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- BOOK 1 -


Dedication

This book goes out to all the Charlottes of this world—forgotten, ignored, sidelined—but still determined to make their lives matter. I salute each and every one of you.


Chapter 1
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March 1835


In the branches overhead, birds chirped, signalling their arrival on England’s shores after a long journey over land and sea. The branches wore little green stubs that would soon turn into leaves and thereafter sprout pink and white blossoms. Charlotte Harding smiled to herself as she walked the familiar path to her friend Ruth’s house. Despite the freshness of the breeze and the dampness of the grass beneath her shoes, spring had most definitely arrived.

Her quiet life in the small Gloucestershire village of Alstone was marked by the passing of each season. Of these, spring was her favourite. It meant an end to being closeted indoors in the stifling company of her stepmother, and the beginning of pleasurable daily walks in which to witness the wonders of nature’s re-awakening after a long winter’s slumber. Spring heralded the start of longer days and more light by which to read, and therefore an end to the prolonged hours spent poring over books in the dim glow of a candle.

“Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end,” she reflected as she walked the well-trodden path. Having grown surrounded by the works of classical philosophers in her father’s library, she had a tendency to punctuate random moments of her life with a corresponding proverb from these ancient giants. Such was the life of a bookish country girl with little other means of entertainment.

Charlotte reached a bend in the path and caught her first glimpse of the little farmhouse where her dearest and oldest friend resided. She hurried her footsteps, eager to discuss the latest village gossip over a pot of tea, and perhaps also a generous slice of seed cake. Unlatching the gate, she made her way to the sturdy oak door and pulled at the bell. In only a few instants, the door opened wide to reveal the amiable figure of Ruth Ellis.

“Charlotte, how delightful to see you. Come on inside.”

“I do not interrupt, I hope.”

“Not at all. It is dreary work mending my brother’s shirts, and I would love some company. You come in good time too, for I have just put a pot of tea to brew.”

Charlotte followed her friend through the short hallway and into a snug but cheery parlour. Unbuttoning her plain brown pelisse, she carefully placed it on a hook by the door and settled herself on a comfortably frayed armchair in the corner of the room. Shortly afterwards, her friend bustled in, bearing a tray with the tea and a slice of cake for each of them. Ruth carefully placed the tray on a side table and busied herself pouring a cup for her guest.

“How goes it with you, dear friend?” she enquired.

Charlotte accepted the beverage gratefully, taking a sip with a happy sigh. “I am well, thank you, and glad to be welcoming in the spring. You talk of dreary work, Ruth, but that is not a patch on the wearisome time I have spent these past weeks listening to Sylvia prattle on about the merits of a match with George Finch.”

Sylvia Gibbs, now Harding, was the good lady that her father had married eighteen months prior to his passing in February of last year. In her most private of thoughts, Charlotte sometimes wondered if perhaps it had been this lady’s incessant inane chatter that had driven her poor father to his grave.

It had come as a surprise to everyone when that esteemed gentleman, widowed for many a year, had returned home from his annual visit to his man of business in London, engaged to be married. Having loved and mourned his first wife deeply, Hugh Harding had seemingly settled into a quiet life in the country with his only daughter for companionship, showing no desire to re-enter the state of matrimony. What then could have induced him to change course?

This question had taxed Charlotte greatly. Was it the need, in his later years, for the creature comforts that only a female could bring? Was it this lady’s undeniable physical charms? In discourse with her father, he had indicated that one of his primary desires in re-marrying was to provide his daughter with the care and direction of a new mama.

“You have grown almost heathenish in your ways, dear child,” he had said. “The fault for this is mine, for you have too long been used to the company of elderly males such as myself and not had the chance to develop those social graces that are required if you are to find yourself a good husband. Let Sylvia guide you in the ways of refined women, Charlotte. You must know that I cannot settle much of a fortune on you. That, and the fact that your mother was a foreigner, and not from a landed family, will set you back I fear. However, I am hopeful that with Sylvia’s tender care, you may ultimately find yourself a match with a doctor or lawyer of good character, or perhaps even some country squire.”

In the year since his passing, Ruth had often told her friend that it was a good thing he had remarried. “Else you would have been cast adrift, Charlotte. Where and with whom would you have lived? Your relatives on your father’s side have all but turned their backs on you. It would have been unimaginable for a single young lady as yourself to live alone. In marrying, your father ensured you had the protection and guidance of a mama, and for that you must be thankful.”

Charlotte had reluctantly acknowledged the truth of this, though with the observation that this new mama had come at a cost, both monetary and otherwise. Hugh Harding’s modest estate of Alstone Grange, comprising the manor house and the surrounding five hundred acres of farmland, had been bequeathed entirely to his widow, with the exception of a lump sum invested in the funds which would provide Charlotte with a meagre income of £100 a year.

And notwithstanding the loss of the small but much loved estate, Charlotte had also been saddled with a mama of trivial understanding whose company she now had to endure day in and day out. At times, Charlotte could not help but wish that her father had chosen his second bride more wisely, for no two ladies could be further apart in looks, character and disposition than his first and second wives.

Her late mother, Juana, had been the beautiful and wilful daughter of a Spanish merchant whom Hugh Harding had met and fallen in love with while stationed in Spain during the Peninsular War. Juana had been a petite, exotic flower of a woman, with a surfeit of passion, courage and intelligence. She had loved her English husband and followed him devotedly to every one of his postings during the war, uncomplaining of the often spartan conditions, even when burdened with the care of their infant daughter. Upon the conclusion of hostilities, they had returned to England and settled in Alstone.

Juana, with her charming broken English and easy smile, had soon melted all but the hardest of hearts in their small rural community. She had raised her only daughter with a gentle but firm hand, instilling in her those true Christian values which taught that all persons, regardless of their social standing, were creatures of God, equally deserving of love and kindness.

It was in this spirit that Juana had befriended Mary, the wife of their tenant farmer, Robert Ellis, whose daughter Ruth soon became firm friends with her own Charlotte. When Juana passed away a dozen years ago, that kindly female had repaid the debt of friendship by bestowing love and care on the young, motherless girl, allowing the grieving Hugh to retreat into his study and lose himself in his books. In turn, Mary had been laid to rest some years later, and Charlotte had mourned her loss as keenly as if she had been her own mother.

Then, along came Sylvia. A handsome woman with a shapely figure and a trilling laugh, she had attracted Hugh Harding’s attention at a dinner party held by an acquaintance of his in London. Upon further investigation, he had found out she was the widow of a country rector, in town visiting her married sister. A conversation had been struck up, followed by a hasty courtship. By the end of his week in London, Hugh had proposed and had been accepted. A month later, the two had quietly married in the village church of Alstone, and thus had begun Charlotte’s life with a new stepmama.

Sylvia had eagerly taken on the role of mentor and guide into the ways of fashionable society. Charlotte’s dark brows were too thick and had to be plucked daily. Her straight brown hair had been cut in what Sylvia assured her was the latest fashion and styled into artful ringlets around her face. Her skin had been deemed too tanned and consequently a regimen of daily washing with talc water instituted. She had been banned from venturing out without a bonnet and veil in order to protect her delicate complexion. And worst of all, her figure had been judged a little too busty and round. The cure? A tight corset to hold in the excess flesh, and a moratorium on the consumption of cakes, biscuits and cheese.

For the most part, Charlotte had suffered through these injunctions uncomplainingly. “Patience is bitter, but its fruit is sweet,” she had told herself, quoting yet another of her beloved philosophers. In truth, Charlotte was as keen as any other young, unattached lady of her age to find a good husband. Much as she had loved her father and his books, she had also yearned for romance and the elevated status that marriage would bring. Who could blame her? So, she had endured each tribulation imposed upon her by her new stepmama with as good a grace as she could.

In time, her figure had indeed slimmed down to much more pleasing proportions. Her complexion had improved, and with a few judicious additions to her wardrobe, she had been deemed ready to venture forth into society. Her stepmama had accompanied her to dances at assembly rooms and to social gatherings in the homes of the local gentry, all in hopes that she would catch some eligible bachelor’s eye. Here it was, unfortunately, that aspiration had collided with reality.

For despite all the efforts expended into improving her appearance, it was impossible to transform her into a beauty. At best, what had been achieved was passable good looks. Her lips were a little too plump to conform to the beauty ideals of the time; her nose a little too long. Teamed with a lack of dowry and questionable Spanish antecedents, such looks were hardly likely to make a splash in local society. Perhaps had she been possessed of scintillating conversation or a beautiful singing voice, events might have taken a different turn. Be that as it may, the year following Charlotte’s launch into local society had produced no offers of marriage and no prospect of any. None that is, until George Finch had come along.

Charlotte had just that fortnight celebrated—or should we say bemoaned—her twenty-fourth birthday. Cast into despondency at reaching such an advanced age without finding love, and chafing at the constant restrictions to her natural enjoyment of life, she had rebelled. Eyeing the refreshments on offer at a local country dance, she had helped herself to a large slice of cake and ignored the scandalised gaze of her stepmama. She had taken her first bite of cake and sighed in pleasure. The crumb was moist and beautifully spiced, and wonderfully, gloriously sweet. Uncaring of the world around her, she had taken a second ecstatic bite.

“Awfully good, isn’t it?”

She had looked up in surprise. Beside her was a stout looking young gentleman, himself also bearing a plate with a slice of cake.

“Indeed it is.”

“Forgive my poor manners. We have not been introduced. I am George Finch, of Endsleigh Court, at your service ma’am.”

Charlotte had executed a little curtsy while still holding on to her plate of cake. “Charlotte Harding, of Alstone Grange. I have not had the privilege, sir, of seeing you before at these gatherings.”

With a smile, he had responded, “That is because I have been away at Oxford and only recently returned.”

They had both paused the conversation then to take another delicious bite of cake. The rush of sugar must have liberated her usually stilted tongue, for she had then exclaimed, “I do believe eating cake to be one of the greatest pleasures to be had in life! Or perhaps it is so because I have denied myself this pleasure these past many months.”

“Why so, if I may be so bold as to ask?”

She had blushed prettily then. “It is only so as to maintain a pleasing figure, or so says my stepmama.”

He had looked her up and down and exclaimed, “And such a pleasing figure it is!” Then it had been his turn to blush at the forward manner of his speech. Putting down his plate of cake, he had stuttered, “P—pardon my manners, ma’am. I say, would you do me the honour of a dance with me?”

Thus had begun George Finch’s courtship of Charlotte Harding. At first, she had been flattered by the attention of an obviously enamoured male, her first experience of such a thing. Sylvia had been elated. Finally, an eligible prospect. George Finch was the only son of a local gentleman and heir to his not inconsiderable estate. A catch! True, he was not prepossessing in appearance. He lacked height and stature. His eyes were a watery blue in colour and there was a definite overbite to his lips. But looks were not everything, and Charlotte had been perfectly willing—alright, not perfectly, but willing—to overlook such deficiencies and focus on the other advantages of such a match.

In due course, however, two things had made her wary of George’s courtship. The first was the rude manner he displayed in his dealings with servants. A groom that failed to catch the reins thrown carelessly at him was berated loudly and called a half-wit. A housemaid that brought him the wrong drink was disparaged for being a fool. Charlotte, who still lived by Juana’s faithfully imparted teachings on treating all humans with love and kindness, had revolted at such treatment of others, especially those of inferior social standing, and was reminded of Cicero’s famous maxim: “The higher we are placed, the more humbly we should walk.”

The second thing that had given her pause was the discovery that George’s knowledge of the classics was sadly deficient despite several years of study at Oxford. On a walk together one day, she had been silent for a considerable time, unable to find any mutually interesting topic of conversation, and he had teasingly quipped, “Silence is one of the great arts of conversation, is it not?” then made the monstrous mistake of attributing this to Virgil. Surely any classicist worth his salt should have known this was Cicero, not Virgil. In further discourse, it had become increasingly clear that George was not a man of great or even passable intellect. At times, she suspected him of being the half-wit he so loudly proclaimed his groom to be.

These two things had made her begin to doubt George’s suitability as a husband, notwithstanding the £3,000 a year that her stepmama was wont to exclaim over. When it had looked like George was about to propose, she had been saved from having to refuse him by her father’s sudden grave illness. After Hugh’s passing, she had of course gone into mourning, which had made any romantic overtures inappropriate. In time, she had hoped that George would forget about her and move on to greener pastures. She had not banked on his surprising constancy.

Last month had marked a year since her beloved father had been laid to rest, and Sylvia had judged it proper to end their official state of mourning. The black garments were put away in favour of grey ones. And George had once again begun to call upon them. “Mark my words,” Sylvia had said, “he will make an offer very soon.”

Charlotte had hesitantly murmured, “What if I were to refuse him?”

Her stepmama had stared at her in shock and horror. “But of course you cannot do such a vile, terrible thing!”

“I—I do not believe we would suit.”

“You shall have to suit, missy, for such an offer will not come your way again.”

From thence had begun a month-long, tiresome campaign by Sylvia to induce her stepdaughter to accept George’s unwanted advances. Stuck inside the house during the cold, wet and windy days of February, Charlotte had had to endure one harangue after another. So it was with a hopeful lift of her spirits that she had woken this morning to bright, sunny skies and decided to walk over to pay her old friend a visit.

Now, Ruth gently put to her, “Would it really be impossible for you to find happiness in a union with George?”

“You know it would!”

“You have reached this conclusion after calmly weighing all the advantages and disadvantages?”

“Believe me, Ruth, I have thought of little else. I cannot marry a man who is both cruel and stupid, and frankly has little to recommend him apart from his wealth.”

Ruth took another sip of her tea then put her cup down. “Has he ever shown cruelty to you?”

“No, but of course he would not do so when courting.”

“What I mean to say,” continued Ruth, “is that if he is favourably disposed towards you and holds you in high regard, then you may have the opportunity to guide him in altering his ways.”

Charlotte cast her a doubtful look. “I do not have it in my power to change someone’s nature.”

“Perhaps not, but have you considered that his behaviour towards servants is not merely the result of a faulty nature but of his upbringing? A son will often follow in the footsteps of a father.”

“All the more reason, surely, to not join such a family.”

Ruth regarded her friend steadily. “It will not be without challenges, I agree. But Charlotte, consider the consequences of your actions. What will happen if you refuse George’s offer of marriage?”

“I have no means of knowing he will make an offer,” Charlotte said wryly.

“Let us assume he will. What then?”

Charlotte frowned. “I know Sylvia will be horribly upset and take it out on me. I shall simply have to bear it with fortitude until her anger has passed.”

“Is that all she will do? I very much fear, that after the time and effort she has put into the project of marrying you off, she may, in her disappointment at such an objective failing, decide to make your life very difficult indeed.”

“As to that, she already does!”

“Do not forget that she is now the proprietor of Alstone Grange. It is her home, not yours.”

Charlotte made a little moue of distaste at this. “I am well aware, but she made a promise to father that she would always care for me as if I were her own.”

“Promises can be broken, Charlotte,” reminded Ruth gently.

“I do not think even she would sink so low.”

Ruth was quiet, not answering. Eventually, she behoved herself to speak. “There is a matter I have been hesitant to bring up with you. As you know, when father passed away, my brother, Robert, took over the running of the farm from him and was assured that the terms of the tenancy would continue as before. However, two weeks ago, Mr Longley came to see him about raising the rent from sixteen to eighteen shillings per acre as of next month—and this after the rent was raised from fifteen shillings not a half year ago. Of course, Robert remonstrated with him about this, and he was told that it was your stepmother’s firm instruction that the rents be raised again.”

Charlotte regarded her in consternation. “Why did you not tell me of this before?”

“I did not want to bother you in your time of grief. Besides, what could you have done about it? Do not take offence my dear, but I doubt very much that your word has much clout with your stepmother.”

Having consumed her slice of cake, Charlotte returned her now empty plate to the tray in chagrin. “No, perhaps not. However, I do wish you had not kept this from me, Ruth. Will you be able to afford this new rent?”

“We will manage. Robert and I live frugally, and we are fortunate enough to have put away savings over the years. Our main concern is if your stepmother decides to put the rents up yet again in another six months’ time. Such rises are not sustainable in the long run.”

Sitting back down in her armchair, Charlotte sighed in commiseration. “I am sorry, Ruth. What a sad state of affairs for the both of us!”

Ruth smiled ruefully. “I did not tell you this to lower your spirits, only as a way to warn you that perhaps your stepmother’s word is not to be trusted. The roof over your head is hers, and with her lies the power to make your life infinitely miserable. With this in mind, will you not reconsider George’s suit? You say all that he has to recommend him is his wealth. From where I am sitting, dear friend, that is a great deal. Imagine having the security of being lady of your own fine home, with no need to ever count the pennies. It is not a prospect to be sneered at.”

Charlotte stared pensively at the rhythmic rise and fall of the needle as her friend sewed the hem of one of her brother’s shirts. Finally, she said, “I will think on it. Now let us talk of other matters. Is it true what they say about Lizzie Trent snubbing Fanny Chalmers at church last Sunday?”

And so the two friends spent another hour in convivial conversation about the goings on in their small rural village, which despite its modest size, nevertheless provided a great deal of delightful gossip.


Chapter 2
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Upon Charlotte’s return home, she was accosted by her agitated stepmama. Before even she had the chance to remove her pelisse, Sylvia was addressing her in aggrieved tones. “George Finch came by to see you, Charlotte, and waited over half an hour for you. Poor man was in such a tizzy. I do believe he had come to make you an offer, and where were you missy? Nowhere in sight, that’s what!”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Charlotte replied placatingly. “I had no idea he planned on visiting, for we have not seen him in over a week.”

“Well, he shall be calling again tomorrow, and you will be sure to be here, looking your best.”

“Yes, of course,” murmured Charlotte before slipping away to hide herself in the library. There was no escaping the coming encounter with George.  She was almost entirely sure that, should he make an offer of marriage, she would refuse it. A tiny niggling voice in her head argued against such a course of action. What if life for you here were to become intolerable after your refusal of George’s offer? Where would you go? How would you live?


To these questions, she had no answers. There was only one minor possibility. She could appeal to her father’s family—that very same family that had disowned him, cut him out of their lives entirely, upon knowledge of his marriage to a Spanish tradesman’s daughter. Hugh Harding had renounced a considerable fortune and position in society in order to marry his Spanish bride. The only material thing left to him after shipping out from the army and selling his commission was a legacy from a bachelor great-uncle, a small estate known as Alstone Grange. No matter to Juana. After the privations of life on the road in wartime Spain, her new home in England felt positively palatial to her. As for Hugh, the loss of a fortune was not such a hardship when balanced with the loss of tiresome interfering relatives. The rupture had proved to be a permanent one. No efforts at a rapprochement were made in the ensuing years, even after the death of Sir Edward Harding, the patriarch of the family.

Would the passage of time have softened their attitude? Admittedly, it was an unlikely possibility. As far as she knew, there had been no communication between the estranged branches of the family until she had written to her uncle and aunt to inform them of her father’s passing. No response had been forthcoming from her uncle. Her aunt, however, had sent her son, a gentleman by the name of Frederick Morton, to attend the funeral in lieu of her ailing self. He had been correct and punctilious in his condolences, but Charlotte remembered little else of him, such had been the depth of her grief.

Mayhap she should write to her aunt explaining her situation and ask—ask for what exactly? To be taken in, given home and hearth? Charlotte’s instincts rebelled against such an action. Bundled in her favourite armchair by the fireplace, she closed her eyes and reflected on the matter. After a time, she pulled herself upright and went to sit at the desk in the middle of the room. Removing a blank sheet of paper from the drawer and sharpening the nib of her pen, she then began to write.
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Later that evening, Charlotte prepared herself for bed in her usual way. Dressed in her night rail, she sat at her dresser and combed out the tangles from her thick brown hair. Then, she rolled individual strands around a rag, tying it up neatly so as to ensure perfect curls the following day. She had dispensed with many parts of Sylvia’s beauty regimen, such as the unbearably tight corset and the daily facewash in talc water, but this particular habit she had kept on. That and the occasional pluck of her eyebrows. She had enough vanity to want to appear to the best possible advantage.

Her business complete, she stood and carried the candle to her bedside cabinet. Kneeling, she said her nightly prayer, adding an extra line or two of supplication for help and guidance in the matter of George Finch. Satisfied that there was nothing further to do, she climbed into bed, blew out the candle and nestled under the blanket. The house was quiet and the darkness impenetrable. Usually, she drifted into sleep effortlessly, but not on this night. There were too many thoughts pressing in on her. Ruth’s words rang in her ears. Promises can be broken, Charlotte.

With her future looking so uncertain, the surest way forward was to accept George’s suit. That was the most sensible course of action. Yet Charlotte had developed such a disgust of him that the mere thought of sharing intimacies with this gentleman had her feeling distinctly unwell. “What is to become of me?” she wondered. “If I accept George, I shall be constrained to share my days and evenings with a man repugnant to me. If I do not accept him, my stepmama will undoubtedly find ways to render my living under her roof intolerable.”

She took a deep breath, trying and failing to quell those worrisome thoughts. At times such as these, there was one thing she had discovered—by sheer accident—that could bring her release from the cares and worries. It was not something she allowed herself to do often. Indeed, it was a most wicked thing to do, but just this once, she hoped God would forgive the depravity. She let her fingers trail down under the comforter to reach the hem of her night rail and pull it up to her waist. Then, the very same fingers sought a point at the juncture of her thighs. Burrowing into the wisps of hair, they found the moist, soft flesh she was looking for. Charlotte began to rub that sensitive flesh gently with two fingers, feeling her body fire up with delicious excitement.

Soon, her fingers were coated with a thick and sticky substance which seemingly flowed from her body the more she touched herself in that secret spot. With a gentle sigh, she increased the speed of her roving fingers, rubbing herself fiercely until she felt a wave of pleasurable contractions sweep through her body. “Ah,” she cried, before muffling the sound by the expedient method of thrusting the wet and sticky fingers into her mouth, then sucking them clean. Her shallow breaths slowly returned to a normal, even rhythm as she savoured the strangely pleasing taste of herself. Eventually, when there was nothing more to taste, she withdrew the fingers, adjusted her night rail and fell into a deep dreamless sleep.


Chapter 3
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At the very same instant that Charlotte was achieving this wicked sensual release in her bed, another person some hundreds of miles away was reaching a similar precipice of pleasure. Francis James Stanton, Viscount Stanton, or simply Frank to his good friends, was in the bed of his current mistress, Lady Caroline Drake, thrusting his erect member into her welcoming heat. Feeling the unmistakable contractions around his shaft that signalled the lady’s pleasure, he allowed himself to reach his own peak of bliss, remembering just in time to withdraw from her body and spurt his seed over her soft belly.

“By Jove, that was good!” he cried.

The lady showed her agreement to this statement by emitting a long, joyful sigh. Stretching her arms above her head, she finally murmured, “What a clever boy you are.”

Frank grinned and gave her a mock bow. “At your service, my lady.” Getting to his feet, he strode to the jug on a nearby table and poured a little water onto a muslin cloth, bringing it over to Lady Caroline to clean up the mess he had made of her.

“Such a gentleman,” she mocked gently, submitting to his ministrations.

He smiled as he threw the soiled cloth carelessly to the floor and lightly kissed her lips. “Anything for you, my heart,” he replied. The endearment slipped easily from his tongue, more out of habit than out of true sentiment. His liaison with Lady Caroline was not an affaire de coeur, but more of an affaire de corps. He enjoyed immensely the fleshly delights of their union, with the welcome addition of her ready wit and excellence as a hostess of card parties.

In his youth, like many other young men of his class, he had indulged in the usual round of debauchery with ladies of the night. That had come to an abrupt halt when his good friend, Thomas Marchand, had contracted a virulent case of syphilis, the symptoms of which were enough to sow permanent fear and distaste for such pastimes in Frank’s heart. Instead, he had decided to seek pleasure with ladies of his own class, preferably widows of a certain age—no despoiler of innocent misses was he. With such ladies, he conducted discreet and exclusive liaisons that ended amicably once the initial burst of passion ran its course.

This approach had served him well so far, and he saw no reason not to continue with such habits. He had no plans to fall in love nor to get married, at least not in the immediate future—perhaps not ever if he could help it. Let his younger brother take on the mantle of siring an heir to the title and estates. His observation of people was that happiest were those that were free of the shackles of matrimony.

The lady sprawled contentedly on the bed before him was a prime exhibit. Married at eighteen to a much older and extremely wealthy peer of the realm, she had done her duty for ten arduous years and produced two requisite children. Upon Lord Drake’s demise, and after a suitable period of mourning, she had commenced a life of gaiety in the bosom of polite society while merrily indulging in discreet dalliances with gentlemen of the ton. The jaunty state of her current life could not compare with the dullness of her staid married existence.

Frank picked up the discarded items of his clothing from the floor and began to dress. Seeing this, Lady Caroline sat up in bed, not bothering to cover her nude form, and rang the bell for her maid. Frank observed the lady’s voluptuous figure with an appreciative gleam in his eyes. “Damn, Caro, if I could paint, I’d put down on canvas the way you look right now.”

She laughed delightedly, “It has been done already, my lord. Remember my little escapade with John Lancing two summers ago?”

“Oh yes. Where is this masterwork? I have not seen it.”

“It is not for prying eyes to see. I have it hanging in my dressing room.” She nodded her head in the direction of the room in question.

“May I see it?”

“Of course, my love.”

Picking up a candle, Frank opened the door leading to the good lady’s dressing room and walked in. He stood for several beats gazing at the painting, then returned to the bedroom chuckling. “If ever you tire of it, Caro, I’d be more than happy to take if off your hands.”

Before the lady could make a reply, there was a quick knock on the door and in entered her maid. The poor girl nearly jumped in fright at the sight of Frank in a state of deshabille, for he had only managed by this point to pull up his pantaloons, of which the buttons were still undone. As the maid bobbed a curtsy, Lady Caroline spoke in a firm but pleasant tone. “Bridget, ask Drummond to call a hackney-carriage for the viscount, and let it wait a little further down the street.”

“Yes ma’am,” mumbled Bridget and hurried off to do her mistress’s bidding.

Frank watched her depart with a wry smile. “We have shocked the poor girl. I do hope she does not have a loose tongue.”

“She is paid far too well to ever loosen that tongue. It is an essential in my style of living to maintain efficient and loyal servants. One cannot do so without paying them well.”

“You run a tight ship, Caro. My hat off to you.”

“I do my best. Frank dear, when am I to see you next?”

Frank paused in the act of pulling on his boots. “Will you be at the Wilton ball?”

“The premier event of the season? Naturally.”

“Then I shall see you there. Perhaps we can conclude the evening together?”

“Perhaps,” agreed Lady Caroline with a saucy smile.

Some minutes later, Viscount Stanton slipped out of Lady Caroline’s house and walked a few paces down the street to climb into the waiting hackney-carriage. The hour was late but not so late as to be close to the breaking of dawn. The viscount yawned, eager to make it to bed after the evening’s pleasant exertions. He was six weeks into his liaison with Lady Caroline, and the novelty of her company had not yet worn off. “Give it another six weeks and it will,” said a cynical voice in his head. And then it will be time to search for his next conquest.

In the six-and-twenty years of his life, he had lived by the maxim, “Sameness is the mother of disgust, variety the cure.” Whether it was women, horses, fashion, poets, card games or even the food he ate, boredom set in quickly and nothing fixed his interest for very long. So he flitted to the next thing and then the next.

He was self-aware enough to realise that this inability to stave off boredom was a defect in his own character and undoubtedly the result of having been blessed with everything he could possibly want in life—social standing, wealth, looks, charm and wit. The ease with which things came to him inevitably made him less appreciative of them. He knew he should be grateful for the good fortune that had blessed him, and of course he was. But still on occasion, he could not help feeling a certain restlessness of spirit.

All this is not to say that his life was a perfect canvas, unblemished by adversity. His one misfortune was the possession of a cold and exacting parent in his father, the Earl of Stanton. The earl had immutable ideas about the direction his son’s life should take.

He would of course follow in his footsteps and enter the political sphere. In preparation for this, he was to serve in the House of Lords and ally himself with the Tories, naturally. He was to mingle in the highest echelons of society and make valuable connections, then seek advancement through positions in the civil service, and perhaps in time achieve a cabinet position in government or even reach the pinnacle of power in becoming prime minister. In due course, he would marry a girl of impeccable character and breeding, and sire the Stantons of future generations. The design of Frank’s life had been written well before he even had the privilege of being born. It was no wonder then that he was bored.

From early childhood, he had been primed, groomed and educated for the life that had been mapped for him. Every Sunday, young Frank would be summoned to his father’s study and made to repeat the substance of that day’s church sermon. He was expected to memorise and recite, accurately and without fault, Cicero’s Orations and Plato’s Dialogues. As a young student at Oxford, he had been told in no uncertain terms by his parent that nothing less than a first class degree would do. Since the earl controlled his purse strings, Frank thought it prudent to heed that advice. Accordingly, he had distinguished himself with such a degree.

This state of affairs would have continued indefinitely had not Frank, upon entering his majority, come into possession of a small estate in Wiltshire which had been settled in a trust on his mother upon her marriage and then bequeathed to him. Judicious improvements to the running of the estate, and the investment of his small funds in various profitable ventures, had enabled him within a few short years to achieve an independent income of £2,000 a year—much to the surprise and discomfiture of his father.

It was not a fortune, and only a drop in the ocean compared to the vast Stanton patrimony, but now that he had enough means of his own to live in modest comfort, he was able, if not to cut the paternal strings entirely, at least to loosen them considerably. Such was the power and influence of the earl, who was one of the ten richest men in the country, that it was unwise to be openly at odds with him. Frank had no desire to cross that cold, unbending personage. Nevertheless, he was keen to remove himself as far as possible from the earl’s orbit of influence. The first order of business had been for him to change living arrangements and reside in his own bachelor lodgings on Wimpole Street rather than in the grand family townhouse on St James’s Square where every move he made was observed and conveyed to his father by the servants in his pay.

This address on Wimpole Street is where the hackney-carriage now drew up. Tossing the driver a few coins, the viscount emerged from the vehicle and leapt up the steps to his home. Upon entering his abode, he was greeted by Hudson, his valet, with a missive that had arrived in his absence. The viscount took it with a frown, seeing from the franking that it had come from his father. Nothing good was ever relayed in such communications. Opening the missive, he scanned it quickly and remarked, “It seems my presence is required urgently. Prepare a bag, Hudson, we leave for Stanton Hall in the morning.”

“Yes, sir. Will we be away long?”

“No more than a few days at most, I hope.”

“Very well, sir,” replied Hudson, and withdrew to begin preparations for the morrow.

At nine o’clock the following morning, revived after a night’s rest, the viscount set out in his carriage for the family seat in Stanton Harcourt, an Oxfordshire village some sixty miles’ distance from London. With several stops along the way to refresh the horses, it was early evening by the time the carriage finally drew up in front of the viscount’s ancestral home. The building, surrounded by thirty acres of rolling parkland, was a curious mixture of old and new. The eastern flank of the house, which dated as far back as the fifteenth century, comprised an uneven stone façade with mullion windows. Over the generations, the house had been expanded and improved upon, with the latest additions overseen by the present earl himself. These were in the classical style, with symmetrical lines and Corinthian columns rising majestically on either side of the main entrance.

In the dim light of the evening, very little of this magnificence was readily visible, but the building was so etched in the viscount’s mind that he unerringly bounded up the front steps, eager to stretch his legs after being confined in the carriage for so many hours. The door was opened to him by a lugubrious looking butler named Webster.

“Good evening, my lord,” said he.

“Evening, Webster. I trust you are well.”

“As well as can be expected, my lord.”

“Am I arrived too late for dinner?” Frank had stopped for lunch at a posting inn halfway along his journey, but that was hours ago, and he was now feeling decidedly famished.

“No, sir. His lordship requested it be held back until your arrival. If I may be so bold as to say, it would be wise not to keep his lordship waiting for very much longer.”

Frank laughed, “Of course. I shall be down in a thrice.” And with this, he hurried away to his rooms. He was as good as his word, emerging some minutes later dressed in cream-coloured knee breeches that fitted closely over his muscular thighs, stockings, a crisp new shirt and an elegantly tied neck cloth. Over this he wore a double-breasted claret tailcoat made of superfine. His dark wavy hair, which was cut short à la Titus, had been lovingly brushed by his valet, and now, striding down to the drawing room, he looked in all ways the fashionably turned out gentleman.

Upon entrance to that room, he found himself the object of scrutiny of seven pairs of eyes. Frank recognised some of the faces in the room, but others not. In pride of place on his favourite armchair by the fireplace, sat his father, looking decidedly disgruntled. Having his dinner postponed evidently did not agree with his lordship. Opposite his father sat Frederick Morton, a gentleman with substantial landholdings a few miles south of Stanton Hall. Frank knew Frederick well since both their mamas had been close friends. A few years older than Frank, Frederick was a tall, stocky gentleman with a pleasant countenance and easy manners. Beside him sat an unknown older gentleman, and in the corner of the room four ladies played a game of whist at a small card table.

Frank bowed to his father. “Sir, I apologise humbly for having kept you from your dinner.”

The earl gazed at him irritably. “Had you left London an hour earlier, Francis, I would not have had to wait.”

“My mistake, sir. I trust you are in good health.”

His father’s tone was cold. “I am always in good health. I do not believe in getting sick, as you well know. Come now, and say your hellos to everyone so we may proceed to dine. Frederick Morton, you know of course.”

Frank smiled and bowed to Frederick. “Evening, Morton, a pleasant surprise to see you here.”

“And this is Sir Horace Powell, of the Wiltshire Powells,” continued the earl, not giving Frederick a chance to reply.

Again, Frank bowed. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Sir Horace.”

The earl nodded his head towards the ladies at the card table. “Mrs Morton and Mrs Frederick Morton need no introduction. With them are Lady Powell and her eldest daughter.”

Frank approached the card table and greeted the ladies punctiliously. No sooner had he done so than the earl stood, indicating they should proceed to the dining room, and held out his arm to Mrs Morton. The two of them walked out of the drawing room, followed by Sir Horace and Lady Powell, and then by Mr and Mrs Frederick Morton. This left only Miss Powell. Frank bowed to her politely and held out his arm. With a rosy flush to her cheeks, she placed her hand on his arm and walked with him to the dining room where she took a seat facing him.

Dinner was a tedious affair, but such was his breeding that Frank showed no trace of ennui in his demeanour. It was clear the urgent matter on which he had been summoned would have to wait until an opportunity came for a private audience with his father. He therefore conversed amiably with Mrs Morton, his mother’s old friend, finding out from her that the Powells were relations of her late husband stopping over to visit on their way to London for the season, where Miss Powell was due to make her debut. The Mortons, too, would soon be decamping to the great metropolis, having stayed in the country through the winter for Mrs Frederick Morton’s confinement. Much was made of little Edwin Morton, the new addition to the family, with exclamations of what a sturdy little fellow he was and what excellent temperament he had. Frank bore with this good naturedly though he had not the least interest in children, be they young or older.

Miss Powell answered enquiries prettily but did not otherwise contribute very much to the conversation. She was a fine-figured young lady with a healthy bloom in her complexion and delicately drawn, pleasing features. Given the extent of the Powell landholdings and the family’s connections, Frank had no doubt that she would end the season with an eligible match.

Dinner was followed by an interminable round of port with the gentlemen, in which his father quizzed him on the latest happenings in the House of Lords. The earl made the journey to Westminster infrequently, claiming the London air to be toxic to the healthful functioning of his lungs. He preferred to rely on his son for the latest on-dits, and Frank dutifully obliged, recounting the most recent debate he had attended in the House, where Lord Teynham had unsuccessfully argued for the repeal of malt duties.

“Quite rightly so,” opined the earl. “A repeal would bankrupt the country. Why I have it on reliable sources that malt duties brought in close to £4 million to the exchequer last year. A loss of this revenue, given the demands on the public purse, would be disastrous.”

“I do not necessarily disagree,” responded Frank, “however, it is indisputable also that the duty imposes intolerable hardships on labourers, farmers and even on landlords in procuring rents.”

“What alternative is there?” wondered Frederick Morton.

“As to that, I cannot say. Perhaps, rather than to repeal, one should be looking at a gradual reduction in the duties, allowing for the public purse to make adjustments over time. Merely continuing as before is imprudent, in my view, for these duties are having a profound effect, not only on the farmers but on the production of malt in the country. To give an example, my own tenant farmers have switched crops away from barley to wheat for that very reason.”

The earl nodded. “What you say makes sense, Francis. Perhaps you should be setting out such arguments next time the subject is raised in the House.”

Frank smiled, “Perhaps.” Truth be told, he had no intention whatsoever of doing so. The last thing he wanted was to further his political career, despite his father’s long stated ambitions in that regard. Frank’s interests lay far more in managing his estates as profitably and responsibly as possible, as well as in the seeking of new investments in modern manufacture and transportation—not in seeking glory through political office.

That his son did not intend to pursue a political career was something the earl had yet to discover. It would have been little use for Frank to disclose this, since the earl did not take kindly to having his plans overturned. Navigating the disappointment of such a demanding parent required care and consideration. As with all delicate negotiations, Frank was aware that he would need to accede to his father’s wishes in some things in order to dissent from them in others—the question was where to draw the line between such demands he was able to come to terms with and demands he was not. As the evening drew to a close, he wondered inwardly whether the reason behind this latest summons to Stanton Hall would prove to be one of those things where disagreement between himself and his father would arise.

He had to wait until the following morning to find out. Once their houseguests had departed, Frank was bade to go see the earl in his study. Upon his knock, he was greeted with a gruff, “Enter!”

“You wanted to see me sir?”

“Come in boy and sit yourself down.”

Frank did as he was bid, saying, “You spoke of some urgent matter in your letter. May I know what it is?”

The earl eyed his son sternly. “Francis, it is time for you to marry. I have thought long on this and made many enquiries on your behalf.  I believe the charming Miss Powell would make an excellent viscountess.”

Frank stared at his father, taken aback. “Marriage? I had no thought of it, at least not for a very long time!”

“And why not? You are at the customary age for it. I myself was a year younger than you when I married your mother.”

“I–I… times have changed,” spluttered Frank.

“Our good friend Frederick Morton was six-and-twenty at his nuptials. And Viscount Cranford entered into the state of matrimony only this past month at the age of four-and-twenty. Times changed? Pray disabuse yourself of that notion.”

“I would wish, sir, to enter into that state at a time and with a lady of my choosing.”

“I am a reasonable man, Francis. Should you have taken a dislike to the lady in question, then naturally, we would seek out other matches.”

“I have nothing against the good lady; I barely know her.”

“Then make it your business to get to know her.”

“I would, if my object were to marry. However, that is not the case.”

The earl looked askance at his errant son. “What earthly reasons do you have for not wanting to marry?”

“It has been my observation, sir, that being married is not a felicitous state of affairs for many of our estate in life.”

“And you think it felicitous to end your days a bachelor, with no heir to pass your name and title to?”

“There is always Jasper,” said Frank hopefully of his younger brother.

At this, his father exclaimed in irritation, “That rapscallion!”

“He is young, granted, but in time he will come into his own.”

“Do you in all seriousness want to place the great responsibility for this title and estate on your brother’s shoulders? Do you jest, Francis? If so, let me assure you I am not much amused.”

Seeing himself at an impasse, Francis decided to play for time. “Very well, sir, if marry I must, then I will do so, but at a time of my choosing.”

“There is no reason to delay, and there is no finer prospect than the young lady you met last evening.”

“As to that, sir, I do not know. I would have to become greater acquainted with her and to cultivate other acquaintances too before I could be sure of it.”

His father regarded him in silence for several moments before stating, “Francis, tomorrow you will call on the Mortons and spend some time getting to know Miss Powell. Take her out for a stroll in the gardens perhaps, or read some poetry with her—whatever it is that you young men do these days to woo a lady. If you feel strongly then that she is unsuited to you, you will start seeking out other prospective matches once you are back in London. In either case, I want you married by the year end.”

Frank sat stiffly in his chair, contemplating his options. He could refuse, but to do so would cause the earl great anger and distress. He was not so hard-hearted as to ever wish to inflict such feelings on his father. Moreover, would marriage be so very bad if he picked a sensible, well-bred lady for his wife? They could reach an accommodation on how to spend their time as husband and wife. He would not necessarily become shackled to the lady day and night. Certainly, marriage was a lesser evil than having to pursue those political aspirations his father had for him. Giving in on this matter would place him more strongly to resist on the other.

Finally, he nodded his head. “As you wish, sir.”


Chapter 4
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Mrs Morton put the letter down with an exclamation of dismay, “Well, I never!”

“Whatever is the matter?” asked Lady Powell, about to take a sip of her tea.

“A letter from Charlotte Harding, my brother Hugh’s daughter.”

“Hugh? Is not your brother named William?”

“You are thinking of my eldest brother,” Mrs Morton replied. “I had another brother called Hugh, laid to rest this last year.”

Lady Powell put down her cup, looking mortified. “My dear Margaret, my deepest condolences! I was not aware of this else I would of course have written. How is it I did not know?”

Mrs Morton let out a long sigh. “Hugh was cast out of the family long ago for a very imprudent marriage. Father broke all ties with him and insisted his name never be spoken again. And so, it never has. Not until this Charlotte Harding wrote informing us of his passing.”

“An imprudent marriage? I cannot recall any such scandal. When was this?”

“Oh, a good twenty-five or twenty-six years ago. You were not yet out, Julia, which explains why you did not hear of it. My brother was serving in the war against that upstart Bonaparte in Spain. There, he met some local tradesman’s daughter, fell madly in love and married her.”

“Oh my good Lord! Imprudent is the least of it. To align a great and noble family such as the Hardings with a foreign nobody. Why there have been Hardings at Longborough Manor since the time of the Conqueror—were they not named in the Domesday Book? I can well imagine the late Sir Edward’s horror and disgust at such a thing.” Lady Powell wrinkled her nose in distaste. “And this Charlotte is the product of that union?”

“Yes, as far as I know, they only had the one child.”

“Why is she writing to you now? To ask for alms for herself and her Spanish mother?”

“Not quite. Her mother, it seems, passed some years ago, and Hugh remarried a gentlewoman, some rector’s widow by the name of Sylvia Gibbs. He left her a small estate in Gloucestershire.”

“I see. And Charlotte?”

“Frederick went to see them after the funeral. He assured me Mrs Harding and her stepdaughter lived comfortably, if modestly. Had the girl been in dire straits, something would have been done; you may be sure of that. My conscience would not have allowed me to see Hugh’s child reduced to penury.”

“Quite right,” nodded Lady Powell. “And she writes to you now, why? Has there been a change in her circumstance?”

Mrs Morton raised her spectacles to peruse the letter once more. “She writes that her stepmama has arranged a match for her with a most unsuitable person. She fears that her refusal of this man’s suit will cause great discord between herself and her stepmama, and she wonders if she might visit here for a time to get away from the lady’s displeasure.”

“Indeed! What manner of a man is this unsuitable match?”

“She does not say. It is highly irregular.” Mrs Morton sighed. “What to do? We leave for London in another week, so it is no good inviting her to stay here.”

“Raised by such a mother, it is anyone’s guess what manner of a person she is.” Lady Powell shuddered. “What if you were to bring into your home a girl of poor breeding who does not know how to comport herself in gentle society? Unimaginable! I do not advise it, my dear.”

Mrs Morton looked troubled. “And yet, if the situation is genuinely as she describes, I would not like to turn my back on such distress.”

“Ever the kind hearted you are, Margaret. Perhaps you should consult with Frederick. He did after all meet this Charlotte. Count on it, he will know what is to be done.”

Thus it was that Mrs Morton sought out her son the following morning, before he was due to take a ride around his estate. Upon reading Charlotte’s letter, he frowned. “This is indeed troubling,” he said.

“What do you propose we should do?” asked his mother.

“There is nothing else for it. Charlotte must come and stay with us for however long is necessary.”

“I wonder, will it be appropriate to have her with us, mingling with our acquaintances?”

Frederick stared at her, puzzled. “Whyever not?”

“Well, Frederick, her mother was by all accounts a Spanish tradesman’s daughter. Having been raised by such a woman, her breeding may not be all that it should.”

“Nonsense! She is a gentlewoman, and from what I saw, extremely well mannered. The language in this letter speaks to the young lady’s education. Rid yourself of the notion, mother, that your niece lacks breeding. One should not speak ill of the dead, but I have always thought my grandfather’s decision to cast out his son as he did was poorly done. Perhaps this is a chance for us to atone for the sins of the past.”

“Atone?” demanded his mother, much aggrieved. “You think I have need to atone?”

He laid a placating hand on her arm. “Dear mother, calm yourself. You did what you thought was right in following your late father’s injunctions. However, even you must see that casting a son out of the family was an unduly harsh penalty for having made an unfavourable marriage. If it had been me done this, would you have cast me out, never to speak my name again?”

Mrs Morton gave a weak smile. “No, my dear, of course not. It is true that over the years, I have often wondered about Hugh and hoped for a reconciliation. I waited for him to write me, intent on healing the breach, but he never did.”

“Such is the price for pride, mother. Neither of you was willing to make the first move, and now the opportunity has been lost. All the more reason not to forego this chance we have now to make things right.”

His mother nodded in acquiescence. “As ever, Frederick, you are quite right. But what is to be done? We leave for London in a week’s time.”

Frederick pondered the question. “A young lady ought not to travel alone. I will need to go fetch her—it is an easy day’s ride from here. Then we shall all set out for London together. I will write to her now, informing her of this. If you write too, our letters can go out at once in today’s post.”

“Yes dear, of course.”

Accordingly, the letters were sent out, arriving at their destination not two days later. And no person could have felt such relief as Charlotte did upon reading those two missives.


Chapter 5
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Mr George Finch puffed up his chest and prepared to make his much practised discourse. Seeing this, Charlotte tried one last time to dissuade him from this endeavour.

“It is with much surprise that I heard you called yesterday, Mr Finch,” she said in a cool but cordial tone, “and that you waited some time for my return. A man such as yourself must surely have more pressing matters to attend to, and I am sure I would not want to keep you from them. If you are come to enquire after my health—for I was a trifle unwell the last time we met—then I can assure you I am back to full health and thank you for your concern.”

“Ah, well that is to say, I am glad to hear that you are in full health again,” George mumbled.

Charlotte continued, “I am of course exceedingly gratified and conscious of the honour you do me by so graciously coming to enquire after my health. I trust your esteemed parents are well, sir?”

“Yes, they are, thank you. Erm, although of course I am glad to see you in the full bloom of health, Miss Harding, that is not the main purpose of my visit today.”

“Indeed?” Charlotte tried to infuse a cold hauteur into her tone. Would that he read these subtle signals and realised the futility of his mission. Unfortunately, the young gentleman was too much in the thrall of passion to notice the lady’s coolness.

“Miss Harding, please allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love you. It would make me the happiest man in England if you would consent to be my wife.” With a flourish, he took hold of Charlotte’s hand and planted on it a fervent kiss.

Charlotte disengaged her hand gently. “Sir, you do me a great honour. I am exceedingly flattered by your offer of marriage. However, much as I hold yourself and your family in great esteem, I do not return the sentiments you have just expressed, and I am therefore unable to accept your proposal of marriage.”

George stared at her dumbfounded. “Unable to accept? You mean you’re turning me down?” His face began to take on a darkened hue.

Charlotte nodded. “I am sorry, but I must decline your most gracious offer.”

“But that is preposterous!”

“Sir?”

“Miss Harding, I am not unaware of the straightened circumstances you find yourself in after your father’s passing. Then there is also the matter of your questionable antecedents on your mother’s side. All this, I was willing to overlook, a fact most other gentlemen might not. And in light of this, you decline my offer? Have you taken leave of your senses?”

“Sir, I would appreciate if you would maintain a courteous tone when addressing me. I am aware of the honour you do me, however I cannot and will not be your wife. I think we have spoken enough on the matter and should say no more.”

“And that is your last word on the matter?”

“It is.”

George seized his hat, nodded curtly and turned to go. Such was his haste in opening the door, that there was not enough time for Sylvia to move away from where she had been furtively trying to eavesdrop on the conversation. George took one startled look at her and nodded briskly. “Good day, madam.” Then he stormed out of the house.

Sylvia turned to face her stepdaughter. “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded.

“Mr Finch made me an offer of marriage, which I most graciously declined.”

“Most graciously declined?” Sylvia’s voice rose. “Why you ungrateful hussy! What can have possessed you to do such a thing?”

Charlotte’s voice wavered as she spoke, “I cannot marry him. We would not suit.”

“Have you a long list of suitors at your beck and call that you can afford to turn down an eligible offer?”

“No ma’am, I do not. Yet still, I cannot marry him.”

“You will live to regret this, Charlotte. You mark my words. Now take yourself from my presence, for I cannot abide to look into your disgraceful countenance a minute longer. Go!”

Not needing to be bid twice, Charlotte hurried away to put on her pelisse and bonnet. A few moments later, she was outside, walking briskly with no destination in mind, in a state of turmoil. She had walked as far as the neighbouring village of Alderton before she regained a measure of equanimity. Deciding to make use of the journey, she went into the village shop and bought herself a length of pale blue ribbon to trim her bonnet with. She spoke cordially with acquaintances she met there, giving no indication of the dramatic events of the morning. Her purchases complete, she made her way back home, her spirits revived, for she was not a lady prone to bouts of melancholy. “Come what may, all bad fortune is to be conquered by endurance,” she said to herself, quoting another well-loved philosopher. “I will endure.”

Her resolve would be put to the test upon her arrival back home. No sooner had she stepped inside the house and made her way up the stairs, than she noticed two housemaids emerging from her bedchamber, carrying a large box. “What is the meaning of this?” she asked.

The housemaids put down the box and curtseyed. “We have been instructed to move your belongings, miss, up to the attic room.”

“Instructed? By whom!”

“If you pardon me miss, it was Mrs Harding that bade us do this.”

Charlotte felt a wave of anger sweep through her body. “And where, pray tell, is Mrs Harding?”

“In the main parlour, miss.”

Charlotte nodded curtly and rushed back down the stairs to the parlour. There, she found her stepmama settled comfortably by the fireplace, engaged in needlework. She hurried over to her. “Why is it that my belongings are being moved to the attic?”

Sylvia continued with her needlework, not looking up at her stepdaughter. “Thinking that you would shortly be married, I invited my dear sister Rose to come and stay at Alstone Grange to keep me company. I had plans to put her up in your room and her boy in the small room next to it. Now that you are no longer set to marry, naturally I cannot rescind the invitation, so I have decided it best if you move to the spare attic room and make way for my guests. They shall be arriving within the month.”

Charlotte felt her spirits sink. This bedchamber had been hers ever since she had been old enough to have a room of her own. To be stripped of that space and moreover made to occupy a small room in the attic, on the same floor where the house servants slept, was an act of blatant contempt.

She began to shake, both in anger and anguish. “You would do this, Sylvia? Relegate the daughter of the house to sleep in the attic with the servants?”

Sylvia eyed her coolly. “You are no daughter to me, Charlotte. Certainly not after your antics this morning.”

Charlotte continued to stare, unable to believe the length to which her stepmama was willing to go in humiliating her. Then, she swivelled on her feet and exited the room. “I will endure,” she chanted to herself.

Over the next few days, she tried to make herself as comfortable as possible in her cramped new space. Every so often, she caught an inadvertent look of pity on the faces of the house servants, quickly disguised. Even worse, she noticed a change in their behaviour towards her. They were not quite disrespectful, but in subtle ways, they made it clear that they knew she was no longer mistress of them. They would keep her waiting much longer than before when she pulled the bell for hot water or asked for tea. To fall so far down the social order in her own home was an intolerable state of affairs. And so, when four days after George Finch’s proposal, she received a letter both from her aunt and her cousin inviting her to stay with them in London, the relief she felt was not inconsiderable.


Chapter 6
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As instructed by his father, Frank paid a visit to the Mortons and their guests, the Powells. He took Miss Powell for a perambulation around the gardens and engaged her in polite conversation. In the bright light of the sunny spring morning, her looks withstood a second inspection remarkably well. Miss Powell was exceptionally lovely to behold. She answered Frank’s questions quietly and thoughtfully, demonstrating the most refined of manners. Frank could well see why she had made such a favourable impression on his father. He was himself not immune to her charms.

“I look forward to furthering my acquaintance with you in London, Miss Powell,” he now said as they made their way back to the house.

“You do me a great honour, my lord,” she replied demurely.

“When do you leave for London?”

“At the week’s end, my lord.”

“Then you will, I hope, be attending the Wilton ball?”

“I believe so. Invitations will have been delivered to our town house. I will be presented at court the day before the ball.”

“Ah yes, of course, and I take it you will be seeking vouchers for Almack’s?”

“Mother is good friends with Lady Sefton, who has promised to procure us the vouchers. I hope to attend a dance there very soon.”

The viscount smiled, “Almack’s is not, in truth, a favourite haunt of mine. However, I may be tempted to pay it a visit.”

They had by now rejoined the others in the party. Soon after, the viscount took his leave. Riding back to Stanton Hall, he reflected on this latest encounter with Miss Powell. Throughout their brief promenade in the gardens, he had observed her keenly, wanting to find fault with her but finding none. Her expressive eyes gave hint of a vivacious spirit. They had shone with humour and wit as he told some amusing anecdote. Her figure was trim and elegant, showing off the well-cut gown she wore to perfection. And as for those pretty rosebud lips of hers—they were such as to inspire a poetic verse or two, had he the inclination for such things.

A lady such as she was sure to be in high demand, with ardent suitors flocking to her like bees to honey. Should he count himself as one? There was no great harm in it, as long as his attentions did not become too marked. Much as he was delighted by the beauty, he was not yet ready to contemplate a marriage to her or anyone else. There was no violent stirring of his heart at the thought of Miss Powell, but there again this was no bad thing. Love was not a desirable emotion when it came to choosing a bride. Esteem was a much better basis for a successful union, not that he had seen many examples of this in the society he frequented. Most of the married couples he knew, after the first flush of passion had dissipated, engaged in discreet—and in some cases not so discreet—affairs outside the marital bed. This was particularly the case when the wife was charming, rich and beautiful, as Miss Powell undoubtedly was.

He still could not envisage himself a married man, but more so, he could not envisage himself one of these cuckolded husbands who turned a blind eye to the romantic adventures of their wives while seeking escapades of their own. If he were to marry, then he would expect fidelity from his spouse, and it was only fair that he should offer it himself in return. Yet the idea of being bound to the same female in perpetuity felt like a noose around his neck. Damnation! Why could not his father leave him in peace?

Upon his return to London a day later, he decided to dine at White’s, hoping to run into Rupert Weston, his good friend since the time they had studied together at Oxford. He was sitting at a table, savouring a particularly fine sherry when that very person sauntered into the elegant dining room. Rupert glanced around the room, spied his friend, and came over to him, sliding into the seat opposite. “So you are back,” said he. “My sources tell me you have been out of town. Did your journey prosper?”

“If by a prosperous journey you mean being summoned urgently by one’s father to be told one must wed before the year is out, then indeed it was.”

Rupert sat up straight. “You are to wed?”

“My father even went so far as to find me the perfect bride and make the introductions.”

“Indeed? And who pray is this paragon of virtue?”

Frank waved a dismissive hand. “No matter. The salient point is that father insists I must marry and do so by the end of the year.”

His friend regarded him shrewdly. “You know full well, Frank, that he cannot compel you to do so. If it is not your wish, then do not marry.”

Frank grimaced. “Much as I despise his interference in my affairs, I do hold the old goat in high regard. I do not like to cross him.”

“Oh the weight of parental expectation! I should know, for I have to suffer much the same from mother dearest.”

This time it was Frank’s turn to regard his friend keenly. “What has she asked for now?”

Rupert let out a long sigh. “She wishes me to purchase a commission in the Dragoon Guards for Anthony. I suppose it would be possible for me to scrape together the sum needed if I were to mortgage some of the land. Yet it pains me to do so. You know full well how long it has taken me to clear the estate from the debts my father incurred. It would be like taking a step backwards to secure a new debt on that land.”

“Cannot your brother wait another year or two? He is not yet eighteen.”

“That is what I told her, but he is impatient, and mother is powerless to resist his urging.”

“You are head of the family now, Rupert. They cannot compel you to purchase the commission.”

“Just as your father cannot compel you to marry…”

Frank winced. “Touché, my friend.”

They were silent as they both partook of the excellent sherry on offer. Finally, Rupert asked, “So, you still have not told me. Who is the lady your father wishes you to marry?”

“Miss Helena Powell, daughter of Sir Horace Powell of the Wiltshire Powells. She is set to make her debut next week.”

“And what think you of the lady?”

“You shall meet her soon and so you will see that she is beautiful, charming and well bred.”

“Aha! Indeed a paragon!”

Frank smiled wryly, “A diamond of the first water.”

“And yet I sense your hesitation.”

“Our society is full of beautiful and charming, but faithless wives. One need only look at the great patronesses of Almack’s, those doyennes of the ton, for an example—Lady Cowper’s long love affair with Lord Palmerston, Lady Jersey’s many loves; the list goes on. Do you know, when asked why he had never fought a duel to preserve his wife’s reputation, Lord Jersey replied that this would require him to fight every man in London.” Frank shook his head in disgust.

“It matters to you that your wife be a lady of virtue?”

Frank nodded gloomily. “It may seem odd coming from me, who can hardly make any claims to virtue. What I have seen of marriage does not predispose me favourably towards the institution.”

“Not all marriages are as you describe, you know. For every faithless wife, you will also find a virtuous one. You need only look to your friend Frederick Morton for proof.”

“Frederick is the exception that proves the rule.”

“And if we are to talk of the great patronesses of Almack’s, I put to you that no wife was as devoted as Lady Castlereagh was to her husband.”

“All this does is prove that marriage is a risky enterprise which one enters at one’s peril. Success is as likely as failure.”

Rupert nodded sagely. “One must choose wisely.”

“I have until the end of the year to do so.”

“How do you propose to go about this?”

“I suppose I must venture into that marriage mart called Almack’s. I go there Wednesday next week, and you shall come with me too to provide moral support.”

At this, Rupert blanched. “No, really, Frank. That is too much. No friendship can withstand the sacrifice you ask of me.”

Frank arched a brow. “Rupert!” he said severely.

“Oh very well, but I am doing this under duress.”

“Noted. Now how about a game of hazard to clear our minds of all these troubles?”

“A splendid idea.”


Chapter 7
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Charlotte folded the letter with hands that shook. Her cousin, Frederick Morton, would be here in two days to escort her to his home, and thence on to London. London! The furthest she had ever ventured was to the neighbouring town of Tewkesbury. That had been the most exciting journey of her life so far. And now she was to go to the great city of London. What an extraordinary turn of events! Cast so low one minute, and the next filled with hope and anticipation. There was so much that needed to be done in preparation. Trunks to be packed; gowns to be altered and mended; a new bonnet to be purchased. But first, she needed to see her friend and share the good news.

Hastily, she put on her pelisse and bonnet, tucking the two letters into her reticule. On her way through the main hallway of the house, she encountered her stepmama. “Going out again, Charlotte?” the lady asked.

Pausing in her steps, Charlotte turned to Sylvia with a sweet smile. “Seeing as my presence offends you, madam, I think it best to be out as often as possible, do you not?”

“Just as long as you do not set tongues wagging. That would not do at all.”

“You may ease your mind on this matter. I am merely paying a duty call on our tenant, Miss Ellis.”

Sylvia observed her coolly. “Very well.”

With a little curtsy, Charlotte hurried out of the house. The walk to Ruth and Robert Ellis’s farmhouse was not long, a matter of fifteen minutes at most. Rounding the bend in the path towards the house, she saw a burly figure approaching. Once he was close enough for speech, he doffed his hat respectfully. “Good morning, Miss Harding,” he said in a deep voice.

“Good morning, Mr Ellis. I trust you are well.”

He grimaced. “As well as can be expected, miss. If you are paying a call on Ruth, I am sure she will be happy to see you.”

“I am. Good day to you, Mr Ellis.”

“Good day, Miss Harding.”

As Charlotte took a step to walk past him, he spoke again, “Miss Harding.”

“Yes?” Charlotte paused and looked enquiringly at him.

He hesitated, then said, “I hope I am not speaking out of turn, Miss Harding, when I say I am most sorry to hear about recent events up at the main house.”

Charlotte cast her eyes down, heat surging in her cheeks. Robert Ellis continued hurriedly, “What I wish to say, miss, is that I am at your service should you ever need assistance in any way. I am a humble tenant farmer, and perhaps it is not my place to speak so, but Miss Harding, I do not like to see what is being done to one whose family I hold in such high regard. It is not right.”

Charlotte spoke softly in reply, “I thank you for your concern, Mr Ellis. It warms my heart to know I have such good friends.”

He nodded brusquely. “I will let you be on your way, Miss Harding. Good day.”

“Good day.”

Charlotte watched Robert Ellis go for a few moments before turning around and resuming her journey. She had known him all of her life. Only a year older than Ruth, he had joined in with their childhood games. Back then, he had been “Robbie” to her. Then as they grew, so too did the formality between them. Robert Ellis had been careful to maintain the proper respectful distance required between a gently bred lady and her tenant farmer. Very rarely did he address more than a word or two of polite greeting to her. Yet it was impossible to erase entirely the memories and familiarity of a childhood playmate. Robert’s words to her just now had moved Charlotte immensely. Irrespective of the difference in their stations in life, it was warming to her heart to know that she was not alone and friendless.

With a lighter step, she walked up to the front door of the farmhouse and pulled the bell. In a moment or two, it opened. Ruth stood in the doorway with a pleased smile. “Charlotte, how lovely to see you. Do come in.”

“I come bearing news,” Charlotte said, unable to contain herself, as she stepped over the threshold.

“And by the looks of you, it is good news.”

Charlotte stood, unbuttoning her pelisse with careless fingers. “I have received word from my aunt, and also from my cousin.”

Ruth took the pelisse and bonnet from her and went to put them on a hook by the parlour door. “Come and sit yourself down, Charlotte, and you can tell me all about it.”

Charlotte threw herself on the nearest chair and took the letters out of her reticule. Waving them about excitedly, she said, “My aunt writes to invite me to stay with them and to accompany them to London. London, Ruth, can you imagine!”

“Oh my, that is good news, and coming at just the right time too.”

“Yes! I can admit to you, Ruth, that I have been cast so low these past few days, not knowing what was to become of me. And now this!”

“I am so happy for you, my dear. When do you leave?”

Charlotte held up her cousin’s letter. “My cousin Frederick also writes to say he will come to fetch me in his carriage. He arrives the day after tomorrow, so there is no time to be lost. I have so much to do, but first I had to come and tell you my news.”

“I am so very glad for you, although I will be sad to say goodbye to a dear friend. Once you leave Alstone, it is quite possible you may not return.”

Charlotte’s smile fell. “I had not thought so far.”

“Nay, Charlotte, do not fret. I do believe this is God’s plan and things will work out for the best. Perhaps now is a good time to tell you that I too have news.”

Now Charlotte looked askance at her friend. “And what news would that be?”

“You know of course that I have an older brother, Joseph, from my mother’s first marriage, and that some years ago, he left to seek his fortune in America.”

“Yes, you have told me of this.”

“We had not heard from him since he left until yesterday that is, when we received a letter. It has taken a very long time to reach us, but in it he says he is well established and prospering. He invites us to join him, saying there is plenty of good land to claim with honest toil if we can but save enough for our passage and a little more to invest.”

Charlotte’s eyes widened in surprise and dismay. “Oh,” she said. “You are leaving?”

Ruth touched her friend’s hand gently. “It has not yet been decided, but we are thinking of it, especially after your stepmother put up our rent again. We have savings enough to make the journey, should we decide to. In all honesty, I have been hesitant to leave the familiarity of our home here, but if you are going away, then perhaps I too should be brave and look for a fresh start in the new world.”

“Such a journey is not without danger,” Charlotte spoke, casting a worried glance at her friend.

“Have you not often told me that fortune favours the brave?”

Charlotte was forced to smile at this. “That is true.” After a little while, she continued, “It seems both our lives are about to change. Let us hope it is for the better.”

“As I said, it is not yet decided, but if you furnish me with an address, I will write and let you know in the eventuality we do leave for America. It may take some time to make all the arrangements, so I do not foresee that this will happen for several weeks at least.”

Charlotte nodded. “Yes, we will write to each other, though the Lord knows how quickly letters will reach you once you are on the other side of the world.”

“Put your trust in God, dear Charlotte, and keep your wits about you.”

“I will.” Charlotte stood and embraced her friend. “I must go. There is much to do.”
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The day for Charlotte’s departure duly came, a bright crisp morning at the tail end of March. Sylvia had received the news that Charlotte was to leave with a raise of her brow and the remark, “Well missy, it seems you have landed on your feet. Do not squander yet another good offer of marriage, should you receive one.” To this, Charlotte had made no reply.

Now, standing in the parlour was her cousin Frederick, bowing over her hand. “Cousin, it is good to see you looking so well,” he said earnestly.

“Thank you, Mr Morton. I am most grateful to you for everything you have done.”

He smiled, “It is the least I can do. Since we are family, will you not address me by my given name?”

“I would be honoured to, and please do call me Charlotte.”

“Then Charlotte, let us be on our way. Your trunks have been loaded on the coach. It is time to say your goodbyes.” At this, he nodded coolly towards Sylvia.

The lady had been all obsequiousness since his arrival a few minutes before. Now she came forward, clasping Charlotte to her powdered bosom. “My dearest Charlotte, how I will miss you! Please do not forget to write and tell me how you are.”

Charlotte played along with the farcical farewell. “Of course, dear stepmama. God be with you.”

“And you my dear.” Sylvia wiped a lone tear and sniffed into her handkerchief. “God be with you, dear child.”

Frederick bowed to Sylvia. “Good day, madam.” Then, he held out a hand to Charlotte. “Come, Charlotte, we must not tarry if we are to reach our destination before dark.”

Taking his hand, Charlotte walked out to the waiting closed carriage and allowed him to help her into it. It was a large, elegantly appointed vehicle, with well-sprung plum coloured seats and clear glass windows. Charlotte settled herself comfortably, her heart beating fast with excitement at this new adventure, though she tried to maintain an air of nonchalant calm. Frederick climbed aboard and sat across from her, then tapped peremptorily on the wooden board above him to instruct the coachman to start the journey.

Charlotte watched through the window in silence as the coach moved slowly down the gravelled lane that led to Alstone Grange, then picked up speed once it reached the main road. Frederick observed her quietly, letting a distance separate them from her old home before speaking, “So, Charlotte, now that we are on our way, will you tell me what has happened since I saw you last? What was this unsuitable match you talked of in your letter?”

Charlotte hesitated, not wanting to speak ill of others. He waited patiently for a response, his expression kindly. It was this that finally decided Charlotte to tell her tale. She recounted the events of the past year in a clear and forthright manner while Frederick listened attentively. When she came to the end of her speech, he said, “You did right, Charlotte, in refusing Mr Finch’s suit, especially in light of his ungallant words to you after you turned him down. Those were not the words of a true gentleman. Now that we go to London, you will, I hope, get the chance to meet other prospective suitors and make a better match. In any event, you have a home with us for as long as you should wish.”

Charlotte felt her lips tremble, but managed to say, “I thank you, Frederick. No words can express how grateful to you I am.”

“There is no need for thanks. This is your due as a member of our family. The estrangement that occurred between your late father and the rest of us should never have been allowed to continue for so long without steps taken to bridge the differences. I very much regret that it has taken until now to welcome you back into the fold.”

Charlotte nodded, too choked with emotion to speak. Frederick patted her hand gently then sat back and was silent for some time. Eventually, she composed herself enough to converse with her cousin, and they continued on their journey in amiable companionship. By the time they arrived at their destination late in the afternoon, Charlotte was certain that she and Frederick were to become firm friends, and reassured as to the shape her future might take.


Chapter 8
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A few days later, a magnificent equipage set out from Stanbourne, Mr Morton’s country seat, heading for London. In the front coach sat Mr Morton, his wife holding their infant son and Charlotte. The second coach was occupied by Sir Horace and Lady Powell, their daughter and Mrs Morton. The ladies conversed desultorily while Sir Horace grunted every so often in response. A half hour into this conversation, the subject of Charlotte Harding was brought up.

“What are your thoughts on Miss Harding, Margaret, now that you have had an opportunity to get acquainted with her?” asked Lady Powell.

Mrs Morton sighed volubly, “I had hopes that the daughter of a great beauty, as her Spanish mother was reputed to be, would also turn out to be a beauty herself. Alas, my hopes have been dashed, Julia.”

“Yes, it is a great pity. She is not quite what one would call laide, for I noticed her eyes are remarkably fine, but certainly her looks will not attract much in the way of attention.”

“She has my brother’s square jaw and his nose, poor dear. On a man, the features are distinguished, but not so on a woman, I’m afraid. She has such a look of him though, it is extraordinary. Why last night, as she was speaking I very nearly imagined Hugh was sitting opposite me. She has his manner of speech and even cites the same philosophers he did.” Mrs Morton smiled wistfully, “It quite took me back.”

“On this point at least, you may set your mind at rest. The girl shows good signs of breeding and education. I found her manners unexceptional.”

“Yes, that is a relief. I did worry about her comportment not being up to the standards required in our social circles, but I needn’t have done so. She is a sweet young thing.”

“Think you that she can make a match in London?” asked Miss Powell.

“It is hard to say. What are your thoughts on this, Julia?”

Lady Powell’s expression turned grim. “As I said, she is not quite plain but very nearly so—the square jaw, long nose and lips that are far too plump for fashionable tastes. And as for her figure. It is not quite as trim as one would like and much too full in the bust. With her lack of fortune and questionable antecedents, I do not hold out much hope for her, Margaret. Perhaps some old widower of modest means might make her an offer. Otherwise, I do believe that sadly, she is destined for spinsterhood.”

Mrs Morton nodded sorrowfully. “It is as I thought too. Poor child.”

“Looking on the bright side,” said Miss Powell, “she now has the comfort of being back in the bosom of her family, which must be a heartening thought.”

“Yes indeed,” smiled Mrs Morton.

“Fine filly of a girl,” grunted Sir Horace. “I liked her spirit.”

“Yes, dear,” concurred his lady.

“Shall she accompany you to Almack’s for the dance on Wednesday?” asked Miss Powell.

Mrs Morton gazed back at her in consternation. “Oh my, I had not thought of that. We would need to procure her a voucher. Would Lady Sefton be agreeable to that?”

Lady Powell looked doubtful. “It is unlikely, given she hails from Spanish trade.”

“Oh dear,” cried Mrs Morton. “I fear she will have to be left behind whenever we go to Almack’s.”

Lady Powell patted her hand. “Console yourself, Margaret. It is only one evening in the week, if that, when go to Almack’s. She can accompany you the rest of the time, and I am sure she will enjoy her stay in London immensely.”

“I do hope so,” said Mrs Morton, and the subject was closed.
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In the front coach, at that very moment, the young lady in question was conversing animatedly with Harriet Morton, Mr Frederick Morton’s lady. The two young women were of the same age and—happy discovery—the same disposition. Before her marriage to Frederick Morton, Harriet had been a quiet, reclusive young woman with bookish pursuits. And in point of fact, books was the current topic of this animated discussion.

“First thing we need to do in London, Charlotte, is to sign you up with a circulating library. Do you not agree, Frederick?”

Frederick looked affectionately at his wife. “Most ladies would commonly have said the first thing to do in London is to go see the modiste.”

Harriet laughed delightedly, “Well, that too.”

“Oh no, that will not be necessary,” demurred Charlotte.

“But of course. You will need a gown for the Wilton ball at the end of the week and also something new to wear at Almack’s.”

“Almack’s?” repeated Charlotte in alarm.

“Darling,” Harriet asked of her spouse, “can we not procure a voucher for Charlotte?”

“I do not see why not,” he replied. “I will send a note to Lady Cowper this evening to kindly ask for one.”

“There. You see?” Harriet beamed a smile at Charlotte. “And so you will need some new gowns.”

Charlotte worried her plump bottom lip. She had not dipped very heavily into her £100 a year, so she could, if need be, rustle together the funds required to purchase new gowns, though she very much feared that London prices for such things far exceeded what one would pay in the country.

“This is what I propose,” said Frederick with an air of authority. “Tomorrow morning, I shall walk the two of you to the modiste and leave you there while I attend to my business. Then I shall treat you both to a fine lunch at Simpson’s, after which we shall all go to Lackington and Allen to get books and Charlotte a subscription with the circulating library.”

“I—er, I do not like to bring up such an indelicate matter, but my funds are limited,” said Charlotte diffidently. “Perhaps, I could buy some lace to make a few alterations to my best gowns instead of having a new one.”

“Frederick!” Harriet looked on at her husband expectantly, and he did not disappoint her.

“Rid yourself of these concerns, Charlotte. Send all the bills to me, and I will take care of them.”

Charlotte flushed a fulsome pink. “That is very kind of you, Frederick, but I could not accept such generosity.”

“Oh fiddlesticks! Of course you will because it is not generosity on my part, but simply your due as a member of this family.” Seeing her unconvinced expression, he went on, “When your father was cut out from grandfather’s will, his portion of the inheritance was split equally between my uncle William and my mother. We have been enriched by Uncle Hugh’s dispossession, and let me assure you, any bills I may pay will be a fraction of what we received.”

“I had not thought of that,” said Charlotte slowly, thinking the matter through.

“So let that be the end of any argument.”

“I would not want to feel beholden,” began Charlotte.

“You are not!” answered Frederick with asperity. “Believe me, Charlotte, I can well afford to buy you whatever fripperies you need. Let us cease this conversation now, for it is giving me a headache.”

And so for now, the matter was settled.


Chapter 9
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Viscount Stanton adjusted his cravat one final time as Hudson brought out his morning coat and helped him into it. The reflection staring back at him through the looking glass was that of a tall, well-formed gentleman. Dark locks, cut fashionably short, framed a masculinely carved face distinguished by deep-set, penetrating brown eyes. Dangerous eyes, one female admirer had once said of them.

“Mr Weston awaits in the drawing room, sir,” said Hudson, brushing a little lint from the viscount’s tailcoat.

“Splendid!” replied Frank. He strode out of his bedchamber and down the corridor of his bachelor apartment to the drawing room where his friend sat on the settee, reading a newspaper. “Morning, Rupert,” he called out jovially.

Rupert put down the paper and stood to greet his friend. “Good morning to you, Frank.”

“Have you breakfasted?”

“Of course, Mrs Evans makes the finest scrambled eggs this side of London. They are not to be missed.”

“Ah yes, the delights of living in a boarding house. Well then, if you are ready, let us be on our way.”

Rupert picked up his hat and gloves. “Perhaps you might enlighten me as to where we are going?”

“Perhaps,” smiled the viscount mysteriously. Then he relented. “First we shall be calling on family friends just arrived in London. You know the Mortons of course.”

“Indeed.”

“After which, we shall call on the Powells and pay our respects. I am sure you will want to count yourself as one of the first to set eyes on the incomparable Miss Powell.”

“I cannot wait.”

“How is the weather out there? Does it rain?”

“No. It is cloudy but dry, with only a light breeze.”

“Well in that case, I will forego wearing a greatcoat. Come along, Rupert.”

The two friends went merrily on their way, deciding to walk the half-mile journey to Grosvenor Street rather than take a cab. They arrived some minutes later and were shown into the Mortons’ drawing room, where Mrs Morton sat together with her son, daughter-in-law and niece.

Frank bowed to Mrs Morton, enquiring, “I trust I find you well, Mrs Morton, and that the journey from Oxfordshire did not tire you unduly?”

Mrs Morton smiled fondly at him, “At my age, dear Francis, everything is fatiguing. However, I am fully rested now and fit as a fiddle.”

“I am glad,” Frank smiled back, then bowed to Frederick Morton and Mrs Frederick Morton. His attention was drawn to the fourth occupant of the room, and Frederick was quick to make the introductions.

“This is my cousin, Miss Harding. Charlotte, I am pleased to make known to you a very old family friend, Viscount Stanton, and with him is Mr Rupert Weston.”

Charlotte curtsied prettily as the viscount bowed and said in a polite tone, “At your service, ma’am.” He gave her a cursory perusal and made his own private judgement—unprepossessing looking girl, a little shabby in her dress, probably some obscure poor relation. Having catalogued her in his mind to his satisfaction, he turned his attention to Frederick and engaged him in conversation.

The two friends lingered at the Mortons for another quarter of an hour. They accepted an invitation to dine there the following week. Then they stood and made their farewells. It only took a few minutes’ walk to reach the Powells’ Berkeley Square townhouse. There they were ushered in and welcomed by Sir Horace, Lady Powell and Miss Powell. Having made the proper greetings and introductions, Frank settled himself on a chair beside the young beauty.

“It is a pleasure to see you looking so well, Miss Powell. London society is much improved by the addition of your fair presence.”

“You flatter me, my lord.”

“Not flattery I assure you, merely a statement of truth.”

Miss Powell acknowledged this with a most becoming rose tinge to her complexion. “I am looking forward to making my own, modest, entrance into London society and of course to explore the sights and wonders of this great city. What would you recommend I visit first, Viscount Stanton?”

He gave her a warm smile. “There are so many things to see that it is difficult to choose just one. You must of course visit the theatre at Drury Lane or Covent Garden. I would also suggest a visit to the Royal Academy to view the latest works of masters such as Turner and Constable. Not to mention taking a promenade in Hyde Park. In fact, seeing as we are on the subject, I would very much be honoured if you could all accompany me on a ride in the park tomorrow afternoon.”

Miss Powell quite rightly and properly deferred this matter to her mother. Lady Powell smiled her approval, “Thank you, my lord, we would be pleased to do so.”

“Well that’s settled then. We shall take a ride tomorrow afternoon in the Stanton barouche.”

“I look forward to it,” replied Miss Powell.

Conversation flowed for a few more minutes before Frank and Rupert rose to their feet, careful not to overstay their welcome. Farewells made, they left the Powells’ house and decided to walk along to Hatchards to have a browse through the books. As they began their stroll, Frank asked, “So, Rupert, what did you think of Miss Powell?”

Rupert clutched his heart. “I am in love!”

“Did I not tell you she was of incomparable beauty?”

“Not just beauty, Frank, but delightful wit and such charming manners.”

Frank eyed him quizzically. “So you think I should court Miss Powell?”

“You would be a fool not to.” Rupert paused, then added, “But I see where your worries might also not be unfounded. A lady such as she is bound to be chased and hounded and courted, even after marriage.”

“I must think with my head, Rupert. Marriage is something that will last far longer than the first bloom of passion. Would I find felicity long term with such a person as she?”

Rupert frowned. “As to that, it is impossible to say. It is much too soon to make any judgement on the matter. Certainly, pay court to the incomparable—for if you do not, I guarantee she will slip through your fingers—but also keep an eye out for other matches that may stand an equal if not better chance of bringing you felicity.”

“That is why we are going to Almack’s on Wednesday, you and I.”

Rupert sighed, “Must we really?”

“Yes, we must. You have given me your word and cannot bow out now. I shall want your views on the ladies we meet for I value your opinion and cannot do this alone.” An idea came to the viscount, and he smiled brilliantly, “In fact, Rupert, I do believe you should join me in the pursuit of a bride. I am sure it would gladden the heart of your dear mama. Why should I be the only one to get shackled? We should enter into the state of matrimony together. A capital idea, now I come to think of it.”

Rupert shuddered. “You are overstretching the boundaries of friendship, Frank. Accompany you to Almack’s I will, if I must, but rid your mind of the notion I should marry.”

“And why not? If it is incumbent on me to do so, then the same applies to you. We are of the same age. We are both well-born and in possession of substantial estates. In fact, you outrank me as you are already the head of your family. Of course, you must marry too. Whyever did I not think of it?”

“Frank, I am failing to be amused by your latest jest.”

“I do not jest, I assure you. It is a shocking idea at first, I acknowledge. It took me a full day or two to recover from it when father first made his demand. Immersed as we are in the bachelor life, it is hard to imagine our lives as married men. But now that I have had time to adjust my perspective, I am not so disgusted at the prospect of matrimony. I expect it will be the same with you.”

Rupert shook his head in distaste. “I am not so sure of that. And besides, my estates may be vast, but they have been encumbered for many years and only recently out of debt. Impoverished as I am, I can hardly be considered an eligible suitor by the ladies of high society.”

“I disagree. You are a good-looking enough fellow with a charming turn of phrase, and while your income may have been diminished as you very honourably paid off the mortgages on your land, you stand to make a good living in years to come. That is what I call an eligible prospect.”

“And I still have to provide for my brother and sister, do not forget.”

“Even so, I call you eligible. Now are we agreed? We both find ourselves a bride before the year is out.”

“You may speak for yourself on this one, Frank. I own, if I were ever to meet a young lady that beckoned to my heart, I would not discount the idea of paying court to her. However, I will not tie myself down with any promises to wed by the year out.”

Frank grinned, more than satisfied with this answer. “That, my friend, is good enough for me.”

At this, they both entered the bookshop in fine spirits.


Chapter 10
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Charlotte’s first day in London was as magical as she could have imagined, perhaps even more so. As promised, Harriet Morton took her to be fitted for new gowns at Madame Elise, a modiste known for her elegant and stylish creations. Measurements were taken, designs were discussed and fabrics chosen—a fine silk of the palest blue for the Wilton ballgown, and white satin with blue ribbon trim for Almack’s. Madame Elise tutted upon being asked to have them ready within such a short time, but agreed to the matter eventually, not wanting to lose the custom of such fine a lady as Mrs Frederick Morton.

Overwhelmed at the expense, Charlotte once again raised objections to such extravagance but these were firmly dismissed by her new friend. “Enough, Charlotte. Frederick has already agreed to this. Let us talk of it not more.” And so Charlotte relented and let herself succumb to the joy of acquiring new gowns of the latest fashion, as any young lady would.

Once they were done, Frederick came by to take his wife and cousin to a fine lunch at Simpson’s, where Charlotte consumed the tenderest roast beef. But even more enchanting than all these experiences was their visit to the temple of the muses, also known as the fine establishment of Lackington, Allen and Company, the most wondrous bookshop Charlotte had ever set foot inside. She ambled through this shop, which was reminiscent of a large and opulent temple, travelling up winding staircases and exploring galleries filled with endless row upon row of books. “Is this heaven?” she wondered to herself. “As near as,” she concluded.

The ladies and Mr Frederick Morton returned from their expedition laden with parcels and glowing with the happy satisfaction of a journey well accomplished. They elected to have a quiet dinner at home that evening, needing to rest—and in Charlotte’s case—to read from her treasure trove of new books.

The following morning brought the first wave of visitors calling. Charlotte was reading quietly in the drawing room when Viscount Stanton and Mr Rupert Weston were announced. She stood with the others and waited to be introduced to these two fine gentlemen. 

Frederick duly did so. “This is my cousin, Miss Harding. Charlotte, I am pleased to make known to you a very old family friend, Viscount Stanton, and with him is Mr Rupert Weston.”

The viscount stepped towards her and bowed. “At your service, ma’am,” he said.

It was as if time stood still. Charlotte had read about such moments in the racy and less than literary novels she sometimes liked to devour, though she had never truly believed in such things until now. In that instant when he stood before her, a tall, imposing and exquisitely dressed figure, and she breathed in a new and intoxicating scent of expensive cologne combined with a wonderfully masculine fragrance that was entirely his own, Charlotte felt as if she could swoon. Ever so minutely, she swayed towards him, then righted herself at once, executing a curtsy to mask her faux pas.

She need not have worried about humiliating herself, for the viscount’s attention promptly turned to her cousin, with whom he began to converse in seemingly absolute ignorance of the tumultuous feelings raging inside her breast.

It was Mr Weston’s turn next to make his bow. He did so, giving Charlotte a cordial smile. “I am honoured to make your acquaintance, Miss Harding.”

A hammer pounded in Charlotte’s head, yet she managed to compose herself enough to respond, “The honour is mine, Mr Weston.”

With relief, as she did not know if her limbs would continue to support her, they all sat, and Charlotte looked down at her clasped hands, frantic to slow her racing pulse. Realisation came quickly that the gentleman who had caused this mad response from her was not someone for whom she should entertain any sort of sentimental feelings. If what she had heard from Mrs Morton was correct, the gentleman in question was much taken with the lovely Miss Powell. And why wouldn’t he be? Miss Powell was blessed with looks, wit, wealth and connections. Certainly, Charlotte could never compete with such a paragon nor hope to attract the attention of the rich and handsome Viscount Stanton. The fact that he was turned away from her, not showing an ounce of interest, was proof enough.

Common sense began slowly to reassert itself. There was no point in wallowing in a bout of unrequited love. Her head had been turned at meeting such a fine looking person. Having lived a sheltered life in the country, she was unused to personages of such stature and refined good looks. Reassured that she had not quite lost all her wits, Charlotte was able to raise her eyes again.

“Is this your first visit to London, Miss Harding?” asked Mr Weston.

She smiled, “Yes, indeed this is the first time I have been further than a few miles from my home village of Alstone, in Gloucestershire. It is all very new and exciting to me.”

Mr Weston laughed amiably, “You remind me of how I felt when I first came here as a young man. Tell me, what has been the most exciting thing so far?”

“I do not even need to think about the answer. It was our visit today to the bookshop of Lackington and Allen.”

Mr Weston drew his chair a little closer to Charlotte. “I take it you have a love of books.”

“It is said that reading is to the mind what exercise is to the body. In my view, it is more. Reading is an unparalleled journey into distant worlds and great minds that can never be achieved in the physical realm, only through the pages of a book. That is especially true for someone such as myself, who has travelled so little.”

“I agree wholeheartedly. Reading opens the mind to infinite possibilities. Tell me, what book is it that you are reading at this time?”

Charlotte reached to the side table where she had put it down when their visitors had arrived. “It is ‘Travels in North America’ by Basil Hall,” she said, handing the book to him.

Surprised, he leafed through it then looked at her again. “I must confess to some astonishment, Miss Harding. I had not thought this to be the kind of book to interest a gentle young lady such as yourself.”

“Whyever not? Did I not say that reading is a journey to distant worlds that can never be achieved in the physical realm? America is such a distant world as I could never hope to visit in my life, so visit it through the pages of a book I must.”

“I would dispute your claim to the impossibility of such a journey. Why packet ships leave daily for America, though I do agree it is unlikely that you would travel on one. What, may I ask, interests you about America in particular?”

“I am interested in all parts of the world. However, it is true that I have a special interest in America since a friend of mine is considering emigrating there. She and her brother are tenants on our estate. They hope to build a more prosperous life for themselves. Wild and untamed land in America is there for the taking by anyone with the will to clear it and cultivate it.”

“Yes indeed, I have heard tales of English farmers going to seek their fortune in the new world.”

Charlotte opened the book to a page she had marked earlier. “The author writes about one such person here,” she said, then read on,

“A large and handsome farmhouse, near Canandaigua, was pointed out to me one day, the owner of which had come to that part of the country between twenty and thirty years before, at which period it was pretty nearly an unbroken forest. He commenced with very slender means; but persevered in clearing away the woods, and ploughing up the ground, till he came at last to accumulate a considerable fortune. He then built a large brick house, married, brought up sons and daughters, and having retained his health and spirits entire to the age of sixty, had the prospect of a quiet, hearty, green old age before him.”

Mr Weston laughed, “A pioneer indeed! And is this a prospect that your friends hope to emulate?”

“I believe so. There is very little hope, at any rate, for them but to continue as they are should they remain in England. America offers them the possibility of raising their state from tenants to landowners.”

Mr Weston nodded. “Yes, but such fortune does not come without considerable risk. I would hazard a guess that for every three persons that go on such a quest, only one of them does succeed.”

That was something that had been worrying Charlotte too, for she could not view her friends’ prospective journey with any degree of equanimity. Something in her face must have betrayed her concern, for Mr Weston said quickly, “I am sorry to have distressed you, Miss Harding. Please disregard what I have just said. I am sure that if your friends have the courage and grit to undertake this journey, then their chances of success are high.”

“I pray it is so,” murmured Charlotte.

“Now that you have whetted my appetite, I would very much like to read this travel book. Would it be an imposition if I were to borrow it after you have finished reading?”

“Not at all,” Charlotte smiled. “It would give me great pleasure to lend it to you.”

“Thank you, Miss Harding. I see the viscount getting ready to make his farewells, so our time today is cut short, but I hope to have an opportunity to further my acquaintance with you on another occasion.” He stood and bowed. “Good day, Miss Harding.”

“Good day, Mr Weston.”

Charlotte kept busy the rest of the day with more visitors calling, a promenade in Hyde Park with the Mortons, followed by a small card party at Mrs Hurst’s, another family friend. Throughout the day and evening, however, she could not help the warm glow that came with the hope that she had made a new friend in Mr Weston. Could it possibly lead to more? Of Viscount Stanton, she resolutely refused to think, though perhaps she did dwell briefly on the perfection of his figure and the strength of his features.

That night, as she put out her candle, she wondered not for the first time when next she would meet the charming and kind Mr Weston. Perhaps at Almack’s tomorrow evening? Her perturbation was such that she could not sink into slumber. There was nothing for it therefore, but to lift her night rail and touch that special place between her legs. She was sure her last thought had been of Mr Weston. So why was it that at the peak of her pleasure, she saw instead Viscount Stanton’s smouldering dark eyes looking back at her?


Chapter 11
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Charlotte stood nervously as their names were announced at the doors of Almack’s, that haven of exclusivity, and their vouchers checked. Tonight, she was in her new ballgown, a beautiful creation of white satin silk and blue ribbon trim. The gown was cut low off the shoulder in a style that flattered her fuller figure, and laced tightly at the waist. To complete the look were voluminous layers of skirt and puffed sleeves embellished with pretty blue bows. It was the finest gown she had ever worn in her life.

Harriet had insisted her hair for this occasion be styled by Jenny, her maid. The result was an elaborate top knot with delicate ringlets falling at either side of her face. Jenny had also applied a little rouge to add colour to Charlotte’s cheeks, saying it was perfectly respectable. Glancing at her reflection in the mirror, Charlotte saw a fashionable-looking lady with fine eyes and a healthy bloom to her cheeks. The gown exposed the elegant slope of her shoulders and for the first time, Charlotte felt almost pretty.

As they entered the crowded ballroom, they were greeted by Lady Sefton, one of the patronesses of this fine establishment. “My dear Margaret,” the lady now said. “How good it is to see you.”

“And you, Maria. I must say you are looking well,” replied Mrs Morton.

Lady Sefton’s eyes twinkled. “As well as can be expected in our advanced years.” She addressed the other members of the party. “Mr Morton, Mrs Frederick Morton, a pleasure to see you here tonight. And who have we here?”

“Lady Sefton, may I introduce you to my niece, Miss Charlotte Harding. She is my late brother Hugh’s daughter.”

Lady Sefton raised her lorgnette to inspect Charlotte from head to toe. “Indeed.”

Charlotte curtsied. “It is an honour to make your acquaintance, my lady,” she said in a soft, cultured voice.

Lady Sefton inclined her head regally. “Welcome to Almack’s, Miss Harding.”

The introductions over, the Mortons and Charlotte moved into the ballroom, the ladies procuring dance cards from the master of ceremonies. “Put my name down for the first dance with you, Harriet, and the waltz,” said Frederick. Turning to Charlotte, he added, “And put me down for a country dance with you, Charlotte. I think with that, one should consider my duty done, and you will not mind, I hope, if I then find my way to the card room for a game or two.”

Harriet observed him in amusement. “I am honoured then to merit two dances with you, my dearest, seeing how little you enjoy it.”

“Well dear, I could not allow any other gentleman but myself to waltz with you.”

The two exchanged a tender look, which filled Charlotte with gladness and, truth be told, a little envy. Would that one day someone looked at her that way. Mr Weston perhaps? Despite her less than successful foray into Gloucestershire society, Charlotte was still at this time hopeful of finding love. She had not yet lived long enough to have such sweet dreams dashed, and so she allowed herself the luxury of dreaming a future with Rupert Weston. It is true that they had only had one short meeting, but to her inexperienced romantic mind, she felt the weight of its significance. He had paid her special attention, drawing his chair closer so they could talk about her favourite thing, books, and asking to borrow her copy of ‘Travels in North America’.

Charlotte cast a furtive glance around her, hoping to catch sight of this fine gentleman, but could not find him in the crowd. They spent the next half hour circulating the room with introductions being made and more dances being requested. Charlotte was surprised to see even her own card begin to fill up, though there were still several dances she would need to sit out with Mrs Morton and Lady Powell, who had joined them.

Towards the end of that time, she finally perceived across the room Viscount Stanton and with him, Mr Rupert Weston. Both gentlemen cut a fine figure, the one tall and dashingly handsome, the other, elegantly turned out. Could one blame Charlotte for the sudden mad pounding of her foolish young heart? It was not surprising therefore, that having spied their presence, she continued to observe—very discreetly of course—their progress around the room.

She saw Viscount Stanton bow and extend his hand to an elegant looking lady dressed in a mint green gown. Something in his smile made her curious. “Who is that lady stepping onto the dance floor with Viscount Stanton?” she asked her aunt.

Mrs Morton glanced in their direction. “That, my dear, is Lady Caroline Drake, the widow of Sir Giles Drake, an extremely wealthy baronet.”

“The viscount seems very taken with her.”

Lady Powell sniffed. “And so is every other man in London. The lady is known to run in quite racy circles. I do not advise you, Charlotte, to have anything to do with her if you can help it.”

“Does that mean the viscount also runs in such circles?” asked Charlotte innocently.

“My dear, a gentleman may frequent insalubrious establishments with no fear as to his reputation. The same cannot be said for a lady.”

This exchange only served to increase Charlotte’s curiosity. She studied the viscount and the lady in question as they danced a quadrille. Both were quite correct and proper in their manner, yet Charlotte discerned the occasional warm glance between them. What could that signify? Was there some close but hidden relationship between the viscount and Lady Caroline? Was he—here Charlotte’s imagination ran riot as she remembered gossip she had heard about such things—was he her lover? The thought shocked her to the core. This was the man who was paying court to Helena Powell while at the same time entertaining the company of a mistress. Her upright principles could not conceive of such abominable behaviour. Along with the shock and revulsion was another uncomfortable feeling. Charlotte’s poor heart was hurting just a little that her unattainable hero, the gentleman who had very nearly caused her to swoon on their first meeting, had in fact feet of clay.

It was best to put the viscount out of her mind. His sort and hers did not mix; this much was clear. Was Mr Weston, his good friend, of the same ilk? Surely not. She turned her attention to this second gentleman, who was also on the dance floor with some stylish looking lady. As with the viscount, Mr Weston’s manner was most proper and correct. Charlotte looked in vain for secretive warm glances between himself and the lady, but did not see any. This reassured her to an extent, though she could not help but compare her own looks unfavourably with those of the lady. Would she ever be able to win his affections when there were so many other prettier, wealthier and better connected ladies for him to choose from?

Her heart sank, then she reminded herself of his marked attention to her during their meeting, when they had discussed books. Perhaps she would win his affection in that manner, through her mind rather than her looks. Was it not better this way? Looks could fade and any attraction based on appearances alone was guaranteed to be short-lived. But the attraction of like minds? That was the long-lasting kind.

All these musings flitted through Charlotte’s head as she watched the dancers from the side of the ballroom where she sat with the older matrons who were not dancing. Such was the lot of a wallflower, but she would not complain. Even this was far more exciting than anything that had happened in her quiet country life so far.

The dance came to an end, the gentlemen bowed to the ladies and escorted them back to their seats. Harriet and Miss Powell returned, looking a trifle flushed from their exertions, and were glad to sip from the lemonade which Frederick kindly procured for them. He now extended a hand to Charlotte. “May I have the pleasure of this dance, Miss Harding?” he asked most correctly.

Charlotte curtsied prettily and took his hand. “You may, kind sir,” she answered.

With a smile, Frederick escorted her to the dance floor where they took their places for a rendition of “Hole in the Wall”, a favourite country dance of hers. Standing at the other end of the long line of dancers, she spied Mr Weston and Viscount Stanton, both now with different partners. The music began and she followed the stately, elegant movements of the dance, curtsying and twirling around, swishing past Frederick with a demure smile to exchange places with him, moving along to the next place in the line, then forming a circle of four with another couple on the dance floor.

Charlotte had danced this many a time before, but in the dazzling setting of Almack’s ballroom, dressed in exquisite finery, it felt wonderfully new and exciting. Smiling delightedly as she exchanged partners and moved gracefully along the line, Charlotte lost herself in the pleasure of the dance.

At last she came to stand across from the viscount, who bowed solemnly showing no sign of recognition as he took her hand briefly in the dance. They completed a circle of four, then twirled along to their next partners. Now it was that she faced Mr Weston, whose pleased smile set her heart aflutter. He took her hand and murmured, “Miss Harding, a pleasure to see you tonight.”

She curtsied and mumbled, “The pleasure is mine, sir,” then moved along to her next place in the dance, eventually making her way back to Frederick. Soon after, the dance came to an end. Frederick bowed and walked Charlotte back towards their seats. He stayed long enough to ensure all the ladies were comfortable, then excused himself to go to the card room.

“How did you like your first dance at Almack’s?” asked Harriet.

“It was everything I had imagined and more,” stated Charlotte.

“I am glad to hear,” smiled her friend.

Mrs Morton looked approvingly at her niece. “You were very elegant on the dance floor, my dear.”

Lady Powell nodded her agreement. “Yes indeed, Charlotte, you have excellent deportment. Margaret, I see Mr Bertram Hodge approaching. Do you not think he would make a good partner for Charlotte in this next dance?”

Mrs Morton fanned herself as she replied, “Mr Hodge? Is he in town? I have not seen him since his sad bereavement two summers ago.”

“He is. The poor man has a young son and two daughters to care for. I have heard it from good sources that he is in town on the lookout for a gentle lady to be a wife to him and mother to his children. I think it would be a marvellous idea to introduce him to Charlotte.”

“Indeed!” agreed Mrs Morton. “Let us catch his attention.”

The two ladies looked in the direction of a portly gentleman of around forty, who was at this time walking nearby. They nodded to him, and this was encouragement enough for him to come over, executing a bow. “Lady Powell, Mrs Morton, a pleasure.”

“Mr Hodge,” said Lady Powell. “It is good to see you looking so well. May I introduce you to my daughter, Miss Powell, to Mrs Frederick Morton and to Miss Harding, Mrs Morton’s niece.”

Mr Hodge executed a bow to the ladies. “Charmed, I’m sure,” he said.

“Mr Hodge, if you do not have a partner for the next dance, may I suggest my lovely niece,” said Mrs Morton smoothly. “She is new in town and this is her first ball. I am sure she would be delighted to step on the dance floor with you.”

Charlotte was less than delighted. Mr Hodge’s thick jowls, small beady eyes and perspiring forehead were hardly a captivating proposition for a young, romantic soul as she. However, she could not voice her disagreement without sounding rude, so she smiled and curtsied when Mr Hodge responded, “Of course, I would be delighted. Miss Harding, will you do me the honour of this next dance?”

“I thank you, sir,” she murmured, and walked with him towards the dance floor just as her party was joined by none other than Viscount Stanton and Mr Weston. She saw the viscount bow to Miss Powell, asking her to dance and Mr Weston likewise asking Harriet for a dance. “What poor luck!” she thought. “Had it not been for Mr Hodge, Mr Weston would surely have asked me for that dance.”

There was nothing for it but to accept her lot with as good a grace as possible, going through the motions of the dance, an old-fashioned gavotte, with Mr Hodge for a partner. After a while, she began to enjoy herself, her naturally sunny disposition reasserting itself. She smiled gaily as she executed the steps of the dance with deft elegance. From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed Helena Powell dancing with the viscount and dimpling prettily at him. The sight caused an unpleasant tightness in Charlotte’s chest. Had she not told herself already that the viscount was not only out of her reach but also most probably a shocking reprobate? With determination, she turned her attention back to her elderly partner and did not look towards either the viscount or Mr Weston again.

When the dance ended, Mr Hodge bowed punctiliously, took out a handkerchief to mop his sweating brow and offered her his arm to escort her back to her seat. “This has been a pleasure, Miss Harding. Will you do me the honour of a second dance later this evening?”

Charlotte did not know what to say. She had not yet mastered the art of the polite refusal. Instead, she murmured, “Of course, sir.” By now, they had reached Mrs Morton and Lady Powell. Mr Hodge bowed again and took his leave. A moment later, Harriet and Miss Powell were returned by their partners. The gentlemen bowed and walked away, disappointing Charlotte yet again. It seemed she would never have the chance to dance with Mr Weston.

The evening progressed and Charlotte stood for two more dances. One with Mr Hurst, Mrs Hurst’s son, a young man of twenty-three or twenty-four years, whom she had met at the previous evening’s card party. The other was with Colonel Huxley, another acquaintance from that card party, a jovial man in his late thirties. Both dances she enjoyed immensely, though neither partner caused any stirring in her heart.

The final dance of the evening was to be a waltz. She was prepared to sit it out, unless Mr Hodge asserted a claim to it, which she rather hoped he would not. As Colonel Huxley returned Charlotte to her seat, she saw that Frederick had rejoined the group. He smiled kindly at her. “How has it been, Charlotte?” he asked.

“Tremendous!” she replied happily. She would not let her disappointment at not having danced with Mr Weston cloud what was otherwise a joyful and exciting evening. In that same instant, she saw a sight that both raised and sunk her spirits, for coming towards them from two different directions in the ballroom were Mr Hodge and Mr Weston, accompanied by Viscount Stanton. It was anybody’s guess which of the gentlemen would reach them first. Lady Powell also perceived Mr Hodge, and an expression of smug satisfaction came over her face at the apparent success of her matchmaking efforts.

In the event, it was Mr Hodge who got to them first. He bowed to Charlotte, then took out his handkerchief to mop his brow. That small pause was enough time for Mr Weston and Viscount Stanton to catch up with them. Mr Hodge began to speak, “Miss Harding, will you do me the—”

He was interrupted by a cheerful, booming voice. “Miss Harding, I believe this is our dance.” Mr Weston bowed and held out his hand.

“Excuse me,” she said to Mr Hodge, then took Mr Weston’s extended hand and let him lead her onto the dance floor. “Mr Weston, you hold me in your debt,” she breathed.

“Not at all, Miss Harding. I had come to ask you for a dance, but I may have overstretched my claim to it a little.”

“Well, I thank you.”

They had reached the dance floor by now, and as the music started, Mr Weston took her hand and placed his other around her waist. Charlotte was unused to being held so closely by a gentleman. When the waltz had first graced the ballrooms of London, many had deemed it a scandalous dance, but that was several years ago and now, it was considered perfectly respectable. However, the small assembly dances that she had attended thus far in her life tended not to have the waltz, so although she had learned the steps, this was her very first time dancing it at a ball. Standing so close to Mr Weston, she was struck down by momentary shyness which caused her to stumble and miss her step.

That gentleman very smoothly righted Charlotte and guided her in the dance. Over the next minute or two, she concentrated on getting the steps right, staring intently at his cravat. After a while, Mr Weston spoke. “It is a finely knotted cravat, I do admit, but surely not worthy of such interest, Miss Harding?”

She looked up into his eyes then. “I am sorry. I was trying to count the steps. This is my first time dancing the waltz.”

“And you are doing it marvellously well. Put yourself at ease, Miss Harding, and let me lead you.”

So Charlotte did, and soon she was twirling around the ballroom in Mr Weston’s arms, staring dazedly into his kind grey eyes and fancying herself in love. The dance came to an end, as did their evening at Almack’s, but as the Mortons and Charlotte were driven away in their carriage, she still felt a warm glimmer of happiness, for there was nothing more romantic than dancing a waltz with a handsome single gentleman.


Chapter 12
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Viscount Stanton turned to his friend as they left Almack’s. “The night is still young. Shall we go to White’s?” 

“I don’t see why not,” replied Rupert. “The air is wonderfully fresh after the heat of the ballroom. Let us walk.”

“Yes, let’s.”

Side by side, the gentlemen strolled, enjoying a convivial silence, each thinking about the evening just passed.

“Why on earth did you ask Miss Harding for a waltz?” asked Frank suddenly.

“I had not meant to. It was a spur of the moment decision when I saw that frightful old bore about to ask her for a dance. I had to ride in chivalrously to the rescue.”

“Careful, Rupert, or you will give the poor girl ideas.”

Rupert huffed, “Hardly! She struck me as an eminently sensible girl on first acquaintance.”

“I saw her make dreamy eyes at you.”

“Oh,” replied Rupert, a little deflated. “Then perhaps I should have more care.”

“Yes, perhaps you should. On to other matters. What did you think of Miss Pemberton?”

Rupert frowned in concentration. “Nice-looking girl. Know her brother. Boxed with him a few times. Pleasant chap but a little dull.”

“D’you think it would be worth calling on her?”

“There is no great opportunity for conversing to be had at a ball. If you were to call on her, you would be able to figure out if she’s as dull as her brother or not.”

“Very well,” agreed Frank. “We’ll add her to the list of ladies we call on tomorrow.”

“We?”

“Well of course,” said Frank. “You don’t want to miss out on the fun surely?"

Rupert sniffed but did not deign to respond.

“And what about Miss Fortescue?” continued Frank.

“Which one do you mean? Miss Marianne or Miss Hester Fortescue?”

“Miss Marianne.”

“Pretty thing. She titters when she laughs. Mighty irritating.”

“Really?” Frank frowned. “I had not noticed.”

“Believe me, if you were to spend anything more than a half hour in her company, you would.”

Frank quirked his lips. “I stand corrected.” After a pause, he went on, “Well in that case, for the moment it’s Miss Powell or Miss Pemberton.” He sighed, “Can you see me shackled to either of them, Rupert?”

“It’s hard to say.”

Frank looked at his friend in disgust. “You’re no help at all!”

Rupert laughed, “Well it would not be me marrying them, so it is hard to say. You ought to know better than me how you feel about them.”

“Right now, I feel nothing more than admiration. They are both fine looking and well-bred ladies.”

“It is early days yet. We are in April now, and the season still has a good three or four months to go. Give yourself time to get to know them better.”

“I suppose so,” answered the viscount morosely. “I had hopes to get the matter dispensed with quickly and to move on to other pursuits.”

Rupert burst out laughing. “It is a marriage we are talking about, is it not? A lifelong partnership is hardly something than can be dispensed with quickly.”

“All I meant to say was that once an engagement was announced and the banns called, I would be free to return to my usual pursuits and would no longer need to put quite so much time and effort into courtship. Look at me now, having to make morning calls, go out on afternoon expeditions in the park, attend balls and soirées. It is quite tiresome! Once engaged, I could reduce such activities to maybe taking the good lady out for a ride in the park once a week or so.”

“I think you would find that once engaged, you would be honour bound to take the good lady out to the theatre, to Vauxhall Gardens, to balls and soirées, and so on—no, Frank, you would not be able to return to your usual pursuits quite as easily as you think. That is why I have no plans to marry for a very long time.”

“Botheration!” cried the viscount in frustration.

They walked on quietly for some minutes.

“Do I take it then,” asked Rupert, “that you have changed your mind about getting married?”

They had by now arrived at White’s. Frank let out a long-drawn sigh. “No, I have not. I know father. Once he has the bit between his teeth, he will not let it go. Marry I must.” With that sobering thought, he stepped through the doors of his club.


Chapter 13
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Charlotte lingered in bed the morning after her debut at Almack’s, thinking back dreamily over the events of the previous evening. For a first waltz, that waltz with Mr Weston had been marvellously wonderful. Could she think of any more superlatives? Suffice it to say that this one dance, where Mr Weston had held her closely in his arms, looking into her eyes as he twirled her around the ballroom, would forever more be etched into her memory. And as for the way he had gallantly claimed a dance with her over Mr Hodge’s feeble attempts. So romantic! 

When her daydreams reached the feverish point at which she began to practise a new name for herself, Charlotte Weston, even she knew it was time to put a stop to the fancifulness and rise from her bed. She dressed and went down to breakfast in the sunniest of spirits. “Good morning, Harriet,” she said, waltzing over to her seat.

Harriet smiled back weakly, “Good morning, Charlotte. I see you are well rested after last night’s exertions.”

“Yes, thank you, I am. However, I cannot say the same for you.”

“Little Edwin would not settle all night. I wonder you did not hear him, so loud were his cries.”

“I am a sound sleeper,” replied Charlotte. “The loudest of thunderstorms will not keep me from my slumber.”

“You are fortunate.”

Charlotte helped herself to some eggs and slices of cold beef. “Have Frederick and Aunt Margaret breakfasted already?” she asked.

“Yes, long ago,” replied Harriet, stifling a yawn.

Looking at her friend, Charlotte said gently, “We had better stay in today and forget about our planned expedition to the Royal Academy. We can go there another time. You look like you should be abed.”

“I think you are right, though I hate to ruin your plans, Charlotte,” Harriet said a little guiltily.

“You have not ruined them at all,” Charlotte replied truthfully. “I shall simply stay home and settle myself comfortably with a good book.” Her breakfast finished, she fetched the latest tome she was reading, a popular gothic romance by the name of Rookwood, and went to settle in her favourite nook in the drawing room, a comfortable chaise longue set by the window, giving plenty of good light for her to read by.

There it was that Mrs Morton found her a few minutes later. “Charlotte my dear, there you are.”

Charlotte put down her book and went to greet her aunt. “Good morning, Aunt Margaret. I’m sorry I missed you at breakfast. I’m unused to being up so late and must have slept in.”

Mrs Morton smiled kindly, “I fully expected you to. I am sure it took you a time to get to sleep after the excitement of your first London ball.”

“A little,” admitted Charlotte, “though not very long, for it seems I slept through Edwin’s cries in the night.”

“Poor Harriet. She did look quite pale and wan this morning.”

“I told her we should postpone our visit to the Royal Academy.”

“Quite right, my dear. I think it best we all rest at home today, for we have the Wilton ball tomorrow to look forward to—” Mrs Morton paused in her speech as they heard the sound of the front doorbell being pulled. “This must be Lady Powell,” she said. A minute later, that lady was indeed announced.

“Margaret dear,” Lady Powell said, walking into the drawing room. “I hope last night’s exertions did not overtire you.”

Mrs Morton stood and greeted her friend with a light kiss on the cheek. “Not at all,” she said. “Helena does not accompany you today?”

“She woke this morning feeling not quite well. I am sure it is nothing serious, but we thought it best for her to stay abed and rest,” replied Lady Powell. “Miss Harding, good day.”

“Good day,” curtsied Charlotte, who then reclined back onto the chaise longue with her book. The two older ladies settled themselves on the settee by the fireplace, and began to enjoy a pleasant gossip about last night’s ball.

“Helena was quite the success last night,” said Mrs Morton, “and it did not escape my notice that Viscount Stanton asked her to dance twice, one of them being a waltz!”

“Yes,” said Lady Powell. “His attention to her was all that it should be. I am hopeful, dear Margaret, but it is early days yet. Onto other matters, what did you think of Lady Baxter’s lilac monstrosity of a gown?”

“That it was quite monstrous,” laughed Mrs Morton. And the two ladies continued with their reminiscences of the previous evening. Charlotte read, not paying them much heed until the name “Weston” in the conversation had her pause and prick up her ears.

“Sophia Weston writes that she is anxious for Anthony, her youngest, to get a commission in the Dragoon Guards, but Rupert is reluctant to approve the expense. She wonders if Frederick could have a word with him to help change his mind. Well,” chuckled Mrs Morton, “she certainly does not know Frederick if she thinks he’ll interfere in such matters.”

“Anthony is very young still, is he not? Why I believe he is no more than a year older than my Henry; that would make him seventeen or so. Rupert is quite right to wait until he is older.”

“Yes, most probably. In any event, it is not for us to opine on the matter. And then Julia, can you believe it, in her postscript, she writes to say it is high time Rupert got married and asks if I know of any eligible young lady I could introduce him to.”

“Hmm, that may be harder than she thinks. Did not Rupert Weston inherit a ton of debt from that wastrel of a father of his?”

“That is the rumour, though I have heard he has made great economies these past two years to try to settle these debts. I believe that is why Emily did not have her come out this season. They are rusticating in the country to save on expenses.”

“Well,” said Lady Powell, “that hardly puts him in a good position to pay court to a lady.”

“That may be true, but the Weston estates are vast, and likely to turn in a tidy income in time under Rupert’s sound stewardship. There must be some young ladies, perhaps with small portions, that would welcome his suit.”

“Do you have anyone in mind?” wondered Lady Powell.

Over on the chaise longue, Charlotte waited with baited breath. Unfortunately, her aunt’s mind did not fix on her. After thinking long and hard on the matter, Mrs Morton speculated, “Perhaps Eliza Herbert?”

“Perhaps, and how about Horatia Colborne?”

“Of course! Why did I not think of her? I could invite the Colbornes and Herberts to our dinner party next week and arrange the introductions. What do you think, Julia? I could seat Viscount Stanton next to Helena, and make sure Eliza and Horatia are on either side of Rupert Weston.”

“My dear, I think that is a marvellous idea.” Lady Powell paused, then a big smile spread over her face as another thought came to her. “And Margaret, you could also invite Mr Hodge,” said she, raising her brow meaningfully.

Charlotte kept her gaze on her book, pretending not to listen to the two ladies as they broke her spirit, without even knowing it. The words swam in front of her eyes. All her happy dreams from this morning had collapsed in one fell swoop of her aunt’s tongue. She was not considered eligible enough for Rupert Weston—even impoverished as he was. No, all that she was good for was an elderly widower with no looks to recommend him, who needed a new mother to care for his children. Oh why did she think things would be any different for her here in London than they had been in Gloucestershire? Why had she fooled herself into thinking she might find love? It seemed once again, her choices were stark. Marry someone she did not care for, or live the life of a spinster dependent on the charity of others. The gallant but impecunious Mr Weston appeared to be out of her reach.

These painful thoughts crossed Charlotte’s mind in a flash like sharp needles piercing the inside her head. Her fingers, grasping the pages of her book, trembled. With great effort, she stilled them and tried to compose herself. She would not let her aunt or Lady Powell see her distress. Her pride would not allow it. She cast about in her mind for a suitable proverb to help lift her spirits. Endure and persist; this pain will turn to good by and by.

“Yes,” she thought, “it will not always hurt so.” Deliberately, she turned the page of her book, appearing to be engrossed in the story while she sought comfort from her great philosophers. Human misery must somewhere have a stop; there is no wind that always blows a storm.

On and on she read, without taking in a single word. She thought of one final uplifting proverb. The greatest wealth is to live content with little. How could she complain when she already had so much? She had been welcomed by Frederick and Harriet, and even Aunt Margaret, into their home. Frederick had told her that she could stay with them for as long as she wished, and he was a man of his word. She lived in great luxury. Every night, she slept on soft, fragrant sheets and woke to a tray of fresh tea by her bedside. She had beautiful gowns and access to the finest entertainment that London had to offer. And most of all, she had books to lose herself in. Was this really so bad?

“I am blessed, truly I am,” she reminded herself. If it was not in God’s plan that she marry, then she would seek a new purpose in life. She would devote herself to her family and find a way to do good, engaging in charitable work. She could even try her hand at writing a novel. Her earlier compositions had lacked substance, but already since arriving in London, she had a wealth of experiences to draw upon in her writing. She could continue to observe the goings on of London society and be inspired to write more. Yes truly, she was blessed.

Slowly, she felt herself regain her equanimity. In the midst of this flurry of positive thoughts, she did take a moment to regret the fact she might never get to experience the intimacies of a man and wife, or even have a first kiss. But it was only a moment, for she pushed the thought firmly away. She would be grateful with her lot and not ask for more. Therein lay her happiness.

And thus it was that when her aunt called out to her, she was able to respond with a genuine smile. “Charlotte, would you be a dear and run up to see if Harriet would like to join us for a ride in Hyde Park? I believe the fresh air would do us all a world of good.”

“Yes of course, Aunt Margaret,” she replied, and stood to do her bidding. On nimble feet, she ran up to Harriet’s chamber, knocking softly on the door. On entering, she saw that Harriet was sound asleep, and so she backed quietly out of the room, returning swiftly to the drawing room. She was about to step into that room when she overheard her name spoken by Lady Powell. Not meaning to eavesdrop, she nevertheless paused to listen.

“I was wondering, Margaret, if you would let Charlotte accompany Helena on promenades and other outings with the viscount. I do feel that he would be more encouraged to court Helena without my presence obstructing his romantic inclinations. Perhaps Charlotte could act as a less intimidating chaperone than me. And there could be no fear that she would distract the viscount’s attention, for she is a quiet little thing, and my Helena’s good looks will be all the more striking when set in contrast with hers. What do you think?”

Mrs Morton hesitated. “She is young to be considered a chaperone. Will it not occasion gossip?”

“Rest assured on this matter,” said Lady Powell. “No one would ever entertain the idea that she is there other than as a chaperone. I do not believe it would occasion any undue risk to her reputation.”

“Well in that case, of course I have no objection.”

Charlotte stood frozen in the doorway, another little dagger piercing her heart. She took a deep calming breath. Endure and persist; this pain will turn to good by and by. She turned and retraced her footsteps up the stairs, then made her way down again, this time making sure to announce her presence more loudly. With a bright smile, she entered the drawing room. “I’m afraid Harriet will not be joining you for a ride, for she is still sound asleep,” she told her aunt.

“Oh, that is a shame,” said Mrs Morton. “Will you be coming out with us, dear?”

Charlotte doubted she could take any more of the two ladies’ chatter today. “If you do not mind, Aunt Margaret, I would prefer to stay home and continue with my book.”

Mrs Morton gazed at her fondly. “Always buried in a book, just like your father. In that case, my dear, we shall be on our way.”

Charlotte smiled breezily, “I am sure the fresh air will do you good, Aunt Margaret. Do have a pleasant ride. Good day to you, Lady Powell.”

“Good day, Miss Harding.”


Chapter 14
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The following evening, the Mortons’ carriage drew up in front of the magnificent entrance to Lord and Lady Wilton’s Palladian mansion set in large parkland on the northern outskirts of London. Frederick jumped down and helped the ladies alight. Behind him, the mansion was lit by dozens of small oil lamps, casting a gilded glow over the frontage of the house. Through the open doors, the sounds of music drifted out. The Wilton ball was the pre-eminent event of the season. Everyone that mattered in London society would be here tonight, and so would she, Charlotte Harding.

She picked her way up the front steps carefully and followed the Mortons into the house where Frederick presented their invitation cards for inspection. Before entering the ballroom, the ladies visited a powder room to straighten their gowns and check their appearance. Looking at herself in the mirror, Charlotte could not help but be pleased. Madame Elise had outdone herself.

The gown she wore hugged her figure in all the right places and fell in a deceptively simple swish of pale blue silk that complemented her complexion. Jenny had styled her hair again, this time sweeping it into a curtain over her brow, then looping it around her head in artfully braided tresses. Even if Charlotte had no prospect of a decent suitor, she was here in her finest gown looking her best and was determined to enjoy herself. Perhaps Mr Weston would ask her to dance again; maybe he would prove her aunt and Lady Powell wrong.

Once preened to their satisfaction, the ladies emerged from the powder room and rejoined Frederick, who awaited them patiently. Then their names were announced, and they entered the busy ballroom. Their first half hour at the ball was spent in greeting their hosts and other acquaintances, and the ladies filling out their dance cards. As before, Frederick claimed two dances with his wife and one with Charlotte.

Such was the throng of people that even Charlotte’s card began to fill up, though to her disappointment, Mr Weston did not come to claim a dance from her. She had glimpsed him in the busy ballroom, bowing and smiling at other young ladies. He had had many opportunities to catch sight of her and approach, but he had not. Her spirits took a dive. It had been foolish of her to read anything but common courtesy into the attention he had paid her previously. She should cure herself of any romantic notions in his regard.

Her first dance partner, a slightly wet-behind the ears young dandy by the name of Eugene Barton, came to escort her onto the ballroom floor. She accepted his hand, and they took their positions for a quadrille. He was not the partner of her romantic dreams, but no matter. Tonight, she was determined to enjoy herself. She skipped and laughed gaily to the steps of the dance, so that by the time Mr Barton returned her to her aunt’s side some minutes later, she was flushed and happy, with not a care in the world. Nothing becomes a lady more than happiness. It radiates from the eyes and brings a soft glow to the complexion, a fact that was noted by more than one gallant gentleman at the ball. More dances were claimed on Charlotte’s card—tonight at least, she was not to be a wallflower.

In the pause between dances, Frederick suggested they help themselves to refreshments, which were more generous than the offerings to be had at Almack’s. Charlotte accepted a glass of lemonade and nibbled on a slice of cake, appreciating the delicately spiced crumb. Looking across the ballroom, her eyes spied Mr Weston smiling mischievously down at a pretty young lady as he said something to her, and the lady flushing delicately in response.

Oh how foolish she had been to imagine anything between her and him. Disgusted with herself, she turned away abruptly. Unfortunately, she did not look carefully enough at where she was stepping and collided with none other than Mr Hodge, holding out a glass of lemonade, the contents of which spilled all over the front of her gown. She looked down at herself in consternation; her lovely gown, ruined.

“Oh my, I am ever so sorry, Miss Harding. Do forgive my carelessness,” mumbled Mr Hodge, but she barely heard him.

Harriet came forward with a handkerchief and tried to mop the worst of the spillage. It was no good. “Come quick, Charlotte. Let us leave the ballroom and see what we can do about this.” With military precision, she guided Charlotte out through a side door, which led to a small anteroom from whence a set of stairs took them to the floor above. They walked along the corridor and opened the door to the first bedroom. “In you go, Charlotte. I shall fetch a lady’s maid to help you out of the gown so it can be cleaned and pressed. I shan’t be long.”

The moonlight and the decorative oil lamps outside cast a faint light into the room as Charlotte went and sat on the edge of the bed, still reeling in shock and looking down at her gown in desolation. Harriet was as good as her word, returning a minute later with a maid in tow and a lighted candle which she placed on a side table. Together they helped Charlotte out of her ballgown, leaving her in just a corset and petticoat over her stockings. “Don’t worry madam,” said the maid. “It is only lemonade and won’t leave a stain if we give it a quick clean. I’ll have it pressed and brought back to you as soon as I can.”

“Thank you,” said Charlotte gratefully. Feeling a little bare without her gown, she went to sit on a large bench that was positioned behind a four-panelled carved wooden screen. “I’ll wait over here,” she said to Harriet, then added as her friend made to come and sit beside her, “No, Harriet, there is no need for you to stay and miss out on the ball. Do go back; I shall be just fine.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather I wait with you?”

“I’m sure. Go on, go and enjoy yourself, and please give my excuses to my dance partners.”

Harriet seemed to hesitate, then nodded. “Fine, but if you are not back in the ballroom within the next half hour, I shall come back and look for you.”

Once Harriet had left, Charlotte sat quietly, going over the events of the past few minutes in her mind. How on earth did she not see Mr Hodge? Why did she have to turn so suddenly and be so careless? The recriminations continued for a little longer until she forced herself to stop. “What is done is done,” she thought. “And if I can return to the ballroom within the half hour, I will have missed at most two or three dances. The evening has not been entirely ruined.” With that, she had to be satisfied, and she waited with as much patience as she could muster for the maid to return.

A noise made her sit up eagerly. That was quick! The door opened, but it was not the maid that entered. Puzzled, and aware of her state of undress, Charlotte stayed hidden behind the screen. She heard an unknown female voice. “In here, darling.” The door shut and for the next minute, all that could be heard was the faint rustling of silk.

Her curiosity aroused, Charlotte tiptoed silently towards the screen, putting her eye to one of the tiny carved holes in the wood. The sight she saw made her catch her breath. A gentleman and a lady were kissing passionately. She could not make out their identities in the dim light of the small candle.

Then the man spoke, “Getting impatient, Caro. I thought we had agreed to conclude the evening together.”

“I could not wait, Frank. I have missed you. It has been two long weeks since we last were together.”

“Indeed? I could have sworn that we danced only three nights ago.”

The lady rapped him on the top of his arm. “You know quite well what I meant. And now, enough talk, my lord, as we do not have much time.”

Charlotte stood frozen behind the screen. That male voice she had recognised. It was Viscount Stanton! And the lady with him could be none other than Lady Caroline Drake. What was she to do now? She could hardly reveal her presence in her state of undress and especially not after having heard what had just been said. All she could hope was that they would leave after a few more rounds of kisses. But that is not what happened next.

“What is it you want?” grunted the viscount.

“I want your cock, and I want it inside me now!”

He growled in response, “Then show me that glorious cunt.”

Charlotte put a hand to her mouth in shock. Never had she heard such filthy language. She watched with a mixture of outrage and disbelief as Lady Caroline lifted her gown and petticoat to her waist. Beneath, she was bare apart from her stockings which were tied with a garter just above the knee. Clearly visible at the apex of her legs, was a triangular patch of dark blonde hair.

The viscount fell to his knees and buried his face in that patch of hair, while the lady made gasping little breaths. “Open up!” he rasped. She spread her legs wider and Charlotte had a brief view of her soft pink folds before the viscount put his mouth to them. Unbelievable! He was kissing her in that same sensitive spot that Charlotte liked to rub alone in bed at night. Oh the wickedness! Charlotte watched in amazement as the viscount began to lick Lady Caroline in that private, intimate place. It was the most depraved thing she had ever seen. But at the same time, she wondered, “What would it feel like to have a tongue there rather than my fingers?” By the sounds of pleasure coming from Lady Caroline, it would seem she had her answer.

The lady’s gasps were becoming louder and louder. She clutched his head to her mound as his tongue fluttered faster and faster. All of a sudden, she gave a loud moan, “Ah!” and Charlotte knew she had reached that point of pleasurable contractions. A moment later, the viscount was back on his feet, his face wet with the lady’s sticky juices. Hastily, he unlaced his breeches and brought them down together with his drawers, revealing the perfect rounded globes of his buttocks to Charlotte’s avid gaze. “Lie back and open your cunt to me,” he growled.

He nudged Lady Caroline onto her back on the edge of the bed, and she obligingly spread her legs wide. Then the viscount began to thrust himself into her. Charlotte heard the lady’s loud gasp. Was he hurting her? He continued to buck into her. From her vantage point behind the screen, all Charlotte could see was the flexing of the muscles in his buttocks. Lady Caroline gasped again, “Yes! Harder!” Perhaps she was not in pain after all.

The viscount picked up speed, plunging into the lady harder and faster until he gave a loud grunt and pulled away quickly. That is when Charlotte saw the most shocking sight of the evening. As the viscount pulled away from the lady, his body turned slightly so as to allow Charlotte to see his large male appendage jutting out thickly, an angry looking purplish red in colour. Is that what he was thrusting into Lady Caroline? How did it fit inside her? It’s so big! These questions were set aside a moment later as the viscount circled his appendage with his hand, giving it a harsh tug and letting out a stream of pearly white liquid. He grunted again, his eyes shutting briefly in his pleasure.

Then he was striding in her direction, and Charlotte very nearly cried out in fear. Stopping at a table beside the wooden screen, he picked up a cloth and dipped it into the bowl of water, wringing the excess from it. He used the cloth first to clean himself up, wiping his hands and his appendage. He then wet the cloth again and handed it to Lady Caroline. She wiped herself clean while he readjusted his clothing. Once he was dressed, he murmured, “I’d better go out first.” He gave her a light kiss then left the room. Lady Caroline stood, readjusting her clothes. She stepped to the mirror and glanced at herself from every angle, tidying her hair. Then, satisfied that all looked as it should, she also hurried out of the room.

Once the door closed behind her, Charlotte let out a long sigh of relief, collapsing onto the bench. "What have I just witnessed?" she thought. Her mind conjured visions of the viscount's buttocks tightening with each hard thrust of his appendage into Lady Caroline. She lifted her petticoat and put a hand to her private place. It was sticky and damp. What would it feel like to have a large hard appendage— a cock— ram into her? Her fingers rubbed her sticky nub, imagining the viscount touching her there, licking her, then thrusting himself into her. Her fingers picked up speed, rubbing frantically until she gasped her pleasure. And just then, the door opened once more.





Chapter 15
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Viscount Stanton made his way back to the ballroom chuckling to himself. That was the very first time he had ever had a semi-public tryst of this kind with a mistress. It was a risky thing to do, but the element of danger had added a frisson of pleasure to their encounter. He was well satisfied with the outcome, doubly so as it meant he did not need to call on Lady Caroline tonight after the ball but could return straight home.

He reached into the pocket of his breeches for his snuff box. Damnation! It wasn’t there. He must somehow have dropped it in that room upstairs. There was nothing for it but to go back and get it. Nodding at acquaintances here and there, he deftly wove his way through the crush of people back to that side door that led to the staircase. Quickly, he retraced his steps and opened the door of the bedchamber he had vacated not a few minutes before.

As he opened the door, he heard a distinct gasp come from the end of the room where there stood a wooden screen. He closed the door gently behind him and stood still, listening. All was quiet. His gaze tracked across the room, looking for his discarded snuff box. He spotted it at the foot of the bed and swiftly went to pick it up, slipping it into his pocket, then paused. Could he have imagined that sound? It was best to check. With quick steps, he darted towards the wooden screen, folding it back. Another gasp. There sat a lady in a state of undress, her face flushed.

“Miss Harding! Whatever are you doing skulking here, and what has happened to your gown?” He narrowed his eyes at her. “And just how long have you been here?” he demanded.

She stared at him in horror, unable to articulate speech, her mouth forming a wide O. There was his answer. She had been here, hidden behind the screen, while he and Caro had made love. His lips curled into a sneer. “Were you watching us, you prurient little girl?” He caught then an unmistakable whiff of her female sex. “And did you touch yourself to our lovemaking? My, what a dirty girl you are!”

“I—I didn’t mean to,” she finally whispered.

“Didn’t mean to? And who is going to believe that a gently bred girl would simply sit and watch while two people copulated in front of her eyes?” Those very eyes widened, so he went on, “This will not reflect well on you should you dare speak of it to anyone. You had best keep your mouth firmly shut, Miss Harding.”

“I wouldn’t dream—”

“You had better not.” The viscount edged closer, grasping Charlotte’s chin in one hand. “I am making myself clear, am I not? A word of this to anyone and I will make it my personal business to destroy you.”

Her lips trembled drawing his gaze to them. Plump. Delicately pink. A devilish idea occurred to him. His voice turned to a warm purr as he said, “In any case, why would anyone believe your tales when we all know what you really want is this.” And he captured those plump lips with his. He felt her freeze in shock beneath him but carried on kissing her, bringing the tip of his tongue to the seam of her lips. She gasped, the little movement allowing him to dart his tongue into the soft cavern of her mouth. Her shocked breaths told him with a deep certainty that this was the first time she had ever been kissed. She stood still in his embrace, not knowing what to do. He pulled her to him and deepened the kiss, weaving his tongue with hers. He felt her shiver. It only increased his ardour.

He knew the exact moment when she melted against him and began, diffidently at first, to respond. Her hands slid up to rest against his chest and her tongue came out to play with his so innocently it made him burn. He renewed his onslaught of kisses, holding her firmly to him. She kissed him back with increasing fervour. Her lips felt so soft, so gently inviting, that he lost himself in their embrace. In time, he pulled away, only to return, raining kisses along the line of her neck and down to her collar bone. One hand came down to clasp her breast over the firm material of her corset, then to delve inside, freeing the lush flesh from its constraints. He held the soft, full breast in his large hand, marvelling at how it filled his palm and admiring the rosebud pink of her delicate nipple. He could not resist putting that nipple to his mouth and biting it gently. At this, Charlotte gasped and finally pushed him away, her breaths coming out in shallow pants. “We must not!” she cried.

Common sense washed over him in an instant. What was he doing, seducing an innocent? He cast one last longing look at her luscious breast, still peeking out of her corset, then he straightened and forced an expression of contempt on his face. “No indeed, Miss Harding, no one would ever believe your tales of Caroline and me, not when your own desires are plainly evident.” He tapped her lips with the tip of his finger. “Keep them shut, or you will answer to me.” With that, he swivelled and strode from the room.
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Charlotte stood, her pulse racing, unable to believe what had just transpired. After a moment, she bethought herself to re-arrange her corset and tidy up her appearance.

She sat down on the bench once more, her thoughts churning. The viscount had kissed her. He had held and bitten her breast. The cad! Even worse, she had loved every moment of it. Oh what a mess! That wicked reprobate had seduced her, fresh off having made love to another woman. Though he needn’t have bothered with the threats. There was no possible way she could ever tell anyone about what she had seen or what had happened next. Her lips were tightly sealed. And that should be the end of it. Neither she nor the viscount would ever speak of this again. She would put it out of her mind—except that was an impossibility. Hadn’t she been regretting that she would end her days a spinster, never knowing what it would be like to be kissed? Well, at least now she knew.

The door opened and the maid bustled in, carrying her gown. “Here we are miss, as good as new.” Charlotte smiled and allowed the maid to dress her. She examined her reflection in the mirror, studying her face. Was there any indication in her countenance that not long ago, she had acted like a brazen hussy? No, she looked the same as ever. Maybe her lips were a little swollen, but surely no one would notice? Thanking the maid for her kind efforts, Charlotte left the bedchamber and made her way back to the ballroom. She rejoined her aunt and Harriet just as a gentleman came to claim her hand for the next dance.

As she took her place for the cotillion, she caught sight of the viscount at the other end of the ballroom, smiling blithely down at his dance partner. How could that man do the things he did up in that room and then pay his addresses to another lady without a seeming care in the world? Charlotte was troubled. This world of sexual frolics behind closed doors was new to her. She could never have imagined that such things took place. Now that she knew, she was forever changed, forever tainted. She tried to shake these thoughts away and to keep her mind on the dance. For a while, she succeeded in doing so, laughing gaily as she danced in a circle and executed nimble footwork.

It was towards the end of the dance that she happened to glance to her left and to meet the viscount’s eyes very briefly. His gaze was expressionless, showing complete disinterest. In an instant, it was over. Charlotte inhaled sharply, unaccountably pained. That she meant little to the man that had given her an unforgettable kiss and made her swoon was plain to see. She should not start to fancy herself in love with him like she had Mr Weston. She would be wise and sensible, and put the entire incident behind her.

The dance came to an end, and she curtsied to her partner. Back at her aunt’s side, Charlotte fanned herself briskly to try to cool her flushed cheeks. “I am glad to see your gown was not irreparably damaged,” said Mrs Morton, “but please do try to have more care in future, Charlotte. Mr Hodge was most distressed and promises to call on you tomorrow to convey his fulsome apologies.”

“There is no need,” protested Charlotte. “The fault, indeed, was mine.”

“Nevertheless, he feels duty bound to call, and I daresay he will want to remedy things with you. I need hardly tell you, Charlotte, that eligible prospects for you are thin on the ground, and that you should make the most of the marked attention Mr Hodge is paying you.”

“Yes, Aunt Margaret, I do understand.” This was not the time or place to voice her disagreement. She had no intention of encouraging Mr Hodge’s advances and receiving yet another unwanted offer of marriage. Her experience with Mr Finch had convinced her more than ever that, if she could not marry a person she had regard for, then she would not marry at all.

The evening progressed with more dancing and gaiety, and Charlotte tried her best to put these cares from her mind and to enjoy herself as she had intended. At last, it was time to go home. Charlotte rode in the carriage with the Mortons, tired and pensive. Her last thought as she laid her head on the soft pillow of her bed and drifted off to sleep, was that now she knew what it was like to be kissed, she was very much afraid that one kiss would not be enough.


Chapter 16
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It was few days later that Charlotte arrived at the Powells’ townhouse to accompany Helena Powell on a promenade in the park with the viscount. The expedition had been justified to Charlotte in the following manner.

“My dear,” Mrs Morton had said. “I have just received a note from Lady Powell to say she is feeling a trifle indisposed and will not be able to accompany Helena on her afternoon ride with Viscount Stanton. Would you be a dear and go in her stead? Helena is so dreading having to turn the viscount down, for of course she cannot be going on her own.”

Charlotte was deeply suspicious of this sudden indisposition, given the conversation she had overheard between her aunt and Lady Powell, but agreed nonetheless. Now, dressed in her drab brown pelisse and a plain bonnet, she looked every inch the spinster chaperone. None observing her in this garb would ever believe that she had once been in a mad, passionate embrace with the viscount.

Truth be told, Charlotte had thought of little else but him since the Wilton ball. No matter how many times she told herself to put that wicked episode behind her, she could not forget about it. His scent was imprinted on her memory, as was the feel of his lips against hers. It was no use reminding herself that he was a rake and a libertine conducting an illicit affair with Lady Drake while also courting Helena Powell, not to mention the liberties he had taken with her. She could not put him out of her mind.

That is not to say that she indulged in romantic dreams where he was concerned. That was not possible, even with her fanciful nature. No, her thoughts were of the carnal variety, much to her shame. She remembered his every touch and yearned to experience his kisses again. Even worse, she recalled what he had done with Lady Drake and wondered what it would be like to feel him rut into her with that great big appendage. Shameful thoughts! All the more important, therefore, to look as dowdy as possible and do everything in her power to ensure he forgot their sinful encounter at the Wilton ball. She would make sure to fade into the background and allow his attention to be entirely on the lovely Miss Powell.

Some minutes after her arrival at the Powells, the viscount came to collect them for their ride. He awaited outside by his open-top barouche, looking fine and handsome in a many lapelled greatcoat. At catching sight of Charlotte, he frowned. “Miss Harding, I had not known you would be joining us today.”

“Good day, Viscount Stanton. Lady Powell is a trifle indisposed and begged that I should come in her stead.”

“I see.” He bowed and assisted her into the carriage, then turned to greet Helena. “Miss Powell, may I compliment you on how delightful you look today.”

Miss Powell blushed becomingly. “I thank you, my lord. What lovely weather we have. I own I am much looking forward to our ride.”

“And I as well.” He helped her into the carriage, then climbed on and sat beside her. The carriage began its slow perambulation down London streets on its way to Hyde Park. “Tell me, Miss Powell,” the viscount went on. “What sights of this great city have you enjoyed so far?”

“My lord, I took your advice and went to visit the Royal Academy this week. I enjoyed it immensely.”

The viscount smiled charmingly at her. “And what paintings did you enjoy the most?”

“I thought John Constable’s paintings were masterfully created—such wonderful detail he put into his pastoral landscapes. Though I must confess to also appreciating the fine portraits by Thomas Lawrence that were on display.”

Miss Powell prattled on while the viscount paid her every pleasing attention, complimenting her good taste, vowing the fresh air much became her complexion and telling her how honoured he would be if she would accompany him on an outing to the theatre, duly chaperoned of course.

Charlotte listened to all this with half an ear, her eyes fixed firmly outside the carriage, giving the couple every opportunity for private discourse. She would only have been human though to have felt a little wistful that such attentions by a handsome gentleman were never, it seemed, to be paid to her. Glancing surreptitiously at the viscount, she admired his fine form, then remembered what she had seen of it from behind the wooden screen at the Wilton mansion—the powerful muscularity of his thighs and firm curve of his buttocks, his large male appendage that stood proudly against his groin, the pearly white fluid that came out of it as he reached physical ecstasy. Her cheeks bloomed at the memory.

Looking up, her gaze happened to cross paths with the viscount’s. His look was far from friendly. She saw his eyes travel down her unbecoming get up then rise back to her face, unsmiling. Perhaps he was wondering how on earth he could have embraced such a plain and dowdy female. Brusquely, he addressed her, “And how about you, Miss Harding? Have you been to the Royal Academy yet?”

“Yes, my lord. I was there but a few days ago.”

“What paintings most caught your eye?”

Charlotte was thoughtful. “It is true that the Constable landscapes were meticulously observed, but I marvelled most at the poetry and emotion expressed in Turner’s work.”

“Is that what you look for most, poetry and emotion?” he asked sardonically.

“If art does not make one feel an emotion, then of what use is it?”

“One can admire the beauty of perfectly executed brush strokes without getting poetic or emotional.”

“That is true, of course,” she replied, “but what you describe is simply an aesthetic appreciation of an artwork. There are many artists that can produce pleasingly beautiful paintings, but few that can convey emotion with each brush stroke.”

His lips lifted into a subtle sneer. “And I come back to my first point, Miss Harding, that it is not necessary to feel emotion when looking at a painting.”

“On this point then, my lord, we are bound to disagree,” retorted Charlotte.

He opened his mouth as if to speak, then thought better of it. Instead, he gave a brisk nod and turned his attention back to his lovely companion, not deigning to address Charlotte again. In due course, their ride came to an end. The viscount handed both ladies down from the carriage, and escorted them to their door.

“I thank you, Viscount Stanton, for a most agreeable excursion,” smiled Miss Powell.

He bowed over her hand. “I should be the one thanking you, Miss Powell, for the delightful company. I trust we may do this again, perhaps next week?”

“I would be honoured,” she responded sweetly.

The viscount bowed one more time, executed a quick bow in Charlotte’s direction, then took his leave.

Walking back to the Mortons’ townhouse a short time later, Charlotte could only conclude that her efforts to fade into the background had been successful. The viscount had evidently put her from his mind—that is, if she had ever occupied anything more than a fleeting position there in the first place. She should be glad of this. Yes, she should.


Chapter 17
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Frank was in his study, poring over a set of documents laid out before him. They had come from his man of business and contained the details of an investment opportunity that might be of interest to him. He wasn’t yet sure whether he would be purchasing shares in this overseas company that was proposing to invest in the construction of new canals and railways in America.

He picked up the papers and read through them again, then went to stand by a wall of his study on which hung a large and beautifully painted map of the world. With a finger, he traced the route of each canal and railway whose construction was being proposed. A trickle of excitement ran through him. A wise man would probably turn down such an investment. Too far away. Too many unknowns. Too ambitious a project. Frank was usually quite sensible and level-headed when it came to investing his funds, which was why he had accumulated a tidy sum over the last few years. So why was it that he was considering this one?

Usually, he conducted full investigations before investing in a project, talking to the people in charge and going to the places in question, then making a judgement on whether or not these were sound investments. However, this was not possible in this case, since the projects were all on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. To make matters worse, the window of opportunity for this investment was closing. His man of business had written that investors needed to declare their intent by 1st May, two days hence. He huffed out a breath, deep in thought. If only he could find out a little more about these faraway places he had just traced on the map.

Five minutes later, he was striding out of his lodgings and hailing a hansom cab. “Take me to Lackington and Allen bookshop in Finsbury Square,” he instructed the driver. On arrival there, he walked over to the large circular counter whereupon a shop assistant, seeing the expensive dress of the gentleman, came over quickly to assist him.

“I am looking for a travelogue or any sort of written work about North America. Would you have something of the sort?” asked the viscount.

“One moment sir, let me take a look at our catalogue.” The shop assistant took out a large leather bound tome and flicked to a page entitled “Travel”, running his finger down the list of travel books. “Ah,” he said. “This may be what you are looking for. It is entitled ‘Travels in North America’ by Basil Hall, published in 1829.”

“Recent enough. Is there a copy of the book in the shop?” asked the viscount.

“I will find out, sir.” The shop assistant now took out a large ledger and spent a few moments searching for the book in question. He looked up at the viscount with an apologetic expression. “I am very much afraid, sir, that we sold our last copy of this book only two weeks ago. It may be possible to order another from the publisher, if you should wish?”

The viscount sighed in irritation. “No, that will be too late. Do you have a name for who it was that purchased this book?”

The shop assistant hesitated, but then seeing the undoubted quality of the gentleman, looked down again at the ledger. “The bill of purchase was made out to a Mr Frederick Morton of 10 Grosvenor Street.”

The viscount began to laugh. “Well, what do you know?” He thanked the shop assistant and left, hailing another cab, this time to take him to Grosvenor Street, for he was sure Frederick would not mind his old family friend calling on him in the middle of the afternoon. He was shown in to the downstairs parlour while a footman went to inform Mr Morton of his arrival. A few minutes later, the footman returned and ushered him up to Mr Morton’s study.

Frederick stood from his desk and came forward to greet him. “My dear Frank, this is a pleasant surprise. Do come in and have a seat. Would you like a glass of sherry?”

“Good day, Frederick, and yes, thank you.”

Frank waited while Frederick poured out the sherry and brought it over. They sat comfortably opposite one another, each taking a sip of the amber coloured drink. “I am sorry to intrude on you in such a cavalier fashion,” he now said, “but there is a matter in which I am hoping you may assist me.”

“Of course, anything within my power I will do. What is this matter?”

“I believe you are in possession of a book entitled ‘Travels in North America’ which I would very much like to borrow if I may?”

Frederick smiled, “If I had such a book, I would of course be happy to lend it to you.”

“You do not have it?” Frank looked at him in confusion.

“I’m afraid not. Whyever did you think I did?”

“I was informed the last copy of the book was purchased by yourself just two weeks ago.”

Frederick’s expression cleared. “Ah, I believe I have the solution to this mystery.” He rose and rang the bell. When the footman appeared a moment later, he asked, “Have the ladies returned from their expedition, Jones?”

“Yes, sir, they have been back this past quarter hour.”

“Excellent. Jones, could you please have Miss Harding come here and ask her to bring along her book on travels in America.”

The footman bowed and hurried to execute this instruction. Frank looked to Frederick in confusion. “Do you mean to say it is Miss Harding that is in possession of this book? It is not what I would expect a young lady to be reading.”

“Ah,” Frederick smiled fondly, “but Charlotte is not the usual kind of young lady.”

“No indeed,” Frank reflected to himself. He had spared more than one thought for her soft lips and plump breasts, and the way she had artlessly responded to his kiss with a wanton innocence that had been hard to resist. It was all the more puzzling since she was undoubtedly plain-looking. His inspection of her during their carriage ride the other day had merely confirmed his original opinion—she was sadly unprepossessing.

He was brought back to the present by Frederick enquiring, “Why the interest in North America, if I may ask?”

“There is an investment my man of business has suggested to me. Shares are being offered in an American company that invests in the building of new canals and railways there. I am curious about it.”

“If you are looking to invest in such things, there are several railway projects right here in England. Why look further afield?” wondered Frederick.

“Oh, I’m investing in a few railway projects here too. I’m not sure I can tell you why America holds such allure. Perhaps it is because everything there seems to be on a much grander scale than here. One of the canals the company proposes to build will be 460 miles long, linking the Great Lakes to the Ohio River. Can you imagine what kind of trade opportunities that could open up?”

“It could also be a highly risky investment,” remarked Frederick shrewdly.

Frank chuckled. “Of that, I am very aware.”

Just then, there was a knock on the door, and Charlotte walked in. “Hello Frederick! You wanted to see my book on America?”

“Not me, but Frank did.”

She came to a sudden halt as she caught sight of the viscount, who rose to his feet and bowed. “Good day, Miss Harding.”

“Good day, Viscount Stanton.” A slight flush coloured her cheeks.

“Come and sit with us, Charlotte,” said Frederick. “Would you like a drink of sherry?”

“No, thank you,” Charlotte replied, settling herself down on the only unoccupied seat on the settee next to the viscount.

“Miss Harding,” said he, “I understand you have a book named ‘Travels in North America’ which I would be very interested in borrowing from you, if you will allow me.”

“I—I’m afraid that will not be possible, for I no longer have the book.”

The viscount frowned. “Indeed! Where is it now?”

Charlotte smiled, “It seems the book is much in demand, for it is your good friend, Mr Weston, who asked to borrow it.”

“You mean Rupert has it!” exclaimed the viscount.

“I’m afraid so.”

Frederick chuckled. “It seems you have had a wasted journey, Frank, but at least you should be able to track Mr Weston down easily enough.”

“May I ask why you wish to borrow this book, my lord?” Charlotte ventured to ask.

“I am considering an investment in American canals and railways, and I wanted to widen my knowledge of the country.”

Charlotte nodded sagely. “Yes, ever since the completion of the Erie Canal, there have been many attempts to emulate its success. May I ask where the canals you propose to invest in will be built?”

“There are several. The first will run from Pennsylvania to the town of Akron in Ohio.”

“And I take it from there it will link up with the Ohio and Erie Canal?”

“Yes, how did you know?” Frank asked, surprised.

Charlotte shrugged. “It would make sense to do so, as this would open up shipping lanes all the way from the eastern states to Lake Erie.”

Frank stared at her, mystified. “Miss Harding, I am astounded at your grasp not only of American geography but of existing shipping routes. Please enlighten me as to how you have come by this knowledge.”

“It is no great matter, my lord. A very close friend of mine and her brother are thinking of emigrating to America to claim land in the north east of Ohio, where their eldest brother has already established himself. I simply wanted to learn as much as I could about where she would be going. Ever since Joseph left for America two years ago, I have gotten into the habit of reading the business section of newspapers and scouring for news from that region. And of course, once I came to London, I was able to obtain ‘Travels in North America’ which I found most enlightening.”

“What kind of friends do you have that they are considering such a journey in order to claim land?” demanded the viscount with a touch of hauteur.

At this, Charlotte laughed, “My lord, they are tenant farmers on my late father’s estate. I have known them since I played with them as a child.”

The viscount was shocked. “You were allowed to play with children outside your social station?”

“Why yes. My late mother, God rest her soul, believed very firmly in the Christian gospels which teach that we are all creatures of God, equally deserving of kindness and respect, regardless of social standing. She hailed from Salamanca and was the daughter of a grain merchant that helped procure supplies to the British army during the Peninsular War. That is how she met my father. She had no social pretentions, but a deep love of God and fellow man. She it was that befriended Mary Ellis, the wife of one of our tenant farmers, and she took me to play with Mary’s children, of whom Ruth, I now consider my truest and closest friend.”
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