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			‘They be comin’ up the drive, sir!’

			The elderly footman who had been tasked with watching for the return of the carriage tapped at the door of Sir Hugh’s study and opened it cautiously.

			Sir Hugh straightened up from the ledger he had been working on, though truth to tell, his mind had been wandering. Since he’d offered Miss Newman the post, he’d found himself questioning his decision, wondering if it was the right one or whether he had simply been swayed because he had found her very personable. She was, when all was said and done, relatively young – as well as undeniably pretty – and Frederick was proving to be a real handful. But her spirited response when he had questioned her age and experience had shown him that she was not to be underestimated, and he hoped she would draw on that steel when dealing with the boy.

			‘Thank you, Briggs.’ He closed the ledger. ‘Summon Lady Hastings, if you will, and Frederick too. And be sure Mrs Mears attends to Miss Newman’s luggage when it has been taken to her room.’

			‘Yessir.’ Briggs, the footman, attempted a bow, but bent as he already was, it was no more than a bob. In Sir Hugh’s opinion, it was high time the man retired, but he’d been in service here for fifty years and more, and Mr Handley, the butler, who had been with the family himself for almost thirty years, had been vocal in his efforts to persuade Sir Hugh to keep him on.

			‘It would be the death of him if you dismissed him. And you wouldn’t want that, would you, sir? He might not be of much use, but he’s no trouble either. And your father would turn in his grave if he thought you’d sent him packing.’

			‘You are right, Handley. The place wouldn’t be the same without him,’ Sir Hugh had agreed reluctantly. He didn’t want to upset the butler; for all his long service, he was as ruthlessly efficient as he had ever been, and training a replacement would be a long and tedious business.

			‘Make haste then, Briggs!’ he urged the old man as he hovered, then retreated, not with the speed his employer might have wished, but with a dogged determination to put one foot in front of the other.

			Sir Hugh rose, and was just exiting the study himself when a loud whoop startled him, and to his annoyance he saw his son come sliding down the highly polished banister and land with a bump against the newel post at the foot of the stairs.

			‘Frederick! You have been told time and time again! You will not slide down the banisters. Have I not made myself clear?’

			‘Sorry, Pa.’ But he didn’t look sorry. His pudgy face was flushed with pride at having managed both flights of stairs from his room without falling off.

			‘Get down from there this instant!’ Sir Hugh said sharply. ‘What sort of impression will behaviour like this make on your new governess?’

			Freddie hoisted one plump leg over the banister and slid to the ground, landing heavily. Sir Hugh was of the opinion that he needed to lose some weight, but Imogen maintained it was down to the stodgy food he’d eaten at boarding school – fatty breakfasts, dumplings and suet puddings, not to mention the treats from his tuck box – and he would soon lose his ‘puppy fat’, as she called it, now that he was at home.

			Sir Hugh was constantly surprised by the way she stood up for the boy. It wasn’t as if she was his mother – Marigold, Sir Hugh’s first wife, had died in childbirth along with her baby when Freddie was four years old. What was more, the boy seemed resentful of his stepmother, failing to treat her with the respect she was due. Yet still she looked for the best in him. And since the tragic loss of Robbie, her own beloved child, she had become even more protective of her stepson.

			‘Go out to greet your new governess, and try to behave yourself for once,’ Sir Hugh ordered now. Adding: ‘And where the devil is Imogen?’

			Briggs appeared on the little landing at the top of the first flight of stairs. For all his other frailties, his hearing was still good, and he must have caught Sir Hugh’s last words.

			‘She says she’s not comin’, sir.’

			‘What do you mean, she’s not coming?’ Sir Hugh demanded.

			Clutching the banister, the old footman took a few cautious steps down towards his employer. ‘It’s not her business, is what she said. And would you kindly explain to the governess that she is indisposed.’

			Sir Hugh shook his head in frustration, took Freddie by the shoulder and propelled him to the front door. The carriage had already drawn up; the coachman had alighted and was now helping down the young lady who was to be Freddie’s governess.

			Sir Hugh forced a smile and stepped forward to greet her.

			‘Come on, milady. Buck up now, do. It’s only right you welcome the new governess.’

			Mrs Mears, the housekeeper, was a formidable figure, hatchet-faced, tall and strongly built, with iron-grey hair swept back into a severe bun and keys jangling on a ring from the belt around her waist. When she had overheard Briggs tell Sir Hugh that Lady Hastings was refusing to join the welcoming party, she had gone in search of her, bristling with disapproval. She had little patience with anyone who was unable to control their emotions and move on. Sir Hugh had managed it. Lady Hastings should at least make an effort to do the same.

			As she had expected, she had found her ladyship in her sitting room, slumped in her chair, head bowed to her chest, and kneading a crumpled handkerchief between her hands.

			‘Listen to me now,’ she continued in a hectoring tone. ‘If you don’t present yourself, and quickly, Sir Hugh is going to be most displeased with you. Is that what you want?’

			‘Freddie is his son, not mine.’ Imogen plucked at a fold in her skirt. ‘A governess was his idea. It’s for him to welcome her.’

			Mrs Mears drew herself up to her full height. ‘That is hardly the right attitude to take with regard to Frederick’s education. You are his stepmother, and it is your duty. You’d be there like a shot, I don’t doubt, if it were—’ She broke off, realising perhaps that this time she had gone too far, and Imogen raised her head sharply, her eyes blazing with unshed tears.

			‘Robbie? That’s what you were going to say, wasn’t it? But my Robbie is dead, Mrs Mears, and now I am going to lose Freddie too, no doubt, to this new woman. I don’t feel like welcoming her. I will meet her when I feel ready to do so. You can tell my husband that.’

			Mrs Mears raised her eyebrows, surprised by the uncharacteristic outburst. Since Robbie’s death, Lady Hastings had become a shadow of her former self. It was only when Sir Hugh was angry with Frederick, as he often was – understandably, in Mrs Mears’s opinion – that some of her old spirit resurfaced as she flew to his defence.

			‘Very well, I will relay the message to his lordship,’ the housekeeper said coldly, and left the room, her keys jangling on her belt.

			No doubt milady would dissolve into floods of tears the minute the door closed after her. But Mrs Mears could summon not an ounce of pity for the woman who had taken the place of the first Lady Hastings, her former mistress, whom she had cared for from the time she was a child. Marigold. Her lovely Marigold.

			‘This is Miss Newman, your governess. Miss Newman – my son, Frederick.’

			Sir Hugh placed an arm around the boy’s shoulders, urging him forward to shake hands, but his son broke free, scowling.

			‘Freddie,’ he said emphatically. ‘I hate being called Frederick.’

			Abigail smiled and held out her own hand, hiding her misgivings at this unpromising beginning.

			‘Freddie, then,’ she said. ‘And my name is Abigail, but I much prefer being called Abi.’

			‘I hardly think a given name is an appropriate way for a boy to address his governess.’ Sir Hugh’s tone was firm, but not unkind. ‘You will call this lady Miss Newman, Frederick.’

			Freddie pulled a face but took Abi’s hand nevertheless, shaking it solemnly. ‘Pleased to meet you, Miss Newman.’

			‘That’s better.’ Sir Hugh nodded approvingly and Abi was aware that he could not see the mutinous look on his son’s face. She wished she dared wink at the boy, but with Sir Hugh facing her, she couldn’t risk that. Hopefully she would have the opportunity to bond with him before too long.

			‘Would you care for some tea?’ Sir Hugh asked.

			Abi hesitated, unsure whether it would be impolite to refuse, though she really wanted to find her feet before having to manage a teacup and the cakes and biscuits that would be sure to accompany it. She was still feeling nervous, and the fear of spilling tea in the saucer if her hand shook or trying to reply to a question when her mouth was full made her even more apprehensive.

			‘Perhaps you would prefer to freshen up first,’ Sir Hugh suggested, as if he had understood her anxiety.

			‘Thank you. Yes, I would,’ Abi replied gratefully.

			‘Very well. Mrs Mears will show you to your room.’ He tugged on a bell pull, and almost instantly a wizened, bent old man appeared. Had he been listening at the door? Abi wondered.

			‘Yes, sir?’ The man’s voice was a dry croak.

			‘Summon Mrs Mears if you please, Briggs.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ The old man disappeared, bobbing a half-bow.

			‘Past his best, I’m afraid,’ Sir Hugh apologised. ‘But one cannot dismiss such a faithful old retainer.’

			Once again Abi was at a loss to know how to respond, but she was thinking that Sir Hugh must have a kind heart in spite of his somewhat formal manner.

			She was saved from answering by the arrival of a woman she assumed must be Mrs Mears, and who was, to say the least of it, a daunting figure.

			‘I’m sorry, sir, but I have been unable to talk any sense into Lady Hastings.’ The woman’s voice matched her appearance – cold and brisk.

			Sir Hugh sighed heavily, then, realising that some sort of explanation was required, turned to Abi.

			‘I must apologise for my wife, Miss Newman. She is of a somewhat delicate constitution.’

			‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Abi said, thinking this was probably not unusual amongst ladies of the upper class, who had no need to soldier on as working-class women had to. A fit of the vapours, she’d heard it called.

			‘There are reasons for her frailty,’ Sir Hugh continued, as if reading Abi’s mind again. ‘You will learn them very soon, but this is perhaps not the best time, when you are anxious to freshen up from your journey.’

			A choking sound from Freddie made Abigail turn towards him, and she was shocked to see he was stifling a giggle.

			‘Frederick!’ Sir Hugh’s tone was a warning that couldn’t be ignored. The boy thrust his hands into his pockets and straightened his face into a parody of innocence.

			Sir Hugh turned to the housekeeper. ‘Mrs Mears, this is Miss Newman. Will you kindly show her to her room? And Frederick, you may leave too. Look in on your mother and ask if there is anything she needs.’

			Freddie muttered something under his breath and earned another searing glare from his father. But it was Mrs Mears who spoke up.

			‘He doesn’t like it when you call her his mother,’ she said tightly. ‘Lady Marigold was his mother, and always will be.’ With that, she turned abruptly to Abi. ‘Come this way, Miss Newman.’

			Abi followed her up a single flight of stairs and into a passage hung with portraits, daunted by the housekeeper’s appearance and manner, and startled by the way she had dared to speak to Sir Hugh. What she had revealed explained, of course, why Lady Hastings had not played any part in her appointment as governess – something she had wondered about – though for all she knew, that might be the way the gentry did things. But it posed more questions than answers. Who was Marigold? Had Sir Hugh been married before, or was Freddie an illegitimate child? And why had Sir Hugh chosen not to explain Lady Hastings’ indisposition?

			‘Your room.’ The housekeeper opened a door and stood aside for Abi to enter.

			It was much larger than Abi had expected, and filled with light that streamed in through the long casement windows, beyond which she could see a small wrought-iron balcony. The furniture all matched, constructed of a warm dark-brown wood that Abi thought might be chestnut, and decorated with intricate carvings, and there was what looked to be a stand for either a bonnet or a wig in a corner. On the bed, on top of a richly embroidered quilt, lay Abi’s travelling bag, open, with some of her clothing stacked in piles beside it.

			‘I haven’t yet had time to finish putting your things away,’ Mrs Mears said stiffly, ‘but if you prefer, I will return later, when you have rejoined Sir Hugh and Master Frederick.’

			‘Oh, there’s no need for you to do that.’ Abi was horrified at the thought of this unpleasant woman handling her most personal garments and, most likely, sniffing at their inferior quality. There were private items too – likenesses of her mother and father, her journal, and her prayer book and Bible.

			Mrs Mears’s lips tightened, but she did not argue. ‘As you wish. There’s water in the jug, soap in the dish, and a clean towel on the rail of the washstand. Oh, and don’t think of venturing onto the balcony. It’s not safe. None of them are.’ Then, without another word, she turned and left the room.

			Determined not to be intimidated, Abi picked up the piles of underwear that lay on the bed and placed them in a drawer, then slipped her nightgown under the pillow. As she did so, she felt a crawling sensation on the back of her hand and swiftly withdrew it to see a huge spider scrabbling up towards her wrist. She gasped; she wasn’t afraid of spiders, but it was a shock to find one beneath her pillow.

			Freddie, she thought. That was the reason for his seemingly inexplicable giggle when his father had suggested she go to her room. He must have put it there anticipating it would crawl onto her face in the middle of the night and give her a fright. He wouldn’t have expected her to find it so soon.

			She cupped the spider in the palm of her hand, carried it to the window and freed it onto the windowsill. It scurried away, and she closed the window again and finished her unpacking. But she was beginning to wonder just what she had let herself in for. An aristocratic employer who had failed to warn her of the state of his wife’s health, a surly housekeeper who was secure enough in her position to disrespect her master, and a charge who was not only rude but also liked to play cruel tricks. Sir Hugh had been honest about Frederick’s behaviour, it was true, but now she had met him for herself, her doubts about controlling him had intensified.

			Had she had made a terrible mistake? Was she going to regret taking up this position? The last thing she wanted was to return to East Denby with her tail between her legs and admit to failure. No, she decided, the situation would have to become impossible before she could even think of doing that.

			Calmer now that she had resolved that she must at least give herself the chance to accept things as they were here, she slipped out of her gown and hung it in the spacious wardrobe. Then she went to the washstand, poured some water – cold – into the matching basin and began to wash off the dust of travel.

			Abi was still in her chemise and drying herself when she heard the click of the door opening. She spun around, alarmed, covering herself with the wholly inadequate hand towel, to see a wraith-like figure in the doorway. Golden ringlets hung limply around a face so pale that the dabs of rouge high on her cheeks stood out in sharp relief like the painted face of a china doll, and the woman’s eyes were red and puffy. No – not a woman, a lady; the fashionable high-waisted gown made of what could only be the finest silk bore witness to that. With a sense of shock, Abi realised this must be Imogen Hastings.

			‘Milady?’ she ventured.

			The wraith took a few steps into the room, the silken gown swaying gracefully about her slight figure.

			‘And you must be Freddie’s new governess.’ Lady Hastings’ hands worked at the lace-edged handkerchief clutched between them. ‘I must apologise for not greeting you earlier. I was . . . upset.’ She faltered, and dropped her chin so that the ringlets brushed the ivory skin at her breastbone.

			‘Please – don’t apologise,’ Abi said swiftly. ‘You are unwell, I understand.’

			In the light of her ladyship’s appearance, she thought she was understating the case. Was Lady Hastings seriously ill? Dying, perhaps, of consumption, or some other ailment? If she had only a short time left, it might explain why Sir Hugh had been so quick to offer Abi the post of governess, so as to establish some continuity in his son’s life. And it could also be the reason he had been unwilling to discuss her absence from the welcoming party so soon.

			It was possible, of course, that Lady Hastings might be equally reluctant to talk about her condition, Abi thought. Deciding it was best to pretend there was nothing out of the ordinary here, she dropped a curtsey and summoned a smile.

			‘My name is Abigail Newman, but I expect you know that already,’ she said. ‘Freddie – Frederick – is to call me Miss Newman, but I’d really like it if you would call me Abi. “Miss Newman” makes me feel so old!’

			She hoped she had not overstepped the bounds of propriety, but she could think of no better way of easing the awkwardness of the meeting, and to her relief, Lady Hastings did not appear in any way offended.

			‘I will do so, of course, if that is what you would like. And I would be happy if you would call me Imogen.’ Her lips twitched with the faint suggestion of a smile. ‘I, too, feel old when I am referred to as Lady Hastings.’

			A warm glow flushed Abi’s cheeks. At last, in this strange household, she had found a kindred spirit, even if she was wasting away from some terrible illness. But at the same time, she was aware that such familiarity might not be acceptable to Lady Hastings’ husband.

			‘Won’t Sir Hugh think me disrespectful?’ she asked doubtfully.

			The sadness returned to Lady Hastings’ eyes. Abi’s observation had struck home.

			‘Maybe. Hugh can be stuffy, it’s true. But . . . perhaps when we are alone?’ Another half-smile. ‘Which I hope we will be sometimes.’

			‘I hope so too,’ Abi returned. ‘And perhaps you would like to sit in on some of Freddie’s lessons?’

			Imogen’s smile was faltering again, and, feeling cross with herself, Abi remembered that her ladyship was not Freddie’s mother, but a stepmother. Then, to her surprise, Imogen took a step towards her, reaching out to grasp her hands.

			‘Be kind to him, please,’ she begged earnestly. ‘His father has no patience with his pranks, and I know he can be a scamp. But he’s only a little boy. Little boys are so precious, and they grow up so quickly . . . if they are the fortunate ones . . .’

			‘I will be kind to him, of course,’ Abi said, puzzled by the suggestion that she might be anything else. ‘I might have to discipline him sometimes, but it won’t be harsh. That’s not my way.’

			‘And you’ll keep any misdemeanours from his father?’ Imogen pleaded.

			‘If I can,’ Abi promised, and was shocked to see tears welling in the other woman’s eyes.

			‘I am so glad you are here,’ Imogen whispered. ‘Freddie needs someone like you. And so do I. My life has been very lonely since . . .’ She broke off abruptly, wrenching her hand from Abi’s and dabbing at her eyes with the sodden handkerchief. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t talk more now. I need to be alone.’

			Without another word, she turned and fled. Had she been about to confide the reason for her wretched appearance and her concern for Freddie? Abi wondered. As things were, she was none the wiser, but more convinced than ever that something was seriously wrong here.

			Concerned and puzzled, she reached for her gown and got herself dressed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three
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			Imogen fled along the corridor to her own suite, and through her sitting and bedroom into the room that had once been Robbie’s. She sank to the floor beside his bed, weeping. Here, in his room, it was almost as if he were still alive, hiding somewhere, and would pop out at any moment with a cheeky ‘Boo, Mama!’

			Since the tragedy of his death a year and a half ago, nothing had been changed – Imogen would not allow it. His little bed was still made up, with a stuffed toy – a monkey – resting against the pillow and his nightshirt spread out over the back of a child-sized wicker chair as if ready for him to put on when it was bedtime, while the music box that had helped him to fall asleep sat on the nightstand beside his bed. Some of his favourite toys still lay on the floor where he had left them. Building bricks, a wooden pull-along duck, a jack-in-the-box and a wind-up carriage that could career around the room before crashing into the furniture or simply running out of steam. Imogen would not have a single thing disturbed.

			Sir Hugh considered it unhealthy, but tactfully refrained from saying so, but Mrs Mears, who could be unspeakably cruel, was more outspoken. ‘He’s gone,’ she had said tersely. ‘He won’t be coming back. You know that – you saw him dead and buried.’

			Imogen had closed her eyes and clapped her hand over her mouth. She wasn’t going to explain to this woman, who seemed to resent her so, that while the room waited for Robbie, it was almost as if he was still with her. That she felt his presence close by. And that recently, in the dead of night, she had thought she’d heard him calling to her. ‘Mama! Mama!’ Mrs Mears would say she had been asleep and dreaming, and perhaps she was right, but that wasn’t what Imogen wanted to hear, or to believe.

			Oh, if only she could hold him in her arms again, tight against her chest! Feel his little body, soft yet at the same time firm and wholesome. Bury her face in his downy hair. Breathe in the sweet milky smell of his skin. She couldn’t – as yet. The whispers of ‘Mama’ had to be enough for now. But Imogen couldn’t let go of the irrational hope that one day he would return to her.

			Oh, she knew what the evil woman thought of her. She’d overheard her talking to Hugh – perhaps she had been meant to hear. She wouldn’t put it past her.

			‘She’s lost her mind,’ the housekeeper had said. ‘She’ll finish up in the asylum, mark my words. It’s the only place for her.’

			Thankfully, Hugh had defended her. ‘It’s early days,’ he had said. ‘She is still in mourning. God knows, I was close to madness myself when I lost Marigold. It will pass. Given time.’

			Mrs Mears had snorted derisively. ‘If you say so, sir. I wouldn’t be so sure myself.’

			That had been some months ago, and now Imogen was aware that Hugh was losing patience with her. But she couldn’t help herself. Consumed by her grief, she spent much of her time in Robbie’s room, torturing herself with her memories, burying her face in the clothes that still bore the scent of him. And since she had begun to think she heard him calling to her in the night, she would lie awake, listening, until exhaustion overcame her.

			Now, the effort she had made to summon the courage to go and speak to the new governess had drained her scant reserves. She buried her face in the covers of Robbie’s bed and wept. Then, as she grew calmer, fragments of the brief meeting floated into her mind. She thought that Miss Newman – Abi – was a good person. She had kind eyes and a soft voice, and Imogen had known instinctively that she would be sympathetic to her grief if – when – she learned about Robbie’s death.

			How close she had come to telling the governess everything! The need to unburden herself to someone who would not judge her had been almost overwhelming. Yet when it came to the point, she hadn’t been able to do it. Perhaps one day, when they knew each other better, they might become friends. The thought was a small spark of hope in the darkness that imprisoned her. She was, as she had said, so lonely. If there had only been someone with whom she could share her grief, unburden herself, maybe she could have begun to come to terms with the terrible thing that had happened. But there was no one. Mrs Mears was cold and cruel – Imogen suspected she resented her for taking the place of Marigold, whom she seemed to have placed on a pedestal. The ladies she met socially were not her friends but Hugh’s, and to Imogen they seemed superficial and self-absorbed, full of their own importance and engaging in games of one-upmanship. As for Hugh himself, things hadn’t been really right between them since Robbie’s death.

			Once, in the early days of their relationship, he had been generous with his time as well as his money; nowadays it seemed he was always too busy for her. His mines were his passion, she’d always known that, but recently he was more obsessed with them than ever, and although he employed an agent, he seemed set on overseeing everything himself. Perhaps it was his way of dealing with the loss of Robbie, she thought. If only they could have shared their grief, things could be so different. But Hugh seemed not to want that. He had distanced himself from her, and if ever she tried to talk about their lost son, he was quick to put a stop to the conversation and escape, as soon as he could, to his study.

			‘Going over and over it will do no good,’ he would say shortly. ‘You must try to put it out of your mind.’

			Put it out of her mind! As if she had lost a bauble, rather than her only child! Didn’t Hugh care that Robbie, his son too, was dead? Surely he must? In the first dreadful dark days, they had grieved together. Though devastated himself, Hugh had been her rock, the only constant in a life torn apart. But then he had begun to change. While she propped likenesses of Robbie on sideboards, mantel shelves and cabinets, Hugh seemed irritated by them; when she refused to have a single thing moved in Robbie’s room, he had been impatient, even surly. It was morbid, he had said. She couldn’t understand how he could say such things. It was as if he wanted to erase all trace of their son, while she was desperate to hold him close. She’d seen him weep, for the first and last time, when he had carried Robbie’s limp and dripping body into the house on that terrible day, but since then . . . Even at the burial he had remained dry-eyed and stoic. Gentlemen were supposed to hide their emotions, she knew, but this . . . If he had loved and needed Robbie as she did, surely the cracks would show sometimes. No, he couldn’t be as devastated as she was, and believing that alienated her from the one person she should have been able to share her grief with, the one person who might bring her some release, if not comfort.

			But of course he still had Freddie. Though the boy’s behaviour might sometimes make him angry, Freddie was his son. Unlike her, he had not lost everything. And if he was hard on him sometimes – which in her opinion he was – it was only because he was determined to keep him on the straight and narrow and raise him to be the perfect honourable gentleman, kind, hard-working and worthy of respect. Imogen would have preferred Hugh to take a gentler approach, but she understood his reasons for the harsh punishments he doled out, even if Freddie did not.

			Sometimes she wasn’t sure if Hugh appreciated that Freddie had lost his little brother, just as they had lost a son, and might also be blaming himself for what had happened. Though the nursemaid should have been watching them both, at five years older than Robbie, Freddie was expected to keep an eye on the little boy, and they had been in the garden together on the afternoon Robbie had wandered off and tumbled into the lake. She suspected he was racked with guilt at not taking better care of his little brother. In her opinion, much of his bad behaviour now was his way of expressing emotions beyond his understanding, and her heart ached for him.

			This was why she had begged Abi to treat him kindly, and keep any bad behaviour from his father, and she sensed now that the young woman would do her best for him.

			The tiny spark of hope flared again, that Abi might become a friend who understood her pain where Hugh did not. Sometimes she wished she had never met Hugh, let alone married him. But then she would never have had Robbie, and though the loss of her son was unendurable, she could not wish that he had never been.

			How had it come to this? she wondered.

			Oh, she had known Marigold had been the great love of his life – he’d confessed as much when he had asked her to marry him. And though she had been dismayed and, to be truthful, hurt, she had been able to understand. Hadn’t Jeremy, an army captain who had died at Yorktown, Virginia, fighting in the War of Independence under Lieutenant General Cornwallis, been hers? When she had lost him, she had thought she would never love again, but when Hugh had come into her life, she had learned she was wrong.

			With Hugh she had rediscovered feelings she had never expected to experience again. Warmth and desire and dizzy excitement that made her pulses race, tugged forgotten cords and sent shivers through her. Lust and longing. Hope for the future. Even if it might have been less than she would have wished for, she had gladly accepted his offer. As they built a life together, Marigold would become a precious memory, she told herself, still held in his heart, but no longer a shadow between them.

			The first years of their marriage had been happy ones. Yes, she had met with Mrs Mears’s dark disapproval, and yes, Freddie hadn’t tried to hide his resentment that she had taken his mother’s place. But Hugh was unfailingly supportive of her, as well as kind, generous and attentive, and Imogen had felt sure she would eventually win them round. In any case, Freddie was soon to go to a good public school as a boarder, and as Imogen settled into her new role, Mrs Mears’s attitude troubled her less. She was, after all, only the housekeeper, and if her attitude became unbearable, surely Hugh would intervene.

			She had been overjoyed when she found herself in the family way, and Hugh had been as delighted as she was, though Freddie’s behaviour had deteriorated. A new baby as well as a new mother was unsettling him, she had thought, and was determined to ensure that he did not feel usurped in any way.

			Robbie’s birth had been a long and difficult one – two whole days Imogen laboured before at last her son drew his first breath – and when it was over, the doctor had warned that she would never have another child. But in that moment, it hadn’t seemed important. Robbie was here. He had survived the trauma of his protracted arrival and so had she. She had the son she had longed for, and given Hugh a second child. Her life and her happiness were complete.

			Tears pricked her eyes now as she remembered that tiny person, wholly dependent on her. The downy head, slightly pointed from the long hours in the birth canal, ears flattened, nestling against her breast. The perfect fingers, with their little pink nails, clutching her thumb. The periwinkle-blue eyes gazing up at her from behind long dark lashes. The tiny feet kicking out strongly when his binder was removed.

			Robbie. Robbie. Oh Robbie . . .

			The small boy taking his first steps. Uttering his first word: ‘Mama’. Just as she now heard it in the night. His first birthday. His second, and third. Trotting beside her down to the lake to feed the ducks . . .

			The lake. Oh dear God, the lake. Imogen’s heart seemed to stop beating.

			The lake. No . . . no . . . no!

			The limp body dripping water onto the hall floor as he was carried in in his weeping father’s arms . . .

			It was then that the dream truly had ended. Robbie was gone, and things would never again be the same between her and Hugh. And as the gulf deepened, Imogen found herself thinking more and more of what he had said when he had asked her to marry him. Though she had put her doubts behind her, now they resurfaced, adding to the weight around her heart. The memory of those words was etched in her mind; they haunted her.

			She’d never replace Marigold, never could. She was second best and always would be. And worse, Hugh hadn’t loved Robbie as he loved Freddie, because Freddie was Marigold’s child.

			Imogen slipped lower and lower into the slough of despond. Torn from her rock, she was drowning, just as Robbie had drowned. Her only wish now was to be reunited with him.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			[image: presentation rule]

			When Abi made her way downstairs again Sir Hugh was nowhere to be seen. Instead, it was Mrs Mears who appeared in the hallway, as forbidding a figure as before.

			‘Sir Hugh is in his study, and would not want to be disturbed. His working day has already been disrupted,’ she said, her tone short and accusatory. ‘If you would care to go into the drawing room, I will find Freddie and you and he can begin to become acquainted. I assume you will wish to begin lessons tomorrow?’

			‘Certainly,’ Abi replied briskly. What else would she do all day?

			Mrs Mears nodded abruptly and started up the stairs. Freddie must be playing in his bedroom, Abi assumed.

			She went into the drawing room, taking in the lavish furniture and fittings that she had been too nervous to notice earlier. A grand piano occupied one corner, and the brocaded chairs and a love seat were gathered around a small circular table. A gilt-framed portrait – presumably one of Sir Hugh’s ancestors – hung over the mantelpiece, and watercolour paintings of rural scenes adorned the walls. Rather than sitting down, Abi crossed to the window, looking out onto the manicured lawns between which the carriage had travelled.

			As she heard the click of the door being opened, she swung round to see her charge entering the room.

			‘Freddie! That’s what you would prefer to be called, isn’t it? How nice to see you again.’

			Freddie was scowling and kicking the toe of his boot into the oriental rug that covered much of the varnished board floor. ‘Miss.’

			Abi forced a smile. ‘Yes, that will do nicely. You don’t have to address me by my full name. Shall we sit down? It would be good if we could get to know one another before we begin formal lessons.’

			Freddie pulled a face, as if he wasn’t much looking forward to lessons, but gestured towards one of the brocaded chairs, indicating where she should sit before taking a seat opposite her. Whatever his faults, his manners, when he chose, were those of a gentleman.

			‘This must be very strange for you, Freddie,’ she began. ‘You are more used to being taught along with a number of other boys, and by a man, I presume. Well, I have to admit it is strange for me too. I am used to teaching a class of maybe a dozen children, both boys and girls. But I hope we can both soon adjust and enjoy our lessons. Tell me – what are your favourite subjects? What are you good at, what do you struggle with, and what are you bored by?’

			For the first time, Freddie seemed to engage. ‘I like mathematics and the sciences, but that is because I’m good at them, I expect. History and geography – well, they are not too bad, I suppose, but I hate English.’

			Abi’s heart sank. Arithmetic and nature study were well within her scope, but Sir Hugh hadn’t mentioned science when he had interviewed her, and it hadn’t occurred to her that it might be required.

			‘I’d have thought English would come naturally to you,’ she said.

			‘Oh, the grammar is easy enough, and I like making up plays,’ Freddie said dismissively. ‘But we had to learn poems and speeches from Shakespeare. I couldn’t be bothered with that girly stuff. Can you imagine having to stand up in front of the class and pretend to be a woman? “The quality of mercy is not strained . . .”’ he recited in an affected tone, which, given that his voice had yet to break, was uncannily as William Shakespeare must have intended.

			Abi smiled. ‘I understand.’ But actually all her qualms were returning. This was far beyond anything she’d been required to teach in the dame school, where the only things that had to be committed to memory were the times tables, the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed.

			As if sensing her discomfort, Freddie smiled slyly. ‘“Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more; Or close the wall up with our English dead!”’ This time he made his voice lower. For all his disdain for learning speeches, he was a natural-born actor, Abi realised.

			‘Well?’ His normal voice resumed, he challenged her with a direct gaze. ‘Can you carry on, miss? Because I can.’

			Abi felt a rising sense of panic, but she was saved from answering as Sir Hugh, whom neither of them had realised was there, spoke from the doorway.

			‘I am pleased you learned something, at least, at that school, Frederick. It cost me a great deal of money.’ He sounded almost amused; it made him seem much more approachable, Abi thought, and when he turned his attention to her, his tone remained pleasant. ‘I regret you were told I was too busy to spare you some time,’ he said. ‘That is not, and never will be, the case. I am anxious to keep abreast of Frederick’s progress.’

			‘I’m pleased to hear that,’ Abi managed.

			‘I think, too, it would be good if we were to talk before you meet my wife,’ he continued. He turned to his son. ‘Frederick, you may leave us. Amuse yourself elsewhere.’

			Freddie rose. ‘Yes, Papa. Thank you, Miss Newman.’ Perfectly polite again, he left the room and closed the door behind him.

			‘Actually, I have already met Lady Hastings,’ Abi confessed as Sir Hugh settled into the chair that Freddie had vacated.

			‘I see. And what was your impression of her?’

			She hesitated, anxious not to say the wrong thing.

			‘Well?’ Sir Hugh pressed her.

			‘She came to my room to apologise for not being there to greet me when I arrived,’ Abi hedged. ‘I thought that was very kind of her, as she seemed . . .’ Again she hesitated, not wanting to use any of the terms that truly described Imogen’s apparent ill-health or her sudden tearful departure.

			‘Upset?’ Sir Hugh prompted her.

			‘Yes,’ she agreed, relieved.

			‘Precisely.’ Sir Hugh leaned into the back of his chair, hands resting on his knees, and his eyes met hers with a directness that for some reason she found unsettling. ‘I was reluctant to burden you with the details of Lady Hastings’ condition so soon after your arrival, but I think, on second thoughts, that it would be only right for me to explain. The fact of the matter is that my dear wife is suffering grievously, and you should know the reason for it.’ He paused.

			‘She is ill?’ Abi ventured

			The pause lengthened, and a chill prickled over her skin. She’d been right. Lady Hastings was very sick, perhaps dying. But when Sir Hugh eventually spoke, what he had to say was not in the least what she had expected.

			‘My wife is not ill per se. Except in as much as her physical health is affected by her mental and emotional state. The sickness, Miss Newman, is an affliction of her nervous system, and that came about because of the dreadful loss we suffered a year and a half ago.’

			Once again he paused, and Abi waited, dumbstruck.

			‘Our son, Robert, died tragically at just three years of age,’ he said at last, and Abi realised the loss had hit him hard too. Yet he was holding his emotion in check, as gentlemen were wont to do.

			‘Oh – I am so sorry!’ she managed. ‘I had no idea.’

			‘Imogen has taken his loss very badly,’ he went on. ‘Frederick is my son by my late wife, Marigold, while Robert – Robbie, as she calls him – was her only child. She doted on him. Worshipped him. His death was, of course, a terrible tragedy for all of us. But I am afraid to say Imogen seems quite unable to come to terms with his loss.’

			‘Understandably,’ Abi murmured. And then, before she could stop herself: ‘What happened?’

			The moment the words were out, she regretted them. It wasn’t for her to ask questions that would force Sir Hugh to recount the details of such a terrible event. But to her relief, he did not seem to take offence.

			‘He and Frederick were playing outside, on the lawns,’ he said, and although his eyes had gone far away, his voice was as firm and measured as always. ‘His nursemaid was supposed to be watching him, but she was neglectful of her duties. As for Frederick, he was taking scant notice of his little brother – he was chasing butterflies to add to his collection, no doubt – and did not realise Robert had wandered off. There is a lake in the valley beyond the grounds of the house, where Imogen used to take him to feed the ducks – perhaps Robert thought he would go to see them, or perhaps he simply got lost. He must have missed his footing and tumbled into the water. Whatever, it was there that we found him. Too late, sad to say, to save him. Our little Robert was already dead. He had drowned.’

			For the first time his voice faltered, and Abi waited in silence, at a loss to know what to say. Then he recovered himself and continued.

			‘When I brought him into the house, Imogen was there in the hallway. She saw him, limp in my arms, plant life clinging to his body and legs, stagnant water dripping from him. It has affected her so deeply, Miss Newman, that for the moment recovery seems beyond her. On occasions she can become more rational, though clearly grief-stricken. At other times . . . To be truthful, I fear for her sanity. For her very life.’

			Abi’s horror was growing as the tragic story unfolded. ‘You mean . . . ? Oh, you can’t mean, surely . . . ?’

			‘That she may be driven to desperate measures to escape the hell she occupies, yes,’ he confirmed. ‘I would ask that you be vigilant, and notify me at once should you notice anything suspicious in her behaviour. Then I can have Mrs Mears watch her even more closely than she already does.’

			‘Of course!’ But it occurred to Abi that if she were in the same state as poor Lady Hastings, the last person she would want in her immediate vicinity was the dour, almost threatening Mrs Mears. Why, she could be mistaken for the Grim Reaper himself!

			‘Good.’ Sir Hugh straightened. ‘So you are now in possession of the full facts. I acknowledge that I should have told you at the time I offered you the position of governess, and for that I apologise. I confess I also asked Malcolm not to mention it. For my own selfish reasons I was afraid it might be something of a deterrent to you, and I was most anxious for you to accept the post.’

			‘It wouldn’t have made any difference,’ Abi said, and shocked as she was by these revelations, it was no more than the truth. So eager had she been to make her escape into the wide outside world, not even a raving lunatic would have dissuaded her from taking the position, and Imogen was far from that. Simply a poor soul overcome with grief.

			‘There is one other thing.’ Sir Hugh smoothed the legs of his trousers over his knees so that they hung perfectly. ‘I am of the opinion that much of Frederick’s bad behaviour stems from what happened that day. He blames himself, I believe, and is tormented by guilt that he failed to keep Robert safe. It’s nonsense, of course. He was only eight years old himself, and eight-year-old boys cannot be held responsible for what was a terrible accident. If anyone was to blame, it was the wretched nursemaid, who was neglecting her duties. But for all that, Frederick was Robert’s big brother, and he is alive while Robert is dead. Perhaps you would bear that in mind, Miss Newman, if he misbehaves.’

			‘Of course.’ But Abi was puzzled that Imogen should have asked her to keep Freddie’s misdemeanours from his father if like her he believed the boy’s bad behaviour stemmed from his feelings of guilt. There was clearly something of a distance between them.

			‘You may think me too strict, Miss Newman,’ Sir Hugh went on as if he had read her mind. ‘I know that Imogen believes I am too hard on him. But rigorous discipline is the cornerstone of raising a boy to grow into a gentleman. It’s no more than the treatment my father meted out to me, and it did me no harm. Nevertheless, if you can help Frederick to find some peace of mind, I shall be most grateful. I have tried to tell him he was not to blame, but anything I say with regard to the matter falls on deaf ears. I think it possible, however, that he may listen to you as his governess, and perhaps eventually his friend.’

			‘I’ll do my best,’ Abi promised.

			‘It may be that you will be good for Imogen, too,’ he added.

			It was the first time he had used his wife’s Christian name when speaking to Abi, but he immediately reverted to his usual briskness.

			‘That will be all, then. But I will see you at dinner.’

			‘Oh!’ Abi almost gasped in surprise.

			‘You did know you would be dining with the family?’ Sir Hugh asked.

			‘I didn’t,’ she admitted.

			‘Ah – I assumed Mrs Mears would have told you.’

			‘No, she didn’t. But thank you, sir.’

			As she went back upstairs, Abi was thinking that Mrs Mears’s omission was yet another act of spite. But her opinion of Sir Hugh had changed greatly.

			Despite all appearances to the contrary, it seemed that beneath his gentlemanly reserve, he was a loving husband and father who was grieving for a lost child, and Abi found herself intrigued by the complexity of the man who was her employer.

			On reaching the upper landing, Abi hesitated, wondering if it would ease Imogen’s mind to hear that Abi now knew what she herself had been unable to articulate. The door on the opposite side of the passage was ajar, and through it she could see Freddie, on his hands and knees, playing with what looked like a fort and model soldiers. She tapped on the door, and when Freddie looked up, she asked: ‘Which is your mama’s room, Freddie? I wanted to speak to her.’

			‘The one at the end of the passage is her sitting room,’ he said. ‘That leads into her bedroom, and next to that is what used to be Robbie’s room, and then mine, here. They’re all linked – you can come through this way if you would care to. She’ll be in Robbie’s room, I expect. She spends a lot of time there.’

			He indicated a closed door to the left of where he was lying on his tummy on the floor.

			‘That’s a kind offer, but I don’t think I should simply materialise like that,’ Abi said. ‘It wouldn’t be proper, and I might startle her.’

			‘As you please,’ Freddie said, offhand again, and turned back to his fort, moving a lead soldier from the battlements to the drawbridge.

			Abi left him and walked along the passage to the furthest door – Imogen’s sitting room, if she had understood Freddie correctly. She knocked on it and waited. When there was no answer, she moved to the bedroom door, but then thought better of it and instead knocked on the door next to Freddie’s room. After a moment, she heard movement from within – the creak of bedsprings, a rustle of silk – and the door opened slightly.

			‘Oh, Miss Newman, it’s you!’ Imogen sounded surprised, but calmer than she had been when she had fled from Abi’s room.

			‘Abi, please,’ Abi reminded her gently. ‘I wondered if I could have a few words with you.’

			Imogen opened the door more widely. ‘Do please come in. I’m afraid I was very rude earlier on, but . . .’ Her voice faded away.

			As Abi went inside, she was startled and perturbed to see the made-up bed, the nightgown and the toys, and averted her gaze so as not to appear to be staring.

			‘I just wanted you to know that I understand now why you were so upset,’ she said carefully. ‘Sir Hugh has told me of the terrible time you have endured, and I wanted to say how sorry I am for your loss.’

			Tears welled in Imogen’s eyes once more, and Abi reached out and touched her arm lightly.

			‘I won’t keep you now, but if there is anything I can do, please know that I am here for you.’

			‘There is nothing anyone can do,’ Imogen murmured brokenly.

			‘I can listen if you need a sympathetic ear,’ Abi said. ‘Believe me, I do know something of what you are going through, though I won’t pretend to have suffered a tragedy as great as yours. And anything – anything – you might say to me I shall treat in complete confidence.’

			She squeezed Imogen’s arm again lightly, then turned away and left. She had said what she had come to say, and she didn’t want Imogen to feel pressured in any way, didn’t want her to feel her grief was being intruded upon.

			The one thing she wished she hadn’t mentioned was her own heartache, but Imogen’s distress had recalled it for her all too clearly. It wasn’t the same, of course. The son she had lost had never drawn breath; she’d never held him in her arms, never changed his linen, never seen him take his first steps or heard him speak his first words. Her son, who had not survived his birth. Her son, whom she still mourned though he would have brought such shame and disgrace to her and her family if he had lived. Her illegitimate son, who had never been spoken of again.

			Tears pricked her eyes now, but her sympathy was all for Imogen, who had lost a living, breathing child. How much worse must that be!

			With an effort, she pushed the memories to the back of her mind as she had learned to do over the years. If she was to dine with the family, she had better look out something suitable to wear.

			She opened the closet – so little to choose from! – and selected her Sunday-best gown of sprigged muslin, then shook it out and hung it beside the window, where the sun streamed in and a gentle breeze stirred the hangings. She could think of no better way to ease out the creases of travel. But now she must prepare for the ordeal of dining with gentry.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter Five

			[image: presentation rule]

			Very soon Abi had begun to settle in and feel less daunted by her unfamiliar surroundings, the standing of the family and their way of life. Her initial impression of Mrs Mears had proved correct – she was certainly the most unpleasant woman Abi had ever met. But she was growing fond of Mary, the elderly sweet-natured maid, who was clearly devoted to the family, and Prudie Doel, the wife of Rex Doel the gardener, was a friendly soul who was always ready for a chat when their paths crossed.

			As for Freddie, he was still apt to try the boundaries with his silly pranks, but at least there had been no more spiders in her bed. He had been disappointed she hadn’t fled in hysterics when she found it, she guessed. He’d probably lain awake grinning in anticipation of her screams before he’d realised spiders didn’t scare her. But neither did the other things he’d tried – a giant slug in the basin on her washstand, an early bumble bee shut in her room – and when she didn’t react at all, he’d gone back to playing tricks on the servants. She’d heard Cook berating him for hiding her rolling pin, and Mary had pricked her feet on the straw he’d put in the toes of her slippers.

			Abi had set a routine with regard to Freddie’s lessons, which she began immediately after breakfast. At ten o’clock, she allowed him a break for a glass of milk and an apple. Luncheon was at one sharp, but she released him half an hour before so that he could get some fresh air and hopefully work off some of his energy with a bit of exercise – plump Freddie didn’t care for that – as well as wash his hands and tidy himself before the meal began. She resumed lessons promptly at three, and released him for the rest of the day at four thirty. As for the subjects to be studied, she varied them just as they had at the dame school, and if the weather was fine, as it seemed mostly to be so far that spring, she took him outside for what she called ‘nature study’, teaching him to recognise trees, flowers and birds.

			Inevitably, Freddie wanted to take his butterfly net, and though she did not approve of butterflies being kept in captivity, and certainly not pinned to a frame, she allowed him to catch them as long as he promised to release them again before they returned indoors.

			To her relief, he caught very few; his bulk slowed him down considerably. But it was the same rule for ladybirds – he always had an old enamelled snuffbox in his pocket – and for caterpillars, which he plucked from the cabbages and put in a glass jar with a muslin cover.

			‘They are pests!’ he informed Abi when it was time to empty the jar. ‘Doel, the gardener, says so!’

			And Abi returned firmly, ‘That’s as may be, Freddie, but you shouldn’t be cruel to any living creature.’

			Freddie huffed in disgust, removed the caterpillar, dropped it on the paved path and stamped on it with the toe of his boot. ‘That one won’t eat our cabbages,’ he declared with satisfaction.

			‘Oh Freddie . . .’ Abi shook her head reprovingly. ‘That was not a nice thing to do.’ But she decided this once to take no further action. Freddie had been very well behaved so far, and she didn’t want to damage the rapport that was beginning to build between them.

			Besides, she’d seen her father do the self-same thing, picking the insects off the young vegetables and disposing of them, and he was a man of God. She could hardly blame a little boy too much.

			Abi’s reservations about dining with the family had proved unfounded. Sir Hugh ensured she was included in the conversation, often asking about Freddie’s lessons and the progress he was making, and Abi was able to answer truthfully that he was a very bright boy and seemed to be absorbing whatever she taught him.

			When Sir Hugh retired for a cigar and a glass of brandy and Abi and Imogen were alone, the conversation still revolved around Freddie. Imogen was as interested in how he was getting on as his father was, and often popped into the classroom, sitting quietly at the back and smiling when he was able to respond to one of Abi’s questions with a quick and correct answer, or when Abi praised him for a piece of good work. But on some evenings she seemed to retreat into herself. Abi thought that talking about her grief might help her, but she didn’t think it her place to raise the subject, and on those occasions Imogen would excuse herself as soon as was polite and go to her room. There she would lose herself in her memories, Abi guessed, and her heart bled for this sweet and tormented lady.

			One morning a few weeks later, Freddie did not seem at all well when he appeared at the breakfast table. He was snuffly, and if he was slow to use his handkerchief, ribbons of greenish mucus ran down towards his upper lip. He was flushed, yet complained of feeling cold, and whereas he usually wolfed down generous portions of bacon, eggs, kidneys and whatever else was on offer, today he pushed kedgeree around his plate and ate virtually nothing.

			‘We don’t waste good food in this house,’ Sir Hugh admonished him.

			‘I don’t want it,’ Freddie muttered miserably. ‘Please may I leave the table?’

			‘Not until you have cleared your plate. And sit up straight, or I’ll have a board strapped to your back to make you.’

			Abi cringed. Freddie was clearly unwell, and Sir Hugh, who seemed to be in a very bad mood this morning, was only making things worse. But to
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