

  

    

      

    

  




  Author’s Note




  In January 1793 King George III appointed his son, the Prince of Wales, Colonel Commandant of the Tenth Light Dragoons. Formed in 1715 and previously known as Viscount Colham’s Regiment, it could not vie in seniority or martial traditions with the Coldstream Guards, of whom his brother, the Duke of York, was Colonel in Chief. But at least it became the most fashionable Regiment.




  George Bryan Brummell, having been given a Coronetcy in 1794, served for two years and was promoted to Captain. In 1794 the Industrial Revolution was taking place and in the North of England idle mechanics were seeking work and, unable to find it, took to rioting.




  Troops were used to put down the disturbances and one evening the Tenth Light Dragoons were warned to be ready to go North on their duties.




  The next morning Beau Brummell called on the Prince of Wales.




  “I have heard, Your Royal Highness, that we are ordered to Manchester,” he said. “You must be aware how disagreeable this would be to me.”




  While the Prince considered the horrors of provincial Garrison life, Brummell continued,




  “Besides, Sire, you would not be there! I am, therefore, with Your Royal Highness’s permission, determined to buy myself out!”




  The flattery worked.




  “Oh, by all means, Brummell,” the Prince replied. “Do as you please, do as you please!”




  Chapter One


  1807




  As the Hackney carriage drew up outside the tall house in Curzon Street, Romara Shaldon saw with relief that there were lights in the windows.




  She had been afraid that she would be so late that everyone would have gone to bed and there would be no one to answer her knock.




  The stagecoach that had brought her from the country had been delayed by a lot of tiresome incidents, which resulted in its arrival in London several hours overdue.




  She had also had difficulty in finding a Hackney carriage at the Two-Necked Swan in Islington.




  Those that were still plying for hire were not interested in carrying an unaccompanied woman who was obviously not wealthy and had only one small trunk.




  But at last, after what seemed an interminable time, she had reached Curzon Street and found her sister’s house.




  She had been anxious, in fact deeply perturbed, ever since she had received a letter from Caryl begging her to come to her at once.




  It was very unlike Caryl to write in such a hysterical manner and she thought that even her handwriting appeared distraught. But the letter explained nothing, merely begging Romara to come to her side, and there was nothing to prevent her from doing so.




  Two months ago it would have been a very different story.




  Then her father would have forbidden her to listen to anything that Caryl might say, for he had laid it down that her name was not to be mentioned in the house.




  It was, in fact, Romara had often thought, her father’s authoritative and uncompromising opposition to Caryl’s attachment to Sir Harvey Wychbold that had precipitated her into his arms.




  There was something fascinating about meeting him clandestinely when she had been forbidden to do so and, although Romara had never liked Sir Harvey, she could understand that the sophisticated much older man of the world would prove irresistible to her sister.




  Caryl was lovely, there was no mistaking that, but she knew nothing of life outside the small village in Huntingdonshire where they lived and had met few men except the son of the local Squire and the friends he brought home with him in the vacations from Oxford.




  Romara, although she was only a year older than her sister, had travelled far more.




  She had gone on a long visit to Bath with her grandmother when she was taking the waters for her rheumatism and another year she had stayed with her at Harrogate.




  It made her feel in some ways that she was years older and wiser than Caryl and yet her sister had been brave enough to defy her father’s instructions and run away with Sir Harvey Wychbold.




  General Sir Alexander Shaldon always treated his daughters as if they were raw recruits under his command.




  It never even occurred to him that they might disobey commands he snapped at them and Romara knew that, when Caryl had run away from home, leaving a note behind her to explain what she had done, her father was at first stunned at her audacity.




  Then he had said firmly,




  “Caryl no longer exists. You will not communicate with her. She will never enter this house again!”




  “But – Papa – whatever she has done, she is still your daughter!” Romara protested.




  “I have one daughter and one daughter only,” the General retorted, “and that is you.”




  But now her father was dead as the result of wounds he had received in the various campaigns in which he had taken part.




  So when Caryl’s letter came, Romara was thankful that she could answer what she could not help feeling was a cry for help.




  ‘What could have happened?’ she asked herself all the time the stagecoach was rumbling over the dusty roads.




  The horses had moved slowly because as usual the coach was overloaded both with passengers and with baggage.




  Caryl would now be married to the man she loved and, after all they had gone through to make this possible, it seemed incredible that anything should have gone wrong.




  ‘I am sure I am being needlessly apprehensive,’ Romara told herself sensibly.




  Now, as she stepped out of the Hackney carriage, she was vividly aware that in a few minutes she would learn the truth and discover how she could help her sister.




  The cabman had already climbed down from the box in front of the vehicle to raise the knocker on the front door.




  He then returned to collect Romara’s trunk.




  She thought that his attentions sprang from the fact that he was impressed by the house and that he would in consequence expect a generous tip.




  Fortunately, she had enough money to give it to him and, when the door was opened by a liveried manservant and her trunk was carried in, she thanked the cabman and put the money in his hand.




  Then she turned to look at the manservant to see that he was staring at her with an expression of surprise.




  “I am Miss Shaldon.”




  His expression did not alter and she enquired,




  “This is Sir Harvey Wychbold’s house?”




  “It is, miss.”




  “Then her Ladyship is expecting me. Will you tell her that I have arrived?”




  The man looked vaguely towards the stairs as if he was uncertain what to do.




  Then at that moment there was a cry and Caryl came running into the hall.




  “Romara! Romara!” she cried. “You have come! Oh, thank God!”




  She flung her arms round her sister’s neck, holding her tightly in a frantic manner which told Romara that there was something very wrong.




  “I am here, dearest,” she said quietly. “I am sorry I am late, but the stagecoach was as slow as a tortoise.”




  She tried to speak lightly to relieve the tension, but Caryl, taking her by the hand, was pulling her across the hall towards an open door.




  “You are here and that is all that matters,” she murmured, “and it is better that you have arrived now, as it happens, because Harvey is – out.”




  It seemed to Romara that her voice trembled on her husband’s name.




  Then they were in a small well-furnished sitting room and Caryl slammed the door behind them.




  “Oh, Romara, you are here! I was so afraid you would not come!”




  There were tears in her eyes and her voice seemed to choke on the words.




  Romara took off her travelling cloak, laid it on a chair, and began to undo the ribbons of her bonnet before she asked,




  “What has happened? I was sure by your letter that you were upset.”




  “Upset?” Caryl repeated and now the tears were running down her cheeks.




  Romara put her bonnet and handbag down on top of her cloak and, moving to her sister’s side, put her arm round her shoulders.




  “What is this all about?” she asked. “I have always thought of you being so happy.”




  “How – can I be – happy?”




  “Shall we sit down and talk about it?” Romara asked quietly. “And if it is possible I would like something to drink. I am not hungry but very thirsty.”




  “Yes, of course!” Caryl said. “There is champagne here. Would that do?”




  “Champagne?” Romara questioned.




  Caryl walked to the table in the corner of the room and Romara saw that there was a bottle of champagne resting in an ice bucket.




  There was also a plate of sandwiches and, although she had said she was not hungry, it was in fact a long time since she had eaten anything.




  As if Caryl read her thoughts, she said,




  “The sandwiches are there for – Harvey – but I am sure he would not notice if you had – one or two.”




  “Not notice?” Romara repeated in a puzzled way.




  Then she asked,




  “Are you saying that Sir Harvey does not know I am arriving to stay with you?”




  Caryl handed her a glass of champagne, but as she did so Romara looked sharply at her sister and realised how much she had changed in appearance.




  She was still lovely, there was no denying that, but her face was much thinner than when she had left home and there were dark lines under her eyes that she had never had before.




  Holding a sandwich in one hand and a glass of champagne in the other, Romara deliberately walked to the sofa and sat down on it.




  “I am rather bewildered, dearest,” she said in her soft voice, “so suppose you start at the beginning and tell me exactly why you are unhappy and why you wanted me to come to you.”




  She took a little sip of the champagne as she spoke, feeling that it would fortify her against what she was about to hear.




  Very slowly Caryl followed her to the sofa and sat down.




  She was wearing an elegant negligée trimmed with frill upon frill of expensive lace, but the light in her eyes, which had given her a sort of radiance, was missing, her mouth drooped at the corners and there were still tears on her cheeks.




  “Tell me what has happened,” Romara repeated coaxingly.




  “I-I am going to have a – baby,” Caryl answered, “and – and I am not married.”




  For a moment Romara was paralysed into immobility; then, putting down the glass of champagne on the table beside her, she said,




  “Did I hear you aright, Caryl? You are not – married? But Sir Harvey asked you over and over again to be his wife.”




  “Yes, I know,” Caryl said, “but, when we reached London and I belonged to him, he kept making excuses until finally I realised that he did not intend to marry me.”




  “I have never heard of such a thing! How could he behave so despicably?” Romara cried.




  “It’s not only that,” Caryl said in a small miserable voice. “He is not pleased that I am having a baby and – I think, Romara, that he is growing – tired of me.”




  Romara put out her arms and drew her sister close to her.




  “I cannot believe that is true, dearest,” she said. “But he must marry you! Of course he must marry you! I will speak to him.”




  “He will not listen to you,” Caryl said, “and I think he will be very angry that I have asked you to come here. He does not let me meet any of his friends or go anywhere.”




  “Do you mean to say that you just stay here all day by yourself?” Romara enquired.




  “It was different when I first ran away with him,” Caryl replied. “We went to Covent Garden and Sadler’s Wells and we visited Vauxhall Gardens and it was all very exciting! I loved every – moment of it!”




  She gave a heartrending little sob as she added,




  “I – loved Harvey too.”




  “I know you did, dearest,” Romara said. “That is why I understood, even though Papa was so angry, when you ran away.”




  Caryl put her hands up to her face.




  “Why did I do – anything so stupid? Why did I not – I listen to you and Papa?”




  Her voice broke on the words and now she was sobbing helplessly against Romara’s shoulder.




  Romara was trying frantically to think what she should do.




  It was too late now, she thought, for regrets. They might have known that, if nothing else, their father was a shrewd judge of character.




  He had disliked and despised Sir Harvey Wychbold from the first moment that Caryl had first met him at the meet of the hounds.




  He had been staying in the neighbourhood and had insisted on his host introducing him to Caryl and from that moment he had pursued her indefatigably.




  He had sent her notes and flowers and had called daily until the General had turned him out of the house.




  Then he had inveigled Caryl into meeting him in secret.




  Romara could understand how fascinating it had been to a girl, who had never received such fulsome compliments, to be made love to by a man who was extremely experienced in the art of seduction.




  But it still astounded her that Sir Harvey, who was a gentleman by birth, should have gone back on his promise to marry Caryl and reduced her to this state.




  As her father was dead, it was now her duty to try to rouse Sir Harvey to a sense of his responsibilities, but nevertheless her heart sank at the thought.




  “Stop crying, dearest,” she urged Caryl, “and tell me when Sir Harvey is likely to return.”




  “I-I have – no idea,” Caryl answered. “Sometimes he stays out until dawn – and I think he is with – a woman who – attracts him more than I do.”




  Her words brought on another tempest of tears and Romara could do nothing but hold her closer and wish as she had never wished before that her father was still alive.




  “I did not know – what to do,” Caryl said when she could speak coherently, “except to ask you to help me. Perhaps I should have – c-come home – but I have no – money.”




  “No money!” Romara exclaimed.




  “Harvey never gives me any to spend and I am not allowed to go shopping without him.”




  Romara thought that her sister was certainly being kept a prisoner. At the same time she was obviously surrounded by luxury.




  If she went home, it would be very difficult to explain her circumstances to the village and the neighbourhood – that she was to have a baby and was not married.




  Something of her father in Romara made her swear to herself that she would compel Sir Harvey to fulfil his obligations, but she had no idea how it would be possible.




  She wondered wildly if they had any relations Caryl could turn to for help.




  Their grandmother was dead and the General had in fact been an only child, while their mother’s relatives all lived in Northumberland.




  “How long is it before your baby is due?” Romara asked.




  “I-I think in about – two months,” Caryl answered.




  Romara looked surprised.




  “It does not show very much,” Caryl said, “and Harvey bought me special gowns to disguise my figure.”




  That was the reason, Romara thought, that she had not noticed the moment she arrived that Caryl had changed. The negligée was full and floated round her.




  Now, as she looked at her sister more closely, she knew that to an experienced or curious eye it was quite obvious that she was not the slim graceful girl she had been when she had left home.




  “I have been worrying about the – baby,” Caryl said almost in a whisper. “Harvey has not let me buy any – clothes for it, not even a shawl. I keep wondering whether, since he dislikes the idea, he will let me have it here in this house.”




  “Where else does he expect you to have it?” Romara enquired.




  “I do – not know. He does not – like babies.”




  She was crying again and Romara thought helplessly that the tangle her sister was involved in seemed to be getting worse every moment.




  “Stop crying, Caryl dear,” she pleaded.




  “I loved Harvey – and now that he does not – love me any more, I – don’t know – what to do.”




  It would be difficult for anyone to love such a monster, Romara thought privately, but she was wise enough not to express her thoughts out loud.




  Instead she took her handkerchief and wiped Caryl’s cheeks, then made her sip a little champagne.




  “I hate champagne!” Caryl said petulantly. “When I first came away with Harvey, I drank a lot of it because he wanted me to, but now it makes me feel sick!”




  “Then shall I ring for some coffee for you?” Romara asked. “Or perhaps some warm milk? You know we always had to drink that as children when we were upset.”




  “No! No!” Caryl cried quickly. “The servants will think it strange. I don’t want them to know about my condition.”




  “But surely they must guess?” Romara questioned.




  “Only my lady’s maid knows and she is a kind woman and I think loyal to me,” Caryl answered.




  Romara thought that if she knew anything about servants, her lady’s maid would not have kept secret such a momentous event.




  But she saw that Caryl was frightened of everything and everybody and she knew that this was not the moment to try to make her resolute.




  The whole trouble had always been, Romara thought, that Caryl was easily led and appeared to have little will of her own.




  It was certainly not her sister who had made the decision to run away, but she would not have had the strength to resist the blandishments by which Sir Harvey would have persuaded her into doing exactly what he wished.




  ‘What shall I do? What can I do about it?’ Romara was asking herself silently.




  She had not met Sir Harvey many times because, after the General had forbidden him into the house, Caryl had gone alone to their secret rendezvous.




  She remembered him as good-looking in a rather florid way, very elaborately dressed and having a bold look in his eyes that always made her feel embarrassed.




  Her father had not volunteered much information as to why he disliked Sir Harvey enough to forbid him to court his younger daughter.




  But when the General had read the letter that Caryl left behind, he had exploded in a tone of utter contempt,




  “That libertine! That lecher!”




  Then he had thrown down the letter and made his declaration that Caryl was no longer his daughter.




  He must have known something against Sir Harvey to make him take such an attitude and Romara could only think now how right he had been.




  Because Caryl seemed almost exhausted by her tears, Romara took the initiative by rising to her feet.




  “It is getting very late, dearest,” she said, “and, as you have no idea at what time Sir Harvey will be returning, I suggest we go to bed and break the news of my arrival to him in the morning.”




  “I warn you, Romara – he will be – angry. He will be very – angry!”




  “I am not afraid,” Romara said firmly, although it was not quite the truth.




  She put out her hand to Caryl and as she did so there was the sound of voices in the hall and Caryl gave a little cry of sheer fear.




  “It is – Harvey!” she whispered almost beneath her breath. “He has – returned!”




  “Well, that makes it easier,” Romara said quietly. “I can see him now and tell him why I have come.”




  At the same time she felt a little tremor within herself not exactly of fear but of unease about the interview, which she knew was going to be difficult and unpleasant.




  The door to the sitting room was flung open and Sir Harvey stood there resplendent in evening dress, his face very red above a high cravat, an unmistakable expression of anger in his eyes.




  He stood for a moment in a theatrical attitude, staring at the two women standing side by side.




  Caryl gave a little cry that was childish and then she said in a quivering voice,




  “Y-you are – b-back – H-Harvey!”




  “That is obvious!” he snapped.




  Then with his eyes on Romara he asked,




  “What the devil are you doing here?”




  “I have come to see my sister,” Romara answered quietly, “which is hardly surprising – in the circumstances.”




  “What circumstances?” Sir Harvey questioned.




  He spoke the last word in a manner that made Romara think he had been drinking.




  He was not drunk, but undoubtedly the wine had inflamed not only his face but the rising anger that she sensed he was feeling.




  He walked towards them both and then when he reached them he addressed Caryl.




  “If I have told you once, I have told you a dozen times,” he said, “that you are not to speak to anyone without my permission and certainly not to tell them of the disgusting state you are in.”




  “Oh – Harvey – it is not – m-my fault.”




  “Then whose fault is it?” he asked. “Will you learn to keep your mouth shut, you snivelling little fool?”




  As he spoke, he raised his hand and slapped Caryl across the face so hard that she fell onto the sofa she had just risen from.




  “How dare you!” Romara cried. “How dare you strike my sister!”




  She diverted Sir Harvey’s attention from Caryl to herself.




  “I shall do as I like,” he retorted. “And who is going to stop me?”




  “I am!” Romara declared. “And I intend to make you marry Caryl as you promised to do.”




  “And how are you going to do that?” Sir Harvey enquired menacingly.




  “Unless you marry her, I will see that your behaviour is known to your friends and to everyone of consequence in London. If necessary, I will petition the Queen herself on Caryl’s behalf.”




  Romara spoke fiercely but distinctly, her eyes blazing with anger, her face very pale, but she held herself proudly and her voice seemed to ring out like a clarion call.




  “And you think, you little vixen, that you can interfere in my life?” Sir Harvey shouted. “If you say one word against me in public I will kill you for it – make no mistake – I will kill you!”




  As he spoke, he clenched his fist, drew his arm back and punched Romara straight in the face.




  She staggered and fell to her knees, while Caryl screamed and screamed again.




  As if the sound of it made Sir Harvey lose all control, he pulled Romara up from the floor, punched her again and then, dragging her by the arm, pulled her across the room.




  As he reached the door, he saw her bonnet, cloak and handbag on the chair and picked them up with his free hand.




  Then he went on towards the front door with Romara, dazed and half-blind, stumbling over her feet.




  There was a footman in attendance, who looked at his Master in horror.




  “Open that door, Thomas!” Sir Harvey shouted and the man hurried to obey.




  The door was opened and he flung Romara through it with all his strength. She fell on the steps, rolled down the last one and lay still on the pavement.




  Sir Harvey flung her things after her, with the handbag hitting her on the head.




  Then he surveyed her from the open doorway with satisfaction.




  “That’ll teach you a lesson you’ll not forget in a hurry!” he shouted.




  He slammed the door and the footman locked and barred it.




  *




  Romara must have been unconscious for some minutes when down the steps of the house next door to Sir Harvey’s a number of smartly dressed gentlemen descended rather carefully, two of them obviously unsteady on their feet.




  “Where’ll we start to look?” one of them asked.




  “Where do you suggest?” another replied.




  It was obvious that both of them were having some difficulty in speaking distinctly.




  “We have to shurry,” a third said. “It’ll shpoil all the fun if Trent changes his mind.”




  “He shwore what he would do,” someone answered, “and Trent’sh a man of his word! I tell you – Trent ish a man of his word!”




  “Well, come on then. What are we waiting for?”




  The speaker braced himself to start walking down Curzon Street, then saw Romara lying on the pavement in front of him.




  “What have we here?” he asked.




  “It looksh like a woman,” a friend said blithely.




  “Of course it’sh a woman, you fool! But why’sh she lying here?”




  “P’raps she’s tipshy,” one of the other men suggested.




  “Looks as though she’s been in a fight,” someone said. “Her face is bleeding.”




  The first gentleman peered a little closer.




  “She looks a fright!” he commented.




  Then he gave an exclamation.




  “My God! Thish’s just what we’re looking for!”




  “What – her?”




  “Take a look at her. Did you ever see anything sho – ugly?”




  A kind of whoop went up from the other gentlemen crowding round.




  “Ugliest woman in London,” he said, “and that’sh what we’ve found!”




  “Then we will shtake her back. Pick her up.”




  It was with some difficulty that the gentlemen carried Romara, since they were hardly able to carry themselves. But they managed to lift her off the pavement.




  One eye was open and she appeared to have regained consciousness by the time they had carried her up the steps of the house they had just left and into the marble hall.




  “Ish Trent where we left him?” someone asked.




  “I ’spect he is. Letsh find out.”




  With their arms round Romara, her feet dragging on the carpet, they took her down a wide corridor that led to the dining room.




  Seated at the far end of the table, his head resting on one hand, the other holding a glass of brandy, was a young man.




  Beside him, replenishing his glass from a decanter every time it emptied, was a rather foolish looking gentleman who was extremely ‘foxed’.




  He had difficulty in perceiving that his friends, who had left the table only a few minutes ago, had returned.




  “What – have you – got – there?” he enquired unsteadily.




  “The woman we’sh looking for,” one of the gentlemen supporting Romara answered. “We hadn’t to go far, fortunately, as God or perhaps those angels you’re always blabbering about, Joshua, had put her down on the door shtep!”




  “Angels? What – angels?” Joshua questioned vaguely.




  “Oh, sober him up, someone!” commanded the gentleman with his arm round Romara.




  “If you ask me, he’sh too bottled to remember the Shervice,” someone said.




  “I can take any Shervice,” Joshua replied in affronted tones. “Any Shervice you like. I’m a Parshon! Who shays I’m not a Parshon?”




  “All right, old boy, we know you’re a Parson,” the first gentleman replied. “It’sh the Wedding Service we want. Can you remember the words?”




  “Of courshe I can – remember the – words! Who shays I – can’t?”




  “No one! No one!” everybody said hastily. “Come on, then. Tell Trent his bride’s here.”




  At the sound of his name the man sitting at the end of the table raised his head.




  “What’s happening? What are you all talking about?” he demanded.




  He spoke in a clearer and less inebriated tone than any of the others.




  “We’ve found what you wanted, Trent. Ugliest woman in London! Are you going to marry her, as you said you shwould? Or are you going back on your word?”




  “Trent’s a man of his word,” someone piped up. “That’sh what I say – and I’ll shay it again – Trent’s a man of his word!”




  “Of course I meant what I said,” Trent replied. “I intend to show that damned woman I am not to be played with and I’ll be married before she is! That is what I said and that is what I will do!”
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