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    Annie watched her husband covertly as he shivered and huddled down next to her under the rug. In the icy church he had gone quite pale, his lips almost bloodless, so that he seemed a man carved from stone, like the marble crusader she had once seen in a church in Brighton. She held his hand under the rug and nestled against him, hoping the warmth of her body would help. But he still looked white and chilled when they reached Darrington Hall, which was a short distance out of Bilsden on the edge of the moors, beyond their own house, which itself lay nearly at the top of Ridge Hill.
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    Prologue
  


  
    In September 1857, Beatrice Barrence returned to London from a visit to Brighton with her maid, Mabel. She paid off the cab driver and left Mabel to carry the suitcases up the short flight of steps to the front door. Frowning, she waited for the maid to answer her knock; the frown deepened when there was no sound from inside the house. A second knock produced the same lack of result, so she muttered angrily and fumbled in her purse for the key.
  


  
    When she pushed open the door, Beatrice gave a little screech of shock. The hallway was bare of furniture: no carpet, no hall stand, no pictures on the walls.
  


  
    Behind her, there was a gasp and Mabel whispered, ‘Whatever’s happened, Miss Beatrice?’ They had neither of them been looking forward to coming home, but they had not expected to find anything like this.
  


  
    Beatrice forced her stiff legs to move forward. What had he done now? ‘Reginald?’ she called, her voice high with nervousness. ‘Reginald, I’m home!’ But there was no answer. Dread sat heavily on her stomach, and for a moment she wanted to run away. Her husband had many ways of making her life miserable, some of them very ingenious. What had he thought of now?
  


  
    She turned to hiss at Mabel: ‘Bring in the luggage and shut the door, you fool! We don’t want the whole street to see this.’
  


  
    Mabel did as she was told, puffing as she carried the two heavy suitcases and the smaller portmanteau into the hall, and banging the door closed with one foot.
  


  
    Only then did Beatrice move again. She took a deep breath, clasped Mabel’s hand for comfort and together they pushed open the door of the front parlour. They had done many difficult things together, these two.
  


  
    Both women stopped dead as they looked inside and Beatrice moaned aloud. The parlour was as bare as the hall. Not a stick of furniture was left, only bare dusty boards and a window gaping without curtains. Dust motes floated in the sunbeams that cut the room in half. Ash lay cold and grey in the hearth.
  


  
    ‘What’s happened, Miss Beatrice?’ Mabel whispered, not daring to speak loudly.
  


  
    Without a word, Beatrice let go of her maid’s hand and moved out of the parlour, walking slowly, like a very old woman. Suspicion chilled her. If what she guessed was true, this was the worst thing he had done to her yet, the very worst.
  


  
    Without a word, Mabel followed her mistress. From room to room they trod, their shoes thumping on the bare floorboards, their hushed voices echoing in the empty rooms.
  


  
    ‘Why?’ Beatrice whispered once, but Mabel didn’t know how to answer her. She never could understand why Mr Barrence behaved as he did.
  


  
    Only in Beatrice’s bedroom was there anything to be found. A lingering scent and some shards of glass in the fireplace showed where the perfume bottles she had left behind had been smashed. Around the fireplace there was a broad semi-circle of splinters, as if the bottles had been thrown very forcefully into the grate.
  


  
    In the middle of the floor was a pile of Beatrice’s clothing and personal effects, tumbled one on top of the other as if someone had just dragged them from the wardrobe, pulled them from the drawers and tossed them there. A few books and ornaments. A sketch of a house, torn into shreds. Beatrice picked up a piece of it and sniffed back a tear. She would not cry! She had sworn long ago not to weep at the things he did to her.
  


  
    On the mantelpiece was propped a white envelope, with her name on it in flourishing script. Reginald’s handwriting. She swallowed hard as she stood and looked at it. She did not want to touch it even. She knew it would contain hurtful news.
  


  
    It was a moment before she could gather together enough strength to move forward and pick it up. Her fingers trembled as she tore it open, then she sobbed, just once, and passed the letter to Mabel, who read it through slowly, her thick lips mouthing the words and tears falling down her plump cheeks. ‘Oh, Miss Beatrice! Oh, he’s a wicked man, he is! Whatever are we going to do now?’
  


  
    Beatrice shook her head, and for a few moments the only sounds to be heard were the clop of a horse’s hooves and the rumble of wheels passing in the street. It was a very quiet and respectable place. There were no hawkers, no children playing, nothing but quiet houses whose inmates minded their own business and privacy quite ferociously. All she knew of her neighbours was their faces. They would merely nod to her in the street and pass on.
  


  
    ‘We’ll have to go to Mrs Jemmings,’ Mabel said, when her mistress did not speak. ‘She’ll help us.’
  


  
    Beatrice drew in a long hoarse breath and shook her head, her fingers digging into her maid’s arm. ‘No. No, I won’t! You’re not to let my sister know.’
  


  
    ‘But we can’t stay here, miss.’
  


  
    Beatrice gave a croak of laughter. ‘Why not? The rent’s paid until the end of the month.’
  


  
    ‘But there’s no furniture. And - and we haven’t much money left.’
  


  
    Beatrice looked down at her hand and gave a mirthless chuckle. She pulled off the diamond engagement ring and closed the other woman’s fingers around it. ‘Go and pawn this, Mabel. It meant nothing, anyway. You should get quite a bit of money for it. Then you can buy us a couple of blankets for tonight.’ She brushed her hair impatiently out of her eyes and blinked at her maid. ‘If you still want to stay with me, that is?’
  


  
    Mabel immediately hugged her mistress. ‘Of course I want to stay with you, lovie! You know I’d never leave you.’
  


  
    Beatrice reached up one hand and patted her maid’s cheek. ‘Yes. You’re a faithful creature. And I do need you.’ She lowered her voice and glanced around before she spoke, as if to check that no one was listening. ‘I know who did it. I know who gave him the idea.’
  


  
    ‘Pardon, miss?’
  


  
    ‘She did it.’
  


  
    Mabel knew exactly who she was, and she had no more love for the woman than her mistress did, but this accusation made no sense. ‘No, miss. How could she have? She’s still in Bilsden.’ She cast an anxious glance sideways. Whenever poor Miss Beatrice got to talking about her father’s second wife, she came over funny. The rest of the time she was as nice a mistress as you could hope to find anywhere. But just occasionally she had these funny turns. It wasn’t her fault, poor thing. She’d been badly treated. Badly. But you had to tread a bit carefully when she had one of her turns.
  


  
    Beatrice shook her head, hatred twisting her face, making it even uglier. ‘I know she did it, Mabel. She’s always hated me. But now I’m going to make her pay. I’ve waited too long already, let her get away with it. Now the time has come to get my revenge.’ She crossed to the window and stared blindly out, swaying to and fro and muttering to herself.
  


  
    After a few moments, she started, as if something had surprised her, and turned to her maid. ‘Haven’t you gone yet? Go and pawn that ring. Buy us some blankets. And get yourself some food. I’m not hungry. Tomorrow we’ll go and look for lodgings.’ Then she turned back to the window and resumed her muttering and swaying.
  


  
    Mabel shook her head, clicked her tongue softly and went to obey her instructions. They’d had to pawn things before, when Mr Barrence ran out of money, and she was well enough known at the shop. There would be no trouble, no accusations of theft. And they’d always redeemed the things before, so Mr Blithe wouldn’t sell the ring.
  


  
    She sighed as she walked along the street. When her mistress got one of these funny turns, there was no doing anything with her. All you could do was humour her and wait for the mood to pass.
  


  
    But even though Mabel also hated Annie Gibson, if truth be told, this wasn’t anyone’s fault but Mr Barrence’s. She hadn’t done this. He was a wicked man, Reginald Barrence was, and should never have been allowed to marry her poor mistress, Beatrice Hallam as was. But Mabel was still there to look after her, though how they were to manage without money or home, she didn’t know.
  


  
    But Miss Beatrice was clever. She’d think of something.
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    1
  


  
    Bilsden: January 1858
  


  
    Winnie knocked on the door of the small parlour. ‘Excuse me, ma’am, but Miss Hibley says to tell you she can’t find Miss Tamsin or Master Edgar anywhere. They’re not in the garden and no one has seen them.’
  


  
    Annie looked up, her thoughts still miles away. ‘What? Oh, Tamsin’s probably hiding somewhere. It’s very naughty of her.’ Winnie always made such a drama of things.
  


  
    Winnie drew herself up. She knew when someone wasn’t taking her seriously. ‘Well, they’re not in the house, ma’am. And their outdoor clothes are missing.’ Now she had her mistress’s full attention. ‘We’ve looked everywhere. Miss Hibley is that worried. She’s sitting crying her eyes out in the schoolroom.’ And Miss Tamsin was more than naughty, thought Winnie. She was a wilful young madam and that silly fool of a governess couldn’t control her at all!
  


  
    Annie sighed and stood up. ‘Does Mr Hallam know?’
  


  
    ‘He’s still at the mill, ma’am.’
  


  
    Annie led the way downstairs. ‘Call Mr Jervis in, will you, please, Winnie? We’ll get the outdoor staff to search the grounds.’ Then she went to see Miss Hibley, who promptly tendered her resignation.
  


  
    ‘I’m too old for someone as ...’ the governess hesitated, seeking a word that would not prejudice her chances of getting a reference ‘... as lively as Tamsin.’
  


  
    Annie sighed. Miss Hibley had been a disaster from the start. ‘Very well. I accept your resignation. I’ll make sure you have good references to help you to your next position.’
  


  
    Miss Hibley shed some more tears. Thank you! Thank you so much. So kind. So very kind.’
  


  
    Annie left her to it.
  


  
    

  


  
    While the search was taking place, the two children were walking across the moors. Tamsin kept breathing in deeply, enjoying the wind and the bracing air. She loved it out here, but Miss Hibley would never go anywhere except into town when they went out for walks. A sunny day was so rare in the middle of winter that she easily persuaded Edgar to come ‘just a little further’ and just to ‘walk to the top of one more hill’.
  


  
    When five-year-old Edgar eventually started to complain about feeling tired, Tamsin heaved a sigh. ‘I suppose we’d better go back, then. Honestly, you are a baby!’ At seven, she enjoyed feeling superior to him.
  


  
    ‘Which way is back, Tamsin?’
  


  
    It was then that she realised she had gone further than ever before. ‘Oh. Well, I’m not quite sure. Don’t you have any idea?’
  


  
    He shook his head.
  


  
    ‘Well, we’ll try this way, then. It looks like the right direction.’
  


  
    By that time, the short winter afternoon was drawing in and the wind was starting to turn chilly.
  


  
    Edgar clung to his sister’s hand. After a while, seeing her look round, seeing the worry on her face, he said, ‘We’re lost, aren’t we?’
  


  
    ‘Shut up!’
  


  
    ‘But we are, aren’t we?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    He began to cry, so she relented and gave him a rare cuddle. ‘It’s all right. We’ll find a farm and ask them to send for Robert. He’ll come for us in the carriage with hot bricks for our feet and take us home, you’ll see.’
  


  
    That thought kept them both cheerful for another five minutes, then Edgar said, ‘Mother will be very cross with us, though.’
  


  
    Tamsin shrugged. Her mother was often cross with her. A sniff made her look round. Edgar was trying hard not to cry. She was supposed to look after her little brother, so she put an arm round him and began to sing one of his favourite songs. That helped a little. Singing at the tops of their thin childish voices, they walked on for another ten minutes.
  


  
    When it began to rain, Edgar’s voice faltered to a halt and he began to cry in earnest. ‘I’m frightened. And I’m c-cold.’
  


  
    ‘Let’s just sit down for a minute behind this rock. It’ll keep the wind and rain off us a bit.’
  


  
    

  


  
    Half an hour later, every inch of Ridge House and its gardens had been searched and no one had found the slightest sign of the two children. When the carriage turned into the driveway, Annie rushed to the door. Perhaps the children had gone down the hill to waylay their father. But Frederick got out on his own.
  


  
    ‘Don’t put the carriage away yet, Robert!’ she called. ‘Frederick, have you seen the children anywhere?’
  


  
    ‘No. Is something wrong?’ He came and put his arm round her.
  


  
    They’re missing. And Miss Hibley has given notice.’ Her voice faltered as she explained the situation. When you lived so close to the moors, you knew better than to go wandering across them, especially near dusk. Or at least, adults knew better.
  


  
    Frederick turned back to the coachman. ‘Robert, go and check that the children are not at their grandfather’s or their Uncle Tom’s. As quickly as you can, if you please.’ When he went inside, Frederick himself helped search all the rooms and cupboards again. In vain.
  


  
    Robert returned to say that no one in the Gibson family had seen the children, but Mr Mark and Mr Luke wanted to know if they should come and help search for them. Mr Hallam had only to send word.
  


  
    Annie turned and clutched Frederick. ‘Do we need them?’
  


  
    ‘No. We have enough people here.’ He tried to speak soothingly, for he could see the fear in her eyes, but in fact he was more worried than he cared to show. ‘It’s fully dark now. Let’s hope they’ve found shelter somewhere.’
  


  
    ‘It gets so cold at night,’ she whispered.
  


  
    ‘I’ll go with them,’ Frederick decided. ‘With Nat. No one knows the moors better than he does.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll come too,’ Annie said at once.
  


  
    Frederick shook his head. ‘No, love, you stay here. Someone has to be here, just in case ...’ No need to put it into words.
  


  
    The outdoor servants were provided with lanterns and made ready to go out and search the moors along the three tracks that passed Ridge House. ‘But keep to the paths!’ Nat Jervis told them. ‘You can’t go a-wandering ’cross the moors in the dark, or we’ll be losing you, too. Keep to the paths and shout them children’s names every now and then.’ With nods and murmurs the gardeners and stable staff set off.
  


  
    Annie watched the lanterns bob away into the vast darkness of the moors. It was hard to stay behind and wait. She would, she decided grimly, deal very firmly with Tamsin if - when - the children came back. For she knew that Edgar would never have left the grounds on his own. It was always Tamsin who led the two of them into mischief. And she would make sure that Miss Hibley left as soon as possible. She would be glad to see the back of that lachrymose and ineffectual woman.
  


  
    Nat Jervis stopped as soon as they reached the moors and looked at his master. ‘Children allus take the easiest path, sir. That’s why I said we’d come this way.’ He led his master across the moors on a rambling route, stopping every now and then to think where he was and what there was nearby to appeal to a child. Even in the darkness, he knew every path, every hump of ground.
  


  
    ‘I’ve found folks as was lost afore, sir,’ he said once, when he saw by the flickering lantern light how worried Mr Hallam was. ‘Don’t you fret. I know these moors like the back of my hand and I’ve got a gift for finding folk. It’s a matter of thinking as they would, you see.’
  


  
    Once, when the wet tussocky grass made walking difficult, Nat stopped, shook his head and retraced his footsteps until he found an easier path. Once, when his master stumbled and fell, Nat set down the lantern and pulled him upright. He’d noticed how breathless Mr Hallam was getting. ‘Let’s rest a little, sir, eh?’
  


  
    Frederick Hallam was ashamed that he had so little stamina, but he did need a rest. He watched his head gardener walk round him in careful circles, holding the lantern high and calling to the children through the rain and darkness.
  


  
    ‘What’s that?’ Frederick asked suddenly. ‘Nat! Can you hear something?’
  


  
    They both stood still and listened. Far away, there was a thin shrill sound.
  


  
    Nat handed the lantern to Frederick, cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled loudly.
  


  
    When they listened, the faint cry was repeated.
  


  
    That way, sir!’ said Nat. ‘I think we’ve found them.’ He set off again, lantern held high, leaving his master slipping and sliding behind him on the muddy path. They’re here!’ he called suddenly.
  


  
    Thank God!’ Worried as he was, Frederick had to stop again to catch his breath before he could join Nat.
  


  
    Tamsin and Edgar were huddled in the lea of some rocks. Both children were soaked and shivering with cold. They burst into tears at the sight of their father. ‘We saw the light,’ Tamsin sobbed. ‘So we shouted as loudly as we could.’
  


  
    Edgar clung to his father, shivering. ‘I thought you hadn’t heard us.’
  


  
    Angry as he was, Frederick hugged them both. ‘We heard you. Let’s get you back home again.’ He swung Edgar into his arms and let Nat give Tamsin a piggy-back.
  


  
    But to all of them it seemed a very long way back to Ridge House, and Frederick could not remember when he’d last felt so tired.
  


  
    Annie took one look at their white chilled faces and bit back the angry words that were boiling up. She took Tamsin’s clammy hand in hers and jerked her rain-soaked daughter towards the stairs, looking up at Tess, who was leaning over the banisters. ‘Run a bath for the children. At once.’ Then she turned back to the hero of the hour. ‘We’re all extremely grateful to you, Mr Jervis. I’m sure you could do with a brandy?’
  


  
    Nat nodded.
  


  
    ‘Please get Mr Jervis a brandy, Winnie.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll just let the others know we’ve found them, first, ma’am.’ Nat went outside and a minute later there came the sound of two pistol shots. When he returned, Winnie was waiting for him, eager to hear what had happened.
  


  
    ‘They’ll have caught their death of cold, Mr Jervis,’ she muttered as she led the way across the hall to get some brandy, with her peculiar flat-footed gait. ‘Death of cold. And did you see how the master was shivering?’
  


  
    Up in the nursery, Annie looked down at her daughter. For once, Tamsin had lost her air of defiance and bravado.
  


  
    ‘Whose idea was this, Tamsin?’
  


  
    ’M-mine. I’m s-sorry. I didn’t mean to go so far.’
  


  
    ‘You shouldn’t have gone on the moors at all! I’m very angry with you both.’
  


  
    Edgar started sobbing again, so Annie stopped scolding. ‘Come over to the fire and take your wet clothes off. We’ll deal with your naughtiness tomorrow.’ She turned to look at her husband, who was standing in the doorway, and was horrified to see how white Frederick was looking. ‘Are you all right, love?’
  


  
    ‘Just soaked, chilled through and tired.’ He managed a wry smile. ‘Not so young as I was and it’s a raw night out there.’ He turned to Tamsin. ‘I am very displeased with you, young woman!’ Rarely was his voice so cutting when he spoke to this beloved child.
  


  
    Tamsin, who had stopped crying, began to sob again. Annie gave her husband a little push. ‘You’d better go and change out of your wet clothes. And get Jimson to bring you up a brandy. We’ll deal with all this tomorrow.’
  


  
    She turned back to her shivering daughter. ‘Let Miss Hibley help you get your clothes off, Tamsin, then come to the bathroom as quickly as you can.’ She finished pulling Edgar’s things off, wrapped him in a blanket and carried him along to the children’s bathroom, where Tess was waiting beside a steaming tub. Annie waited to make sure Tamsin joined her brother in the hot water, then left them in the governess’s charge. She wanted to see how Frederick was.
  


  
    A frown creased her brow as she walked along the landing. She doubted that the children would take much harm from their adventure, but she could not get the memory of Frederick’s white face out of her mind. In fact, he had not been looking well for a while now. A feeling of apprehension rippled through her. When you married an older man, you could not help being more concerned for his health than you would with a younger husband.
  


  
    

  


  
    A week or so later, Annie’s father, John Gibson, strolled back from chapel with his family on a bright but chilly day, and sat down to enjoy his Sunday dinner with appetite. He loved to have his whole family gathered around the table.
  


  
    Afterwards, the two girls helped their step-mother to clear up. ‘Let’s go for a walk this afternoon.’ Joanie stared out of the window, automatically pushing back the fine soft hair that was forever falling in front of her pale blue eyes. ‘It might be cold, but it looks like it’s going to stay fine.’
  


  
    Rebecca shook her sleek dark head. ‘No, I’ve got things to do.’
  


  
    ‘You never want to come out with me!’
  


  
    Kathy Gibson stepped in, as she often did, to prevent a quarrel. ‘You should go out sometimes of a weekend, Rebecca. You work far too hard. Your father and I have been worried about you lately.’
  


  
    Rebecca stared at her in surprise. ‘But I enjoy working at the salon, Kathy, and dealing with the clients.’ Well, most of the time, anyway. She was very proud that her half-sister, Annie, trusted her with such an important part of the business. ‘And besides, I have some designs I want to work on today.’ The dress designing didn’t come as easily to her as it did to Annie, who often changed some of the details of Rebecca’s sketches when she was checking things over.
  


  
    Kathy laid one warm damp hand on Rebecca’s slender shapely one. ‘But you’re only twenty-one, love. You should be out enjoying yourself, meeting folk, not working every hour of the day and night.’
  


  
    ‘You mean out meeting young men, I suppose?’
  


  
    ‘What’s wrong with meeting young men, our Becky?’ Joanie smiled as she used the nickname Rebecca hated. ‘It’s fun.’ At nineteen, Joanie’s thoughts ran mainly on young men: the ones she met at chapel, the ones she saw in the street, the sort of man she’d like to wed. She never stopped babbling about them when she and her sister were alone.
  


  
    Rebecca smothered a sigh. ‘I’m not interested in men.’
  


  
    Joanie’s smile faded. ‘Well, you needn’t pull your high and mighty face at me, Rebecca Gibson! You’re turning into a right snob lately, since you started dealing with the clients at the salon.’ She scowled. She worked in the sewing room above the salon, and was sick to death of it. It wasn’t fair, the way Annie kept her upstairs and let Rebecca deal with the customers downstairs. She looked down at her roughened fingertips and the scowl deepened. She didn’t intend to spend the rest of her life sewing rich women’s clothes. She wanted to get married and have children and a house of her own. And to do that, she needed to meet young men.
  


  
    For a moment, Joanie continued to scowl at Rebecca, then she remembered that she needed her sister’s company or else her father wouldn’t let her go out, so she banished the frown. ‘Do come out for a walk with me, Rebecca,’ she coaxed. There aren’t many days as fine as this in winter.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, do go, love!’ Kathy chimed in.
  


  
    ‘Go where?’ said a man’s voice.
  


  
    They all turned round.
  


  
    ‘Out walking, Dad,’ said Joanie, rushing across to give him a hug and to hang on his arm, her face raised to coax. ‘Tell Rebecca to come out with me. She’s so mean.’
  


  
    Rebecca watched Kathy’s face light up, as it always did at the sight of her husband and felt a pang of jealousy. Her father might be thirty years older than his third wife, but he was the centre of Kathy’s universe. Would anyone ever love Rebecca like that?
  


  
    John looked out of the window and nodded. ‘Good idea. You spend too much time shut up inside, Rebecca love.’
  


  
    ‘But, Dad-’
  


  
    John just looked at her.
  


  
    Rebecca sighed. ‘Oh, very well! But only for an hour.’
  


  
    Joanie seized hold of her sister’s hand and dragged her upstairs to collect their mantles and bonnets. ‘Come on!’
  


  
    ‘What’s the rush?’
  


  
    Joanie did not reply, just opened her top drawer, hunting through the jumble of oddments for her gloves and not bothering to pick up the articles that fell out. ‘I want to get outside before the sun goes in! There! I’m ready.’ She waved her hands covered in the thick woollen gloves that Kathy had knitted for her.
  


  
    Rebecca took out the fine kid gloves she had saved for and pulled them on carefully. They would have to last a long time, because her father only allowed her three shillings a week to spend from her wages. He gave the rest of the money to Kathy, who put some away for each girl’s ‘bottom drawer’ or used it to buy them larger items like clothes and shoes. The Gibsons weren’t short of money, with four grown children working. They had enough to keep a maid. But John had seen hard times and was not one to throw his money around. Nor did he allow his daughters as much financial freedom as his sons. After all, the girls had only to ask if they needed to buy something extra.
  


  
    Within minutes the sisters were walking briskly out of Moor Close and down Market Street.
  


  
    ‘You didn’t ask me where I wanted to go,’ Rebecca commented.
  


  
    Joanie pulled a face and skipped a few steps for the sheer joy of being outside. There’s only one place to go on a Sunday afternoon - down High Street and along to the park. Don’t you sometimes wish we lived in a bigger town than Bilsden?’
  


  
    Rebecca nodded. ‘Sometimes.’
  


  
    As they approached High Street, Joanie slowed down to walk more sedately at Rebecca’s side. ‘Where would you like to live if you had the chance?’
  


  
    ‘In a house like Annie’s.’
  


  
    Joanie pulled a face. ‘Ridge House is too big. Nor I wouldn’t like to have so many servants watching what I was doing all the time. It’s better just having one, like our Lally.’
  


  
    ‘Lally doesn’t seem like a maid. She’s part of the family now,’ Rebecca protested.
  


  
    ‘Oh, Lally can’t do owt wrong with you and Kathy!’ Joanie snapped. Fortunately they reached High Street just then and her sulky expression brightened, for quite a few groups of people were taking advantage of the fine day to stroll around the town centre. Joanie’s eyes darted from one group to another and her smile faded.
  


  
    ‘Who are you looking for?’
  


  
    She shrugged. ‘Just seeing if there’s anyone I know.’
  


  
    Rebecca stared at her suspiciously. ‘You haven’t agreed to meet that Maddie again, have you?’
  


  
    Joanie crossed her fingers behind her back. ‘I was just hoping we might see someone we know. Oh, come on!’ She tugged at her sister’s hand when Rebecca slowed down. ‘You spend all week in the salon. What do you want to look in its window for now?’
  


  
    ‘I was just seeing how the new display looked.’ Rebecca sighed and allowed her sister to lead her on again. ‘It’s not a very pretty town centre, is it?’ She stared along the street towards the railway station. ‘Tom’s hotel looks nice, but everything else,’ she pulled a face, ‘seems tired and a bit shabby. It’s more fun to walk around the shops in Manchester, and of course London is best of all.’
  


  
    But that was another source of grievance to Joanie and brought back the frown. ‘It’s not fair. Our Annie ought to take me with her to London sometimes. You’re her favourite, you are.’
  


  
    Rebecca bit off a reply. No use telling Joanie that she would stick out like a sore thumb in the elegant London hotels and shops Annie frequented on their little trips. Joanie could not be bothered to learn to speak more genteelly, refused to take advice about her clothes and was turning into a real hoyden ever since she’d met Maddie Pickering.
  


  
    With a sudden shriek of ‘Maddie!’ Joanie ran across the street and threw herself into her friend’s arms. Reluctantly Rebecca followed, realising now that this had all been arranged. She stopped dead in the middle of the street when she saw that Maddie was accompanied by her brother Harry. Oh, no! Harry Pickering was the last person she wanted to meet.
  


  
    He beamed and swept off his cap. ‘Miss Gibson!’ Then he offered her his arm.
  


  
    Joanie and Maddie were already walking along towards the park, chattering like two parrots, and making about as much sense, Rebecca thought sourly. She looked sideways at Harry Pickering’s admiring smile and the arm he was offering her. ‘I’d rather walk on my own, thank you.’ He was shorter than her anyway, and she’d feel a fool on his arm. She wished sometimes she wasn’t so tall. But out of common politeness, she had to walk beside him and that didn’t please her at all.
  


  
    Harry Pickering was a heavy-featured young man who worked in the office at the Bilsden Gas Company and who had sought Rebecca out before. She didn’t know why she detested him so much, but she did. And when they got back home again, she would kill Joanie for arranging this meeting. It was the last, absolutely the last time she was going for a walk with her sister on a Sunday, whatever her dad said. She winced as Maddie shrieked with laughter so loudly that passers-by turned round to stare.
  


  
    ‘Our Maddie does enjoy life.’ Mr Pickering sounded approving. ‘She and I were thinking of going to spend a few days in Blackpool next summer. Perhaps you and your sister might also enjoy some sea air? We could all stay at your auntie’s boarding house. Joanie tells me that it’s a very comfortable place.’
  


  
    ‘I hate Blackpool.’ That was a downright lie but at least it shut him up. Not for long, though.
  


  
    ‘And how are things at the Bilsden Ladies’ Salon?’ Harry’s voice was every bit as loud as his sister’s, but his heavy features rarely showed any signs of animation and a few minutes of his conversation always made Rebecca want to scream with boredom.
  


  
    ‘Fine.’
  


  
    ‘And how is your dear sister, Mrs Hallam?’
  


  
    ‘Fine.’
  


  
    ‘And her husband?’
  


  
    ‘Fine.’
  


  
    ‘I saw Mr Hallam in town the other day. He’s a splendid figure of a man, considering.’
  


  
    Rebecca bristled. ‘Considering what?’
  


  
    ‘Considering his age.’
  


  
    ‘You speak as if he’s in his dotage. He’s not turned sixty yet’ In fact, Frederick’s sixtieth birthday was at the end of February and Annie was planning a big family party, but that was none of Harry Pickering’s business.
  


  
    After another pause, he said, There’s a dance at the Methodist chapel next month. Maddie and I were hoping your family would be attending.’ This was on the initiative of the new minister, who believed in offering rational entertainment to respectable families. The dancing was frowned on by the stricter members of the chapel, but John and Kathy approved and had spoken of taking part.
  


  
    Rebecca said immediately, ‘I’m afraid I shan’t be going.’ And if anyone tried to force her, she would plead a last-minute headache. She knew exactly why Harry Pickering had started attending chapel and dragging his irreverent sister along with him. And it wasn’t because he had turned Methodist! He had an eye to the main chance, Harry Pickering did, and as Frederick Hallam’s sister-in-law, Rebecca had a lot to offer a man like him. Only she didn’t intend to offer it. She’d met men before who judged her by her sister’s wealth, and she wasn’t going to be taken in by this one.
  


  
    He frowned. ‘But Joanie said—’
  


  
    ‘Joanie can go if she wants. I dislike dancing.’ Which was another lie. Rebecca would have loved to go dancing. But not with this man hovering possessively nearby. And not with any other young man from chapel, either.
  


  
    As they walked along Rebecca burned with embarrassment at the stares she received from people she knew. If anyone so much as hinted that they thought her to be walking out with Mr Pickering, she’d curl up and die. She stole a sideways glance and encountered such a fond smile from her escort that she quickened her pace to catch up with her sister.
  


  
    After walking around the park once, so briskly that Joanie protested, Rebecca broke up the party by insisting they return home. She refused Mr Pickering’s offer of an escort quite sharply and then had to endure Joanie’s complaints about her snobbish attitude as patiently as she could. For Joanie was right - Rebecca knew in her heart that she was a snob. The salon and the people she met at Annie’s house had spoiled her for local men with no thoughts in their heads beyond a bit of pleasure at the weekend, or a week in the summer at Blackpool.
  


  
    And if Harry Pickering, who was as slow and ponderous as a cow in a field, and about as interesting, tried to attach himself to her again, she would tell him straight out that she wasn’t interested in him. Straight out!
  


  


  
    2
  


  
    Elizabeth
  


  
    In a small village in the Pennines north of Bilsden, Elizabeth MacNaughton went to bed early, locking the door of her room with a shudder of relief. When her father died a month ago, she had come across the border to Yorkshire to stay with her father’s sister, the only family Elizabeth now had.
  


  
    She set the candle down near the bed and went over to stand by the window and stare bleakly out at the darkness. She had thought to stay here for a while to recover from the long hard months spent nursing her father in his final illness, but had decided today that she would have to leave as soon as she could.
  


  
    She had never liked her cousin Lewis, never! But now she was afraid of him. He had been pressing his attentions upon her ever since her arrival. Not offering her marriage, no, never that with a woman who had nothing to bring a man but a few rare books and a paltry annuity of twenty pounds per annum. Lewis Melby would never marry a poor woman, he had made that plain enough. But he had an eye for an attractive one. And hands, too. When Elizabeth threatened to tell his mother about the way he kept touching her and the things he kept saying, things that made her blush, he just laughed. ‘She wouldn’t believe you, Lizzy.’
  


  
    And Elizabeth knew he was right. ‘I’m a respectable woman and you’re supposed to be a gentleman,’ she cried once, when he cornered her on the stairs. ‘How can you treat me like this?’
  


  
    He had just laughed. His loud confident laugh was one of the things she detested most about him. ‘Oh, come on, Lizzy!’ he breathed hotly in her ear. ‘You’ll enjoy it. And you won’t need to worry about anything going wrong. I’ll protect you. There are ways to stop the babies coming, you know. This is 1858, not 1758. We fellows know a thing or two nowadays.’
  


  
    ‘No! I’m not that sort of girl!’ She pushed desperately against his broad chest.
  


  
    He moved backwards, fondling her breast as he did so. ‘You will be.’ Another of those laughs. ‘I’ll make sure of that.’
  


  
    When she had said her prayers that night, a desperate plea to the Lord to turn Lewis’s attention away from her, Elizabeth lay awake for a long time thinking things over. In the newspaper, she had found the address of an employment bureau in Manchester and had decided to apply to it for a position as a governess. She could get references from a minister friend of her father’s who lived in nearby Todmorden and she had always liked children. She was well enough educated. Her father might have been impractical, but he had undoubtedly been a scholar of note. Her aunt would be upset at her leaving, of course. Poor trusting Aunt Janet! But there was no helping that.
  


  
    It was a long time before Elizabeth fell asleep.
  


  
    Some time later she awoke with a start to find a heavy body lying half on top of her and a hand across her mouth. She tried to scream, but a voice whispered in her ear: ‘If you scream, I’ll throttle you. Don’t think I won’t, Lizzy. ’The hand uncovered her mouth but hovered over it.
  


  
    Elizabeth began to tremble. ‘How did you get in?’
  


  
    A quiet chuckle. ‘Do you really think we don’t have spare keys to each room?’
  


  
    ‘Go away! Please go away, Lewis!’
  


  
    ‘Why should I? I’m feeding and housing you, aren’t I? I want some return for my money. And you’re pretty enough, if a trifle tall. Now, are you going to be sensible or must I take steps to keep you quiet?’
  


  
    She opened her mouth to scream and the hand came back, turning the scream into a choking gurgle in her throat. With his other hand Lewis squeezed her neck until the blood started pounding in her temples and she thought she would die. When he let go, she could only lie there, gasping for breath, too terrified now to shout for help. This was a nightmare, it was, it must be.
  


  
    But the voice sounded all too real in her ear. ‘I meant what I said, Lizzy. I always do.’
  


  
    ‘But why? Lewis, why? I’m your cousin!’
  


  
    ‘Ah, but a reluctant virgin is such fun. How could I resist you?’ There was silence for a moment, and when she opened her mouth to plead with him again, Lewis stuffed a piece of material into it and tied her hands above her head. She struggled against him, but he was a big man, powerfully built. When he had her helpless, he proceeded to enjoy himself at leisure, ignoring his victim’s muffled whimpers of pain and distress, and doing things to her she had never realised possible.
  


  
    The degradation seemed to Elizabeth to go on for a very long time.
  


  
    Afterwards, Lewis stretched and made a contented noise, then dressed himself. When he bent over her again, it was to whisper, ‘I’m going to untie you now, Lizzy. Let me remind you that if you try to complain, I’m fully dressed and you’re naked. Whom do you think my dear mother will believe?’ He waited a minute, then chuckled softly. ‘And even if she did believe you, you’re no longer a virgin.’ He reached out to tweak one nipple painfully. ‘You’d lose your good name, whatever you did.’
  


  
    She lay there with a sour taste in her mouth, aching all over her bruised body. When the bonds had been removed, Lewis’s big dark shadow crossed the room and he left without a word of regret for what he had done. The door opened and closed silently, and no footstep sounded on the thick runner of the landing.
  


  
    After a few minutes had passed, Elizabeth dragged herself up, pulled on her torn nightgown with hands that trembled and stumbled across to the door to set a chair beneath the handle. Then she leaned against the wall, shuddering. A tear trickled slowly down her face, but she would not let herself weep for her loss. Slowly she sank to the ground, shaking with the sobs that she did not dare release. No one must know. No one. If her face showed signs of tears in the morning, her aunt would want to know why.
  


  
    Slowly Elizabeth’s brain began to function again. If she wore a high-necked gown, the bruises wouldn’t show. Lewis was right about one thing. If people found out what had happened, innocent as she was, she would lose her good name - and with it, all hope of making a respectable future for herself. That would leave her dependent upon his charity. The mere thought of that sickened her. She would not give in to him. She would not! So she must go away, must make sure that she never went near Lewis Melby again, never!
  


  
    It was half an hour before she got back into bed, and that was not to sleep, but to lie there, thinking furiously, working out a plan and checking through the details again and again. Nothing must go wrong. She would have only one chance, she was sure of that. Her father had always said she was intelligent. Now she must prove it.
  


  
    In the morning, Elizabeth did not go downstairs to breakfast until Lewis had gone whistling along the frosty path to his work as estate manager. When she entered the breakfast parlour, her aunt looked round with a smile that faded instantly. ‘Oh, there you - my dear, you look dreadful. Are you feeling ill?’
  


  
    ‘It’s just a headache, but it kept me awake.’
  


  
    ‘You should have stayed in bed. You look as white as a sheet.’
  


  
    ‘I think some fresh air will help. Shall I go for the post?’ Elizabeth already had her bags packed and her plans laid, for if she stayed, she was sure Lewis would attack her again, but this outing was an essential precursor to action.
  


  
    ‘Well, if you’re sure. But there’s no hurry. Have some breakfast first.’ Plump, comfortable Aunt Janet could not start her day without a pot of tea and several rounds of hot buttered toast.
  


  
    ‘No, thank you. When I get one of these sick headaches, food makes me feel nauseous. It’s fresh air that I really need.’
  


  
    When Elizabeth came back half an hour later, she rushed into the house, waving a letter she herself had written that morning. ‘Oh, Aunt Janet, I’ve heard such bad news from my friend Harriet. I’ll have to go to her immediately. Her husband has just died. Only thirty, too.’
  


  
    Her aunt blinked. ‘We must send for Lewis immediately. He’ll know how to arrange things.’
  


  
    Elizabeth shook her head. It was the last thing she wanted. ‘I’ve already seen to everything. I can catch the morning stage to Todmorden, then the train to Leeds.’
  


  
    ‘You modern girls are so independent!’
  


  
    ‘I must go and pack.’
  


  
    ‘Very well, dear.’
  


  
    Elizabeth stayed in her bedroom for fifteen minutes, keeping a careful watch through the window to check that her aunt did not send the garden lad with a message to her cousin Lewis. After that, she could stand it no longer and started carrying her bags downstairs.
  


  
    Her aunt came and stood in the hall. ‘Isn’t that rather a lot? I mean, you’ll only be gone for a few days, surely?’
  


  
    ‘Oh, I dare say Harriet will want me to stay with her for a few weeks. We’re very close friends. You wouldn’t mind that, would you?’
  


  
    ‘Well, no, but Lewis might want to—’
  


  
    Elizabeth went outside and found the boy she had hired earlier already waiting with his handcart, as arranged. She kept up a bright flow of conversation to her aunt as she helped him load the luggage, then told him to carry it to the inn ready for the stage coach. She did not want her cousin to see her with the luggage and guess that she was leaving.
  


  
    ‘So annoying not to have the railway to the village,’ her aunt murmured. The jolting of the stage will make your headache worse. Are you sure you’ll be all right, dear?’
  


  
    Elizabeth nodded. ‘Yes.’ She hesitated, then hugged her aunt, who had made a penniless niece more than welcome and who was not to blame for her son’s behaviour. Thank you for taking me in.’ Then she was off, forcing herself to walk at a moderate pace, though she longed to run. For every step of that short walk she kept a careful watch, hoping desperately that she would not meet her cousin in the village.
  


  
    But halfway along the street, a hand grasped her arm and swung her round.
  


  
    ‘Lewis!’
  


  
    ‘Who else is likely to grab you?’ he asked, smiling. Then his smile faded. ‘You look dreadful. What did you tell my mother?’
  


  
    That I had a headache, and needed some fresh air.’ She did not shake his hand off, though she longed to. ‘I’m going to fetch the mail,’ she added, hoping her voice sounded normal.
  


  
    ‘I’m going that way. I’ll walk along with you.’
  


  
    He let go of her arm and they walked along the single muddy street together. Elizabeth made no attempt to talk to him and he whistled cheerfully, as if pleased with himself. She could understand now why people committed murder.
  


  
    When they got to the village store, which also acted as post office, Lewis tipped his hat to her and walked off. ‘Busy day,’ he said cheerfully. She stood in the doorway to watch him go, then went inside and asked to see some ribbons, but declined to make a purchase.
  


  
    ‘Your aunt’s mail is here. Came on the early stage today,’ Mrs Loughby said, turning to pick up a couple of letters.
  


  
    For a moment, Elizabeth’s mind went blank, then she pulled herself together. ‘I think I’ll leave it until I’m on my way back, then. It’s so nice a day that I’ve decided to go for a little stroll first. We don’t often get days like this in winter, do we?’
  


  
    When she went outside there was no sign of Lewis, so she walked quickly across to the inn, and checked that the boy had left her luggage there. Then she stood in the doorway, behind the other stage coach passengers, praying that the stage would not be late. All the time, she kept glancing down the street, hoping desperately that Lewis would not come back yet.
  


  
    When the coach arrived, she saw her luggage loaded on and stood fretting in line while the other passengers got in. When it was her turn, she wedged herself in the middle, letting the others take the favoured window seats. As it set off, she pressed her head back against the dusty upholstery, terrified that Lewis would see her and stop the coach.
  


  
    At the end of the street, where the coach slowed down to turn right to get on to the Todmorden road, Elizabeth saw a figure on horseback and as they overtook it, realised that it was her cousin. Terror iced her veins. She could not move, could not breathe, could not think of anything to do. He would see her. She had failed!
  


  
    But Lewis continued to trot along without turning his head and as the coach drew level, he moved on to the grass at the side of the road. He waved to the coachman, but just at that moment, his horse started pulling at the reins, not liking to be so close to the lumbering vehicle, so he had to turn his attention to quietening the animal.
  


  
    The coach overtook him and trundled along down the road. There was no cry from behind them, no sound of galloping hooves trying to overtake them. Elizabeth let out a slow cautious breath, drew in another, and another. The other passengers grumbled about the state of the roads, the weather, the high prices. She could not say a word, so she closed her eyes and they left her alone.
  


  
    Elizabeth didn’t breathe easily until the Manchester train started huffing its way out of Todmorden station. Safe! She was alone in her compartment, so did not try to hold back the tears of relief. She had done it! She had got away! Now she must make sure that he never found her again.
  


  
    After a while, she pulled out the crumpled page she had torn from the newspaper, studying again the advertisement which offered to find positions for ladylike governesses with good references. She knew it by heart, but read every word again. She had enough money to find cheap lodgings and live for a little while as she waited for a position. But not for long.
  


  
    ‘Dear Lord,’ she whispered as the train drew into Manchester, ‘let me find a position quickly!’
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    February: Darrington Hall
  


  
    Tom stormed into Ridge House without knocking and marched across the hallway, leaving the front door gaping wide and an icy wind whistling in.
  


  
    Winnie pattered after him, torn between a parlour maid’s duty to announce a visitor to her employers and a strong desire to close the dratted door. That wind was getting stronger by the minute. ‘Mr Gibson! Mr Gibson, wait! Please let me announce you, sir.’
  


  
    He did not slow down, nor did he attempt to remove his overcoat, just swept his hat off and tossed it on a small table as he passed. ‘Ill announce myself, thank you, Winnie.’ He crashed open the door of the library, his sister and brother-in-law’s favourite room, and sure enough, there they were, sitting cosily together in front of a roaring fire.
  


  
    ‘I’ve heard about Darrington’s funeral. Is it true?’ Tom demanded, not attempting to shut the door behind him. ‘Is it?’
  


  
    Annie and Frederick exchanged startled glances.
  


  
    ‘Do come and sit down, Tom.’ Frederick nodded to the hovering maid. Thank you, Winnie. Just shut the door as you go.’ But he knew it would be too late to stop the servants gossiping about why Tom had come bursting in, and he was not looking pleased as he turned back to his brother-in-law.
  


  
    ‘Well?’ Tom stared at his sister. ‘Is it true, Annie? Are you really going to that man’s funeral?’
  


  
    ‘Come and sit down near the fire, Tom.’ When he didn’t move, she got up and linked her arm in his, trying to pull him across to the sofa, but for once he was not to be cajoled. She sighed and let go, taking a step backwards and looking at him with loving concern
  


  
    He was not much taller than she was, but stocky against her slenderness, with crinkly brown hair very unlike her auburn curls. She had only a few silver threads, but the brown of his hair was threaded with grey now, for all that he was younger than she was, and there was a weather-beaten look to his skin. A stranger would not even have taken the two of them for relatives, since he resembled their father and she their long-dead mother. Tom continued to glare at her, something that she was not used to from the brother who was the closest to her of all their father’s nine children, and who, in addition, had been her business partner for years.
  


  
    ‘Oh, Tom—’
  


  
    ‘Just answer my question!’ He snapped the words out as if he were cracking a whip.
  


  
    Annie sighed and reached up to smooth his hair back from his damp forehead. How cold he was! It had just started to rain and his overcoat was soaked. The hand was brushed aside like an annoying insect, so she took another step backwards and said quietly, ‘Yes, it’s true that we’re going.’ She pulled a face, trying to jolly her brother out of his anger. ‘It’s actually a rare honour for a mill-owner to be invited to a Darrington funeral. It’s never happened before.’
  


  
    Tom’s expression was stony with barely controlled rage. ‘Honour or not, I can’t believe that you’d accept.’
  


  
    Frederick came up and slipped a glass of brandy into Tom’s hand before his brother-in-law had realised what he was doing. ‘We can hardly refuse.’
  


  
    Tom stared down at the glass, blinked and took a careless gulp, choking on the brandy. When he had caught his breath again, he said bitterly, That man’s son killed my wife. You can’t be serious about going to his funeral!’
  


  
    ‘It’s nearly seven years since that happened, Tom.’ Annie spoke gently.
  


  
    Her brother’s face was bleak and suddenly he looked much older than his thirty-five years. ‘It still seems like yesterday to me. I still get sick with fury every time I think of it. I still—’ He broke off. He still lay awake and hungered for his lovely young wife, but that was no one else’s business. At the moment, anger was his dominant emotion, and it had been throbbing through him since this morning, when his half-brother Mark had told him about the invitation. Casually. As if it didn’t matter. As if the Darringtons hadn’t ruined Tom’s whole life.
  


  
    The anger had been building up since then and in the end he had not been able to contain it, so had come here to confront his sister.
  


  
    Annie’s heart twisted at his bleak unhappy expression. Tom had not been the same since Marianne’s death. He was so stern and serious nowadays. Sometimes, when she remembered what fun he used to be, how his eyes used to twinkle with mischief, she felt like weeping. He had not even looked at another woman since Marianne died, though most men widowed so young would have remarried by now.
  


  
    Frederick squeezed her hand and tried to deflect Tom’s anger. ‘Well, Jonathon Darrington killed himself seven years ago when he realised what he’d done. Surely that more than atoned for the arrogant stupidity that caused Marianne’s death? Tom lad, you can’t continue to bear a grudge against the whole family for what one person did. It’s Lord Darrington’s funeral, not his son’s. His lordship wasn’t even in Bilsden at the time.’
  


  
    The Darringtons never are here in Bilsden. They just use the bloody Hall to house their indigent relatives and the sons who can’t behave themselves in polite society. And when one son causes someone’s death, they’re a little embarrassed by it and send their regrets - regrets! - but they don’t really care.’ The glass trembled in Tom’s hand with the vehemence of his speech. Without thinking, he took another gulp of brandy.
  


  
    The other son seems to behave himself well enough,’ Frederick said quietly. ‘We’ve heard no scandal about him.’
  


  
    ‘Well, as Master Simon never comes to Bilsden, either, that’s neither here nor there. And he’s still a Darrington, isn’t he?’
  


  
    ‘He’s Lord Darrington now, so he’ll have to come here occasionally - unless he decides to sell the place.’ Frederick looked at the younger man seriously, but with compassion. ‘Let it go, Tom. You can’t change the past. Nursing grudges pays no dividends.’
  


  
    Tom gulped the rest of the brandy and set the glass down on the nearest surface with a thump. ‘Marianne was only twenty-three when she died. The same age as our brother Mark is now. And the children don’t even remember her.’ He looked at Annie pleadingly. ‘Don’t go to the funeral! For my sake.’
  


  
    Frederick’s voice was as firm as Tom’s was anguished. ‘We must. It would be the height of rudeness to refuse an invitation which, if I read it aright, is an attempt to atone for Jonathon Darrington’s behaviour.’
  


  
    Tom laughed harshly. ‘Atone with a funeral invitation! What good do they think that will do? It won’t bring my Marianne back. It won’t give my children a mother.’
  


  
    ‘I think it’s their idea of atonement - well, a first step anyway. And it’s not the rest of the Darrington family’s fault, Tom.’ But Frederick was talking to empty space, for Tom had swung on his heel and left.
  


  
    Annie sucked in a deep breath and blinked away sudden tears. ‘Oh, Frederick! I didn’t think it would hurt Tom so much, our accepting.’
  


  
    ‘It’s more than time he faced facts, love. The Darringtons have a house in Bilsden, and the new Lord Darrington is bound to come here every now and then. Anyway, Tom’s a grown man and he’s chosen his own path. How he feels is not your responsibility.’ But he knew she would pay no heed to that. Where her family was concerned, Annie still felt as responsible for their welfare as she had been in the past, when she had brought them all out of the poverty of the Rows.
  


  
    Frederick went to the doorway of the library and looked across the hall to the front door, swinging open again to let in the damp chill of the February wind, and shivered. Rain was sleeting across the gardens now, giving a blurred look to the small lake in the light streaming from the windows, and the bare branches of the trees were lashing around as if they were as tormented as poor Tom.
  


  
    Winnie came scurrying along from the servants’ quarters, tutting to herself, and shut the front door again with a long-suffering sigh. She looked at her master questioningly to see if he wanted anything, but when he shook his head, she vanished through the servants’ door again.
  


  
    Frederick sighed and went back into the library where his wife was slumped on the sofa, staring blindly into the fire. He sat down beside her and took her into his arms. ‘I’m sorry, Annie, but I can’t let Tom’s unreasonable fixation on his dead wife influence my dealings with the Darringtons, and I hope you won’t, either, though I will understand if you don’t wish to go to the funeral tomorrow.’
  


  
    ‘No. I agree with you. I think they are offering us an olive branch, and it would be wrong to reject it’
  


  
    ‘Apart from anything else, judging by the little I’ve seen of him, Simon Darrington seems a decent enough sort - for a member of the aristocracy.’
  


  
    She nodded. But the thought of the funeral was disturbing her, if truth be told. The last funeral she had attended had been Marianne’s. Strange how nobody she knew had died since then. Well, nobody who mattered to her, anyway. Nobody in the family. They were a very close bunch, the Gibsons. She hoped her own three children would be close, too, when they grew up, even though William was twelve years older than Tamsin. Suddenly she reached out to touch the wooden arm of the sofa. Touch wood,’ she said automatically.
  


  
    ‘What on earth for?’
  


  
    ‘Because I was just thinking that we Gibsons haven’t had anyone die since Marianne. That was tempting providence.’
  


  
    He raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘It’s not like you to be superstitious.’
  


  
    ‘I’m not risking anything where my family is concerned. And life’s been too easy lately. It makes you worry sometimes when things are easy, makes you wonder what lies ahead.’
  


  
    ‘You’re a Hallam now, not a Gibson.’ He ignored her other remark. Who could foretell or influence the future? There was only the present, and it was a good present for him, with a wife like her.
  


  
    She smiled at him, her green eyes glinting in the light from the gasolier. ‘I feel like both a Gibson and a Hallam - I never did feel like an Ashworth, even when I was married to poor Charlie.’
  


  
    She stood up and went across to draw the green velvet curtains. ‘You know, in weather like this I’m not surprised that some people worship the sun. The world seems to have been cold and grey for ever. And although it was a clear day, the weather has set in wet again.’ She rejoined him on the sofa and they sat there in silence for a while, in perfect accord, beyond the need for words, as they often were.
  


  
    But Annie couldn’t get Tom’s bleak tortured face out of her mind. She would do anything to make her brother happy again, more like the old Tom had been. Over the past year or two, she’d introduced him to several young women who would have made very acceptable second wives, kindly women who would have loved and cared for little Lucy, David and Richard, not women who thought only of Tom’s increasing fortune. But he hadn’t noticed them or even realised what she was doing. He lived only for his many businesses and his children now, with a cooler regard for the rest of the Gibson family. It was as if he couldn’t see them all as clearly as he used to; as if Marianne’s death had cast him into limbo, just a few steps away from everyone else.
  


  
    Shaking her head at such fanciful thoughts, Annie realised that Frederick was speaking again and tried to concentrate on what he was saying about the state of the cotton markets. It was unusual for him to talk about such things nowadays. He had so many other interests, including his second family, that he left the running of the mill mainly to his manager, Matt Peters.
  


  
    She grimaced as the thought of Matt brought with it a train of memories. Like the Gibsons, Matt had grown up in Salem Street and, also like the Gibsons, he had made something of himself. Indeed, his life had run parallel with the Gibson family’s for years. She had been engaged to him once, though not for long, when they were both very young. She was glad now that she hadn’t married him. He had become too - she sought for the right words - too rigid and conformist. He would not have made an easy husband, especially for a woman like her, who was of an independent turn of mind. Matt’s job was the most important thing in his life, not his family. He was a loyal deputy to Frederick, but not the sort to carve out an empire for himself. And he was a pillar of the Established Church, though that upset his father who was a staunch Methodist, like Annie’s own father.
  


  
    Matt was a good husband to Jane, though. Dear Jane was a poor relative of Frederick’s first wife, who had had the thankless task of acting as companion to his younger daughter Beatrice when her mother died. Matt and Jane had been married for six years now. Annie was well aware that it wasn’t love that had made Matt propose, but a need to be married, and a hard-headed business acumen that said it would not hurt to be married to a relative of his employer. She didn’t think he could fall madly in love with anyone. Jane seemed very happy, though, with the husband, home and family she had never expected to gain for herself.
  


  
    Annie became suddenly aware that while she had been wool-gathering, Frederick had turned the conversation to his growing desire to create a really fine new square in the centre of their bustling little town. He felt that Bilsden had no real town centre, just a straggle of streets and terraces, of which the main focus was High Street, with its jumble of shops and business premises and the station which lay at one end of it.
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