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Chapter One

Abbotsford, Dorset, December 1858

Although it was still mid-afternoon it was getting dark and the heavy cumulus clouds threatened snow. After she had done the rounds of the sick, the poor and the needy, it was the biting east wind, together with the thought of tea and freshly made crumpets laced with butter that made Rose race on ahead. She glanced over her shoulder to see her elder sister, Marianne, following at a more sedate pace. Rose smiled to herself. Always calm and proper, Marianne would not run even if the Devil himself was after her. As the eldest of the vicar’s three daughters, she considered it her responsibility to set a good example. Rose was quietly rebellious, and their younger sister, Emily, managed to get her own way in more or less everything.

The square, castellated tower of St Michael’s church came into view, with flickering candlelight shining a welcome from the tall windows, and bell practice at full strength. However, it was not the familiar place of worship, nor the sprawling Georgian vicarage where Rose and Marianne had been born and raised, that had attracted Rose’s attention. She stood in front of the carefully constructed wooden replica of a stable with the well-used plaster figures of Joseph and Mary leaning over the manger. There were a couple of bedraggled-looking sheep huddled in the background, but what had caught Rose’s attention was the fact that baby Jesus had been ousted from his bed of straw, and a skinny youth had somehow managed to fit his lanky body into the crib.

Rose waited until Marianne caught up with her. She held her finger to her lips. ‘Look, he’s asleep,’ she said in a low voice.

Marianne picked up the oil lamp that illuminated the scene and held it higher in order to get a better view. ‘He’s barefoot, Rose,’ she said in disgust. ‘He must be freezing in those rags.’

‘We can’t leave him here.’

‘I don’t think we should wake him. He might be violent or a runaway criminal. Perhaps we should get Mr Huggins to wake him up and advise the fellow to move on.’

‘He obviously can’t walk any further, Marianne. Look at the blisters on the soles of his feet. I expect they’re why he chose to sleep here.’

‘What would Papa say if he saw such desecration of a holy tableau?’

‘That’s the point. It is just a representation, but the poor boy looks half-starved. We can’t leave him here, Marianne.’

‘If you’re so concerned you’d better cover him with some straw. I’m cold and it’s started to snow. I’m going home.’

‘I’ll go and fetch Mr Huggins. I expect he’s in the church, setting up for Midnight Mass.’

‘Do what you wish, Rose. As always.’ Marianne walked on, clutching her cloak even more tightly around her as the snow began to fall in swirling white clouds.

Rose opened the lych gate and made her way between the towering yew trees, which were said to have been planted when the church was first built. She had trodden this path so many times in her twenty years of life that she could walk it blindfold. The heavy oak door, banded with iron, creaked and groaned as she thrust it open and Ron Huggins, the verger, looked up from tidying the hymnals.

‘Is anything wrong, Miss Rose? You look a bit flustered.’

‘Is my pa here, Mr Huggins?’

‘He’s in the vestry, or he was a few minutes ago. He was having a chat with the bell-ringers. Miss Jones has fallen out with Mr Finch.’

‘Again?’ Rose shook her head. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Huggins. You know they’ll patch it up – they always do.’

‘We can but hope. Did you want anything special, miss?’

‘You’d better come with me, Mr Huggins. I’ll fetch Pa when he’s sorted out his quarrelling bell-ringers.’ Rose did not wait for his answer and she hurried out into the snowstorm, her feet crunching on the icy flakes already settling on the dry ground.

Huggins followed her, grumbling about the weather and the prospect of a wild-goose chase, but he came to a halt in front of the Nativity scene and his jaw dropped.

‘The cheek of it,’ he said angrily. He poked the sleeping youth with the toe of his boot. ‘Oy, you, get up. You’re on Church property. Have you no respect?’

Rose leaned over the boy. ‘His breathing is ragged, Mr Huggins. I think he’s sick.’

‘We don’t want no foreigners bringing disease to the village. I’ll call the constable. He’ll know what to do.’

‘No, please don’t do that. First of all, we need to get him somewhere warm and dry.’

‘If you’re thinking of my cottage, I can tell you that Mrs Huggins wouldn’t stand for it, miss. You know how she can be when she gets into one of her moods.’

The whole village knew when Martha Huggins was in one of her rages, and wise people took cover. Rose thought quickly. ‘Pa would want us to look after him. Could you pick him up and carry him to the vicarage, Mr Huggins?’ She could see that he was not convinced. ‘It’s Christmas Eve and it’s snowing. He’ll die if he’s left here all night.’

‘He might be a Frenchie, come to spy on us, miss. I don’t want to have anything to do with the likes of him.’

Rose shrugged off her cloak and laid it over 
the inert figure in the crib. ‘Stay here then, and I’ll run and fetch my pa. He will know what to do.’ She could see the wheels of Ron Huggins’ mind turning slowly. The Reverend Matthew Bottomley Northwood was the noblest of men, but he could be impatient at times. Rose was only too aware of this and she knew that Huggins had witnessed several such outbursts over the years and would not want to be the target of one himself.

‘You’re right, Miss Rose. Seeing as how you’ve sacrificed your warm garment to the boy, you’d best run and fetch the vicar. I’ll stay here and make sure the young felon doesn’t suddenly rise up and cause mayhem.’

Rose ran back to the church and found her father and the bell-ringers about to disband.

‘What’s wrong, Rose?’ Matthew Northwood asked, frowning. ‘You’re wet through. Where’s your cloak?’

‘You must come, Papa. There is a young fellow asleep in the manger, but he’s obviously unwell.’

‘Is he a village boy?’ Miss Jones demanded suspiciously. ‘If he comes from the town, he might be a criminal.’

‘Not all city dwellers are villains, Miss Jones.’ George Finch, ringing master, occasional organist and local solicitor, glared at Miss Jones as if daring her to argue.

‘I say we go and take a look.’ Ned Guppy, the village baker, turned to Mr Northwood. ‘What do you say, Vicar?’

‘Of course we must help this poor soul in need.’ Matthew Northwood took his black cloak from a wall hook and wrapped it around his shoulders. ‘You had better stay here, Rose. You can’t go without the proper attire for such weather.’

But Rose was already out of the door. She picked up her skirts and ran into the blinding snow. Huggins was waiting for them, but she could tell by his expression that he was not happy.

‘I wanted to call Constable Dent, Vicar. But Miss Rose said you would want to take this fellow into your home, whoever he is.’

Mr Northwood bent over the inert figure. ‘Wake up. Tell me your name.’ He straightened up. ‘Mr Finch, if you would kindly take the boy’s feet, and you, Huggins, take his head and shoulders, we can get him into the vicarage.’ He shot a warning look at Huggins, who had opened his mouth as if to protest. ‘I will then consider what must be done.’

Miss Jones and Ned Guppy had followed them and were watching on with interest.

‘He was obviously up to no good,’ Miss Jones said gloomily.

‘You can’t know that for certain.’ Rose faced her angrily. ‘He needs help and it’s Christmas Eve. Perhaps we should all be more generous to each other.’ She walked on behind the oddly assorted procession.

‘Vicar! Are you going to allow your child to speak to me in that tone?’ Miss Jones hurried after them.

‘Rose is right, Miss Jones. We should all be more charitable, whether it’s Christmas or any other time in the year.’ Mr Northwood marched towards the vicarage, leaving Miss Jones to stomp off in the direction of the small cottage where she lived with her aged mother and a large, ferocious tom cat called Spike.

Minutes later, the unfortunate youth lay on the slightly threadbare sofa in the morning parlour. Ron Huggins and George Finch had returned to their respective homes, leaving the problem squarely with the vicar and his family. Marianne hovered in the doorway with Emily, while Rose rushed around fetching pillows and blankets to cover the still-unconscious youth.

‘He looks very dirty,’ Emily said in a loud whisper. ‘Mama won’t like it if he makes the upholstery filthy. He might even have fleas.’

Mr Northwood was standing with his back to the fire, stroking his grey beard as he always did when perplexed. ‘If you can’t say anything sensible, I suggest you go and sit with your mama, Emily. You, too, Marianne, and please say nothing of this. I don’t want her upset any more than she is already at this time of the year.’

‘Very well, Papa.’ Marianne shooed Emily away from the door. ‘Should I tell Cook there will be one more for supper?’

‘I don’t think this fellow will be dining with us.’ Rose looked up from arranging the pillows beneath the boy’s head. ‘But you could ask Cook to warm some milk. Maybe that, with a tot of brandy, will help bring him round.’

‘I’ll be as quick as I can. I just hope that Emily doesn’t say too much in front of Mama.’ Marianne left the room closing the door behind her.

‘Your mama’s nerves always get the better of her at this time of year,’ Mr Northwood said, sighing. ‘She has never been able to accept the fact that your brother is no longer with us, which is why I do not want her to see this boy. Felix would have been about this age, had he lived.’

Rose could feel his pain, but her father was not a demonstrative man and he would disapprove of any physical show of emotion. Felix had drowned while trying to save a young friend who had fallen through the ice on the boating lake at The Manor. Rose would never forget that Christmas Eve six years ago, nor the ensuing grief that had left their mother prone to fits of megrims and bouts of illness that kept her confined to her bed for weeks at a time, particularly in the festive season.

‘Perhaps we should send for Dr Buckingham?’ Rose suggested tentatively.

‘Excellent idea, Rose.’ Mr Northwood reached for the bell pull by the fireplace. ‘I’ll tell Winnie to fetch him. He might have an inkling as to this fellow’s identity.’

Rose laid another blanket over the boy. ‘He’s still very cold, Papa.’

‘I don’t see what else we can do. Anyway, I have a few notes to write for my sermon tonight. Stay with him, Rose. I’ll speak to Winnie myself.’ Mr Northwood opened the door just as a young maidservant was about to enter.

‘Winnie, I want you to go to The Manor and ask Dr Buckingham to visit. Tell him it’s a matter of some urgency.’

Winnie craned her neck to see round Mr Northwood’s corpulent figure. ‘Is he the one what was in the crib, Vicar?’

‘That’s none of your business, Winnie. Now do as I say, please.’

‘Yes, Vicar.’

Rose found herself alone with the patient and she stoked up the fire before pulling up a stool to sit beside the sofa. ‘Who are you?’ she asked in a low voice. ‘What brought you to Abbotsford in the first place?’ She looked up at the sound of footsteps and Marianne entered the room with a glass in her hand.

‘How is he? Has he said anything yet?’

‘No. He’s still the same.’

‘Cook warmed some milk for him, but Papa keeps the brandy locked in a cupboard. I can’t get to it.’

‘He’s afraid that Mama might find it again. You know what happened last time she had an attack of nerves. And it’s Christmas Eve – we should expect the worst anyway.’

‘I won’t forget last year in a hurry. Thank goodness for Dr Buckingham.’

‘Winnie has gone to fetch him. He should be here any minute.’

Rose smiled. She knew that Marianne had a soft spot for Dr Buckingham, although she would not admit it. Rose also suspected that Dr Buckingham was rather fond of Marianne. He was always very prompt when it came to calling on anyone poorly at the vicarage, and today would be no exception, even if it was Christmas Eve.

Marianne placed the glass of milk on a side table and went over to the window, pulling back the curtain. ‘It’s still snowing. I doubt if many people will make it to Midnight Mass. At least the doctor hasn’t far to come.’

‘That’s if Lady Buckingham allows him to come out in such bad weather,’ Rose said, giggling. ‘That woman is such an old dragon. I wonder that her son chooses to live at home.’

‘He’s duty bound to look after his mama, with his father away on government business. You know that, Rose. You just like to tease me.’

‘I pity any woman who marries into that family. Lady Buckingham is a termagant. She’ll make a terrible mother-in-law.’

Marianne tossed her head. ‘She’s always been perfectly sweet to me, Rose. It’s your imagination, or perhaps you offended her in some way. You do sometimes speak before you think.’

‘Yes, I admit it’s one of my faults, although I do try to curb my tongue most of the time.’

‘Not often enough, obviously.’ Marianne peered out of the window. ‘I see lantern light – that must be him coming now. He must have walked.’

‘He must have run to get here so fast. Better check your appearance in the mirror, Marianne.’

‘Why? What’s wrong? Have I a smut on my nose or something?’ Marianne rushed to look in the wall mirror, smoothing her glossy dark blond hair into place, her hazel eyes bright with anxiety.

‘No, I was just teasing. You look beautiful, as always,’ Rose said, smiling.

Both her sisters had similar colouring and Emily would no doubt grow into a beauty. If pressed, Rose would describe her own hair as ‘fair’, although someone had once likened it to the colour of ripe corn, and he had said her blue eyes were like the sky on a summer’s day. She had laughed and told him not to be silly.

‘Go and let him in,’ she added hastily. ‘Don’t keep the poor doctor standing outside in the snow, or Winnie, either.’

Marianne hurried from the room and Rose waited anxiously. It would be so sad if the young man died without regaining consciousness. She stood up as the doctor entered the room.

‘Well, this is a to-do, isn’t it, Rose? Finding an unconscious boy in the middle of the Nativity scene must have been a shock for you.’ Tom Buckingham came to a halt by the sofa. Even though she had known him for most of her life, Rose could still appreciate his classic handsomeness, and his innate good nature. Tom pushed a lock of dark brown hair back from his forehead and leaned over the patient. ‘So this is the poor fellow, Rose? I’d only just come home from doing my rounds when Winnie came to fetch me, but I passed Miss Jones in the street and she told me you’d found a French spy in the crib.’

Rose laughed. ‘That is silly. He’s just a young man who has obviously fallen on hard times, for whatever reason. I’m worried because he is still very cold and he hasn’t opened his eyes once since I found him.’

‘Since we found him,’ Marianne said hastily. ‘I was there, too, Rose.’

It was on the tip of Rose’s tongue to correct her, but she did not want to embarrass her sister in front of Tom Buckingham. ‘Yes, you were there, too. That’s what I meant.’

Tom pulled the blankets back and checked the boy’s pulse. ‘Yes, he is very cold, but I’ll give him a full examination, if you ladies would like to leave the room?’

‘Of course.’ Rose hustled Marianne out into the hall and closed the door.

‘It will be awful if he dies,’ Marianne said in a low voice. ‘Another death so close to Christmas seems like an ill omen.’

‘I’m sure that Dr Buckingham will bring him round, and then we’ll find out who he is and reunite him with his family, if indeed he has one.’

‘If anyone can save him it’s Tom.’ Marianne clasped her hands, her eyes shining. ‘He is wonderful, isn’t he, Rose?’

‘Yes, he’s handsome and a good doctor. Added to those qualities, he’s a nice man. What more could you wish for in a husband, Marianne?’

‘Stop teasing me. You’ll make me blush when I see him and then I’ll feel foolish.’

‘Forget what I said.’ Rose gave her a hug. ‘We have more important things to think about at the moment. For instance, how are we going to keep this young man’s presence a secret from Mama? At least until the New Year, if he makes it that far.’

Marianne sighed. ‘I don’t know, Rose. Christmas is difficult enough without having any extra worries. We’ll have to hide our presents and open them in secret, unless Mama takes to her room, which looks very likely this year. So how are we going to stop Mama from finding out about this fellow?’

‘It won’t be easy, but we could put him in the bedroom above the coach house. We can look after him there until he is well again.’

‘I swore Cook to secrecy, but Winnie is a chatterbox.’

‘Luckily she can’t go very far while the weather is like this, so hopefully the gossip won’t spread around the village.’

‘You’re forgetting that Ron Huggins knows, as well as George Finch and Fanny Jones. I doubt if the men will talk, but Miss Jones will tell everyone she sees at church in the morning.’

Rose sighed. ‘Then we simply have to keep it from Mama for as long as possible.’ She turned as the parlour door opened and Dr Buckingham beckoned to them.

‘The young chap has a fever and he shows signs of having been severely beaten. I also suspect that there might be a couple of fractures, but I will have to examine him more thoroughly. We need to get his temperature down first.’

‘Do you know him, Tom?’ Rose asked eagerly.

‘No. I’ve never seen him before, although I’d say by the state of his shirt and breeches that he’s recently been in the sea. He might have come from a wrecked ship or maybe he fell overboard from a vessel and managed to swim ashore. There are grazes on his legs that could have come from being washed up against rocks.’

‘A shipwrecked mariner,’ Marianne said dreamily. ‘How romantic.’

Tom smiled indulgently. ‘Maybe, but you need to take care, all the same. We know nothing about him or how he might behave when he regains consciousness. My main concern is that he could develop pneumonia.’

‘We can take care of him,’ Rose said stoutly. ‘Just tell me what to do.’

‘First of all, he needs to be put to bed and sponged down with cool water.’ Tom lowered his voice. ‘Does Mrs Northwood know about this, Rose?’

‘No, and we have to keep the boy a secret from her. This is a bad time of year, if you understand what I’m saying.’

‘Of course. That’s what I thought. I would suggest taking the fellow to the nearest hospital, but the journey would be virtually impossible in this weather. The snowstorm is turning into a blizzard.’

‘I was thinking of putting him in the room above the coach house,’ Rose said, frowning. ‘But it hasn’t been used for years and we’ll need to light a fire and air the bed.’

‘There’s a spare room in the servants’ quarters.’ Marianne moved to the doorway. ‘I could get Winnie to make it ready, if you wouldn’t mind carrying the patient upstairs, Tom?’

He nodded. ‘Of course. Maybe someone could sit with him until he regains consciousness. He might be in some distress.’

‘I’ll do it,’ Rose said firmly.

‘What shall I tell Winnie?’ Marianne asked anxiously.

‘You stay here with Tom,’ Rose said, smiling. ‘I’ll deal with Winnie and Cook.’ She turned to Tom. ‘Will you stay for dinner?’

He shook his head. ‘I would love to, but Christmas Eve is something of a tradition in the Buckingham household and my mother is very strict about keeping that. I’ll stay long enough to see the young fellow tucked up in bed, and you may send for me at any time, day or night, if you need me.’

‘You are so kind.’ Marianne sank down onto a chair by the fire. ‘I wonder who he is,’ she added, gazing at the inert figure on the sofa. ‘He might have a family desperate to know his whereabouts.’

‘We’ll find out when he wakes up,’ Rose said, firmly. ‘Let’s hope he hasn’t escaped from prison or something of the sort.’

She left the room and was crossing the entrance hall when she saw their mother descending the staircase, looking ethereal in a voluminous white wrap trimmed with lace.

‘Mama, are you all right?’

‘My head is pounding, Rose. And I have terrible palpitations. I need to see Dr Buckingham or I fear I will die from anxiety.’

Rose hurried to her mother’s side. ‘I understand, Mama. Let me take you back to your room and I’ll send for the doctor. He will give you something to make you feel better.’

‘Nothing will heal a broken heart, Rose. You don’t know how I suffer.’

‘Of course not, Mama. I wish I could do something to ease your pain.’

‘You are a good girl, Rose. I rely on you to look after your sisters. I just want to sleep until the festive season is at an end.’

Rose guided her mother upstairs and along the landing to her room. She settled her back in the large four-poster bed with its tapestry tester and faded brocade curtains.

‘I’ll send Winnie up with a cup of warm milk, Mama.’

‘I need to see the doctor, Rose. My poor heart is beating so fast I can scarcely breathe.’

‘Yes, Mama. Please try to sleep.’

‘A few drops of laudanum in the milk will help.’

‘I will see what the doctor says, Mama.’

‘Hurry, Rose. Please hurry.’




Chapter Two

Rose sat up all night with the unfortunate youth. The room at the top of the house, next to the one where Winnie slept, was cold despite the fact that a fire had been burning in the grate for several hours. Outside the blizzard seemed, if anything, worse, judging by the amount of snow on the windowsill. Rose had taken time to attend Midnight Mass, but she had hurried back to the patient, who was still deeply unconscious. His temperature continued to be high and he had begun to babble incoherently. Rose bathed his forehead with a wet flannel, but there was little else she could do for him. She toyed with the idea of sending for the doctor a second time, but that would entail asking Winnie to brave the terrible weather. Although it was only half a mile or so to The Manor, the roads would be treacherous, and too dangerous for anyone even to think of going out until daylight.

Rose found herself drifting off to sleep and she awakened with a start to discover that the fire had burned low. She added more lumps of coal and returned to her chair, but a low moan from the bed made her jump to her feet and hurry to the patient’s side. His eyes were closed but he was babbling again, although she could not make out the words. She took hold of his hand, stroking it in an attempt to share some of her warmth with the boy. He was burning up with fever and yet his hands were icy.

‘I don’t know who you are,’ Rose said in a low voice. ‘But you are safe here. You are with friends. I just wish I could help you.’ She did not expect an answer and the boy remained unconscious. All Rose could think about was losing her much-loved younger brother on Christmas Eve. She could still recall the terrible shock and disbelief that she and all the family had felt then. Even now it was hard to accept that Felix was gone from them forever. He had been such a lively, fun-loving boy, full of mischief and afraid of nothing, which had been his downfall. He had saved a life but had lost his own in doing so. Rose leaned closer to the unconscious youth, wondering if there was a family somewhere longing to hear from him.

Almost as if he sensed her distress, his eyelids flickered and opened. He stared up at her.

‘Who are you? Where am I?’

Rose pulled the coverlet up to his chin. ‘I’m Rose. Don’t be scared. You are safe now. We’ll look after you.’

‘Sadie?’

‘No, I’m Rose. Is Sadie your sister?’

‘Sadie likes roses.’ The boy closed his eyes and drifted back to unconsciousness.

Rose sighed. He had seemed almost reasonable, yet it was obvious that the fever had overtaken his malnourished body and it was impossible to know what he had gone through before he took shelter in the crib. However, the fact that he had briefly regained consciousness must be a good sign. Rose could not wait to tell Tom Buckingham, although whether he would be able to get away from his domineering mother on Christmas morning was another matter. She resumed her seat but the silence was broken by sounds coming from Winnie’s room. Rose realised that it must be six o’clock, the time when Winnie went downstairs to the kitchen to riddle the embers of the fire in the range and put the kettle on to boil for early morning tea. Cook was very particular about routine and getting things done on time.

Rose was tired, hungry and thirsty, and she decided to go down to the kitchen. She must remind Winnie that the boy’s presence was to be kept secret from Mrs Northwood at all costs. Rose liked Winnie and appreciated the fact that she worked hard, but Winnie had very little common sense, a very bad memory and a tendency to gossip. Rose went downstairs to the kitchen and found Winnie trying desperately to coax the banked-up embers of the fire into flames.

‘Oh, Miss Rose. I’m sorry I can’t get this blooming thing to light.’

Rose smiled tiredly. ‘Let me try. Fill the kettle and we’ll make tea.’

‘I’m supposed to do that, miss.’

‘There’s no law that says I can’t help you.’ Rose walked over to the range and rolled up her sleeves. She glared at the cold stove. ‘I don’t want any argument from you, you lump of black-leaded cast iron. We need hot water for tea and we need it now.’ Rose set to work riddling the embers and adding small nuggets of coal until the flames leaped into action. She straightened up. ‘There, Winnie. It just took a little bit of persuasion.’

Winnie grinned. ‘I never saw the like, but please don’t tell Cook that you had to help me. I’ll get a clip round the ear for sure.’

‘It’s our secret. And that reminds me, Winnie. You must not tell anyone about the young man we found asleep in the Nativity scene, especially my mama. You know how she gets at Christmas each year, and why that is.’

‘Yes, Miss Rose. I knows and I won’t say a word.’ Winnie solemnly crossed her heart.

‘I know I can trust you. I’ll wait for my tea and then I’ll return to the patient, although I might have to send you for Dr Buckingham again. I’ll see how the boy is progressing before I decide.’

Winnie glanced out of the window. ‘I think it’s stopped snowing, miss. I don’t mind the walk to The Manor, but we all have to go to morning service.’

‘Yes, of course. We’ll arrange it somehow, and the boy might be better after a night’s sleep.’

‘Yes, miss. I hope so.’ Winnie made the tea and filled a cup for Rose. ‘Here you are, Miss Rose. I don’t mind going to The Manor, really I don’t. They have a huge Christmas tree in the entrance hall, covered in glass balls and tinsel. We never have one here, do we?’

‘Anything that reminds Mama of the festive season is too painful for her to bear. It’s a small sacrifice, but a necessary one.’

‘They have roast turkey and plum pudding, even in the servants’ hall. My friend Betsy is a scullery maid there. She says—’

Rose picked up her cup and saucer. ‘I’m sure that Lady Buckingham is an excellent employer in her husband’s absence abroad. She is a very capable woman.’

‘Will you be down for breakfast, Miss Rose?’

‘I expect so. Maybe one of my sisters will take over at the patient’s bedside for a while so that I can have something to eat. Anyway, I’d better go upstairs and check on the boy with no name. I’ll take my tea with me.’

Back in the attic bedroom Rose found that nothing had changed. The young fellow was still feverish, and he lay on the bed, tossing and turning. She made up the fire and sat sipping her tea as she wondered what to do next. The boy needed to see the doctor again and she tried to work out the best way to get Tom Buckingham to the house without causing undue comment. Despite the weather, there would be many people making their way to church for the Christmas morning service, and news of the boy’s mysterious arrival and illness was probably already in the public domain. Miss Jones would almost certainly have broadcast it to whoever would stop to listen.

Rose looked up as the door opened and Emily peered into the room. ‘May I come in?’

‘Yes, of course. He hasn’t got anything contagious, as far as I know. What is it, Em?’

‘Marianne and I are just about to have our breakfast and exchange our gifts. Please come down and join us. It won’t be the same without you.’

Rose sighed. This had been their Christmas morning routine ever since the tragedy. Cook made them a special breakfast, which included porridge laced with sugar and plenty of rich cream, crisp bacon and a mountain of scrambled eggs, together with warm muffins, butter and a choice of honey, marmalade or apricot jam. Such a meal was only served on special occasions as the girls normally breakfasted on porridge and toast with a scraping of butter. It was not that their father was mean, but a vicar’s stipend was not overly generous and he had no other form of income.

‘I’m starving, Em, but I don’t think I should leave him in case he regains consciousness and finds himself alone in a strange place.’

Emily moved a little closer to the bed. ‘He spoke to you?’

‘He seemed to want someone called Sadie. He said that she liked roses and then he drifted away again.’

Emily shrugged. ‘That doesn’t make sense. Anyway, please come down for a little while, Rose. I have a special present for you. I can’t wait to see your face when you open it. We could take turns in coming up here to check on him, if you are so worried.’

Rose needed very little persuasion. Hunger was getting the better of her and she doubted if she could remain awake if she were to stay by the boy’s bedside any longer.

Marianne was waiting for them in the dining room. The table was laid with the best silver and Marianne had done her utmost to make it festive with tinsel and glass baubles, which would normally adorn a Christmas tree. Candles had been lit in the silver candelabra, regardless of expense, and small gifts wrapped in brown paper and tied with coloured ribbons were set at each place.

Rose clapped her hands. ‘This looks wonderful, Marianne. You must have been up very early to do this.’

‘To tell the truth I did it last evening when I was sure that Mama had retired for the night. Anyway, how is the patient?’

‘He spoke to Rose,’ Emily said eagerly. ‘He knows someone called Sadie, who likes roses.’

‘How odd.’ Marianne went to the sideboard and helped herself to porridge, cream and sugar.

Rose followed suit. ‘He wasn’t conscious for very long. We do need to get Tom to have a look at him as soon as possible.’

Marianne took her place at table. ‘I’d go for him myself, but you know how delicate my constitution is, Rose. I don’t want to come down with a chill, especially now.’

Emily filled a bowl with porridge and emptied the cream jug over the contents, adding a generous amount of sugar. ‘I’ll go. I love the snow, and anything is better than staying in this dreadfully dull house on Christmas Day.’

‘Don’t say things like that, Em.’ Marianne paused with a spoonful of porridge close to her lips. ‘Have some respect for Mama’s feelings, please.’

‘I’m sure she didn’t mean it that way.’ Rose motioned her younger sister to sit down. ‘I think it’s a good idea, Em. After breakfast you must wrap up warm and walk to The Manor. No one will think anything of it as it’s Christmas morning.’

They settled down to eat their porridge and had only just finished when Winnie sashayed into the room carrying a platter of bacon and scrambled eggs with a rack of toast balanced carefully on the side.

Rose jumped to her feet and went to the sideboard where she opened one of the cupboards and took out a handful of gifts, one of which she handed to Winnie.

‘Merry Christmas, Winnie. It’s just a little present, but I hope you will find it useful.’

Winnie’s eyes filled with tears as she deposited the food on the table and took the present from Rose’s hand.

‘Open it,’ Emily said, laughing. ‘If you could see your face, Winnie  . . . You look so shocked.’

‘I weren’t expecting nothing,’ Winnie said, sniffing. She opened the package and took out a small white cotton handkerchief. ‘Thank you, Miss Rose.’ She stared at it in amazement. ‘It’s got my initials on it.’

‘It’s just a small gift, Winnie. I embroidered the letters myself. If you’ve seen my other attempts at needlework you will understand that it’s a small miracle they are legible.’

‘I dunno what to say, miss.’

‘There’s a present from me, too, Winnie.’ Marianne held out another small parcel and Winnie took it, this time unable to stop the flow of tears as she unwrapped a length of blue satin ribbon. ‘It matches your eyes, Winnie,’ Marianne added, smiling.

‘I haven’t got you anything,’ Emily confessed, shamefaced. ‘But if I should get some toffees or peppermint creams from anyone, I will share them with you.’

‘Ta, miss. I love toffee.’ Winnie clasped her gifts to her flat chest and backed out of the room. ‘Ta, again. I’m ever so obliged.’

‘Just remember not to say anything to anyone about our guest,’ Rose called after her. She sighed. ‘News of him will be all round the village by midday. That girl means well but she cannot keep her mouth shut for more than a couple of minutes.’

‘Never mind her, let’s open our gifts.’ Emily tore the wrapping off her presents. ‘Thank you, Rose. It’s beautiful.’ She held up a string of green glass beads. ‘I love them.’

‘Now open mine,’ Marianne said, smiling indulgently.

Emily unwrapped her other present with a cry of delight. ‘Thank you, Marianne. It’s so pretty.’

‘Let me see.’ Rose leaned over to examine the brightly painted wooden box lined with pink satin. ‘That really is lovely. You will be able to keep all your jewellery in there.’

‘Now you, Rose,’ Marianne said firmly. ‘Then me.’

Rose exclaimed over a small painting of a red rose that Emily had executed in watercolour. ‘I will have to find a nice frame for this, Em. You are very talented.’

Emily blushed and smiled modestly. ‘Yes, I know I am, but I’m glad you approve.’

Marianne’s present was a pair of silk stockings. Rose gazed at her sister in amazement. ‘This is too much, Marianne. These must have cost you most of your allowance.’

It was Marianne’s turn to blush. ‘Actually, they were a gift from Great-aunt Margaret and they are too small for me. I only tried one on, Rose. I never wore them.’

‘It doesn’t matter. They are a welcome gift. I have only thick cotton stockings, but these will be for best. Thank you, Marianne. But I’m afraid my present to you pales in comparison.’

Marianne carefully unwrapped her gift, taking care not to tear the paper. ‘A book of poems. Thank you, Rose. You know I love poetry.’

‘And mine now,’ Emily added eagerly.

‘Another of your beautiful paintings. Am I a pink rose, Em?’ Marianne held the painting up for Rose to admire.

‘Yes, I suppose so. Although you and Rose are so alike, except for your eyes, you could be twins. I’m the plain one in the family.’ Emily reached for the platter and helped herself to bacon and scrambled eggs.

‘Nonsense, Em,’ Rose said firmly. ‘You will eclipse both of us one day. You take after Grandmama Northwood. If you look at the painting of her in Papa’s study you will see the likeness.’

‘Yes,’ Marianne added hastily. ‘She was reckoned to be a great beauty. You will grow into your looks.’

Emily stabbed the bacon with her fork. ‘You’re just saying that to please me.’

‘Don’t be grumpy, Em.’ Rose smiled. ‘You are beautiful and I am starving. Let’s enjoy our special Christmas breakfast.’ She tucked into her food, momentarily forgetting about her patient, but suddenly the door opened and the half-naked youth stumbled into the dining room. He came to a halt, leaning heavily on a walking stick he must have picked up from the hall stand. He stared dazedly at each of them in turn.

‘Where’s Sadie?’ he demanded as he collapsed onto the floor.

Rose pushed back her chair and leaped to her feet, as did Marianne and Emily. They crowded round the boy, but he was unresponsive to their attempts to rouse him again.

‘Oh heavens! What will we do now?’ Marianne stared down at him aghast. ‘We’ll never get him back upstairs unaided.’

‘His right ankle is very swollen. I don’t know how he managed to walk on it.’ Rose could see that someone needed to take control of the situation. ‘Emily, you said you’d go to The Manor.’

‘Yes, but I haven’t finished my breakfast.’

‘Never mind that. You can eat it later. Put your outdoor things on and go as quickly as you are able. Tell Tom what has happened.’

Emily gazed longingly at the food on her plate, but she nodded. ‘All right. No one runs faster than I do. I’ll be back before you know it.’ She raced from the room, leaving the door to swing shut after her.

‘What do we do in the meantime?’ Marianne clasped her hands as if in prayer.

‘I’ll fetch a blanket and a pillow. We will just have to make him comfortable on the floor until Tom arrives, and we’d better hope that Mama stays in her room all morning.’ Rose did not wait for an answer, but headed upstairs to her own bedroom, where she stripped a blanket off the bed and took one of her pillows. She returned to the dining room to find the boy motionless and in the same position on the floor.

Marianne was standing by the window, looking out into the snow-covered front garden. She turned her head to give Rose a worried glance.

‘I wish they would hurry.’

‘You know Tom. He’ll come as soon as he can.’

‘That dreadful mother of his might stop him. You know what she’s like, Rose.’

‘Yes, I do. But Tom would always put his patient first.’

Marianne sighed. ‘Yes, of course. He’s a good doctor, but I’m worried as to what Papa will say if he comes home between services and discovers that we’ve kept the boy here.’

‘He will think we’ve done the right thing.’

‘But not if Mama gets to hear of it, especially at this time of the year.’ Marianne paced the floor agitatedly.

‘Calm down. You won’t do any good by fretting, Marianne. We’ll make the room above the coach house ready for the boy, and then it will be much easier. Maybe he’ll regain consciousness and be able to tell us who he is and where he comes from.’

Marianne came to a halt as the door opened and Tom Buckingham strode in, bringing with him a gust of cold air. Emily followed him and went straight to the table to finish her breakfast.

Tom went down on his knees beside the boy. After a brief examination he stood up again. ‘It’s likely that he has a broken ankle, although I can’t be sure. It could be a very bad sprain. And he’s still feverish. Emily told me that he came round for long enough to speak to you, Rose.’

‘Just a few words, Tom. He wanted someone called Sadie and he said she liked roses. That was all.’

‘That doesn’t help us,’ Tom said, frowning. ‘Where do you want me to take him, Rose?’

‘I think he’d best stay in the room on the top floor until the weather improves. Then we’ll put him in the old coachman’s accommodation.’

Tom smiled. ‘It sounds as if you’re expecting to have him here for quite a while.’

‘You’re the doctor, but even I can see that he’s weak and poorly nourished.’ Rose took the blanket and Tom lifted the boy in his arms.

‘You don’t think his fever is contagious, do you, Tom?’ Marianne asked anxiously.

He shook his head. ‘As far as I can tell, he’s half-starved and suffering from exposure. He’s obviously been very ill-treated. However, if he doesn’t respond to treatment I will take him to the hospital as soon as the roads are passable.’

‘We’d better get him upstairs before Mama awakens. If she realises it’s Christmas Day I think she will keep to her room, but you never know.’ Rose opened the door and checked to make sure that no one was coming. ‘All clear, Tom.’

When the boy was safely tucked up in bed, Rose went back downstairs and said goodbye to Tom, who had another call to make in the village. He promised to return later in the day, or sooner if the boy’s condition changed or if Rose was worried about him. Then it was time to go to morning service, but Rose decided she should stay with the patient in case he came to again and started to wander. Marianne and Emily agreed with her so quickly that their relief was obvious. Cook and Winnie were also to attend the service and that left Rose to see to her mother’s needs, if required, as well as taking care of the boy. She waved everyone off and checked on her mother, who was resting in an armchair by the fire in the large, comfortable but shabby bedroom.

‘Dr Buckingham has given me laudanum for my nerves, Rose. Will you measure out a couple of drops and add water, please?’ Grace Northwood fixed her daughter with a pleading look that would have been hard to resist even in normal times.

‘Yes, of course, Mama.’ Rose took the small medicine bottle from the mantelshelf and poured the required dose into a glass of water, which she passed to her mother.

‘It’s stopped snowing, Mama, but the roads are very treacherous, so I am told.’ Rose tried to sound conversational but she knew that her mother was not really listening.

‘Yes, dear.’ Grace sipped the laudanum mixture. ‘I will be glad when spring comes.’

‘Yes, Mama. Perhaps you might feel like going out when the weather is warmer.’

‘Maybe, but now I am drowsy. You may go, Rose. I think I will take a nap.’

‘Ring your bell if you need anything, Mama.’ Rose left the room and went up to the top floor to check on the boy, who was still lying with his eyes closed as before. She was unable to settle and she put on her cloak before going out of the house through the kitchen. She crossed the snow-covered yard and made her way to the coach house. The trap had not been in use for a couple of years as their horse was too old to work and had been put out to pasture in a field belonging to the neighbouring farm. These days the Reverend Matthew Northwood did his rounds on foot, or if he was called to an outlying farm he would borrow a horse from The Manor stables. Lady Buckingham was very generous when it suited her, especially if it could be known she was the one doing the lending.

Rose made her way upstairs and found the room cold, dusty and with cobwebs hanging from the rafters. However, it was nothing that an energetic and thorough cleaning would not make right. The single bed needed only a mattress and clean bedding to be quite suitable for the patient. The grate was clean and it only required Winnie to bring coal and kindling and to light a fire, although it would probably take a couple of days to bring the room up to temperature and chase away the dampness caused by disuse.

Rose made her way downstairs and was about to leave when a shadow fell across the doorway. She froze, wondering who could be wandering around in this weather and when most of the local people would either be in church or at home, cooking the festive food.

She stepped back into the shadow of the trap and held her breath, hoping that the stranger would go away, but a tall male figure filled the doorway. He was clad in a dark cloak and a wide-brimmed hat. The lower part of his face was covered in a neatly trimmed beard and moustache, but the rest of his face was in deep shadow.

For a moment Rose thought he had not seen her, but he took a step closer and seized her by the arm.




Chapter Three

‘Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.’

Rose snatched her arm free. ‘Who are you? This is private property.’

‘You’re very bold for someone at a disadvantage, young lady.’ The man took a step backwards, looking her up and down. ‘Are you a servant here?’

‘What business is that of yours?’ Rose demanded angrily. ‘What do you want with us?’

‘Nothing, miss. I’m looking for my young brother.’

Rose eyed him suspiciously. ‘It’s Christmas Day and the roads are virtually impassable. Why would your brother be here?’

‘That, I think, is my business. Have you seen a stranger in these parts recently? It’s not a difficult question.’

‘The real question is why are you looking for your brother in an old coach house?’ Rose eyed him suspiciously. ‘That’s very odd behaviour. People usually knock at the front door and announce themselves or make enquiries within. They don’t go skulking around like criminals.’

There was a tense moment when Rose feared she had gone too far, but she faced him squarely, which, to her annoyance, seemed to amuse him.

‘You are no housemaid. Who are you and why were you skulking around in a deserted building on Christmas morning?’

‘I have every right to be here, which is more than I can say for you, sir. I don’t wish to speak to you.’ Rose went to walk past him but he barred her way.

‘Not until you answer my question, Miss Whoever-you-are.’

Rose held her ground. ‘I’ll respond to you when you tell me what I want to know. Perhaps the village constable is a more suitable person for you to question.’ She waited for what seemed to be a long time and then he nodded.

‘Very well.’ He took off his hat with a flourish and his startlingly blue eyes twinkled. ‘My name if Benedict Rivers, and I am here to look for my errant brother, Jago.’

Despite her initial anger, Rose felt herself weakening. Benedict Rivers was undoubtedly the most attractive man she had ever met, but that did not excuse his behaviour. His boat cloak was stained with salt and his weathered complexion suggested that he might spend as much time at sea as on shore. She was not entirely convinced by his story, but they could be going round in circles for ever if she did not answer him. She took a deep breath.

‘I’m Rose Northwood. My father is the vicar here, which is why everyone is at morning service.’

‘Everyone except you, Miss Northwood. Might I enquire why that is?’

‘My mother is an invalid, sir. I stayed behind to look after her.’

‘And yet you are out here in the bitter cold.’

‘If you think your brother might be hiding here, I suggest you look for yourself. When you are done perhaps you should try elsewhere.’ Rose sidestepped him and walked away with a measured gait, resisting the temptation to run.

She entered the house through the kitchen and closed the door. She would have bolted it but for the fact that Cook and Winnie would be returning from church very soon and they would be locked out.

Rose went straight to the boy’s room on the top floor. He was asleep but his breathing seemed a little easier, or perhaps she was simply desperate to see an improvement in his health. His face was deathly pale but with bright spots of feverish colour on his cheekbones. His hair was so fair it was almost white, but his long, thick lashes formed dark crescents on his pale cheeks. If this boy was Benedict Rivers’ lost brother there seemed to be no family resemblance to confirm his claim, and no explanation from Rivers as to why his brother might be in such a poor state of health. Rose decided that she had done the right thing by refusing to reveal the patient’s whereabouts. When the fever abated and the boy was able to speak for himself, he would confirm or deny that they were related. Something was not right, and Rose was determined to find out why Jago Rivers – if that really was his name – had been found semi-naked, injured and feverish in the crib on Christmas Eve.

The sound of doors opening and shutting and subdued voices announced the return of the family, and Rose went downstairs to greet them. She was surprised and pleased to see that Tom had accompanied them.

‘Tom escorted us home,’ Emily announced proudly. ‘It was a lovely service, Rose. Such a pity you missed it.’

‘How is the patient?’ Tom asked in a low voice. ‘Has there been any change, Rose?’

‘Come into the morning parlour,’ Rose said urgently. ‘I have something very odd to tell you all.’

Marianne slipped off her cloak and untied her bonnet strings. ‘What is it, Rose? You look quite flushed. Are you feeling well? I mean, you haven’t caught anything from you know who, have you?’

Rose shook her head, but she refused to speak until they were in the parlour with the door firmly closed. ‘I don’t want Winnie to hear me,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I was in the coach house, having checked the room to see what needed doing, when a stranger walked in.’

‘No!’ Marianne clasped her hands to her mouth. ‘On Christmas Day and in such awful weather.’

‘The roads are virtually impassable for vehicles,’ Tom added. ‘He must have walked a long way.’

‘Or maybe he came by boat and landed on the beach.’ Emily looked from one to the other. ‘It’s possible. He could be a smuggler or a Frenchman.’

‘He wasn’t French but, for all I know, he might be a smuggler,’ Rose said hastily. ‘He was quite rude and abrupt, but I stood up to him.’

‘Weren’t you afraid?’ Marianne asked anxiously. ‘I would have been.’

‘Did he threaten you in any way?’ Tom frowned. ‘We should let Constable Dent know straight away.’

‘No, not really. He was a bit aggressive at first but I didn’t let him see that I was scared. He said he was called Benedict Rivers and he was looking for his younger brother, Jago. I didn’t tell him about our boy.’

‘Why not?’ Marianne demanded, frowning. ‘They might have been reunited and the boy taken to his real home.’

‘If it was true.’ Tom met Rose’s concerned look with a frown. ‘You obviously didn’t believe him, Rose.’

‘I didn’t know what to think and I still don’t. It’s possible he was telling the truth, or maybe he was the person that the poor boy upstairs was running from.’

‘And only he can tell us.’ Tom made a move towards the doorway. ‘I’ll go and check on him. But I think you were right, Rose. There is something very odd going on here.’

Rose sank down on a chair by the fire as the door closed on him. ‘Thank goodness for that. I was really afraid that I had done the wrong thing, but somehow I knew he wasn’t telling me the truth.’

‘How exciting.’ Emily’s eyes sparkled with pleasure. ‘It’s brightened up a dull Christmas Day. We have a real-life mystery to solve, just like in books.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ Rose said slowly. ‘The poor boy was obviously terrified of something, and someone has treated him badly. If Benedict Rivers is his brother, he should be ashamed of himself.’

‘Whether or not that is true, it doesn’t help us in our situation.’ Marianne sank down on the sofa. ‘Do we continue to hide the boy? We might be in the wrong by doing so.’

Rose patted her on the shoulder. ‘Don’t upset yourself, Minnie. Let’s wait until Tom has examined him.’

‘Don’t call me Minnie. I hate that silly nickname.’ Marianne managed a weary smile. ‘As if it isn’t bad enough having to creep around on Christmas Day so that we don’t upset Mama, and now we have a sick boy in our house, who might be related to a man who terrified you, Rose.’

‘I wasn’t terrified, Marianne, just a bit scared at first.’

Emily slumped down in a chair by the fire. ‘Don’t start arguing. If you ask me, I think we should send for Constable Dent. I don’t like the sound of that man you saw this morning, Rose. He might still be lurking outside, waiting for one of us to go out and then he’ll do his worst.’

Rose laughed. ‘That’s ridiculous, Em. Even for you and your fertile imagination. Save such things for your journal.’

‘I will, thank you, Rose. One day I’ll be a famous author and then you’ll wish you had been nicer to me.’

‘Don’t be so touchy, Emily.’ Marianne shook her head. ‘It is Christmas Day. We should all be nice to each other.’ She turned to Rose. ‘But I do think that Em has a point. We don’t know anything about Mr Rivers, and we certainly don’t know where he is at present.’

‘He might be dangerous,’ Emily protested. ‘He might break into the vicarage and take the boy by force.’

Rose and Marianne exchanged worried glances. At fourteen Emily was still very young for her age, although Rose blamed their mother for mollycoddling her, especially after the devastating loss of their brother. Their father, although still loving in his own way, had seemed to withdraw from family life after Felix died. He was devoted to his parishioners and endlessly patient with his wife, but Rose sensed a deep and enduring grief in her father that even his strong faith could not quite overcome. She still mourned for her brother and she tried hard to be strong for her sisters. It was never easy, and today, so soon after the anniversary of their brother’s death, they were faced with what might turn out to be yet another tragedy if their patient failed to recover.

‘I can’t wait for Tom to come down,’ Rose said impatiently. ‘I’m going up to the boy’s room to find out how he is doing.’

Marianne opened her mouth to protest, but Rose left the room and headed for the stairs. Inactivity was not in her nature and the meeting with Benedict Rivers
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