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​Mini Prologue
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Papa fumbled in a desk drawer, pulled out a charcoal sketch and handed it to his daughter.

Nervously she glanced at the vile image of the ugliest man she had ever seen. He had a walleye, hooked nose with a prominent wart, and thin lips. 

She gave a strangled cry. ‘Oh, no, Papa, I cannot marry him.’

‘You can and you will, otherwise I will have you committed to an insane asylum.’
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​Garden Party
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Dorley House, Surrey, 1862

‘Why doesn’t Papa tell me funny stories?’ said Adelia after her mother kissed her goodnight. ‘I hear laughter through the ceiling when he’s in a meeting.’ 

Adelia’s schoolroom was above her father’s cavernous study. ‘When I asked him, he said little girls should be seen and not heard, and some of his stories are not fit for my ears. What’s wrong with my ears, Mama?’

Lady Dorley’s lips twitched. ‘Nothing, darling. But some of Papa’s stories are only for grown-ups.’

‘It’s not fair. I’m twelve and have a good sense of humour but only see Papa when he’s stern or in a bad temper.’

‘Don’t be naughty. Say your prayers and ask God’s forgiveness. You’ll be lucky not to get a spanking tomorrow.’

In a rustle of expensive purple silk and on a cloud of gardenia scent, Mama left the room.

Adelia was the only child of George Audley, Marquess of Dorley – referred to as Lord Dorley; and his wife, Marchioness of Dorley, known as Lady Dorley. 

Adelia, officially Lady Adelia Audley, thumped her pillows in anger and lay down, thoughts running amok in her golden-haired head. Why did Mama seem scared of Papa and her governess, Miss Prim, absolutely terrified? Whenever Papa visited the schoolroom, Miss Prim turned white and stammered. When he blustered out again, she clutched her thin strand of pearls, dropped into the nearest chair, and said, ‘My stays are too tight, I must rest awhile.’

Papa didn’t scare Adelia – well, only a little.

––––––––
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TWO WEEKS LATER, LORD and Lady Dorley held a garden party. It was a pleasant June day with patchy sun and a slight breeze. Adelia wore her favourite blush-pink dress, frilly white pantaloons, and black shoes with white socks.

‘God has blessed us with clement weather after all the grey sky and drizzle,’ said Lady Dorley. ‘Be good, Adelia, and don’t wander into the woods.’

‘No, Mama.’

Adelia enjoyed watching the ladies and gentlemen arrive in phaetons and broughams, then promenade around the manicured lawns.

‘Aren’t the ladies beautiful in their hooped dresses?’ said Adelia to her pug, Olga, who sported a pink ribbon around her neck.

‘Woof!’ With enormous black eyes, Olga looked adoringly at her mistress.

‘Mama looks lovely, doesn't she, Olga?’ Adelia thought Mama the most beautiful of all in a green fine-velvet day dress, the sleeves, bodice, and full skirt lavishly trimmed with emerald silk fringe.

‘Oh, look, Mr Disraeli is chatting to her. Let’s go nearer and listen.’

The eavesdroppers advanced, Adelia at a ladylike stroll as Olga trotted obediently at her heels.

At an audible but safe few yards away, Adelia heard Mama say, ‘You flatter me, Mr Disraeli.’

‘I would travel hundreds, nay thousands, of miles to witness your divine beauty, Lady Dorley.’

Mama blushed.

Disraeli spotted Adelia. ‘Who is the English rose?’

‘Adelia, my daughter.’

‘Surely your younger sister?’

Mama giggled.

Disraeli beckoned Adelia who moved forwards. He took her hand and kissed it with his thin lips. Yuck. She wanted to wipe it on a napkin, but that would be rude, so she bent down and stroked Olga with the back of her hand instead.

‘What a fine dog,’ said Disraeli. ‘I have Staffordshire terriers – House and Lords.’

Papa arrived, his long, narrow face awash with annoyance. He reminded Adelia of a haughty horse. ‘Now, now, child, don’t bother the grown-ups. Take Olga for a walk,’ he commanded. 

Adelia’s face burned with shame. How dare he humiliate her?

As she slinked away, Papa said to Disraeli, ‘Your speech in the House yesterday was excellent. Gladstone was green with envy. What was that about finality?’

Disraeli preened like an eagle pretending to be a peacock. ‘Finality is not the language of politics.’

Papa rubbed his hands together. ‘Marvellous.’

‘What a toady Papa is, Olga,’ said Adelia as they ambled away. 

‘Woof!’

After five turkey-salad sandwiches (Olga stole two), Adelia was about to bite into an almond pastry when she spotted Miss Prim looking for her. In her haste to escape, she dropped the pastry, and Olga gobbled it up. 

Adelia rushed through the fragrant rose garden and into the woods followed by her puffing pug. 

There, she settled onto a fallen oak tree and listened to the laughter of woodpeckers and the tweets of blue tits as she admired the fairylike light which glinted through the birch trees. She happily inhaled the heady fragrances of damp wood, moss, and leaf mould. An overfed Olga at her feet, she spotted two delphinium-blue eyes though the leaves of a rhododendron bush. ‘Hello. Who is there? Come out, don’t be frightened,’ said Adelia bravely.

A tall vision appeared – a black-haired angel who needed a bath.

He wore ragged clothes, and his feet were bare. His open shirt showed a tanned muscular chest and flat tummy. 

Adelia’s breath caught in her throat.

The boy, about fifteen, gave a cheeky grin which lit up his honed face. ‘What’s your name?’ said Adelia.

‘Trafalgar.’

Trafalgar! How romantic. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Catching rabbits.’

Adelia frowned. ‘You’ll go to prison if a gamekeeper catches you.’

Trafalgar shrugged. ‘Nobody can catch a gipsy.’

Adelia’s belly fluttered. She’d read a gipsy story in a romance sneaked from a maid’s sleeping quarters as a change from the dry texts Miss Prim and her parents allowed. ‘Where do you live?’

‘A caravan. Do you live in that mansion?’ He pointed. 

‘Yes – but it’s rather gloomy inside – full of meandering corridors and dark corners.’

‘You haven’t told me your name.’

‘Lady Adelia Audley. My father is a marquess.’

‘Oh.’ Trafalgar seemed unimpressed and rubbed his tummy as it gave a loud rumble. 

‘Are you hungry?’ 

‘Nowt to eat for two days apart from a small bowl of gruel.’

Adelia grimaced. ‘I’ll fetch something. Come on, Olga.’

The chubby pug snored.

‘Leave the dog with me, I won’t eat it.’

Adelia hesitated then nodded. Somehow, she trusted the handsome gipsy boy with her precious pet. 

She slipped back to the lawns, now crowded with a kaleidoscope of the ladies’ colourful dresses and parasols in contrast with the gentlemen’s dark suits and top hats. Because of the merry throng, it was easy to access the refreshment marquee unobserved.

As gentlemen requested ices and claret cups, and maids and footmen hid exhausted sighs, Adelia scooped up a pile of sandwiches and popped them into her floral handkerchief. 

‘What a greedy little girl,’ said a rotund old gentleman, his mouth full of Madeira cake, his frock-coat about to pop its buttons.

Eyes out for Miss Prim and Mama and Papa, Adelia dodged towards the woods.

This was more exciting than any novel. 

Adelia placed the food onto the fallen oak tree. ‘Sorry, there is no plate.’

‘No matter.’ Trafalgar stuffed a sandwich into his mouth. He finished it in double-quick time.

Then another, then another.

Soon they were all finished, and he wiped crumbs from his full mouth with the back of his elegant sun-darkened mucky right hand which had an interesting shape on it. Adelia peered close – no, it was just dirt. 

He put his head to one side as if listening. ‘I must go.’

Adelia didn’t want him to leave, couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing him again. She needed a connection; somehow, she knew he was part of her future. She took off her gold-heart pendant and chain, pressed it into his hand. ‘Have this as a memento.’

‘Thanks.’ He flushed then kissed her lightly on the cheek and sped towards the common.

Adelia never wanted to wash her face again and spent the rest of the day in a romantic daze.

At bedtime, Miss Prim brushed a black speck from Adelia’s bottom sheet. ‘I fear that was a dirty flea. I hope you haven’t mixed with the lower orders. I told you not to liaise with those village children. I couldn’t find you for ages today.’

‘I was reading the Bible indoors.’ Adelia hid a grin. Miss Prim had a great fear of the ‘lower orders’.

‘Good girl. Your mother will be along to kiss you goodnight shortly.’

‘My name is Adelia, not Shortly.’

‘What’s that, dear?’

‘Nothing, Miss Prim. I believe it went over your head.’

Miss Prim looked upwards.

––––––––
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THE DAYS AFTER THE garden party passed in dreary monotony, and Adelia felt flat. 

‘What’s wrong with you, child?’ said Miss Prim. ‘Three times I’ve asked you to name the kings and queens of England from Henry V111 onwards, and three times you’ve stared out of the window.’

‘Sorry, Miss Prim, but I looked forward to the garden party for so long, and now it’s over. I wish we had more parties, but Papa is such a bore.’

Miss Prim gently tapped Adelia’s knuckles with a ruler. ‘Do not disrespect your father, child, and please concentrate on the lesson. Your Aunt Harriet is coming to tea, and your mama wants you in the drawing-room at three o’clock.’

Adelia brightened and recited the list of monarchs at quite a pace. She adored Aunt Harriet, her mother’s much older half-sister.

––––––––
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THE VICAR AND HIS SKINNY wife, in a dreary grey dress to match her complexion, also attended the tea party. The wife squealed with horror when Aunt Harriet said, ‘I gave a red garter to a lover before he went to the Peninsular war.’

Lady Dorley's face turned crimson. ‘Sister, really, what a tall tale – you were a baby during the Peninsular war.’ 

Aunt Harriet cackled like a witch, cracking the lead paint on her face. ‘Don’t quibble about dates – I was a pretty girl who enjoyed many admirers. Now you’re all sterile, and all this virtue is dull. I remember when a handsome marquess kissed my...’

Mama tried to change the subject, ‘The weather is rather inclement, is it not?’

‘At least it is not raining,’ said the vicar.

‘Indeed,’ said his wife. ‘It is a veritable blessing.’

Aunt Harriet banged her stick on the parquet floor. ‘Fiddlesticks – all this dreary talk of weather. Let’s talk about something more interesting – like passion. I remember when I wore a low-cut gown to dinner, and a friend’s husband...’

Adelia hid a giggle by pretending to blow her nose, then focused on a Dresden shepherdess on the mantel in an effort to suppress her mirth. 

‘Go and pick flowers for the dinner table, Adelia,’ said Mama.

‘Must I? It’s the gardener’s job.’

Lady Dorley glared.

Dejected, Adelia left the room, followed by the vicar’s dreary wife, who said in her horrid shrill voice, ‘I’ll join you; I love to pick flowers.’

Drat, Adelia had planned to read in the rose garden. 

Later, Aunt Harriet, smelling of her usual mothballs and violets, visited the schoolroom. ‘Don’t be afraid of life, Adelia. Live it, have fun, and don’t marry a stuffy man lest you die of boredom.’

‘I will offend dreary Papa and marry a handsome gipsy.’ Adelia did not mention her meeting with Trafalgar, it was her special secret.

‘Splendid, my dear. Splendid. You have spirit. Don’t marry some milksop, even if he resembles a Greek god.’

––––––––
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WHEN ADELIA WAS THIRTEEN, Miss Prim ran away with the tall, handsome first footman.

Nobody could believe it – upstairs and downstairs was rife with speculation, shock and admiration.

‘How exciting,’ said the cook. ‘Didn’t know she had it in her.’

‘She’ll have something in her soon,’ said the buxom scullery maid.

The cook hit her over the head with a wooden spoon. ‘Saucy.’

‘What will they live on?’ said the starry-eyed kitchen maid.

The boot boy made a smacking sound with his lips as he ogled the scullery maid. ‘Love.’

‘Miss Prim’s aunt died last month, left her a small legacy.’ The chubby cook wiped floury hands on her starched white pinafore.

‘No gossip in the kitchen,’ said the butler.

‘Where can we gossip?’ retorted the under-parlourmaid.

‘Don’t give cheek, girl,’ said the housekeeper and butler in unison, knowing they would have a good gossip later over glasses of port from the master’s cellar. They wished someone would leave them a legacy so they could live together, having loved one another for ten long years.

––––––––
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‘THE STRUMPET,’ SAID Papa at breakfast as he spooned fluffy scrambled egg onto a Spode plate.

‘Always the woman’s fault,’ muttered Mama, out of earshot.

‘Who’s the strumpet?’ said Adelia. ‘Miss Prim or the footman?’

Mama gave warning looks to both husband and daughter.

Papa shook his Guardian newspaper and harrumphed. ‘Don’t give cheek, child. I hope that awful woman has not besmirched your goodness and purity. I will find a stricter governess with higher moral standards. Perhaps a local convent could lend me an intellectual nun.’

Adelia gulped with worry. Miss Prim had been bad enough and with no outward signs of fun or passion. The thought of anyone stricter made her wish to flee or kill herself. A year earlier, a jilted maid had drowned herself in the lake and put a dangerous idea into Adelia’s young mind – if life becomes unbearable, there is always a way out. 
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