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  Prologue


  They had spent long hours building the sandcastle and its surrounds, and it was truly magnificent. It had an outer wall with four towers, complete with make-believe narrow windows. It had a central portcullis, and a moat, which surrounded a keep, which in turn proudly flew its flag – a long stick to which the inevitable piece of seaweed had been neatly attached.


  It seemed, as sandcastles always do, to be impregnable. Once it was complete, and they had duly admired it, ice creams were produced, brought down to the beach on wooden trays. After which the ladies went paddling, while the men – their boaters protecting their fair skin from the sun – stared out to sea, passing binoculars backwards and forwards between them, as they studied the horizon, watching the shipping that passed to and fro between the outer limits of their vision.


  And so the pretty scene continued, until the sun which had shone on them all afternoon, started to sink, and the tide, creeping surreptitiously and almost soundlessly, started to make its way up the beach.


  Perhaps they had all been enjoying themselves too much; perhaps they had been distracted by the ice creams, or the dreamy preoccupation with the ships and boats. Certainly the arrival of the insistent tide, the onrush of the sea water, seemed to surprise them. Indeed, it seemed almost to be upon them before they were quite able to find their shoes and snatch up their buckets and spades. Excited laughter followed, and before very long everyone on the beach had fled up to the house, leaving the castle to stand alone and face the oncoming rush of water.


  With the increasing tide first the outer towers succumbed, only for the house, its moat now filled to overflowing, to swiftly follow, taking with it the gaily fluttering flag. Meanwhile the joyful workforce – the fair-skinned young men, the pretty girls and their siblings who had put so much time and energy into the castle – were nowhere to be seen; so that as the lights in the house into which the happy party had disappeared, shone out on to the beach, it could be seen that the magnificent castle, built on sand, had disappeared without anyone even noticing.


  Chapter One


  The Invitation


  Partita draped a fine wool shawl around her shoulders and, seating herself nearer the log fire the housemaid had set for her, she took up her old schoolroom pen and licked the nib to free it, before carefully wiping it on her handkerchief and dipping it in the ink pot in front of her. Writing a letter was not something to which she could look forward, but write this letter she just must. She began with the date. It should have been in Roman numerals, but she was very uncertain of her Vs and Xs so she merely wrote the day, the month and 1913.


  ‘I’ve been invited to Bauders Castle for Christmas!’ Kitty stared at Partita’s letter.


  ‘May I see?’ Her mother held out her hand for the letter.


  Kitty hesitated before giving it to her. ‘Imagine. Bauders Castle. Of course I can’t go,’ she finished quickly.


  Violet shook her head. ‘But you must go. It is what you should be doing.’


  ‘I couldn’t leave you alone at Christmas-time, really I couldn’t.’


  ‘I insist on it, Kitty. You must go, whatever happens.’


  ‘No, Mamma, I could not, truly.’


  Kitty turned away, went to the window of their narrow first-floor drawing room and stared out at the traffic below – new motor cars, and horses and carriages – everything mixed up, moving in and out of each other.


  On the other side of the room, Violet stared ahead of her, all of a sudden hearing only music and laughter from what now seemed long, long ago.


  ‘Of course you must go, Kitty darling,’ she replied finally. ‘I would not hear otherwise. No, no – no, my bewilderment is not at your having been invited, but at Lady Partita’s atrocious handwriting, and as for her spelling … !’


  Violet went to the window and gave the letter back to her daughter with an amused expression. ‘She cannot be learning very much at Miss Woffington’s Academy, if that is how she writes, dearest.’


  Kitty reread Partita’s misspelled missive.


  ‘Do com, pleese,’ the letter read. ‘We shood all luv it, really we shood. I am shore I will dye of boardom if you do not. Pleese deer Kitty promiss you will com! Your loving friend – Partita.’


  ‘At least she can spell her family name now, Mamma,’ Kitty murmured. ‘When she first arrived at Miss Woffington’s she kept writing to her father as “the Duke of Ed-on”, instead of “Ed-en”! Woofie could hardly believe it.’


  ‘What could her governess have been thinking?’


  ‘Not her governess, her governesses, Mamma,’ Kitty corrected her. ‘Apparently Partita has had a succession of governesses, all of whom left after a very, very short time. That is why she ended up going to Miss Woffington’s. I told you, her father does not even know she is going to a proper school. He thinks she’s just having private tuition in London, and it seems no one has dared to tell him because none of the girls in the family has ever been away to school before.’


  ‘No, no, of course not …’ Violet murmured, her thoughts once again elsewhere.


  ‘But as it has turned out, Partita told me, the Duchess much prefers London to the Shires, loving to keep up with the fashions. Her Thursday afternoon “At Homes” are always such a riot of people and personalities, it is really better for the Duchess if Partita does not have a governess. But have no fear, Mamma, I shall not leave you to Papa at Christmas, really I won’t.’


  ‘Oh, I think you must, Kitty, really I do. In fact, I insist that you do,’ Violet replied firmly, ignoring the implied slight to her husband. ‘Such invitations are not offered lightly. Besides, it will be quite an adventure for you.’


  ‘They say the Duchess is extraordinarily beautiful, that her figure has been so much admired and painted. Partita says she is still known as one of the most beautiful women in England, even at her age.’


  ‘Oh, she has always been beautiful, Kitty, I assure you. I remember, when she first came to England from America, seeing her at Lady Carrington’s ball, and she is every bit as beautiful as they say. She and Consuelo Vanderbilt were the beautiful catches of that year, heiresses from America being all the rage in those days. Poor souls, they little knew of just what awaited them in their ducal husbands’ large draughty castles.’ Violet sighed. ‘American women have done so much for our interiors, of that there is no doubt, but just how much work would be required to make these old castles at all congenial does not bear thinking about. And I mean, Kitty, places like Bauders Castle are impossible, they are so medieval. Little wonder the Duchess prefers Knowle House in London, for however fine a seat Bauders Castle may be, the drains alone would give cause for worry. I believe they even have a nightwatchman still. Besides, the Duchess being a great beauty, she numbers so many, many clever, famous men among her friends, country life would not be congenial to her in the same way her London salon would be. But still, we must find a way to send you for Christmas to the castle, Kitty, really we must. I know we can.’


  Violet’s face was alight with enthusiasm, and for a second Kitty too looked enthused, before giving a sigh and leaning back against the wall, her gaze once more returning to the scene outside the window, which seemed suddenly to be full of people going somewhere exciting.


  ‘There is no possibility that I can go, Mamma, when you think about it,’ she said wistfully, tucking in a long strand of dark hair that had escaped from the black bow at the nape of her neck. ‘Apart from anything else, I have no suitable clothes to wear, and no pennies to buy anything new.’


  ‘If there is any way we can possibly afford for you to go to Bauders Castle, then afford it we most certainly shall.’


  Kitty looked doubtfully at her mother, well aware that they were so financially straitened it was difficult for her to pay Bridie or the maid of all work. Their sad circumstances were due entirely to her father’s profligacy, not to mention his reckless gambling. As she contemplated this, she found herself wondering yet again at the fact that her mother and father had remained married.


  ‘We must see if Aunt Agatha sends us her usual gift. Let us hope she does, and in time too.’


  ‘Could we not ask Papa for once?’


  ‘What can you be thinking, Kitty?’ Her mother smiled and Kitty sighed.


  ‘But surely he might want me to go to stay at Bauders? Partita told me her father and my father are known to each other.’


  Violet, too, sighed. ‘Yes, Kitty, but not I fear for the right reasons. Besides, even if your father had the money, you know he would not spare it, fond as he is of you. Your father, alas, has only one use for money and that is to gamble with it – which is why we never have any.’


  Kitty might be only just seventeen, but the constant vagaries of their life over the past years were apparent to her. Even now she could never hear a knock on the door without thinking it might be the bailiffs. How her mother had managed to clothe and educate her, let alone find the money to send her to Miss Woffington’s Academy, she hardly knew. Certainly her father seemed to contribute little to their welfare, and nothing at all to their happiness. His presence in the house always seemed to signal an immediate downturn in their fortunes.


  The moment he came home from some house party to which only he had been invited, Violet became pale and tense; and as far as Kitty herself was concerned, just the sound of his voice was enough to send her scurrying to her bedroom.


  Once in her room, Kitty felt safe because she knew her father would always be either too lazy, or too drunk, to walk up so many stairs to the third floor. Fortunately, because the lure of the gaming tables took him away to play in the houses of the newly rich for long periods, he was rarely at home for more than a few days at a time, which meant that Violet and Kitty were left to pursue their own little economies, work out how best to bring their dresses up to date, and manage their lives as thriftily as was possible.


  ‘The problem – as always – is going to be keeping secret from your father anything Aunt Agatha may care to send you,’ Violet murmured. ‘Let us pray that if Aunt Agatha does choose to remember us, it is at a time when we have the house to ourselves, Kitty.’


  But the fates deemed otherwise, for on the morning that Violet found the much-longed-for envelope, postmarked Suffolk, among the letters on the salver in the hall, Evelyn Rolfe threw open the front door.


  Violet was no actress but she did her best to try not to look as anxious as she felt, as she quickly hid the letters behind her back, while staring at her dishevelled husband with frozen fascination.


  ‘Good morning, Evelyn. Have you had breakfast? Because if you have not I will call down to Bridie—’


  ‘I had breakfast at the club, before coming on,’ Evelyn interrupted curtly. ‘Where’s the post, Violet? There’s an IOU due.’


  ‘The post?’ Violet hesitated. ‘Let me see – I think Bridie might have taken it through to the dining room, thinking you were expected for breakfast. Would you like me to fetch it for you?’


  ‘I need the post immediately it arrives,’ Evelyn replied, walking slowly past her into the drawing room, leaving a trail of alcoholic fumes behind him as he did so.


  Once he had disappeared from view, Violet began to sort feverishly through the Christmas letters.


  ‘You were wrong, of course,’ Evelyn remarked, returning almost at once. ‘Bridie has not left—’ He stopped. ‘Which is hardly surprising since I see what post there is, Violet, is in your hands.’ As Violet stared at him, he went on in lightly sarcastic tones, ‘There is a mirror right behind you, Violet. I can see the letters.’


  ‘I was just sorting through them,’ Violet stammered. ‘I didn’t want you being upset by seeing so many bills, Evelyn.’


  But Evelyn was intent on ignoring her.


  ‘Give them to me.’ He rifled impatiently through the letters. ‘Is this all there is, Violet?’


  ‘As far as I know, Evelyn, yes …’


  ‘Well, in that case you don’t know very much, Violet, for there is a letter on the floor over there.’ He stared past her as if he had seen a mouse scuttling by.


  ‘I don’t think so, Evelyn,’ Violet said, turning as if to look, in the wild hope that she could nudge Aunt Agatha’s letter out of sight.


  ‘Hand it to me, Violet,’ he said, in a tired voice.


  Violet frowned, pretending to be surprised by her discovery. ‘It’s nothing. Just something trivial for me, I think, Evelyn, notification of a doctor’s appointment.’


  ‘Give it to me.’


  ‘But it’s addressed to me, Evelyn. So it really cannot be the IOU you were expecting.’


  But he had snatched it from her hand and was now examining the postmark.


  ‘Suffolk, I see,’ he muttered. ‘From your ghastly aunt, I dare say.’


  ‘No, no, probably it is just the recipe for damson cheese that she promised me.’


  ‘Well, we’ll soon see, won’t we, Violet?’ Evelyn returned. ‘As I remember it, your aunt can be quite munificent at times, can she not?’


  Evelyn eyed Violet while he slowly unstuck the back of the letter, trying to remember, perhaps for the thousandth time, why he had married Violet Almondsbury. There must have been some good reason – but for the love of him every time he came home and saw her he could never remember what the devil it was that had made him think that marriage to her would turn out to be a good bet. It was not as if she had been a famous beauty, or an heiress. Indeed, it was difficult to see what the attraction of a slender, pale-faced girl who stood to inherit nothing could possibly have been to a scion of the ancient family of Rolfe.


  He tore at the envelope, then threw it to the floor.


  ‘I’m going on to Biddlethorpe Hall, Violet,’ he told her slowly. ‘I’m in for a change of luck – I am sure of it.’


  Violet remained silent as always when faced with Evelyn’s predictions as to his change of luck, but also because he had opened her letter and found her Christmas present from Aunt Agatha.


  ‘Ah ha,’ he said, without humour. ‘It would appear my luck is turning already, even as I speak. Ah ha.’ He looked up at Violet and the smug triumph in his face was worse to her than the fact that he was actually holding the means for Kitty’s escape to a better world. ‘Voilà. Manna from heaven, so to speak. Shan’t have to wait for the IOU now, Violet.’ He waved the cheque at her. ‘Generous old bird, Aunt Agatha,’ he added, without a trace of a smile.


  ‘I think that is for me, Evelyn,’ Violet said quietly. ‘If you wouldn’t mind.’


  Her husband stared at her outstretched hand and laughed. ‘What is yours, my dear, is mine,’ he said. ‘Remember your marriage vows?’ He folded the cheque carefully and put it in his top pocket. ‘I shall deposit it in my account later. In the meantime, be good enough to tell that idiot maid that I require some coffee.’


  ‘Evelyn,’ Violet pleaded. ‘Evelyn. Please, please don’t take that money. It is meant for Kitty. You know what an interest Aunt Agatha takes in her – and that money is to help towards paying the fees at Miss Woffington’s. Please don’t take what is not meant for you, just this once.’


  Evelyn, who had been walking away in the direction of the dining room, stopped and swung back round. As soon as she saw the look in his eyes Violet retreated from him.


  ‘I’ve done me money, Violet – do you understand me? Now tell that girl who pretends to be a maid to bring me my coffee – and then go up and sort out some fresh linen for me. I shall be leaving as soon as I am changed.’


  Violet watched him go through to the dining room and then she turned and put out a hand for the newel post of the narrow Regency staircase. Baccarat, that rakehell gambling game that destroyed so many, had Evelyn in its embrace, and it was a fiercer tie than any woman could ever be. She hurried through the green baize door to order Bridie to bring the coffee through.


  As she slowly climbed the stairs to her bedroom she thought she could once again hear her father’s voice warning her not to marry Evelyn Rolfe.


  ‘They’re a bad lot, the Rolfes, Vi. They’ve bad blood, and nothing to be done about it. They might be an old family, they might be aristocratic, but they’re rotten on any level – gamblers and wastrels, all of them …’


  But of course Violet had known better. She had been swept off her feet by the dashing, handsome Evelyn, and no one could talk her out of him. She had paid the penalty for her obstinacy, and doubtless would spend the rest of her life doing so.


  ‘Mamma?’ Kitty’s voice called from what seemed a great distance, but was actually only from the hall.


  Violet hurried back down.


  ‘Ssh, Kitty. Your father is home.’ Violet nodded towards the dining room, where breakfast and the Morning Post were always laid ready for Evelyn, no matter what.


  ‘Oh …’


  ‘You might well say “oh”, Kitty,’ Violet replied in a low voice. ‘And he has Aunt Agatha’s letter.’


  Kitty stared at Violet, who looked suddenly quite faint.


  ‘Then I shall go and ask him for the letter back.’ Kitty looked momentarily indignant. ‘That letter is addressed to you and me, or at any rate to you, not to him.’


  But her mother drew her into her small study, and half closed the door behind them.


  ‘Don’t go near your father, Kitty. Please. He is not – well, he is not himself. He will be leaving soon for Biddlethorpe Hall, so it is of no matter if we leave him to his own devices.’


  Kitty stared at her mother, who had begun to remove her diamond engagement ring.


  ‘What are you doing, Mamma?’


  ‘Take this to the shop on the corner, Kitty. He will give you a good price.’


  ‘But, Mamma—’


  ‘Quickly. There simply is no time for argument. I will go in to him, as you go out.’


  ‘You can’t pawn this, Mamma. This is your engagement ring. Papa will most certainly notice.’


  ‘You can leave your father to me, Kitty,’ Violet insisted, steering her daughter out of the study. ‘I can handle your father – or at least I can try. Now do as I say. Go on with you, Kitty – go on.’


  Kitty put the ring in her skirt pocket and started to hurry across the hall, only to find herself confronting her father.


  ‘Good morning, Papa,’ she said, curtsying, all filial submission, at the same time plucking at her coat, which she quickly pulled on while maintaining her dutiful expression.


  ‘Where the hell is the coffee?’


  ‘Bridie is just making it, Papa. Oh, look,’ Kitty quickly pointed out of the window. ‘Look, Papa, there’s the Earl of Caulfield’s Rolls-Royce. How smart it looks, wouldn’t you say?’


  Her father turned quickly and without a word went back into the dining room, shutting the door behind him, and Kitty slipped quickly out of the front door. What a boon for her to know that her father still owed the Earl of Caulfield a great deal of money.


  She shot out of the front door and started to walk at breakneck speed towards the pawnbroker’s shop, always and ever known discreetly in their house as the ‘shop on the corner’. Pawnbrokers always gave a better price than jewellers. She would always loathe going there, but this morning she cared less, for if Mr Trinder would give her enough money to go to stay at Bauders Castle, she would be only too grateful.


  ‘Good morning, Miss Rolfe. How nice to see you again.’


  Mr Trinder was tall, with an ample figure that Kitty always thought must be a direct result of all the money he had made from everyone else’s misfortunes.


  ‘Good morning, Mr Trinder.’


  Kitty seated herself on the gold chair by the counter, placing her mother’s diamond ring on the cushion in front of them both. As soon as he saw it Trinder took out his enlarging glass and studied it, before wordlessly disappearing into the back of his premises.


  Kitty waited. She knew the ring was worth a great deal of money. It had the blue glow that valuable old diamonds always had. Mr Trinder returned shortly, looking poker-faced, if slightly pinker.


  ‘Just remember I am not a bank,’ he said with a sigh, stroking his double chin slowly and pretending once more to smile. ‘Everyone hereabouts thinks I am but I simply trade on interest. I hardly make a thing on the gewgaws people bring to me. I hardly make a farthing, let alone a penny, let alone a shilling.’


  He laughed rather too loudly at the thought of making a shilling, shaking his head slowly while all the time carefully watching Kitty.


  ‘Hmmm,’ he said as he replaced the ring on the cushion. ‘This is a delightful piece. Quite delightful. It will be an honour to have this in my case.’


  He smiled again, and Kitty wished for perhaps the twentieth time that he would not. Mr Trinder’s smile was not a pretty sight.


  ‘I am quite sure it will be an honour,’ Kitty told him primly. ‘It is a beautiful diamond.’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ he said. ‘As I am saying, this is a delightful piece, most delightful. And I dare say you are expecting a sizeable loan on this, are you not? I most certainly would be, on such a delightful piece of jewellery, most certainly. So today I might have to be even more generous than is my custom. Particularly since it is soon to be Christmas, and the time when we should be thinking of others – and doing our best to put our good feet forward. Do you not think so? Most certainly I do, most certainly. So shall we perhaps say this? Would that be satisfactory, young miss?’


  Having written a sum on a pad on the counter, Trinder turned it round so that Kitty could see. Fortunately Kitty had been brought up by her mother to cope with the Mr Trinders of this world, tradesmen who presented their accounts twice, and all manner of other tricks.


  ‘That will not be enough, Mr Trinder, and you and I both know it.’ Kitty did her best to look stern and unyielding.


  ‘You are, of course, right, Miss Rolfe. Perhaps we may settle on my second figure? I do hope we may.’


  Kitty stared at the second hastily written figure, and then at Mr Trinder.


  ‘Very well, Mr Trinder, plus, I think, a little more, don’t you?’


  Some minutes later Kitty left Mr Trinder’s premises, an envelope full of more money than she would have ever hoped to possess stuffed in her coat pocket.


  Afraid of going home and bumping into her father before he left for Biddlethorpe Hall, she headed for the park, for the sight of the ducks and the swans, the other people, their dogs and their children, all the time grasping the envelope in her pocket so tightly that it might almost have been a helping hand held out to her, which in so many ways she knew it was.


  By the time she allowed herself to return home, her father had left for Biddlethorpe Hall, and her mother had hastily written to accept Lady Partita’s invitation to catch the Thursday afternoon train to Bauders Castle.


  ‘Have you ever seen so much money, Kitty? Have you ever, ever seen so much money?’


  Kitty shook her head.


  ‘And now all we have to do is spend it!’


  Half an hour later the two women, dressed for the winter weather, umbrellas over their arms, expressions as bright as the sky above them was grey, left for the shops, where they spent the rest of the day, not to mention the following morning too, buying everything that Kitty would need for her visit.


  At last Thursday dawned, and the little household was up at dawn, packing and preparing for the journey ahead.


  ‘I have told Bridie to attend to your every need,’ Violet informed Kitty. ‘But don’t be surprised if she appears a little over-excited. She says she has never seen a castle, let alone visited one.’


  ‘I keep feeling so guilty, Mamma. How will you manage on your own here, without Bridie?’ Kitty paused. ‘I keep wondering what you will do if Papa comes home.’


  Violet shook her head. ‘Stop wondering, Kitty. It is not your place to worry about me. Even should I need Bridie, which I will make sure that I don’t, I have told you, you cannot possibly visit a place such as Bauders without a maid. It would not be understood.’


  ‘Yes, but, Mamma, what will Bridie do when we are there?’


  Violet paused in her folding of one of Kitty’s new blouses.


  ‘She will do as the other maids do for their young mistresses, Kitty. She will help dress you, and generally tend to your needs.’


  ‘But then how will you cope, without anyone but young Mary coming in to clean?’


  ‘I will cope, dearest, really I will.’ Violet smiled suddenly at Kitty. ‘Now don’t forget to remind Bridie to hand the keys for your luggage to the butler on your arrival – that is de rigueur. She will not want to look like a hayseed to the other servants, for they will make quite open fun of her if she does, believe me.’


  Kitty smiled. ‘We will both try to be a credit to you, I promise.’


  Mother and daughter stared into each other’s eyes for a second, each knowing as she did that this invitation to Bauders could well change Kitty’s life, and for so much the better.


  ‘Take heart, Kitty, really. You will be everything that I could wish. I know that.’


  Later Violet watched Kitty, followed by Bridie, climbing into the waiting hackney carriage in her new travelling outfit. She looked a picture in her feathered hat and fur muffler, her new blue coat as elegant as anything either of them could wish. Bridie, of course, was dressed in her customary black since she always seemed to be in perpetual mourning. Her mind and spirit appeared to reside permanently in or around the churchyard.


  ‘Pray to the Lord our God to keep us safe on this journey,’ the maid muttered as the cab took them across the park to the railway station. ‘And may He keep us and preserve us from the attentions of strangers and free from all pestilences on our journey – because you would do well to remember, Miss Kitty,’ she said more loudly as she focused on her mistress, ‘that one soul’s careless sneeze may be another’s early demise. Wasn’t my poor Uncle Fergus just such a victim, God rest his soul indeed, for didn’t he take a train journey to Cork for a Nationalist meeting on the one day, and wasn’t he dying in hospital on the next, and wasn’t it all due to travelling in a train and being proximous to the afflictions of others? May God preserve us on this journey, Miss Kitty, for He will surely need to.’


  They had barely settled themselves and their luggage into the railway carriage when Bridie took out her rosary beads and started to murmur her prayers and to toll the beads.


  Kitty felt embarrassed, until after a short time she came to realise that as soon as the other passengers clapped eyes on Bridie tolling her beads they climbed back out of the carriage as quickly as they had climbed in. It seemed that Bridie’s devotions meant that not only did her prayers put her in good stead with the Almighty, but they afforded the two travellers the most splendid privacy all the way to their station in Northamptonshire.


  It was disappointing, but waiting at the station for Kitty’s arrival was not as amusing as Partita had hoped it might be. Normally when visiting guests arrived at the Halt, they would be met by one or two of the servants, and transported back to the castle in one of the Duke’s many ponytraps or another small horse-drawn carriage, but on this occasion Partita had insisted on going to the station to meet Kitty herself. She had been too excited to stay at home and wait. Now, however, she had cause to regret her eagerness, because besides half freezing to death in the back of Jossy’s trap, she was discovering what everyone else knew, namely that there was very little to do at stations.


  Of course, a small part of her had hoped that if she managed to get herself to the station on her own, without her maid, the ever-possessive Tinker, there might be some sort of adventure to be had. Perhaps a chance encounter with some dashing young cavalry officer in the waiting room, or even a minor accident in a siding that would require the services of the estate fire engine, instead of which there was only the platform populated by a particularly idle-looking station-master who, despite the bitter nature of the wind, was leaning on one of the posts reading a stout almanac of some kind.


  Partita sighed and finally took refuge in the Ladies Only waiting room, which was currently occupied by a harassed-looking woman and her three small sons, who immediately stopped trying to annoy each other to stare at the young woman beautifully dressed in velvet and furs, now standing in front of the waiting-room fire warming her gloved hands. A moment later one of the boys, prompted by a whisper and a nudge from his mother, offered Partita a seat, for which she thanked him, but demurred. Finally, having read every poster and notice hanging on the walls at least twice, she decided once more to brave the elements rather than endure the increasingly toxic fug of the overheated room.


  Happily, and only five minutes late, the London train finally steamed in to the Halt and Kitty, closely followed by Bridie, disembarked.


  An aged porter appeared from nowhere to fetch their luggage from the guard’s van while Partita hurried down the platform to greet her friend, noting the thin whey-faced girl she assumed to be her maid walking behind Kitty, carefully carrying, as was the custom, a small black leather jewellery case.


  ‘I cannot tell you how happy I am that you could come, Kitty,’ Partita smiled, absurdly relieved that Kitty had finally arrived. ‘I so hoped you could. Really I did.’


  ‘Mamma was not going to let me stay at home once I received your invitation, Partita,’ Kitty replied, as they exchanged light kisses on the cheek. ‘It was so dear of you to ask me.’


  ‘I cannot think of anyone I would rather see at this moment, Kitty,’ Partita said, smiling. ‘Christmas will be so wonderful now.’


  She took Kitty’s arm to steer her towards the exit and the patch of grass where Jossy was already standing holding open a little door in the side of the pony carriage.


  ‘I hope you don’t mind the wind in your hair, Kitty,’ Partita said, having climbed the steps into the trap after Kitty. ‘Papa refuses to enter the age of the motor car, alas. He declares he will always be a horse-drawn man until his dying day.’


  ‘Not a bit,’ Kitty smiled, settling herself in under a warm wool travelling rug. ‘I can think of nothing more exciting than arriving at Bauders in a ponytrap.’


  ‘I would have driven myself, but Jossy here would not countenance it, would you, Jossy?’


  ‘Not after you turned my best rig over in the summer, young lady,’ Jossy returned over his shoulder as he picked up the reins. ‘You was lucky to get away with that, and only a few scratches to show for it, I can tell ’ee.’


  ‘It wasn’t my fault a wheel came off, and you know it, Jossy.’


  ‘If ’ee goes round t’corners on one instead of two, that’ll be thy fault,’ Jossy returned. ‘If I were ’ee, young lady,’ he continued, now addressing Kitty, ‘I would think more ’an twice about letting young Lady Tita ’ere pick up the ribbons.’


  Jossy handed Bridie up on to the seat beside him, and then with a gentle slap of the ribbons on the pony’s flanks they were away, heading down the lanes towards the great estate. Kitty sat back smiling, but glad of her fur muffler.


  ‘I actually thought you might not be able to come, Kitty,’ Partita said, pulling the travelling rug right up under her small chin. ‘That your papa might not like you to come.’


  Partita already knew all about Kitty’s father, and was quite openly envious. It seemed to her to be really rather thrilling to have a father who was such a notorious gambler and womaniser, compared to which her own father seemed dull and conservative to a degree. He might be a duke and come from a distinguished line, but Kitty’s father was notorious, which was so much more exciting.


  Despite the fact that it was a bitterly cold winter’s day so there would be little to admire in most people’s gardens, as Jossy’s little equipage turned into Bauders’ parkland, Kitty marvelled at how much there was to admire in the Duke’s domain. Against the winter sky white deer seemed to be constantly moving in and out of centuries-old oak trees, lakes and follies seemed to have been flung, almost carelessly, over acres and acres of carefully landscaped ground, and birds of every description flew between reddened shrubs and white-barked birches, while all the while, miles up the drive, the house remained barely discernible, tantalisingly distant.


  As they drew nearer, the castle at last began to be defined as a long three-floored palace with ornamental battlements and vast windows at which Kitty imagined people might be standing gazing out across the park, watching the deer and the wildlife, perhaps feeling as awestruck as she was herself at being, however temporarily, a part of this great holding built so long ago. As they drew nearer to the house, Kitty was able to observe the arches of the forecourt, under one of which Trotty eventually clattered into a cobbled area, where the trap at last drew to a halt.


  ‘Nanny’s door.’ Partita nodded towards a side door before taking off her gloves, putting two fingers into her mouth, and emitting a piercing whistle.


  ‘You’ve no business whistling that way, Lady Tita,’ Jossy grumbled, frowning at her. ‘You bin told about that time and again, and you know who’ll be carryin’ the can for that if her ladynobs gets to hear you.’


  ‘And rightly so too, Jossy,’ Partita teased him. ‘Since it was you who taught me.’


  ‘Maybe it was, Lady Tita,’ Jossy nodded, having helped them all out of the trap. ‘But you’re a young lady now, not a child no more, and her ladynobs, Nanny Knowle, will be putting me in the corner if she ever catches you at that again,’ he added with a nod towards Nanny’s door.


  ‘Nanny has retired to Seaford, Jossy, and you know it.’


  Partita’s eyes narrowed with a mischievous gleam, but since no boy was forthcoming in answer to her first whistle, she was about to repeat the offence, only for Jossy to quickly beat her to it with an infinitely louder and altogether more impressive whistle.


  Perhaps because the boys being summoned knew how to differentiate between one whistle and another, or perhaps because like the dogs of the house they knew an old timer’s whistle as well as their mother’s bark, less than half a minute elapsed before two pages emerged at the double, coming to a halt by the pile of luggage, which they set about sorting out between them.


  ‘If that’ll be all, Lady Tita, I’ll be off for me tea,’ Jossy said, touching his cap. ‘The lads’ll take your things into servants’ quarters, miss,’ he added, addressing Bridie, who for once in her life seemed speechless. ‘You’ll have a boy assigned you to show you what’s what and where’s where, because make no mistake, folks has a habit of gettin’ lost here, and not always on their first visit neither.’


  He nodded while at the same time giving Bridie an appreciative look, which, to Kitty’s surprise, was returned with a smile brighter than Bridie had ever shown anyone in London.


  Partita went ahead of Kitty up the shallow stone steps and into the house, suddenly increasing her pace as did the two pages following with Kitty’s luggage.


  At first Kitty could not understand what the hurry was. Then she felt the bitter cold eating into her as they scurried through a labyrinth of dimly lit corridors even colder than the freezing weather they had left behind outside, their breath coming in little wispy trails on the air.


  ‘When the weather gets like this we don’t only wear coats between rooms,’ Partita sighed. ‘We sometimes even wear them in bed!’


  Finally they reached a large studded door at which Partita stood back, waiting for the page boys to push it open, which they very promptly did in the accepted manner of page boys everywhere – backside first.


  ‘This, Kitty, is my room,’ Partita announced proudly. ‘And I did it all myself.’


  Kitty went in and looked round. She had no difficulty in believing that Partita had designed the large purple-painted walls, the Bakst-style drapes looped around her ancient bed, the shell-encrusted mirrors and sparkling boxes encrusted with stage jewels. Nor would it have taken a genius to realise that Lady Partita Knowle’s passionate love was the theatre.


  Kitty gazed upwards to the great lantern that hung in the centre of the room, the only light source for the immensely high ceiling, and as she surveyed the extraordinary room she felt oddly disconcerted. Partita’s boudoir was such a dramatic contrast to her own modest room in South Kensington, decorated as it was in light floral wallpaper, with hangings around the bed of a pale primrose, and small brass-fitted electric lights, but here in this vast and astonishing room there was no sign of the twentieth century, no hint of modernism, no electricity or even gas, just a host of dark tallow candles casting a medieval glow on the room.


  ‘Your room is through here,’ Partita announced, leading the way through another large studded door to an adjoining room. ‘You will have to keep your coat on until your bath is drawn,’ she added factually. ‘In weather like this you should keep your coat on at all times, but we can leave the adjoining doors open and talk all night – which I know we will.’ She gave Kitty’s arm a quick affectionate squeeze. ‘Now we must go down to the library where everyone will be having tea. I shall instruct Wavell to tell Dixon to send your maid up to unpack for you. It really is so unendurably lovely that you are here, Kitty Rolfe!’


  Kitty smiled in return, in spite of a sudden feeling of melancholy as she remembered the sacrifice her mother had made for her.


  ‘To tell you the truth,’ Partita was saying, ‘I thought I would never make a friend at Miss Woffington’s, although I simply had to do or Mamma would not be allowed to be in London giving her At Homes and enjoying the kind of intelligent conversation which is not always available at Bauders, so when I suggested asking you, she thought it would be such a good notion, because my older sisters have each other for company while I have no one, because I am so much younger, and Mamma says that is so sad. Allegra has come out, and might soon become engaged to James Millings, once he has inherited, but Cecilia has no one, and has not been presented at court.’


  She stopped to tilt her pretty head to one side as she examined Kitty’s travelling clothes. ‘I shall be changing for tea in the library, by the way,’ she added diplomatically. ‘So when you are ready, give a scratch on my door.’


  Kitty smiled and, taking the hint, went immediately to change. By now, due to the miracles that Kitty would soon come to accept happen out of sight in grand establishments, Bridie had appeared in Kitty’s room and was busy unpacking her cases, out of which Kitty took an appropriate change of clothes.


  ‘I’ve never done this before, so I haven’t,’ Bridie muttered as she tried to help her lay out the right clothes. ‘Would yous be wanting some kind of a belt to go with this, Miss Kitty, dotie?’


  ‘No, no – thank you, Bridie, I will wear a sash. You’ll soon get used to all this,’ she added in a kindly tone.


  ‘That’s all very well, Miss Kitty, but sure, yous no idea how stiff it is down there. Surely to heaven, Miss Kitty, when I tells yous,’ Bridie sighed, applying a clothes brush to the back of Kitty’s immaculate new afternoon dress, a tightly tailored lace-trimmed blouse with gathered sleeves and a most becomingly cut dark skirt, ‘when I tells yous I have a page of my very own, down there, the Lord save us. And what would my poor old mother – God help her indeed, if she were alive today – what would she be thinking of her little Bridie with her own page? She’d lather me with kisses, so she would.’


  As Kitty started to feel Bridie’s increasingly determined mood through the administration of the clothes brush she moved tactfully out of range of her heavy handed attentions, going instead to tap on Partita’s bedroom door in the approved manner.


  From the look in Partita’s eyes it was immediately obvious that Kitty’s new outfit had met with her approval, much to Kitty’s relief, since she knew that the next few hours would be sure to determine her future at Bauders, that whether she liked it or not, the Knowles and their guests would be weighing up everything about Partita’s guest. Partita herself was wearing a cream silk blouse with guipure lace at the neck and wrists, and a skirt of dark green velvet with a back pleat, which Kitty was able to appreciate as she followed Partita and they began the descent to the hall below, Partita chatting happily.


  ‘Papa always says that this staircase is wide enough for eight people to pass down together; but then Mamma says that really only comes into play if you have a whole army staying. All those, by the by,’ she went on, waving an artless hand up at the rows and rows of portraits hanging on the walls above them as far as the eye could see, ‘they’re all our ancestors. Most of them were a pretty dull lot, but one or two did do some rather tremendous deeds. Mamma says the rule is never to talk about one’s ancestors unless to be funny, and even then not for long. Come on!’ she urged all at once. ‘You have to hurry through the Great Hall or you will be found frozen to death unable to utter a word, ready only for the next world!’


  Taking her pace from her friend, Kitty began to run through the marble-floored hall set about with huge tapestries depicting medieval scenes, for despite the vast log fire burning brightly in the decorative fireplace, the temperature could not have been far above freezing point. Kitty found herself envying the attendant footmen in their heavy uniforms as she trotted after the figure of Partita, which was fast disappearing through two large doors being held open by those same footmen.


  Once through the doors Kitty found herself in an immense room with mahogany ladders reaching far up to the ceiling, propped against innumerable shelves housing what she imagined must be thousands of beautifully bound books. The room was illuminated by a vast selection of yet more candles, set not only into sticks and candelabra on the furniture, but also in the enormous chandelier that hung high above from the domed ceiling, leaving Kitty to wonder how long it took the servants to lower, light and replenish them at what must be all too regular intervals. Set everywhere were vast bowls of fresh flowers, perhaps supplied from hothouses on the estate, while yet another enormous log fire warmed those gathered for tea, most of whom seemed to be only too eager to stand within range of its heat.


  Despite its being only tea-time, the women were beautifully dressed, their fashionable gowns being worn with discreet jewellery, their hair only recently dressed by their maids. Kitty watched them, momentarily fascinated, as they appeared to be listening to each other with interest, while all the time keeping constantly on the move within the area surrounding the fire, some choosing to sit to talk, others forming small groups to laugh quietly together, or to exchange quick asides. Perhaps because when they moved they took only small steps, and spoke in low and carefully modulated tones, their demeanour seemed almost geisha-like, certainly feminine and subtle, and quite obviously determinedly set on fascinating the men present, who, in their dark suits, provided an effective and sombre backdrop to the bright silks.


  Of course Kitty knew none of the guests, the only person familiar to her being the Duchess. Partita walked her across to her two older sisters.


  ‘Allegra, Cecilia,’ she announced proudly,’ may I introduce Miss Katherine Rolfe?’


  ‘How do you do?’ both the older girls murmured vaguely, while their eyes examined Kitty keenly.


  The two older girls were both dark-haired and grey-eyed, in contrast to Partita’s blonde hair and blue eyes. They were both also very pretty, but unlike Partita, they were not beautiful. Kitty realised that this, perhaps more than anything, was why Partita might be her mother’s favourite. Out of all three girls she looked the most like the Duchess, who was now seated behind a magnificent silver tea service that included a gently steaming teapot and a fine samovar. She had obviously put herself in charge of pouring the tea, a custom that had become fashionable some time ago, but which, as Kitty now learned from Partita, still managed to shock the Duke.


  ‘Papa is so medieval,’ she moaned quietly. ‘He takes absolutely no account of progress – which Mamma, being an American, accounts as absurd. She says we must progress or we will simply die out, and that is most certainly what my elder brother, Almeric, thinks. For instance, as Almeric says, we really have no need for a nightwatchman, but Papa told Almeric that he would be absolutely confounded without a nightwatchman. If he wakes in the night he must know the time. When Al succeeds Papa he will do away with poor old Birdie, the nightwatchman, which I do also find a bit sad, because, between you and me, I also enjoy hearing him calling out the hours through the night. But Almeric says it belongs to the age of jousting, which I find a little exaggerative, although I sometimes wish they did still joust. For I would certainly enjoy seeing a knight dying for my favour.’


  At that moment, however, Kitty felt comforted to see the Duchess doing something as ordinary as pouring hot water from the samovar into her large ornate silver teapot, because it made Kitty feel at home in the grand house, although the guests had not the same sort of refreshment as she and her mother in South Kensington, where a thin slice of bread and butter was the order of the day. Here, Queen Alexandra sandwiches and small French gateaux were being presented to everyone by the footmen.


  Kitty was put even more at ease when, having been presented to the Duchess, she found herself being lightly kissed on the cheek by her hostess, who then proceeded to walk her round the assembled company.


  ‘Julia?’ the Duchess enquired of one of her friends. ‘May I present Miss Rolfe. Miss Rolfe – Mrs Wynyard Errol.’


  Kitty curtsied, carrying her curtsy off so delightfully that both the Duchess and Mrs Wynyard Errol beamed approval.


  ‘Delightful,’ Mrs Wynyard Errol said, turning to the Duchess and lowering her voice. ‘She is just as delightful as you said, Circe. One always fears the worst when it comes to gels one’s children might meet at a school.’


  The Duchess smiled and the two friends’ eyes met in a vaguely conspiratorial manner. They both knew that really the Duchess could not have cared if Miss Katherine Rolfe looked and behaved like an organ grinder’s monkey, since it was thanks entirely to Partita’s refusal to study at Bauders with governesses that her mother was now able to live in London during the term time, enjoying the kind of intellectual and artistic company in which she revelled.


  ‘I do most sincerely hope that is not for me,’ Mrs Wynyard Errol murmured, noticing the butler approaching her with a telegram on a tray. ‘Although I fear it might well be,’ she added.


  ‘For whom is that telegram, Wavell?’ the Duchess asked.


  ‘It is for Mr Wynyard Errol, Your Grace,’ the butler replied. ‘Newly arrived.’


  ‘Like us.’ Mrs Wynyard Errol sighed, glancing at her husband, who was now opening the proffered telegram.


  ‘Why is it that telegrams so very rarely contain good news?’ the Duchess wondered out aloud to no one at all.


  The ladies formed an anxious little circle around Ralph Wynyard Errol, a tall, good-looking man, a theatrical manager, as Kitty soon learned, with a particularly mellifluous voice that, according to gossip, he used to great effect on the ladies, most especially those of the chorus.


  ‘Oh dear,’ he sighed, folding the cable up and addressing his wife. ‘It seems my dear mamma has had a relapse. This is from her doctor. He advises I return at once.’


  ‘How sad for you,’ the Duchess offered. ‘And how sad for your poor mother too.’


  ‘I have to go, of course, Circe,’ Ralph replied. ‘You know how it is.’


  ‘Indeed. Such a shame, with the festivities about to get under way. Wavell? Please be good enough to inform Mr Wynyard Errol’s valet that Mr Wynyard Errol is leaving for London.’


  ‘Yes, Your Grace.’


  ‘And, Wavell? Be sure to tell Cook to prepare a picnic for his journey – something warming to counter this inclement weather.’


  ‘Yes, Your Grace.’


  As Ralph Wynyard Errol took leave of his hostess and his wife, Kitty marvelled at his behaviour, his impeccable style and manners. Mr Wynyard Errol made no fuss nor showed any undue emotion, nor indeed the disappointment he must surely be feeling at being forced to return to London and miss much of the festivity at Bauders.


  ‘When Valentine arrives will you tell him that Grandma is not at all the thing, lovie?’


  ‘Of course, Ralph dearest,’ Julia replied. ‘We shall all miss you quite dreadfully. It is all too dreadfully disappointing, and at this time of year too, it really is all so dreadful.’


  Ralph took one of his wife’s hands and squeezed it gently, and so, so lovingly, before turning on his heel and going. As she watched him, Kitty found herself wishing her own father showed as much consideration for her mother as Mr Wynyard Errol was showing to Mrs Wynyard Errol.


  ‘Upon my word, how dreadfully, terribly sad, Ralph Wynyard Errol having to go back to London to spend Christmas with his ailing mother. And so unusual.’


  Kitty looked round in surprise to find Partita pulling a comic face at her.


  ‘Is it not unusual?’


  ‘I would say not. Not in the least unusual. Rayff, dear Rayff, keeps a little poodle in Putney, doncha know,’ Partita murmured, straight-faced. ‘And as for the way Wavell deals with it, I do wonder how he gets through the little pantomime every Christmas,’ Partita continued, lowering her voice still more, while not losing the look of mischief in her eyes. ‘Each year the same – the old lady’s doctor advises Mr Wynyard Errol’s most immediate return – upon which news everyone becomes positively suffused with concern, and her son departs at once to return to his poor mamma’s bedside.’ Partita paused. ‘Her doctor must be a medical genius, the way he has been keeping her alive over these last few years – and always with the same good effect, because once the New Year is upon us, et voilà, old Mrs Wynyard Errol is once more as right as rain.’


  Kitty would have loved to hear more, but perhaps suspecting that her youngest daughter might be spreading scandal, the Duchess now looked across to where the two girls were standing and, with that particular look that all mothers know how to give, silently beckoned her youngest daughter over.


  ‘Here is Valentine newly arrived even as his father has to take his leave, Partita. Be so good as to introduce him to Miss Rolfe, if you will.’


  ‘You must be so worried about your grandmamma,’ Partita said to Valentine after they had been introduced to each other.


  ‘We are very worried about Grandmamma,’ Valentine stated bravely. ‘She is getting really quite old and her health is very delicate.’


  ‘She seems more than anything to be allergic to Christmas, would you not say?’ Partita continued mischievously. ‘She has a habit of falling ill at Christmas.’


  ‘Papa believes it is something chronic,’ Valentine stated, not looking at Partita.


  ‘Let us hope she gets better in time for the New Year.’


  ‘So worrying always when an elderly relative becomes ill …’


  Kitty was rescued from any more conversational essays by the arrival of Partita’s brother, still in his hunting clothes.


  ‘Forgive me, everyone,’ Almeric said, making a dramatic, mud-spattered entrance. ‘Forgive me, Mamma, but we have had such a day and I am thirsting for a cup of your delicious tea, and some cake.’


  Almeric Knowle padded in bootless feet across to the fireplace where he collected a cup of freshly poured tea from his mother.


  ‘We shall forgive Almeric for his déshabillé, shall we not?’ Circe wondered, watching with affection as her son tucked into his tea while warming himself in front of the welcoming fire.


  ‘Everyone forgives Almeric,’ Partita sighed. ‘He is the son and heir.’


  ‘Not quite true, dearest, not quite true,’ Circe said, smiling.


  At home Kitty would have helped pass round sandwiches, if there were any, but at Bauders she could only stand, one of a group, while footmen in their country tweed livery, their carefully padded stockings making their often sadly thin legs look flatteringly muscular, circled with plates of delicacies. Everyone talked and laughed as they were meant to do. The truth was, she felt as if she was taking part in a play but, as yet, did not quite know her lines, and yet wanted nothing more nor less than to learn them, before the curtain fell.


  ‘There seems to be something on that mind of yours, Miss Kitty,’ Bridie remarked through chattering teeth as Kitty sat by her bedside fire, trying not only to warm herself, but also to come to a decision as to what exactly to wear for the evening. ‘You have the look of a broody hen, so you have.’


  ‘It’s nothing, Bridie,’ she told her maid, who was now standing to one side of the fireplace, offering her thickly mittened hands to the warmth of the flames. ‘I’m just a little fatigued after the journey.’


  It had all seemed so simple when she and her mother were shopping; they had thought that two or three outfits for the daytime, and the same number of gowns for the evenings would prove quite sufficient, and in more modest households they would have done, but not at Bauders. Yet it wasn’t the amount of dresses and outfits Kitty now guessed she might need that concerned her, but their quality. The clothes she and her mother had purchased were shop bought, while every gown and ensemble Kitty had seen so far were all couture, which was why she was now frightened that she might look unfashionably cheap.


  Partita opened the intervening door between their rooms.


  ‘Scratch – scratch?’ she said from the doorway. ‘I don’t know what you’re planning for this evening, but Mamma sent her maid along with this. She thought it might fit you.’


  Partita was holding up a simple silk dress inset at intervals with Brussels lace. The gown was not only exquisite it was quite obviously couture and bang up to the minute, being in the Grecian style, slim and close-fitting.


  ‘Your mother is very kind—’ Kitty began, only to be overridden by Bridie, who was obviously going to have none of it.


  ‘Miss Katherine has dresses of her own, so she does,’ Bridie told Partita. ‘She has no need to be borrowing of a gown from anyone at all, God love you all the same. Tell Her Grace thank you, but Miss Katherine will be addressed in one of her own gowns, so she will.’


  ‘It’s not that at all,’ Kitty stated, feeling and looking mortified at Bridie’s outburst.


  She could have spared herself the embarrassment because it seemed Partita had long ago summed up the maid for what she was – a fashion devotee. She sidled up to Bridie.


  ‘Now, Bridie, I know you have the best taste in the world because my maid, Tinker, too has the best taste in the world, and so I know when you look closer at this you will appreciate the work that has gone into it. There was, after all, nothing like Mr Worth’s gowns, and this was made by his pupil, Monsieur Soren, whom, as you know, some people feel could be even more inspired than his master. Do see.’


  Bridie paused. She had a friend who worked in one of the back rooms of the great couture houses. She knew of the work that went into the new gowns, of the outworkers crowded in a stifling room, who ruined their eyes stitching and sewing to make such dresses as Partita was holding up in front of her.


  ‘Sure wouldn’t I know it was couture, just to look at it? Just one look and you could tell,’ Bridie conceded. ‘This is a gown designed by Monsieur Soren, did you say? Well now, he is, as you say, gifted all right.’


  Partita smiled. ‘Take a closer look, Bridie. See the way he has had the pearls set so delicately in the lace insets?’


  ‘There’s a lot of women’s work gone into that, Lady Partita, a great deal of work. Sure I know that just from glancing at it.’


  ‘I’ll leave you to talk it over with Miss Kitty.’


  Partita slipped from the room, and when she returned it was to find not only Kitty looking ravishing in the dress, but to overhear Bridie’s version of recent events.


  ‘And there was I, frightened to death you was going to refuse to wear it,’ Bridie sighed, walking round and round Kitty in order to make sure everything was perfect. ‘Sure you could hardly be too proud not to wear such a lovely gown as this, Miss Kitty.’


  ‘I love this high belt with the pearls strung across it.’


  ‘And couldn’t it just have been made for yous?’ Bridie was adding, with one final tug at the hem, which was so strong it nearly unbalanced the wearer. ‘Which is why Her Grace must have gone especially to find it for you, for must not she have known in an instant that this dress could have been made for yous and yous alone?’


  ‘It is beautiful,’ Kitty agreed, looking at herself in the looking-glass and feeling once again that she had stepped into a world that had little reality but was somehow lit by its own magic.


  The mood was further enhanced when she once again followed Partita down the great wooden staircase to the marble hall. By now, due either to the mighty fires, or the ever increasing population of the castle, the temperatures everywhere seemed happily to have risen. The marble Great Hall glowed even more at night, the colours of the stone warmed by the candlelight and the flames of the log fire. Partita had marked Kitty’s card as to the progression of events. It seemed everyone was to congregate for drinks in the Chinese Room, followed by a formal dinner for forty guests.


  ‘This is really dull,’ she sighed, stopping to check her hair in an ancient silver-framed mirror hanging on a nearby wall. ‘Allegra and Cecilia commandeered Tinker – so now I keep wondering whether or not my mother’s maid has made a drover’s pudding of it.’


  Kitty, who had put up her own hair into a perfectly formed chignon held at the side with a dark tortoiseshell buckle, stood behind her.


  ‘It looks perfect, Partita, really quite perfect.’


  To reach the Chinese Room they had to pass down a long ornate Gothic corridor, hung about with rows of ancient leather fire buckets, along which, and quite out of keeping with the decoration of the Great Hall, were arraigned an endless array of magnificent stags’ heads, all staring across the corridor into each other’s dark soulful eyes. The guests then mounted another set of stairs lined with footmen in white wigs, the gold facings of their dark blue coats gleaming in the candlelight. By the time they reached the top of the stairs, two of the tallest footmen, clothed in faded green velvet laced with gold, flung the double doors open on to the Chinese Room, so named because it was inevitably hung about with eighteenth-century wallpaper and hangings in the Chinese manner.


  Across the room the young bloods waited, fresh from their day’s hunting, fired up by their sport, the champagne, and now the notion of the festivities to come. Groups of older relations and friends, such as are always invited everywhere at Christmas-time, had stationed themselves together, gossiping and chatting, their jewellery reflecting the light of the hundreds of candles above them, the women’s priceless diamonds giving out a pale dullish blue.


  The arrival of the girls did not occasion any particular stir among the older guests, but a great deal of interest among the young bloods.


  ‘Ah ha. That must be Partita’s new friend with her, ain’t it, Almeric?’ Teddy Heaslip asked.


  ‘It certainly is, Teddy,’ Almeric replied, without turning to look at him since he too was busy surveying the room.


  ‘Quite delightful, wouldn’t you say, Hughie?’ Teddy continued.


  ‘Positive delight to the eye,’ Hughie Milborne agreed, turning his large, dark, and oddly sad countenance momentarily to the red-haired Teddy. ‘In fact, positively so.’


  ‘Still,’ Teddy sighed, taking another glass of the champagne offered to him from a silver tray held out by a footman, ‘can’t mind her. Duchess’s instructions are for me to take Partita in to dinner, so off I go before some other fellow gets clever and jumps the queue.’


  Teddy wandered off towards Partita, watched in some amusement by his friends, who all knew that Teddy, along with most young men of her acquaintance, had fallen hopelessly in love with Partita when she was hardly more than fourteen years old.


  ‘Who is it precisely that’s alongside Partita, Almeric, old fellow?’ Hughie asked. ‘Take it she does have a name?’


  ‘As a matter of fact she’s Evelyn Rolfe’s daughter.’ Almeric raised an eyebrow. ‘You know who I mean?’


  ‘Yes, I know who you mean,’ Hughie replied. ‘We all know Sir Evelyn.’


  Indeed almost everyone who was anyone knew of Sir Evelyn Rolfe, brilliant horseman, incurable gambler and notorious rake.


  ‘How he is still actually in circulation, not fled the country, is something that is beyond everyone,’ Hughie continued, turning to Almeric.


  ‘Quite, particularly since the chap’s game is baccarat, which my father always describes as a game played by bores.’


  There was a small silence as they all contemplated Kitty’s father’s indelibly black reputation.


  ‘Poor child.’ Peregrine Catesby spoke for the first time, and as he did they all turned slowly to look at him.


  Peregrine Catesby was the eldest of the group of friends by some six years. He was not so much handsome as actually beautiful, and already as famous for his brilliant scholarship as Kitty’s father was for his vices.


  ‘Poor, poor beautiful child,’ he murmured again, staring across at Kitty, who had produced a little fan and was waving it about her face against a sudden flush of high colour caused by the candles. ‘Introduce me, Almeric. There’s a good fellow.’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘Miss Rolfe,’ Almeric said after the two men had crossed the room, ‘allow me to introduce
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