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Everything was quiet in the bedroom except for the crackle of the fire in the grate. When a log fell with a crunch, a flame briefly flickered up, illuminating the room. A girl sat in front of a mirror, her face immobile as an old woman brushed her hair. Apart from the persistent swish of the silver brush, the only other sound was the caw of the last rook in the darkness outside the old manor house.

‘They’ll be here soon, dear,’ said the old woman, leaning over to turn up the oil lamp.

The girl said nothing, just stared ahead into the ancient blue-grey glass, nervously clenching her fists from time to time and occasionally reaching up to smooth parts of her silk dress. The old woman stretched across for some pins and started to put up the girl’s hair, her hands stiff but still skilful.

From downstairs came the sound of a knock on the door, the stamp of feet and the creak of rusty hinges. The girl’s expression changed as she listened intently to hear exactly who had arrived; then, on hearing the brash tones of a Northern voice, her face fell.

The old woman paused for a moment, putting her hand tenderly on the girl’s shoulder.

‘You are very, very unhappy, Elizabeth,’ she said, more of a statement than a query. ‘What a pity young Mr Applevale is going! Ah, I wish you were going to India with him, if only circumstances were different.’

Lizzie shook her head. ‘He says India is no place for women, Nannie,’ she replied in a low, lifeless voice.

‘And indeed he’s right!’ exclaimed Nannie, her eyes flashing protectively at Lizzie in the mirror. ‘Nor, if I may say so, is Penworth Court any place for a young woman. Cooped up with your father without a mother and nobody to organize a proper season for you! Why, Mr Applevale will be back from India in time, anyway.’

Lizzie looked distressed. ‘But he doesn’t love me – or not enough to remember me by the time he returns,’ she cried.

‘Doesn’t love you? What utter nonsense, child! It’s clear as the nose on your face! And not just him, neither, the two of them loves you, not just Richard but Mr Whittle, too, that’s clear! Why everybody who sees you love you, you silly nonsense!’

‘Don’t mention Mr Whittle, for heaven’s sake! The very thought of him makes me utterly sick!’

Nannie stepped back and tilted the lamp to view her work. ‘Very nice,’ she said. ‘You’re a real beauty, just like your mother. And as for Mr Whittle, you’d better get over your sickness since that were him arriving two minutes ago, and it’s in your father’s interests you’re nice to him.’

‘Father seems intent on destroying himself, whatever I do,’ said Lizzie, ruefully, getting up and brushing down her dress. She looked in the mirror and set her expression more cheerfully. ‘Thank you, Nannie. If I am beautiful it’s certainly because you make me so.’ And she hugged the old woman warmly before leaving the room to go downstairs.

*
Whatever Lizzie’s doubts on this last evening, there were none in Richard Applevale’s mind as he galloped towards Penworth Court down the avenue of lime trees. He was a good-looking young man, with a fine seat on a horse. He was dark with blue eyes, and a nose that had once been broken while boxing at school gave him a faintly aggressive air. He had a bruise of a mouth that emphasized his very even, almost translucent white teeth, and his figure was lean and wiry, with a natural life and grace that gave him elegance even in his oldest riding jacket.

This had been a difficult, testing year for him. His father, Lord James, had wanted him to follow his elder brother into parliament, but he himself had wanted to enter the army in India. There had been arguments, threats, silences, but in the end, as usual, Richard got his way. He was leaving for London the following day – and now he could not help but look around the courtyard, darkening in the evening light. This was his last night in Devon. He felt poignantly touched by the chill English mist against his face, the smell of rotting leaves, and the cold leafy fronds that seemed to dip out of the night to flick the dew on his face.

And it wasn’t just Devon that he was leaving; it was Lizzie, his childhood friend – who had grown to be more than that. For in the last few months their friendship had changed, despite all he intended. When had it started to become clear to him? Perhaps during the days he’d ridden over from his father’s house, bringing with him maps of India which he would lay out in her father’s study and browse over with her in the long summer afternoons. Then he’d practised his Hindustani on her, lying on the cliffs and repeating, ‘Chotahazri – breakfast, charpoy – bed, dudh – milk,’ as the seagulls cruised around in the clear blue sky above. And later, indoors, they would sit together after supper as he showed her his small but treasured collection of Indian miniatures – and tried to explain his fascination with the vast sub-continent. Was it then that he’d decided? No, it had been even more recent than that, if he were honest with himself.

They’d been lying on the rock on the beach late one afternoon and he had been talking of India. ‘I can’t wait to be away from here,’ he’d said, enthusiastically. ‘I’m longing to be riding over the plains, to see the temples, find out about the people and their language, even go on a tiger hunt. I’ll bring you back a skin and you can recline on it – it would certainly suit you. And they say the Indian women are fascinating … and the dancing girls …’

But Lizzie had suddenly turned away at this remark. Quickly she recovered herself and turned back, using a voice of cool and friendly detachment that infuriated him. ‘I see! You plan to lose your life in drink and debauchery. That’ll be fun for you!’

At that he’d reached out and grasped her wrist and looked at her with frightening intensity.

‘Oh, is that what you’d like, Lizzie?’ he’d heard himself saying, bitterly, almost sarcastically. ‘That I’d forget …’ He’d been about to say ‘forget you’, but changed his mind. Perhaps he’d misread what seemed like the tones of jealousy in her remark. And anyway, just before leaving for India – this was no time to fall in love! But, perhaps it was already too late to warn himself against it.

He took his hand away brusquely, angry with himself for getting so involved. He looked grimly at the sea in an attempt to retcover his composure, but as he turned back he found her looking at him. Their eyes met briefly, but long enough for him to be certain that he saw a lot more than just friendship in her gaze. He remembered her colouring slightly and his sudden longing to take her in his arms and kiss her.

As he saw the dim yellow squares of light from Penworth Court in the distance, he brought his thoughts back to the present and kicked his horse to spur him faster for the last few yards. He dismounted and as he did so he noticed, to his anger, another horse tethered in the stables. With annoyance he recognized it as George Whittle’s horse. Surely that wretched trader was not coming to dinner? He scowled as he knocked on the door, and was let in.

*
Lizzie paused at the top of the stairs before going down to dinner. There in the hall below stood the unmistakable figure of George Whittle, on his way back from the gunroom. He had stopped momentarily and was fingering one of the old tapestries that hung on the walls. Lizzie gripped the banister. Here was the man who had ruined her father through gambling; couldn’t he wait for his money rather than handle their possessions as if they were already his own? He moved slightly, then examined a bronze bust that stood on an oak table, his rough hand stroking the smooth surface with interest.

It wasn’t so much that he was an ill-looking man; more that he was ill-bred. His red smoking jacket was too garish, his cummerbund was pulled over a figure that betrayed the opulence of his living, his hands were covered in extravagant rings that were far too ostentatious and which, far from making him appear more aristocratic, only served to emphasize his vulgarity.

As she stepped down, a stair creaked and George Whittle turned sharply and looked up.

No man could fail to be arrested by the sight that met his eyes. The faint light fell on her features, highlighting her cheekbones, her full mouth and her rich, dark hair, parted in the middle of her forehead and rising to a pile of intricate curls at the back. Her dress was deep blue, watered silk, cut in a straight line across the shoulder, only dipping slightly to reveal the curves of her full breasts. Her head was held high and her skirt rustled slightly as she glided down the stairs.

George Whittle’s eyes were fixed on her as he stretched out a hand to help her down the last step. He coughed and bowed slightly.

‘Good evening, Miss Shawcross,’ he said.

‘Good evening, Mr Whittle,’ answered Lizzie coldly as she took his hand. She was about to walk on and then changed her mind. She stopped as if struck by a thought. She turned to him and looked him in the eyes. ‘Mr Whittle,’ she said in a voice uneven with despair, ‘is there nothing I can do to stop you? If you could just delay demanding payment for a few months, then I am sure my father would be able to borrow some money to pay his gambling debts …’

George Whittle smiled, showing a gold tooth. ‘I don’t believe in delay, Miss Shawcross,’ he said flatly. ‘I didn’t get where I am through delay. I am sure you understand my position. But an arrangement would not be impossible,’ he added, smiling knowingly at her with far too much familiarity. ‘You must understand my meaning …’

Lizzie pulled her hand away sharply and was about to speak when she was interrupted by her father’s voice. ‘Come on, Whittle, tell me what you think of the gun and stop monopolizing my daughter! Come and dine! Richard Applevale is already here and he’s starving!’

Each time guests came, Lizzie saw the dining room with new eyes. She was acutely aware of the chips on the willow-pattern plates, the silver that was wearing thin, the oak panelling rotten with woodworm, the carpet so covered with other carpets to conceal the holes that it looked like a patchwork quilt, the paint on the hatch to the pantry that had been scrubbed so hard that the undercoat showed through and, in some places, even bare wood. They had never been able to afford to keep the house up and now that her father had lost what money he had through his reckless gambling, there was even less chance that they’d ever have the opportunity.

Lizzie loved the house. Penworth Court was her home and nothing could erase the memories she had of it when her mother was alive, when the fires had crackled in the grates, nursery tea had been waiting when she came in from long walks on the cliffs, and the house, reflecting her mother’s happy presence, had seemed to echo with laugher and gaiety. It would be unbearable to leave it.

Sir Henry was a changed man, too. When his wife had been alive he’d been alert, interested, and a fine scholar; but when she died part of Sir Henry seemed to die, too. He took to drinking and gambling and read nothing except occasionally The Times. Lizzie loved her father, loved him for how she remembered him before her mother’s death, but she could not forgive the terrible urge that, despite all her protestations, led him to squander their much-needed money at the gaming tables.

The guests settled themselves at the table, and Lizzie flushed as she caught Richard’s eye opposite her.

‘Well, serve round,’ Sir Henry growled at the maid as he drew his chair in, and helped himself to some madeira from a decanter. She hurried to serve George Whittle who had tucked greedily into the hare pâté before anyone else. Lizzie took a small portion but she found it almost impossible to eat any of it, her mouth felt so dry and dusty. She managed a small taste and then pushed the plate away from her.

Struggling to give the dinner an air of normality, she said, ‘So, how is your sister, Mr Whittle?’ She had missed Emily very much in the past few weeks. She might have reservations about George Whittle, but his sister was different: shy, kind, loving, so trusting and gentle that no one could fail to love her, except, of course, the sort of men she met through George, men who were looking for class and status and not sweetness of nature.

‘Why, Emily’s having a fine old time in London,’ he said, putting his thumbs into his cummerbund and stretching it to make himself more comfortable. ‘Poor Emily, so bored around here, but she’s doing well in the city. I got a letter from her only today full of news of an Indian gentleman she’s met, Azi Khan – something like that.’

‘Azimullah Khan, you mean,’ interrupted Richard. ‘My father met him recently in London.’

‘Who is he?’ asked Lizzie.

‘He’s the envoy of a man called Nana Sahib,’ explained Richard. ‘The British government paid the Nana’s father a large pension, making it clear it would stop on his death. But his adopted son, the Nana, wants it to continue so he can support his retinue of fifteen thousand people. He won’t take no for an answer from the governor general, and he’s sent this lackey over to plead personally – to no avail. I hear he’s charming the ladies in London, and everyone says he’s an attractive fellow – but a scoundrel. I’d be fascinated to meet him, despite it.’

‘And you may well be so lucky, sir,’ said Whittle, his expression showing irritation that Richard knew so much of the situation. ‘Perhaps you’ll meet him in India, eh? In fact, I’m half tempted to follow you there after meeting Azimullah. He’s certainly a fine businessman, and they say that those outposts are crying out for shops and provisions. His attempts to get money out of the government may not have been successful, but he’s made a few good friends, like myself, who might do him a lot of good. Talking of getting money out of people, I hope you’ll have mine ready for me at the end of the week, Sir Henry. I’m getting impatient!’ Whittle gave a loud laugh and stretched across Lizzie for the madeira, spilling the salt-cellar in the process.

‘What’s wrong with discussing money?’ said Whittle, aware of the sudden embarrassed silence that had fallen at his remark. ‘The pâté may be good, but money’s good too, and it’s food and money that makes the world go round, eh? You’ll be finding this out in India, Mr Applevale. I know you’re the son of a lord, but India is one of the few countries where a man of any rank can rise and be admired for his real worth!’

‘Oh, indeed,’ said Lizzie, trying to avoid an argument, exchanging a glance with Richard who was about to interrupt.

Sir Henry waved his hand at Sarah. ‘The joint, serve the joint! Come, there’s only one thing I want to hear at my dinner table and that is the sound of good talk and the clink of glass containing good wine! Here’s to your health, sir!’

During the second course Lizzie tried to alleviate the tense atmosphere by changing the subject. ‘Have you read Charles Kingsley’s new novel, Westward Ho!?’ she asked brightly. ‘I’m already so taken up with it in the first few pages that you’re all privileged to find me even here at dinner!’ She gave a rather desperate laugh and looked pleadingly at Richard as if to beg him to join in. ‘I swear that any further hint of an argument between you gentlemen and I shall simply go up to my room and bring it downstairs and read it at table!’

The rest of the meal passed away in uneasy banter, until the maid came in with the coffee, tiny cups on a papier-mâché tray. It was then that Whittle started again. He coughed as he lit up a cigar.

‘Well, it’s the end of the meal, isn’t it? Now, let’s talk about money, Sir Henry!’

Sir Henry stared down at his cup.

‘I have a proposition to put to you, Sir Henry,’ he added, gloatingly. ‘No, don’t go, Lizzie,’ he said as Lizzie rose. ‘For you are an important part of the plan I have to put to you!’

Lizzie sat down again, gripping the tablecloth. A dark look of hatred passed over Richard’s face. Only Whittle relaxed, reaching out and gulping down his coffee in one gulp like a Russian drinking vodka. ‘You want time to pay your debts, Sir Henry. Well, I’ll make you an offer. I’ll make you an offer where you don’t have to pay any debts, ever. And you’ll get an allowance from me. How’s that?’

Sir Henry looked anxious. ‘What’s the proposition, Whittle?’ asked Sir Henry, in a low voice.

‘The proposition is the price,’ said George Whittle, a satisfied smile growing over his coarse features, ‘and the price is that I marry your daughter. Now there’s an easy way to solve your problems, eh? Then we’re all happy!’
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There was a long silence. Then Richard stood up and pushed in his chair with a rough scraping sound.

‘You marry Lizzie! You’re out of your mind, Whittle!’ he said, furiously. ‘I’ve never heard anything so preposterous!’

Whittle smiled tauntingly at him, drumming his fingers on the table. ‘Don’t you think the lady herself should answer? I’m sure she’s old enough not to need you speaking on her behalf.’

Sir Henry dragged a fresh glass over to himself and poured another drink with a shaking hand.

‘Whittle, I think there must be another way we could resolve this—’

‘Ah! I’m not good enough for her, is that it? Good enough for your gaming tables, but not good enough for your daughter, eh? Well, I’ll tell you when I’ve got every debt out of you, Sir Henry Shawcross, I’ll be good enough for anyone and you and your daughter will be good for nothing!’ Whittle pounded his fist on the damask tablecloth on these last three words and the cutlery jumped.

Richard’s eyes narrowed, and he started to walk round the table, his fists clenching involuntarily. Lizzie started in horror, and tried to stop him, but he pushed her arm roughly aside.

‘I’ll tell you one thing, George Whittle,’ he said, coming up to him and staring into his face, ‘You’ll never have anything to do with Lizzie Shawcross as long as I’m around!’

He pulled Whittle up out of his chair by one hand on his lapels, shaking his fist in his face. Whittle’s expression changed, and he looked anxious; then he laughed.

‘But the thing is, Richard “son-of-a-lord” Applevale, you’re not going to be around!’ He pushed Richard away from him, and Richard was just about to attack him when Lizzie stepped between them and forced them apart.

‘For God’s sake, stop it!’ she said. ‘I won’t have fighting in this house!’ She was trembling. To her relief Richard relaxed, and walked a few paces back. Then he leant forward, shaking a warning finger at Whittle. ‘Watch out, Whittle,’ he said, threateningly. ‘You make one threat against this family, and I’ll deal with you, even if I have to come back from India to do it!’

Whittle laughed. ‘Sensitive young man, isn’t he?’ he remarked mockingly to Sir Henry. ‘Come, let’s go and discuss our affairs without the presence of hotheads like Applevale. Come on, d’ye hear me?’ He helped Sir Henry roughly out of his chair and they left the room.

Richard came up to Lizzie and put his hands on her shoulders, looking directly into her eyes. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he said, accusingly.

‘About my father’s debts?’

Richard nodded. ‘I would never have planned to go to India had I known how grave your father’s situation was. I could have delayed my passage. I could have helped. Can he really have lost everything to that man?’

‘It only happened last week,’ said Lizzie, looking down. ‘I felt too ashamed to talk to anyone about it – even you.’

‘How do you think I feel now?’ Richard said, throwing his hands into the air. ‘I can’t call myself your friend and leave you in this position. But it’s too late. If I delay now my father will never again let me leave the country.’

‘You’re a good friend, Richard, but I’ll manage. I promise you that.’

‘I’m more than a good friend,’ said Richard, looking at her tenderly. ‘You know that.’

Lizzie looked away. She couldn’t speak. It was unbearable that this was the last time she would see Richard for so long.

‘I’ll come tomorrow,’ said Richard. ‘Before I go. I’ll think of something. I’ll telegraph my father tonight. Please, Lizzie, don’t worry. I’m sure I can help you.’

Lizzie looked up at him. ‘I hope so,’ she said. Their eyes met again, as they had the week before, and each knew what the other was thinking. They instinctively moved closer – but then Richard put a finger gently on her lips. ‘Tomorrow. I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he said. And, collecting his cane and his coat, he left the room.

Lizzie went into the drawing room, put another log on the fire, pulled up a chair and settled uneasily to do her needlework, her eyes brimming with tears, her hands tense, holding the tapestry awkwardly, the needle slipping through her fingers as she jabbed it furiously into the pattern.

It was unbearable to think of leaving Penworth Court. It meant everything to her. Not for a single, mad moment could she contemplate marriage to George Whittle, even to save her beloved home. The very thought made her mind recoil. She loved Richard, and to give herself to any other man would be inconceivable. But, much as she understood Richard’s desire to prove himself in the Indian army, it was only natural she should secretly wish he wanted a life more conventional to the younger son of a lord. If only he would be happy to settle in England now, to take her into his care. But she hastily pushed such thoughts aside: they were a betrayal of Richard’s character, of the stubborn streak of individuality that she treasured so much, his burning desire to make something of his life and to make an impression on the world around him.

A voice interrupted her thoughts, startling her.

‘Needlework, eh? Very fine.’ George Whittle stepped in. ‘I hope I’m not disturbing you. But I think you and I need to have a little talk, for everyone’s talking at cross purposes here.’

Lizzie looked at him coldly, then gestured for him to sit down opposite her. Whittle rubbed his hands by the fire, staring at her all the while.

‘You’re a handsome woman, Miss Shawcross, and a sensible one,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’ Lizzie’s voice was like ice. She continued to stitch away. Then her work was suddenly snatched from her and she started up.

‘Put that damn work down when I’m talking to you, miss!’ Whittle had got up furiously, and threw the tapestry into his chair. ‘I won’t be talked down to by the likes of you. Look at me, now!’

Lizzie looked up, dumbly insolent. ‘Yes, Mr Whittle?’

‘That’s more like it, you hussy! More “Yes, Mr Whittle” and less “No, Mr Whittle” is what I want. Now look here! I suggested marriage to you this evening. I put up a proposition to your father. You know what the alternative is, I suppose? I’ll get the bailiffs in if I have to, and the whole house will be made over to me! Now stop being so stubborn! Have some sense! And not just sense, either, but some affection for an old friend of the family.’ Here Whittle looked away, slightly embarrassed and his voice dropped. ‘For you must know how I admire you, Miss Shawcross. You must have noticed how much I think of you, how I long for you to be my wife – it’s my only wish. And I’d be glad if you told me you’d agree, that I would.’ Here he turned completely towards the fire, as if overcome with emotion.

Lizzie rose, sparks flashing from her eyes. ‘Well, I’ll tell you something, Mr Whittle. I don’t admire you, you must have noticed that. I don’t think much of you, and I don’t even think of you at all – except with loathing! So don’t come crawling to me with your propositions! You’ll never take Penworth Court from us! I’ll die first!’

George Whittle slowly turned around, and his face had a grim and bitter expression etched on it. His eyes looked like cold marble set in his white, fleshy face.

‘We’ll see about that, miss!’ he said. ‘We’ll see! I won’t forget your words, and you’d best not forget mine, because when I want something I usually get it, more often than not, and in this instance, I’m determined. And so, Miss Shawcross,’ he added, stepping back and holding out his hand, ‘I shall wish you a very good night.’

Lizzie turned on her heel, shuddering, unable to touch his hand. She heard the door close behind him as he left, and the house was silent, except for the slow tick of the grandfather clock in the hall. It was a familiar sound and one she dearly loved. It was a sound she knew she must treasure, for surely she would shortly lose it. She shook her head and sighed deeply. Bending, she pushed the logs to safety with the tongs, put up the fireguard, and wearily put her needlework in her walnut workbox. Then she turned down the wicks on the lamps and stepped outside into the hall.

As she moved towards the stairs, she saw a slit of light coming from beneath the door of her father’s study.

‘Father?’ she said softly.

She turned the handle and went in. The whole room smelt musty and dead, a smell of snuff and old tobacco smoke. Sir Henry sat in a green leather chair, a picture of despair. In one hand he had a piece of paper with a list of figures on it, in the other a large brandy. His feet rested on the brass grate. In the corner, Lizzie could see the drawers of the bureau open, as if he had been searching for bills or deeds.

‘Father?’

Sir Henry looked up. His face was utterly careworn. He looked beaten. His white hair was in disarray and his eyes were bright with anxiety.

‘Lizzie, there’s no hope for us, there’s nothing we can do,’ he said, his words pouring out in a helpless jumble. ‘I’ve ruined myself – and you with me. God forgive me!’

Lizzie went up to him and, kneeling, put her arms around his knees. ‘It can’t be that bad,’ she said. ‘I am sure we can find a way out. Richard promised he would help. Perhaps his father would loan us the money.’

Sir Henry shook his head. ‘No, there’s no hope, it’s too much. We’ll only have enough left for a small cottage, if that. Oh, Lizzie, what have I done?’ Self-pity merged with anxiety as the papers he was holding fell to the floor.

‘Go to bed, father,’ said Lizzie, rising. ‘Things will look brighter in the morning.’

‘Oh, what would I do without you, dear girl, what would I do!’

‘You’re not going to be doing without me, father,’ said Lizzie, helping him to the door. ‘We’ll be all right. You’ll see.’

But after she had led him to his bedroom and had then, in her own bed, extinguished the light, she wondered fearfully what on earth would happen to them.

*
The next day dawned bright and crisp. From her window Lizzie could make out the horizon between the sea and the pale blue sky. There was still a light dusting of frost over the fields that led to the cliffs, all of which made up part of the Penworth estate. True, the stone walls were crumbling and the gates swung open, their hinges rotted by the salt air, but it was still a beautiful place. Far away on a small hill-top a group of rooks circled round and round their nests, black dabs in the leafless trees. And the sun, a watery yellow, was battling with the chill to warm up the day.

That morning after breakfast, Lizzie walked round the garden that surrounded the house. Once the vegetable garden had burgeoned with luscious tomatoes, ripe peaches, raspberries and strawberries; now it was a wild, overgrown cemetery of weeds. The flower garden had bloomed with sweet peas, rambling roses, lines of wallflowers and borders of lobelias; now it was straggling, each plant encroaching on another’s place. The drive had been clear and smooth – now it was marked with pot-holes, and ragwort and groundsel ravaged the once immaculate paving of the terrace. The head of a stone lion that had once stood proudly guarding the steps to the fields now lay cracked in the grass, a nostril eaten by rot, a tooth chipped by frost. And yet all this made it no easier to think of saying good-bye. If anything, it was even harder. To leave Penworth flourishing and healthy – that would be bad enough; to leave it when it needed love and care – that was impossible.

She walked slowly back along the box-lined path and sadly returned to the house.

After the light outside, the hall seemed dark and gloomy. When would Richard come? She looked at the steadily ticking clock. It was only nine o’clock. On any other day she would have saddled up her horse and gone for a ride along the cliffs, but today she felt chained to the Court lest she should miss Richard.

It was a long, long day. She worked on her needlework with no enthusiasm for the task in hand, and lunched with her father in silence. In the afternoon she took a restless nap, and later attempted to continue Westward Ho! but the print danced before her eyes and she found it impossible to concentrate.

When she finally heard a horse’s hooves on the driveway, she flung open the front door.

‘Richard!’ she said, kissing him warmly on the cheek. ‘I thought you’d never come!’

He stood, flushed with riding, his eyes sparkling. ‘Let’s walk over to the cliffs, Lizzie. I want to have you to myself as this will be the last time we’ll see each other for a long time.’

He took her arm and they walked briskly together away from the house. When they’d reached a favourite, secluded spot in the trees near the cliffside, they sat down.

Richard stared silently out at the sea for a few minutes. ‘I’m sorry I’ve come so late, Lizzie,’ he said finally, turning to look at her. ‘I’ve been waiting for a telegraph from my father and I’m happy to say that he’ll look after you while I’m gone. You don’t have to worry, Lizzie. At worst he’ll buy Penworth to raise the money but let you and your father live here.’

Lizzie clapped her hands in excitement, her eyes sparkling. ‘You can’t mean that, Richard,’ she said, but she was smiling hopefully. ‘It can’t be true! It is news too good to be true! But why should he? Poor man, he’s not well, he doesn’t want to be saddled with an estate to care for—’

‘He can employ someone to manage it, that’s not a problem …’

‘But why should he be so generous?’

Richard looked steadily at her. Then he put his hands on her shoulders. ‘I’ll tell you why he’s prepared to do this,’ he said slowly. ‘Because I have explained that – that when you marry, you are going to marry me!’

‘Marry you?’ Lizzie asked, unbelievingly.

‘I’m not going to India for ever, Lizzie. I shall come back. And you’ll be waiting for me … you will do that, won’t you, Lizzie?’

Lizzie could feel his warmth and closeness as he drew her to him. She felt completely in his power, and closed her eyes as she felt his arms around her and his lips on hers.

In a moment, she whispered, ‘I will be waiting, you must know that.’

Richard looked at her. ‘When you love someone as much as I love you,’ he said, ‘you know everything about her – as if she belongs to you …’

‘I do belong to you, Richard,’ Lizzie whispered. ‘I am yours.’

And then it felt as if a tremendous power had been unleashed – a power that had been building up for weeks and weeks. Lizzie could never remember much about what happened next except that they were suddenly helpless to keep themselves from holding and caressing each other. She felt an excitement she had never felt before as Richard pulled her to the ground. Losing all sense of time, Lizzie was soon only aware of Richard within her, of a sharp jag of pain followed by a feeling of total joy. In the days to come when she was to look back on that evening and wonder why she had not been able to say ‘Stop!’ she knew that it was because at no moment did she even think of the word, for as Richard wanted her, so she wanted him, wanted his body, wanted him all so completely that once they had begun there was no stopping.

Later, Richard lifted himself on one elbow and stroked Lizzie’s cheek. ‘I should be sorry, but I’m not,’ he said, smiling wickedly. ‘I love you, you know that? I love you.’

‘I love you, too,’ whispered Lizzie, softly, putting her hand up to stroke his black hair. ‘I’m not sorry either.’

‘We are married now,’ said Richard, softly. ‘We may not be married in a church and you may not have yet taken my name, but here’ – he touched his chest where his heart was, and then touched her breast, leaning for a moment to kiss it – ‘here we are married. We are married here, too,’ and he touched his head and hers. ‘And we are married here, too.’ He took her hand and gently guided it down, wrapping her fingers around him so that she could feel the new warmth and strength in him.

Everything would be all right, now. Even when Richard was gone, at last, Penworth Court would never be taken away from them. They would never see George Whittle again. As Lizzie went to bed that night she felt as peaceful and happy as she ever had in the whole of her life.
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Dearest Lizzie,

I’m writing you a last letter before my servant goes down to the port tomorrow – and I hope I’ll find your first letter waiting for me. These packets take such a long time – I’ve been in India for months now and not a word from anyone at home.

I’ve at last got my uniform made … perfectly stitched and with gleaming buttons. Poor Patcham, who I share quarters with, made the mistake of getting his uniform made in London and when he opened up his trunk here he found the buttons all damaged by the air and his smart gold lace utterly tarnished. Poor man! He’s quite ashamed to be seen out with me, tells me the ladies here all eat their hearts out over me simply because of the state of my buttons – not that there are many ladies in Calcutta and certainly none worth talking to.

Richard put his pen down on the rickety table that served as a desk, and stared out of the small window in front of him. It was four o’clock. The whole of Calcutta slept and even here in Fort William the usual sounds of parade-ground bustle had stopped. All morning he’d heard the stamp of boots and the endless orders: ‘Pose your firelock! Cock your firelock! Present! Fire! Half-cock your firelock! Handle your cartridge! Shut your pans! Change with cartridge! Draw your rammer!’ The barked instructions that rattled across the forecourt every morning from 6 a.m. was now replaced with the sound of the continual swish-swish of the punkah pulled by a thin, dead-eyed young boy.

It was a fairly wretched-looking room. The only furniture consisted of a couple of dusty basket-chairs, and a side table on which stood a half-empty bottle of soda. In the corner were a couple of rifles and spears, and two old cigar boxes that lay tossed on the wooden floor the night before. Hanging from a pin, slightly askew, was a withered photograph of the whole of Patcham’s school with an inked arrow pointing to the head of a small, smiling boy who sat cross-legged on the grass in front of the headmaster. The cool, leafy, ordered scene was a far cry from their quarters at Fort William, a magnificent building surrounded by water, near lush fields, the best sight in Calcutta. Richard did not live in the main building but in a set of rooms built off the ground above a verandah, consisting of two bedrooms and the main, dark room where Richard now sat.

He gazed ahead. Through the haze that shimmered up from the forecourt he could make out the white outline of the stone lion that stood, with its paw on a gigantic ball, over the entrance to Government House. Behind it was the silhouette of a temple; it was always there, this contrast of cultures, and how uneasily they lay together. And how uneasy he felt, too, settled between the two worlds of Britain and India. He’d exchanged his father’s castle, with its cool lawns and cold, musty library, steeped in the smoke of old wood fires, for these small quarters, hot and mosquito-ridden that looked out on to a patch of burnt earth. He had swapped his father’s tenants, ruddy, full-faced Devonshire peasants, for the hollow-cheeked, half-naked and burnt-skinned Indians who begged at the roadsides and thrust out their crippled children for alms. He had exchanged his light reading of Dickens, Thackeray and Kingsley for the study of The Stranger’s East Indian Guide to Hindustani.

The pin-prick sting of a mosquito on his cheek startled Richard from his thoughts and he slapped his face angrily, brushing the black and red stain it left on to the floor. He took up his pen again.

I think of you all the time – and yet I’m glad you are not here, fascinating as it is. Not only is India rife with disease (not to mention corruption) but there are rumours here of mutiny among the sepoys – the native soldiers in the East India Company’s army. It’s hard to explain to someone so far away from this strange place, but I’ll try. The Indians feel we are taking over their country. We are bringing progress – putting in new railways, new telegraph wires, stamping out the customs of Thugs and suttee – widow-burning. But this results in mixed feelings. Some Indians feel we are a great help to their country, that our introductions of medicines and law and order and mechanical improvements will help their country which is in a pretty sorry state at the moment. But the majority believe we are breaking up their old ways of life and destroying their religion and their society. There was an incident recently at Barrackpore where some fool of a British officer had insisted the sepoys bite the bullets for the new gun. What’s wrong with that? There were rumours that these new bullets had been greased with cow or pig fat. It’s against the religion of the Hindus and Muslims to touch anything of a cow or pig, and they believe they’ll be damned eternally if they do. But this British officer insisted and the Indians refused, quite naturally. The upshot was violence that led to one of the more rebellious sepoys, Mangal Pande, who was wild with bhang (a kind of drug they smoke), being shot from a cannon by the British.

Of course this is no way to treat a man who is fighting for his religious beliefs – and the result is unrest all over the country. Even the servants are becoming shifty and rude. I heard a woman telling how her ayah had started to look through her jewel box, and ask the worth of the contents – as if she’s already choosing what to take when the time comes. Most of the British here think it will come to nothing, but those of us who believe otherwise are worried. It’s now 1857, when it’s rumoured that the Indians shall be free of British power. Amulets to protect the wearers from danger are appearing in the bazaars. A strange practice of circulating chapattis from village to village seems like a bad omen now and you often see signs on the walls saying: ‘Everything will become red.’

I only hope the optimists are right. Myself, I’m not at all convinced. But I don’t want to worry you unduly. I will survive, I promise you that. Apart from all this, we have a gay time here, visiting the tea or ‘tiffin’ rooms, and the ladies here have an excellent time completely out-numbered by the men … 

A light knock on his door alerted Richard that Arjun Gohar was on his way to the port. He stepped inside at Richard’s ‘Come in!’ – a slim, dark-skinned, handsome young bearer with a fine white turban and dhoti. Richard had acted on good advice by ignoring all the servants who swarmed around him when he’d arrived at the dock at Calcutta with cries of ‘Me very good servant, me good bearer’ and had waited till he had received advice on a suitable servant. He had chosen Arjun Gohar for his loyalty and good references.

‘I go to the dock to buy provisions and await your letter,’ he said. ‘Is there anything else you are desiring, sahib?’ He stood motionless, his hands pressed together in front of him in an act of subservience.

Richard nodded and gestured briskly at his letter. ‘Wait a moment, Gohar,’ he said, ‘you can take this down to the port with you. It might catch the Elizabeth.’

‘And perhaps you would like me to bring Gita to you this evening?’

There was no sound of disapproval in Gohar’s voice, no emotion, certainly none of the ribald laughter of the young British officers. From the moment most of the cadets arrived, they indulged in an orgy of ‘nautch’ girls, or dancing girls – though the word ‘dancing girl’ was something of a euphemism. The nautch girls were a strict class of Indian who had either been born to that state or bought as infants and brought up to attend the various devout ceremonies of their religion and yet submit to the desires of any man who wanted them. Richard had entertained Gita a few times, but only to keep up appearances with his colleagues. While his friends were taking their girls to bed, Richard would be practising his Hindustani on Gita, to her obvious astonishment.

He turned to finish his letter.

I must finish, as Arjun Gohar, my bearer, is waiting to take this letter. I hope to God that Whittle is no longer a danger. But I know my father will keep his promise to you. If this letter sounds unduly pessimistic, don’t be alarmed. I at least will have to return – to make you my wife. I love you – Richard.

He sealed the envelope and handed it to Arjun Gohar. ‘No, I won’t see Gita tonight,’ he said. ‘She’s a fascinating girl but I ought to spend the evening reading some more.’

‘Perhaps you would like a boy?’ asked Gohar, still persistent.

Richard laughed, turning round in his chair. ‘Not a boy! Look, I’m here to work, not play around with your girls – or boys!’

Arjun Gohar bowed silently, with a puzzled look on his face. ‘There are very few British like you, sahib,’ he said. ‘I wish there were more. I fear for the bad ones – and the good.’ And with that ominous remark he left Richard to continue his studies.
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While the crew of the Elizabeth were just putting the finishing touches to their preparations for the long journey back to England, another packet, the Beacon, was on its way to take the Elizabeth’s place at Calcutta. The passengers had boarded it two months before at Gravesend and now they were all either accustomed to life on a boat or had taken to their beds and rarely appeared for meals.

One of the better sailors was Emily Whittle, who was reclining in a chair on the deck, her skirt covered with a tartan rug; she was sitting next to a young girl with long, dark hair. Emily was a rather plump, thirty-year-old with the slightly strained and over-cheerful look of a woman who has not yet found a husband. She was watching the sun sink – and the waves were already starting to reflect a pinkish glow from the sky. A troupe of dolphins suddenly sprang up out of the water, the last playful romp of the day, and above them the still persistent seagulls keened and wailed around the mast, their eyes bright for any scrap that should be flung overboard.

‘I wish you could have met him,’ said Emily shyly to her friend. ‘I still can’t believe we’re on our way to see him! I know an Indian isn’t quite the thing, but Azimullah Khan is quite different. Quite exceptional – so talented and fine looking. And he has met the Queen, after all, which is
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