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Chapter One

Rockwood Castle, Devonshire, May 1839

‘Wait for me, Bertie.’ Eight-year-old Rosalind Carey stumbled over the rocks in the cove as she tried in vain to keep up with her elder brother. The moon had vanished behind a bank of clouds, throwing the beach into a sea of shadows, and a south-westerly had blown in from the Atlantic, hurling waves onto the shore. All Rosalind could see were the white soles of Bertie’s bare feet as he scampered towards the cliffs, leaping across pools of salt water like a mountain goat. Suddenly he was gone and she was alone in the darkness with the waves crashing on the foreshore as the incoming tide swallowed up the strand. She could hear the shouts of men riding the waves in a small boat as they prepared to leap out and drag it onto the shore. There were flashes of light from oil lamps in the mouth of the cave that had been carved into the red sandstone by centuries of high tides, where local men prepared to receive the bounty from the sea. It had been her brother’s idea to catch the smugglers red-handed, but she realised now that it had been the foolhardy boast of a twelve-year-old boy who should have known better.

The voices were getting closer and she could hear the keel of the boat grinding on the pebbles as it reached land. She glanced over her shoulder and the clouds parted, allowing a shaft of moonlight to reveal the men dragging kegs and tubs onto the beach.

‘Bertie,’ she cried on a sob, ‘where are you?’ But her brother had disappeared into the scrubby foliage that grew at the base of the cliff and she knew that she was on her own. With a last burst of energy, but hampered by her wet skirts, she tried to follow him. If she could reach the cliff path that led to Rockwood land she would be safe. Then the sudden staccato report of a gun being fired from the cliff top was followed by the barked orders of the preventive men. Rosalind made a grab for the branch of a thorn bush, but it snapped, sending her tumbling backwards onto the hard-packed sand and stones. Stunned and winded, she lay there gasping for breath.

‘Don’t make a sound.’ A hand clamped over her mouth and she was pinned to the ground by a warm body. His face was close to hers and he smelled of the sea. ‘I’ll take my hand off your mouth if you promise not to scream.’

She nodded vigorously.

‘Are you hurt?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Keep very still or they’ll see us.’

Rosalind had little option but to nod again, sensing that she was not in any danger from the boy, who had appeared as if from nowhere. She could feel a trickle of warm blood running down her cheek from a cut on her head. Her rescuer edged further into the shadows, dragging her with him, and she looked up, following his gaze as he watched the men push the boat back into the foaming waves and leap on board. More shots were fired, but they missed their mark, and Rosalind found herself hoping that the smugglers would get away. The lights had been extinguished in the cave and no doubt those who had been waiting to collect the contraband would be well on their way to safety. Rosalind knew all the cliff paths, and the exploits of the smugglers were legendary. Tales of their brushes with the law circulated from below stairs to the Carey family, who had owned Rockwood Castle since the eleventh century. Hester, the housekeeper, who had been part of the household ever since Rosalind could remember, had regaled them with tales of the derring-do of the free traders, and their brushes with the preventive men. Bertie and Walter had listened avidly, as had Rosalind, although Patricia, being four years her junior, had usually been tucked up in bed with Raggy, her beloved rag doll.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ the boy sounded anxious.

Rosalind blinked and rubbed her eyes. She had drifted off into a daydream and her head ached, but now she was back to reality. ‘Yes, I think so.’ She moved away from him so that she could study his face. The moon had come out from hiding and although they were still in the protective shadow of the cliffs, she could make out his features and she was not afraid. ‘Who are you? Why did they row away and leave you here?’

‘I’m just a boy – you don’t need to know more. What’s your name and why were you out on your own at this time of night?’

‘I’ll be in trouble if they discover I’m not in bed.’

‘Do you live in the village?’

‘Not exactly. Where are you from? You sound different to the people in Rockwood.’

He grinned. ‘I’m not from here. I can’t tell you more, little maid. I need to get away from here before I’m caught.’

‘How will you do that without a boat?’

‘I’ll walk if I have to.’

‘Are you a smuggler?’

‘You don’t need to know anything about me, maid.’

‘I don’t care anyway.’ Rosalind scrambled to her feet, but she swayed as she tried to get her balance and the boy leaped up to catch her.

‘I’d best get you home. Do you live far from here?’

‘No, not really, but the preventive men might be waiting at the top of the cliffs.’

‘They’ll be after those who were in the cave. Come on. You can lean on me.’

They made their way up the cliff, using a path that Rosalind and her brothers had created by scrambling down to the beach without being spotted by the gamekeeper or any of the outside staff. When they reached the top Rosalind pointed to the dark shape of the castle, which owned the landscape with its imposing presence.

‘That’s where I live, boy.’

‘Then we’d best get you home before you’re missed.’

They walked on in silence. Rosalind knew that sounds seemed to carry more easily at night, and if Abe Coaker, the gamekeeper, found them he would feel bound to tell Hester. It would be preferable to be scolded by Mama than by Hester, especially if she brought ‘Slipper’ into action. Hester was loving and gentle, but when pushed to the limits she invoked ‘Slipper’, an old leather slipper worn to a shine by its contact, first with Bertie’s bottom, then Walter’s. On rare occasions Rosalind had also felt its sting. Patsy, of course, was too young, and too easily moved to tears, to need such chastisement.

‘Does your mother work at the castle?’

Rosalind stopped at the postern gate and opened it careful, mindful of the squeal of its hinges if pushed too hard. ‘Mama doesn’t work, but she used to sing at the opera.’

‘That sounds very grand.’

‘I’ve never thought about it.’ Rosalind laid her finger to her lips. ‘We have to be very quiet or the dogs will hear us and then there’ll be trouble. Follow me, boy. Don’t say a word.’

‘I can’t come in with you, maid. I have to start walking.’

‘Your clothes are wet; you’ll catch your death of cold. You must come in and get dry.’

‘All right.’

‘We’ll go in through the kitchen. Bertie will have left the door unlocked. Just don’t tread on the boot boy – he sleeps in the hall.’

Rosalind led the way across a cobbled courtyard to the rear of the castle, and, as she had predicted, the door to the kitchen had been left ajar. The vast kitchen, where little had changed over the centuries apart from the addition of a cast-iron range, was illuminated by the glow from the fire. Rosalind tiptoed across the flagstone floor and motioned her new friend to sit down while she cut bread from a loaf she found in the larder and buttered each slice, adding a spoonful of jam, which she spread lavishly. She watched the boy devour the food in seconds, and she cut her piece in half and gave it to him. She poured milk from a pitcher into two cups and handed him one.

He drank thirstily and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. ‘Oughtn’t you to tidy up?’

Rosalind shrugged. ‘The scullery maid will do it when she gets up. It’s her job. You’d better sleep down here where it’s warm. Just make sure you’re gone before she starts work.’

‘Thank you, maid. Just tell me one thing.’

Rosalind put her head on one side, eyeing him curiously. Now she could see him more clearly she liked the look of the boy from the boat. He was probably a bit older than Bertie and he was tall for his age, with a mop of dark hair that curled slightly round the back of his head. What struck her most were his eyes, which were slightly almond-shaped, large and a mysterious shade halfway between green and brown, with tiny gold flecks. She decided that she liked him. ‘What do you want to know, boy?’

‘Will you tell me your name so that I can remember the little girl on the beach?’

Rosalind smiled. ‘My friends call me Rosie. Good night, boy.’

‘Not so fast, Miss Rosalind.’

Rosalind found her way barred by the ample figure of Hester. ‘What’s going on, and who is this?’ Hester grabbed the boy by the collar as he attempted to escape.

‘Boy brought me home, Hester. Don’t scold him. I was on the beach and the preventive men were shooting smugglers. I fell and boy saved me.’

Hester released him. ‘What were you doing on the beach in the middle of the night, Miss Rosalind? You’re bleeding. Sit down and I’ll take a look.’

‘I’ll go, miss,’ the boy said hastily.

‘You’re not local. I haven’t seen you before. You’re not going anywhere, my lad. It’s not safe with the smugglers roaming the cliffs.’

‘I can take care of myself, miss.’

‘You’ll sleep here tonight, boy. You can leave in the morning when it’s safe to do so.’ Hester attended to Rosalind’s abrasions. ‘Now, off you go to bed. I’ll look after your young friend.’

With a backwards glance at the boy who had come to her aid, Rosalind left the warmth of the kitchen and made her way through the dark corridors to the grand entrance hall. The sudden booming single chime from the grandfather clock, which stood next to one of many suits of ancient armour, made Rosalind jump. A shaft of moonlight filtered through an oriel window, guiding her up the sweeping oak staircase with its carved balusters and banister rail worn to a silky patina by centuries of use. Her room, which she shared with four-year-old Patricia, was in the north tower, while Bertie and seven-year-old Walter slept in the room a little further along the landing. Their old nursery, on the floor above, was now converted to a schoolroom, where Miss Brailsford tried hard to instil some knowledge into their heads. Of all the children, only Walter showed any real interest in learning, while Bertie wanted to be out of doors, climbing trees, diving from the cliffs at high tide, or riding the pony their father had bought him for his eleventh birthday.

Rosalind slipped off her damp clothes and left them in a pile on the floor for the maid to retrieve and take to the laundry room next morning. She put on her nightgown and climbed into bed, snuggling down beneath the down-filled coverlet.

She awakened early and dressed hurriedly, glancing every now and then at her sister, but Patricia was still sleeping soundly with Raggy clutched in her arms. Her pretty face had not lost its baby chubbiness and her golden hair tumbled around her head like a halo. Her eyelashes formed golden crescents on her pink cheeks, but her angelic looks belied a strong will and a determination to make everyone in the household bow to her wishes. Rosalind loved Patsy dearly, but sometimes she felt she could strangle her little sister. Then, of course, she was contrite and felt guilty for her intolerance. After all, Patsy was only little; she would soon grow up and then she would be a good companion.

Rosalind let herself out of the sunny tower room and made her way down the spiral staircase to the wide landing where the rest of the bedchambers were situated. There was a priest’s hole hidden at the side of the back stairs, and there were numerous secret passages with doors leading into the main rooms, which were used by the servants so that they did not disturb the family or guests. Rosalind wanted to check that the boy had left and she used the servants’ staircase to reach the kitchen. Mattie, the young scullery maid, was busy scrubbing the pine table. She stood to attention at the sight of Rosalind, averting her eyes hastily.

‘Good morning, Mattie,’ Rosalind said, smiling. It was only a few weeks ago that she had played hide-and-seek with Mattie and other children from Rockwood village. The older boys had constructed a tree house in an ancient oak in the woods, designed by Ossie Cottingham, the squire’s son, although it had been Bertie’s idea originally. He had taken over from Ossie and had organised the process with a degree of command that Rosalind admired. Mattie’s father was a fisherman and at the age of ten she was the eldest of six children. She had started working at the castle just a month ago, and Rosalind could only hope that Cook did not work her too hard.

‘Good morning, Miss Rosalind.’ Mattie bobbed a curtsey.

‘Are you settling in well, Mattie?’

‘Yes, miss. Thank you.’

Rosalind eyed the sticky patches where she had spilled some of the jam the previous evening. ‘I’m afraid I made a mess on the table, Mattie. I came down in the night to get something to eat because I was hungry.’

‘Yes, miss. I’ll clear it up before Cook gets here.’

‘You get up very early,’ Rosalind said cautiously. She could not ask outright if the boy had been here when Mattie came down to start her daily chores.

‘Yes, miss.’

‘Well, I mustn’t disturb you, Mattie. I’m going for a walk but I’ll be back soon. No need to tell Hester that I was here. It’s our secret.’ Rosalind left the kitchen before Mattie had a chance to answer and stepped out into the courtyard. The sun was shining and it was warm, even this early in the morning. She had no need for a bonnet or shawl and she strode briskly, heading for the cliff tops. Across the fields she could see Farmer Greep herding his cows towards the milking parlour, and a plume of smoke rising from Abe Coaker’s cottage on the edge of the copse.

When she reached the top of the cliffs she shielded her eyes against the sunlight bouncing off the water, but the only vessels she could see were fishing boats. She could only hope that the mysterious boy had been rescued by the smugglers and that he was on his way home, wherever that might be. The waves had washed away any signs of a boat being dragged onto the shore and last night’s escapade might never have happened. It could have been a dream, except that the boy was real enough. He had come into her life and now he was gone for ever. How long she stood there gazing into the distance she did not know, but eventually she turned her back on the wide expanse of ultramarine sea and walked resolutely in the direction of home.

‘Miss Rosalind, where have you been?’ Hester caught Rosalind by the arm. ‘Breakfast is ready and they’re all in the dining room. Your mama is fuming.’

‘I’m sorry, Hester. I went for a walk and I must have taken longer than I intended. I thought I might say goodbye to the boy.’

‘He’s gone on his way. I wouldn’t mention last night’s escapade if I was you, Miss Rosalind.’

‘I won’t say a word.’

‘Now hurry, or you’ll be in real trouble.’

‘I forgot that Bertie and I were having breakfast with the grown-ups today.’

‘I don’t approve of it. In my day children ate in the nursery until they were much older than you, but your mama says that you must learn how to behave in company. Anyway, it’s only once a week and today is the day.’

‘I’d rather eat in the nursery with Patsy and Walter.’

‘It’s not your choice, poppet.’ Hester gave her a despairing glance. ‘You look as if you’ve just got out of bed.’ Hester produced a comb from her apron pocket and dragged it through Rosalind’s unruly golden curls. ‘There, that’s better. You’ll have a lot of explaining to do if your mama sees that cut on your head. Wait a minute, you’ve buttoned your blouse all wrong. Stand still and let me put it right before you go into the dining room.’

Rosalind stood very still. She loved Hester more than almost anyone in the world, but it didn’t do to make her cross. Hester and Slipper were a pair to be avoided at any cost.

‘Can I go now, Hester?’

A reluctant smile lit Hester’s grey eyes and she leaned over to drop a kiss on the tip of Rosalind’s nose. ‘You are a little minx, Rosie. Go and join the family and don’t forget to say sorry to your mama.’

Rosalind put her head on one side, eyeing Hester closely. ‘If Mama is in one of her states, it won’t be because I’m not at table. What’s happened, Hester?’

‘It’s not up to me to say, but I think your papa is about to leave on one of his expeditions.’

‘Did he tell you that?’

‘No, of course not. I’m just a servant, Miss Rosalind.’

‘But we tell you everything – me and Bertie, and even Walter.’

‘That’s as maybe, but there have been several hampers delivered from Fortnum and Mason in London – that’s a sure sign that Mr Wilfred is planning a long journey. Now join the family and don’t repeat what I just said.’ Hester gave her a gentle shove and Rosalind opened the door as quietly as possible. Somehow she managed to slip into the oak-panelled dining room without anyone noticing and she went to sit beside Bertie. At the head of the table her grandfather was sitting very upright with a frown deepening the creases on his brow. Rosalind was in awe of her famous grandfather, who had been a captain in Nelson’s navy and had played an important part in the dull old sea battles, the dates and details of which Miss Brailsford tried to drum into their heads. Vice-Admiral Sir Lucien Carey, Bt., decorated for gallantry by King George, had now retired from active service but he went up to London quite often, doing something important in the Admiralty, so Rosalind had been informed by Bertie, who knew about these things. At the far end of the table her father was looking distinctly sheepish, a bit like Bertie when he had been caught doing something very naughty.

‘Really, Felicia, do we have to discuss this at breakfast?’ Wilfred Carey protested mildly. ‘Can we not discuss it in private later on?’

Rosalind turned her head to gaze at her beautiful mother, who had been an opera singer before she married. Mama had sung on the stage of the Royal Opera House in London, and would have been a star if she had not fallen in love with the young botanist and explorer, Wilfred Carey, and given up a promising career. Rosalind admired her mother, but she was a distant figure and often away from home, but when she did send for her children she entertained them with stories of her life before she gave up everything to live in ‘a mausoleum’ on the Devonshire coast. Rosalind had had to ask Miss Brailsford for an explanation but she did not agree with the definition of mausoleum that she had been given. Rockwood Castle was very old, hundreds of years old, in fact. It was a bit draughty in the winter and when the south-westerlies were blowing, but it was beautiful and romantic and it was home. Rosalind held her breath, waiting for her mother’s response.

‘No, Wilfred. I want to say this in front of your father and my children. I do not want you to go on another stupid expedition to the Himalayas or wherever you are planning to go this time. I do not want to be abandoned yet again and left to shoulder the responsibility for this old pile on my own.’

‘Come, come, Felicia,’ Sir Lucien said hastily. ‘You are not on your own. I am the head of the family and you have me to sustain you. Wilfred has a reputation to keep up. You know that he has an important mission to find rare plants for the Botanic Gardens at Kew.’

Felicia threw up her hands. ‘I don’t care, Sir Lucien. I gave up a glittering career to marry your son and here I am now, wasting my talents in Rockwood.’

‘But, my love, you are my wife and the mother of my children,’ Wilfred protested. ‘Surely that is enough for any woman?’

‘Do you really think so?’ Felicia tossed her damask table napkin onto the floor and rose to her feet. ‘Well, I do not. If you go off on this trip, which you didn’t tell me about until this morning, I will return to London. Claude de Marney, my former manager, has kept in touch all these years and has begged me to return to the company on several occasions. I think it is time for me to think about myself and not put others first, as I have done for all these years.’

‘I say, Felicia. That’s not fair.’

‘I’m still a young woman. I have a God-given gift, which I need to share with the world.’

‘My sainted Prudence was happy to be my wife and mother of my child,’ Sir Lucien said angrily.

‘She might be alive now had she not trailed round the world after you, Papa-in-Law.’ Felicia turned her attention to Rosalind and Bertie. ‘You should be in the nursery. Meals in the dining room are for adults. Go away now.’

‘But, Mama …’ Bertie began tentatively.

‘Now, I said.’ Felicia glared at him and then Rosalind, who leaped up from her seat and ran from the room with Bertie following close behind.

Hester was waiting in the grand entrance hall and Rosalind ran into her outstretched arms.

‘Papa is going away,’ she murmured on a sob. ‘Mama says she’s going to London to share her gift with the world.’

‘See if I care,’ Bertie said with an impatient toss of his head. ‘I’m going hunting with Abe Coaker. He’s going to teach me how to shoot.’

Hester reached out and caught him by the ear as he was about to make his escape. ‘No you don’t, young sir. You are going to the schoolroom for lessons as usual. Miss Brailsford is waiting for you.’

‘But we haven’t had breakfast,’ Rosalind protested, wiping her eyes on the back of her hand.

‘Where’s your kerchief, Miss Rosalind?’ Hester took a hanky from her apron pocket and handed it to Rosalind. ‘If you hurry to the nursery I’ll tell Cook to send up some breakfast. Then you must go to the schoolroom.’

Bertie eyed her warily. ‘All right, but I’m going out with Abe after lessons have finished. I’m going to be a soldier, Hester. I need to learn how to handle a gun.’

‘I wouldn’t mention soldiering in front of your grandpapa,’ Hester said hurriedly. ‘He expects you to join the navy.’

‘I don’t care.’ Bertie headed for the grand staircase. ‘Come on, Rosie. I’m hungry.’

Lessons had just finished that morning and Miss Brailsford left the children to tidy the schoolroom. She had been unusually distracted and seemed to find it difficult to concentrate, going off into a dream while she was supposed to be teaching. Bertie had taken advantage and had spent the entire morning drawing battle scenes, which resulted in a severe scolding when Miss Brailsford realised what he had been doing. She lectured him on wasting expensive paper, although Rosalind could see that Bertie was not listening. He was used to being scolded and he always adopted the same innocent expression, with his curly blond head tilted to the side, as if he were concentrating, when in fact he had not heard a single word. What amused Rosalind most was the fact that Miss Brailsford was convinced that Bertie was taking it all in, when he was probably imagining himself roaming the woods with the gamekeeper, or running wild with Barnaby Yelland, the blacksmith’s son, and Ben Causley, the landlord’s son from the Black Dog.

‘What’s the matter with Miss Brailsford?’ Walter asked gruffly. ‘She was in a mood this morning. I got told off for sniffing, but I have a cold.’

‘It’s probably a matter of the heart,’ Rosalind said with a knowing smile. She had heard Hester say the same thing when talking to Mrs Higson, the cook.

‘What does that mean?’ Walter closed the book on his desk. ‘I saw her crying the other day.’

‘Why was she crying?’ Patricia slid off her stool. ‘I don’t like it when people are upset.’

‘Miss Brailsford is in love with Mr Jarvis, the butler,’ Rosalind said firmly. ‘I heard Mrs Higson say that nothing good would come out of it, and Miss Brailsford would have to leave if she couldn’t control her emotions. Servants aren’t allowed to marry each other.’

‘Oh, is that all?’ Walter swept his books into his desk and closed the lid. ‘She’s silly.’

‘Maybe she’ll have to lie down in a darkened room this afternoon,’ Bertie said hopefully. ‘If she does I’m going to find Abe and make him keep his promise to take me shooting.’ He looked up as the door opened and their father strode into the schoolroom.

‘Papa.’ Rosalind ran to him and would have given him a hug, but he held her at arm’s length.

‘Not now, Rosalind. I want you all to sit down and listen very carefully.’ Wilfred Carey folded his arms and waited for his children to obey him. ‘That’s better. Bertie and Rosalind know that I am going away very soon, but I wanted to tell you all together. I am about to leave for the Himalayas. Do you know where they are?’ He pointed at Bertie.

‘India, sir?’

‘Yes, but can you tell me more?’

Rosalind could see that Bertie was struggling. ‘It’s a mountain range, Papa,’ she said hastily. ‘It separates the plains of India from the Tibetan Plateau.’

‘Well done, Rosalind. Anyway, I’m going on a plant hunting expedition for the Botanic Gardens at Kew. I will be gone for some time, so I want you all to be good and to study hard, and don’t upset your mama.’ He gazed at them each in turn and they all nodded and murmured in assent. ‘Then I’ll say goodbye for now, and when I return I expect to have good reports on all of you.’ He ruffled Bertie’s hair, and patted Walter on the head. Rosalind held her face up hoping for a kiss, but her father patted her cheek and turned away to give Patricia a kiss. ‘Look after little Patsy, Rosalind. Remember that you’re the big sister and you must protect her at all times. Bertie, you’re the man of the house next to Grandpapa, so I trust you to take care of Walter and your sisters.’ Wilfred took a handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose loudly. ‘I’m going now, children. Be good.’ He left the room.

‘Has Papa got a cold, like Miss Brailsford?’ Patricia asked, breaking the silence.

Rosalind gave her a hug. ‘Grown-ups take their hankies out when they don’t know what to say. Don’t worry about Papa. He’ll be home again soon.’

After their midday meal in the old nursery, which was always very plain but wholesome food, unlike the lavish meals served in the dining room, Hester came to tell them that Miss Brailsford was feeling unwell and would not be teaching them that afternoon. Bertie took the opportunity to disappear, although Rosalind knew very well where he was headed, and she herself spent the afternoon entertaining Patricia. From the oriel window above the front entrance, they watched the servants load the considerable amount of baggage that their father needed for his expedition. There was no sign of their mother, but it was not hard to guess that she had taken to her boudoir and might not come out for days.

It came as a shock two days later when Hester broke the news that their mama had left for London and the lure of the opera house.

‘Why didn’t Mama come to say goodbye?’ Rosalind asked tearfully.

‘Your mama was too upset,’ Hester said gently. ‘Leaving you was very hard for her. She wants you to know that she loves you very much, but she needs to put her talents to good use.’

Patricia sobbed and Walter went to the library to bury his head in a book, while Bertie claimed that it would make little difference to any of them, if the truth were to be told. ‘And now I can go hunting with Abe whenever I want,’ he said grinning.

Rosalind shed a few tears with Patricia, but in a way she had to agree with Bertie. They had seen so little of their parents that being apart for longer periods of time would make very little difference. At least they had Hester to love and comfort them. People came into their lives and then they were gone – like Papa and Mama – and the boy.




Chapter Two

Rockwood Castle, May 1851

Sunshine filtered through the narrow windows of the kitchen, which had been barely modernised since the castle was erected in the eleventh century. Thick stone walls kept out the wild winter weather that crossed the Atlantic to hurl itself at the Devonshire coastline, having spent some of its rage on the rugged shores of Cornwall. Now it was spring. The air was mild and filled with the scent of salty sea breezes and the bluebells that carpeted the woods nearby. Steam from the bubbling pot on the ancient cast-iron range condensed on the cold stone and trickled down the walls as if the castle itself was crying.

Rosalind was no expert when it came to cooking, but at least she had not burned the porridge, and it was almost ready. She turned with a start at the sound of running footsteps and her grandfather’s voice raised in alarm.

‘The French fleet have been sighted off the starboard bow.’

Rosalind sighed wearily. ‘It’s all right, Grandpapa. We’ve raised the standard – they’ll know they’ve been spotted.’ She stood back from the heat that blasted out from the fire in the range. ‘Breakfast is ready.’

Sir Lucius Carey wagged a gnarled finger at his granddaughter. ‘We’ll be eating snails and frogs’ legs if they send out a landing party. Sound the alarm, Rosalind.’

‘I think you should eat your breakfast first, Grandpapa.’

‘Don’t answer back, young lady. Where are you manners? If you were a midshipman you would be severely disciplined for insubordination.’ Sir Lucius pulled up a wooden stool and sat down. He picked up a spoon. ‘Well, where’s the slop you call porridge?’

She filled a wooden bowl, having learned from bitter experience not to trust her grandfather with china, and she handed it to him. ‘The French fleet can wait a while longer.’

He jumped to his feet. ‘I’m going to the tower. Send the bosun to me when he comes on watch.’ With his dress coat-tails flying and his silver hair standing up like a halo around the bald patch on his head, Sir Lucius strode out of the kitchen, heading towards the narrow staircase that led to one of the four towers each guarding a corner of Rockwood Castle. The ancestral home of the Carey family, Rockwood had survived wars and many changes of fortune. According to legend, Simon de Carey had been granted the land by none other than King William the Conqueror, as a reward for services rendered in battle. Simon had won the hand of the heiress to the adjoining estate, and he had built the castle for his new bride. Since then the Careys’ fortunes had ebbed and flowed like the waters in the estuary, and now it was definitely low tide.

Rosalind shook her head. Sometimes her grandfather seemed quite rational, but at others, such as this, he was reliving his glory days in the Royal Navy. He was in a world of his own, where the responsibilities of being a baronet and the head of the Carey dynasty meant nothing to him. Rosalind opened the door that led directly into the courtyard and took a deep breath of fresh air. The aroma of damp earth mingled with the faint scent of the bluebells that carpeted the woods on the edge of the deer park, although the herd had been sold more than a year ago. The sun had emerged from the clouds after a heavy shower, leaving the traces of a fading rainbow in the sky above the ramparts, which was a sight to gladden any heart. Rosalind breathed deeply, closing her eyes. She remembered the castle in the old days when everything was plentiful, but she loved it even now, when times were hard.

She was suddenly aware of footsteps and she opened her eyes to see Bertie crossing the courtyard with his familiar swagger. He marched into the kitchen, flinging a brace of pheasants onto the scrubbed pine table.

‘We’ll dine like royalty tonight, Rosie.’

‘I thought the game-shooting season had ended.’

‘They’re our birds on our land, and we have to eat. Do you know how to cook them?’

She eyed the dead birds warily. ‘I suppose so. It can’t be too hard, can it? I mean Hester prepares them regularly.’

Bertie stood his precious Manton shotgun against the stone wall. ‘Where is she? Why are you working in the kitchen like a common skivvy?’ He seized a spoon and helped himself to some porridge. ‘This isn’t bad. Did you make it?’

‘I did.’ Rosalind tried not to look too pleased. She did not often get praise from any of her siblings, especially Bertie, who took everything for granted.

‘Pass me a bowl. I’m starving.’

He could easily have reached the dresser himself, but Bertie was twenty-four, the elder son and the heir to the estate, and he was used to being waited upon. She filled a bowl and handed him a generous portion of porridge.

‘That’s got to last you until supper-time. I gave Hester the day off to visit her ailing aunt in Dawlish, so we won’t see her until late this evening. I don’t know why she stays with us anyway. We haven’t paid her for six months, and there’s a stack of unpaid bills in the housekeeper’s room. No wonder the tradesmen refuse to give us any more credit.’

Bertie shovelled porridge into his mouth. ‘Is there any tea in the pot? I suppose coffee is out of the question.’

‘Bertie, we have to pay the grocer. The poor man has a wife and children to keep.’

‘Tell him he’ll be paid at the end of the month,’ Bertie said airily.

‘It’s the end of April. You’ll have to do something, Bertie. You’re the head of the family while Papa is away. You know we can’t rely on Grandpapa.’

Bertie scraped the last of the porridge from his bowl. ‘How many French ships has he sunk today?’

‘It’s not funny.’ Rosalind did not know whether to laugh or cry. ‘Papa is up a mountain in Nepal or somewhere equally foreign, searching for rare plants that he always swore would make our fortune. All we have for his efforts is a conservatory filled with dead seedlings and straggly palm trees.’

‘I believe Mama is appearing at the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden this season,’ Bertie said thoughtfully. ‘I read it in a copy of The Times I found in the barber’s shop.’

‘Then we must go to London and ask her to help us. It’s two years or more since she was last here, and then she only stayed for two days.’

Bertie rose to his feet. ‘There’s something about this place. The family don’t call it Carey’s Folly for nothing. I think we should sell up and let someone else take on this crumbling pile of stone.’

‘You don’t mean that, Bertie.’

Rosalind turned to see their younger sister, sixteen-year-old Patricia, standing at the foot of the stone stairs, which had, until the change in the family’s circumstances, been used only by servants.

‘Come and have breakfast, Patsy,’ Rosalind said cheerfully. ‘Don’t worry about what Bertie said. We’re just trying to sort out our finances.’

‘I heard you mention Mama. Is she coming home?’

‘Maybe, or perhaps we’ll go to London to see her. That would give her a nice surprise.’

‘Or not,’ Bertie said gloomily. ‘Our mother doesn’t worry about us. Why don’t you girls admit it?’

‘That’s not fair,’ Patricia said, pouting ominously, her blue eyes brimming with tears. ‘Mama explained it to me the last time she came home. She said that she has a God-given talent for singing, and she would be utterly miserable if she were prevented from sharing her beautiful voice with the rest of the world.’

‘And she stayed two days before sailing off for France and then Italy and goodness knows where else.’ Bertie picked up his shotgun. ‘I’m going to bag a few pigeons. Do you know how to make pigeon pie, Rosie?’ He strolled out into the courtyard before she had time to answer.

Patricia helped herself to porridge and took a seat at the table. ‘Where’s Hester? Why are you doing the cooking, Rosie?’

‘She’s visiting her sick aunt in Dawlish, and I don’t know how to make pigeon pie. Bertie will have to forgo that pleasure.’ Rosalind picked up the porridge saucepan. ‘There’s just enough left for Walter. Have you seen him this morning?’

‘I expect he was up all night writing poetry, as usual. He’s probably sound asleep.’

‘In that case, I’ll just have to eat his portion. I’m not wasting good food.’ Rosalind leaned over to pat the head of a large yellow Labrador that had suddenly appeared at her side. ‘You can lick out the pan, Bob.’

Bob’s pink tongue lolled out of his mouth and his eyes shone as he sat down to wait for the treat.

‘What are you going to do with those?’ Patricia asked tentatively, pointing to the pheasants that Bertie had left on the far end of the table.

‘I’m not quite sure.’ Rosalind spooned the last of the porridge into her mouth before placing the pan on the floor for her dog. ‘I’ve never plucked a bird. I thought I’d take them to Coaker. He’s sure to know what to do. That’s if I can find him. He could be anywhere on a fine day like today.’

Patricia placed her spoon neatly in her empty bowl. ‘What are we going to do, Rosie? All the servants have left, except Hester. My hands are raw from washing dishes and scrubbing floors.’

‘I never ask you to do anything I don’t do myself.’

‘I know that, but why don’t Walter or Bertie share the work? Walter hardly leaves his room, unless it’s to spend hours in the library, and Bertie is always out shooting something, or fishing.’

‘At least Bertie brings us food. And Walter is delicate. You know he suffers from his chest.’

‘I suppose so, but it still isn’t fair. Christina and Sylvia Greystone attend parties and balls, but if anyone invites us we have to refuse because we’ve nothing to wear. I hate being poor.’ Patricia rose from the table and took her bowl to the scullery.

Rosalind could hear the splash of water as Patricia worked the pump over the sink and rinsed the bowls in cold water. Rosalind sighed. Sir Michael Greystone’s daughters lived a life of luxury at Greystone Park, the neighbouring estate, but envying them their wealth was a waste of time and energy. If only Patsy would realise that. Rosalind pushed back her chair and stood up.

‘Patsy, do you fancy a trip into town? I think a visit to Mr Mounce, Papa’s solicitor, is called for.’

Patricia appeared in the doorway with water dripping from her hands. ‘I’d do anything to get away from this place for an hour or two.’

‘We’ll go into Exeter this afternoon, but first I must find Gurney and I’ll ask him to have the pony and trap ready.’

‘And don’t forget to take those poor dead creatures with you,’ Patricia said, pointing at the pheasants. ‘It’s cruel to shoot living things.’

‘Maybe, but I doubt that you’ll refuse to eat them when they’re cooked.’

‘You always manage to put me in the wrong, Rosie.’ Patricia tossed her head and stalked out of the kitchen, muttering beneath her breath.

Rosalind shook her head. It seemed that she was the only one who took matters in hand. The others were very good at complaining and bemoaning the fact that they might own a castle, but they were as poor as church mice. However, when it came to practicalities it was she, Rosalind Louise Carey, who was left to deal with the problems that arose daily.

She picked up the pheasants and went outside, crossing the cobbled courtyard with Bob at her heels. She walked to the stable block that had once housed some of the finest bloodstock in the county, but now there was just Ajax the sturdy Dartmoor pony, who had been the first horse that Rosalind had ever ridden. No one knew exactly how old Ajax was, but he was certainly over twenty and still fit enough to work when required.

Jim Gurney was one of the few staff remaining at Rockwood. He had been with the family since he was a child and was now approaching his sixties. Jim had never married and lived above the stables, helping out in the gardens occasionally with his old friend Abe. The pair of them could be found at the Black Dog Inn every Friday night, each nursing a tankard of ale. Rosalind had never been in the pub, but Bertie was a frequent customer and he brought home all the village gossip, or at least snippets of it that could be repeated without making his sister blush.

‘Are you there, Jim?’ Rosalind shouted as loud as she could, knowing that Jim was a little hard of hearing.

She could hear his footsteps on the wooden stairs and he came down, buttoning his jacket and smoothing his thinning hair over an almost bald pate.

‘You wanted me, miss?’

‘Yes, Jim. I have to go to Exeter. Will you harness Ajax to the trap and have it ready at noon?’

‘Shall I drive you, miss?’

‘That won’t be necessary. You taught me how to handle the reins, Jim. I’m very happy to drive myself.’

She made her escape before he could start reminiscing about the good old days when the stables were filled with horses and the Careys employed a coachman as well as several grooms and stable boys. She could hear Ajax whinnying as if he knew that months of inactivity were coming to an end. He had been well fed during the cold winter as last year’s hay harvest had been quite a good one. Rosalind had been able to sell the surplus to Sir Michael Greystone’s land agent, and that had helped to eke out the money received in rent from the cottagers on the estate. But Rosalind had a soft heart and if their tenants had fallen on hard times she was not one to press them for payment. In the depths of winter, when food was short, she made sure that the elderly and the sick people on the estate always had something to eat. The family might not live like lords now, but with vegetables from the walled garden and Bertie’s prowess as a marksman, they were never on the verge of starvation. The local miller was always happy enough to exchange a sack of flour for a haunch of venison, and a tenant farmer supplied milk, butter and cheese in lieu of rent for the ten-acre field where his herd could graze on the lush grass.

Rosalind quickened her pace as she made her way to the kitchen garden where Abe Coaker would most likely be hard at work. When she was a child she had often ventured through the gate in the high brick wall to watch a small army of workers tilling the soil and planting out the tender green seedlings that Abe had grown in the large greenhouse. Now he had to toil away on his own, although sometimes he had help from his eldest grandson, Noah, a boy of nine who clearly loved the work. Rosalind could not afford to pay the child, but she made a point of sneaking him a slice of Hester’s seed cake or a couple of saffron buns, although with the current state of their finances any such luxuries would be off the table for the foreseeable future.

Bob raced on ahead, tail wagging with the sheer joy of living, which always made Rosalind smile, no matter how many problems she might have. Bertie had bought Bob as an eight-week-old puppy after a drunken night in Exeter, with the intention of training him to be a gun dog. However, Bob had other ideas, and his first loyalty had, from the start, been for Rosalind. Even as a small puppy he would protect her fiercely from anyone who dared to raise their voice in her presence, and he followed her like a shadow. All Bertie’s efforts to train Bob proved to be a waste of time. Bob was a happy spirit, carefree and quite unable to remember an order, let alone to find and fetch anything that did not resemble a stick or a ball. Bertie had given up eventually and Bob was free to enjoy life in his own way.

Rosalind let herself into the walled garden and Bob raced on ahead to find Abe, who always made a fuss of him, and occasionally shared a piece of bread and cheese. She followed the sound of Bob’s joyful bark and found him jumping up and down in front of Abe, who was leaning against the warm red bricks, eating a thick slice of bread. He threw a crust to Bob.

‘Morning, Miss Rosalind.’

‘Good morning, Abe.’ Rosalind held up the brace of pheasants. ‘I need your help.’

Abe swallowed the last of his lunch and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. ‘You want I to pluck ’em, miss?’

‘Yes, please. If you show me how it’s done I won’t have to bother you next time my brother shoots something for the pot.’

‘’Tis out of season, miss. They birds should be left to breed in peace.’ Abe took the birds into the greenhouse. He perched on a stool and began plucking the pheasants so that the feathers fluttered into a sack.

Rosalind watched with interest. Abe’s fingers might be gnarled with rheumatism, but he worked quickly and deftly.

‘You’re right, of course,’ she said slowly. ‘But we have to eat, and money is very short at the moment.’

‘I knows that, miss. I haven’t been paid since last year. Not that I’m complaining. Hester gives me bread and I can live off the land as well as any man.’

‘It shouldn’t be like that, and I’m going to do something about it.’

‘You’m just a young maid. It’s not right, leaving everything to you, miss. I speak as I find because I’ve known you since you was a babe in arms. Sir Lucius should take charge.’

‘I’m twenty, Abe. I’ll be twenty-one in June, and I’m perfectly capable of managing things. My grandpapa is not well. You know that.’

‘Aye, I do, miss. I found him wandering near the edge of the backwater yesterday. He couldn’t remember where he was or why he was there in the first place. It took me a fair old while to get him home.’

‘I’m grateful to you,’ Rosalind said softly. ‘We try to keep an eye on him, but it’s not always possible.’

Abe finished plucking one pheasant and laid it on the wooden staging. ‘Time was when his lordship had a man to take care of him and I had plenty of help, too. But I’m not complaining, miss. I got my cottage and everything I need.’

‘I don’t know what we’d do without you, Abe.’ Rosalind leaned closer in order to get a better view of Abe’s handiwork. ‘I can see how you’re doing it. Shall I have a go? You can tell me if I’m not going about it the right way.’

Half an hour later she was back in the castle kitchen with the pheasants plucked, drawn and prepared for cooking. She placed them on a marble slab in the larder, which was cold enough to keep them fresh for several days.

‘Just look at the state of you, Rosie.’ Patricia had come into the kitchen and she was staring at her sister with a frown knotting her brow. ‘You look as though you’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards.’

Rosalind glanced down at her skirt. Damp from the long grass and mud from the walled garden had spread upwards in a dark stain. Her hands were covered in blood from the pheasants and a feather floated down from her tangled mass of fair hair. ‘You won’t be so critical when it comes to enjoying roast pheasant for dinner tonight.’

‘Maybe, but we were supposed to be going to Exeter to see Mr Mounce.’

‘Yes, of course. I don’t know where the time went.’ Rosalind hurried to the scullery and worked the pump over the stone sink, washing her hands in ice-cold water.

‘Don’t forget your face,’ Patricia said crossly. ‘You look as if you’ve been blooded at your first hunt.’

‘I’ve never been on a hunt.’ Rosalind splashed water on her face. ‘And I don’t want to, either.’ She turned to her sister. ‘Is that better?’

‘Yes, but you’d better change your skirt, and hurry. Gurney’s waiting outside with the trap.’

‘Tell him I’ll be five minutes.’ Rosalind headed for the servants’ staircase. It would not do to turn up at the family solicitor’s chambers in such an unkempt state. Times may be hard but there were standards to maintain. The Careys never admitted defeat.

An hour later Rosie and Patricia were ushered into Herbert Mounce’s office by his head clerk. Herbert rose from his seat behind a large desk. The tooled leather surface was covered in piles of documents, hefty tomes and a large brass inkstand, which stood on claw-like feet as if it were about to walk away.

‘Good afternoon, ladies. Do take a seat.’

‘Thank you for seeing us without an appointment, Mr Mounce,’ Rosalind said, smiling. ‘We are in desperate need of advice.’ She pulled up a chair and sat down, leaving Patricia to perch on the edge of a wooden settle.

‘What is the problem, Miss Carey?’

‘Money, sir, as always, or rather the lack of it. Have we any trust funds about to mature? Or are there any shares that have not been sold?’

Herbert sank down on his seat, leaning his elbows on the desk. ‘I can answer that in one word, and I’m afraid that word is in the negative.’

‘Could you perhaps look again? There must be something.’

‘I had this conversation with your elder brother just a few days ago, Miss Carey. My clerk went through every document in our possession, and I believe that Bertram had already visited your bank manager. There is nothing left, I’m afraid, unless you count the rents from the various cottages on your estate, although I believe it was a poor harvest last year and monies are unlikely to be forthcoming.’

‘Are you absolutely certain?’ Rosalind asked in desperation. ‘We weren’t always poor. How did our forebears manage to live so well?’

Herbert sat back in his chair, eyeing her with a wry smile. ‘There were many ways in which people living on the coast could supplement their income in times of need.’

‘Do you mean free trading?’ Rosalind stared at him in astonishment. ‘Surely not? My grandfather is a naval hero.’

‘Yes, indeed.’

‘He is an honourable gentleman,’ Rosalind said coldly. ‘He wouldn’t stoop so low.’

‘Does it really matter what went on in the past?’ Patricia said impatiently. ‘We need money now, Rosie.’

‘Yes, we do.’ Rosalind managed a smile. ‘Is there anything you can do to help us, sir?’

‘My dear, young lady, the best advice I could give to you would be to sell the castle and the estate. Even allowing for repayment of the outstanding debts there would be enough to purchase a smaller property where you could all live in comfort. But,’ he added, shaking his head, ‘that is a decision that has to be taken by your grandfather, and if he is incapable of doing so, then it is your father who has the responsibility. Have you any idea when he might return to Devon?’

Rosalind shook her head and Patricia began to cry softly into her handkerchief. ‘No, sir. We haven’t heard from Papa for over a year.’

‘I believe that your mama is at present appearing at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. Perhaps she could help.’

‘I had intended to travel to London to see her but, to be honest, we can’t afford the train fare.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t help you, much as I would love to, but my hands are tied. If you can’t pay off some of your creditors a declaration of bankruptcy will be the only answer and you and your family will lose the castle and the whole estate.’

‘What will we do, Rosie?’ Patricia demanded, sniffing.

Rosalind shook her head. ‘Papa sold the family silver to finance his latest trip abroad.’ She fingered the gold locket she always wore. ‘I suppose I could pawn this. It was the last thing that Grandmama gave me before she died.’

Herbert took a large handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose. ‘Such a shame. I’d help you from my own money, but Mrs Mounce keeps a very strict eye on our outgoings.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of imposing on your good nature, Mr Mounce,’ Rosalind said firmly. ‘I dare say we owe you a considerable amount, too. You must send your bill to my grandfather. I’ll add it to the rest and you will be paid, I promise.’

‘I’m so sorry, Miss Rosalind. I hate to see you and your sister in such reduced straits. Time was when—’

‘I know.’ Rosalind rose to her feet. ‘But we have to deal with matters as they are today. Thank you for your time.’

Herbert stood up, moving swiftly round the desk. ‘You won’t do anything rash, will you, Miss Rosalind?’

‘No, Mr Mounce. Of course not. Come, Patsy. We have things to do.’




Chapter Three

‘Where are we going, Rosie?’ Patricia asked breathlessly as she followed her sister down a narrow lane close to the Cathedral Close. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Wait and see.’ Rosalind came to a halt outside a half-timbered building with a pawnbroker’s sign hanging above the doorway. ‘You can stay outside if you like.’

Patricia glanced anxiously at a scruffily dressed man who was loitering on the corner. ‘No. I’ll come in with you.’ She followed Rosalind into the dim interior of the pawnshop, and the bell above the door jangled, announcing their arrival.

A bead curtain at the rear of the shop clattered as if in tune with the bell and a small round-cheeked man, dressed more like a bank clerk than a pawnbroker, came towards them with a beaming smile.

‘Well, young maidies, what can I do for you?’

Rosalind took off the locket and laid it on the counter. ‘How much will you give me for this? It’s solid gold.’

The man examined it closely. ‘It’s nice, but out of fashion. I couldn’t give you a penny more than ten shillings.’

Rosalind bit her lip. ‘I want more than that.’

‘I’d like to help, maid. Eleven shillings and that’s my final offer.’

‘It belonged to my late grandmother,’ Rosalind said with a break in her voice. ‘I’m sure it’s worth more than that.’

‘Being as you asked so nicely, I’ll give you twelve shillings and six pence. I’m a fair man, not like some in my trade.’

Patricia nudged Rosalind in the ribs. ‘Let’s go, Rosie.’

‘I’ll accept your offer,’ Rosalind said grudgingly. ‘But I’ll be back to redeem it in a few days.’

The pawnbroker unlocked a strong box and took out the coins, which he laid on the counter. He wrote out a ticket and handed it to Rosalind in exchange for the locket and chain. ‘You’ve got thirty days, maid. If you haven’t redeemed the article it goes up for sale. You do understand that, don’t you?’

Rosalind nodded and scooped up the coins. She put them in her purse, together with the ticket. ‘I’ll be back sooner than that.’ She left the shop, followed by Patricia, who fell into step beside her.

‘Will that be enough for our fares to London, Rosie?’

‘It will have to be. Mama is our last chance. It’s high time she took some responsibility for her family. I don’t mean to sound unkind, but having a wonderful talent is one thing, and neglecting your offspring is another.’ She tossed a coin to the small boy who had been minding Ajax and the trap. He caught it deftly and raced off.

‘What do we do now?’ Patricia asked as she climbed up onto the seat beside her sister.

‘We’ll go to the railway station and find out the time of the trains and how much it will cost to go third class to London.’

‘Third class? But Papa always travels first class. What will I tell the Greystone girls?’

‘Don’t tell them anything. It’s none of their business.’ Rosalind flicked the reins. ‘Walk on, Ajax.’

That evening Rosalind carried the platter of roast pheasant, surrounded by carrots, parsnips and potatoes into the dining room. Her footsteps echoed on the polished floorboards, the carpet having been removed after Sir Lucius caught his foot in a patch that was worn to the bare threads. His tumble had not resulted in a serious injury, but he was badly bruised and shaken, and Rosalind had taken the decision to roll up the almost one-hundred-year-old Axminster and have it stored in one of the towers until they could afford to have it restored by professionals. A desultory fire had been lit in the huge fireplace, designed to warm such a large room, but they were running out of logs and the coal cellar had been empty since Christmas.

Sir Lucius, in full dress uniform, sat at the head of the table with Bertram at the other end, and Patricia sat to her grandfather’s left. The silver candelabra had been the first items to be sold, and now the room was dimly lit by candles in pewter candlesticks and the feeble light from the fire. Rosalind placed the platter in front of her grandfather.

‘Why are you serving dinner, Rosalind?’ Sir Lucius demanded crossly. ‘Who gave Jarvis the night off, and where are the maids?’

Rosalind exchanged weary glances with Bertie. This was a ritual they went through every evening when Sir Lucius failed to remember that Jarvis, the butler who had served the family all his life, had retired a year ago, and now they relied solely on Hester.

‘We can’t afford servants these days, Grandpapa.’ Rosalind served the food and placed the plate on the table in front of him.

‘Where’s the redcurrant jelly, Rosalind? You know I like some with my roast pheasant.’

‘I’m afraid we used the last jar before Christmas. Hester didn’t have time to make more and the crop was poor last year.’ Rosalind took a small portion for herself and passed the platter to Bertram with a warning look. Even Bertie, who normally lived in a world of his own, knew better than to take too large a helping. Sharing what they had fairly was probably the only thing that she and Bertie agreed upon.

‘Where’s Walter?’ Sir Lucius demanded, looking round the table.

‘He’s on the dog watch, sir,’ Rosalind said quickly.

‘Ah! Good, it’s nice to know that one of my grandchildren takes their duties seriously. Who is that pale creature sitting opposite me?’

‘Grandpapa, it’s me.’ Patricia’s voice shook with emotion. ‘Your granddaughter, Patricia.’

‘Oh, yes. So you are. Well, eat up girl. You’re too skinny and you look as if you’ve been below decks too long.’

Patricia’s bottom lip began to tremble and Rosalind went to sit beside her. ‘Chin up, Patsy. We’re going on a trip to London tomorrow – you need to look your best.’

‘I might meet a handsome and charming man, who’ll sweep me off my feet,’ Patricia said with a watery smile.

‘What’s this?’ Sir Lucius speared a roast potato with his knife. ‘Who’s going to London?’

Rosalind decided that it was best to tell the truth, even if it caused her grandfather to react angrily. ‘We’re going to see Mama. She’s appearing at the Royal Opera House.’

‘What? You’re going to London to see that madam. It was a bad day when she got her claws into my son.’ Sir Lucius pushed his plate away. ‘I’m going to take over Walter’s watch. He’ll probably fall asleep anyway. I don’t know what young people are coming to these days.’ He stomped out of the dining room.

‘He’s left half his dinner,’ Bertram said casually. ‘Pass the plate to me, Rosie. No sense in wasting good food.’

‘Get it yourself, Bertie. I’m not walking the length of the table to give you Grandpapa’s leftovers.’

Bertram opened his mouth as if to argue just as Walter strolled into the room.

‘Pass me Grandpa’s plate, Walter old chap,’ Bertram said lazily. ‘The old fellow thinks he’s gone to relieve your watch.’

‘Don’t be disrespectful, Bertie.’ Rosalind frowned at him. ‘Grandpapa can’t help the way he is.’

Walter took a seat, ignoring his brother’s request. He reached for the platter and helped himself, piling his plate up with food.

‘You greedy young pup.’ Bertram stood up and marched to the head of the table to pick up his grandfather’s plate. ‘We held back, but you stuff yourself regardless.’

Walter looked round dazedly. ‘This was left to go cold. What did I do wrong?’

‘You’re a pig,’ Patricia said crossly. ‘We all took small helpings.’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t think.’ Walter stared down at his rapidly cooling plate of food, his shoulders hunched in a picture of dejection.

‘It’s all right, Walter,’ Rosalind said gently. ‘We’re just especially hard up at the moment, but Patsy and I are going to London tomorrow to see Mama. Perhaps she can help us out financially.’

‘You could go out and get a job, Walt.’ Bertram popped the last piece of parsnip into his mouth. ‘Maybe you should join the navy. Grandpa would love that.’

‘I hate the sea,’ Walter muttered through a mouthful of meat and potato. ‘I don’t even like looking at it from my bedroom window.’

‘Your room faces the rose garden and the deer park,’ Patricia said, smirking. ‘You are such a ninny.’

‘I can see the estuary if I lean out of the window.’ Walter turned to Rosalind. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any redcurrant jelly, is there, Rosie?’

Rosalind jumped to her feet. ‘If anyone else asks for that I’ll scream. I don’t think any of you realise just how poor we are at this moment. I’m stewing the pheasant bones and the last of the onions and carrots for tomorrow night’s supper, and you boys will have to serve it yourselves. Patsy and I will be in London with Mama.’

‘Just a minute,’ Bertram said angrily. ‘I’m the eldest. Why wasn’t I consulted? Anyway, how did you get the money for the fares?’

‘I went to see Mr Mounce. He explained our financial situation.’ Rosalind turned to Bertram with an ominous frown. ‘You’d already been there asking for money. He told me.’

‘I have debts to repay,’ Bertram said huffily. ‘So what did you do to squeeze money out of the old skinflint?’

‘I know exactly what he said to you. In the end I pawned my gold locket. It’s the only thing of value I had. Mama took the family jewels with her when she left and she’s probably sold them by now. I’m just hoping she can help us out.’

Situated in the depths of the Royal Opera House, Felicia Carey’s dressing room was small and claustrophobic. The smell of the flickering gas mantle mingled with the lingering odour of stale smoke from the black cheroots that Felicia indulged in when not on stage. A rack of ornate costumes took up most of the space, leaving her barely enough room to sit in front of the mirror. She was retouching her maquillage from a Japanned box containing a vast array of powder makeup while Rosalind and Patricia huddled together against the far wall. Their welcome had been less than lukewarm.

‘You should have given me warning of your impending visit,’ Felicia said, staring into the mirror as she applied rouge to her cheeks and lips. ‘I’m on stage in ten minutes.’

‘I’m sorry, Mama.’ Rosalind knew better than to argue with her mother when she was in this mood. She had been told that artistes were temperamental, especially when about to perform, and she could tell by the set of her mother’s shoulders and the small impatient flicks of those long white fingers, that this was not a good time to ask for anything, let alone money.

‘We wanted to see you,’ Patricia said plaintively. ‘You haven’t been home for years, Mama.’

‘But we understand that you have to satisfy your faithful audiences,’ Rosalind added tactfully. ‘Perhaps we should leave you to get ready in peace.’

‘No need for that.’ Felicia dismissed the offer with a casual wave of her hand. ‘When the boy comes to tell me it’s time for my entrance I’ll instruct him to find you seats in the auditorium. I’ll see you after the performance.’

‘Thank you, Mama,’ Rosalind said politely. ‘There’s just one problem. We haven’t anywhere to stay tonight.’

‘You
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