocent face with despair.

“He done got what he wanted, Miss Clementine. You done given him the most precious thing in the world you got. Now you and me must pray to God for forgiveness lest He thinks fit to punish us more for what’s happened this night.”

She had neither the courage nor the heart to tell the unhappy girl confronting her that this night’s calamity might have terrible consequences for them both.

“Pray — that’s all us can do now!” she muttered as she poured water from the china jug into the washbowl and began to flannel Clementine from head to toe.

“Pray for what?” Clementine asked miserably as she shivered at the touch of the cold water against her burning skin. “That he will come back? That he will find out who I am and write to me? Oh, Mary, do you think he will? He cannot have intended to leave me so, without a word. He … he kissed me … I know he loved me … and then … then …”

“Doan’t think about it no more, Miss Clementine,” Mary whispered, horrified. “Best forget it ever happened. Young genulman like that should’ve known better than to …”

Words failed her as she towelled Clementine’s shivering body, wiping away the bloodstains before the girl noticed them. She was not up to answering any more questions. All she wanted now was to tuck Clementine into bed and go to her own small attic room where she could kneel on the hard carpetless floor and pray nothing worse came of this night.
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October 1830

“HIS Lordship will be with your directly, sir!” the butler said as he ushered the Rev Godfrey Foster into the library of Chiswell Hill House. As the servant closed the door behind him, the parson stared nervously around the big room. The walls were adorned with huge, gilt-framed oil paintings — all of them portraits of the Grayshott family. The parson recognized the likeness of the man he had come to see — Charles, Viscount Burnbury — despite the unfamiliar regalia of ermine-trimmed cloak, coronet, and white breeches. He was accustomed to seeing him in hunting pink or reading the lesson in church, wearing the garb of a country squire. The old aristocrat was an imperious-looking man, with the high forehead and aquiline nose so often to be seen in the Grayshott males. The parson, already nervous, began to tremble at the prospect of the coming interview.

In an effort to distract his thoughts, he studied the other portraits. There was one of the Viscount’s son, Admiral Sir William Grayshott, in his blue, gold and white naval uniform. The Admiral was, as usual, away at sea and his two sons were under the guardianship of their grandfather. There was a delightful painting by Lawrence of the two little boys in velvet suits with lace collars standing beside their mother, Lady Ursula Grayshott, a beautiful but delicate woman who had died from consumption several years ago.

The parson leant forward, staring short-sightedly at the two children. The elder boy, Deveril, already showed promise of the dark good looks he now possessed at the age of nineteen. The younger child, Percy, was fair and delicate like his mother and rumour had it that the boy was sickly and not altogether quite normal.

The parson’s thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of the Viscount — a tall, thin man now in his mid-seventies.

“Apologies for keeping you waiting, Parson!” he said, as he walked stiffly towards his guest. “Been out riding, y’see, and had to change me clothes!”

“It’s kind of you to spare me your time, Milord!” the parson stammered, as his host bade him be seated.

“Your note said the matter was of some importance?” Lord Burnbury prompted, eyeing the shabby little man with impatience. Parsons were never much to his liking and the Rev Foster less than most. A man of God should have more presence, he thought, noting the way the man’s brow was glistening with perspiration and his whole body was trembling inside the worn full-skirted coat and breeches. He was twisting his flat, broad-brimmed hat round and round in his reddened hands and his eyes were centred on his silver-buckled shoes.

“Well, Sir, what have you on your mind?” he enquired, an edge of pity softening his contempt for his visitor.

The Rev Foster drew a deep breath. Given his own way, he would have terminated this interview before ever the truth were spoken. But he dared not go home to the rectory and face his wife’s outrage were he to lack the courage to speak. His Lordship’s reaction was, in the last resort, less to be feared than Winifred’s bitter tongue.

Haltingly, he stammered out the unsavoury facts of his niece’s seduction by young Deveril Grayshott. So nervous and disjointed was his speech that the Viscount was hard put at first to understand the circumstances. When at last he was forced to appreciate that his eldest grandson had got the parson’s niece with child, he gave a deep sigh of resignation. He was not in the least surprised. His favourite grandchild was very much to his liking — a bold, handsome, wild young blood in line with all the Grayshott men who had for generations past left their mark on the world one way or another. Deveril’s father was one of the youngest naval officers ever to be promoted admiral — and that entirely due to his courage and enterprise in battle. He himself had made his mark in politics, and was still a prominent member of the Whig party. The Grayshott males were never insignificant, and young Deveril showed promise of following suit. As for getting a girl into trouble — well, that was unfortunate and tiresome but only to be expected at his age when the hot young blood was flowing so swiftly through his veins. The girl would have to be paid off, of course, and some kind of compensation paid to the parson. A bigger stipend, no doubt, would ease the poor fellow’s discomfiture …

His thoughts were brought to an abrupt halt as the parson’s stammering voice broke through his consciousness.

“… my niece is very well connected, Milord, on her mother’s side. My sister-in-law was Lady Enid Whytakker before her marriage …”

For the first time Lord Burnbury felt a moment of genuine alarm. Lord Whytakker was not only a fellow member of the House of Lords but of Brooks’s, his club, and was a close friend of William’s, too. Whytakker’s eldest son was serving under William … It would not do for Deveril’s seduction of one of the earl’s granddaughters to reach Whytakker’s ears — or anyone else’s.

The Viscount did not doubt the truth of the parson’s accusation, for he knew the miserable fellow would never have approached him on so delicate a matter had he not been certain of his facts. But he could not make any decision until he had spoken to his grandson and to his London lawyer, Walter Grimshaw. The fellow knew his way round his law books, but the Viscount had felt an instinctive dislike for the man on the few occasions he had met him. He wished the uncle, old Robert Grimshaw, was still alive. He had been a fine man with whom Lord Burnbury had dealt for most of his lifetime. He preferred old Grimshaw’s straightforward approach and mistrusted the nephew’s shifty way of getting around problems.

Nevertheless, he thought now, Young Grimshaw was probably the best chap to deal with this present difficulty. The fellow was nothing if not discreet, and this kind of thing must be kept quiet at all costs. Deveril was as yet unaware of his grandfather’s and father’s plan to marry him to Lord Lawrence’s eldest girl, Muriel, as soon as he came of age in two years’ time. The Lawrences’ house in London adjoined Burnbury House and the girl would make an excellent match for his grandson.

It would certainly scotch all the plans for Deveril’s future marriage were Lord Lawrence to get wind of this little peccadillo. He too, was a Whig and a close friend of the Whytakkers. Walter Grimshaw would have to hush it all up as quickly as possible. Sighing, the Viscount instructed his visitor to return in ten days’ time.

The Viscount decided he would say nothing to Deveril for the time being. The boy was up in Scotland and the distance was too far to consider sending for him to return to Dorset merely to give an account of his behaviour during the summer vacation. Deveril was impulsive and filled with a youthful idealism. He was quite capable of considering it the honourable thing to do to marry the girl — and that must be avoided at all costs.

The costs, however, were not at all to his liking when finally Walter Grimshaw travelled to Chiswell Hill House to present his solution to the problem. It was now two weeks since the parson had approached Lord Burnbury and the Viscount had grown somewhat anxious when the days went by without a reply to his letter to Grimshaw. He had ascertained from the Admiralty that there was no chance of Sir William returning from the Baltic Sea within the next few months, so the Viscount could not delegate either the problem or the responsibility to Deveril’s father. He was, therefore, ready to accede to any reasonable suggestion — but not to the plan Grimshaw was now putting before him.

“Totally immoral — dishonest!” he spluttered, his face scarlet.

“There is no dishonour to any of the parties named in my proposal, Milord,” the small, bespectacled lawyer replied smoothly. “On closer reflection, you will see that it is a matter of expediency …”

He was well aware that the old man needed time to come round to what he himself considered a stroke of genius in solving a very ticklish matter. He had expected that the Viscount would react in exactly this way — rejecting the idea out of hand. But equally, he had the utmost confidence in his own powers of persuasion. The clear, cold processes of his brain enabled him to reach to the core of a problem and then use the law to prevent a client become its victim.

Lord Burnbury was already growing calmer as he said awkwardly:

“Your Uncle Robert must have advised you of all our family affairs. You must know, therefore, that my younger grandson, Percy, is … is an invalid?”

Walter Grimshaw concealed a smile. Did the old man think him a fool? Of course he knew the boy was mentally retarded. How else could his plan be successful? Its brilliance lay in the fact that the seventeen-year-old Percy was in no position to argue against it. His mental powers were, so far as Grimshaw knew, those of a child of seven or eight. It was a closely guarded family secret, of course. Percy was thought by most people to be an invalid of such physical delicacy that he could not go to school as his brother Deveril had done, or ever appear in public. Deveril and the four married daughters were perfectly normal children, but the unfortunate Percy had suffered severe convulsions as an infant and whilst his looks were in no way afflicted, his mental processes had been damaged. It was by no means an unknown occurrence. Augustus, the only child of the Home Secretary, Viscount Melbourne, was similarly afflicted. Grimshaw had been reliably informed that such children might be expected to die long before they reached middle age.

The Viscount’s outraged voice interrupted the lawyer’s thoughts.

“Then if you are aware of my younger grandson’s state of health, Grimshaw, how can you possibly propose his marriage to anyone?”

“It would be a marriage in name only, Milord. The young lady, as I understand, is due to depart to North America next year to be reunited with her parents. By then the child will have been born in wedlock and they will have no cause to censure the Rev Foster or indeed, to appeal to Lord Whytakker to raise objections to the way your family, Milord, has treated their daughter.”

He glanced at the Viscount and noted that this last point had not fallen on deaf ears.

“Whytakker always was a damnably ill-tempered fellow,” the old man muttered. “Cut off his nose to spite his face rather than budge an inch from his own pig-headed ideas of right and wrong. Known him for years and he was no different even in his younger days.”

“Quite so!” Grimshaw murmured. “But with the girl married to your grandson — legally married, I must emphasize — the Earl would have to agree that your family was behaving most honourably.”

He ignored the Viscount’s doubting expression and continued calmly:

“I think we may safely discount any repercussions from the Fosters or the Whytakkers, Milord. As for your grandson, Mr Percy will be unaffected by the transaction. Mr Deveril’s reputation will remain unsullied and his eventual marriage to a suitable young lady will not be in jeopardy. The parson’s niece, of course, can be financially recompensed. I would suggest that if a live child is born, her uncle be paid the more than generous annual sum of £50 until such time as she may be free to remarry.”

Grimshaw made only the lightest of references to the possibility that Mr Percy would almost certainly die before Clementine Foster ceased to be of a marriageable age. The girl was, after all, only just sixteen.

Lord Burnbury gave a tetchy cough.

“Yes, yes, I understand all that, Grimshaw. But I fail to see how you intend to keep this whole unfortunate business hushed up. Someone is bound to notice the girl is with child and start asking questions. Far too many people round here are aware of poor young Percy’s afflictions and I will not have it spread about that he …”

“If I may interrupt you, Milord,” Grimshaw broke in, “these are small technicalities which need not concern you. I shall ensure that no one but ourselves and the Fosters know of the girl’s condition or of her marriage. It will be in the Fosters’ interest as well as ours to maintain the utmost secrecy. I sincerely believe, Milord, that my plan covers every contingency.”

The Viscount gave an uneasy sigh.

“I am not denying that it would solve a good many problems. Nevertheless, I do not like it — not one bit. Is there no alternative?”

The question was rhetorical, for he had searched his mind these past two weeks for a solution and found none at all. He was not surprised, therefore, when the lawyer shook his head.

“None that would obviate the risk to your grandson, Milord,” he said pointedly.

“I cannot bring myself to approve,” Lord Burnbury muttered. “I cannot quite put my finger on the reason but it strikes me as immoral …” His voice trailed away into silence.

“Milord, what we must consider is the possible consequences to your eventual heir if we do not protect him from future scandal. Mr Deveril cannot be expected to marry a girl whose paternal side of her family is, I must warn you, most disreputable; and if he does not marry her and the Rev Foster sees fit to appeal to the maternal side — well, frankly, Milord I do not care to think of our position if Lord Whytakker chose to champion his granddaughter. The Earl may have severed his ties with his daughter, Lady Enid, when she married against his wishes, but blood is all too often thicker than water …”

He broke off as he saw the old Viscount’s rigidity replaced by a drooping weariness. The initial antipathy to his plan was giving way to an appreciation of its merits — as Walter Grimshaw had rightly guessed it would. In a quiet voice, seeming to suggest rather than dictate, the lawyer continued softly:

“The ceremony must take place at once, of course. Perhaps it could be arranged whilst I am down here in Dorset?”

Lord Burnbury stood up, conscious of the gout which now plagued him in his old age as he hobbled over to the window. From here there was a magnificent view of the driveway, lined by giant chestnut trees. To the south, beyond the drive, he could see the blue of the sea and westward, the rolling sweep of the Purbeck hills.

Like his son and his grandson he had grown up here as a small boy and there was nowhere in the world he loved more. The family had had this estate encompassing both Upper and Lower Chiswell villages for five hundred years, when a grateful King Edward II donated the land to one of the Grayshott ancestors for services rendered in the Battle of Bannockburn, and Lord Burnbury was fiercely proud of the name and the title. That his only son had chosen the navy as a way of life was a bitter disappointment to him at the time, but the birth of his grandsons had reconciled him to this break away from the family tradition of landowner. Now young Deveril was showing every sign of loving this house as much as he himself loved it.

His thoughts turned to Percy — the pale, sickly boy who lived the life of a child in the west wing of the house. He had a kindly nurse to mother him and a male attendant who looked to his physical needs. Occasionally his nurse read stories to him and he could repeat simple nursery rhymes. It was just possible, therefore, that he might be persuaded to repeat the lines required of him for his marriage. Yet he would know nothing of the intent, nor understand the meaning of his vows. Did it matter if this parody were executed before God, all those present but poor Percy himself knowing there would never be a true marriage?

As if in answer to Lord Burnbury’s thoughts, the lawyer reached inside the pocket of his tail-coat and withdrew a three-page document which he presented to the Viscount.

“I have prepared a preliminary draft of a contract of marriage, Milord. If you would care to glance through it, I can present it later to the Rev Foster with your approval.”

Reluctantly, Lord Burnbury took the document and allowed his eyes to travel down the neatly written pages.

The first five clauses dealt with the wedding ceremony to be held in Chiswell Hill House chapel. Clause 5 was concerned with quarterly payments to be made to the parson on his niece’s behalf. The remaining clauses were restrictions placed upon the Rev Foster’s behaviour and the Viscount studied them with growing concern.


Clause 6. Miss Foster’s condition is to be kept a closely guarded secret and should word of it reach the ears of anyone in Upper or Lower Chiswell, the allowance mentioned in Clause 5 will immediately be forfeit.



Lord Burnbury felt a fleeting moment of pity for the unfortunate girl, but he appreciated the necessity for her banishment from the neighbourhood.

Clause 7. Miss Foster shall not adopt the name Mrs Percy Grayshott until after she has arrived in North America. She may be given the courtesy title of Mrs Foster or any other name of her choice to protect her reputation in the meanwhile.

Clause 8. Miss Foster shall not be given her marriage lines, these to be retained by the Rev Foster until such time as his niece embarks for North America, when he will transmit them to her parents.

Clause 9. It is clearly understood and agreed by the Rev Foster that:

(a)	the ex gratia payments made to him on his niece’s behalf will be discontinued if this agreement is not strictly adhered to in all respects; and that:

(b)	he, his wife and his niece, shall swear upon oath to maintain total secrecy regarding Miss Foster’s marriage to Mr Percy Grayshott, it being understood that they are released from this pledge solely in regard to Miss Foster’s parents, and then not until after Miss Foster has left the country.

With an uneasy sigh Lord Burnbury handed the document back to Grimshaw, offering no word of congratulation on its astuteness.

“I suppose a written contract is necessary?” he enquired stiffly. “I cannot say I care to have this sort of thing in writing.”

“It is my intention to have one copy only, Milord,” Grimshaw replied smoothly, “and this, of course, will remain in your possession.”

“Oh, very well then,” the Viscount said irritably. “Parson must know that I will honour my word and that he needs no signed pledge from me. I trust he will not raise any objections to your plans.”

Grimshaw’s slight smile was complacent.

“I hardly think that likely, Milord. One has only to consider his position and that of his niece to appreciate the immense advantage this marriage offers them.”

Lord Burnbury frowned.

“How will the girl explain to her parents why she is not living with her husband?” he queried sharply.

Grimshaw gave an imperceptible shrug of his shoulders.

“She will tell the truth, Milord — that Mr Percy Grayshott is an invalid. It is up to the Parson to instruct her how much of the truth it is advisable for her to reveal. The most important point is that she cannot prove Mr Deveril is her child’s true father, any more than she can produce proof of the fact that Mr Percy Grayshott is not.”

“Yes, yes. I take your point, Grimshaw. You had better proceed on the lines you suggest. As for the … er … ceremony itself … it can be arranged as soon as Parson sees fit. I leave it all to you. Johnson, my butler, will arrange suitable quarters for you. You may see the Rev Foster in your rooms. I have little wish to talk to him myself unless it is unavoidable. You may leave now.”

Walter Grimshaw smiled as he rose swiftly, made a slight bow to his illustrious client, and slid unobtrusively out of the room, well satisfied to have had his plan so quickly approved.

Lord Burnbury was far from satisfied. Having given Grimshaw his authority to go ahead, he was immediately regretting it. He had always felt a deep pity for the sickly boy upstairs, and this plan of Grimshaw’s left a nasty taste in the mouth.

He pulled the bellcord to summon his butler. A glass of port might settle the anxious rumblings of his stomach. He was too old and tired, he thought, to argue the rights and wrongs of the matter and Grimshaw must now settle the affair as best he could.
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October 1830

CLEMENTINE looked at the physician’s serious face, her own expressing her bewilderment. Despite the long explanation he had just given her, she still did not understand how she could possibly be with child. Children, so Mama had told her, came after marriage.

Following the incident in the cornfield, she had lived in blissful ignorance of the horror that might lie in store for her, and her unhappy memories of that night were compensated by the arrival of a letter from her mother. Mama had written from New York to say that she and Papa had arrived safely and were having a brief rest in comfortable lodgings before undertaking the next stage of the journey in company with a Mr and Mrs Matheson. She and Papa had met this friendly and hospitable couple on board ship and were invited to spend a week or two at their home in Hamilton on Lake Ontario before proceeding to their proposed destination, Fort William, on the far shores of Lake Superior.


‘Papa has assured me that you will be able to join us there just as soon as the harsh winter climate permits you to travel in safety. I comfort myself with the thought that it will not be many months longer before I shall hold you in my arms again …’



Now, with a sinking heart, Clementine realized that there could be no question of her travelling in the spring. Greatly though she longed to disbelieve the physician’s prediction, deep down within her, she feared he could be right. In recent weeks, along with the unusual cessation of her monthly course, had come bouts of nausea and occasional attacks of giddiness quite at variance with the natural good health she had enjoyed since her recovery from the scarlatina. Her aunt, fearful lest Clementine had contracted some other contagious disease, had finally summoned Doctor Brook to examine her.

Clementine’s face paled as she glanced anxiously at the physician.

“I beg you, Sir, please do not tell my aunt of your suspicions,” she pleaded.

“Miss Foster,” he said quickly, “you must know that I am forced to inform Mrs Foster of my findings. You are a minor and she and your uncle are your guardians. Even if I were not so obliged, it would not be long before your condition revealed itself …” He glanced with a mixture of anxiety and pity at the girl’s terrified face. “Come now,” he said gently, “your aunt is a Christian lady, and in the light of your youth, I am sure we can persuade her that the responsibility for this lies with the young man who seduced you.”

But his voice lacked conviction. None knew better than he how sorry was Mrs Foster’s reputation throughout the neighbourhood. Her ministrations to the sick, troubled or dying, were performed as an unwelcome duty and were accompanied by harsh criticisms and the belittlement of such pride as these humble people possessed. Nor was she better liked by those of higher rank. The two spinster ladies who ran the school and orphanage had long since ceased to call, as had the lawyer’s wife from Poole with whom Mrs Foster had once been so friendly. It seemed that the unfortunate woman could not guard her bitter tongue.

A little of Clementine’s desperation communicated itself to the physician as he stared down into her stricken face. He was momentarily confused by the unexpected strength of his emotions; pity was uppermost, but almost as overwhelming was his astonishment. How could this child — for such she was — have landed herself in this shocking state?

“There is no need for you to be present, Miss Foster, when I break the news to your uncle and aunt,” he said in a reassuring tone. “I give you my word that I shall do everything within my power to persuade them to take a lenient view. But first I want you to explain to me when and how this happened. You may trust me to respect your confidence.”

Strangely, Clementine thought, she did trust the quietly spoken Doctor Brook. She grew calmer as she listened to his questions and attempted to give him the replies he awaited with such patience. But she felt too shy to tell him the details of what had happened the night she had met Deveril in the cornfield, and it was Mary who found the courage to do so. Haltingly, the physician attempted to explain the ways of nature to his young patient.

But it was a task he had found almost impossible, he thought as he went downstairs to the parlour where the parson and his wife were awaiting him. The diagnosis that Clementine was with child had been simple, but explaining the reasons for it to the unhappy confused girl was not. There was little doubt in his mind that she had been cruelly taken advantage of, and it was this point he stressed when finally he faced Mrs Foster’s horrified gaze.

Ignoring the physician’s pleas for understanding, forgetting even his presence, she turned to her husband and said with bitter contempt:

“What else might we have expected from the offspring of that low-minded, degenerate, ungodly brother of yours! And your father was no better. I always told you bad blood will out, and now the girl has brought disgrace upon us. I told you we should never have taken her in.”

The unhappy little parson was trembling so much that even the jowls of his cheeks shook as he stammered:

“Let us not be too hasty, my dear. The girl is very young and …”

“But not too young to be tempted by the lusts of the flesh,” his wife interrupted, her voice shrill. “I will not permit her to stay a day longer beneath this roof.”

Sensing that any appeal must be made to the parson, Doctor Brook addressed the Rev Foster.

“You, Sir, are Miss Foster’s guardian and the responsibility for her lies






































































































































Author’s Note

ON the 17th August 1839, the Bill for which Caroline Norton had fought so tirelessly and courageously was finally carried by the House of Lords. It was laid down that a judge might make an order allowing a mother, against whom adultery was not proved, to have custody of her children under seven years old, and, for older children, access at stated times. But despite the new law, George Norton refused to let his wife have access to her children and when Caroline threatened legal action, it was only to discover that as her boys were domiciled in Scotland, they were beyond the jurisdiction of the English Courts.

It was not until the Christmas holidays of 1841 – 42 that she was temporarily reunited with them. In the autumn of the following year, her eight-year-old youngest son, William, died in tragic circumstances while in his father’s guardianship. But as a result of this tragedy, it was finally agreed that Caroline should have access to her remaining two boys, Fletcher and Brinsley, for half the year.

In 1854 her husband stopped her allowance, and again she took up the cudgels on behalf of the Marriage and Divorce Act, which despite great opposition was finally passed in 1857.

Caroline Norton was not a ‘feminist’ and she deplored the doctrine of equal rights. Her fight was for justice, and her ultimate success was of lasting benefit to her sex, although her personal sufferings and her name are now almost forgotten.

In 1877, two years after the death of her husband, Caroline married her old friend Sir William Stirling-Maxwell. She was sixty-nine years old. But the great peace and happiness she found at the end of the long struggle of her life ended tragically with her death only three months after her marriage.

The plot for Last Year’s Nightingale evolved as a result of my reading Caroline Norton’s letters, published by the Ohio State University Press, which highlight the dreadful injustices women endured one hundred and fifty years ago.
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