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Praise for Laura London:


‘This sophisticated romp takes readers into the Regency period with charming, colorful imagery that describes all the sights, sounds and smells of the period. Sharp, witty dialogue, sweet romance and unforgettable characters are all hallmarks of the classic novels by this incomparable writing team. Don’t miss this oldie, but goodie’ Romantic Times


‘From its very first sentence, The Windflower seduces the senses with lush, lyrical, evocative prose. It is a brilliantly-plotted work full of wonderful details, subtle eroticism, clever humor, and heart-wrenching emotion, yet it is the characters that really capture the reader. Not only are the hero and heroine unforgettable, but a wealth of secondary characters are drawn with a richness and depth rarely equalled’ All About Romance
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She didn’t know she’d come face to face with one of England’s most notorious rakes. She only knew the golden-haired stranger who came to her rescue as David.


Miss Frances Atherton, country parson’s daughter, has a lot to learn about London’s wicked ways. But not even David’s brash charms can distract her from her purpose: to trap the Blue Specter, the infamous smuggler for whose crimes her own father has been imprisoned. The trail is hot and leads to Drury Lane, where she treads the boards as an actress – a shocking profession for a lady. But more shocking still is the discovery that David – Lord Landry – is the most renowned and scandalous playwright of the day  . . .  and that she is losing her heart even as she stalks her dangerous prey.






Chapter One


Miss Frances Atherton, the parson’s daughter, stepped from the hired hackney carriage onto the busy marketplace corner of Charles and Russell Streets. A whimsical spring breeze dandled the long ties of her old-fashioned straw bonnet as if to undo their neat arrangement, and molded her shapeless gray traveler’s cape to her trim young figure, causing more than one head to turn in her direction. Bustling herds of shoppers, hawkers, and costermongers schooled around her as she gazed with innocent awe on the spires of St. Paul’s Cathedral, gilded like a chapel shrine by the late afternoon sun. It was a stirring view for a young lady who had lived her nineteen summers in Beachy Hill, Sussex, a fishing village so small that when Mrs. Brantley’s baby cried on the west side of town, cross old Mrs. Betterton on the east side would shut her window. Miss Atherton’s previous definition of a crowd had been the parish packed into her father’s church on Easter Sunday, but this single London corner contained more souls than her father had had a chance to save in the last decade.


The corner contained more vegetables, too, thought Frances, glancing about—not, of course, that her father had ever tried to save the soul of a vegetable. Frances felt a tiny smile tighten her lips at the idea of her Reverend Papa sermonizing earnestly from his pulpit toward pews packed with hefty radishes. But if Miss Atherton had been spared the company of vegetables at Sunday service, she was certainly surrounded by them now. A dusty mountain of potatoes was heaped on the pavement with a hill of crisp turnips rising at its side. Maroon pickling cabbages fought piled onions and bundles of glossy leeks for space on busy market stalls. Down the street an herbalist’s shop was getting a fresh coat of whitewash from a trio of rowdy youths, who paused to tease a group of apple-women sitting nearby on their porter’s knots sharing a pipe.


The day had been a long and tiring one for Miss Atherton. She had come from Eastbourne on the public stagecoach in a grueling ride that had begun at four o’clock that morning. The other two passengers had been a baker’s widow in black bombazine and a frail stay-maker’s wife with her overweight bulldog. After three hours of battering over rutty spring roads, their stage had become mired in a lowland road near a swollen river bank. Pulling the bulky stage through the knee-high mud had been a hard enough task for the horses even with the coachmen leading them; the passengers had been forced to get out and walk. Frances had descended bravely into the muck, saying that she was sure she wouldn’t mind a chance to stretch her legs. Her two lady companions had followed her with loud complaints, but the fat bulldog had steadfastly refused to leave the carriage. The coachman had angrily announced that he wouldn’t have his horses drag the coach another step with that bulky brute inside, the staymaker’s wife had begun to cry that it wasn’t Doggie’s fault that he didn’t like to walk in the mud, and the widow in black bombazine began a shrill for the return of her ticket price. Frances, with an inward sigh and all the good-natured cheer that she could muster, had offered to carry Doggie. She had marched the next three miles in wet sucking mud carrying a forty-pound bulldog, who alleviated his tedium by struggling and licking Frances vigorously on the side of her face.


No sooner had the bedraggled and weary travelers returned to the cramped interior of the stagecoach than the baker’s widow insisted that there was too much draft and ordered the scuffed leather curtains pulled down to cover the windows. Frances had sat in increasingly stuffy discomfort while the staymaker’s wife enumerated the outstanding qualities of her son, currently apprenticed to a snuff-box painter, and then went on to describe his advent into the world, which, it seemed, had been accomplished in miraculously short order. Not to be outdone, the baker’s wife had offered the tale of her own confinement, some forty years past, which, she said smugly, had been remarkable for its length and difficulty. The staymaker’s wife quickly countered with the claim that, of course, everyone knew that short confinements were more taxing and risky than long ones. The baker’s widow did not take well to a suggestion that any confinement could have been more risky or taxing than her own, and from thence the two ladies began a prolonged and detailed exchange of obstetrical histories that caused Miss Atherton to lose what little appetite she had left for the roll and hard cheese she had brought for lunch, and might have (had she not been a young woman of common sense and character) caused her to enter a nunnery forthwith and eschew the company of men not likewise celibate.


Frances had found no emotion within herself stronger than that of relief when the stagecoach had finally pulled into the hopping courtyard of the London’s Great George Coaching Inn. She had hired a hackney carriage, seen to the transfer of her case, and within minutes here she was among the vegetables.


The picturesque hustle about her filled Frances with fresh energy. She smoothed a wisp of her soft brown hair under her bonnet and gave her crumpled skirts a brisk shake. A sparkle returned to her hazel eyes as she filled her lungs determinedly with the dense acrid air of the metropolis. Tilting her head back, she smiled politely at the hackney driver.


“This is my first trip to the capital,” she said. “But I can see that it’s a city of which England can be proud.”


The hackney driver was a surly man in a green felt cap and a double-breasted cloth frock coat with a turned-up collar. He looked contemptuously at Frances and muttered a reply largely indistinguishable, but which sounded suspiciously like “Sure, girlie, and me old dad was a kidney pie.” In more audible tones he said, “Fare.”


Miss Atherton opened her purse, selected the coins, and handed them up to the driver. “Here you are, one shilling and sixpence. If you please, you may set my case here on the pavement.”


The driver looked at the fare in his cracked palm as if someone had presented him with a cockroach corpse. The other hand he lifted to scratch his unshaven chin, and he looked down at Frances with an intimidating frown.


“Ain’t enough,” he growled.


“But it is,” she answered, taken aback. “I counted it out most carefully, one and sixpence.”


“One and six ain’t enough,” returned the driver, with the air of one talking to a dimwit.


“Most certainly it is,” said Miss Atherton stoutly. “’Tis the fare on which we agreed at the coaching inn not twenty minutes ago.”


“One and six was enough then. If yer don’t like it, yer can come and get yer own trunk,” said the driver, smirking unpleasantly.


As Miss Atherton’s case was strapped onto a baggage rack behind the hack driver and more than six feet off the ground, its retrieval would have called for her to clamber up the side of the coach on widely spaced footholds and kneel over the driver’s lap. Miss Atherton stood back and reassessed the situation.


“Sir, you are not behaving well,” she observed.


The hack driver cleared his throat with disgusting, and quite unnecessary, resonance and spat upon the pavement.


The three youths who had been whitewashing the herb shop saw the exchange and, sensing that better amusement was to be had near the coach, trotted over to gape at Frances and nudge each other suggestively.


Ignoring her chortling audience, Frances said firmly, “I shall have my trunk now, please.”


The driver squashed his cap further down on his grizzled head and fixed Frances with a cold stare.


“Ye can come and get it,” he said, with tight-mouthed satisfaction.


Nothing draws a crowd like a crowd, and before Miss Atherton had time to think of an adequate retort, the watching group had swelled to include a bevy of sooty chimney sweeps, a greengrocer in a blue apron bulging with carrots, and a red-faced woman with a gaudy gypsy scarf and a basket of crimson love apples on her head. A youth with a long, pointed nose and coarse ginger bowl-cut hair made a saucy comment that drew snickering approval from the gathering. The Golden Rule and chivalry aside, a young, unaccompanied female on the London streets was considered fair game.


A less resolute young lady might have let prudence win over principle and paid the hack driver his demanded due, but Miss Atherton was made of sterner stuff. Turn and run? Not she, the girl who, at the tender age of eleven, had taken the village smithy to task for drinking away his good wife’s market money at the county fair.


Frances shook her finger reprovingly at the hack driver. “I suppose because I am from out of town that you think I’m to be easily bamboozled,” she said, adopting a tone one would use with a refractory child. “You’re quite wrong! I won’t allow you to take advantage of me.”


To the crowd’s heartily expressed enjoyment, several voices inquired if they might be allowed to take advantage of the young lady. A burly giant with curly black hair and enormous shoulders in a coster’s corduroy was inspired by the uproar to drop his bundle of beets with their dirty dangling roots and step toward Frances with a foolish grin that stretched from one stumpy ear to the other.


“I’ll help you get your case, missie,” he proclaimed. “Let me put my hands on yer waist and I’ll lifts ye right up to your case and in no time, too.”


Miss Atherton barely had time to say “thank you, no,” when the rough giant slipped his hammy hands under her cape, taking her in a bruising grip. With real alarm, she jerked away from him and took a step back, and the rough fellow came after her, arms outstretched as if to get a better hold on the situation. She stumbled, her heel striking an upturned flagstone, and fell backwards.


A pair of light, strong hands steadied her from behind, releasing her when it was plain that she had regained her footing.


She turned instinctively, looking backward over her shoulder, and found herself gazing into a young, vividly male face so attractive as to be almost startling. Miss Atherton was not one who allowed her knees to turn to pudding every time she met a handsome gentleman (which, it must be admitted, was not often), but however immune one might be to the Hollowness of mortal Beauty, Frances was aware of a rather intense, if brief, sensation somewhere in her middle that Modesty forbade her to name, even to herself. The gentleman was tall, fashionably dressed, and sensuously slender, with hair the color of melted gold touching his collar. His eyes had been painted by the same brush that decorates the first sweet greens of spring; they held an expression that was at once mocking and friendly. Frances was far too inexperienced to see the serenely calculating admiration in them. She didn’t know that she was face to face with one of her country’s foremost and most fascinating rakes. She might not know it, but the watching crowd did. They gave a cheerful shout of recognition, which further disoriented Frances, and she failed to understand its cause.


The black-haired knave who had been so willing to offer Frances unwanted assistance gave the blond stranger an affable salute, and gestured toward the driver of the hackney carriage, saying, “This son of a whip has been tryin’ to take advantage of the dimber mort” (this with a lewd wink toward Frances), “so her says.”


“Does she?” said the golden-haired stranger, his wonderful green eyes alive with interest. He gave Frances a smile that was famous throughout London for its irresistibly engaging tenderness. It quite completed the job on her. “What happened?”


The black-haired man seemed to consider himself the party who had been applied to for information. He hitched his hairy thumbs through his belt, looking as pleased as the schoolboy winner of a running contest. “’Er driver says’e won’t give up’er case until she gives’im’is fare,” the fellow chuckled proudly, “and I says I’m gonna’elp’er by liftin’’er belly up to board.”


Miss Atherton had not yet recovered from the shock that she, noted in her family from the cradle for her sensible attitudes, could react to a member of the opposite sex like a giddy miss. It did nothing to assist her composure to hear herself publicly proclaimed to possess so vulgar a member as a “belly.” With an effort that can only be described as heroic, she gathered her not inconsiderable mental resources, blocked the blond stranger from her mind, ignored the crowd’s gay jibes, delivered a quick, reproving frown to the black-haired lout, and stepped toward the hackney carriage.


“I shall summon a magistrate,” she announced valiantly, not having the faintest notion where in this vast city one was to be found.


The hackney driver had been deriving a fair measure of sour enjoyment watching Miss Atherton’s discomfiture, but at the mention of the law, his pleasure evaporated. “Oh, you will, will you?” he snarled. “Damned if I’ll take sauce from a snooty little curtezan like yourself. If you don’t pay your fare, see if I don’t take it out in trade before you’re much older.”


The black-haired lout captured the spotlight. He made a rude gesture toward the hack driver shouting, “That ya couldn’t, old Domine Do-little!” The crowd roared its approval. “This kitten needs to take her aqua vitae from a Johnny Ready like meself!” The fellow made a lunge for Frances, attempting to envelop her in his bearlike embrace.


Again Frances felt light, experienced hands encircle her waist as the golden-haired man laughingly plucked her from her attacker’s path, setting her down behind him. Her rescuer held a restraining hand toward the black-haired giant.


“Oh, no, my friend,” said the gentleman, giving the giant a dose of that curiously affectionate smile. “You may be ready for her, but I very much doubt that she’s ready for you.”


As if by magic, the lout stopped fast in his tracks, scratching awkwardly at the shaggy hair above his ear. He grinned shyly back at Miss Atherton’s champion.


“I was jest funnin’ loike. Didn’t mean’er any’arm,” said the lout in sheepish apology.


“No,” said the man with the golden hair, subjecting Frances to a swift, intimate appraisal. “And I don’t think you did her any, either, because she doesn’t appear to have understood half of what you’ve been saying to her.” He flipped a coin of generous denomination to the hack driver, and said good-naturedly, “The lady’s case, please.”


The size of the coin rendered the hack driver’s lugubrious aspect into something approaching happiness.


“As ya say, guv.” Twisting behind him, he unstrapped the heavy traveling case, handing it to the black-haired giant, who set it before Miss Atherton, saying, “There you are, missie, all’s right now.”


Miss Atherton, however, did not share his opinion. She nerved herself to look the blond man directly in the eye.


“That was wrong,” she said severely. “Very wrong.”


“Oh, I’m sorry; did you want Johnny Ready to hug you?”


She regarded him with a searing eye. The gentleman, it seemed, meant trouble. She hadn’t liked the effect his more than pleasant aspect had on her heart rhythm; she hadn’t liked the obligation that his unsolicited gallantry placed on her; she hadn’t liked the casual manner in which he discussed the level of her understanding with her black-haired pest; and she hadn’t liked the way he’d taken the situation with the hack driver into his own hands. “I am referring, sir, to the monies you have dispensed on my behalf and without consultation with me. I had already paid the driver the agreed-upon fare, and to concede to his extortionate demands encourages him to expect more than the justly agreed-upon rate.”


“A well-done speech,” smiled her rescuer, “considering that you couldn’t possibly have rehearsed it. There is the merest hint of a staccato, though, which it probably wouldn’t hurt to watch. Still, overall as an impromptu recitation, I would rate it decidedly above the average.”


Only the strong conviction that she had already bandied too many words about on a street corner kept Miss Atherton from advising the blond gentleman to mind his own staccatos. She would give him no further opportunity to make game of her and turned her attention to the wayward hackney driver, who was gathering his reins preparing to depart.


“Sir,” Frances addressed the driver, “you know you ought to return that coin to this gentleman.” From the expression on the hack driver’s face, not the most dyed-in-the-wool optimist could have held the hope that this was his intention. Miss Atherton decided not to pursue this almost certainly fruitless line of conversation, instead continuing: “You must let your conscience guide you. I hope that when you’ve thought more on the matter you will change your attitude and remit that money to charity.”


“Ain’t likely,” said the driver with a raspy chuckle. He gave the blond gentleman a knowing grin, nodded, and drove away.


Frances shook her head in resignation, and being careful not to look in the direction of the golden-haired man, she bent to pick up her case, giving a firm refusal to the giant’s offer to carry it for her. The giant shrugged, winked at the gentleman and, grabbing his bundle of beets, was off down the street. Seeing that the show was finally over, the gathered crowd melted into the bustle as easily as it had appeared.


Frances began to thread her way down Charles Street, perusing the numbers over each door for Number 59. It took both hands wrapped around the handle of her heavy dressing case to drag it beside her. The handle bit through her wool traveling gloves to sting her palms, and the case banged mercilessly against her knees. How in the world had the case become so heavy? She had originally intended to bring a few necessities in a small jute bag, but that was before the members of a large and dear family had each added their own article to her packing. Eight younger brothers and sisters had contributed such indispensable objects as a ponderous stone paperweight lovingly hand-painted with flowers, a large notebook of press-dried wild herbs, a driftwood carving of a fishing bark.


Mother had touchingly presented Frances with the old Bible Papa had used at Seminary (it was what Papa would wish, after all), and the jute bag had grown to a round valise. Frances was congratulating herself on being able to fit everything in when Grandma Atherton had arrived with a warming pan and a bed brick. Nothing could convince Grandma that her London daughter-in-law would be sure to keep a fire burning in Frances’ bedchamber. The valise had been returned to the attic and the unwieldy dressing case chosen. When Frances’ brother Joe had handed it to the stagecoach driver that morning he had said:


“God forbid you should have to carry this thing, Fran. It weighs like a cheese wheel.”


Frances looked at the doorway above her. Number 62. She set down her bag on the pavement, clapping her palms to rekindle the circulation. Suddenly, she realized that she was not alone, and turned to look into the eyes of her blond rescuer. With some indignation, she said:


“You’ve been following me.”


He smiled. “Actually, I’ve been walking beside you, but you’ve been so busy scowling at the doorways that I’m afraid you haven’t noticed.”


Miss Atherton fought the urge to deny that she’d been scowling.


“If you have been walking beside me, then please don’t do so anymore. I don’t walk with gentlemen to whom I haven’t been introduced.”


“I’m glad to hear that,” he said, “because you strike one as being a little untutored.”


“Untutored! What, pray, do you mean by that?”


“Do you realize that your eyes lighten almost to amber when you’re angry? It’s very unusual. Was your father by any chance a Moor?”


“Certainly not! I wish you will go away.” Frances grabbed her case, hoping fervently that he would ask if he could carry it so that she would have the pleasure of refusing. Unfortunately, the gentleman was either too perceptive or too lazy to offer his assistance, and Frances was forced to endure him strolling beside her while she tugged at the heavy baggage.


“Do you know, Prudence . . .” he began.


“My name is not Prudence!”


“No? What is it?”


Not so easily tricked, Frances remained silent. He gave her a sidelong glance and smiled inwardly.


“As I’d begun to say, and believe me, I wouldn’t mention the matter if it were not that you might encounter this problem again . . .  You see, in London we have a quaint custom called the gratuity. Believe me, it’s very pervasive.”


Frances would have liked to discard this verbal tidbit, but the import of his words began to penetrate her tired mind. She set down her case, rubbing arms that felt as though they had been pulled from their sockets, and allowed herself the luxury of one more glance at her companion.


“Do you mean,” she asked slowly, “that the hack driver was angry because I didn’t give him a tip?”


“Something like that.”


She got a new grip on her case and dragged it a few more feet. “Very well, you’ve told me, so you can go away. If you’re waiting for me to admit I was in the wrong, you’re wasting your time, because I won’t. I hate admitting it when I’m wrong.”


“An admirable quality.”


“You know it’s not,” she said with a gulp of exertion. “Everyone knows that it’s a terrible weakness, besides being a sin of pride.”


She heard his soft laughter as he stepped in front of her, bringing her painful trek to a rest. He placed one caressing hand on her shoulder and, with the other hand, lifted the tip of her chin between the thumb and forefinger.


“I find your pride enchanting, Prudence, and I would never consider it a sin. Will you let me carry your case, or are you going to drop first?”


Frances had already more than noticed his attractiveness, and felt the tug of its magnetism. But nothing in her previous experience with men had prepared her for a swift transition from magnetism to this captivating force. The shock of his touch on her face caused for her a suspension of rational thought, as though someone had thrown a bucket of ice water on her. His expression radiated a charm so supple that it flowed about her like a golden net. It was lethal, that combination of sympathy and humor, and it had led to the undoing of far more canny women than she. And Frances was exhausted and vulnerable. But years of being the practical eldest daughter of a vicar were not compatible with the frivolous heady emotion she was experiencing. Miss Atherton came to earth with a bang. What in the world had gotten into her? Grimly, she instructed the too-helpful gentleman to remove his hands. She readjusted her grip on the case and began to lug it forward, free again. He stepped out of the way.


“Don’t you like my tactics, Prudence?” he asked conversationally. “I had a suspicion that it might not work.”


Frances swallowed, a hard task considering the dryness of her throat. Rather abruptly, she said, “Why do you keep following me?”


“Two reasons,” he said easily. “The first is that you don’t look like a person who would arrive safely at her destination.”


Miss Atherton was inclined to take umbrage. “I have arrived safely,” she informed him, “at every destination in my life for which I have ever embarked.”


“I know a very good drama teacher who could get rid of that staccato within two weeks.”


Miss Atherton was not sorry to see that the tile above the next doorway bore Number 59.


“Here I am, arrived safely at my destination. Good evening!”


She prided herself on having just the right note of finality in the good evening, and without a backward glance she set her case against the brick balustrade leading to the door and ran up six marble steps. Frances gave the tarnished brass door knocker a lusty whack. Nothing. She tried again, feeling a miserable trepidation grip her heart. Homesickness, a fat bulldog, and a muddy walk had not been the only trials of her ride to London. Uppermost in her mind had been the ever present fear that her great-aunt might not be home, but instead on one of her jaunts to the continent. What would come of Frances’ plans then?


The sound of a slow shuffle came from behind the door. There was a loud clank and the door opened a crack, letting a bar of light into the darkening street. A shiny, gray-fringed head poked quickly around the door, preceded by a squat hooked nose and a bristling mustache. A ratty pair of eyes darted back and forth.


“What is it? What do you want?” asked the mustache.


Frances stared back nonplussed. What could this man have to do with her great aunt? Could Aunt Sophie have possibly married in the three years since she had last corresponded with Miss Atherton’s mother?


“I would like to see Miss Sophie Isles, if you please,” she said.


“If you’d like to see her, why’d you come here?” he said unpleasantly, and blew his nose on a big white handkerchief.


“This is Number fifty-nine Charles Street, is it not? And the residence of Miss Isles?”


“H’mph.” He twitched the hooked nose. “It’s fifty-nine Charles Street all right, but there’s no Isles woman here.”


“But that can only mean she’s moved! Perhaps you know . . .?”


“Don’t know and I don’t want to know. Don’t know who she is, where she is, and don’t care to. And what’s more, don’t like the way you inconsiderate young folk come pesterin’ an old man with a bunch of foolish questions. In my day a decent woman would know who she was lookin’ for and know where to find’em.” He snapped the door shut in her face.


Frances stared quietly at the unresponsive door knocker before turning to walk down the steps. She sat wearily on her case. The sun had vanished behind the block of townhouses, rendering the severe Palladian façades of Charles Street colder and more austere than they had been in the kindly afternoon light. The pavement was still crowded, though less than it had been earlier, and faces carried the impatient preoccupation of those returning home from their labors. Across the street, a woman in a large crowned cap was pulling the chock pegs from under a cart piled high with baskets and covering her merchandise with a red wool blanket. A postman hurried by thrusting his brass bell through the leather straps of an empty canvas letter bag. One by one, a row of bright dots appeared, following the slow progress of the lamplighter.


The man with the golden hair was leaning against the balustrade, his elbows resting comfortably on the stone newel.


“Prudence,” he said musingly, “. . .  Sweetsteeple.”


Frances roused from her self-counsel to say, “That is not my name!”


“Prudence Sweetsteeple,” he continued, ignoring her indignant outburst, “leaves the remote hamlet where she was reared and travels to the Great and Terrible Capital only to find herself stranded friendless and hungry without so much as the price of a return ticket or a night’s lodging.”


“How,” she said suspiciously, “do you know that?”


Age had softened the fabric of her cape, permitting the top button to slip, at times, from its hole. It was loose now and he reached down, refastening it. “If you could afford a room, you would have rented one to shake off your dried mud before arriving at the home of a lady you don’t know well enough to be sure of her address.”


Frances smiled reluctantly. “Very clever. You must have been a source of continual amazement to your tutor.”


The man leaned back against the newel post, crossing his finely muscled legs at the ankles. The searching hand of the soft evening breeze stroked through his hair. He smiled at Frances in his odd, affectionate way.


“I never had a tutor. My parents held that public school was superior for the development of character.”


“Did they? How do you know I come from a remote village?”


“Your clothes are twenty years out of fashion.”


Frances frowned at the serviceable gray cape that her own mother had worn at Frances’ age. Then she looked at the stranger in his beautifully cut blue jacket, tight buckskins, and shiny Hessians. “It’s wasteful to throw out perfectly good clothing simply because the style is no longer the current thing. I don’t care a fig about being fashionable.”


“Very proper,” he said affably. “Frills and furbelows won’t get you into heaven.”


She stood, emphatically brushing at the mud on her cape. “Going to heaven is nothing to joke about,” she said primly.


The gentleman did not appear in the least chastened. “And I knew you were hungry,” he said, “because you’re so cross. Let me take you somewhere and feed you.”


Miss Atherton ignored the wheedling of her stomach. “Absolutely not! I don’t know you. Now, if you’ll pardon me, I’ll have to think of a plan.”


“I believe you could.” Smiling, he came to stand close to her. “But you won’t have to, I know where Sophie Isles lives.”


“You . . .  how could you know that?”


“She lives in an apartment above a young male relative of mine, on Long Acre, about ten blocks from here. How would you prefer to travel?” Green devils danced in his eyes. “Shall I call a hack for you?”


“For ten blocks? I should say not. Although I can see you are funning. If you would be so kind as to give me directions,” she said formally, “I shall do very well on foot.”


“You will, if Miss Sophie doesn’t go to bed before two A.M. I’m afraid that’s how long it will take you to drag your case there.”


She looked at her boot tops and kicked at the caked mud on the hem of her cape, so that a tiny piece fell off and crumbled on the sidewalk. Pride had carried her case down Charles Street. She wondered if a miracle might give her the strength to carry it another ten blocks. Her arms and legs ached miserably. Mayhap the Lord had provided this stranger to carry her traveling case, although any virtuous young lady would have wished that the Lord had provided someone a little less spectacular.


“I’m not weak,” she said. “It’s just that this case is very heavy.”


He reached for her bag and lifted it with irritating ease. “A Herculean weight,” he agreed. “What’s in here?” He started walking toward Russell Street, carrying the case, and she went beside him.


“Lots of things. But mostly, a brass bed warmer.”


“I wouldn’t have thought you would need that to keep you warm in bed.”


“I didn’t think so either, but then Grandma said she wouldn’t sleep nights if she wasn’t sure I had it with me.”


“Grandma Sweetsteeple?”


This time she laughed, a musical rippling sound that caused a boy pushing a cart heaped with broccoli to stare after the girl who was lighting the evening with laughter. “No, Atherton. That’s my name as well. What’s yours?”


“David,” he said easily. “So you were named after your grandmother. My felicitations. Atherton is an unusual name for a girl.” He was pleased to hear her laugh again.


“How can you be so absurd? Atherton is my surname. And you were very bad to joke me by not saying immediately that you know where Miss Isles lives.”


Privately, the man with the golden hair marveled at the relative ease with which he had won her trust. It spoke volumes for the depth of her naïveté that she so readily accepted his word that he was taking her to the residence of Miss Sophia Isles.


“I admit to being very bad.” They were walking through a circle of lamplight that glimmered on his shiny hair. “I ought to warn you that your reluctance to tell me your first name leads me to believe that you are too embarrassed to tell me. What could it be . . .  Bathsheba? Armilla?”


“It’s nothing like that.” They were separated briefly by a man carrying a giant stick of bread who shouldered his way hurriedly between them.


“Jarita?” he asked after they were reunited by the man’s passing.


“That is not a name!”


“Ah, but it is. I can see you haven’t studied Hindi.”


A certain twinkle danced in Frances’ eyes. She peeped sideways at her companion. “I confess I haven’t. Does that sink me utterly beneath reproach?”


“Not for a moment. I’m the soul of tolerance. What have you studied? Painting? Do you know who Cooper was? That’s right, the miniaturist that Mrs. Pepys sat for. That apartment house above the coffee-seller’s was Cooper’s home.”


Long, long ago, the surrounding nineteen acres had been the garden of the Westminster Abbey monks. The Convent Garden, folks had called it; but since, it had known a transformation to the Duke of Bedford’s garden, then into a fashionable piazza, and finally, to its current earthy and colorful incarnation. Somewhere in history’s unthinking plunge, some unsung innovator with an eye for abbreviation had shortened the obsolete name and restyled the area Covent Garden.


The gentleman knew the area well. He entertained Frances with an enthralling walking tour of this historic place. Frances could almost see the beloved actress Nell Gwynn viewing a parade from her lodgings as the cavaliers of the Stuart Restoration saluted her from horseback. The gentleman beside her seemed to be one of the rare people who can bring history to life and turn a stroll through busy streets into an adventure. Frances began to forget her earlier caution. She had never met anyone like this man before—so charmingly animate, with such unselfconscious ease.


It was not Miss Atherton’s habit to be easily impressed. However, by the time she had walked from the corner of Charles Street, down Russell, and over to James, she realized that he possessed a degree of erudition, wit, and education that placed him on a level of sophistication far above her own. She was not intimidated, she told herself, but as they turned the corner of Long Acre, she began to wonder why he should have taken the trouble to befriend and assist a nobody like herself, especially as she’d been less than polite to him earlier. He had said there were two reasons he had been following her on Charles Street, the first being that he was concerned about her safely reaching her destination. It was true, Frances thought, that she might have had a difficult time locating her great-aunt’s new address without him.


“But what was the second?”


“I beg your pardon?” he said, sending his sweet smiling glance to her.


“The second reason you followed me.”


He looked, if not precisely surprised, then a little curious; he studied her face as if to revise a prior impression. His eyes were bright and kind as he said:


“Miss Atherton, surely you must know.”


The wind’s mischievous fingers had loosened her bonnet strings. She retied them rapidly as she walked.


“Well, I don’t. And as we’ve been walking along, it occurs to me to wonder why you would want to spend your time helping strangers around the streets, because I can see now, even if I did not at first, that you are quite a brilliant man.”


It was his turn to be amused. “Thank you, Miss Atherton. You honor me too much. Do you know, though, that if you continue in that vein, I will find myself revising my previous estimate on the size of your hamlet downward. Hasn’t anyone ever tried to seduce you?”


Seduce. She knew the word, of course, but it had previously played so minute a part in her vocabulary that she was forced to think a moment to recall its meaning. She gasped when she remembered and said simply:


“No.”


“That’s quite an oversight on somebody’s part.” A crowded street corner was not the setting a man of his vast experience would have chosen to make a declaration of desire, nor was a bald statement of fact as likely to produce a successful result as were patience and attentive intimacy. To have ignored her direct appeal for an explanation, though, would have amounted to a deception alien to his nature.


A grin touched his lips as he noted they had arrived almost at the ornamental porch that marked the entrance to Miss Isles’ apartments—at least, when she demanded the return of her case, she would have only a short space to carry it. “Miss Atherton,” he said gently, “I would like to be more than friends with you.”


Frances’ young life had been devoted to Duty and Service. She was Assistant Mother to eight younger siblings, confidante and soul mate to her Papa and aide-de-camp to her unworldly, domestically inclined Mama. Excepting her brothers, the only young men Frances knew were the fishermen’s sons from her village, any one of whom would have been too shy to woo the Parson’s lovely, intelligent daughter. There had been no proposals, proper or improper, in Miss Atherton’s life; and while she might daydream in modesty of the former, it had never crossed her mind that she might ever be in a position to receive the latter. So unexpected was the declaration that Miss Atherton was not completely sure of his intention until he said helpfully:


“Yes, Miss Atherton, I meant precisely what you think I meant.”


To say that Frances was shocked would have been greatly to understate the case; in fact, she was astonished. She had never been encouraged to think of herself as pretty. As a result, she did not, and it came as a surprise to her that she could somehow have inspired those sentiments in any gentleman, particularly one who, it was quite obvious, could hardly have suffered from a lack of feminine companionship. Her incredulous surprise, however, was soon trampled by a flaming wrath.


“I suppose you think,” she said dangerously, “that because I allowed you to talk to me on the street you can insult me!”


Capped in her shabby brown bonnet and cloaked in her puritanical morality, she had for him the quaint charm of a delightfully apt cliché. They had reached Miss Isles’ building, so he set her case on the low porch before the door and took Miss Atherton’s flushed cheeks leisurely between his palms, forcing her to look into his sparkling green eyes.


“Never, Prudence,” he said, with what Frances regarded as an odious tranquility, “is it an insult to tell a woman that you find her so attractive that you would like to . . .”


Miss Atherton stopped his words by clapping her mittened hands over her ears in a gesture rendered unfortunately inefficient by the oversized contours of her bonnet. She removed her face from his hold with so forceful a back-step that if it were not for his steadying hands on her shoulders she would surely have fallen.


“It is always, al-ways,” she said furiously, “an insult unless preceded by a marriage vow.”


Releasing her shoulders, he walked to the heavy oak door and held it open for her. Miss Atherton marched past and found they had entered a narrow hall lined with marble wallpaper in yellows and browns. An interior door lay to the right of the entrance, and a wooden open-newel stair lit by a single lamp led to an upper landing. He lifted her case inside the threshold and shut the outer door behind them.


There was both rueful self-knowledge and compassion in his smile as he said, “That’s one game I don’t play, Prudence. I doubt if I’ll ever be able to make that type of commitment to a woman. Honestly, sweetheart, there’s very little chance I’d marry you.”


Miss Atherton came to a full rolling boil. “Well, there is NO chance that I would marry you!” She stormed to the door like a tidal wave and pounded against it with her fist.


Diverted, he watched her for a moment, then said, “Miss Isles lives upstairs, Prudence.”


Frances stopped her assault on the door and saw with painful embarrassment that it was opening. A tall man wearing a red silk dressing gown stepped into the hallway. The man was in his early twenties; and while his looks were not the show-stopping extreme of the man with the golden hair, they had caused flutters in the heart of many a young lady. His hair was brown and curled in the classical manner; his blue eyes were intense and alive. He studied Frances curiously before the blue eyes lit up in a smile.


“Come in!” he said enthusiastically, making an expansive gesture of welcome.


Miss Atherton suddenly remembered that this person was a “young relative” of her detested escort. She turned in one space, snatched her case, and began to bump it, one step at a time, to the second floor. The man looked puzzled and ventured:


“Did I say something wrong?” It dawned on him that there was a third party present. “David! Hello!” He indicated Miss Atherton, who was halfway on the climb to her aunt’s door, the suitcase rhythmically hitting each step as she went. “A friend of yours?”
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