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England, ---County, 1816

A STAGECOACH WAS NO RESPECTER of persons. Neither were those who habitually traveled in them. And yet, the oily-faced gent in his well-worn suit tried his best not to fall against Lady Mannering when the coach bounced over yet another bump in the road to London. The woman sitting across from him, a garrulous housewife who had heretofore regaled other passengers with stories of her daughter’s employer, now sat with her mouth resolutely shut. The prosperous farmer who never journeyed without taking a nip or two every now and then squirmed in his seat. Lady Mannering’s unblinking eyes disconcerted him so much that halfway through the journey, he gave up his place to a man riding on the roof. 

Frances, Dowager Countess of Mannering, had no idea that her presence was inhibiting eight honest citizens of the Crown from deriving pleasure in the journey. She did not notice that they held back at the stops for her to get down first. Or that they broke into chatter as soon as they entered an inn.

Fanny had other things on her mind. Was the chamois bag secure under her petticoats? Whenever a coach came thundering behind hers, she feared it was Samuel. That he had discovered her flight and had come to intercept her. 

She did not realize how strange she must appear, bowling down the highway without a single piece of baggage. At the very first inn, the innkeeper’s wife, Mrs. Alice, after one look at her, said, “My lady, you will be most uncomfortable in those clothes. The gown will become creased beyond anything. Please allow me to find something for you to wear during the night.” Without waiting for Fanny’s nod, she hurried away to do just that. 

Fanny shut the door of the room and sat down in a stiff-backed chair. She knew she would not be sleeping a wink. Not until she was safe from Samuel’s reach. How many hours before the coach resumed the journey? Had Samuel discovered her absence yet? 

She had a head start of several hours. She had left the house immediately after breakfast, informing the butler that she would be spending the day sketching in the orchard. The housekeeper was having her day off. She had no maid assigned to her. None of the servants would enter her chamber unless she rang. But she did not put it past Samuel to arrive home early and send for her. 

Fanny could not believe that she had managed to escape. She had climbed over the stile and walked away from the house with a vague idea of taking a coach out of the next village. Luckily, the horses were grazing in the meadow. The mare she rode within the park walked up to her. Fanny petted her and hoisted herself up on the mare. She found that riding bareback was a skill one did not forget. Not wanting to be conspicuous, she kept to the back roads and left the mare before entering the populous village. 

Minutes later, the stagecoach arrived.
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Mrs. Alice had spent the better part of her life in the inn. She could see that the lady was in trouble. The set of her mouth and the stiffness of her shoulders spoke of a terrible strain. She was so pale it was a wonder she was still on her feet. Poor dear! So young, too. She could not be a day more than twenty. The cut of her gown bespoke a married lady. That would account for her not hesitating to travel without a maid. She was in mourning. Could she have lost her husband? A little later, her husband informed her of the identity of their guest. He had caught a glimpse of her while at the manor on some business.  

“My lady?” Mrs. Alice knocked, pleased that the lady had barred the door. They kept a good house, but one could never tell how a woman traveling alone would be looked upon.

“My lady, this is my daughter, Ruth,” she said after Fanny admitted her into the room.

Ruth dropped a curtsy, giving Fanny a shy smile. Her mother sent her out to fetch the lady some hot water. “As your maid is indisposed and your baggage lost, would you care to employ Ruth during the journey? The girl is old enough to go into service.”

Fanny raised an eyebrow.

“My sister lives in London. She wrote to me last week that she would find employment for Ruth if I sent her. Ruth has never left the village, my lady, and I do not want her to travel alone.”

“You do not wish me to employ her?” Fanny asked.

“I would like it above all, my lady, but I would not presume. Ruth must find work somewhere. There is nothing for her here. Working for a lady would be better than working in a house with gentlemen. My sister assures me that London is the place for her, but I have heard some terrible stories about young girls being taken advantage of. Ruth is a sensible girl, but it worries a mother’s heart.”

“My plans are uncertain. I may set up a modest house in London or move to a village. Ruth will have to do most of the work as I have no intention of hiring many servants.”

“Ruth is strong and a good worker, my lady. She is a great help to us in the inn. But money is tight right now.”

For the first time, Fanny took in her surroundings. Though the room was simply furnished, the linen was freshly laundered. The noise from the taproom below spoke of a full house. The inn was clearly prospering. There was enough work for Ruth. Her mother was sending her away for a reason.

“Is Ruth in trouble?” she asked gently.

Mrs. Alice colored. “There is the squire’s brother. He will not leave her alone. Ruth is a good girl, but she is young. I wanted to send her to my sister’s, but she has her hands full with her five daughters. Her oldest one is rather silly. Ruth will be better off with you.”

“You are a good mother,” Fanny said, envying Ruth. How different her own life would have been had her mother bothered about her!

“You will take her with you?” Mrs. Alice asked, twisting her hands in her apron. 

“You do not know me.”

“I do, my lady. You are Lady Mannering,” Mrs. Alice confessed. “My husband recognized you. Please, will you take Ruth with you?”

“I will.”

Matters thus settled, Mrs. Alice bustled about making preparations for Ruth to leave. She also procured a serviceable gown for Fanny and a night rail. Ruth brought in a hot meal along with the water to wash the travel dust away. Later, she helped Fanny undress. There was something comforting about their attentions and the small, cozy room. Fanny fell asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow.

Mrs. Alice packed the spare gown in a carpetbag along with Ruth’s things. She dug out a trunk and packed it with a moth-eaten rug and some old clothes belonging to her husband. “It does not look right for a lady to travel without luggage,” she explained.

Fanny paid for her stay and compensated Mrs. Alice for the extra trouble she had taken. “Mrs. Alice, it is possible someone might inquire at the inn about a lady traveling alone.” 

“I shall tell them I saw you, my lady, and that you were on the coach bound for Bath.”

Fanny smiled. “Just so, Mrs. Alice. You are not to worry about Ruth. She will be safe with me.”

“I know she will, my lady.”
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At three o’clock, a carriage stopped at the inn. As soon as the coachman came in, he was met by Mrs. Alice. She readily told him that a lady had stopped at the inn. The coachman informed his master, who came in to make further inquiries. The moment Mrs. Alice laid eyes on him, she knew she had done the right thing; she could recognize a blackguard when she saw one. He was about forty, with a pasty face that spoke of overindulgence.

“Speak,” Lord Samuel Mannering said, tossing her a coin.

“A woman stopped here last evening, my lord. She came on the coach going to London but did not board it when it left. She took the coach to Bath instead.”

“Was she young?”

“She was, my lord, and beautiful. She had dark hair and blue eyes. I noticed her at once. She was Quality, but traveling without any baggage or a maid.”

Lord Mannering scowled. It did nothing to improve his looks. 

“She will pay for this,” he muttered under his breath and stalked out. 


Chapter 2
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London, 1816

FANNY TOLD RUTH TO WAIT in the hack. She had not seen her cousin, Miss Bathsheba Chubbs, in years. And yet, there was nowhere else she could go. Bathsheba had been the only one to write to her, offering condolences on her husband’s demise. That had been a year ago. 

A flight of stairs led to a modest house. Fanny took a deep breath and knocked. A bespectacled woman opened the door.

“May I see Miss Chubbs, please?” 

The woman stared at Fanny before moving aside. “Fanny? It is Fanny, is it not?” she asked, taking Fanny’s hand.

“Miss Chubbs, it is presumptuous on my part to descend on you like this. But I am desperate. I assure you I shall make other arrangements soon. I need a place to stay until then.”

Bathsheba looked beyond Fanny’s shoulder. “Is that your maid? You may tell her to come up. Will she need help with the luggage?”

Fanny sank into the nearest chair. After four days of worry and travel and uncertainty, the relief that she had a place to stay made her lightheaded.

Bathsheba patted her shoulder and took over the task of having the luggage brought in. She led Fanny into a small bedroom. “I shall send Ruth to unpack your trunk. You will feel better after a wash and a change of clothes.”

Fanny started to laugh. She laughed so much that tears came into her eyes. 

“What is the matter, dear?” Bathsheba asked, puzzled.

“The trunk has nothing I can wear. Mrs. Alice packed her husband’s old clothes and a moth-eaten rug into it.”

“Then we shall not unpack it,” Bathsheba answered. “Does Mrs. Alice want the clothes back?”

Fanny furrowed her forehead as if it were the most pressing problem. “Ruth will know,” she said and fell silent.

An hour later, she gratefully slipped between the sheets of a narrow bed. Bathsheba had insisted that she have some hot soup and bread. She had found a night rail for her, too.

When she woke the next morning, Bathsheba was in the dining room, having tea and reading a book she had open on the table in front of her.

“Good morning, dear,” she said, inviting Fanny to sit down.

“Miss Chubbs, I am sorry to have appeared at your doorstep like this.”

“I am sure you have a good reason to do so, Lady Mannering.”

“Please do not call me that!”

“I must if you will call me Miss Chubbs. You must call me by my given name. We are cousins, are we not? Our mothers were sisters.”

Fanny’s eyes filled with tears. Bathsheba passed her a napkin, and Fanny dabbed at her eyes with its edge.

“We are indeed cousins, Bathsheba. I remember you visited with us once.”

“But you do not remember me. How could you? You were always out of the house, riding your mare, or swimming, or climbing trees,” Bathsheba said, smiling as she fixed a plate for Fanny.

“I was rather wild. I must have been fourteen or so at that time.”

Bathsheba pushed a plate with kippers and a ham sandwich in front of Fanny. “You were about that age. I was twenty-three, already on the shelf. My mother sent me over because she thought I would have better prospects of catching a husband.”

“Did you?” Fanny asked.

 “I did not stay longer than a week. Your sisters were already married, and your mother was ailing.”

“Father would have made you feel unwelcome. He could never abide females. Not even his daughters.”

Bathsheba did not deny it. She did not ask any questions either. A silence fell in the small room. Ruth came in to clear the table. After she left the room, Fanny said, “I shall look for lodgings today. Which part of London do you recommend? I want to live quietly.”

“Fanny, you may live with me for as long as you like.”

“I cannot encroach upon your kindness.”

“You would not be encroaching. The house is small by ton standards, but it is too big for a single woman. You may take the other bedroom. Ruth can have the room attached to the kitchen. I already spoke to her. She says she is a good cook. She has been helping her mother run the inn. She has agreed to cook and do the shopping, and answer the door. I have a cleaning woman who comes in once a week. So, you see, you will not be encroaching at all.”

Fanny knew her cousin was being inordinately kind. It had been years since anyone had shown her any consideration. She felt tears prick her eyes. She did not remember when she had last shed tears.  And now she was behaving like a watering pot.
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Two weeks later

“This is very good,” Fanny said, taking a sip of the fragrant tea. 

“Professor Martin’s nephew is in Ceylon. He sent a canister of the blend. To our advantage, the professor does not drink tea.”

Fanny smiled. By now, she had learned a lot about the professor. He was seventy, and mad about moths. He seldom left his study. Bathsheba was among the few mortals who were allowed into the sanctum. She made drawings of the moths in his collection. She did similar work for some other scientists, but none were as droll as Professor Martin.

“When did you come to London, Bathsheba?” 

“Five years ago. I was twenty-nine. I nursed Mother for three years before she died. I had no prospects and expected to live out my days as a spinster aunt to my nieces and nephews. Professor Martin was visiting with our vicar, who is a moth enthusiast. I had done some illustrations for him. Professor Martin was impressed by my work. One thing led to the other, and I moved to London.”

“Did your brother not object?” 

“I had an ally in my sister-in-law, though I daresay her reasons were not wholly unselfish. She had no use for me after Mother passed on,” Bathsheba said dryly. “I, too, was happy to leave. I was of age. I also had the annuity. It was small but enough to live upon.”

“I must visit a jeweler,” Fanny said, her face heating up. “I want to get my mother’s jewelry appraised. I left in a hurry and neglected to bring money.”

“You want to sell the jewelry,” Bathsheba stated.

“I am not going to wear it. What better use than to sell it all and create an annuity?”

“Annuity! Fanny, we must see Mr. Cooper! You must get ready at once, dear! Faith, I must be daft not to think of it sooner.”

“Who is Mr. Cooper?”

“A lawyer. Our grandmother used his services. She had some money of her own. She created a trust for the benefit of her granddaughters. Granddaughters who were single or widowed.”
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Mr. Cooper was most helpful. Fanny merely affixed her signature to some papers, and he assured her that within the week, a bank account would be opened in her name and the annuity transferred into it. Thereafter, she would receive a regular sum every quarter. She would also be able to avail an overdraft against the amount to a limit.

Fanny nodded, immensely relieved by this turn of fortune. The small amount she had brought with her had almost run out. The annuity and Bathsheba’s generosity in making her feel welcome in her home would give her time to prepare for a new life.

Mr. Cooper leaned back in his chair and stared at Fanny from under white bushy eyebrows. “Lady Mannering, I drew up your marriage settlement. Your father was my client. This annuity is less than peanuts compared to what you are entitled to under the settlement.”

Fanny stiffened. “Mr. Cooper, I have no interest in the Mannering estate.”

“Lady Mannering, the present Lord Mannering is legally bound to provide for you. If he has not done so, I shall be pleased to act on your behalf.”

“That will not be necessary, Mr. Cooper. The annuity from my grandmother’s trust should suffice until I contrive to think of a way to earn a living.”

Mr. Cooper pursed his lips and stared at her, but he did not press the point.


Chapter 3
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Boston, 1816

Andrew, Earl of Nethercote, hid his irritation. The cause of his annoyance was Lord Baxter, who had recently come to Boston and was prattling about “news from home.”

Andrew had little interest in the goings-on of the nobility in England. He had severed all connections with the country of his birth. Though he sent funds to his steward to restore the family estates, he did so out of a sense of responsibility to his tenants rather than affection for the country. 

Five more minutes, he decided, glancing at his watch. He would tolerate the windbag for another five minutes. Andrew paid scant attention until one name snagged his interest. “Did you say Lord Mannering is deceased?” he demanded.

“Indeed, he is. He died a year ago. I expect his young widow will be in London this Season. Mannering would have left her a fortune. Surely, you have heard of the lady’s escapades? Not that it will signify. She will catch a husband regardless of her notoriety.” 

Andrew cut short Lord Baxter’s visit on the pretext of a business meeting. As soon as his unwelcome visitor was out of the door, he summoned his secretary. “Princeton, I must leave for London at the earliest. Make the arrangements.”

“The Flamingo is taking in cargo, sir. She should be ready to sail by the end of the week.” 

“Book me on the first passenger ship that leaves Boston.”

“Sir, you have a meeting with investors on Friday,” Princeton pointed out. 

“Inform them it is postponed. Send for Mr. Turner. He will have to manage things here until I make other arrangements. Contact me only in case of an emergency.”

For an hour, Princeton’s pencil flew over his notebook as he took down one instruction after another. He wondered what had caused his unflappable employer to rush to London. It must be a family emergency, he surmised, little knowing that Andrew had no family to speak of.
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Andrew kept thinking about Fanny during the voyage. They had met only four times, yet she was the reason he had left England six years ago at the age of twenty-two.

When he was twelve, his parents and baby sister perished at sea, and he became the Earl of Nethercote. Along with the title, he inherited a mountain of debts. His maternal grandfather put his own grief aside and negotiated with the creditors. The debts were settled at a fraction of the amount. Everything that was not entailed was sold. Even the furnishings were not spared. 

His grandfather died a few weeks later. Before his demise, he created a small trust that saw Andrew through Eton and Oxford. When Andrew came of age, he thought to use the money to buy a commission. But a visit to the family home made him change his mind. He was Nethercote – the last of the line. His tenants looked up to him for a better life. He was responsible for them.

Mr. Norton, the family solicitor, had suggested a wife who came with a large dowry. “It is not uncommon and will be a fair exchange. Your wife will gain the status of a countess, and you shall have the necessary funds.”

Andrew wanted a love match. The loss of his family had left a vacuum in his life. No one, not even his closest friends, knew how much he missed having a family. His only living relative was his grandfather’s cousin, a crusty old bachelor. As a boy, Andrew had no option but to spend his school holidays in his mausoleum-like house. On his very first visit, the old man had snapped at him to keep out of his sight and never be heard.

Marriage was his only means of having a family. He did not want it to be based on anything other than love. For a year, he tried to raise funds from bankers and investors. His friends wanted to help him, but they were either second sons or yet to inherit. 

A year later, he accepted Mr. Norton’s suggestion and went up to London during the Season. He would find a wife with a handsome dowry but choose one likely to provide companionship as well. 

He met Fanny for the first time on a street corner. The attraction was immediate. The second time he saw her was at a ball.  The moment their eyes met, his heart started to race. He did not exchange a single word with her – they had not been formally introduced – but whenever he caught a glimpse of her, he found her looking at him. He made inquiries and was dismayed to learn that she had no dowry and was looking for a rich husband. 

He knew then they were not meant for each other and tried to stop thinking about her. He told himself not to be foolish; a few shared looks did not mean anything. But he could not keep away. Not when Fanny’s sister-in-law was pushing her towards lecherous old men. His plans for his estate could wait. He needed Fanny. More importantly, she needed him. 

He proposed to her.

And then everything came crashing down. Lord Kingston barged into the room. He was armed with evidence to prove that Fanny was no better than a lightskirt. He showed Andrew pamphlets—degrading pictures titled “The Baron’s Daughter.” They were unmistakably of Fanny. He grabbed Fanny and, as proof of his accusations, exposed a mole on her back. 

Fanny had tried to defend herself, but he refused to listen. Instead of standing by her and protecting her, he had insulted her and left.

Angry and hurt, he had retreated to his rented rooms, his brain on fire. He was furious that Fanny had tricked him. He hated himself for losing his heart to a woman who had sunk so low. He tortured himself by replaying the scene in his mind: Lord Kingston treating Fanny worse than a common harlot.

Sometimes he started to worry about her. Had Lord Kingston molested her further after he had left? But he pushed such thoughts away; she did not deserve his concern.

Though he rarely left his rooms, someone was determined to keep him informed about the scandal. More pamphlets and newspapers lampooning Flighty Fanny appeared under his door. He thought they would drive him out of his mind. 

A week later, Mr. Norton knocked on his door. Surprised that Andrew had not called in connection with drawing the trust funds, he had thought to visit. Instead of the cheerful young man he was familiar with, he found a wild-eyed youth talking about enlisting or moving to the colonies. Mr. Norton guessed Andrew’s motives. He wanted to enlist because he had no desire to live; he was looking for someone to kill him and put him out of his misery.

He suggested an alternative. “A client of mine owns a ship. He is looking for a young man to work under the captain who will be retiring soon.”

It was a ruse. Behind Mr. Norton’s dry exterior lay a warm heart. He had always looked out for Andrew. The ship belonged to him, and the old sea captain was his friend.

When Andrew left on the ship, he had a vague notion that he would be helping the captain. Instead, he was assigned duties along with the other sailors. The work was endless and kept him engaged for hours at a stretch. In six months, the hard labor rid him of his anger. It also taught him how to run a ship. 

Mr. Norton signed him on to command the ship for three more voyages. Instead of a salary, he offered a share in the profits. He also invested Andrew’s trust funds. Andrew went to Hong Kong, India, and Australia. He met men and women from different walks of life. His experiences taught him much. He came to understand that Fanny was a victim. She could not have done the things she was accused of. He ought to have listened to what she was trying to tell him. 

He realized what he had felt for her was not a fleeting attraction but love. She was the only woman for him. He returned, determined to win her hand. He was late by a week. Fanny was already Lady Mannering. 

Driven with despair, he had wild thoughts of rushing after her and rescuing her from the clutches of her husband. He might have done something foolish, too, but Mr. Norton, with his usual good sense, had made him see reason. Fanny was a married lady, legally tied to her husband, and his impetuosity could only harm her. 

He threw himself into the shipping business. Trade was a dirty word for a man of his birth, but he did not care. He had a gift for picking up wares that would fetch a handsome profit. Every year, his profits rose. He eventually purchased a small fleet of ships and hired more when needed. He established offices in Liverpool, London, and Boston. 

He tried not to think about Fanny. She was a dream that had slipped away. He still wanted a wife. The best families in Boston tried to match him with their daughters. He attended balls and dinners where young women openly flirted with him. He had only to choose one among them. 

But he never did. Some nights, he stayed up late thinking about what could have been. He remembered the joy in Fanny’s face when he had proposed. He tried to forget the shock and the pain that replaced it a few minutes later.

Fanny, with her abundant dark hair, flashing blue eyes, and a wide smile in a heart-shaped face, was forever etched in his heart. He would do his utmost to win back her regard. She was the love of his life. 

 


Chapter 4
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Fanny remained silent on the way home. Later, when they were having tea, she said, “Bathsheba, I must thank you again. You have refrained from asking me about my predicament.”

“What was there to ask? You arrived with the clothes on your back and your mother’s jewels. I cannot be thankful enough that you thought to come to me.”

“I want to tell you everything. Well, not everything. Some pages of my life will have to remain closed if I am to retain my sanity.”

“I know a little about what your life has been like, Fanny. My mother did not marry into the ton, but she liked to read Society news. You must not distress yourself by telling me about your come out.”

Her come out. Bathsheba thought that was where things had gone wrong. But her life had been blighted much before her London Season. She had been fifteen and little more than a child then. 

“I made my debut six years ago,” Fanny said. “I was nineteen and Father suddenly decided upon a London Season. He had not bothered with one for my sisters. He found husbands for them as soon as they turned seventeen. One is married to a squire twenty years older than her, the other to a rich farmer. My father was wealthy but thought it a waste to provide large dowries for his daughters. He saw daughters as a strain on his wealth. There was no question of a Season. Whatever love he was capable of was reserved for my brothers. He wanted them to make good matches that would increase the family wealth.”

Bathsheba was not surprised that Baron Rowley had wanted his sons to follow in his footsteps. After all, he had married Fanny’s mother for her portion. She had heard her mother and grandmother bemoan the match. Her grandfather, an earl, would practically froth at the mouth if the baron was mentioned in his hearing. He called him a swindler and a cheat. 

“I did not want to go to London, but Father refused to listen. Mother had been gone for more than three years by then. It would not have mattered had she been alive; he would have only silenced her.”

“Why did you not wish to attend the Season?”

Fanny looked down into her lap and twisted her handkerchief. 

“I am sure that is of no import. Continue with your story,” Bathsheba said.

“He sent my sister-in-law with me. Augusta was the one who had planted the idea in my father’s head. She is like him. They told me to find a rich husband because my father wanted more money to develop his lands. We came to London. I visited the shops with Augusta. I also made a friend, Lady Maria, the granddaughter of the Duchess of Severn. She is two years younger than I, but we got along famously. 

“The first two weeks went well. Then Augusta started pushing suitors at me. Lord Coombs and Lord Newman frequently called at our lodgings.”

Bathsheba gaped. Lord Newman was suspected of murdering his wife, and Lord Coombs had a terrible reputation for debauchery. Both were old men.

“Augusta spread the word that I had no dowry and was looking for a rich husband. She made sure I did not meet young men. Despite that, I hoped to find someone with whom I could be tolerably happy. Then the pamphlets appeared. I was lampooned in the papers and labeled Flighty Fanny. They also published a ribald song about me. Even Augusta agreed we had to leave. No one, not even someone of Lord Coombs’s ilk, would have me.

“Father was livid. The Season was an investment, and I had sunk it. He knew I was not to blame. A powerful duke had warned him that he would ruin us if I appeared in Society. Father had thought it an empty threat and ignored it. It was his fault, but he was not one to admit a mistake. 

“Three years later, I was married to Lord Mannering. Father was happy. He told me I had turned out to be the best of his children. He had not expected that I would fetch such a good sum.”

“He sold you?”

“The marriage settlement that Mr. Cooper mentioned this morning provided Father with a handsome amount and an estate. Of course, I have not seen the settlement. Such matters are not for a mere female. But Lord Mannering liked to remind me how much I had cost him. The late Lord Mannering.”

“He has been deceased for over a year now,” Bathsheba said. “I read about his demise in the newspaper. At first, I thought of calling on you. I was in the neighborhood. But we had met only once, and I did not want to intrude, so I wrote to you instead.”

“I am grateful you did, Bathsheba. I would not have known where to go. Your letter was my only hope. You sounded so kind and so sincere in your inquiries.”

“Why did it become necessary to leave?”

Fanny shuddered and closed her eyes for a moment. Bathsheba patted her hand. “Fanny, you do not have to tell me if it is going to be painful.”

“It is better that I do. The marriage was a farce. Lord Mannering was sixty-two; I was a month short of twenty-one. My father forced me into it. If I had an inkling of what lay ahead, I would have fought him harder. But my life at home had become unbearable. I thought if I could put up with … being a wife, I could be mistress of my own home. 

“My husband, for that is what he was in the eyes of the world and God, was not a good or a sane man. I was subjected to cruelty of the most debasing kind. I was the one toy he could legally break. He gave me no pin money. I had no means of escape. He owned me, and I had nowhere to go. Father would have sent me back.

“I was not mistress at Mannering Lodge; I was a prisoner. I was not allowed to leave it or speak to the servants. No maid was assigned to me. I could call one to help me dress, but she was not to engage in conversation. Lord Mannering was a madman, but he paid the servants well. 

“Father died a year after I was married. We did not attend the funeral. I managed to sneak a letter to my brothers, pleading with them to take me home. They wrote to Lord Mannering instead, and he was incensed at what I had done.”

Bathsheba listened without interruption. Fanny spoke in a detached monotone. She could as well be speaking of the weather. Had she become inured to suffering? Or was she numb? There was no trace of the high-spirited young girl Bathsheba had met years ago.   

“He died in his sleep. I found him. His lawyer arrived that very evening. He arranged the funeral. His son was out of the country.”

“Did Lord Mannering have a son? You did not mention him.”

“I had never met him. He lived on an estate in France and never visited. I believe father and son were estranged.”

“Why did you not leave after the funeral?”

“The lawyer told me I was entitled to receive a handsome amount under the settlement, but I would have to wait for the heir to arrive. He gave me some money to buy mourning clothes and for other expenses. Beyond that small sum, I had nothing and nowhere to go. I hated the house but was forced to live there. The new Lord Mannering, Samuel, wrote to the housekeeper with orders to continue running the house as before and to send the bills to the lawyer.

“I wrote to the lawyer twice. I asked him to advance some amount so that I might live elsewhere. He did not reply. I thought to write to you but was too embarrassed to ask for help. A month ago, the current Lord Mannering arrived. The moment I set my eyes on him, I knew he was cut from the same cloth as his father. I was not wrong. He had the temerity to tell me that I should consider nothing changed. He would be gracious. All I had to do was ...”

Fanny’s chest heaved as she fought back tears. 

“Enough!” Bathsheba exclaimed. “I do not want to hear another word. It is indeed fortunate that you managed to escape. Do you think you are in danger from him? He has no claim on you.”

“He threatened to ruin me. He said with my past, people would believe whatever he told them about me.”

“Is that why you do not want Mr. Cooper to act on your behalf?”

“You may think me a coward for not standing up to Samuel Mannering. The truth is, I do not have the strength to fight. I only want to live in peace. I would like beyond anything to live by myself in a remote village.”

“Am I to understand you are tired of my company?” Bathsheba teased.

“You know that is not true. Bathsheba, why do we not leave London? The sum of our annuities should be enough to live in a small place.”

Bathsheba took Fanny’s hands into her own. They were cold. “You are still young, Fanny. You deserve a second chance. The Season will be starting soon. You could find a husband. Someone of your choice this time.”

A look of revulsion came over Fanny’s face. “Never again! Never will I tie myself to a man again. It is the most helpless of feelings, Bathsheba, to know there is no escape! I wanted to kill him or myself but did not know how.”

For the first time since her arrival, Fanny broke down. Bathsheba let her weep. When she showed no sign of stopping, Bathsheba lowered her cousin’s head to rest in her lap and removed her hairpins. She kept stroking her hair until Fanny lifted her tearstained face and sat up.

“I am sorry, Bathsheba. I do not know what came over me.”

“Give yourself time, Fanny. You were not meant to withdraw from life but to seize it. I have admired that trait in you for years.” 

“What trait do you mean?” 

“How many times did you escape from your bedroom to ride your pony? Or run into the woods to watch the sunrise?”

“Too many times to keep count. I was foolish and wild. Actions have consequences. It is not for nothing that young ladies are guarded. I wish Mother had bothered more. I wish my governess had not been so eager to stay on the right side of Father that she hid my escapades from him. There was nothing to admire in me, Bathsheba. I was only trouble waiting to happen.”

Fanny fell silent. Bathsheba guessed there was something Fanny was not telling her. Some pages of my life will have to remain closed if I am to retain my sanity. Whatever had happened to her cousin had scarred her deeply. She bore no resemblance to her younger self. The Fanny she remembered was as bright as a sunny day and as free as the wind. Neither her father’s strictures nor her mother’s apathy marred her. She knew how to create joy in her dreary life and escape into a world untouched by her unpleasant situation.  
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