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      The front door Doorbell of the Rectory jangled peremptorily, causing Cook to drop her wooden spoon into the pan of boiling gooseberry jam and exclaim ‘Drat!’ Immediately afterwards, Mrs Calvert’s little silver handbell tinkled upstairs, followed by the more brassy tones of the bell in the Rector’s study. Annie, the maid, halted in her precipitate advance towards the kitchen door and dithered, not knowing which to answer first.

      ‘Do you go to Mama,’ said Lucinda Calvert decisively, ‘and I'll answer the door. Father must wait his turn.’

      As she hastened along the red-tiled passage from the kitchen to the front door, Lucinda was thinking that her life had been ruled by bells for as long as she could remember, from the small domestic varieties to their huge brothers in the church tower next door—Faith, Hope and Charity, James and John, Raphael, Michael and Gabriel—whose eight voices called the people of Woodham to worship or work, told of sorrow or rejoicing, and marked the passage of the hours.

      She reached the door and opened it on a placid sunlit scene. The townspeople were mostly at their work in the fields, in their homes or shops, or at the powder-mill at the edge of the town, but a few idlers stood about, watching a company of soldiers from the nearby camp marching along the road, their drill sergeant’s hoarse bellow informing them that Bonaparte and his frogs would be hopping all over them before they’d learned to tell their left feet from their right if they didn’t shape. A few pigeons strutted and cooed on the paving before the church door, the swifts darted and screamed about the eaves of the church roof, and a blackbird was calling nervously from the lilac bush in the front garden.

      On the garden path a stout, glossy black cat with white boots and cravat and a tall, lean gentleman in beaver hat, elegant broadcloth coat, nankeen breeches and gleaming Hessians were contemplating one another with apparent interest, oblivious of the opened door. ‘Yes?’ Lucinda enquired.

      Both cat and man started. The former recovered first, shot past Lucinda and disappeared down the passage. The man gave Lucinda a thoughtful glance which took in her auburn hair, last year’s sprig muslin frock, the holland apron over it, and the smear of jam on her cheek, then removed his hat and bowed slightly.

      ‘Miss Calvert, I collect? My name is John Harris. I trust that the flying feline is not trespassing?’

      ‘That was Fred,’ Lucinda replied. ‘After the Duke of York. He lives here.’

      ‘Yes.’ Mr Harris seemed unsurprised. ‘I thought he reminded me of someone . . . Is your father by any chance at home?’

      ‘Is he expecting you?’ Lucinda countered, for she tried as much as possible to protect her father from unexpected callers, who often seemed to think that a clergyman should be at everyone’s beck and call.

      ‘I doubt it, but I’d be most obliged if he would spare me two minutes.’

      Mr Harris had an air of confidence which Lucinda found made him hard to refuse. She hesitated, catching her lower lip between her teeth in perplexity. The man looked respectable enough—indeed, he was better dressed than anyone she knew! He had cool grey eyes which were regarding her with some amusement, and she noted inconsequentially that his well-cut hair curled a little above his ears, and his mobile mouth seemed about to smile, without actually doing so.

      ‘I'm but recently come to the district,’ he said. ‘To Pinnacles House, to be precise.’

      ‘Oh, are you the new owner? We wondered . . . That is, it’s stood empty for so long, and the estate so neglected. Pray, come in. I’m sure my father will see you.’ Lucinda stood back to allow the visitor to enter the square hall, which was really a room of the old house. An inconvenient timber post rose from floor to ceiling a few feet within the door, and Mr Harris collided with it before Lucinda could warn him of its presence.

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry!’ she exclaimed, but he seemed unperturbed by the incident, and remarked with interest that presumably this had once been part of the front of the house, with the upper floor jettied out.

      ‘I think the whole house has been much altered about, and not always very sensibly,’ Lucinda replied, disconcerted by the unfortunate start to his visit. ‘I hope you’re not hurt?’

      ‘Indeed, no,’ he replied, the incipient smile broadening on his lips.

      Lucinda half-smiled in response, led the way to the door of her father’s study, which was on the left of the hall, and scratched on it before entering, Mr Harris hard on her heels.

      The Reverend Simon Calvert was not yet fifty, but he chose to behave as an elderly and mildly eccentric parson, and the effect was heightened by his extreme short-sightedness, which his steel-rimmed spectacles did little to remedy; as his study window was overshadowed by a large chestnut tree, the greenish gloom which pervaded the room did little to assist him in his visual difficulties.

      ‘Ah!’ he said, rising to his feet behind his desk as Lucinda and Mr Harris entered. ‘You’re earlier than I expected, and you’ve both come, which is a great help. Now, before we start, I must inform you that you must both be baptised members of the Church of England, and one or both must reside within this parish . . .’

      ‘Father!’ Lucinda broke in, but the Rector raised a commanding hand. ‘Your father’s consent will be necessary if you're not yet of age, but I shall come to that in due course. To continue—neither of you may have the partner of a previous marriage still living, except under very rare conditions, and you must not be within the prohibited degrees of relationship to one another. Do you know what those are?’ He picked up a Prayer Book and seemed about to read out the relevant list contained in the back of it.

      ‘Indeed, sir,’ Mr Harris replied reassuringly, ‘and I may say with confidence that I am unmarried, baptised, and resident within this parish, and so, I am sure, is your daughter. But I do not, at present, intend to marry her, nor, I believe, does she wish to marry me, so the question hardly arises! I am John Harris, the new owner of Pinnacles House.’

      The Rector adjusted his spectacles, gazed severely at Mr Harris, and said in an injured tone, ‘I thought you to be Will Plomer, but I see you are not. Really, Lucinda, what were you thinking of to let me make such an error? My apologies, sir! I’m delighted to make your acquaintance.’ He extended a friendly hand, which was still holding the Prayer Book. Mr Harris removed the book with unobtrusive dexterity, shook the hand, and replaced the book in it.

      ‘Ah, what is this?’ The Rector peered at the book. ‘Why, it’s my Prayer Book! I’m much obliged to you, sir, for returning it. I can’t imagine how I came to mislay it.’

      Mr Harris kept a commendably straight face and made a vague reply, then continued, ‘I thought I should make my number, as our naval friends would say, being but recently come to Woodham, and of a sociable inclination. I trust you will forgive the breach of custom, but I thought it might take some time for people to hear that I had arrived, and then find time to climb the hill to call on me.’

      ‘My dear sir! Most sensible.’ The Rector beamed upon him. ‘Now, pray be seated.’ He swept a number of books and papers from one of the smoking-chairs provided for visitors into an untidy jumble on the floor. ‘Tell me about yourself.’

      ‘Tea, Father?’ Lucinda suggested quietly.

      ‘By all means!’ replied the Rector, vigorously ringing the bell on his desk. ‘Sit down, Lucinda, and play hostess, if you please.’

      Mr Harris, who had felt himself unable to take his seat while Lucinda was still standing, gestured an offer of the chair which the Rector had cleared for him, the other three or four in the room being encumbered with more books, but Lucinda smilingly declined and took her place by a small table over by the fireplace, first piling the books from her chair neatly on her father’s desk.

      The Rector embarked on a few words about the weather, which had been fine and sunny for a whole week, promising a good harvest if it could continue another two months, which seemed unlikely in England, and presently Annie came in with the tea-tray, having divined the purport of her master’s bell by some means of perception known to good servants.

      The cat Fred sidled in with her, unnoticed, with what appeared at first glance to be a piece of string hanging from his mouth, and sat down quietly under a chair until Annie had withdrawn, Lucinda had poured the tea, and the Rector had handed it and the crisp little biscuits which were Cook’s greatest pride. Then he emerged from hiding, stalked ceremoniously across the room to Mr Harris, and laid an offering at his feet in the shape of a small, dead mouse.

      The humans watched in silence, all three having caught sight of the cat as he emerged from the cover of the chair, and they stared at the offering with some surprise. Lucinda was the first to recover.

      ‘Oh, Fred, how could you! Mr Harris, I must apologise. I am mortified!’ She seized the fire-tongs from the hearth and went to remove the corpse, but Mr Harris, controlling his face with difficulty, took the tongs from her, picked up the mouse with them and inspected it carefully.

      ‘A field or harvest mouse, I believe,’ he said, with apparent interest.

      ‘Most likely,’ the Rector agreed, coming round his desk to look more closely at the specimen. ‘We seldom have the domestic variety, as Frederick is an efficient hunter. Ah, yes,’ moving his spectacles to and fro to focus better, his nose only inches from the body. ‘Observe, dear sir, the small size and the length of the tail—quite as long as the body. The house mouse is larger, although also with a long tail, and the vole, which is also quite—er—popular with Frederick, is larger, thicker-bodied, and comparatively short-tailed.’

      Mr Harris observed all these points with close attention, then looked down at Fred, who was sitting demurely before him, looking remarkably smug, and said, ‘Much obliged to you, sir! A handsome gift,’ and then appeared a little nonplussed, not being sure what he was supposed to do with the body. Lucinda went to his assistance, took tongs and corpse from him and carried them outside, closely followed by Fred, who had only lent the mouse and had a vested interest in its fate.

      After putting both animals out in the garden and removing her apron, Lucinda returned to the study, replaced the tongs in the hearth, and settled herself to make polite conversation, hoping that it might not occur to her father to invite the visitor to luncheon, which was to be only cold cuts, with Cook so busy making jam.

      ‘I’ve been for some years abroad in various places,’ Mr Harris was saying, ‘and thought it time that I should settle down. I’ve a fancy to be a country gentleman and try to make something of a run-down estate convenient to London. Pinnacles has, I understand, been unoccupied and neglected for some years?’

      ‘Indeed,’ replied the Rector. ‘It was the seat of the Hook family for—oh, three or four hundred years, I suppose, but the line failed. Sir Robert Hook had no children by his first wife, and but one son by his second, the child of his old age. He died in 1798, having let the estate go down badly in his last years through poor health. The son, another Robert, had bought his colours and was more interested in his army career than in managing his inheritance. He perished in the Helder expedition, and there was no other family, so the estate has been on the market ever since.’

      ‘Yes, I heard something of this when I proposed to purchase it. The land which marches with mine to the north also seems neglected. Is there another sad tale to tell of that?’

      ‘Indeed, but of another sort. The owner lives at Horsing, some seven miles away on the far side of the Forest, and has no interest in the estate except for shooting. He has let the meadow and arable in the valley to the War Office for a military camp, and allowed the rest to run wild. We do not care for his sort, sir!’

      ‘You find the presence of the military so close to the town a problem?’ Mr Harris asked.

      ‘Indeed, no! Our gallant fellows are well-behaved and kept under discipline, and their presence is good for trade. No, our objection is to the waste of good land and the throwing of labouring people out of their work,’ the Rector replied, and Lucinda nodded silent agreement.

      Mr Harris had appeared to be looking at the Rector, but he must have observed Lucinda’s movement, for he turned his gaze on her, and met her eyes with a hard, calculating look which gave her a curious feeling inside which she did not much like, for it was disturbing and made her unaccountably uneasy.

      The church clock reached the hour at that moment, and, after James and John had ting-tanged the four quarters, Gabriel’s sonorous tones told the hour, effectively killing conversation while he did so, and causing Mr Harris to start and look about him in some bewilderment, as if he had mistaken the sound for the Crack of Doom. The Rector merely took out his pocket-watch and peered at its dial in mild disbelief before shaking it vigorously and returning it to his pocket.

      ‘Does it do that every hour?’ Mr Harris enquired in awe-stricken tones.

      ‘Not during the night,’ the Rector reassured him. ‘One grows used to it. The clergy must perforce do so, for a vicarage or rectory is usually quite close to the church.’

      ‘I suppose so.’

      Mr Harris seemed quite put off his stroke, and Lucinda, seeking to calm his nerves, said kindly, ‘It no longer chimes the quarters, for the mechanism is very old and worn.’

      ‘Quite so,’ added the Rector, and smiled vaguely at the visitor. There was a pause, and then Mr Harris collected his wits and said, ‘I fear I’m wasting a great deal of your time. I came to enquire whether you and Mrs Calvert, and Miss Calvert of course, would honour me by dining at Pinnacles tomorrow, if it would be convenient to you.’

      The Rector looked at his daughter, who nodded slightly, signifying that he had no other dinner engagement, so he hastened to accept the invitation, at least for himself and Lucinda, although he added dubiously, ‘I fear I cannot answer for my dear wife, for she enjoys delicate health, and it’s difficult to forecast whether or not she will feel up to dining out when the time comes. . .’ He tailed off, looking perplexed and embarrassed, but Mr Harris said obligingly that, if Mrs Calvert felt well enough to come, he would be delighted to see her, but if not, he would quite understand, and that he kept country hours when in the country, by which his prospective guests understood that they might expect dinner to be served at about six.

      The Rector rang his bell as Mr Harris rose to take his departure, and Annie appeared to show him out properly.

      ‘A pleasant gentleman,’ the Rector observed before Mr Harris was altogether out of earshot.

      Lucinda waited until she heard the front door close before saying, ‘Yes, indeed,’ sounding less doubtful than she felt, for there was something about Mr Harris which made her feel uncomfortable.

      ‘Frederick took to him, and I’ve always found him an excellent judge of character,’ said her father, who was the more observant of tones of voice for being unable to see very well.

      ‘One can hardly place overmuch reliance on a cat’s judgment!’ Lucinda objected. ‘Besides, he detests poor Monsieur Roland!’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said her father pensively, ‘he finds it difficult to tell a Royalist from a Bonapartist. I suppose all Frenchmen must smell much the same to a cat. . . I think your Mama is ringing again.’

      Lucinda swallowed an impatient sigh and went upstairs to reply to the insistent tinkling of the little silver bell. She found her mother disposed languidly on a day-bed in the pleasant sunny room at the front of the house which she called her sitting-room, surrounded by half-read novels, half-done pieces of embroidery, a half-drunk cup of chocolate and a half-eaten biscuit.

      ‘Did you ring, Mama?’ Lucinda enquired, beginning to tidy the room.

      ‘Several times, but no one answers,’ Mrs Calvert said in a gentle, patient voice. ‘I cannot think what Annie is doing, and why she cannot come!’

      ‘She’s very busy helping Cook with the jam,’ Lucinda replied absently. Her tidying had taken her across the room to the window, and she stood looking out at the passing show. A cart had slipped part of its load as it came out of the ford across the mill-stream, and the idlers from the Black Swan down the street were helping the carter to reload it in a desultory fashion, watched by two children, a black and tan dog, a well-built man in black with a broad-brimmed hat, and a young clergyman with an armful of books. Mr Harris also appeared briefly in the picture, riding across it from right to left in the background on a fine bay horse, with a carriage-dog trotting alongside.

      ‘What are you looking at?’ Mrs Calvert asked fretfully.

      ‘Just the activity in the street. I wonder you don’t have your couch by the window, Mama. There’s so much always going on just outside here, where the roadway widens in front of the church. The whole town must pass by in the course of a day!’

      ‘I find no pleasure in watching ordinary people about their common pursuits,’ Mrs Calvert said dismissively. ‘And the carts-grind so on the stones and make my head ache. Who was it came to the door a while back? Why am I not told what is going on?’

      ‘I was about to tell you, Mama.’ Lucinda turned from the window and looked at her mother, wishing that her health were better so that she could find more pleasure in life. She looked well, with a good colour, and was, indeed, still a pretty female, with not a grey thread in the auburn hair which Lucinda had inherited from her. Her clear, creamy skin was unblemished and still unlined, save for a slight frown, and she had beautiful green eyes, but no sparkle, no vivacity at all. She habitually looked weary, and came to life only in a real emergency.

      ‘Well, then?’ she prompted.

      ‘It was a Mr Harris, the new owner of Pinnacles, come to ask us to dine with him tomorrow.’

      Mrs Calvert’s languid posture stiffened into something more alert, and she looked quite interested. ‘What sort of a man is he?’

      ‘A gentleman,’ Lucinda replied. ‘Quite young—well, thirtyish, I suppose—and tall. Rather thin. Er—well dressed. Fred liked him.’

      ‘A fine recommendation,’ Mrs Calvert said with a touch of acidity. ‘He must be a paragon if the cat likes him! Where does he come from? What is his family? Has he any fortune? Is he married? Really, Lucinda—the man must have been here quite half an hour, and I suppose neither you nor your father thought to find out anything of importance about him.’

      ‘He is unmarried, and has lived abroad for some years,’ Lucinda supplied hastily, grasping at two facts which had emerged from her memory. ‘He wishes to settle down in the country and—and make something of a neglected estate.’

      ‘Abroad where?’ Mrs Calvert prompted again. ‘India, perhaps? Could he be a Nabob, do you think? He must have a fortune if he thinks to make anything of Pinnacles, for it’s so shockingly run down. Is the house in any fit state for entertaining, do you suppose?’

      ‘We shall see tomorrow,’ Lucinda pointed out.

      ‘Yes.’ Mrs Calvert spoke absently, mentally reviewing her wardrobe and then Lucinda’s. At this point in her thoughts, she suddenly became aware that Lucinda was wearing a faded muslin quite definitely in last year’s mode and, to make matters worse, had a smear of some reddish sticky substance on her left cheek. ‘Lucinda!’ she exclaimed. ‘You never received a gentleman looking like that! How could you? Whatever could he have thought!’

      Lucinda glanced down at her frock and rubbed the jam on her cheek in a guilty fashion, hastily saying, ‘I’m sure he didn’t even notice, for you know how green and gloomy it is in Father’s study,’ but she was very much aware that those coolly observant eyes were not likely to have missed any detail, and she was vexed with herself, for, while by no means vain, she had no wish to be thought hoydenish or slatternly, least of all by a newcomer to the town.

      ‘Who else is to dine tomorrow?’ Mrs Calvert’s mind darted busily in another direction. ‘I suppose you didn’t think to enquire? I thought as much,’ in an exaggeratedly resigned tone. ‘Really, Lucinda, you live in a dream, I believe! You’re near twenty, and must think seriously of getting a husband before it’s too late. Your father cannot live for ever, you know, and the spinster daughter of a deceased clergyman has very poor prospects for a comfortable life. My annuity dies with me, as your father’s stipend does with him. Now, what do you plan to wear for this dinner?’

      ‘You know I have but two evening gowns, Mama,’ Lucinda replied, wishing that her mother would not keep pointing out the obvious. Far from living in a dream, she often worried about her future, in the intervals between dealing with more pressing problems.

      ‘And whose fault is that, pray?’ Mrs Calvert nagged on. ‘There are quite half a dozen old gowns of my own which you could make over if you were not eternally sewing for ungrateful idlers who prefer to batten on their betters instead of turning to and finding themselves a proper means of earning a livelihood!’

      ‘People do not choose to go into the Poorhouse, or to live in wretched hovels!’ Lucinda was stung to retort. ‘Helping the poor is a duty, and people expect the Rectory to take a lead in it.’

      ‘Oh, you wretched girl! Now you presume to criticise your own mother for having such poor health as to be quite unable to take on any tasks in the parish. How could you be so unfeeling!’

      ‘I don’t criticise you, Mama,’ Lucinda said firmly. ‘I only said that people expect the Rectory to take a lead, and as you cannot, I must try to fill your place. Now, shall you come down to luncheon, or will Annie bring it up to you on a tray?’

      ‘I shall come down.’ Mrs Calvert dabbed at her eyes in a pathetic fashion with a tiny handkerchief, for she did indeed feel both unwell and depressed. ‘Not that I feel at all up to it, but I do myself no good by lying here moping.’ She leaned heavily on Lucinda’s arm on the way downstairs, and was settled in her place in the dining-room only after sending Lucinda back upstairs to fetch another shawl and putting the Rector to the trouble of closing the window which was open and opening another instead.

      When all was arranged to her satisfaction, she condescended to notice the unexpected guest at the table— her husband’s curate, Mr Jones.

      ‘Good day, Mr—er—,’ she said somewhat frostily. ‘I was not aware that we were to have the pleasure of your company at our table.’

      ‘Good day, ma’am,’ Mr Jones replied equably. ‘I called to return some books which the Rector had lent me, and he was kind enough to invite me to take luncheon.’

      ‘A glass of wine, Mrs Calvert?’ the Rector enquired, the claret-jug poised in his hand.

      ‘I do not care for claret in such warm weather. Is there no lemonade?’

      ‘No, Mama. Lemons are become very scarce and dear,’ Lucinda replied. She smiled across the table at Mr Jones as she passed him a dish of peas. He was, of course, the clergyman she had seen from the window a little earlier. Despite his name, he was not Welsh—at least, as he himself said, not recently, meaning that his forebears had left Wales many generations before—but he had the dark brown eyes and black hair common in that nation, and could speak in a passable imitation of the Welsh lilt when he chose. He was a handsome young man when he removed the steel-rimmed spectacles which he really only needed to wear for reading. He was saved from being too earnest by a quiet sense of humour, but his Celtic fervour for causes which caught at his heart or his imagination sometimes led the Rector to suspect him of Enthusiasm, a most undesirable quality in a clergyman. Look where it had led John Wesley!

      ‘I'm sorry we have only cold cuts to offer you,’ Lucinda remarked, passing on the dish of new potatoes to him. ‘Cook is making jam today, with the last of the gooseberries. We had a very good crop this year, although Colonel Long’s dogs ate a great many.’

      ‘I didn’t know dogs ate gooseberries.’ Mr Jones removed his spectacles, put them in his pocket, and smiled at Lucinda.

      ‘They do if they can get ’em!’ the Rector said gloomily. ‘The Colonel came to drink tea the other day, and let the dogs loose in the garden. Luckily they’re a short-legged pair, so they were only able to reach the lower branches.’

      Mr Jones lodged in the house of a respectable widow in Baker’s Row, just across the road from the church, but his landlady was not a good cook. Lucinda suspected that the young man was often hungry, so she unobtrusively encouraged him to make a good meal by passing the dishes to him until the salad, peas and potatoes were all gone, and when Annie brought in a large gooseberry pie and set it before Lucinda to be served, somehow Mr Jones received almost twice as much as anyone else, a kindness which he acknowledged with a humorous twitch of his eyebrows and a little nod of thanks to his benefactress.

      The conversation during the meal was chiefly of parish matters, and Mrs Calvert’s one contribution—an enquiry addressed to her husband for more information about Mr Harris—produced no more than she had already learned from Lucinda. So she picked at her food in silence thereafter, seemingly deep in thought, and barely paused to bid Mr Jones farewell before retiring upstairs, murmuring that the warm weather was so exhausting, and leaving a trail of shawls for her daughter to collect and bring up to her room.

      Lucinda, however, had better things to do. She draped the shawls on the bannister, changed her frock, put on her bonnet, and left the Rectory with Mr Jones, taking with her a large basket, which he carried for her until they had walked up the churchyard path, through an arch and into the market square, where they parted company. As Lucinda took her basket from Mr Jones, she gave him the gallipot of gooseberry jam which was in it, bidding him carry it carefully, as it was still warm.

      ‘You're very good to me, Miss Calvert!’ he said earnestly, gazing down into her face. ‘I’m most grateful to you.’

      ‘It’s from Cook,’ Lucinda informed him kindly yet dampeningly. ‘She’s grateful to you for helping her brother to find work, and she’s not much of a one with words, so she says her thanks with edibles.’

      Mr Jones was not much put down by the news, for his heart was well hedged about with prudence and discretion. He requested Lucinda to convey his thanks to Cook, raised his low-crowned clerical hat politely and went on his way, carrying the warm gallipot before him like a jar of precious spikenard, lest it tip and make his gloves sticky.

      Lucinda walked slowly across the market square, for it was a hot afternoon and the sun blazed down on the cobbles, so that they struck warm through her thin-soled slippers. There was no market today, and even the usual idlers seemed to have vanished in search of a cooler place, leaving the square deserted save for the cat Fred, who was on his stately way to call on a feline friend at the Wyvern on the west side of the square. He looked round when Lucinda called him, gave her a glacial stare, as if to indicate that he was not acquainted with her and did not care to be accosted by strange females, and then vanished with a sudden spring through an open sash window on the ground floor of the inn.

      As Fred frequently disowned his friends when he met them out, Lucinda was not much distressed by the cut direct, but continued on her way to a large four-square red-brick house at the south-eastern corner of the square. There lived her friend Amaryllis Martin, whom she found seated under a shady tree in the garden, unpicking a rather grubby and uneven row of stitching in the seam of a shapeless calico garment which bore a paper label pinned to its front stating that it was a nightshirt.

      ‘Oh, dear, Miss Enston again?’ Lucinda enquired, catching sight of it as her friend rose to greet her. ‘What are we to do with her, Amy? She does love to help, but nothing she makes is usable!’

      ‘It depends what you mean by usable.’ Amy’s lively face dimpled. ‘It would make a good cover for a haycock!’

      ‘The rain would get in at the neck,’ Lucinda pointed out, sitting down at the table on which were several finished and folded garments, and taking her own work out of her basket.

      Amy resumed her unpicking, and the two young ladies were silent for a few moments, presenting a charming picture amid the damask roses, jasmine, mignonette and lilies which were all filling the hot afternoon with heady scent. Amy Martin was a dark-haired girl with merry brown eyes and a brown complexion, a tip-tilted nose and a wide mouth which always looked as if it were about to smile if it was not actually doing so. She and Lucinda had been friends for many years and spent much of: their time together, usually sewing, for they were the prime movers in a circle of local ladies who kept the poor people of the parish, both in and out of the Poorhouse, supplied with decent clothing, mostly second-hand, but new when they had any cloth to make it.

      ‘So!’ said Amy presently. ‘Do you mean to keep your news a secret, or are you waiting to hear mine first?’

      ‘What news?’ Lucinda looked up from her sewing. ‘Oh, I suppose you mean Mr Harris.’

      ‘Well, according to the Fount of All Knowledge, Mr Harris was seen to call at the Rectory this morning, followed shortly by Mr Jones, who stayed to luncheon. Monsieur Roland, on the other hand, approached your door, but changed his mind and went away again.’

      ‘I can’t imagine how Miss Enston manages it!’ Lucinda exclaimed. ‘She must spend half her time watching other people, and the other half telling someone what she has seen. What did she have to say about Mr Harris?’

      ‘Very little, as she’s not managed to speak to him yet, although she said she’s exchanged a few words with his groom, only eliciting the information that the gentleman’s a good judge of horseflesh. What did you think of him?’

      Lucinda unconsciously stopped sewing and sat still, staring unseeingly before her and thinking for a few moments before replying. ‘I’m not sure. He seems a pleasant gentleman, and equable in disposition. Fred gave him a mouse, and even that didn’t appear to rattle him overmuch, and when Father assumed he’d come to put up the banns, he took it with good humour. I do wish he would buy a new pair of spectacles!’

      Amy laughed. ‘And whom did your father think was to be the bride?’

      ‘Me!’ Lucinda replied, smiling. ‘Only Father thought he was Will Plomer, you see, and that I was Jenny Briggs, his intended! Mr Harris invited us to dine with him tomorrow, and even Mama has decided to go, for she can’t resist seeing what he has made of the house.’

      ‘My mother, too. He called here earlier, and Mama put him to the question in her best Leading Counsel manner.’ (Amy’s father was the town’s solicitor.) ‘But she failed to discover any more of him than the fact that he has been abroad a great deal, and he means to make something of the Pinnacles estates.’

      ‘That’s all he told us. How odd!’ Lucinda commented. ‘Not that Father or I questioned him, exactly. By the time one has sorted out the table of forbidden degrees, and ascertained whether one of Fred’s offerings is a field mouse or a house mouse, there’s not much of a morning call left! He didn’t say that he’d invited anyone else to dine—do you think there will be a large party?’

      ‘He said something about Colonel and Mrs Long, and I suppose there will have to be one odd gentleman to even the numbers. Mama did manage to discover that Mr Harris is a bachelor, so, of course, she’s been weaving plots ever since, for she calculates that he must be worth quite fifteen thousand pounds a year to do something with the Pinnacles land.’

      ‘My Mama didn’t put a figure to it, but her thoughts followed the same lines.’ Lucinda’s face clouded, and she went on sadly, ‘I know she’s only thinking of my future, but I do dislike the way she views every bachelor we meet as a possible husband for me! I don’t wish to be auctioned off to the highest bidder.’

      ‘Nor I.’ For once, Amy was not smiling, but looked quite sad. ‘It’s not as important for me to marry a wealthy man, for Papa can give me a good portion, but if I follow my inclination, I expect they’ll do their best to persuade me to change my mind.’

      ‘Why, Amy! Have you someone in mind? You’ve never said!’ Lucinda was startled.

      Amy gave an odd little grimace, and said reluctantly, ‘Well, I sometimes think I should like . . . Oh, but he doesn’t take the least notice of me. I expect he thinks me giddy and light-minded, if he ever notices me at all! Perhaps Mr Harris will invite Captain Bridges for tomorrow night. How will that please you?’

      ‘Oh, well enough, but I think I should prefer Monsieur Roland,’ Lucinda replied, accepting the change of subject as a warning-off from something which her friend did not wish to discuss.

      ‘I don’t expect he knows Monsieur Roland yet,’ Amy pointed out. ‘Although he’ll soon meet him when he starts
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