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CHAPTER ONE

1864

Alicia, her blonde hair blowing in the sharp breeze, took a deep breath and in a wavering voice called out at the top of her voice, ‘Mama! Mama! Where are you?’

From the top step outside the front door of Old Stone Hall her voice was intended to reach a fair distance, but the ten-year-old’s words didn’t carry far. The heavy front door opened and Dora Hallam, her mother’s right-hand companion, arms folded, looked out. ‘Miss Alicia,’ she warned. ‘Please don’t shout. It’s not ladylike, and your mama will think there’s something wrong; and then she’ll hurry, which she shouldn’t.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry!’ Alicia turned tragic blue eyes towards her. ‘I really am, Dora – I mean Mrs Hallam. Do I really have to call you that? I’ve known you for years!’

‘Yes, you must.’ Dora hid a smile and ushered her inside. ‘It was different when I was Miss Murray, as you know very well,’ she reminded Alicia, who did know, as she had been a flower girl at Dora’s wedding to Simon Hallam.

Simon was their estate manager, and Dora her mother’s long-time friend and confidante as much as her assistant. They had been married in the village church in North Ferriby, and although Alicia’s mother had had to wear a dark grey gown and a grey and black hat with raven feathers as she was still in mourning for poor Papa Charles, Alicia was allowed to wear a white dress with pretty blue ribbons and a large white lacy bonnet with a brim.

Alicia’s brothers Laurence and Ambrose acted as ushers and wore black knickerbockers with white shirts and black waistcoats, and Edward, who was now her new papa – she always felt a rush of pure happiness when she thought of him, for she loved him so much – had been Hallam’s best man.

Alicia had been nearly seven when her father Charles had died. She hardly remembered him, as he hadn’t often come home, preferring to live in London, and she had often wondered if perhaps he didn’t like children. Her mama had waited for two years after Papa Charles’s death before she married Edward, and she had told Alicia and her brothers that it was only right and proper to do so. It was a way of honouring his life.

Alicia had sighed when she heard this. She really wanted their mama to marry Edward at once so that she could be a bridesmaid again. Laurie remembered their father, as he was a year and a half older than Alicia, but had whispered to her that he hadn’t liked him much, although she wasn’t to tell Mama; Alicia had whispered back that she didn’t either, though she always pretended that she did, and was pleased when he went back to London because her mother always seemed anxious whenever he came to see them. Ambrose, the youngest, said he didn’t know who they were talking about, if anyone mentioned Charles’s name, and that Edward was their papa.

‘So what did you want to ask your mama?’ Dora asked.

‘I wanted to ask if I could go out on my pony by myself,’ Alicia piped. ‘Aaron is too busy to come with me. He says he’s waiting for a message and he might have to go out.’

‘You can ride in the paddock,’ Dora told her, ‘but not anywhere else on your own. Not today. Can you saddle up on your own?’

‘Yes, but that’s not fun!’ Alicia pouted. ‘I’ll just be trotting round and round in circles and, besides, the hens get in the way and they’re always squawking. I want to go up the road to see Granny Mags.’

‘Well, you can’t,’ Dora said firmly. ‘Not on your own, and not today,’ she repeated. ‘Your mama likes to know where you are. Otherwise she gets worried about you and we can’t have that, can we?’

Alicia shook her head. ‘Could I have some lemonade then? Please,’ she added.

‘Yes,’ Dora conceded. ‘Go outside again and sit at the table and I’ll ask Ambrose if he’d like some too and he can join you. Your mama won’t be long.’

‘Where is she?’ Alicia asked petulantly. ‘Why didn’t she ask me to go with her? I could have looked after her.’

Dora opened the door again and ushered her outside. ‘I don’t know where she is,’ she said, although she did. Beatrix Newby always made a point of telling Dora where she was going in case of an emergency with the children. This anxiety had developed in her former marriage, but it had lessened since Charles had died.

Dora had turned back from the door when she heard the sound of wheels on the drive and spun round again to see her mistress returning in the trap. Beatrix signalled to her to come and then gave Alicia, who had started towards her, a little wave.

‘Stay there, Alicia,’ she called. ‘We’ll have lunch outside.’

Alicia continued to run to her mother. ‘I’ll help you first, Mama,’ she said. ‘I’ve been looking for you.’

Dora hurried down the steps and saw that Mrs Newby was hesitating before stepping down from the trap. ‘Give me your hand, Dora, will you, and yes, you too, darling.’ She stretched out her other hand to Alicia, who clutched it as her mother stepped on to the drive.

‘Are you all right, Mama? Where have you been?’

Her mother gave a little gasp. ‘Only – to see Rosie,’ she said. ‘She’s had – a new baby.’

‘Oh!’ Alicia jumped up and down on the spot. ‘What did she get? Can I see it?’

‘Not yet.’ Her mother seemed breathless. ‘A boy,’ she told her. ‘To add to the other three.’ She gave a half laugh, half gasp.

‘I hope you have a girl, Mama. I’ve got two brothers already.’

‘I’ll do my best, Alicia.’ Her mother sank unsteadily into one of the cane chairs on the lawn. ‘They don’t come to order, darling. We don’t get to choose, but perhaps we won’t have long to wait and then we’ll know!’ She looked up at Dora, who was hovering. ‘I’ll need someone to put the pony and trap away, Dora.’

‘I know where Aaron is, Mama,’ Alicia said. ‘Shall I run and fetch him?’

‘Please.’ Her mother took a deep breath. ‘But no need to run,’ she called as Alicia sped away. ‘There’s no immediate hurry.’

Beatrix was enveloped in a lightweight summer cape which completely hid her condition, but she signalled to Dora by her raised eyebrows that her time to give birth was imminent. Dora about-turned and ran up the steps, calling to the housekeeper that her assistance was required.

‘I think perhaps I won’t have lunch after all,’ Beatrix said when the two women came to stand at either side of her. ‘If you could help me inside before Alicia comes back? I don’t want to alarm her, but I don’t think I can manage the steps or stairs by myself.’

‘Goodness,’ Mrs Gordon said. ‘This is quick, ma’am. I didn’t think it was your time yet.’

‘It might be a false alarm,’ Beatrix told the housekeeper. ‘Maybe because I saw Rosie’s baby!’

‘I don’t think so,’ Dora commented. ‘But there was no indication before you went out, was there?’

‘None,’ Beatrix said, as they entered the house and Mrs Gordon unfastened her cape and took it from her shoulders. ‘Everything was quite normal, no sign at all. Dora, could you send someone to fetch Edward, please? I’m not sure where he is.’

‘And the doctor?’ Mrs Gordon asked.

‘Not yet,’ Beatrix sank down on the hall sofa. ‘Sorry to be a nuisance, but could you get me a glass of water? And maybe a biscuit.’

‘I’ll go,’ Mrs Gordon said. ‘Perhaps we should wait for Mr Newby before attempting the stairs,’ she murmured to Dora, who nodded.

Alicia in the meantime had run round to the back of the house towards the stables and called out for the groom, who would do anything for Mrs Newby.

‘Mama needs you, Aaron,’ she shouted. ‘Can you come?’

He had a saddle and a cloth in his hands and swiftly returned them to the stable. He wondered whether it was the mistress’s time, but wouldn’t dream of asking the little girl, for she had a habit of answering questions with questions which in this case might be difficult to answer.

‘She wants you to move the trap from the front of the house,’ Alicia went on. ‘She’s just come back from Rosie’s and I don’t think she’ll be going back out again; she seems rather tired. Rosie has had another baby and Mama went to see it. It’s a boy!’ She gave all the pronouncements on one single breath.

‘Has Edward— your father come back?’ he asked, ignoring her chatter. ‘He’s over at Home Farm.’

‘Don’t know,’ she said. ‘Come on. I’ll race you!’

Aaron groaned; she was always doing this and always set off running as soon as she’d said it, but he always let her win.

‘Edward isn’t my father, you know,’ she said, when he caught up with her. ‘My father is dead.’

He nodded. ‘I know.’

‘But I like Edward being my father,’ she went on. ‘He’s the best one I could ever have chosen. Did you know that you can’t choose what kind of a baby you’re going to have if you become pregnant? I mean, between a girl and a boy? They don’t come to order,’ she finished, parroting her mother’s phrase.

He sighed. ‘Yes, I did know,’ he muttered. ‘But it isn’t summat up for discussion, Miss Alicia; you shouldn’t be talking to me about such matters. You must ask your mother or Dora if you want to know owt.’

‘Oh, Mama’s gone inside!’ she exclaimed as they came round to the front of the house. ‘We were going to have lunch on the terrace!’

‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘Perhaps she needed a rest. Come on, would you like to tek ’reins and I’ll show you how to negotiate ’trap round ’corner?’

‘Oh, yes please,’ she said exuberantly. ‘Laurie knows how, so I’d like to learn too.’

She climbed into the trap and he showed her how to drive it, telling her it was like riding on her own pony, gently handling the reins to indicate what she wanted the pony to do, but also remembering that there was a cart behind them that had to be manoeuvred so that it didn’t cockle into any ruts.

‘I’ll show you next time how to release him from ’shafts. You’ve done very well,’ he told her. ‘Now off you pop to see your ma and you can tell her what you’ve done. She’ll be right proud of you.’




CHAPTER TWO

Edward arrived ten minutes later. He saw Beatrix’s pony in the stall and went into the house by the kitchen door, taking the short flight of stairs two at a time to reach the hall. The study door was open and Beatrix was sitting in her armchair.

He bent to kiss her forehead. ‘It’s very odd,’ he said softly, ‘but I had an undeniable urge to hurry home and see my wife.’

‘Thought transference.’ She smiled up at him and whispered, ‘It’s a special energy. I was wishing you home.’

‘Really?’ he said. ‘Do you believe in that?’ He sat cross-legged on the floor at her feet.

Beatrix laughed. ‘I do, but just to be sure I asked if someone would go and look for you.’

His eyebrows rose and he reached for her hand. ‘Because?’ he asked quietly.

‘Because I wanted you home when your son or daughter makes an arrival.’

He took a deep breath to steady himself and she saw his Adam’s apple move as he swallowed and how his chest rose and fell. ‘It’s all right,’ she murmured. ‘I’ve done it before, and besides, with my first child I was taught what to expect by an expert: a farmer,’ she smiled tenderly, ‘who took me to see his dog give birth to a litter of pups to prove how easy it was. You may recall?’

He shook his head and she saw that his eyes were moist. ‘I lied,’ he mumbled. ‘It’s not the same.’

‘It’s the most natural thing in life.’ She repeated what he had told her when with an ever absent husband she was expecting her first child, and he had calmed her fears. ‘It will be all right.’

Edward stood in one swift movement and gathered her up into his arms, cradling her and kissing her tenderly on her neck and cheek. ‘It’s not the same when it comes to our own child; that’s what I didn’t understand at the time. Even though I loved you when you were carrying another man’s child, this is different. This,’ he ran his hand gently over her belly, ‘this child is my responsibility, as are you, my beloved wife.’

She closed her eyes, feeling loved and safe and knowing that he would stay with her, defying convention so that he might be there when his child was born.

They had always had the ability to know instinctively what the other was thinking. When Beatrix had been married to Charles their friendship had been platonic, and although Beatrix had been aware of Edward’s feelings towards her he had always behaved faultlessly. It wasn’t until after she was widowed that he confessed that he had loved her from the first. Newly married and friendless, she had arrived in Yorkshire to take possession of an empty, dilapidated, stately old house whilst Charles, her husband of a mere week, was on his way back to London for the weakest of reasons.

Edward had never forgiven Charles for leaving his young bride, a mere girl, to fend for herself with only her maid and their nearest neighbours – Edward himself and his parents Mags and Luke Newby – to advise and assist her. Knowing it was out of the question to stay with her himself, he’d brought in his cousin, Aaron, just out of school, to join the household.

Beatrix gave a sudden start. ‘Ooh!’ she said, making light of the signs she recognized. ‘Perhaps I’ll go upstairs. We don’t want an arrival on the study floor.’

‘Can you manage them?’ he asked anxiously. ‘I can carry you.’

‘If I take my time,’ she said, standing up. ‘And I think I have plenty. Dora!’ she called, as Dora crossed the hall with Alicia.

‘I’m so pleased that you’re here, Papa.’ Alicia rushed to Edward’s side and put her arms round his waist, while Dora helped Beatrix towards the stairs. ‘I was beginning to feel worried. I’ve never seen a really new baby before.’

‘Don’t you remember Ambrose being born?’ her mother asked her, reaching for the balustrade, and smiling tenderly when Alicia shook her head. ‘Perhaps I will have the midwife after all, Dora,’ she added.

‘Already sent for, ma’am.’

‘You know me so well,’ Beatrix murmured. ‘Thank you.’

Alicia trailed after them and Edward asked her where Ambrose was.

‘He’s upstairs finishing an essay that Mr Norman asked him to write. He’s very strict, you know.’ She frowned. ‘I had to write twenty times that I mustn’t be late for lessons. He’s much stricturer than Mr Roberts used to be.’ Mr Roberts had taught her and Laurence before Laurence went away to school in Pocklington.

‘He’s stricter,’ her mother pointed out, and went towards her bedroom. ‘Listen, darling, I’m going to lie down for ten minutes; can you entertain yourself until I’ve had a little nap?’

‘Are you not having the baby yet?’ Alicia asked. ‘I’d like to see it as soon as it’s born. Oh,’ she clasped her hands together, ‘I do wish I knew what it was. Will it know already if it’s a boy or a girl?’

‘Will the baby know, do you mean?’ Edward ushered Alicia towards the schoolroom, whilst Dora followed Beatrix into her bedroom. ‘Yes, he or she is already formed, but we’ll have to wait until it makes an appearance before we find out. Perhaps you’d like to write down some suggestions for names, would you?’

‘Oh, I’ve made several lists already.’ She hopped from one foot to another. ‘But I can’t decide.’

Ambrose was gathering up papers on his desk as they opened the door.

‘Mama’s going to have her baby,’ Alicia announced.

‘I know.’

‘I mean she’s going to have it soon.’

‘You won’t be able to play with it yet,’ her brother told her.

‘I know that,’ she said grumpily, and Edward quietly closed the door on them. The two of them occasionally had mild arguments, but Ambrose, who was more than two years younger than Alicia, was logical and practical and not in the habit of letting his imagination run away with him as Alicia was. Nor did he allow her to best him in an argument – or to act as though she were his superior, as she was inclined to try to achieve.

Edward went back to Beatrix’s bedroom – their bedroom, as it usually was, but as her pregnancy advanced he had moved to a room across from hers, for she was restless and not always able to sleep, and being a farmer he was always awake at dawn.

‘Will I be in the way?’ he asked her, and glanced out of the window as he heard the sound of the trap on the gravel below. ‘Here’s your woman arriving. She must have delivered more babies than we can count. My ma says she delivered me and my sisters, but I can’t believe that.’

‘She told me that too.’ Beatrix paused in her pacing of the floor and stood beside him to look out of the window. ‘So it must be true. You can stay if you’d like to,’ she said, putting her hand on his arm. ‘But will you entertain the children until it’s time? Alicia is so keen to be in here and I’d rather she wasn’t, or at least not just yet.’

‘I want to be here,’ he said softly, hearing the midwife’s laboured breath as she came puffing up the stairs. ‘I’ll take the children down and give them something to do and then come back.’

She smiled and kissed him. ‘Yes, please. Mrs Beddows won’t mind your being here. She knows you well enough.’

A peremptory knock on the door made him draw back as the midwife came in. ‘I’ve asked your girl to mek a pot of tea, Mrs …’ she paused momentarily, ‘Newby. I thought you might be here to give a hand, Edward.’ She huffed. ‘You young farmers are all ’same. You think it’s like cows and ’osses, but it’s not, as you’ll see; but I don’t mind you staying if your missus don’t.’

‘I don’t,’ Beatrix said. ‘But don’t be long with the children,’ she told Edward before taking a slow, deep breath, ‘as I think our new arrival won’t be long.’

Edward settled Alicia and Ambrose with a board game downstairs in the sitting room; they were brought lemonade and biscuits by Mrs Gordon and after about fifteen minutes he sidled out of the room, telling them he’d just find out if anything was happening upstairs.

He was anxious to be there when his son or daughter arrived in the world. He’d waited so long for the only woman he had ever loved, unable to comfort her through her unhappy first marriage and filled with jealousy when she gave birth to children by another man, who didn’t seem to care for any of them. But I mustn’t think of him now, he chastised himself; Charles had demons of his own to contend with and had died before his time, though in doing so had given Edward and Beatrix the chance of the happiness that had been denied them; the child about to be born would be the peak of contented fulfilment.

He tapped on the door before entering and found Beatrix flushed and perspiring, standing by the bed rail, already in labour.

‘Won’t be long, I reckon,’ Mrs Beddows murmured. ‘It’s nearly here. The quickest labour I’ve ever known. Come, my dear, let’s have you on the bed and make you comfortable.’

Edward gently stroked Beatrix’s forehead, which was gleaming with perspiration, then gently moved his fingers over her belly to note the position of the child. ‘You’re doing fine, my brave darling,’ he whispered, and she nodded, but didn’t speak. He stood back, anxious not to get in the midwife’s way, but he glanced at her questioningly and she briefly lifted her eyes to his.

‘Hold my hand, Edward.’ Beatrix gave a small gasp and squeezed his fingers hard when he did so.

‘Come on, my lady,’ Mrs Beddows said. ‘There are blonde curls waiting to make an appearance. That’s it, dear lady.’ Mrs Beddows, it seemed, had many variations on the theme of naming her mothers and urging them on to deliver.

‘That’s it, my lovely,’ she said now, adding, ‘Here you are, Edward; if you’ve washed your hands you might like to take over,’ and relinquishing her role so that Edward could deliver his child.

He wept, tears streaming down his cheeks so that he could barely see to take the clean soft towel to wipe the baby’s face of mucus and smile at his first cry. Carefully wrapping him in a swaddling sheet, he placed their son in Beatrix’s arms, whilst whispering and kissing them both on the top of their forehead.

Beatrix gave a sudden grimace and Mrs Beddows put her hand on her abdomen. ‘I think we’re not quite finished, dearest girl,’ she murmured. ‘Shall we see what else you might be hiding? It’s not the afterbirth, that’s for sure.’

‘What?’ Beatrix gasped. ‘There’s another?’

Edward gave a watery smile. The midwife took the new baby from Beatrix’s arms, put him in the waiting cot and moved to one side so that Edward could receive his golden-haired daughter.

‘My cup runneth over,’ he murmured, putting the second child into his wife’s arms. ‘What a perfect woman you are, Beatrix.’ And as he had promised, he opened the bedroom door and called downstairs for the children to come up.




CHAPTER THREE

Alicia and Ambrose raced upstairs and Edward put his finger to his lips when they reached the bedroom door.

‘Quietly, now. I want you both to close your eyes and not peek, not even the tiniest bit.’ He turned the doorknob and took a hand of each to lead them inside, saw a smiling Beatrix with a baby under the crook of each arm, and said, ‘Open your eyes.’

Alicia was beside herself with delight when she saw the two sleeping mites and gave a little squeal. ‘Oh! One each, Amby!’

Ambrose’s mouth opened, and then he exclaimed, ‘I won’t know how to look after it!’

‘A boy and a girl! We’ll have to learn together, won’t we?’ Edward said, patting his shoulder. ‘Mama will teach us.’

Ambrose, whose blond-reddish colouring was just like Edward’s, so that he was often mistaken for his son, turned to his step-father. ‘Laurie won’t know, Pa. We’ll have to write and tell him.’

‘Come here, both of you,’ Beatrix called, seeing how overwhelmed they were. ‘Papa will send a telegram to Laurie’s school and I’m sure he’ll be allowed home, since it’s almost term end anyway, and we’ll send another to Grandmama and Grandpa and perhaps they’ll come to visit us soon. Mrs Beddows, won’t you pop downstairs for that pot of tea and a slice of cake?’ she added, knowing that the kettle would be on the boil and the cake would be cut already.

‘I will, m’dear,’ the midwife said, ‘and I’ll ask them to bring one up for you. Now, don’t you be overdoing things, Mrs Newby. No visitors except for family and a week in bed at least, after giving birth to two babies, even though I know you’re a strong young woman.’

Not as strong as I was when I gave birth to Laurie, Beatrix thought. But I was a slip of a girl then, and now, well, my goodness! Five children, and no longer a girl. She smiled at Edward. And I’m so deliriously happy.

Later, towards evening, once Edward had received the return telegram to say that Laurence could be excused from school and needn’t return until the September term began, Aaron offered to drive to Pocklington to pick him up and bring him home.

‘Don’t tell Laurie the outcome of the birth,’ Edward told his cousin. ‘We want to keep the news as a complete surprise.’

‘I can’t tell him, cos I don’t know, do I?’ Aaron grinned. ‘Nobody’s said yet if it’s a boy or a girl.’

‘Not even Alicia?’ Edward asked. ‘That’s incredible; she’s just bursting to tell somebody.’

‘I’d better get off then before she lets ’cat out of ’bag.’ Aaron cracked the whip over the pony’s head. ‘We’ll be about an hour and a half, providing young master is ready and waiting.’

Edward watched him drive off. Aaron had come to work for Beatrix following Edward’s own request to his aunt Hilda to allow her thirteen-year-old son to come and be Beatrix’s right-hand man when she had arrived at Old Stone Hall as a young bride and knew no one in Yorkshire at all.

Aaron had stayed with her that first night, sleeping on the kitchen floor so that Beatrix wouldn’t be afraid of being alone in this great old mansion, and had grown in stature and confidence as he handled the responsibility of doing whatever needed to be done. Now that she was married to his cousin Edward, he somehow kept the connection quite separate and never crossed or even straddled the social barrier. Convention and protocol was what he had been taught by his mother and he followed these maxims seriously, considering them to be right and proper. Now he was stable manager and had a young lad, Harry, under his own charge to do what he himself had formerly done.

Edward ran back upstairs to be by his wife’s side. There would be no more work today; he wouldn’t be able to concentrate, not when there were two babies to watch and rejoice over. If there were a happier man in the world he’d like to meet him. His joy was absolute.

Dora had brought up a tray of tea and biscuits for Beatrix and for Edward too. ‘Here you are, sir.’ She beamed at Edward. ‘A good strong cup will settle your nerves!’

Dora had been a constant companion to Beatrix since before Beatrix’s first marriage to Charles Dawley. She had been a maid at her parents’ home in London’s Russell Square, and at Beatrix’s request had come with her to Yorkshire, where she had stayed ever since, lending a sympathetic and confidential ear during many of Beatrix’s troubles.

She peeped into the cot where the babies were sleeping, one at each end. ‘Oh, ma’am, they’re lovely. So sweet. I’m so pleased for you.’ She looked across at Edward. ‘For both of you.’

‘Thank you, Dora.’ Beatrix and Edward spoke simultaneously. They both knew that Dora had always had their best interests at heart. When she left to go downstairs, reminding Beatrix as everyone did to take some rest, Edward stood up.

‘Come on, sweetheart,’ he said to Alicia, who was sitting close up to her mother. Ambrose had gone back downstairs after taking one more peep at the babies. ‘Let’s leave Mama to rest for an hour. You can come up again when Laurie arrives.’

‘All right.’ She slid reluctantly down the bed. ‘I’ll watch out for him and bring him up; and I promise I won’t tell him!’

‘Good girl,’ he said. ‘And maybe later we’ll have a discussion about suitable names for our babies.’

He gazed at Beatrix, who looked so serene and content, and implicitly understood that she had already decided on names but wouldn’t disclose them until the children had given their input.

Laurie was astonished and rather shy when he saw the two babies. It seemed as if he wanted to ask questions, but he hung back, as though he might say something that was out of bounds.

‘I think he needs a man-to-man discussion, Edward,’ Beatrix murmured, when Laurie had gone out of the room.

‘He knows about birds and bees, and puppies, kittens, cows and sheep,’ Edward said. ‘He’s just not thought about it in relation to people! It will come eventually, and I hope he’ll ask me when he’s ready.’

Beatrix settled into her pillow, fully content, but still unable to take in the fact that she had given birth to two babies, when she had been expecting only one.

I shall have my hands full with five children to bring up, but I’m so thrilled for Edward. He was close to tears, I could see. He’s been so patient, loving me throughout my marriage to Charles, never thinking that there was the slightest hope for him, until Charles’s sudden death changed everything.

Other musings flowed through her mind. Her parents would be thrilled, as would Edward’s. His mother Mags had other grandchildren from her daughters, though she didn’t see them as often as she would have liked; they lived in Holderness, the isolated area east of Hull, which was grain-growing land where the families were farmers, just as Edward’s father had been.

Beatrix had previously told Edward that she would like the names of Luke Edward for a boy and Isolde Margaret for a girl. Luke for Edward’s father, and Margaret for his mother, always known as Mags. Now they could use both. Edward would be so pleased, and so would they.

Mags was overcome with joy when she saw the two babies. No one had told her there were twins, and tears rolled down her cheeks as she gazed down at them asleep in their cot.

At last, she sat down on the side of Beatrix’s bed. ‘I love your other bairns to bits,’ she snuffled, ‘but to have these as my own kin is wonderful. I never thought I would see the day when Edward would marry and have children; he’s such a loving man and he deserves to be happy, and he is. I know now that he allus loved you, Beatrix. He’s so lucky to have you.’ She wiped her eyes on the corner of her shawl. ‘Really, really lucky.’

‘I’m lucky too, Mags.’ Beatrix gently squeezed her hand. ‘Lucky that he didn’t settle for anyone else, when I was married to Charles.’

The children brought up many names for the twins. Alicia’s were the most fanciful, such as Princess and Prince; Laurie said Henry as he had a best friend with that name, and Ambrose shrugged and said he didn’t know.

Edward said, ‘Mm, those are all very interesting, but I like the idea that Mama mentioned to me earlier. She suggested that we give them two names each: have Granny Mags’s proper name Margaret as a middle name for your new sister, and so that Grandpa Newby doesn’t feel left out choose Luke as a first name for the boy.’

Alicia opened her mouth to speak and drew in a breath, but before she uttered a word Edward went on, ‘I think you’ll like this, Alicia. What about Isolde Margaret and Luke Edward?’

He gave a beaming smile, and Alicia jumped up and down. ‘Oh yes, Papa, and then you’re in too! Iz-old-er!’ She wrinkled her brow. ‘How do you spell it?’

‘I S O L D E,’ he said, ‘and say it as you did. What do you think?’

‘I love them both,’ she said, and turned to look into the cot. ‘Hello, Isolde Margaret. Hello, Luke Edward.’

‘I’ve heard of Isolde before,’ Laurie commented. ‘There’s a book called Tristan and Isolde in the school library, but the younger students aren’t allowed to handle it as it’s so old. Perhaps we should call the baby boy Tristan. Oh but …’ He hesitated. ‘Maybe not. Three names would be too many.’

Beatrix smiled. She was proud of her eldest boy and his clear thinking, and thought that he wouldn’t know that the ancient story was of a doomed illicit romance. ‘I think you’re right, Laurie.’ She looked at them all, her precious family. ‘So are we all in agreement? Luke Edward and Isolde Margaret.’

‘Yes!’ They all cheered and clapped and Ambrose added, ‘Welcome, little babies.’ Edward blinked and smiled. He was sure that Ambrose relished the fact that he was no longer the youngest child in the family.




CHAPTER FOUR

When Laurie had reached the age of eight, Charles had insisted that he went to the boarding school in Hampstead where he and Laurie’s grandfather had been educated. This decision almost broke Beatrix’s heart. She missed Laurie terribly, and considered that he was far too young to be such a long way from his Yorkshire home. But Charles was adamant and warned Beatrix that she was becoming neurotic.

In the end, Laurie ran away from school and caught a train home, explaining afterwards that it wasn’t so much that he disliked school as that he didn’t like being so far away from his mother and siblings. After Charles’s death, Beatrix took him away from the Hampstead school, and when he was ten he began as a weekly boarder at a school in nearby Pocklington on the York road, which he enjoyed so much that Ambrose asked his mother if he might be allowed to go to school soon as well, because Laurie seemed to have made lots of friends and had lots of fun too.

‘I don’t really mind waiting until I’m ten,’ he’d said placidly, ‘because I think that Alicia might miss me if I go now. The twins won’t miss me, because they’re only babies and don’t know me yet.’

‘But what about us?’ his mother asked. ‘Pa and me? We’d miss you dreadfully and you’re such a help on the estate.’

‘Yes, it’s true that I am,’ he said solemnly. ‘I’m doing very well with my pigs and the lambs, and I suppose if I went away to school I’d have to ask Pa or maybe Mr Hallam to look after them for me; and of course I wouldn’t want to miss the harvest.’

‘You’d be on summer holidays during harvest,’ his mother told him, ‘but perhaps we’ll wait, do you think, perhaps give yourself a little more time to think about it? There’s really no hurry, is there, when you have such a good tutor?’

Ambrose had nodded and agreed, torn between wanting to join Laurie and not wanting to leave Alicia behind, because he could barely remember a time when they weren’t all together, except when the other man, the one who used to live with them sometimes, had taken Laurie away and they had all cried, including his mother. But that man had gone now, and Edward was his papa.

When his tenth birthday came along, he’d waited anxiously for Laurie to come home for the summer holidays, so that he might discuss the prospect of school with him at more length than was possible at weekends; Laurie was fourteen now, and if he agreed that he was ready, he would ask his mother if he might start next term.

He’d spoken to his father earlier to ask what he thought about it, and Edward had rubbed his fingers through his beard and said they really should discuss it with his mother.

‘We’d miss you not being here, you know,’ Edward had commented. ‘Although you’d be home every weekend, so I suppose we could manage. Yes, by September, I think your mama and I could probably cope without worrying too much about you.’

And so they had had a family conversation during which Alicia’s mouth trembled and she came and put her arms round Ambrose and he felt like crying too, but he mustn’t because then they would think that he was far too young to go to boarding school and he really, really wasn’t.

But it turned out that his mother had already written to the headmaster suggesting that Ambrose might start in September, and if he was still sure that that was what he wanted, then all they had to do was confirm that he was coming, and order his uniform.

He stood as tall as he possibly could whilst he was being measured, and although he was a good deal shorter than Laurie when they stood side by side he was almost up to Alicia’s shoulder, and, he thought, she’s going to be thirteen by Christmas.

‘Oh, goodie,’ he said, when they had finished the measuring. ‘Now there’ll be two Newby boys at school. Maybe Luke will come too when he’s old enough. But that will be ages,’ he said, with all the wisdom of a ten-year-old. ‘Laurie, do they have a board with names on, like the one you said they had at the London school?’

Beatrix and Edward exchanged startled glances, and Laurie looked towards them.

‘Erm, I’m not sure,’ he muttered. ‘I expect so.’

‘The thing is, Ambrose,’ Edward said slowly ‘the three of you – you and Laurie and Alicia – all have the Dawley name, while Luke and Isolde are called Newby.’

Ambrose frowned and Laurie bit on his lip, whilst Alicia gazed at them all in turn and then said forthrightly, ‘But we’re all still brothers and sisters, aren’t we?’

Ambrose interrupted. ‘Why? Why don’t we all have the same name?’

‘Cos we had a different father,’ Laurie murmured.

‘But I didn’t know him!’ Ambrose objected. ‘And besides, he’s dead now.’

His mother broke in. ‘But a child keeps the father’s name, or at least the boys do, and if a girl gets married then she takes her husband’s name.’

Ambrose crossed his arms. ‘Well, that’s not fair! I want to be a Newby like Pa and Mama and Luke and Isolde.’

‘But then you’ll be different from Laurie and me,’ Alicia said crossly and almost crying.

‘Wait! Wait,’ Edward interrupted. ‘We’ll look into it, your mama and I. We’ll look into the legalities. What would you like to do, Laurie? And you, Alicia?’

Alicia shook her head. ‘I don’t know! I’d like us all to be the same. Did you have to change your name when you and Papa got married, Mama?’

Her mother paused. ‘I’m not sure whether I had to or whether it’s just a tradition that women are expected to follow.’

‘Laurie?’ Edward turned to him. ‘Any thoughts?’

‘I don’t know either.’ He seemed rather nonplussed. ‘What, erm, what would we do about the Dawley estate if we all changed our names?’

And this was a question that neither his mother nor his stepfather could answer directly; the estate was designated as the inheritance of the eldest son in the Dawley family, and that was Laurence.

There’s something wrong here, Beatrix considered as the children drifted off elsewhere, and Luke and Isolde were carried off to the nursery. Surely Charles would not have intended his second son and his daughter to be left with nothing at all. He had been a complex man with many issues, but he must have had some plan for them, mustn’t he?

Yet he hadn’t set up the original entail; someone, way back in time, had decreed how the estate should be passed on. It was nothing to do with Charles, or Charles’s father either, for that matter, even though Alfred Dawley had insisted that the terms should be followed to the exact letter, even to choosing a suitable wife, and that was me.

Charles had left only a letter of intent, not a will, and he had died so suddenly and unexpectedly that he obviously hadn’t given any consideration to explaining his wishes.

Oh dear, Beatrix thought. This must be discussed, and before the children grow up, for Ambrose and Alicia will surely wonder why they have been left with nothing. I can’t think why, as an adult, I haven’t considered this before. I suppose I thought that I had; after Charles’s death it was up to me to look after the estate on Laurie’s behalf until he was old enough to do so for himself. But now I have remarried and the family has grown. This, she thought, is a different life for all of us.

She felt a sudden lightening of spirits. Can we shed the Dawley shackles? We surely don’t need to be hampered by what happened in the past. After Charles died the details of the inheritance were swiftly and legally wrapped up by their solicitor Stephen Robinson-Gough so that Charles’s devious father, Alfred Dawley, couldn’t alter or exploit it, which he assuredly would have done on the pretext that he was doing so on Laurence’s behalf.

‘You need to speak to Stephen.’ Edward was sitting in a fireside chair, leaving her to her contemplations whilst he too pondered the issue.

‘Yes, we do,’ she murmured, her head filled with questions and possibilities.

He looked up. ‘No, darling Bea. You do. This isn’t something I can help you with.’

‘We always discuss—’

‘Yes, farming issues and the like. But this is something that only you can decide, and possibly Laurie – though he’s still a tad too young, and I don’t know if he’s ready for decision-making yet – but not me. I can’t advise on something from which I might profit.’

‘Oh! Of course.’ She sat and gazed at him. ‘Someone – Alfred Dawley springs to mind – might say that you married me so that you could take control of the estate.’

He gave her a wry smile and nodded. ‘Exactly. Isn’t that why you brought Stephen in in the first place?’

‘Not for protection from you!’ Her forehead creased. ‘From Alfred Dawley! I’d trust you with my life – and our children’s!’

‘Ah hah! But your money?’

She came across to him and sat on his knee. ‘You forget.’ She tapped him on the nose. ‘I haven’t got any!’

He gave a false groan. ‘Oh, I forgot that! What a good thing I married you for love, not for money!’




CHAPTER FIVE

‘It seems like a complex issue,’ Stephen Gough said, when he came across from his York office to discuss the affairs of the estate. ‘But it doesn’t need to be.’

He and Beatrix were in her office alone, although Edward had said he would give his opinion if they should ask for it. A tray of coffee and biscuits had been brought in and Stephen listened carefully to what Beatrix had to say as he sat comfortably in an armchair sipping his coffee.

He leaned forward to put his cup back on the tray and brushed the shortbread crumbs from his fingers, murmuring, ‘Your cook makes the best shortbread I have ever tasted. Now,’ he began. ‘There is no difficulty whatsoever about changing your surname to anything you like; for instance, I decided to drop the Robinson in my name and only use Gough. There is no law that says you must keep the one you were born with, or indeed that a woman must take her husband’s name on marriage. There are a few exceptions, such as changing your name with intent to defraud, or pass yourself off as someone else, or commit a crime, that kind of thing, but nothing that need concern us here.

‘An estate is slightly different, though there are similarities,’ he went on. ‘Anyone expecting an inheritance does not necessarily have to accept it. It can be given away to another member of the same family, or turned into a limited company, or whatever the inheritor desires. After all, the person who made the bequest will no longer be around to object, as in the case of Neville Dawley – Charles’s great-uncle, if I’m not mistaken – who bequeathed it to Charles. Who’ – he raised his eyebrows significantly – ‘perhaps didn’t want it either but was pressured into it, as you said, by his father, who might have had ulterior reasons of his own. If Charles had given any thought to it he could have simply sold the estate or passed it on immediately to his son.’

He sat back and took another sip of coffee, watching Beatrix’s face. ‘You’re relieved!’ he declared. ‘So what would you like to do? For a change of name you simply discuss it between yourselves. Strictly speaking, the inheritance isn’t for you to decide, as it is willed to Laurence as the eldest son, and in effect you are just the caretaker of it until he comes of age, but it is your right to talk to him about it.’

Beatrix thought carefully. How could she possibly make a decision on Laurie’s behalf? In six or seven years’ time he might want to become a farmer and run the estate; or he might choose to travel the world, or share the inheritance with his brothers and sisters. It is worth a lot of money; far more now under my stewardship than it was originally. I think we should wait; Laurie shouldn’t have this burden thrust upon him now. He’s still a child, although he wouldn’t like to hear me say so.

‘I’m willing to talk to Laurence if you wish,’ Stephen offered when he saw her hesitation. ‘There might be things that he doesn’t understand.’

‘Yes,’ she said, with some relief. ‘I’d like that, Stephen. You could explain it all without the risk of his misinterpreting any confusion on my part, or of fearing to be thought mean for having more than his siblings have.’

‘My thoughts exactly,’ he said. ’I’ll try to persuade him to wait until he’s older before even thinking of making any decision. How old is he now?’ Stephen took a notebook and pencil out of his briefcase.

‘He’s just turned fourteen,’ she said tenderly. ‘Too young to be making choices about his life, although I expect he will be thinking of what he would like to do. That is for sure; didn’t we all do that when we were young? So many dreams.’

‘I have to say, it took me a long time before I decided on law,’ Stephen replied, ‘although I remember longing for a briefcase when I was young. When I eventually received one as a present I used to collect caterpillars and store them in the inside pockets!’

He pondered for a while and then said quietly, ‘I met Charles at school, as you know; I would have been about Laurie’s age when Charles invited me and some other friends to come to Yorkshire and see the estate that rumour had it Charles was due to inherit. It was most impressive, this lovely old house and the grounds; I never thought then that I would ever visit at the request of his widow.’

She nodded. ‘I needed someone I could trust to advise me,’ she murmured. So much had happened since then, so much that no one would believe. Poor Charles, she thought, so many demands made on him. At another time or in different circumstances he might have been considered a reasonable kind of man, for he could be charming, but his family’s expectations and the avaricious thread that ran through them were too strong to break.

Too strong for me, at least, she thought, having been brought up to think of others as much as myself, and far too young to have married a man like Charles, who was only looking for a suitable wife. For that was one of the conditions of the inheritance: that he married someone who would keep him on a steady path and bear him a son to be the next heir to the estate. She gave a small sigh. At least I have fulfilled all my obligations, but without receiving the consideration or love I expected in return.

A soft tap on the door brought Edward back to them. He knew Stephen well, having met him here when he was a boy, on the occasion of Stephen’s visit with Charles.

‘You’ll stay for lunch, Stephen, won’t you?’ Beatrix asked. ‘It will give Laurie the opportunity to meet you under friendly circumstances and not formal ones before you speak to him alone.’

‘Yes, a good idea,’ Edward agreed. ‘Perhaps we could bring up the change of name over lunch and the children could give their opinion too?’

Stephen smiled. ‘I’d love to,’ he said. ‘I’ve given myself the day off. It was such a lovely drive from York, I felt very relaxed.’

‘Perhaps you’d take Stephen for a look around the garden, Edward,’ Beatrix said. ‘Lunch will be twenty minutes, so if you’ll excuse me until then, I’ll pop up to see the twins.’

‘There’s a great family atmosphere, Edward,’ Stephen commented as they went outside. ‘It was apparent as soon as I came through the front door.’

‘That’s Beatrix’s doing,’ Edward said. ‘She’s created it. When I first met her she had been married less than a week. Charles had taken her to the Lake District, which she loved, but they left after three days and came here, to a house full of old furniture, a massive empty kitchen and no staff at all.’

He pressed his lips together; it was as if he was still angry after all these years. ‘Charles upped and left for London after a couple of days and I happened to come by and found her quite alone, wandering about the barns and stables wearing a battered top hat that she’d found in one of the tack rooms.’

He smiled fondly as he remembered. ‘She looked so young, which she was, and vulnerable, which really she wasn’t, except that she could have been. She found her niche here, fell in love with the house and gardens and made them her own, whilst Charles showed up every now and again.’

‘So in a word, it really is her home?’ Stephen questioned.

Edward nodded. ‘Oh, yes, and I’m of the opinion that Laurie is very much like her; all her children have her hallmark, thank heavens, and I haven’t seen a single one of Charles’s. I don’t think for a moment that Laurie would want to take any of it away from his mother when he comes of age, which is coming up so fast it’s hard to contemplate.’

‘You have an estate of your own?’

Edward laughed. ‘I wouldn’t call it an estate exactly, although it is a farm of reasonable size and doing well. Officially it belongs to my father; he bought it from Neville Dawley, the one who left Old Stone Hall to Charles.’

Stephen was probing, Edward knew that. The lawyer was getting a feel of how the family worked together, how their lives conjoined. He wanted to tell him that there was no division between them, that although Beatrix already had three children when he married her he loved those children as his own, and as for Beatrix herself, he had loved her from the moment he met her; that young woman wearing the old top hat had eased her way into his heart even though she was wed to another. Now he must try to make it possible for her to keep the home that she loved, at least until her children were grown up themselves.

Lunch was a jolly affair. As she always did, Beatrix brought the twins downstairs to sit in separate high chairs to join the family meal. Stephen roared with laughter as he watched Luke and Isolde each try to escape their confinement and join the other so that they might sit together in one chair. Both were teething, and chewing on hard biscuits that Cook made for them specially, but most of them had been hurled across the room to land on the floor. When chuckles threatened to turn to tears, Beatrix rang the bell to summon the nursery maid, who tucked one under each arm, and Edward opened the door to let them out so they could finish their lunch in peace.

‘Eventually, they will realize that if they’re good they’ll be able to stay,’ Beatrix laughed. ‘But it’s quite a long process.’

‘I wasn’t like that, was I, Mama?’ Alicia said, and added in a very grown-up manner, ‘How mortifying,’ when her mother nodded that she was.

‘I wasn’t,’ Ambrose said.

‘No, you weren’t, but you always dipped your fingers into the food to scoop it up rather than use a spoon,’ Beatrix said. ‘As for you, Laurie, you were always hungry and so eager to eat you used to bang the tray with your spoon until food was put in front of you.’

Laurie groaned. ‘I don’t really wish to hear that,’ he said, putting his hands over his ears.

‘No, and I’m sure that Mr Gough doesn’t either. He has children of his own,’ Beatrix said. ‘If we’re finished, shall we have our coffee in the sitting room? I thought we could ask Mr Gough’s opinion on the question of names, which we discussed previously. What do you think?’

She looked between them all: Laurie, Alicia, Ambrose and Edward. ‘We’re taking up more of your time, Stephen. Is that all right?’

‘By all means,’ he said heartily. ‘I have enjoyed myself very much, thank you all.’ He included everyone in his gaze. ‘It has been so nice to meet you in your delightful home.’

They trooped into the sitting room and the three children waited until the grown-ups were seated before they took their own seats, Alicia choosing the padded window seat where she tucked her feet beneath her skirts and put her arms round her knees. Beatrix smiled at her. She remembered doing the same in her parents’ house when she was Alicia’s age.

Stephen stood up in front of the fireplace, where a vase of flowers stood in the hearth. ‘So, ladies and gentlemen, this is the case of the naming of the family of …’ He tucked his thumbs beneath the roll collar of his elegant, pale blue spotted waistcoat as if he were in court, and they all laughed as he continued in a pompous voice, ‘Dawley versus Newby.’

‘Yes,’ all but Beatrix chorused. She remained silent, and Laurie’s reply was more muted than the others.

‘I would say there is no case to be answered,’ he continued in his normal voice, ‘if in accordance with my views you might consider, without fear or favour – meaning,’ he added, ‘in a fair and equal way – combining the names of the person who made this house a home and gave birth to the children of this family, namely Beatrix Newby, formerly Dawley, née Fawcett … and using the name Fawcett-Newby.’




CHAPTER SIX

The suggestion was accepted unanimously. Beatrix gave a long sigh of relief; she could shed her unfortunate memories and concentrate on making happier new ones. No longer need she think of Charles as a dark presence in her life, but remember only that he had given her three much-loved children; he had been a troubled soul and had needed someone to blame for his own complicated life.

Edward could barely hide his delight in knowing that the long shadow hanging over his beloved wife could be dispelled; she could now be her own person, no longer tied by an invisible thread to Charles, as she had been even after his death. The question of the inheritance could be resolved at some other time, when the children, especially Laurie, were old enough to speak their opinions on the matter.

Ambrose was pleased and gave a jig of approval. It had been his idea after all. He hadn’t any clear recollection of Charles and considered that someone he had never really known shouldn’t have any influence over him. For a ten-year-old child, the adults had thought him very clear-thinking.

Alicia was thrilled to be using her mother’s name. She had always considered herself to be equal to her brothers, but had gradually become aware that women had to do better than men in order to prove themselves to be on the same level. She worshipped her mother’s friend Rosie, who was very controversial and always gave her opinion whether asked for it or not.

As for Laurie, his feelings were about to be shared with Stephen Gough, who, to his surprise, asked if he might have a private word.

Essentially, Laurie was modest and reserved; at school he had made special friends, who, bright and intelligent as he was, had discovered as they got to know one another that they had similar views and a sense of humour which was subtle and sometimes absurd.

‘I asked your mother if I could have a word with you,’ Stephen told him in the privacy of the study, ‘only to reassure you, as heir to the estate, that the details of an arrangement that was made before you were born are not set in stone.’

Laurie’s face lightened. ‘Really, sir? That’s good news.’ He sat down opposite Stephen. ‘I’ve never told my mother, but I’ve been worried about the inheritance for ages. I’ve often been on the verge of discussing it with Pa,’ he added, ‘but I never have. I thought that I was being a weakling. I’ve had sleepless nights for years – since I was very young – wondering if I was up to the responsibility of it.’

It was Stephen’s turn to be surprised on hearing this. ‘Really?’ He repeated Laurie’s expression. ‘For years?’

Laurie nodded. ‘Yes, since before I went to the school in Hampstead. My father – Charles, that is – bought me a pony and all the equipment, boots, hat, everything, and told me that as heir to the Dawley estate I must always look the part and behave as a potential owner of a successful estate should. I was only about eight and a bit and didn’t properly know what he meant, and I was scared of doing something wrong. He hardly ever came to visit us, and for a long time before I’d thought it was my mother’s house and he was a guest.’

He clasped his hands together. ‘It was about then that I realized that whenever he came to stay my mother was always tremendously nervous and careful about what she said to him. He had a fearful temper and that frightened me.’

Stephen nodded. He didn’t say anything immediately, but thought of how Charles had tried to influence the boy. His words had probably affected Laurie’s behaviour, but fortunately Beatrix’s guidance was much stronger.

‘So to know that I don’t have to claim it is wonderful,’ Laurie went on. ‘I love living here. This is my home and the best place in the world and …’ He hesitated. ‘Well, it feels safe now. I’ve talked to Alicia and she said she’d always felt safe, especially since Mama and Pa married, because she knew Edward would always look after us, but I’ve always had the inheritance hanging over me and what Charles said I must do with it. He told me I had to follow it to the
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