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Chapter 1






      
      
      The Coronation of James II

      
      April 1685

      
      The night air was chilled and the trumpets and the kettledrums echoed the pounding in James’s head. The barge rocked a little
         under his feet as an anticipatory drum roll made him look up. His stomach gurgled and fizzed with gas and elation; he wondered
         if he should have refused the second serving of duckling. The richness of the delicious dishes, over fourteen hundred of them,
         at his coronation banquet in Westminster Hall that day had been enough to tempt anyone into gluttony.
      

      
      Then the first fireworks burst from the platform of barges like a crack of thunder and a dazzling array of coloured stars
         exploded into the black dome of the night sky, dropping gobbets of white fire on to the Thames below. A gigantic blazing sun
         made up of firecrackers hung over the river and a myriad of water cannon shot flumes forty feet into the air, while explosive
         charges crackled and popped all around.
      

      
      As the crowd on the banks of the Thames roared in delight, James’s heart swelled in exultation. Listen to them! The populace loved him. His brother, Charles, had always been too afraid to stand up and declare his faith, haunted by memories of their
         father’s execution, but now he, James II, would tear down the walls of Anglican domination just as if they were the walls
         of Jericho. This was his time. Now he had the power to bring the True Faith back to the people.
      

   




      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      November 1687

      
      Darkness had already fallen when shouts and then the sound of a whistle blown three times made Beth’s head jerk up from her
         easel. Her paintbrush slid from her hand and fell unheeded to the floor. Instantly alert, she reached for her own silver whistle,
         which always hung around her neck. Noises in the night were not unusual in a lunatic asylum but generally the disturbance
         came from within the walls, not from the outside.
      

      
      Several sets of footsteps raced along the gallery, and in the courtyard below, Orpheus began to bark as furiously as if the
         Devil himself had knocked at the gate. Beth pushed open the casement and hung shivering over the sill to peer into the frosty
         night.
      

      
      The servants had run outside with lamps and were shouting and milling around in the flickering light. The commotion was too
         great for anyone to hear her when she called down to them so she hurried to investigate.
      

      
      In the stone-flagged hall, the front door was wide open to the night air; a small group of anxious inmates huddled together,
         while Beth’s mother and her youngest brother, John, attempted to reassure them. Orpheus still raged outside, his barks reverberating
         around the courtyard louder than a peal of bells in a belfry.
      

      
      When Beth caught sight of her father’s black-clad figure striding purposefully across the hall she ran after him down the
         front steps into the courtyard.
      

      
      ‘Orpheus!’ William Ambrose caught hold of the wolfhound’s collar and pulled his huge grey head around to face him. The dog’s
         teeth were bared in a vicious snarl, his muzzle spittle-frothed. William snapped his fingers. ‘Quiet, sir! Your job is done!’
         Orpheus gave a throaty growl and William raised a warning finger. ‘Beth, take control of this hell-hound, while I find out
         what is happening.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Father.’ Beth hooked her fingers through the dog’s studded collar and tickled his ears until he quietened.

      
      Emmanuel and Joseph had a man pinned between them, his face pushed between the bars of the great iron gates. The prisoner
         fought furiously but he was no match for the sheer bulk and strength of the two black men.
      

      
      ‘Let him go!’ William’s voice rang out above the grunts and shouts of the struggling man.

      
      ‘We found him climbing over the gate,’ said Emmanuel, the whites of his eyes gleaming in the lamplight. Emmanuel looked at
         Joseph and winked. Slowly they lowered the intruder, chuckling as they held him so that his feet hung just above the ground.
      

      
      ‘Down, I said!’

      
      William held up the lantern to study the trespasser, who straightened his travelling cape, adjusted the lace at his cuffs
         and turned to face them.
      

      
      The light illuminated a young man’s features, currently arranged in a scowl.

      
      ‘Well, sir, what have you to say for yourself?’ A frosty cloud of William’s breath hung in the air between them.

      
      Beth didn’t envy the intruder. It had been a while since Father had spoken to her in that way and she sincerely hoped it would never happen again.
      

      
      ‘Forgive me, sir.’ The voice was that of an educated man but he didn’t sound at all as if he was seeking an apology. Bending
         over, he picked up his wide-brimmed hat, now severely trampled, dusted it off, tweaked the feather back into shape and replaced
         it upon his head. ‘I lost my way. The cart dropped me off in the village and some mischievous child thought it amusing to
         direct me to the wrong road. By the time I’d found someone to point me to Merryfields it was dark.’
      

      
      Beth was astounded at how unruffled he sounded. He certainly didn’t behave like a common thief.

      
      ‘I rang the bell,’ the young man continued, as he stamped clods of mud off his high boots, ‘but no one answered. Since the
         gate was locked and the hour so late, I took the liberty of climbing over the top, intending to knock on the door.’
      

      
      William frowned. ‘And the purpose of your visit?’

      
      ‘I have a letter for Mistress Susannah Ambrose.’

      
      ‘My wife.’

      
      ‘Then you must be Dr William Ambrose?’

      
      ‘Indeed. And the content of this letter?’

      
      The young man tilted up his chin. ‘I prefer to speak directly to Mistress Ambrose.’

      
      Beth saw how the visitor, only a little older than herself she judged, met Father’s stare and couldn’t decide if he was fearless
         or simply arrogant.
      

      
      William grunted. ‘You had better come inside before we all catch a chill.’

      
      Joseph, his steward’s keys jangling at his waist, held the lamp up high and spoke to the servants. ‘Back to your duties, everyone.’

      
      Orpheus growled again. Beth pulled on his collar and patted his wiry head.

      
      William led the way up the steps into the hall.

      
      
      Shivering, Beth closed and bolted the massive oak door behind them.

      
      ‘Susannah, my dear,’ said William, ‘this young man brings you a letter.’

      
      Beth’s mother, her pretty face anxious, let go of Poor Joan, who had been weeping on her shoulder, and came forward. ‘A letter?
         But what was all the shouting about?’
      

      
      ‘The servants merely became overexcited when they thought our visitor was an intruder.’

      
      ‘Well, for goodness’ sake!’ Exasperation showed in Susannah’s green eyes. ‘What a fuss about nothing!’

      
      ‘Let me present …’ William turned to the visitor, with an enquiring look.

      
      The young man took off his battered hat, exposing a fine head of wavy chestnut hair, and bowed low to Susannah.

      
      She gasped, her face turning as white as bone. ‘But …? It can’t be! Tom? Oh, Tom, is it you?’

      
      Then, almost before her husband could catch her, she fainted.

      [image: image]

      
      Supper was about to be served in the great hall. A fire crackled and danced in the stone chimneypiece; high up amongst the
         beams the vaulted ceiling, painted cerulean blue, was studded with embossed stars of gold. Antlers of ancient stags adorned
         the walls, a relic of the time when Merryfields had been a rich man’s hunting lodge. A group of chattering people clustered
         around a long table, lit by candelabras and gleaming with polished pewter plate. The air was rich with the scent of woodsmoke
         and chicken soup.
      

      
      Beth and her parents, brothers Kit and John and her sister, Cecily, filed in to take their places at the top table on the
         dais under the minstrels’ gallery. The visitor, whose name it transpired wasn’t Tom at all, but Noah Leyton, accompanied them.
      

      
      William nodded at a portly man dressed in a shabby crimson velvet coat and an extravagantly curled wig topped by a golden crown. ‘Your Royal Highness, will you honour us by saying grace?’
      

      
      The man bowed, cleared his throat and raised an imperious hand. ‘Pray silence!’

      
      Beth squinted at Noah through half closed lashes, stifling a laugh at his expression of amazement.

      
      After the grace there was a scraping of chairs and the hubbub of conversation began again. Peg and Emmanuel’s daughter, Sara,
         bustled between the tables serving the soup and bringing more bread and baskets of russet apples.
      

      
      ‘His Royal Highness?’ whispered Noah, leaning closer to William. ‘Who is your illustrious guest?’

      
      ‘An honorary title,’ said William. ‘He was born Clarence Smith but imagines himself to be Henry VIII. It’s a perfectly harmless
         fancy but his family are unable to live with his notions.’
      

      
      ‘So you eat with the inmates?’ asked Noah, looking with raised eyebrows at the handful of people sitting at the long refectory
         table.
      

      
      Susannah smiled. ‘It’s important for our guests’ wellbeing that they feel they are a part of our happy family. A regular daily routine is helpful in guiding them back to
         health and happiness.’
      

      
      ‘I had thought that guests in a lunatic asylum …’
      

      
      Susannah put a gentle hand on Noah’s arm. ‘We never call Merryfields a lunatic asylum. It is merely a place where those of
         a melancholic disposition can come in times of sorrow to rest and mend their spirits in good country air.’
      

      
      ‘I h-h-help them to plant their g-g-gardens,’ stuttered John.

      
      ‘We have embroidery, singing and drawing groups, too,’ added Beth, smiling at John, who so rarely spoke except within the
         bounds of his family.
      

      
      Noah studied the guests, who were bent over their soup bowls. ‘They certainly seem to be enjoying their supper,’ he said.

      
      ‘Some have helped to grow the food we eat,’ said William. ‘Digging and planting leave little time for melancholy.’

      
      
      ‘It’s almost disappointing that this is so far removed from how I had imagined a place such as Bedlam,’ said Noah. ‘I can
         see I must forget any notion of dining out on tales of how I broke into a lunatic asylum.’
      

      
      Susannah froze in the act of spooning soup into her mouth and Beth glanced at her father, but William only frowned and said,
         ‘Indeed you must.’
      

      
      Beth passed Noah the bread. The hunting-green of his well-fitting coat perfectly complemented the burnished chestnut of his
         hair. She couldn’t help noticing that his eyes were a warm shade of amber and wondered, if she were painting his portrait,
         how she would achieve the little flecks of gold that gleamed in his irises. ‘Have you quite recovered from your unfortunate
         reception?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘Perfectly! Although I can’t say the same for my hat.’ His lips twitched in amusement. ‘And I trust you are none the worse
         from the shock of my arrival, Aunt Susannah?’
      

      
      ‘You have the same lean figure as my dear brother, Tom. It must be thirty-five years since he left us but then I saw you standing
         there and I thought, just for a moment, that I was seeing a ghost. It’s hard to imagine him as a grown man with children of
         his own.’
      

      
      ‘Your hair is even redder than Beth’s,’ said Kit, tweaking one of his sister’s copper-gold curls.

      
      Beth glanced down the table at her siblings. All had hair as dark as their father’s. ‘Mama and I are the odd ones out in this
         family,’ she said. But, of course, although William had been the only father she had ever known, his cousin, her birth father,
         had been fair.
      

      
      ‘You’d feel at home in Virginia,’ said Noah. ‘I have three sisters and all are as red-headed as the Old Queen.’

      
      Beth glanced at Noah from under her eyelashes. He carried with him an air of restrained energy, as clean and fresh as the
         scent of the air on a spring morning in the smoky hall.
      

      
      ‘But why have you come to England?’ demanded Cecily.

      
      Noah looked down at the table. ‘I fear I have been a great disappointment to my father.’

      
      
      ‘Surely not!’ Cecily looked up at him with limpid green eyes. ‘How could you possibly be a disappointment to him?’
      

      
      William gave her a sharp stare and she lowered her eyelashes.

      
      ‘He has worked very hard to make his tobacco plantation so successful. He had every expectation of passing it on to me, his
         only son, in the hope that I would continue to fulfil his dreams and make the name of Leyton mean something in the world.’
      

      
      Kit gazed intently at Noah. ‘And your interests do not lie with the plantation?’

      
      Noah shook his head. ‘But I shall always be grateful that the good living Father makes from it gave me the opportunity for
         the education I received.’
      

      
      ‘Where do your interests lie?’ asked William.

      
      ‘I am an architect.’

      
      ‘An architect!’ said Beth, her curiosity aroused.

      
      Noah’s face lit up. ‘And I have such plans! I am come to London to learn from some of the great masters of the art. There
         is a great deal to see now the city has been so nearly rebuilt since the Great Fire. I shall return to Virginia and build
         fine houses and public buildings. That is how I will make the name of Leyton well known.’
      

      
      ‘But will these fine buildings be enough to soothe your father’s sadness? It would be a hard thing for a son not to carry
         forward his father’s ambitions.’ William glanced at Kit, who bit his lip and looked away.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps not at once,’ said Noah. ‘Oh! I quite forgot!’ He took out a letter from inside his coat, which he proffered to Susannah.
         ‘Father asked me to give you this.’
      

      
      Susannah took it with eager fingers. ‘It’s been more than a year since I had news from him.’ She opened the letter and angled
         it towards the candlelight to read it.
      

      
      ‘Noah, you will be able to stay for a few days, won’t you?’ said Cecily. ‘There’s so much to talk about!’
      

      
      Susannah, still bent over her letter, drew in her breath and Beth glanced at her curiously.

      
      
      ‘Do stay!’ said Kit.

      
      Noah glanced at William, who inclined his head. ‘Then I would be delighted to accept your invitation.’

      
      ‘Yes, of course you must stay,’ said Susannah, tucking the letter away in her bodice and giving Noah a bright smile.

      
      Beth wasn’t sure but she thought she saw the gleam of tears in her mother’s green eyes.

   




      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      The following morning Beth eased herself out of bed, careful not to allow in a draught of freezing air under the sheet, which
         would disturb her sister. Father rarely allowed fires in the bedrooms any more, except in the case of sickness. Cecily still
         slept, her mass of black hair tumbled on the pillow; Beth was determined to escape without being followed.
      

      
      Shivering violently in the penetrating cold, she slipped on a clean chemise and hurriedly stepped into her favourite blue
         petticoat with the embroidered hem. Cecily stirred as Beth lifted the lid of the chest to take out her bodice and skirt. Holding
         her breath, she waited until Cecily sighed and burrowed back into her nest of blankets.
      

      
      Beth laced her bodice and slipped the chain of her silver whistle over her head. She twisted up her hair, securing it with
         a tortoiseshell comb. Shoes in hand, she made her escape.
      

      
      Gales of laughter were coming from her brothers’ bedchamber as she pushed the door open. Kit and John, still in their nightshirts,
         were propped up against the pillows while Noah, fully dressed, lounged on the end of the bed.
      

      
      ‘I see you are already awake and in bad company, Noah,’ said Beth.

      
      John wiped tears of laughter off his face. ‘N-N-Noah was telling us about his voyage to England. One of the s-s-sailors had
         a parrot and he’d trained it to say all m-m-manner of things.’
      

      
      ‘Most of them unfit for a lady’s ears, I’m sorry to say,’ said Noah with a warning glance.

      
      ‘How long was the journey from Virginia?’ asked Beth, settling herself on to the other corner of the bed.

      
      ‘Six weeks. I didn’t enjoy the first week very much but after that I found my sea legs. I travelled with an acquaintance,
         Harry de Montford, whose father is a landowner near Jamestown and he always had a merry tale to tell or some mischief to get
         up to. Then there were other passengers who would play a game of cards with us. And, of course, I had the care of the trees
         to keep me busy.’
      

      
      ‘Trees?’ asked Beth.

      
      ‘The roots had to be kept damp in sacking and the leaves misted with fresh water every day. It was a constant difficulty to
         guard the barrel of water to prevent the sailors helping themselves. Fresh water was always in short supply on the ship.’
      

      
      ‘But why did you bring t-t-trees to England?’ asked John, his weather-beaten face puzzled. ‘We have p-p-plenty of trees here.’

      
      ‘Our clergyman charged me with bringing specimens native to Virginia, but unknown in England, safely into the care of Henry
         Compton, your Bishop of London.’
      

      
      ‘For the gardens at Fulham Palace?’ said Beth. ‘The Bishop has a great collection of exotic trees and plants, I believe.’

      
      ‘Indeed he has. The Bishop has been of great help to me,’ said Noah. ‘He was pleased with my tender care of his specimens;
         in return he furnished me with letters of introduction and invited me to reside in Fulham Palace. I’ve had the good fortune
         to secure the opportunity of working with Sir Christopher Wren on the construction of several churches which are being rebuilt in the city.’
      

      
      ‘But you intend to return to Virginia?’

      
      ‘Next autumn.’

      
      Kit sighed. ‘I would so like to travel to the New World. I’m tired of living in a village and tired of Merryfields.’

      
      ‘How c-c-can you say that!’ said John.

      
      ‘Do you really wish to travel, Kit?’ asked Noah, giving his cousin a searching look.

      
      Kit shrugged. ‘Father will never allow it. I am to be a doctor and in due course take his place here at Merryfields.’

      
      John’s stomach let out a growl of hunger and everyone laughed.

      
      ‘Time for you lazy boys to rise from your bed!’ said Beth, pulling the pillow away from behind him. ‘And I shall take Noah
         to find some breakfast.’
      

      
      Beth led Noah along the gallery, stopping to show him the solar with the minstrels’ gallery overlooking the great hall.

      
      ‘These old houses are full of fascination for me,’ he said, running his hands over the carved oak balustrading while he peered
         down at the great hall below. ‘We have nothing as old as this in Virginia.’
      

      
      ‘When we were children, Kit and I used to peep down from the gallery at the grown-ups eating their dinner. Phoebe, our nurse,
         used to scold us back to the nursery but Mama and Father never really minded.’ Beth took Noah’s arm and turned him to look
         at the paintings that lined the panelled gallery walls. ‘What do you think of these?’
      

      
      Noah studied them in more detail. ‘Magnificent!’ he said. ‘Dutch?’

      
      ‘Yes. And no.’ Beth smiled. ‘They were painted by a Dutchman here in England. Take a closer look.’ She paused beside the portrait
         of an elegant woman dressed in green damask, standing with her face turned to catch the light of a window.
      

      
      Noah’s face broke into a smile. ‘Why, it’s Aunt Susannah!’

      
      
      ‘And if you look at the painted view out of the window you’ll see that it’s the garden at Merryfields.’

      
      He leaned closer to study the delicate brushwork of the lace on Susannah’s gown. ‘Who is the artist?’

      
      ‘Johannes van de Vyver. Would you like to meet him?’

      
      ‘Most certainly!’

      
      ‘Come with me, then.’

      
      Further along the gallery Beth opened a door. She watched Noah’s face, hoping that he would like her most favourite place
         in all of Merryfields.
      

      
      Three tall windows with diamond-paned glass flooded the room with light, even on such a grey and misty day. The walls, ceiling
         and beams were whitewashed to reflect light to every corner and the air was heavy with linseed oil and turpentine. A paint-stained
         work table was cluttered with earthenware pots of brushes, a half-stretched canvas, a wine-red grinding slab of speckled porphyry
         and neatly folded cleaning rags. One wall was covered with marvellously lifelike botanical paintings and larger canvases of
         landscapes and interiors in the Dutch fashion were propped up against the walls.
      

      
      A great bear of a man, untidily dressed and with ragged blond hair, stood before an extravagantly large canvas on an easel
         by the window. He had an ancient piece of sacking tied around his waist, encrusted with multicoloured daubs of paint. The
         tip of his tongue protruded through his lips as he worked.
      

      
      Noah moved forward but Beth caught him by his sleeve and put her fingers to her lips.

      
      After a moment the painter sighed and wiped his brush on his apron, adding a new rose madder stripe.

      
      ‘Johannes?’ whispered Beth.

      
      The big man started. ‘Ach, Beth! I tell you before not to creep up on me!’ He pulled a piece of muslin carefully over the
         canvas, hiding it from view.
      

      
      
      ‘Forgive me, Johannes, but I wanted to introduce you to Noah, lately come from Virginia. He is an architect.’

      
      Johannes offered his hand, noticed that it was smeared with ultramarine paint and wiped it on his breeches. ‘Everyone was
         talking about you at supper last night.’ His English was good, although he spoke with a Dutch accent.
      

      
      Noah bowed. ‘I’ve been admiring your work displayed along the gallery, sir. I, too, like to draw but I recognise real skill
         when I see it.’
      

      
      Johannes shook his head. ‘My efforts are never enough.’

      
      ‘Johannes is as hard a taskmaster to himself as he is to others,’ said Beth, smiling fondly at him.

      
      ‘May I see?’ Noah moved towards the canvas but the artist folded his sturdy arms and blocked the way.

      
      ‘No one sees my work until it is finished!’ He glanced at Beth with a half-smile. ‘Except for Beth, if she has worked hard.’

      
      Noah glanced around the studio, taking in a still life set up on a side table with a lute, a glass decanter and a Delft fruit
         bowl of apples all carefully arranged on a richly patterned Persian carpet. He noticed a smaller, uncovered canvas rested
         on another easel and stepped up to take a closer look.
      

      
      Beth watched his face intently while he studied the watercolour painting. It depicted a deep mauve hellebore, the petals delicately
         veined in purple with lime green stamens to the centre. A drop of dew shimmered on the stem as if stirred by the draught from
         the window.
      

      
      ‘This is beautiful!’ he said, reaching out to stroke the velvety petals before drawing his hand back. ‘It’s so lifelike it
         makes me want to touch it.’
      

      
      Beth let out a small sigh. ‘It’s mine.’

      
      ‘Johannes painted it for you?’

      
      Johannes gave a shout of laughter. ‘My pupil still has much to learn but this little daub doesn’t disgrace her too badly.’
         He pulled Beth to his broad chest and hugged her. ‘Perhaps I’ll make a painter of you yet, my little chicken!’
      

      
      
      ‘This is your work?’ Noah asked Beth, his eyebrows raised.

      
      Beth nodded and felt her cheeks warm. ‘I’ve been Johannes’s pupil for nearly four years now.’

      
      ‘It’s a pity she isn’t a boy or I’d have taken her on as an apprentice,’ said Johannes, dropping a kiss on to the top of her
         head as he released her. ‘As it is, she’ll probably waste my efforts by marrying and having a houseful of babies.’
      

      
      ‘I expect you’re right,’ said Noah. He smiled kindly at Beth. ‘Still, many women with artistic tendencies do enjoy dabbling
         with their paints again when the children are grown.’ He turned away from Beth’s hellebore to study one of Johannes’ landscapes.
      

      
      Rage boiled up in Beth’s breast. ‘I do not dabble with my paints. And I’ll not waste the skills that I have by taking a husband and spending the rest of my life waiting upon
         his whims,’ she retorted.
      

      
      Noah glanced back at her. ‘Really? I’ll wager you’ll change your mind within a year or two.’

      
      ‘I will not!’

      
      Johannes put his great hand on her shoulder but she shook it off.

      
      ‘Don’t glare at me!’ said Noah, a gleam of amusement in his eyes. ‘I see your red hair makes you quite as fiery-tempered as
         my sisters. I had no intention of upsetting you but, you must agree, it is the way of the world for a woman to marry and have
         children?’
      

      
      ‘Because that is the way it has always been doesn’t necessarily make it right!’

      
      ‘Beth, Beth! Calm yourself,’ said Johannes. ‘It doesn’t matter what other people think. You will continue to make the best
         work you can and let nothing prevent you. Your paintings will speak for themselves.’
      

      
      ‘Please, let us not argue since it is plain to see that you do have a considerable gift,’ said Noah.

      
      Appeased by his response, Beth shrugged. ‘Do you need me to prepare any more paints for you, Johannes?’

      
      ‘Go and enjoy yourself and I’ll see you later.’ Johannes picked up his paintbrush again.

      
      
      ‘Shall we go, Noah? We have disturbed Johannes enough,’ she said.

      
      The artist lifted a hand to them and turned back to his canvas.

      
      ‘Your Johannes has a great deal of talent,’ said Noah once they had left, ‘and, plainly, he cares a great deal for you. How
         lucky that you have such an excellent teacher.’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t it? One of my earliest memories is of seeing the sunshine playing on the coloured water in the glass bottles on the
         apothecary windowsill and standing on a stool trying to catch the magic of the reflections on a piece of paper. As a small
         child I always had a stick of charcoal and a sketchbook in my hand.’
      

      
      ‘I did too! But my father never understood why drawing interested me so.’

      
      ‘Neither did mine. I was fortunate to have Johannes to encourage me. After he arrived here I used to creep into the studio
         and watch him at work. Seeing one of his paintings grow from a simple outline to something that appeared very real and beautiful
         seemed like magic to me. I became consumed with the desire to learn how he made it happen. One morning when I thought he was
         still abed, he caught me mixing up some of his pigments and applying them to one of my sketches.’
      

      
      ‘And so he began to teach you?’

      
      Beth laughed and shook her head. ‘I dropped the palette in fright when I heard his roar of fury and I’ve never had such a
         scolding before or since! Then he picked up my sketch and looked at it. He didn’t say a word about it but made me clear up
         the mess and set me to grinding pigments for him. After a month of this he showed me how to look at a still life; to see how
         the colours changed with the light and how the shadows fell. Eventually he let me sit beside him and draw my own still life.
         I learned never to disturb him with idle chatter and, in time, a whole new way of looking at the world.’ She dropped her intent
         gaze from Noah’s face and her cheeks flushed. ‘But most of all, Johannes made me feel as if what I was doing was important. As if I was unique and special and my developing talent really mattered. Can you understand that?’
      

      
      ‘It’s true,’ said Noah thoughtfully, ‘that if you feel passion for something it alters your perspective. I cannot look at
         any building without seeing what I can learn from it or how I could improve upon it and enrich the lives of those who will
         live in it.’ He smiled at her. ‘We are alike in our passion, I think.’
      

      
      They set off along the gallery again.

      
      ‘Johannes is working hard on a seascape now,’ said Beth, ‘and I’m hoping he’ll make good progress before he becomes unwell
         again.’
      

      
      ‘Unwell?’

      
      ‘Perhaps I didn’t say? Johannes is one of our long-term guests.’

      
      ‘A guest?’ Noah caught hold of her arm. ‘You mean he …’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘But is it safe for you to spend so much time with him?’

      
      ‘Johannes never hurts anyone but himself. Sometimes he becomes very sad and self-critical. I have known him to weep for days
         and once he dragged all his paintings outside and set fire to them.’
      

      
      ‘What a terrible waste!’

      
      ‘Father says his humours are out of balance,’ said Beth. ‘But I blame the Catholics.’

      
      Noah smiled. ‘The Catholics are blamed for a lot of things here in England. What did they do to Johannes that was so terrible?’

      
      ‘It’s not amusing, Noah! Nine years ago the French murdered his brothers in the Battle of Cassel. They killed more than eight thousand of the Dutch and Johannes has never forgiven himself for being the only one of his brothers to survive.’
      

      
      Noah looked grave. ‘I can see how a man might be stricken with guilt, even though it wasn’t his fault.’

      
      ‘And then, to make it all worse, a French soldier ravished his wife.’ Beth sighed, remembering all the times Johannes had
         broken down as he relived those terrible events. ‘Later, Annelies and the babe she carried both died of her injuries. He hates the French, and therefore all Catholics, with a passion.’ She lifted
         her chin and clenched her fists. ‘And so do I, for what they did to him.’
      

      
      ‘But your Johannes seems well now?’

      
      ‘Yes, he is.’

      
      Downstairs, the kitchen was busy. On either side of a cauldron, sizzling on the fire, sat a black woman with her hair tied
         up in a colourful turban and a stout, elderly maid, each plucking a chicken. A large tabby cat patted at the cloud of feathers
         drifting to the floor. Peg, her fair hair already escaping from her cap, was making pastry at the table and her daughter,
         Sara, a pretty girl with skin neither as black as her father’s nor as pale as her mother’s, worked at the table peeling a
         mountain of carrots and potatoes.
      

      
      ‘Are we too early for breakfast, Peg?’ asked Beth.

      
      ‘The fire in the hall hasn’t taken yet. It’s warmer here.’

      
      ‘Do you mind eating in the kitchen, Noah?’

      
      ‘Not at all, if we won’t be in the way?’

      
      ‘Always room at my table, sir,’ said Peg, a smile on her freckled face.

      
      Sara cut bread for them and brought cheese, ale and cold meat.

      
      ‘I think you have already met Emmanuel, Sara’s father, in the courtyard last night?’

      
      ‘I certainly did,’ said Noah, smiling at Sara, who dimpled and curtsyed.

      
      ‘Emmanuel has been with the family since he was a boy. And this is Phoebe and Jennet who are plucking chickens for our dinner.
         Phoebe was our nurse and Jennet has been with our family for ever.’
      

      
      ‘Jennet?’ said Noah. ‘My father talks about a Jennet who used to make delicious little sugar cakes for him.’

      
      A smile broke across Jennet’s broad pock-marked face. ‘You’re the dead spit of Master Tom!’ she said.

      
      ‘He remembers that you were kind to him after his mother died.’

      
      
      The door to the garden opened and a young man soberly dressed in a dark brown coat came in with a swirl of wind.

      
      ‘Close that door, Joseph!’ said Phoebe. ‘You’re bringing in the cold.’

      
      ‘Yes, Mammy,’ said Joseph. He winked at Sara, who blushed, and then he gave Noah a wide smile, his teeth very white in his
         nut-brown face. ‘Good morning, sir.’
      

      
      ‘Joseph is our steward,’ said Beth. ‘I believe you also met him last night, Noah?’

      
      ‘Indeed.’ Noah nodded his head curtly but was then unable to resist responding to Joseph’s infectious smile.

      
      Once the servants had turned back to their tasks, Noah said in an undertone, ‘That must be the Joseph my father mentioned
         to me? Your birth father’s son?’
      

      
      ‘He told you about that?’ said Beth, her cheeks flushing.

      
      ‘He thought I should know, as I was coming to England, in case I unwittingly said anything to cause your family embarrassment.’

      
      ‘My birth father, Henry Savage,’ said Beth, her colour still high, ‘was Father’s cousin. He grew up with Phoebe on his family’s
         plantation and they fell in love. Joseph was born some five years before Henry married Mama. After Henry died, Father was
         determined that his cousin’s child would have an education.’
      

      
      ‘He has a great sense of responsibility.’

      
      ‘Indeed he has. But when Mama first told me about Joseph some years ago it upset me a great deal.’

      
      ‘These things happen in the best of houses.’

      
      ‘I know but I thought …’ She bit her lip. ‘I thought it meant that Father, William that is, didn’t really love me as I’d always
         believed but was simply doing his Christian duty by me in the same way that he took on the responsibility for Joseph.’
      

      
      ‘Is there a difference in the way he treats you and your siblings?’
      

      
      ‘He’s too much of a gentleman for that. But it’s what he feels in his heart that matters to me. And I’ve never been able to
         find the answer to that question. In any case, Johannes arrived at Merryfields at the time I was so very unhappy and he cares for me
         now as if I were the daughter he never had.’ She was suddenly conscious that she’d voiced aloud to a near-stranger the doubts
         about Father that still troubled her. Mortified, she stood up. ‘Let me show you the rest of Merryfields.’
      

      
      ‘I’d like that.’

      
      Beth took Noah to the library first. She took down a collection of Donne’s poetry and showed it to him. ‘This was one of Grandfather
         Cornelius’s books,’ she said. ‘Father saved them from Grandfather’s apothecary shop just before it burned down in the Great
         Fire.’
      

      
      Noah took the book and reverently ran his finger over it, smoothing the blackened corner of the calfskin cover. ‘It’s strange
         to touch a book that once upon a time my grandfather held in his own hand.’
      

      
      Beth replaced the book carefully on the shelf. ‘Shall we go and see the rest?’

      
      She led him into the garden courtyard and from there to the summer and winter parlours where the guests were able to paint
         or work on their embroidery; they poked their noses into William’s study, the rear hall leading to the kitchen offices and
         the laundry room, game larder and still room.
      

      
      ‘What’s in here?’ asked Noah. He stood on tiptoe and squinted through a peephole in a heavy door at the dark end of the passage.

      
      ‘Oh! Nothing.’ Beth repressed a shiver. ‘It’s just an empty room.’

      
      But Noah had already turned the big key in the lock.

      
      The room was empty of furniture, about seven feet square, the walls padded and lined with leather. A set of manacles were
         chained to the wall. A small barred window set high up on the walls allowed a little light to penetrate.
      

      
      ‘A cell?’ asked Noah.

      
      As a child the cell had given Beth nightmares. Even now, after all these years, the skin on her neck crawled when she came
         near to it. It was bad enough that Noah knew the shameful secret of Joseph’s birth but now he was insisting on poking his nose into the restraining room.
      

      
      ‘Beth? What’s the matter?’

      
      ‘I hate this place. When I was five or six my uncle Joshua, he’s only a year older than I, locked me in here. It wasn’t until
         supper-time that his brother Samuel came to find me.’
      

      
      ‘What a horrid trick!’

      
      ‘Father thrashed him for it.’

      
      ‘I should think so, the little devil! And do you use this room often now?’

      
      ‘Sometimes we have guests who need to be restrained for their own good,’ she said. ‘Occasionally someone becomes overwrought
         and is a danger to himself or to others. It’s rare because we don’t take guests who are violent and we have far fewer guests
         now than we used to. Of course, that brings problems of its own. Father cannot bear to turn away any guest whose family stop
         sending his upkeep.’
      

      
      ‘I see.’

      
      ‘It wasn’t always so. As a child I remember that the dormitories were full of guests at Merryfields, all of whom paid well.
         But over time Father has lost his London connections and there isn’t the same supply of people wishing to come and stay here
         to recover their spirits.’ Beth sighed. ‘I shouldn’t talk of such things.’
      

      
      Noah looked as if he was about to speak but then simply said, ‘Shall we move on?’

      
      They walked back across the courtyard and Beth opened another door. She stood in the entrance for a moment, inhaling the familiar
         scent of the apothecary, a heady mix of lavender and sulphur, camphor, beeswax and turpentine. Bunches of dried herbs hung
         from the beams and light slanting through the casement illuminated a row of potion-filled bottles, making them as colourful
         as a church window.
      

      
      Susannah stood before a large table, an apron tied around her slim waist as she ground dried parsley roots in a great pestle and mortar. She glanced up and flashed a brief smile. Beth noticed
         that she was unusually pale.
      

      
      ‘Good morning!’ said Susannah. ‘I hope you slept well, Noah?’

      
      ‘Very well, thank you. It’s so quiet here in the country after London.’

      
      He looked around, unashamedly staring at the walls lined with gallypots and neatly labelled wooden drawers, the set of balance
         scales and the glass dome of leeches on the counter and the stuffed crocodile hanging from the ceiling. ‘Oh!’ he said, his
         face breaking into a smile. ‘My father told me about the crocodile!’
      

      
      ‘Sadly, it isn’t the same one that Tom knew,’ said Susannah. ‘That burned in the Great Fire. William searched high and low
         for a replacement because he said I would never feel like a real apothecary without one. But this pestle and mortar was your
         grandfather’s.’
      

      
      ‘I do wish my father could see all this!’ Noah reached up to pinch a bunch of dried rosemary suspended from the ceiling, sniffing
         the clean, resinous scent upon his fingers.
      

      
      ‘Oh, what have you done?’ exclaimed Beth. She took Noah’s hand and pulled back the lace from his wrist, exposing a purple
         bruise.
      

      
      Noah gave a wry smile. ‘Emmanuel doesn’t know his own strength. He and Joseph lifted me clear of the ground when they found
         me climbing over the gates last night.’
      

      
      Susannah took an earthenware pot off a shelf. ‘Try this,’ she said. ‘Comfrey and neat’s-foot oil with elder. It’s good for
         bruises.’
      

      
      He sniffed at the pot. ‘Thank you,’ he said, rubbing a little of the salve on to his wrist.

      
      ‘Mama, Johannes needs some more linseed oil and pigments. Shall I help myself?’

      
      Susannah hesitated. ‘Some of the gallypots are empty. You may need to wait until we can buy more supplies.’

      
      ‘But …’ Suddenly Beth remembered that the supplier had said he wouldn’t deliver more goods until his account had been settled.

      
      
      ‘Aunt Susannah,’ said Noah, ‘I wondered if you’ve had time to consider my father’s letter?’

      
      ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘The contents kept me awake for half the night.’

      
      ‘I suspected they might.’

      
      Beth raised an enquiring eyebrow at her mother.

      
      Susannah pushed away the pestle and mortar and wearily smoothed back a loose strand of hair. ‘I almost wish you’d never come
         to see us, Noah.’
      

      
      ‘Mama!’ Beth was shocked to hear her mother speak in such a way to a guest.

      
      ‘It’s all right, Beth,’ said Noah. ‘I perfectly understand Aunt Susannah’s meaning.’

      
      ‘Tom’s letter asks if one of your brothers would like to go to Virginia. Since Noah doesn’t wish to step into his father’s
         shoes, Tom thought one of my sons might do so instead.’
      

      
      ‘Kit or John go to Virginia?’ Beth faltered. ‘But they can’t! We’d never see them again.’

      
      ‘Hence my sleepless night,’ said Susannah. She sighed. ‘But have I the right to deny them such an opportunity?

      
      Beth was lost for words. The thought of one of her brothers sailing away to Virginia and never setting eyes on him again was
         too painful to imagine. ‘Why, it would be as if they were dead to us!’
      

      
      Susannah’s chin trembled. Too moved to speak, she bent over the pestle and mortar again, grinding the parsley roots vigorously,
         as if to obliterate her unhappy thoughts.
      

      
      ‘Beth, it’s not for me to bring any pressure to bear on either of your brothers,’ said Noah. ‘I am merely the messenger.’

      
      ‘But you cannot deny that it would assuage your own guilt at forsaking your father’s dreams!’

      
      A muscle flickered in Noah’s jaw and he reddened. ‘No, I cannot deny it.’

      
      There was a sudden pounding of footsteps along the corridor and Cecily, Kit and John tumbled through the doorway, breathless with laughter.
      

      
      ‘There you are, Beth!’ said Kit. ‘We’ve been looking all over for you.’

      
      ‘How could you be so mean,’ pouted Cecily. ‘You knew I wanted to come with you when you showed Noah around Merryfields.’ She
         gave Noah a beatific smile.
      

      
      ‘Beth didn’t want to watch you m-m-mooning over Noah,’ teased John.

      
      Beth looked at her siblings and her heart ached with love for them. It would be unbearable if any one of them left Merryfields.
         She turned to Noah. ‘Mama is right,’ she said, her voice breaking. ‘I wish you’d never come!’ She saw John’s eyes widen with
         astonishment as she pushed past Cecily and ran from the room.
      

   




      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      The only sounds to be heard in the studio were the creaking of Johannes’s shoes as he shifted his weight from one foot to
         the other in front of his easel and the faint cawing of the rooks outside as they wheeled through a pale sky above the frosted
         elms.
      

      
      Beth touched the vellum twice with the tip of the brush as lightly as a butterfly settling on a leaf. Slowly, she let out
         her breath and studied her watercolour through half-closed eyes. Should she add a few more tiny brush strokes to the sprig
         of holly? Perhaps the leaves needed a little more shadow to make the glistening frost appear to sparkle more brightly in contrast?
         She dipped the brush into the paint again, wiping surplus pigment against the rim of the pot. Brush poised, she leaned forward.
      

      
      ‘Stop!’ A large hand appeared over her shoulder and grasped her wrist. ‘Think very carefully!’

      
      Beth turned her head. ‘You startled me, Johannes!’

      
      ‘How many times must I tell you to consider each brush stroke before you make it? When will you learn to listen to me?’ He snatched the brush from her fingers and threw it on to the table.
      

      
      ‘I was thinking!’
      

      
      ‘An apprentice does not argue with her master!’

      
      She took one look at his broad face, grey with fatigue, and knew there was no point in discussing the matter. Standing up,
         she stretched the stiffness out of her shoulders. Watery light filtered through the stone-mullioned windows into the rapidly
         darkening studio. Outside in the garden, frost tipped the clipped yews with silver and a blush of rose pink along the horizon
         warmed the pearly sky.
      

      
      ‘The light is fading,’ she said. ‘I’d no idea I’d been sitting here for so long.’

      
      Johannes stood beside her, his expression pensive. ‘Time passes quickly when the muse takes you.’

      
      Covertly, she studied his face. ‘Did the day go well for you?’ she asked.

      
      He let out a deep sigh. ‘Well enough. It is finished.’

      
      ‘Johannes, that’s wonderful!’ She had respected his desire to keep this work hidden from her until he was happy with it but
         it had been hard to resist lifting a corner of the muslin to take a peep. ‘May I see it now?’
      

      
      The oil painting, worked on an oversized canvas, was propped up on the easel. Johannes turned it to face the room and waited,
         watching her face.
      

      
      The painting depicted an exuberant seascape of military vessels, trading ships, rowing boats and yachts jostling for position
         in the mouth of the river, their sails billowing. Bright sunlight cast strong shadows and the brisk wind stirred the surface
         of the water into choppy waves. The decks of the ships were crowded with sailors and passengers, some waving and some climbing
         up the masts. Beth could smell the salt of the sea in the air and hear the sailors shouting as the sails snapped back and
         forth in the wind.
      

      
      
      ‘It’s magnificent,’ she said quietly.

      
      ‘I think so,’ he said, with no trace of conceit in his voice, ‘but I will study it tomorrow in the daylight.’

      
      ‘You should rest now.’

      
      He nodded. ‘And your watercolour, that is finished too. A good artist judges when it is well to stop.’

      
      ‘Yes, Master.’

      
      A smile flitted across Johannes’s face. Beth turned to look at his canvas again. ‘This is the most ambitious painting you
         have undertaken and it lifts your talent to a higher plane, Johannes.’
      

      
      ‘Neither of us knows yet of what we are capable. We must always strive to do better.’ Briefly, he touched her shoulder before
         turning to the door. As he lifted the latch he looked back at her. ‘Your holly watercolour …’
      

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘It looks so real that if I touch its spiny leaves I might draw blood. For one so young you show much promise.’

      
      The latch clicked behind him and Beth stared at the closed door. A slow smile spread over her face.

      
      Later, after she’d cleaned the brushes and covered the paints, she made her way downstairs. Orpheus appeared from nowhere
         and padded along beside her.
      

      
      Preparations were being made for supper. Poor Joan and old Nelly Byrne sat together at the big kitchen table, peeling turnips
         and potatoes. Peg, misted in a cloud of steam, stirred a vast copper vat of hambones.
      

      
      ‘What’s for supper?’ asked Beth.

      
      ‘Same as yesterday.’ Peg peered into the depths of the cauldron. ‘I’ll have to add extra turnips to the soup again. I’ve already
         used these bones twice and there’s no flavour left in them.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t we get some new bones?’

      
      ‘The butcher won’t let me have anything else until we settle his bill.’

      
      
      Beth didn’t answer. The financial situation was worse than she thought if the butcher begrudged them a few bones.

      
      Orpheus peered down into the cauldron, his nose twitching.

      
      ‘Shall I fetch some herbs from the garden?’ asked Beth.

      
      ‘You can try,’ said Peg, pushing Orpheus away, ‘but there’s hardly anything at this time of year. Your mother’s stripped the
         rosemary bush almost bare for cough medicine. Take the dratted dog away, will you? I daren’t turn my back or he’ll have his
         nose in the soup.’
      

      
      Removing herself and Orpheus from the kitchen, Beth went to find Kit, who was in the library with his head in his hands, books
         spread out in front of him.
      

      
      ‘Am I interrupting?’ whispered Beth. He looked up at her and she was taken aback by the bleakness of the expression in his
         hazel eyes.
      

      
      ‘I’m glad of an interruption,’ he said. ‘I promised Father I’d study this afternoon but the words dance on the page so that
         I can’t read them.’
      

      
      Beth picked up one of the books. William Harvey’s Essay on the Motion of the Heart and the Blood. ‘Isn’t this interesting?’
      

      
      ‘Not noticeably.’ Kit sighed. ‘It’s bad enough that I have to read about scrofulous diseases and study drawings of dissected
         bodies and aborted babies but once I arrive at Oxford I’ll be expected to take all the exams in Latin. What is the point of
         learning in a language different to our own that is used in no country one can visit?’
      

      
      ‘Latin has always been used for medical matters.’

      
      ‘But the common man doesn’t speak in Latin!’

      
      ‘You must have Latin if you’re to be a doctor.’

      
      ‘And there’s the problem.’

      
      Kit rubbed his eyes with his fists and Beth was reminded of him when he was a little boy struggling with his letters. ‘Perhaps
         I could test you on your Latin vocabulary?’
      

      
      ‘You always kissed the grazes on my knees when I fell over, didn’t you, Beth? But I have to do this myself.’

      
      
      Beth replaced the book on the table, afraid to ask the question. ‘Don’t you want to be a doctor, then?’

      
      ‘What does it matter what I want?’ asked Kit, his voice bitter. ‘Father has always told me I shall be a doctor. You know he
         expects me to take his place at Merryfields when he’s gone. I’ve tried to be a dutiful son. God knows, I love Father and Mother
         with every ounce of my being. That’s what makes it so hard; I can’t bear to disappoint them. But Merryfields is their dream,
         not mine.’
      

      
      The earth seemed to shift slightly under Beth’s feet. It had always been understood that Kit would join the medical profession.
         ‘But … if you don’t become a doctor, what will you do?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve spent hours thinking about that. It’s not that I have a pressing desire to do anything else in particular but I know I don’t want to be a doctor. I can’t bear the sight, or smell, of blood. Of course, Father promises me I’ll grow out of that,
         once I’ve seen a few amputations.’ Kit swallowed, his face taking on a peculiar greenish tinge.
      

      
      Beth paced over to the fireplace and vigorously raked the embers with the poker. ‘This is Noah’s fault, isn’t it? If he’d
         never come to visit us you’d have gone on being perfectly happy.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t been happy for a long while. Noah makes me feel like a coward for not owning up to Father before. Oh, I’ve tried!
         But he always turns the conversation as if he knows what I’m attempting to say. Noah at least had the courage to stand up
         for what he believes.’
      

      
      ‘Kit, please don’t leave us!’ Suddenly afraid, Beth caught hold of his hand.

      
      ‘Little chance of me going to Virginia, is there? I could never find the funds for my passage. Father’s struggling hard enough
         already to make ends meet to keep Merryfields going.’
      

      
      A knot under Beth’s breastbone, a knot that she’d barely realised was there, loosened in relief. Momentarily, she was thankful
         for their impoverished state.
      

      
      ‘Beth, don’t you ever have any desire to visit the outside world?’ Kit asked. ‘Sometimes I feel as much a prisoner behind these walls as any of the guests.’
      

      
      ‘Why would I want to leave? I love it here! There is my painting and Johannes, the gardens and the servants and guests, who
         are almost family anyway. Merryfields is a whole world of its own.’
      

      
      ‘But there’s a whole new world outside these walls.’ Wild-eyed, Kit paced across the floor. ‘I’m suffocating here. I don’t care where I go, Virginia,
         Babylon or, or …’ he floundered, ‘or Billingsgate, but I have to leave Merryfields.’
      

      
      Beth stared at him, a hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach. ‘I’d no idea you were so miserable.’

      
      ‘Why should you, when you walk around in a glow of self-satisfied happiness, spending every minute possible closeted away
         with Johannes? You know what you want to do with your life.’ He went to the window and stared out at the gardens, bounded by the high brick wall.
         ‘I’ll have to face Father,’ he said. ‘He’ll be angry but even that is better than spending the rest of my life in a lunatic
         asylum.’
      

      
      ‘I hate to see you so miserable.’

      
      Kit gave his sister a tight little smile. ‘I can’t put it off any longer. I must speak to him. If I haven’t reappeared in
         an hour or two you’d better come and save me.’
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      Sometime later, Beth passed the half open door to William’s study and heard raised voices from within.

      
      ‘Even if I had the money, which I do not, I wouldn’t give it to you so that you could sail off on a hare-brained scheme to
         Virginia. You know nothing about growing tobacco …’
      

      
      ‘But I could learn, Father!’
      

      
      ‘You will learn how to be a doctor at Oxford.’
      

      
      ‘You must have realised by now that I will make a poor doctor. I don’t like sick people.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be ridiculous! The sick are the same as you or I.’

      
      
      ‘But they bleed and purge and sweat. I can’t stand it; it makes me ill. And I’m frightened when one of the guests starts rocking
         or weeping or banging his head against the wall. I lie awake at night with my heart pounding if I hear a disturbance, terrified
         you’ll call me to help. I may not know what I want to do but I do know this. I will not stay trapped behind the walls of Merryfields with a pack of lunatics!’
      

      
      The study door flung back, nearly knocking Beth off her feet, and Kit sprinted out, slamming the front door behind him.

      
      Shocked, Beth looked into the study to see her father at his desk with his head in his hands. She went in and sat down before
         him.
      

      
      William looked up, his face creased with worry. ‘I don’t know what to do for the best. All these years your mother and I have
         spent in making Merryfields a model for the care of the melancholic will be wasted if Kit doesn’t take my place.’
      

      
      Beth experienced a tiny stab of jealousy, wondering if her own absence would cause William as much distress as Kit’s. ‘Perhaps
         you need another doctor to come and work with you?’ she said. ‘One who will share your ideals for Merryfields?’
      

      
      ‘It isn’t as simple as that.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      William frowned. ‘It’s no concern of yours. Young women need not trouble themselves …’

      
      ‘Not my concern? Of course it is! Whatever happens at Merryfields concerns me, even if I am only a woman.’

      
      ‘Sometimes you are as hot-headed as your mother.’ He sighed. ‘I’m too worn down with it all to argue with you. The income
         Merryfields produces is barely enough to support us. Certainly I cannot pay a decent wage to employ another doctor.’ William
         pulled the ledger towards him and opened it, running his finger down the page. ‘You wouldn’t believe the price of coal. Then
         there are the servants’ wages and the housekeeping bill. So many mouths to feed!’
      

      
      ‘Mama says you have too many charity cases.’

      
      
      William shrugged. ‘She’s right. But take Clarence Smith and Old Silas, for example. Their families gave up paying our fees
         years ago but if I send them home, they will either march them off to Bedlam or put them out in the streets to fend for themselves.
         They’d be dead within a few weeks!’
      

      
      ‘What can we do?’

      
      ‘I wish I knew. But if things don’t change I shall have to sell Merryfields.’

      
      A cold finger of apprehension ran down her spine as the absolute misery in his voice brought home to her the very real threat
         to them all.
      

   




      
      
      Chapter 4

      
      Beth was in the studio working up a sweat as she vigorously pounded some lumps of ochre pigment into a powder. She didn’t
         hear the door open and started when she saw Noah.
      

      
      He smiled at her, his brown eyes sparkling. She caught her breath, suddenly conscious of her stained old work skirt. Lifting
         her fingers to her lips, she glanced at Johannes who was absorbed in sketching a still life set up on the table. She untied
         her apron, slipping quietly from the room.
      

      
      ‘I came to bring you these,’ said Noah, handing her a box of candied quinces, ‘by way of an apology. It was not my intention
         to cause you distress on my last visit.’
      

      
      Reluctantly Beth took the peace offering from him. ‘Unfortunately, sweetmeats, however delicious, do not compensate for the
         loss of my brother.’
      

      
      The hopeful smile on Noah’s face disappeared.

      
      ‘And, as I pointed out at the time, the invitation you delivered was not without self-interest.’

      
      
      ‘Perhaps not. But have you the right to decide what is fitting for Kit? If you persuade him to stay for your own selfish reasons, you may be doing him
         a great disservice.’
      

      
      ‘How dare you!’

      
      ‘I dare because it is true. Perhaps you should think about that, Beth?’

      
      Then, a low keening sound made them turn to look along the gallery. The noise came from behind half-closed window drapes and
         Beth hurried towards them. She pulled aside the curtain and exposed a young woman curled up on the window seat with her head
         in her hands and her pale hair loose around her shoulders. ‘Joan, what is it?’
      

      
      Joan lifted her swollen face, drowned in tears. ‘They took my baby! Did you know they took my baby?’

      
      ‘Who would do such a terrible thing?’ asked Noah.

      
      Beth shook her head at him slightly. ‘It won’t make you feel any better to sit here weeping, Joan.’

      
      Joan shook her head. ‘It is a terrible thing,’ she said, turning to Noah. ‘They took my baby and put another child in his place. An evil vicious creature
         that screams and screams all night and all day.’ She leaned forward and whispered, ‘The Devil’s child.’
      

      
      Beth opened Noah’s box of candied fruit and offered it to Joan. ‘Would you like one of these?’

      
      Slowly Joan took one of the sweetmeats. She touched it to the tip of her tongue and her eyes opened wide. ‘Sweet,’ she said.

      
      ‘Peg is making apple pies in the kitchen,’ said Beth.

      
      ‘With sugar on the top?’

      
      ‘Peg’s apple pies always have sugar on the top.’ Beth held out her hand.

      
      Joan uncurled herself from the window seat. ‘And will you ask the doctor to speak to my husband again and ask him where he
         hid our baby?’
      

      
      ‘I will.’

      
      
      ‘A little piece of apple pie will make me strong again, won’t it?’

      
      ‘Peg’s apple pies are well-known for their strengthening properties.’

      
      They trooped downstairs and before long Peg had set Joan to peeling apples at the kitchen table.

      
      ‘I’ll see you at suppertime, Joan,’ said Beth.

      
      ‘Poor Joan has a very sweet tooth,’ she said to Noah as they left the kitchen, ‘and I use it shamelessly to guide her into
         a happier disposition.’
      

      
      ‘It is a great kindness to her. She would not be so well used in another place of detainment.’

      
      ‘That was always Father’s ambition: to make Merryfields a safe haven for the troubled.’ She stopped by the window. ‘It’s such
         a lovely sunny day.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t want hard words between us.’
      

      
      ‘And I haven’t come halfway around the world for us to quarrel.’

      
      ‘Shall we take a turn in the garden?’

      
      Noah reached for her hand. ‘Truce?’

      
      They wrapped themselves in cloaks from the boot room and went outside. In spite of the November sunshine the cold wind made
         Beth’s eyes water and Noah’s nose turn pink. Woodsmoke drifted on the air.
      

      
      ‘What did happen to Joan’s baby?’ asked Noah as they ambled along the neatly raked gravel paths. Rooks circled above the leafless
         elms, cawing raucously all the while.
      

      
      ‘Nothing. Sometimes women have strange fits and ideas after they have a baby. In Joan’s case she woke up screaming two days
         after she gave birth and accused her husband and his mother of stealing her baby and putting another in its place. They were
         quite unable to persuade her that she was mistaken. The child is nearly a year old now.’
      

      
      ‘Will she ever recover?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. In these cases it usually takes some time. Sadly, it’s not uncommon for a new mother’s spirits to sink so low.’

      
      
      ‘But you treat her with compassion.’

      
      ‘What else can we do? Sometimes we find the lengthening summer days can be helpful in this type of melancholy. And a diet
         rich in ginger and other warming spices can rebalance the humours.’
      

      
      Noah paused and turned back to look at Merryfields, the bricks blazing russet in the sunshine. Tall chimneys twisted up towards
         the sky and the diamond-paned windows reflected back the orange light of the sun.
      

      
      ‘It would make a wonderful painting, wouldn’t it?’ said Beth. ‘Perhaps one day I shall attempt it.’

      
      Noah took a small sketchbook from inside his coat and began to draw. ‘I shall build houses at least as beautiful as this one,’
         he said, his eyes glowing with fervour.
      

      
      Beth raised her eyebrows at his lack of modesty. ‘Part of the charm of Merryfields is the mellowness that has grown with the
         passing of time. Can a new house ever compare with that?’
      

      
      ‘I believe so. Virginia is growing fast and there is the opportunity to shape its future with handsome buildings, which will
         last for generations. I want to take my grandchildren by the hand and show them the mark I will leave behind on the world.
         What could be a better epitaph?’
      

      
      ‘Mine will be my paintings.’ Beth peered over Noah’s shoulder to look at his deft sketch of the twisted chimneys. She sighed.
         ‘I can’t begin to imagine why anyone would want to leave Merryfields but Kit feels differently.’
      

      
      Noah turned abruptly towards her. ‘So he might come to Virginia, after all?’

      
      Beth shook her head. ‘We don’t have the funds for the passage. But Kit will leave Merryfields and find work elsewhere. That
         letter you brought has been the catalyst for his decision to leave us. And now Father has retreated to his study and Mama
         weeps silently all day.’
      

      
      Noah closed his sketchbook with a snap. ‘I am truly sorry to hear that but it is most unjust of you to blame me. And you should know that my father has arranged for funds to be available to
         Kit for his passage to Virginia, should he decide that is what he wants to do.’
      

      
      Beth folded her arms across her chest, steadying herself as if an abyss had opened at her feet. She had almost become used
         to the idea of Kit making his own way in the world somewhere other than Merryfields but now there was a real and frightening
         possibility of him going to Virginia after all.
      

      
      ‘Don’t look so heartbroken, Beth.’ Noah touched her gently on the shoulder. ‘My father is a wealthy man and he would treat
         Kit as if he were his own son.’
      

      
      ‘Virginia is so very far away!’ she said, pulling her cloak more tightly around her and shivering with a chill that didn’t
         come entirely from the biting wind, ‘but I do want him to be happy.’
      

      [image: image]

      
      After Noah had gone to find Kit, Beth returned to the solace of the studio. Johannes glanced up at her from his easel and
         smiled before concentrating upon his work once more.
      

      
      Beth sighed. Each time she saw Noah he brought disquiet into her life. Wherever would it end? In an attempt to soothe her
         ruffled thoughts, she busied herself with routine tasks. Carefully, she squeezed a little verdigris paint out of the pig’s
         bladder on to Johannes’s palette, between the massicot yellow and the malachite green. The cheerful clarity of the colours
         made her think of daffodils growing in lush new grass in the spring. She glanced out of the window. Autumn was nearly over
         and the coming long, dark winter must be endured before the spring bulbs pushed up through the earth again. Sighing, she pressed
         an air bubble out of the pig’s bladder and twisted a piece of thread around it to keep it airtight.
      

      
      Downstairs, Orpheus began to bark and then there were footsteps crunching across the gravel and the sound of the door knocker.

      
      
      Johannes dropped his paintbrush on the table. ‘Ach! So much noise to disturb us!’

      
      ‘I’ll go and see what’s happening.’ Beth slipped out of the room and trotted downstairs to the hall.

      
      Susannah had arrived before her, untying her apron while she opened the front door.

      
      Beth restrained Orpheus by his collar.

      
      Two young men, both blond, blue-eyed and almost impossible to tell apart, stood in the doorway, smiling widely.

      
      ‘Josh! Sam!’ Beth found herself swung off her feet and soundly kissed on both cheeks. ‘It’s months since you came to see us.
         Have you come to stay?’
      

      
      ‘Just for tonight,’ said Sam.

      
      ‘And we’ve brought Mother.’ Josh’s eyes were alight with mischief.

      
      ‘Arabella is here?’ asked Susannah, hurriedly straightening her cap.

      
      ‘Indeed I am,’ said a voice from the doorway. ‘And I’ll thank you to send a servant down to my boat at once to fetch my trunk
         before one of your lunatics runs off with it.’
      

      
      Beth caught sight of the quickly suppressed horror on her mother’s face and her own heart sank as her step-grandmother, Lady
         Arabella, swept into the hallway. Expensively and fashionably dressed, she was only a year or two older than Susannah.
      

      
      Unsmiling, Lady Arabella undid the buttons of her fur-trimmed travelling cape and held it out, waiting, until Susannah took
         it from her. Smoothing down the heavy silk of her skirts, she shivered theatrically. ‘No servants to open the door to me?
         And am I to be offered refreshments or must I continue to stand in this draughty hall? I am surprised to see that you still
         haven’t lit the fire, Susannah, even though the afternoon is advancing.’
      

      
      Susannah rallied and pinned
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