

  

     

  




Author's Note


During the Armistice between the French and English in 1803, Napoleon Bonaparte’s espionage in England became extensive. 


The smugglers who operated in the English Channel carried spies to and from France and a number of émigrés in London found it an easy way to augment the pittance that they had been forced to live on after the French Revolution of ten years earlier.


The fears that Bonaparte had aroused over the whole of Europe and ominous reports that the Armistice was just a breathing space before he invaded England resulted in a witch-hunt through the corridors of Whitehall with repercussions all over the country.




  Chapter One ~ 1803


“You’re quite certain you’ll be all right, Miss Gilda?” 


“Of course I will, Mrs. Hewlett. Don’t you worry about me and I hope you enjoy your Wedding.”


“I’m right sure I shall, miss. It’s real lucky for our Emily, when she thinks she be on the shelf, for that farmer to come along and a very nice man ’e be too.”


Gilda Wyngate smiled, knowing that Mrs. Hewlett had been worried in case she would have to provide for her niece and was grateful as much for her own sake as Emily’s that the ‘nice farmer’ was ready to marry her.


Mrs. Hewlett was the worrying sort and Gilda often thought that she was the only person who really cared what became of her now that she was alone after her father’s death.


“Now leave everythin’ that needs washin’ up for me when I gets back on Monday,” Mrs. Hewlett was saying. “You don’t want to trouble yourself to do anythin’, but ’ave a bit of a rest.”


That, Gilda thought, was something she had been doing for a long time and the amount of washing up that would be left after her frugal meals would hardly make a pile even if she did leave it for Mrs. Hewlett.


But she knew that it was no use arguing or Mrs. Hewlett would be worrying about her while she was away in the next village attending Emily’s Wedding.


Having struggled into a heavy coat even though it was a warm day, Mrs. Hewlett picked up the wicker basket that she always carried whether there was anything in it or not and, taking a last look round the kitchen, lifted the latch of the door.


“Now take care of yourself, miss,” she admonished her, “and I’ll be back on Monday afternoon if the stagecoach be punctual, which it’s unlikely to be!”


When the door had closed behind her, Gilda gave a little sigh and, leaving the kitchen, walked down the passage to the front of the house.


It was only a short way, for the small Manor House where she had lived ever since she was born had at one time seemed only just large enough for her father, her mother, her sister and herself.


Now it seemed much too large for one person and she wondered, as she had been wondering ever since her father had died, whether she should try to sell the house and move into a small cottage.


It would she thought be the sensible thing to do. At the same time she could not bear to part with the furniture, shabby though it was, that she had known all her life and which seemed to be a part of herself and the only thing she had left.


Her father’s desk, her mother’s inlaid work table and the Chippendale bookcase were all like old friends and she felt that without them she would be even lonelier than she was already.


Equally she had to face facts. She had so little money that she could barely afford to buy enough food to eat unless she could supplement her tiny income in some way.


Her father’s pension had died with him. He had served in the Grenadier Guards and, when he was alive, his pension as a Major-General had kept them in comparative comfort or would have done if her father had not amused himself in his old age by investing in stocks and shares.


Gilda could understand the excitement of it, but, while General Wyngate might have been a very experienced soldier, he knew nothing about finance.


Invariably the Companies he entrusted his money to either went bankrupt or paid such tiny dividends that they were hardly worth the paper they were written on.


Now all that Gilda had was the very small amount of money her mother had brought into the Marriage Settlement and its income had been left to the children of the marriage.


Gilda had often wondered what would have happened if her sister had claimed her share.


After Heloise had gone to London to live with her rich Godmother, she had shown little or no interest in her impecunious relatives and Gilda sometimes thought that she was ashamed of them.


Sitting now at her father’s desk, Gilda pulled open a notebook as she was trying to jot down all her expenditures in it.


It seemed to her to come to an uncomfortably large total, despite the fact that she was trying to economise on food, clothing and in fact everything that was personal.


One economy she had thought of was to dispense with the services of Mrs. Hewlett, but when she had actually suggested this, Mrs. Hewlett had been horrified to the point of being insulted and had even offered to work for nothing.


“I’ve come ’ere for nigh on ten years,” she said, “and if you think you can do without me now, Miss Gilda, you’re very much mistaken. What’s more, your dear mother’d turn in ’er grave, she would, at the very idea!”


Mrs. Hewlett had been so voluble on the subject that Gilda felt that it was impossible for her to say anything more and she also admitted to herself that, without Mrs. Hewlett’s incessant good humour, she would be very lonely indeed.


In fact there would be no one to talk to at all except for the Vicar, who was growing very deaf, on an occasional visit and old Gibbs the gardener.


He was long past work but came because he liked to potter round the place where he had worked for so long and could not bear to see his labours being stifled by weeds or obliterated by overgrown brambles.


Gilda added up the total of what she had spent, checked it again and saw that there was no mistake. 


It was too much.


‘What can I do?’ she asked herself.


She wondered whether she had any talent that could bring her in some money.


She was well educated compared with many other young women of her age. Her mother, who came from a Cornish family that had held very distinguished posts in the County for many generations, had seen to that.


The fact that her grandfather and great-grandfather and the generations before them had been High Sheriffs, Judges and even Lords Lieutenant, did not, Gilda thought, make her own brains any the more marketable.


Her father too had been an intelligent man.


His contemporaries who had visited him when he was alive always told Gilda that no General had more skill in deploying his troops or a better grasp of tactics in battle.


 “Your father could always be relied on to inflict the maximum losses on the enemy with the minimum to his own men,” one of his brother Officers had told Gilda.


She had realised that this was high praise, but it did not solve her own problem.


‘I shall have to do something – I must!’ she said to herself and rose from the desk to walk to the window.


The Manor House stood back from the small country road down which it was nearly a mile to the village. It had a short drive to a gate that was badly in need of repair, while the gravel sweep in front of the house was overgrown with weeds.


Gilda, however, saw only the daffodils under the ancient trees, the lilacs white and purple just coming into bloom and the first buds on the almond tree, which by next week would be a poem of pink and white petals.


‘If only I could paint,’ she thought, ‘I could paint a picture that everybody would want to buy.’


But she knew that she could not afford either the canvass or the paints so the only person who could enjoy the miracle of spring would be herself.


Because the sunshine seemed to call her, she thought that the accounts could wait and the best thing she could do would be to go into the garden.


There was plenty of work for her to do there, not only amongst the flowers and shrubs but in the kitchen garden, where, unless she weeded the vegetables and planted those that she would want later in the year, she would be very hungry indeed.


At the same time she wanted to look more closely at the white lilacs that her mother had always loved and which, if she picked some and placed them in a chest in the hall, would scent the whole house.


There was a smile on her lips as she turned to leave the window. 


Then as she did so, she looked down the drive and was suddenly still.


To her astonishment she saw a pair of well-bred horses coming through the gate. 


Then she saw that the coachman driving them was wearing a cockaded high hat and incredibly there was a footman beside him as well.


No one in the County who was grand enough to have a footman on the box was likely to call and, as the horses drew nearer, Gilda thought that there must be some mistake and whoever was arriving must be coming to the wrong house.


As they came nearer still, she could see that the horses were drawing a very elegant travelling carriage with a Coat of Arms painted on the door.


‘There is a mistake,’ Gilda said to herself. ‘I must tell them so.’


As the carriage drew up outside the front door, she hurried from the sitting room, patting her hair into place as she did so, and conscious that she was wearing one of her oldest cotton gowns, which had been washed until the colour had faded and it was too tight and too short.


However, it was of no consequence for the visitor would not be for her and, when there was a loud rat-tat on the knocker, she opened the door, feeling not embarrassed but curious.


A footman, resplendent in a liveried coat embellished with crested silver buttons, was outside.


However, he was not waiting to ask whose house it was, but turned back to open the carriage door.


Then Gilda gave a little cry of surprise, for stepping out was a vision in blue silk taffeta with a lovely face framed by a bonnet surmounted by ostrich feathers of the same colour.


“Louise!” Gilda exclaimed and then quickly corrected herself. “Heloise!”


After she went to London, her sister had changed her name to one that she thought was more unusual and more aristocratic. She had written to her father saying that in the future she was to be addressed as ‘Heloise’.


“I am thrilled to see you!” Gilda welcomed her. “But you did not let me know that you would be coming.”


Heloise bent forward so that Gilda could kiss her cheek.


“I did not know myself until the last moment,” she replied.


She turned to the footman.


“Take my trunk upstairs, James,” she said in an authoritative voice, “and make sure you return here early on Monday morning. You are not to be late. Do you understand?”


“I understands, miss.”


He started to loosen the cords that bound the trunk to the back of the carriage.


  Before Gilda could tell him which room to take them to, Heloise said,


 “As Mama’s room is the best, that is where I wish to sleep. Tell someone to show him the way.”


“Yes, of course,” Gilda replied, “but Mrs. Hewlett is not here today.”


“Then you will have to show him yourself,” Heloise answered, “and make sure that he undoes the straps and opens the lid before he leaves.”


“I will,” Gilda agreed.


Heloise walked into the sitting room and Gilda waited in the hall until James came in through the front door carrying her sister’s trunk.


Then she went ahead of him up the stairs to open the door of the room that her mother had always used and which had been shut up after her father’s death. Hastily Gilda pulled back the curtains and opened the windows.


The room was clean, since Mrs. Hewlett ‘turned out’ every room in the house regularly whether they were used or not.


There was a Holland cover over the bed, which Gilda removed as the footman set down the trunk near the door.


 “’Twill be all right ’ere, miss?” he asked.


“Yes, thank you,” Gilda replied and thought that if it was not to Heloise’s liking she would move it for her.


She noticed that the footman looked round the room with a somewhat contemptuous air, as if he saw how shabby and worn everything was and compared it very unfavourably with the house where he was employed. 


Then unexpectedly he grinned at Gilda and said,


“Nice to be in the country, miss. I were brought up on a farm meself and often misses it.”


“I am sure you do,” Gilda answered. “London must be very hot and dusty in the summer.”


“’Tis all of that and thick with mud in the wintertime. Good day, miss.”


He grinned at her again before she heard his footsteps going down the stairs and, thinking that Heloise would want her, she hurriedly followed him.


By the time she reached the hall the carriage was driving away and she went into the sitting room with a look of apprehension in her blue eyes.


“I am so very – very glad to see you, dearest,” she said, “but why are you here?”


Her sister had taken off her bonnet and Gilda saw that there was a blue band round her head, while her golden hair curled riotously round her oval forehead.


It was as lovely as the face beneath it and very elegant, as was the gown of white muslin with a high waist and blue ribbons that crossed over her breasts and hung down the back.


“You look lovely – simply lovely!” Gilda said impulsively and Heloise smiled at the compliment.


“I am glad you think so and the reason I am here is to make somebody say to me exactly what you have just said.”


Gilda looked puzzled and Heloise went on,


“I have run away. I have disappeared. But the question is, will he or will he not worry as to what has happened to me?”


Heloise was sitting on the sofa and Gilda sat down on the edge of an armchair opposite her.


“You are talking in riddles, Heloise. Explain to me – tell me exactly what is happening.”


Heloise gave a little laugh.


“It’s quite simple,” she said. “Somehow I have to bring a certain gentleman up to scratch and this is the only way I could think of that has anything original about it!”


“Oh, Heloise, how exciting! And what do you think this gentleman will do when he finds out that you have gone away?” 


“That is the question,” Heloise replied. “He was to have driven me to Ranelagh this afternoon. I was to have dined at his house this evening at a dinner party where a great number of people will ask why I am not present.” 


“Have you told him you will be here?” Gilda asked. 


“No, of course not. How can you be so stupid? I have just vanished into thin air.”


“Oh, Heloise, I think it’s very brave of you.” Gilda cried. “But will your Godmother not tell him where you have gone?”


“I took no chances of his coaxing my address out of her,” Heloise replied. “I left her a note, which my maid will have read to her when she was called this morning.” 


Gilda looked puzzled and Heloise added,


“Oh, I forgot to tell you. Her Ladyship has an affliction of the eyes that has made her blind.”


“Blind!” Gilda exclaimed. “How terrible! What is wrong?”


“The doctors, who are fools anyway, think it is only a temporary blindness,” Heloise said impatiently, “but her eyes are bandaged so that everything has to be read to her. It is my duty as a rule and a very boring one.”


“I am so sorry for her.”


“Keep your sympathy for me, because I need it. Oh, Gilda, if my desperate gamble does not come off, I shall be in despair.”


“Are you so much in love with – this gentleman?” Gilda asked.


“In love?” Heloise repeated. “That really has little to do with it! I want more than I have ever wanted anything in my whole life to be the Marchioness of Staverton.” 


“That is the name of the gentleman you are hiding from?” Gilda asked.


“Yes, of course. Don’t be nitwitted, Gilda! Try to understand what is happening. He has been paying court to me in his own way for over a month. I have been waiting, feeling certain two weeks ago that he intended to propose, but – ”


“What happened?” Gilda interrupted.


“He paid me compliments, he sent me flowers, he has taken me driving and he has given dinner parties for me – ”


She paused before she said impressively,


“He has even on two occasions asked me to dance with him and you have no idea what an honour that was! He hates dancing and I thought then that I had finally caught him. But no, the words I want to hear have never passed his lips.”


Gilda clasped her hands together.


“Oh, Heloise, I can understand how frustrating it must be for you.”


“Very very frustrating!” Heloise agreed. “I have dozens of admirers, really dozens, but none of them measure up to the Marquis.” 


“Tell me about him.”


Heloise gave a sigh.


“He is one of the wealthiest men in the Beau Monde. He is a close friend of the Prince Regent. He is a Corinthian and a beau, although he does not like one to say he is. And his possessions, oh, Gilda, I cannot begin to describe them!”


“Why has he not been married before?”


“You may well ask,” Heloise replied. “He has every girl in London at his feet or, if they are marrie women, in his arms!”


Gilda looked shocked and Heloise laughed, but the sound had no humour in it.


“He is not such a fool as to flirt to an unmarried girl, otherwise her father would pretty soon march him up the aisle!”


The way Heloise spoke was sharp and, Gilda thought, unpleasant.


“I expect,” she said a little hesitatingly, “the Marquis has been waiting to fall in love – and that is what he must have done – with you.”


“That is what I thought the moment we first met,” Heloise replied, “but it is taking him a long time to say so, far too long for my liking.”


“And now that you have disappeared you think that he will realise how much you matter to him?”


“That is what I have come here for,” Heloise said. “In fact that is what he must do, damn him!”


Gilda gave a little start.


It was strange and very shocking to hear her sister swear.


However, she was too wise to say so and after a moment she said,


“I am sure, Heloise, it is very remiss of me, but I never asked you if you would like refreshments after your journey.”


“Now that you mention it,” Heloise answered, “I am thirsty. Is there any wine in this benighted place?” 


Gilda looked startled.


“There may be a bottle of claret in the cellar. I have really never looked since Papa died.”


“I suppose not,” Heloise retorted. “I cannot imagine you drinking anything but milk or water.”


The way she spoke did not sound like a compliment and Gilda responded,


“There is tea if you would like some.”


“I suppose I shall have to if there is nothing else. But it must be nearly luncheon time. Have you something decent to eat?”


Gilda thought quickly.


“There are eggs, so I could make you an omelette or there is some cold ham that Mrs. Hewlett brought me, which her son who has the farm next door has cured.” 


Heloise wrinkled her nose.


“It does not sound very appetising. You had better make me the omelette. If nothing else I suppose that a starvation diet is good for my figure.”


Gilda made no answer to this. Instead she picked up the blue silk travelling cape that Heloise had thrown down on a chair and carried it into the hall.


She hung it up in the carved oak cupboard that contained two of her father’s overcoats and a rather disreputable cloak she wore in the garden when it was cold.


As she hung Heloise’s cape beside them, she was conscious that it exuded a fragrance that she was sure came from Paris.


Then she hurried into the kitchen and started preparing the omelette.


It took her a little time to build up the fire in the stove, which had begun to die down after Mrs. Hewlett had left, to boil a kettle for the tea and then to heat the frying pan for the omelette.


There were three eggs in the larder, which she broke into a bowl, thinking as she did so that she would have to go to the farm to fetch some more for Heloise’s dinner and certainly for her breakfast tomorrow morning.


She was mixing the eggs when Heloise came into the kitchen.


She looked so lovely that for a moment Gilda could only stare at her, thinking that with her fashionably dressed golden hair and her blue eyes she was like the Goddess of Spring.


“It looks just the same,” Heloise commented disparagingly. “I had forgotten how small and shabby the house was. How you can stand it, Gilda, I don’t know!”


“I have had no choice,” Gilda answered. “In fact I have been wondering what I should do, because quite frankly, Heloise, I cannot afford to live even here.”


As she spoke, she saw her sister stiffen and she knew instinctively that Heloise was afraid that she was going to ask her for money.


“What did Papa leave you?” Heloise asked after a moment.


“His pension died with him,” Gilda replied. “If Mama had lived she would, of course, have been entitled to a widow’s pension, but children are not provided for.”


“I expect if they are boys they are expected to earn their own living and if they are girls to get married,” Heloise said. “That is what you will have to do.”


Gilda laughed.


“An opportunity would be a fine thing! The only unmarried man in the village is the Vicar and he is over seventy.”


“If you married him at least you would have some money!” Heloise remarked.


Gilda laughed again, but she had the uncomfortable idea that Heloise was not intending to be funny.


Her sister sat down on a kitchen chair and looked at her.


“You know, Gilda,” she said after a moment, “we are not unalike. If you took a little more trouble with yourself, you might easily attract some country Squire, but that gown you are wearing is a disgrace.”


“I know,” Gilda said humbly, “but the last thing I can afford is clothes and it would be no use being smartly dressed if I have to starve to death.”


“Are things really as bad as that?”


“They are worse.”


Heloise sighed.


“I suppose I could have brought you some of my gowns that I have no further use for. One thing about her Ladyship is that, although she is a bore to live with, she is very generous in wanting me to look my best.” 


“Surely she has been very very kind to you,” Gilda said. “After all, it was her idea that you should go to live with her when Mama died.”


There was a moment’s silence. 


Then Heloise said, 


“Actually, it was mine!”


Gilda put down the fork she held in her hand with a clatter.


“Your idea?” she exclaimed. “Do you mean – are you really telling me – ?”


“I wrote to her,” Heloise interrupted. “She is my Godmother and I saw, as no one else did, that if I lived here in this hole I might as well be buried alive.”


“But – how could you be so – daring?” Gilda asked.


“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Heloise replied. “I wrote her a pathetic letter, one that would have brought tears to the eyes of a stone image, saying how much I missed Mama, how poor and deprived I was and how Papa did not want me.”


“Oh, Heloise, how could you tell such lies? You know Papa adored you. After all you were the first baby and Mama always said that it was the most wonderful moment of their married life when you were born and they both thought that you were a gift from God.”


“Well, as God was not very generous when it came to the things I wanted,” Heloise replied, “I had to take things into my own hands.”


“You have certainly been very successful about it.” 


“It was clever of me, was it not? Actually it is very nice for Godmama to have me with her. She has had to admit to herself that, because I am such a success in London, far more interesting and distinguished people come to the house than if I was not here.” 


“But it is still very kind of her to give you lovely clothes and make it possible for you to go to balls and parties. You used to write and tell me about them when you first left.”


“I have had no time to write now,” Heloise said quickly. “There is never a moment when I am not being entertained, fêted and, of course, courted by attractive men.”


“I am not a bit surprised,” Gilda said. “You were always beautiful, but never as beautiful as you are now.”


The note of sincerity in her voice was very touching and Heloise preened herself before she replied,


“You are right, Gilda. I do look my best, but sometimes I get tired when there is a ball every night and so many delightful things to do in the daytime.”


“But how do you manage since her Ladyship is blind and cannot chaperone you?”


“I write letters to her friends asking them to chaperone me, but what more often happens is that invitations to the big dinner parties and balls come from people who are well aware of her affliction and therefore they take it for granted that they will look after me.”


“It must be very exciting for you to be such a success.”


There was a pause before Heloise continued in a hard voice,


“This is my third Season and I have to be married! No beauty, however much acclaimed, lasts forever and I intend that the Marquis shall marry me.”


She accentuated the word so that it sounded positively aggressive and Gilda said in a small voice, 


“Suppose he does not?”


“I have an alternative,” Heloise replied, “but not nearly such an attractive one.”


“Who is he?”


“Nobody of great importance, except that he is extremely wealthy. But I refuse to consider him. I can see myself only as the Marchioness of Staverton and that is what I intend to be!”


Again she spoke in a way that made Gilda look at her apprehensively.


She thought that, as Heloise was so lovely, it spoilt her when she spoke in a hard voice that seemed somehow to vibrate through the kitchen and jar on the sunshine coming through the window.


She had beaten the eggs and now she said,


“I suppose you will want to eat in the dining room?”


As she spoke, she took a tray from one of the shelves. 
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