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Chapter One

Rockwood Castle, June 1862

It was a hot summer day but the four-foot-thick stone walls kept the interior of the castle at an even temperature. Even so, the kitchen was not exactly cool, with a fire blazing in the black-leaded range and pans bubbling on the hob. Fanning herself with her apron, Cook slumped down on the chair she had claimed as her own. She pointed to the board on the wall where a bell was jangling frantically.

‘What’s going on above stairs, Molly? Tilly and Jennet have been running round all morning. That there bell hasn’t stopped ringing since I came down to prepare breakfast.’

‘It’s Lady Carey, Mrs Jackson,’ Molly said, sighing. ‘She’s had the girls chasing round in circles, getting Miss Nancy’s things packed for her trip to London.’

Edna Jackson shook her head. ‘I’ll never forget the day that Nancy Sunday came to Rockwood Castle. Poor little mite, she was half-starved and skinny – all stick-like arms and legs. Nine years old and already in service at the vicarage. Mrs Blanchard took pity on the child and brought her here.’

‘I don’t think Lady Carey thinks much of Mrs Blanchard’s plan to send Nancy to that expensive academy in London. She’s always reminding Nancy that she was a foundling left on the steps of the orphanage.’

‘It’s not for us to criticise our betters, Molly Greep.’

‘Hester Dodridge was housekeeper here before the late master upped and married her. She was once a servant, just like us.’

Edna pursed her lips. ‘For heaven’s sake, answer that bell before it jumps off its spring.’

‘I’m not a chambermaid, Mrs Jackson.’

‘That’s enough of your cheek. Go upstairs and see what they need or we’ll have Mr Jarvis descending upon us, wanting to know what we’re doing.’

‘Mr Jarvis can’t move so fast these days, Mrs Jackson,’ Molly said, giggling. ‘He must be seventy if he’s a day.’

‘That’s neither here nor there, Molly.’ Edna bristled angrily. ‘I myself have reached the age of sixty and I am just as sprightly as I was when I was twenty. Now, do as you’re told or you’ll find yourself back on your parents’ farm.’

Molly tossed her head. ‘I wouldn’t mind that. Or maybe Mrs Blanchard will decide to send me to London with Nancy. It would get me away from Rockwood village and all the gossips. I’ve never been further than Exeter.’ She marched out of the kitchen.

Above stairs, in her pretty bedroom situated in one of the four turrets, Nancy sat on the window seat, watching Hester and Rosalind arguing about what a young woman would need to take to London. Who would have thought that the simple act of leaving home to attend a prestigious young ladies’ academy could cause such a to-do? Nancy asked herself this a dozen times a day as she tried in vain to influence the choice of garments to be packed in the campaign trunk that Sir Bertram Carey had used in his army days, as well as a large valise and several hatboxes.

Hester had raised Rosalind and her three siblings during their parents’ long absences from home, and Hester had set ideas as to what was proper for a young woman of eighteen to wear. She was more concerned about practicalities like pantalettes, flannel petticoats, cotton lawn chemises, and nightgowns that left everything to the imagination, with wraps to cover modesty at all times.

Rosalind Blanchard laughed at the notion of Nancy having to wear flannelette nightgowns with high necks and long sleeves in the middle of summer.

‘Really, Hester. There’s no need for such modesty,’ Rosalind insisted. ‘Nancy will most probably be sharing a room with one or two other young females anyway. Miss Maughfling, the principal, said she was very strict about such things.’

Hester sniffed. ‘If you ask me, I think finishing school is a waste of time and money spent on a girl who had started life as a foundling.’

‘Where she came from doesn’t make any difference,’ Rosalind said sharply. ‘Nancy is a member of the family and as such she deserves the best chance in life.’

‘Neither you nor your sister attended such an institution.’

‘No, because when we were younger there wasn’t the money for such luxuries.’

Nancy listened to the argument with a feeling of resignation. She had always been painfully aware that Hester did not approve of her being treated as a member of the family. Rosalind, on the other hand, insisted that although Nancy did not bear the Carey name, she was one of them nonetheless. Hester might have captured the heart of the late Sir Lucius in his final years, but Rosalind was undoubtedly the head of the family. Married to ex-army officer Alexander Blanchard, Rosalind had taken charge of the practical day-to-day running of the household after her brother Bertie had been crippled by injuries received in the Crimean War. Rosalind ruled by love and respect, whereas Hester believed in following the rules with grim determination.

‘I’m quite happy to remain here and help with the housekeeping,’ Nancy said, sighing. ‘Please don’t argue.’

‘It’s just a discussion, dear,’ Rosalind said, smiling. ‘Of course you need undergarments and nightdresses, but I think you ought to have at least three sprigged muslin afternoon gowns, apart from your plain skirts and blouses. Maybe you ought to take that charming shot-silk dinner gown.’

‘She’s going to school,’ Hester said, frowning.

‘Nancy might get invited to the other girls’ homes. There might even be the chance to attend a ball. There’s the cream satin creation, trimmed with lace, which Meggie Brewer made for her. That would be eminently suitable.’

‘Nonsense. I thought it was too grand for her when it was made.’

‘Hester, dear! The whole purpose of the Academy is to teach manners, deportment, dancing and other social graces.’

‘And it’s costing a small fortune. Surely that sort of money could be spent on improvements for the castle, or clothes for the children.’

Rosalind folded the satin ball gown and laid it in the trunk. ‘Nancy has been educated to be a young lady. She will need a maid to attend her. I was thinking that Molly might be the most sensible choice.’

‘Why would a schoolgirl need a lady’s maid? Really, Rosie, this is getting out of hand.’

Nancy could stand it no longer. She rose from her seat, snatched up her bonnet, and escaped from her bedroom, leaving Rosalind to deal with Hester. Neither of them had thought to ask her which of the servants she would like to accompany her.

Nancy made her way down the spiral stairs leading to the main landing and the grand staircase, where ancestors of the Careys gazed down from their portraits with sightless eyes. A sound in the entrance hall drew her attention to Abel Wolfe, a giant of a man, who had lost one eye in a fight many years ago. Wolfe was never forthcoming about his past, but he was Sir Bertram’s devoted personal servant and everyone treated him with a degree of respect. Wolfe pushed the Bath chair over the threshold, taking care not to jolt his master too much.

Jarvis closed the main door and stood aside, casting a surreptitious glance in Wolfe’s direction. Nancy suspected that Jarvis did not approve of Wolfe, but the old butler was tight-lipped and too tactful to voice his own opinions. The hierarchy at Rockwood Castle was strict, unbending and observed by almost everyone.

‘Good morning, Nancy,’ Sir Bertram said cheerfully. ‘It’s a lovely day for a walk.’

‘I’m going to visit Patsy.’

Sir Bertram winked at her. ‘Getting away from the fuss upstairs, I expect. Good for you, Nancy. When in doubt, take cover.’

‘Time for your medicine, Sir Bertram,’ Wolfe growled. ‘You’ve had too much sun today.’

‘Balderdash, Wolfe. I’m as fit as a fiddle, even if I have to sit in this damned contraption all the time. I’ll have a tot of brandy and a cigar.’

Jarvis opened the door and stood stiffly to attention, staring straight ahead as Nancy stepped outside. Putting on her straw bonnet, she headed across the cobbled bailey and out through the tall wrought-iron gates. The sun beat down with the intensity of a hot June day. The air smelled sweetly of newly mown hay, garden flowers and a tang of brine from the sea. Sunlight sparkled on the swiftly running waters of the River Sawle as Nancy crossed the bridge. The Rockwood estate covered many acres of rolling countryside and farmland, and included the whole village. The wood on her left looked cool and green, a tempting area of shade away from the blazing sun, but she ignored its siren call and walked on, past the smithy and the wheelwright’s workshop. The sawmill was next, and the cottage that had once housed the manager had been completely rebuilt by Leo Wilder so that it was a home fit for him and his wife, Patricia. Nancy knew that she would miss all this more than she would have thought possible.

She quickened her pace until she reached the house, hoping that Patricia would be at home. Each time she visited there was something different to admire. The picket fence surrounding the garden had been painted white, and the flowerbeds were filled with hollyhocks and lupins. The scent from Patricia’s favourite rose bushes wafted on the warm air, and the whirring of the machinery in the mill was at odds with the birdsong and the gentle rustle of the leaves ruffled by the summer breeze.

Nancy’s knock on the door was answered by Fletcher, a servant with a criminal past, who had been rehabilitated and was now more protective of the family than any guard dog. Fletcher’s granite features rarely broke a smile and today was no exception.

‘Yes?’ Fletcher’s gravelly voice was not welcoming.

‘Is Mrs Wilder at home?’

‘I’ll see.’ Fletcher slammed the door, leaving Nancy standing on the step.

Nancy sighed and let herself into the house anyway. She was used to Fletcher’s ways. No amount of tactful comments or out-and-out criticism seemed to make any difference. Fletcher was never going to change, but she was devoted to the family and entirely trustworthy.

‘Patricia,’ Nancy called, crossing the spacious hallway. She opened the parlour door and was met by Fletcher, standing arms akimbo. The tattoos on her forearms gleamed in a shaft of sunlight, and her grey hair shone like polished steel.

‘Did I say the missis would see you?’

‘It’s all right, Fletcher,’ Patricia said sharply. ‘You know I am always at home to my family.’

Fletcher rolled her eyes. ‘Most families in my experience avoid each other like the plague.’

‘I’ve told you a dozen times not to close the door and leave my visitors outside, unless it’s someone we really don’t wish to see.’ Patricia patted a space on the window seat. ‘Come and sit down, Nancy. Would you like some lemonade or a cup of tea?’

‘Lemonade would be lovely. It’s really hot today.’

Patricia gave Fletcher a stern look. ‘Lemonade for two, please, Fletcher.’

‘You ain’t Lady Greystone now, and I ain’t no skivvy,’ Fletcher grumbled as she left the room.

Patricia sighed. ‘I don’t know why I keep her on, except that she’s really good at helping in the mill, especially if we get a difficult customer.’

‘Not many people would have employed Fletcher,’ Nancy said, laughing. ‘Rosalind takes in all the waifs and strays.’

‘My sister has a soft heart. She met Fletcher at a particularly difficult time in her life. We’ve all endured harrowing experiences in the past, as you well remember.’

Nancy sat down beside her. ‘It was hard sometimes when we were in London, but I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.’

‘You were my staunch companion then, even though you were so young. We had some adventures, though, didn’t we?’

Nancy giggled. ‘I remember the people in Clare Market throwing rotten tomatoes at us when you sang to them.’

‘That was so humiliating. The crowd on the previous day had clapped and cheered. They took a hat round and raised a few pennies to beg me to return.’

‘Then there was the trip to Paris. I don’t suppose I’ll ever experience anything like that again.’

‘I should hope not,’ Patricia said, laughing. ‘Being involved in a jewel robbery was not the highlight of my life.’

‘But Leo rescued us and brought us safely home.’

‘I’ll never forget that week being tossed about in a smelly fishing boat before we docked at Rockwood Quay.’ Patricia sighed. ‘I have to admit it was all very exciting, but being married to Leo makes up for everything I went through in the past. I never thought I’d say so, but I’m happy being a mill owner’s wife.’

‘Leo is a lovely man.’ Nancy nodded emphatically.

‘But what brings you here today, Nancy? I thought you would be busy getting everything together for your stay in London.’

‘I had to get away from the castle. Hester and Rosalind can’t agree on anything, even what garments I need to take with me. I’m not allowed to choose which servant will go with me, although I don’t really need a personal maid. What will the other girls think?’

‘Miss Maughfling’s Academy is quite select, Nancy. I dare say all the other young ladies will bring their maids. You don’t want to be left out, do you?’

‘No, but I’m afraid they will guess that I’m not really one of them. Hester has always told me I should know my place, and I should be below stairs with the other servants.’

Patricia’s pretty forehead creased in a frown. ‘Don’t say things like that, Nancy. You are as good as any of us. Who knows, your papa might have been a lord or even a wealthy businessman?’

‘Or a dustman or a chimney sweep,’ Nancy said ruefully. ‘What will happen to me when I’ve been polished? I don’t think I’ll be on the guest list for debutantes’ balls and the like.’

Patricia rose to her feet. ‘That’s nonsense. You are as good as, or even better than, the silly young things who think of nothing but fine clothes and catching a rich husband. Come with me.’

Nancy gazed up at her, uncomprehending. ‘Where are we going?’

‘I was planning on visiting Sylvia at Greystone Park. I want you to accompany me.’

‘But why me?’

‘You are as entitled to visit the local gentry as anyone. I want you to stop thinking of yourself as a servant. You have been given a wonderful opportunity to take your place in the world, so don’t throw it away.’

Nancy stood up. ‘I thought Miss Sylvia was very ill.’

‘She’s suffering from consumption, but today is her last day in Greystone Park for a while. Her uncle and aunt are taking her to Switzerland where the mountain air is supposed to be good for people with chest complaints. I’m going to wish her well.’

‘After the way she and Christina treated you when Sir Michael died, I’m surprised you want to have anything to do with them.’

‘That was years ago. I don’t miss being Lady Greystone. I far prefer being plain Mrs Leo Wilder.’

‘You certainly seem much happier now than you ever did.’

‘Can you imagine me as the Dowager Lady Greystone, living with my stepdaughter and her ghastly cousin, Martha Collins, and her companion, poor downtrodden Miss Moon?’ Patricia pulled a face. ‘I think there would have been blood on my hands in such circumstances. Far better to let it all go.’

Before Nancy had a chance to respond the door flew open and Fletcher barged into the parlour carrying a tray of lemonade.

‘Where are you going?’ Fletcher demanded crossly. ‘I squeezed six lemons to make this.’

‘Put it on the marble shelf in the larder, Fletcher. We’ll enjoy it later.’ Patricia picked up her bonnet and shawl, which lay in readiness on a chair by the door. ‘We have to go to Greystone Park to see Miss Sylvia before she leaves for the clinic in Switzerland.’

‘I wouldn’t spit on her if she was on fire,’ Fletcher said acidly. ‘That one deserves all she’s got.’

‘Don’t speak of her like that. Miss Sylvia is very ill. This is her last chance of a cure, so I think we could all be a little kinder to her.’

Fletcher shrugged and turned away. ‘I got no time for her or that sister of hers. You wouldn’t have been so generous to her when I first knew you.’

‘I’ve grown more tolerant since then, Fletcher. I don’t want to hear any more about it. Will you tell Robbins to harness the horse and bring the trap round?’

‘You ain’t thinking of driving yourself?’

‘It’s not far, Fletcher. I’m perfectly capable of handling the reins.’

Fletcher sniffed. ‘I’ll drive you. Mr Leo wouldn’t like it if you was seen driving yourself.’ She marched out of the room.

‘She really thinks she’s in charge,’ Nancy said, laughing.

‘And I let her. If it keeps Fletcher happy it’s worth the irritation it causes. She is worth her weight in gold when it comes to dealing with difficult customers at the mill if Leo isn’t there.’

‘I really admire Leo. I should think he can handle anyone and anything.’

Patricia smiled. ‘You missed all the excitement when Leo rescued Tommy from that awful man Ewart Blaise. I think Ewart was mad enough to torture Tommy in order to get his hands on the deeds to Rockwood Castle.’

‘I know. Tommy has told me about it in detail. I think you were all very brave.’

Patricia stood in front of a wall mirror to straighten her bonnet and tie the ribbons. ‘Ewart will spend the rest of his life in an Australian penal colony. We won’t be seeing him again.’

Nancy sighed. ‘Tommy will be home from school in a day or two, and then he’ll be off to university and I won’t see him if I’m in London. Although last summer he spent all his time with the boys from the village. He didn’t want to know me then.’

‘That was a year ago and he was at an awkward age, but you’ll be best friends again, I’m sure.’

Fletcher stuck her head round the door. ‘Are you coming? Or are you going to spend all day gossiping?’

Patricia drew herself up to her full height. ‘One day you will go too far, Cora Fletcher. Don’t assume that you can get away with bad manners just because we allow you some leeway.’

Fletcher raised her skirts to expose a pair of skinny legs ending in men’s boots as she executed a clumsy curtsey. ‘Sorry, my lady. I forgets meself sometimes.’

Nancy giggled and Patricia’s lips quivered, despite her attempt at a severe look. ‘You can stay here for that, Fletcher. I will take the reins. Come, Nancy. We’ll leave Fletcher to consider her future.’ Patricia swept out of the room, and left the house with Nancy following her.

Leo Wilder strolled out of the mill just as Patricia was about to climb onto the driver’s seat of the trap. Nancy met his friendly grin with a smile. Leo had always been her favourite, even if he did look like a corsair with a gold earring in one ear. With his rugged good looks and tanned complexion he looked his best in casual clothes, but he was an attractive man no matter whether he wore his customary open-neck shirt and leather waistcoat, or the more formal clothes he chose when visiting the castle. Leo was someone to be looked up to and admired.

‘Where’s Fletcher?’ Leo asked bluntly. ‘I thought she was going to drive you to Greystone Park?’

Patricia tossed her head. ‘She was, but I left her behind because she was being objectionable. She will have to go if she can’t mend her ways, Leo.’

He lifted his wife onto the seat. ‘I’ll give her a good talking-to. She can work in the mill for now if she’s being difficult.’ He helped Nancy onto the seat beside Patricia. ‘When are you off to London, Nancy?’

‘In a day or so. Hester and Rosie are forever arguing about what I should take with me, and which servant should accompany me.’

‘That sounds like Hester,’ Leo said, grinning. ‘She likes to have the last word.’

   


Chapter Two

Sylvia looked thin and fragile, but her eyes shone with vitality and her cheeks were pink, as if she was in the best of health. It was a deceptive look and Nancy was well aware that Sylvia Greystone was very ill indeed. Her aunt and uncle, Mr and Mrs Pennington, were dressed for travelling, and the servants bustled about, carrying bandboxes, trunks and valises down to the entrance hall to load onto the waiting carter’s wagon, ready for the start of the journey to Switzerland.

Mr Pennington, an earnest middle-aged man with a ruddy complexion and a kindly smile, greeted Patricia warmly and extended his welcome to Nancy.

‘I don’t think we’ve met, but you remind me of someone.’

Nancy bobbed a curtsey. ‘I’m Nancy Sunday, sir.’

‘Are you related to the Careys, Miss Sunday?’

‘No, sir. I was in service as a child. Mrs Blanchard felt sorry for me and she took me in.’

‘Nancy is very much part of our family, Mr Pennington,’ Patricia added hastily.

He smiled vaguely and turned to his wife. ‘Does Miss Nancy remind you of anyone, Violet?’

Mrs Pennington, a small, mother-hen of a woman, gave Nancy a searching look. ‘Now you come to mention it she does resemble Oliver a little. It’s the eyes, I think.’

‘Uncle Oliver?’ Sylvia was suddenly alert. ‘I remember him vaguely, although I was very young when he died.’

‘We don’t speak of Oliver Greystone in our family,’ Violet said severely. ‘Every family has a black sheep and Oliver was a disgrace to the name of Greystone.’

‘That’s a bit harsh, Violet.’ Mr Pennington took a spotted blue silk hanky from his pocket and mopped his brow. ‘It was just a passing likeness. I can see now that I was mistaken.’

‘Yes, my dear. Best let sleeping dogs lie, as they say.’ Violet rolled her eyes expressively. ‘We plan to take the journey in very easy stages. I don’t think Sylvia should do too much travelling in any one day.’

‘No, of course not,’ Patricia said evenly. She turned to Sylvia, who was seated on a hall chair provided for her by the butler, Foster. ‘How are you feeling today?’

‘Not too bad. I tire easily but I’m hoping the clear air in Switzerland will cure my ills.’

‘You must write to me often,’ Patricia said, smiling. ‘I’ve been to Paris but that’s as far as we got. I would love to see some pictures of where you will be staying.’

‘I’ll write to you and send you drawings, although art isn’t my best subject. I want you to keep in touch with me, too. I’ll be longing to know what’s happening in the village.’

Mrs Pennington placed her hand on Sylvia’s arm. ‘Of course Patricia will keep you informed. I’m sure Christina will, too.’

‘Where is Christina?’ Mr Pennington demanded crossly. ‘We’ll be leaving in a few minutes.’

‘I think she’s going to meet us at the railway station,’ Sylvia said hastily. ‘She has such a lot to do with her children and Ossie’s parishioners.’

‘Nonsense.’ Mrs Pennington shook her ruffled feathers. ‘Your sister hasn’t taken care of you as she should. She has a nanny and a nursemaid to look after the babes. As for working in the parish, I think Christina spends more time with her modiste than she does visiting the sick and elderly.’

‘That’s not fair, Aunt,’ Sylvia protested.

‘I only speak the truth. Your sister married Oscar because he would one day inherit Cottingham Manor. She has no interest in being a parson’s wife.’ Mrs Pennington shook her head, frowning darkly. ‘My sister would be saddened by the way her elder daughter has turned out.’

‘Never mind Christina,’ Patricia said hastily. ‘You are more important now, Sylvie. Are you going to close the house while you’re away?’

‘I don’t see what else I can do. Foster will stay on, of course, and Mrs Simpson will continue as housekeeper, with Mrs Banks cooking for the remaining staff.’ Sylvia sighed, shaking her head. ‘I wish you would come and live here to supervise them, Patsy.’

‘If you’d asked me that when your papa died I would have been only too pleased, but I have my own life now, Sylvie.’

Sylvia’s large pansy-brown eyes filled with tears. ‘If only I had my health.’

Nancy was close to crying herself and she laid her hand on Sylvia’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure Patricia will keep an eye on the servants for you.’

Patricia frowned. ‘Why doesn’t Christina come and look after everything? After all, she does own half of the estate.’

‘The squire is very sick. I heard that he had an apoplectic fit.’ Sylvia lowered her voice. ‘Dr Bulmer said another attack could be fatal. I think Christina is staking her claim to the Cottingham estate.’

‘Glorina might have Romany blood in her veins, but she is still the lady of the manor.’ Patricia moved closer. ‘What do you know, Sylvie?’

‘Glorina will lose her position in the household when Oscar inherits everything from his father,’ Sylvia said breathlessly. ‘Can you imagine Glorina and my sister living happily together? It’s worked, in a fashion, because Squire Cottingham keeps them both under control, but when he goes it will be all-out warfare.’

Nancy turned to Patricia. ‘Can you do anything?’

‘No, I’m afraid not. Christina never forgave me for marrying her father, but even before that she always went her own way.’ Patricia leaned over to brush Sylvia’s thin cheek with a whisper of a kiss. ‘Let them sort it out between them, Sylvie. Go to Switzerland and get well.’

‘That’s right, my dear.’ Mrs Pennington bustled towards them holding out a shawl, which she wrapped around Sylvia’s shoulders. ‘You mustn’t get cold.’

‘But it’s a hot day, Aunt.’

‘It will be cool in the carriage with the windows open. There’s no point taking chances.’ Mrs Pennington turned to Patricia and Nancy with a beaming smile. ‘So good of you to come and see us off.’

‘Good luck, Sylvie,’ Patricia said gently. ‘Do remember to write.’

Mr Pennington helped his niece to her feet. ‘Come along, dear. Let’s start on our journey. This is the beginning of the cure you’ve been waiting for.’

‘I hope so,’ Sylvia said breathlessly. ‘I won’t say goodbye, Patsy. Au revoir, as the French say. Until we meet again.’ She rose to her feet and between them her aunt and uncle helped her across the marble-tiled floor and down the steps to the waiting carriage.

‘Do you really think she will get better in Switzerland?’ Nancy asked anxiously.

‘We can but hope.’ Patricia slipped her arm around Nancy’s shoulder and gave her a hug. ‘Let’s go home. There’s nothing more we can do here.’

‘It seems sad to abandon such a beautiful house,’ Nancy said, gazing at their elegant surroundings. ‘It’s such a shame that Sir Michael didn’t leave it to you in his will.’

‘That’s one of those strange things that happen in life. I should have been able to live here, but in a way it was the best thing that happened to me. Had I settled down to a comfortable life in Greystone Park, I might never have married Leo. That would have been the tragedy.’

They strolled across the marble-tiled floor to the door, where Foster waited patiently to see them out.

‘It’s a sad day, my lady,’ he said softly.

‘I’m sure you will look after Greystone Park as always, Foster,’ Patricia said graciously.

‘I will do my utmost, my lady.’

‘I’m Mrs Wilder, now Foster. I have no title.’

‘You will always be Lady Greystone in my eyes, if you’ll forgive me saying so, my lady.’

Patricia acknowledged this with a wry smile. ‘Thank you, Foster. Good day.’ She stepped outside into the sunshine with Nancy close on her heels.

A strange carriage was in the castle bailey when Nancy and Patricia arrived. It could only have drawn to a halt a few minutes before them as James, the footman, was busy unloading luggage and the coachman was still on the driver’s seat.

‘Tommy!’ Nancy leaped to the ground and ran to hug the boy who had been her friend from the first moment he had arrived at Rockwood Castle. At seventeen, Tommy Carey looked like a younger version of his father. He had Sir Bertram’s golden-brown eyes and dark blond hair that flopped over his brow. He was tall for his age, and broad shouldered from activities on the sports field at his boarding school, but the person who caught Nancy’s eye, and brought her to a sudden halt, was Tommy’s companion. The handsome young man leaned nonchalantly against the coach door, eyeing them all with a look of amusement in his moss-green eyes. He was fashionably dressed and he held a silver-headed cane.

‘Nancy, you look wonderful,’ Tommy said enthusiastically. ‘I swear you get prettier every time I see you.’

She knew that this was untrue, having been told by Hester that she must have been behind the door when God handed out good looks, but praise from Tommy gave her a warm glow inside.

‘It’s good to see you too, Tommy.’ Nancy shot a sideways glance at the stranger, but he said nothing and Tommy seemed to have forgotten his manners.

Patricia handed the reins to Pip Hudson, who had risen from stable boy to under groom. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us to your guest, Tommy?’

‘Of course. What was I thinking? Aunt Patricia, may I introduce my good friend, Gervase North?’ Tommy turned to his friend. ‘Gervase, I would like you to meet my aunt, Mrs Wilder.’

Gervase bowed from the waist. ‘How do you do, ma’am?’

‘And this is my adopted sister, Nancy,’ Tommy added, grinning.

Nancy bobbed a curtsey, suddenly at a loss for words.

Patricia extended her hand to Gervase. ‘How do you do? It’s always a pleasure to meet one of Tommy’s friends, but how do you know each other?’

Gervase raised Patricia’s hand to his lips. ‘We met at school, ma’am.’

‘Surely not,’ Nancy said, frowning. ‘You’re much older than Tommy.’

‘I’ve led a dashed hard life, Miss Nancy. Instead of studying I spend my time gambling, attending parties and generally having a good time. I am in fact just a couple of years Tommy’s senior.’

‘Don’t take any notice of him, Nancy,’ Tommy said, laughing. ‘Gervase is a tease. He was my teacher and when I first started school he saved me from the bullies.’

‘Alas, it’s part of school life.’ Gervase shook his head. ‘But Tommy put up a brave fight. You can be proud of him.’

‘I’m sure we’re very grateful to you,’ Patricia said warily. ‘But I find it rather odd that you choose to befriend a boy so much your junior. Is mentoring boys in the holidays a common practice at your school?’

‘My career in the academic world was cut short when my father died. I received my inheritance, which enabled me to live like a gentleman.’

‘But that doesn’t explain why you are here, Mr North.’

‘Really, Aunt Patsy. I thought you would be more welcoming to my friend,’ Tommy protested. ‘Gervase and I met again by chance at the Old Boys’ cricket match. He actually remembered me. Goodness knows why.’

‘I never forget a face. You are an exceptional young chap, Tommy.’ Gervase slapped him on the back. ‘But if my being here is inconvenient, I will put up at the village inn, which we passed on the way here.’

‘Nonsense, Gervase.’ Tommy clutched his friend’s arm. ‘Come inside and meet my papa and the rest of the family. Aunt Patricia doesn’t live here anymore, so she has no say in what happens at Rockwood.’ He dragged Gervase over the threshold, leaving Patricia and Nancy staring after them.

‘There’s something suspicious about that young man,’ Patricia said darkly.

‘I think he’s very handsome.’ Nancy knew she was blushing and she turned her head away.

‘Handsome is as handsome does, as Hester would say.’

‘I think you’re being very unfair.’ Nancy had never known Patricia to take such a sudden dislike to a person, but she was wrong. Anyone with such honest eyes, a classic profile, a winning smile, and dark hair that waved back off a high forehead must be above suspicion.

Patricia shook her head. ‘Be careful, Nancy. I’ve met young men like Gervase before. You need to take anything he says with a pinch of salt.’

‘I don’t know what you mean, Patsy. He seems perfectly charming, and Tommy obviously worships him.’

‘That’s what I mean. I think Gervase North has an ulterior motive for coming here with a boy who was his pupil. All that luggage suggests that he has come with the intention of staying for quite a while.’

‘I’m sure that Uncle Bertie will keep an eye on him.’

‘I sincerely hope so. If not, I’ll prime Wolfe and he will put a stop to any misbehaviour. Anyway, I must go home now or Leo will wonder what’s become of me. If you need me, you know where I am to be found, Nancy.’

‘Thank you. Of course I’ll visit you. Maybe I’ll bring Gervase and Tommy with me,’ Nancy added with a mischievous smile.

‘Just heed my warning. Tommy is gullible, but you are old enough to see through a charlatan. Remember all the trouble we went through when Ewart held Tommy hostage.’

Nancy stared at her in amazement. ‘Surely you don’t think that Mr North would do anything like that?’

‘Tommy is the heir to Rockwood Castle and the estate and I can’t help being suspicious. Gervase North has already charmed you, so what chance does Tommy have? Look after him, Nancy.’ Patricia climbed onto the driver’s seat and took the reins. ‘Give my love to Rosie. I’ll call on her tomorrow afternoon.’ She drove off, leaving Nancy staring after her.

Nancy shrugged and turned away. Patsy was wrong. Gervase North was the most exciting person she had ever met and she intended to get to know him better. Nancy hurried into the house, making her way past the mountain of luggage that Jarvis and James were bringing into the great hall. She followed the sound of Tommy’s voice and Gervase’s lower-toned responses and caught up with them as they entered the drawing room.

Tommy rushed in first, but Gervase stopped to hold the door open for Nancy.

‘Your brother has no manners, Miss Nancy,’ Gervase said with a devastating smile.

‘Tommy isn’t my brother. We’re not related, Mr North.’

‘Call me Gervase, please. To be fair, Tommy talks about you as if you were related, so I don’t see that it matters. I, for one, am delighted to make your acquaintance.’

‘Gervase, stop chatting to Nancy,’ Tommy said impatiently. ‘Come and meet my aunt Rosalind and uncle Alexander.’

Nancy stood aside as the introductions were made, but she could tell from Alexander’s expression that he, like Patricia, had reservations when it came to Gervase North. Rosalind, however, greeted him with her usual charm and open friendliness. Hester remained aloof at first, but Gervase bowed over her hand, treating her to a dazzling smile.

‘It’s an honour to meet the woman who captured the heart of such a hero, Lady Carey.’

‘Sir Lucius was a great man, Mr North.’

‘Indeed he was. Not that I had the honour to meet him, of course, but I know my history, Lady Carey. I’ve read about the battles at sea and I have huge respect for the men who sailed those gallant ships.’

‘Well said, sir.’ Alexander nodded in agreement.

‘You are very well informed,’ Tommy said admiringly. ‘I hardly know anything about Great-Grandpapa Carey.’

‘Then I must enlighten you, my boy.’ Gervase gave him a friendly pat on the back. ‘I might not be your tutor anymore, Tommy, but I can still instruct you in your family’s history.’

Rosalind smiled. ‘You are welcome to stay here for as long as you like, Mr North. I am sure it will be a pleasure to have diverting conversation at dinner every evening.’

‘Are you saying I am boring, Rosie?’ Alexander said, laughing.

‘I simply meant that our conversation is always about the children, or estate matters. It will be interesting to have a fresh set of topics to discuss.’ Rosalind rose from her seat. ‘I promised the children that I would walk down to the cove and collect seashells. I mustn’t disappoint them.’

‘I have a meeting with Bayliss,’ Alexander said reluctantly. ‘Estate matters, you understand, Mr North.’

‘Of course, Mr Blanchard. Don’t let me hinder you.’ Gervase turned to Hester. ‘Tommy insisted that I would be welcome, but I can see how busy you are. Perhaps I should book into the village inn.’

‘Certainly not,’ Hester said firmly. ‘You helped Tommy through a difficult time at school. The least we can do is to offer you hospitality. I will make sure that a room is made ready for you and have your luggage sent there. Perhaps the solar above Tommy’s room would suit you.’

‘It’s a very nice room,’ Nancy added hastily. ‘You’ll be comfortable there and it has a lovely view.’

‘I don’t want to put you to any trouble, Lady Carey.’

‘It’s no bother at all.’ Hester rose from her seat and tugged at the bell pull. ‘Tommy, I suggest you take Mr North on a tour of the grounds. You can help me, Nancy.’

Nancy was about to argue but she could see from Hester’s expression that it would only cause an argument. She sighed. ‘Yes, Hester.’

‘Off you go then.’ Hester shooed Tommy and his tutor out of the room. ‘Don’t forget that you are going to London tomorrow, Nancy.’

‘I’m not sure I want to go now that Tommy is home for the summer,’ Nancy said sadly. ‘Couldn’t I start at the Academy in the autumn, Hester?’

‘Don’t ask me. I wasn’t in favour of you going there in the first place, but Rosie insisted and you must do as she says.’

Nancy could see that Hester was not going to champion her sudden desire to remain at Rockwood, but that made her even more determined to speak to Rosalind, who had always been her friend.

‘Perhaps I should help Rosie take the children to the beach, Hester. After all, there is little I can do here. You have everything so well organised.’

Hester gave her a long look and then smiled. ‘You are a minx, Nancy Sunday. But Rosie is determined to make a lady of you. Once she’s made up her mind she’s unlikely to change it.’

Nancy caught up with Rosalind and the three children just as they were about to climb down the cliff path to the sandy cove. Dolly, now a bright seven-year-old, had gone on ahead, followed by her six-year-old brother, Rory. This left Rosalind holding three-year-old Phoebe by the hand as they negotiated the steep slope.

‘This is a nice surprise,’ Rosalind said, smiling. ‘I thought you would stay with Tommy and his handsome friend, or I would have asked you to come with us.’

‘I wanted to talk to you in private.’ Nancy stepped carefully, avoiding the large stones and the slippery patches. ‘It’s about the Academy.’

Rosalind lifted Phoebe over a boulder and set her down on the sand. ‘You don’t want to go?’

‘Of course I really want the opportunity to better myself,’ Nancy said quickly. ‘But perhaps I could go there in the autumn, when Tommy goes to university.’

‘And the handsome tutor has nothing to do with this request?’ Rosalind’s hazel eyes twinkled with merriment.

‘No. Well, yes, maybe. But summer in Rockwood is always lovely, and I miss Tommy when he’s away.’

‘I’m sorry, but it’s all arranged. Miss Maughfling runs her classes from the end of the London season in late June until Christmas, after which the young ladies are prepared for the next season.’

‘I could wait until next year.’

‘Nancy, by then the other young ladies will be a couple of years your junior.’

‘I don’t see what difference that makes.’

‘It might make it difficult for you to fit in with the other girls, Nancy. They will have come straight from the schoolroom.’

‘But what sense is there in paying a lot of money simply to teach me deportment?’

‘It’s more than that. I want you to feel confident in yourself.’

‘Are you trying to marry me off to some rich lord, Rosie? I don’t want that.’

‘No, of course not, but you don’t want to spend the rest of your life in Rockwood, surely? If you make friends with other girls your age you will get invitations to house parties and you will meet eligible young men. I want you to marry for love, not money or position.’

‘Maybe I want something different for myself.’ Nancy bent down to pick up a particularly pretty shell.

Rosalind put her head on one side. ‘Such as?’

‘I don’t know, Rosie. But Hester has always told me that I might have to earn my own living. I wish I could sing like Patsy, but I do know how to keep household accounts and I could cook a meal if I needed to.’

‘Don’t even think like that, Nancy. You will never have to earn your own living if I have any say in the matter. You are like a sister to me and Patsy. We will always love you and take care of you.’

Nancy dashed tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘I know you mean that, and I don’t wish to sound ungrateful, but I really would like to know where I came from.’

‘I understand, of course, but you are a special person, Nancy. Don’t ever let anyone tell you differently, and I want you to have every opportunity in life.’

‘I do know that, Rosie.’

‘Then go to Miss Maughfling’s Academy and take advantage of her expert knowledge of etiquette and deportment. It’s only a short course and then you can come home for Christmas.’

‘All right, if it means so much to you, I will.’

‘Good, and now we’d better catch up with Dolly and Rory. The tide will be on the turn soon, so I don’t want them to go too far.’

They walked on, stopping every now and again for Phoebe to pick up a shell or a pretty stone, which she solemnly stowed away in a canvas bag that Rosalind had brought with her. Dolly and Rory ran about, laughing as they dodged the waves washing on the shore. It was a carefree, happy scene that Nancy knew she would treasure during her lonely days in London. She was beginning to wish that she had refused to take up the offer when it was first suggested. Suddenly home and family, not to mention a certain handsome house guest, were more of a priority than acquiring the polish required to shine in society.

That evening, the family assembled in the drawing room, having enjoyed a splendid dinner. Gervase entertained them all with stories of his exploits in London and the various house parties he had enjoyed with his raffish friends. Nancy could see that Patricia was unimpressed and Hester was scowling ominously, but Tommy was obviously in awe of his former teacher’s ability to hold an audience’s attention. Walter, Bertie’s younger brother, and his wife, Louise, sat together, their expressions guarded, while Bertie sipped a brandy, apparently enjoying the monologue. He waited until Gervase finished speaking.

‘You’ve had some interesting experiences, Mr North. I can see why you gave up teaching.’

Wolfe made a low growling noise deep in his throat, as if voicing his disapproval.

Alexander laughed and slipped his arm round his wife’s shoulders. ‘You’ve had a colourful life, Gervase.’

‘You have indeed,’ Rosalind added, smiling. ‘But we know nothing about you. Where did your family come from?’

Gervase stood with his back to the empty grate, brandy glass clutched in his right hand.

‘My mother was Elizabeth Greystone.’

There was a stunned silence, broken by a sharp intake of breath from Hester.

‘Are you telling us that your mother was Elizabeth Greystone of Greystone Park?’ Patricia eyed him suspiciously. ‘Greystone never spoke about his sister, although I know she died young.’

‘Precisely that. Sir Michael was my uncle, although he did precious little to support my mother after she was widowed.’

‘I thought she went back to live with her husband’s family in Suffolk,’ Rosalind said slowly. ‘I believe they were quite wealthy.’

‘That is all history now, as is the fate that befell Uncle Oliver.’

‘He died suddenly.’ Rosalind turned to Hester. ‘You must know the full story.’

Hester shook her head. ‘It was a scandal that shook the whole country.’

‘My uncle Sir Oliver Greystone was shot in a duel. He was murdered eighteen years ago, shot through the heart on the orders of Sir Lucius Carey.’

Hester clutched her hands to her heart. ‘That’s a foul lie.’

   


Chapter Three

A murmur of consternation rippled around the room. Rosalind jumped to her feet and moved swiftly to Hester’s side, giving her a comforting hug. ‘I don’t believe a word of it, Hester.’

Tommy’s eyes widened in horror. ‘You can’t come here and say such things, Gervase. My great-grandpapa was a fine man.’

Bertie faced Gervase with an ominous frown. ‘Why would you make such an accusation, North?’

Walter clutched his wife’s hand. ‘You should be ashamed of yourself, sir. The dead can’t defend themselves.’

‘Exactly so,’ Gervase said, shrugging expressively. ‘My late uncle’s name has been muddied by accusations of cheating at cards. It was put about that he had an affair with Lady Prudence Carey, even though the woman was old enough to be his mother, which is why Sir Lucius arranged for his demise in a duel.’

Bertie half rose from his chair, but sank back again, panting from the effort. ‘How dare you cast aspersions on our grandmother’s good name?’

‘I only speak the truth.’ Gervase reached for the decanter and helped himself to a tot of brandy. ‘I’m sure you’ve heard the rumours about Lady Prudence’s amours while Sir Lucius was away at sea. The late Wilfred Carey’s paternity has been a cause for speculation …’

Leo Wilder stepped forward and snatched the decanter from Gervase’s hand. ‘That’s enough of that. How dare you come here and abuse Sir Bertram’s hospitality? You can go to hell.’

‘Why would you do this to us?’ Rosalind demanded angrily.

‘I suggest you leave now, North.’ Alexander made a move towards him, hands fisted. ‘Your behaviour is shocking beyond belief.’

‘I agree.’ Bertie signalled to Wolfe, who was poised ready to leap in when required. He grabbed Gervase by the collar and was marching him from the room when Gervase grabbed hold of the door jamb.

‘I know more about the Greystone family than I’ve told you, but now you’ll never discover the truth.’

‘Out with you,’ Wolfe growled.

‘Just a moment, Wolfe,’ Rosalind said hastily. ‘Just one thing before you are thrown out of our home, Mr North. If you are part of the Greystone family, as you claim, why are you here making trouble? Surely you ought to take your problems to your cousin Christina.’

‘Don’t worry, Mrs Blanchard. As the next surviving male in the family I plan to take my rightful position at Greystone Park.’

‘Sir Michael left the estate to his daughters.’ Patricia made a move towards him but Leo held her back.

‘Ignore him, Patsy.’

‘Let me go, Leo. I was part of that family. I feel responsible for what happens in Sylvia’s absence.’

‘Interesting,’ Gervase said, curling his lip. ‘Thank you for the information. I heard that Sylvia was seriously ill. As the only surviving male in the Greystone family, that will make it much easier for me to take over the estate.’

‘Take him away, Wolfe,’ Bertie said furiously. ‘If I wasn’t confined to this chair I would take pleasure in forcibly ejecting him from my home.’

‘Right away, guvnor.’ Wolfe tweaked Gervase’s arm so that he yelped with pain and released his grip on the jamb. ‘Out we go, cully.’

‘I have information that you might wish to know,’ Gervase called out as he was dragged from the room.

‘You tricked me, Mr North,’ Tommy cried passionately.

Nancy could see that Tommy was close to tears and she placed her arm around his shoulders. ‘It’s all right. It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known what he was going to say.’

Walter rose from his seat and laid his hand on Tommy’s quivering shoulder. ‘Don’t upset yourself, old chap. I dare say this isn’t the first time that North has abused someone’s hospitality. The fellow is clearly unhinged.’

‘I’m all right,’ Tommy said, sniffing. ‘I’m not a baby. I want to punch Gervase on the nose for saying things like that.’

‘Good boy,’ Bertie said with a grim smile. ‘The fellow is obviously out of his mind.’

‘Do you think that any of it was the truth?’ Rosalind asked, frowning.

Patricia shook her head. ‘I don’t know much about Elizabeth. Greystone never spoke about her, or his elder brother, Oliver. Their names never came up in conversation.’

‘I cannot believe that this evening has turned out to be such a fiasco.’ Rosalind sank back on her seat. ‘That man insinuated himself into Tommy’s good books with the intention of coming here and causing as much trouble as he could. Although why he would want to hurt our family is a mystery.’

‘Whatever his intentions, he certainly succeeded in gaining our attention,’ Alexander said drily. ‘I’m going to make sure he leaves the castle right away. Are you coming, Leo? I think we need to give Wolfe a helping hand.’

‘I hope he hasn’t unpacked.’ Hester stood up. ‘To say I’m shocked is an understatement. I knew Lady Prudence for many years and she was a good and faithful wife. That man rattled off a tissue of lies.’

‘I am so sorry for bringing him here,’ Tommy said sadly. ‘He was so nice to me when we met at the cricket match.’

‘He obviously planned the whole thing.’ Nancy patted him on the arm. ‘Don’t worry, Tommy. Leo and Alex will make sure that Gervase North goes on his way, and he won’t be allowed back.’

‘Why would he come here now?’ Louise asked. ‘He could have staked his claim on Greystone Park after Sir Michael’s tragic accident.’

‘Elizabeth Greystone died of consumption, so I believe,’ Hester said slowly. ‘Her husband succumbed to apoplexy. They only had one child, but you’re right, Louise – why would Gervase leave it until now to make his presence felt? And why come here making trouble? It doesn’t make sense.’

‘I neither know nor care.’ Bertie held up his hand for silence. ‘I don’t want to hear another word concerning Gervase North. From this moment onward we will have nothing to do with him.’

Tommy sighed heavily. ‘He was very good to me when I first started at that school, Papa.’

‘He must have had his sights set on this family for a long time,’ Bertie said firmly. ‘I don’t want you to see him again, Tommy. Is that understood?’

‘Yes, Papa.’

‘Perhaps I should stay here instead of going to London, Uncle Bertie,’ Nancy said eagerly. ‘I could keep Tommy company in case he gets lonely.’

‘No, Nancy.’ Rosalind shook her head. ‘We will take good care of Tommy and you will finish your education.’

‘Yes, my dear,’ Patricia added, smiling. ‘You will be able to spend Christmas with Tommy and the rest of us. I don’t think you should miss this opportunity to get a little town polish. You might be grateful for it one day.’

Despite all her attempts to persuade the family to allow her to remain at Rockwood for the summer, Nancy arrived in London late next day, accompanied by Molly Greep. The decision as to which maid to take with her had, in the end, been the easiest of all, and Molly had accepted the offer eagerly. Perhaps because of the upset caused by Gervase North, the final arrangements for their travel had happened quickly. Ned Hudson drove them to Exeter where they caught the train bound for London.

Nancy had gained knowledge of the city when she had lived there with Patricia, and she found herself looking after Molly, who had never left the village until now. Nancy summoned a porter, who took their luggage to the cab stand and she tipped him generously before giving the cabby the address of the Academy in the Outer Circle of Regent’s Park.

Molly said little and was clearly overwhelmed by the hustle and bustle of the metropolis, the noise and the different smells. She sat in the corner of the cab, half buried beneath a pile of baggage and hatboxes, which left her just enough room to stare out of the window. Nancy sat back on her seat, feeling like a seasoned traveller.

The cabby dropped them off outside the elegant, white stucco-fronted residence, set behind a formal front garden. On the opposite side of the road, Regent’s Park stretched as far as the eye could see, imprisoned by iron railings. It was a balmy summer evening and the trees in the park were in full leaf. Glimpses of the lake shimmered in the evening sunlight and the air was filled with the scent of blossom from the gardens, mingled with the less pleasant odours of summer in the city. However, it was a far cry from Covent Garden and the wharfs at Puddle Dock, where Nancy had lived with Patricia during their stay in London. This was obviously a very affluent area, far removed from the poverty of the East End. Nancy felt as if she had landed in some foreign country where no one spoke her language.

‘It’s smart isn’t it?’ Molly said in a hushed voice. ‘I hope they don’t think we’re country bumpkins.’

‘Open the gate, Molly. We won’t get anywhere by standing here on the pavement.’ Nancy spoke with more conviction than she was feeling. The large white sign with black lettering proclaimed ‘Miss Maughfling’s Academy for Young Ladies’, and all her doubts assailed her in one stomach-clenching blow. If Molly was apprehensive, Nancy felt as though the ground was shaking beneath her feet. She wished she had stood up to Rosie and Patsy, although they only wanted the best for her. Perhaps she should have asked Hester to intervene. Maybe her position in life was to be that of housekeeper or the wife of a humble artisan. The staff at the orphanage had told her often enough that she was a nameless nobody from goodness knows where. At this moment in time, all she wanted was to return home.

Molly picked up the two heaviest cases. ‘Don’t worry, miss. You’ll be the top of the class in everything you do. Just think of me below stairs with them London servants. I expect they’ll think I’ll have corn growing out of my ears.’

Nancy took a deep breath. ‘Then we’ll just prove them wrong, Molly. We’re here now and it’s less than six months until Christmas. We’ll conquer London, just like Mrs Wilder did when she sang in Clare Market. You go on and knock on the door. I’ll follow you with the rest of the luggage.’

The shiny black front door with its highly polished brass furniture opened to reveal a maidservant dressed in black with a white mobcap and starched apron.

‘The servants’ entrance is reached through the mews at the back.’ She was about to close the door when Molly put a foot over the threshold.

‘Oy, you, girl. This is Miss Nancy Sunday and she’s one of your young ladies, so you’d better let us in.’

‘Wait there.’ The door closed in their faces and there was nothing to do other than wait for the maid to return, which she did moments later. ‘Come in, but leave your luggage there. The porter will take it to your room.’

Nancy stepped over the threshold, but when Molly tried to follow her, she was stopped by the maid. ‘Not you. Servants’ entrance is in the mews, like I said.’

Molly cast a frantic glance at Nancy, who understood immediately.

‘No,’ Nancy said firmly. ‘My maid comes in with me. You may show her where to go below stairs, but I won’t allow her to wander the streets of London on her own.’

The young maid looked as if she might argue but she jumped to attention at the sound of a stern voice. Nancy looked over the girl’s shoulder and saw a tall, thin woman descending the stairs. Her dark, glossy hair was drawn back from her forehead so severely that it looked as if it had been lacquered onto her skull, and cruelly confined in a snood at the back of her neck. Her face was pale and lined, and her hooded grey eyes took in the scene with a single glance. She glided towards Nancy with the bell of her crinoline swaying from side to side as she moved.

‘Welcome to the Academy, Miss Sunday. I am Miss Maughfling, proprietor and headmistress.’

‘How do you do, ma’am?’ Nancy bobbed a curtsey, which seemed to be the appropriate way to acknowledge such an important person. There was something almost regal in the headmistress’s manner. The entrance hall echoed with silence as Miss Maughfling cast her critical gaze over Nancy, Molly and the pile of luggage.

Nancy held her breath, wondering what was coming next.

‘Watkins, send for Little to deal with Miss Sunday’s belongings. Take the maid to the servants’ quarters and introduce her to Mrs Branson.’

Watkins hurried off with Molly following her, although Molly hesitated and turned her head to give Nancy a pleading glance. Nancy smiled encouragingly and nodded, but a sharp blast on a whistle made her turn to Miss Maughfling with a start. Molly scuttled after Watkins, leaving Nancy feeling alone and vulnerable in the presence of the strait-laced principal.

‘I use the whistle to signify an order, Miss Sunday.’ Miss Maughfling allowed the whistle to drop on its chain, which in turn was attached to a silver chatelaine hanging around her waist. ‘Now follow me and I will show you to your room. You’ve missed supper, so I hope you have eaten.’

‘Not really, ma’am.’

‘Then you will have to wait until breakfast. Meals are served on time each day without exception. If you miss one meal you have to wait until the next one. Punctuality is paramount.’

Miss Maughfling headed back towards the staircase with Nancy following. Not a word was spoken as they climbed three flights of stairs. The room that Nancy was to share with two other young ladies was at the front of the building, with two tall windows overlooking the park. The furniture was adequate and the rugs on the polished floorboards were dun coloured. The walls were Spartan white, with nothing to mar their pristine surfaces, and there was little in the room to encourage anyone to do anything other than sleep, wash and dress. Comfort was not on the curriculum.

‘That’s your bed by the window.’ Miss Maughfling pointed to an iron bedstead with a white coverlet. ‘Your maid will be sent to unpack your things, but tidiness is one of the things about which I am most particular. You are not allowed to keep anything on top of the dressing table, or the chest of drawers. Anything left out will be confiscated. No food or drink is allowed in the bedchambers. We do not call them dormitories. You are learning to be a young lady, Miss Sunday. We train girls to be able to conduct themselves in polite society and in all matters of etiquette, deportment and genteel conversation. You will, I hope, benefit from being here.’

‘Yes, Miss Maughfling.’

‘Good. I’m glad you understand. I’ll have your maid sent up to you. Breakfast is at eight o’clock. You will find a timetable pinned to the inside of the door.’ Miss Maughfling swept from the room, leaving a faint waft of lavender cologne in her wake.

Nancy perched nervously on the edge of the bed. The spotless coverlet was stretched so tightly over the bed that she was afraid she might leave it creased, and she jumped to her feet when, minutes later, a brief knock on the door was followed by Molly peeping nervously into the room.

‘Come in, please.’ Nancy sighed with relief. ‘Are you all right, Molly? Have they shown you where you’ll sleep?’

‘I’m in an attic room with six stuck-up lady’s maids. They’d better not poke fun at my Devonshire accent or I’ll end up clouting someone.’

‘Oh dear! I’m so sorry. Maybe I should have come on my own, but they all insisted that it was right for me to have my own maid.’

‘Don’t fret about me. I can look after myself. I’ll unpack your things and put them away. I expect things will get easier when we’ve been here for a while.’

Molly set to work and had just put the last garment in the clothes press when the door opened. A pretty young woman entered the room, followed by another who was not quite so attractive, but was dressed in the very latest fashion.

‘Thank you, Molly,’ Nancy said hurriedly. ‘That will be all for now.’

‘Yes, miss.’ Molly bobbed a curtsey and hurried from the room.

‘My goodness, we are friendly with the servants, aren’t we?’ The less appealing of the two raised a dainty eyebrow.

‘You must be the new girl.’ The pretty young woman held out her hand. ‘I’m Tamara Fitzallen and this is Eleanora Smythe.’

Nancy rose to her feet. ‘I’m Nancy Sunday.’

Eleanora curled her lip. ‘What sort of name is that?’

‘I think it’s charming,’ Tamara said hastily. ‘I hope we’re going to be good friends, Nancy.’

‘You are such a ninny, Tamara.’ Eleanora pulled out a drawer in the cabinet beside her bed and took out a silver case. She flicked it open and took out a small, black cigarillo, which she lit with a vesta. ‘I am sick of this place already.’ She slumped down on her bed and put her feet up, lying back against the pillows.

‘Do you have to smoke that thing in here
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High upon the beautiful cliffs of the Devonshire coast, the once
proud Rockwood Castle is crumbling into ruin. Can the Carey
family save their home and their family before it's too late?

In this spellbinding six-book series, Dilly Court opens
a door into Rockwood Castle — chronicling the
changing fortunes of the Carey family . . .

Gool Dre: Sasticncy Lceghon

Abandoned by her parents, headstrong Rosalind must take charge of the family.
Until the appearance of dashing Piers Blanchard threatens to ruin everything . . .

ot Tiie: Wesiter Wieeliny

Christmas is coming and Rockwood Castle has once again been thrown into turmoil.
As snowflakes fall, can Rosalind protect her beloved home?

Itis time for the youngest Carey sister, Patricia, to seek out her own future.
But without her family around her, will she lose her way?

g, cdm@;; Y&//4

Taken in by the Carey family when she was a young girl. Nancy Sunday has
never known her true parentage. Now eighteen years old, can she find out
where she truly belongs?

The course of true love does not run straight for Nancy. Her life is filled with difficult
choices - but with Christmas around the corner, which path will she choose?

Book ofoe

C()ﬂ)l”g soon. ..
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Lady Hester Carey m Vice=Admiral Sir Lucius Carey m Lady Prudence Carey
(Ne¢ Dodridge) 1776-1853) (deceased)
{b. 1804)

Claude de Marney m Felicia Carey m Wilfred Carey
(b. 1805) (b.1806) (1800-1851)

Sarah - m Bertram (Bertie) Captain Alexander m  Rosalind (Rosie) —f—Piers Walter m Louise

Farthin Care Blanchard © Care Blanchard ~ Carey | Shaw
(1829-1847) (b.1827) (b. 1827) (b.1830) (b. 1825) (b.1832) | (b.1827)
Tommy Carey Rory Phoche  Adela (Dolly) Charlotte

Blanchard - Blanchard ~ Blanchard Care

(b. 1844)

(b. 1856)  (b.1858) (b. 1854) (b. 1859)

Patricia (Patsy) m 1. Sir Michael
Care Greystone
(b. 1834) (b. 1806-1859)
m 2. Leo Wilder
(b. 1829)
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