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  A historical romance set in pre-Regency England, where our hero strives to rescue a courageous yet powerless lady from forced marriage. There is sword-play, humour and a denouement tasty enough to satisfy even the most demanding romantic appetite.


   


  “…written with pace and verve, and a wry, energetic sense of bonhomie.”


  “…one of the few books that I would rate as coming close to Georgette Heyer…”


  “If you like Jane Austen…you’ll like this.”
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  “Spain,” said the young governess, seated at a table with a small girl and a large globe. She was pointing at New York. Across the room, the student’s elder sister sighed. The calm of Spain was an ocean away from those increasingly tetchy colonies. Miss Blythe put down her calf-bound De Agri Cultura, meticulously aligned its spine to the edge of her desk and wondered how she could tactfully intervene. Whilst considering, she straightened her Vocabularium Latiale, which had been marginally askew, and arranged her pencils in a neat row.


  The desk in order, she removed her reading spectacles, blew flecks of hair powder from the frames and slipped them into a pocket hidden within a pleat at her panniers. Every trace of unbecoming intellect concealed, Miss Blythe became an unremarkable if somewhat stiff young lady—a paragon of dress and deportment whose eyes suddenly widened at an astonishing sight in the gardens at the centre of the Square. A girl, perhaps a flower seller—or even, judging by her tight dress, one who retailed less seemly wares!—had scaled the railings, slipped by the watchman and concealed herself fifteen feet up a plane tree, body propped against the trunk, legs sprawled along a bough.


  It was a beautiful spot, for, hitching up her skirt, the girl’s legs bathed in May sunshine whilst her head relaxed in the shade. Reaching between her well-displayed breasts, she drew a sausage from the busk of her stays and commenced to munch upon it, bite by luxuriating bite, between mouthfuls her lips curling blissfully at the corners, eyes half-closed in the happiness of one who had what she wanted and had, perhaps quite literally, nothing to lose. Miss Blythe succumbed to years of training and stiffened at such vulgarity, nostrils flaring; but then, to her consternation and shame, she found that the emotion which began to sing most loudly was not contempt, but envy. She had spent her early childhood skipping semi-clad over mooring ropes with friends just such as the girl in the garden! Yet what of those friends? When one makes the journey from the slums to Hanover Square, there are no seats for fellow travellers.


  Her most mobile feature, a keen pair of chestnut eyes—clashing sadly with the powdered coiffure—turned to the table, blinking at the pretty pair splashed in May sunlight. The elder’s pale skin was dazzling against the sombre tones of mourning; the younger wore white muslins dappled green by shafts sifted through the topmost leaves of youthful trees.


  They seemed no more than two children playing with a globe. At sixteen, Lady Sarah certainly lacked both the age expected of a governess and the education, and had been tingling with anticipation of her first Season when Fate had stripped her of her silks and dumped into her care a disturbingly sharp, nine-year-old mind. Fortunately, Miss Catherine did not notice where the governess was pointing whilst repeating Spain, being in rapt adoration of her heroine’s somewhat vacant cerulean eyes.


  Lady Sarah, anxiously glancing at Miss Blythe, received a reassuring smile. She also remarked a thumb, elegantly draped upon the tabletop, unmistakably pointing east. Her finger slid across the surface of the globe. The thumb pointed up to indicate approval and was folded away. “Spain,” she repeated, this time with a degree of truth.


  “Kate,” urged Miss Blythe, “do look at the globe.”


  “But I know where Spain is.”


  “Regardless of what you already know, it is polite to attend to your lesson. You would not wish to cause offence?”


  “Oh, no! Actually, Lady Sarah, your finger is on the Basque lands. The Basques don’t consider themselves Spanish.”


  “They don’t?” To Lady Sarah, all facts were a charming novelty, save those pertaining to the equine world.


  “It’s on account of their language being only debatably of European origin.” This being the second month of their educational relationship, she knew not to distress her governess by asking her opinion on the fascinating paper on the subject by Esteban de Garibay; for Lady Sarah might struggle with his complex theory of the Basques being direct descendants of Noah through Japheth and Tubal. “But they do owe obedience to the King of Spain, from where Papa’s fortune derives.”


  “I thought you said the Aztecs…”


  “The Aztecs,” said Miss Catherine, her gaze averted from her sister’s inevitable frown as she clambered onto the table to address Lady Sarah eye to eye, “dig up the gold. The Spaniards, having guns which the Aztecs lack, steal the gold. Papa buys it discounted in Cadiz and resells at a premium in London, Edinburgh and Antwerp. I think it is wrong that the poor Aztecs are robbed. I have seen engravings of them—they cannot even afford clothes.


  Miss Blythe interjected, “But without their gold, we could not afford Lady Sarah as your governess.”


  “Oh. Then we had best rob the poor Aztecs, I suppose.”


  Miss Catherine’s conviction that anything was justified to keep Lady Sarah in their midst was a view not universally shared. To those who passed their time exchanging elegant conversation in the drawing rooms of the fashionable world, the descent of the daughter of an earl into mere employment as the dependant of such a lately-come mushroom as Mr Blythe was, to the sympathetic, a cause for pity, and for the majority, justified contempt.


  It was common knowledge, and in no way mitigated her crime, that Mr Blythe had hired the girl more for her connections than the content of her mind. Lady Sarah Westernburgh—but recently welcomed in just such drawing rooms as these!—had hired herself out in that most demeaning of genteel roles: the governess. One knew all about that skinny breed, with their modestly cut gowns and frayed hems and seats jammed back against the wall, for one had been taught by a governess. One invited one’s old governess to one’s more public parties, but one threw them affection as a master threw his dog a bone.


  However, not only on account of Lady Sarah’s prior popularity but also due to the cause of her precipitate tumble from Society, her status was still the subject matter of a debate conducted by those who knew how to address such issues in graceful terms. Indeed, just as the globe was being turned in Hanover Square, a chair’s ride away sat Lady Frances Manners, a contemporary with whom Lady Sarah had used to play at battledore and shuttlecock in the gardens of Grosvenor Square. Twitching her skirts, which shone in the same sun as was lighting Lady Sarah’s schoolroom, she suggested, a mist dampening her gentle eyes, that their dear friend should still be received. “I do pity her so! And so too must you, Lizzy! To lose both parents together—and in such an unfortunate way!”


  Lady Elizabeth Herbert, Countess of Pembroke and Montgomery, sliced the air with her infamous stiletto nose. “Nothing justifies joining a family which smells so strongly of tar!”


  “But perhaps,” essayed Lady Frances, “no family more genteel offered dear Sally a post?”


  “And no surprise, for a lady less suited to the role of governess I have never met. We all know she is nothing but a Trojan horse to smuggle the Blythe girls into the ton—and that is a campaign which shall receive no assistance from me.”


  “But it is said Miss Blythe is on the verge of an advantageous match…”


  “Nonsense! That muckle-head Englefield could not be so done up as to offer for such a shocking bluestocking!”


  “She is terribly well-read! So perhaps it is just a hum. But still I feel, my dear, that poor Sally—”


  “Only consider her parents’ scandalous deaths. That a man can gamble away a fortune is folly, but a folly one can understand. That in a moment of despair he can end himself—that too one can understand. But to take his wife? The name of Westernburgh must forever be soiled in infamy! I could not write it on an invitation and neither, I pray, dear Fran, shall you. The ton remains the ton because of a rigid application of principles.”


  “Yet for her to lose her dear mama by her father’s hand…”


  “And thus quite right that her maternal family reject her! The daughter of a—but it must not be spoken. If her maternal family will not countenance receiving her, so much the less must we. Besides, how could one call upon her? One cannot, upon making a morning call, ask to see the governess!”
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  Lean and sinewy, hands in pockets, shirt billowing in the breeze with his coat slung haphazard on a cleat, he strolled across the deck, exhaling the quiet confidence of a self-made man. The cabin boy scurried to his side, tugging at a sleeve. A pair of cobalt eyes swivelled down, a grin crinkling a cluster of nascent smile lines in smooth, tanned skin. “Harry! Your breakfast trays have brought me safely home! And what’s next for you?”


  “A clerk in merchant’s house!”


  “Really? Which merchant’s house?”


  “Yours!”


  “Mine?”


  “Yours, Mr Yorke! That’s why you learned me.”


  “Why I taught you? A clerk? After this life on the ocean waves? Is that really what you want?”


  “I talked to them clerks at your counting house in Calcutta. They said you was the best master and them that works hard gets ahead. I wants to get ahead.”


  “So be a ship’s captain.”


  “Me dad said the seasick would stop. He were wrong!”


  “I remember the mess off Mombasa!”


  “I would’ve cleaned it up if you’d not got there first! Please, Mr Yorke, please can I be a clerk in your house?”


  The merchant glanced at the captain, who shrugged a rueful grin. “I never seen one to flash so much hash! Half the time upwind, too!”


  “Just the first time, Sir!”


  “Came back right at him! And right at my boots! Harry’s right, Mr Yorke. He’s one that will ne’er plug the wave cascade, no matter how long he serves. But he’s a good lad, as you’ve seen, and since you’ve taken the trouble to teach him to read, it would only be fair for you to reap the harvest.”


  “Fine, Harry.” Mr Yorke ruffled the lad’s hair. “We shall find work for you. Perhaps you can start now by packing the last of my kit. I have shaved, so even that may go away.”


  “And the Marcus Orlus you said not to pack?”


  “Even Marcus Aurelius can go in the bag—but perhaps near the top.”


  “Bang up, Sir!” The boy darted below.


  The captain pointed to a dock on the Surrey side. Mr Yorke smiled. A decade of cargoes—and at last he could see where most had come.


  Not all had been landed south of the river. Initially, he followed the more experienced merchants to the Upper Pool. However, he had come to wonder at such collective folly: to be sure, the Upper Pool was a fine dock, providing excellent access to the City and all roads north; but built at the turn of the century to safely house an immense trade of six hundred vessels at once, it now constituted a thieves’ paradise. The new exotic cargoes from the West Indies brought over seventeen hundred ships to the moorings, piled high with costly cargoes, waiting to be devoured piece by piece like plates of sweetmeats at a feast.


  Mr Yorke’s first mixed shipment had lost a hundredweight of calico to mudlarks stealing onto the lighter at low tide; his second had lost two hundredweight of coffee beans, not to common thieves but to revenue officers demanding their share of the cargo for protection from river pirates; the third lost a chest of tea to scuffle-hunters, which, being the first crop of Mr Yorke’s experimental plantation, had been of great sentimental value; his fourth mixed cargo was not sent until he had secured safe landing on the other bank of the Thames.


  His use of the new dock was acquired, as was perhaps the case with all the best business deals, over a glass or two of something convivial. His companion upon that evening was a certain Trevithick Russell, also in his early twenties but, unlike Mr Yorke, one who found himself in India initially against his own will, having been frogmarched onto a ship by some of the stronger members of his uncle’s staff. He had objected to this treatment—but had been too inebriated to offer more than token resistance, and once they had succeeded in tying him to a railing, his uncle had delivered the coup de grace. When no less a man than the Duke of Bedford orders ‘the boy be delivered to Calcutta, dead or alive’, such a demand is accepted as law by captain and crew alike. In the Duke’s defence, having descended the gangplank he went directly to his drinks steward and required him export to Calcutta one barrel a month of the strongest Dutch East India Company beer from no lesser source than the De Witte Haan brewery, and that the first such barrel had to arrive “Before my pour souse of a nephew gets there.”


  Mr Yorke, who fell into friendship with the feckless but entertaining Trevithick, noticed on one such barrel the mark of the Howland Great Wet Dock. He broached the subject after the third pint, his friend replying—


  “Oh, George, I don’t know—some family business. A dock. Surrey side.”


  “Any problems with thieves? Mudlarks, that sort of thing?” he’d asked, at which Trevithick had laughed.


  “Dear George, you really must meet my family! No, on second thoughts, don’t. There’s a danger I might be nearby you, and any proximity to them…”


  “I understand. My family drove me overseas.”


  “Mine dragged me overseas, bound to the mast! I have an uncle. Used to be in charge of the Royal Navy. Thinks he still is. The dock’s more of a shipyard than a landing point, so it don’t attract many thieves. There were some, but word soon got about that anyone who steals from His Grace ends up in leg irons with a gratis ticket to the New World.”


  By the end of the fourth pint, they had signed an agreement. Trevithick, in exchange for free food and accommodation, was to join Mr Yorke’s enterprise as a nominal partner. As anticipated, the presence of the prodigal son’s name on the company letterhead so surprised and impressed His Grace that the partnership’s vessels were given free landing at the dock, and Mr Russell’s younger, less feckless brother, who, after a series of successful delaying actions had begun to fret at an approaching career in the church, leapt at the opportunity to manage their small, private warehouse, executing Mr Yorke’s precise instructions for uniting clients with their purchases. Mr Yorke celebrated a radical advance in his business model and Trevithick relaxed in the knowledge that henceforth he could spend as many weeks of the year as he wished mongoose beagling without troubling himself over the mundane matter of subsistence.


  A second change Mr Yorke embraced, having seen another merchant adopt the practice, was that of packing his goods in containers known as lift vans. These twelve-foot-long wooden boxes could be filled and then sealed under lock and key; they could be winched onto and off a ship without ever having been opened, and at the far end of the ocean they could, within a matter of minutes, be deposited upon a canal barge or road trolley for their onward journey.


  With a safe landing point and containers to prevent damage and theft, profits soared. Mr Yorke, not being one with expensive tastes, reinvested these profits, and so, upon his return to England, a modestly circumstanced sixteen-year-old had grown into a man of one-and-thirty whose taste for informal attire said more about his disposition than his deposits at Campbell & Coutts.


  The captain, having returned to the sterncastle, looked down upon this most favoured passenger. That fifteen years ago the lad had been respectful towards him—but of course! For the boy, all ambition and optimism, was scarcely shaving when he booked his first cargo, just some calico and a single chest of China tea. But as that single chest had grown to three, five, twelve, and then a lift van, then several, ultimately the hiring of his entire ship, aye, the lad had kept his respect, none of the arrogance of his other successful clients. Young Mr Yorke, he had his goods waiting, paid on time, said thank you for the service rendered—and, despite being so far away, always ordered a half dozen barrels of beer to await the crew in Surrey. One cold January, there had been that whole roast pig, slaughtered when they’d been sighted, turning on a spit as they unloaded and ready to eat when the job was done!


  Away from home for fifteen years, yet he did not seem about to kiss the soil that spawned him. They sailed by the magnificence of the Royal Navy at anchor: row upon row of many-decked vessels, some bare, the gun-holes closed, one shimmering with flags, fluttering with the frills and flounces of ladies being entertained. As the ship slipped by, Mr Yorke watched them complacently taking their tea al fresco, served by sailors in their best pressed uniforms, officers’ nip-waisted daughters flirting with midshipmen with gold buttons agleam, starched epaulettes ablaze in the sun. He saw stood amongst them fresh-faced gentlemen, jealously surveying the midshipmen’s uniforms, whilst the seafarers envied the snug homes to which the civilians would return. He scanned back to the maidens—always worth a second glance!—as the prettier amongst them frowned for worry at whether today’s dress showed them off to good effect and the plainer girls bit their lips at being shown off at all. He gazed, as the party disappeared astern, at a brood of officers on the quarterdeck, beards fluffed up in pride; and chuckled as he saw their eyes burn at the maidens’ overflowing curves.


  To his left, a Kentish manor sat squat upon a hilltop, peering down its nose at a village, a mounted lord taking wine proffered from below.


  He gazed north, to the Upper Basin, where countless merchant vessels moored, awaiting unloading. Around them, the water seethed with lighters, revenue vessels, rowboats and thieves, swarming over and under and around one another like rats in the Walbrook. Beyond them, the quays and warehouses bulged with the fruits of empire, a table groaning under the strain of the greatest feast mankind had ever known: not everyone was invited to dine, but there were plenty of scraps for those willing to wash the dishes and wait at table.


  He gazed lastly at the bloated self-importance of St Paul’s, thick about the waist, already gathering the grime of coal soot on its pontifical robe, a fat bishop of a building too pompous to converse with the skinny curates and skinny spires clustered around its skirts.


  Mr Yorke gazed at it all, at the warships and warehouses, cathedral and country seats; the captain, watching him measure his land, saw neither joy nor pride nor homecoming tears, just a wry amusement playing about the edges of his eyes.
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  “And this is the coast of Spain,” said the governess, her finger pointing to Portugal, another pedagogical fault not to cause Miss Blythe concern, on this occasion Miss Catherine being focused upon the smoothing of Lady Sarah’s ribbons. The job done, her little fingers took to poking the insides of long, tubular ringlets.


  Miss Blythe straightened the sheet upon which she had been writing and, careful of powdered curls, slid her reading spectacles back into place. The quill lifted from the standish, she inked the tip and recommenced her reply to the new head of Lady Sarah’s family. No, Miss Blythe explained, she would not be sending Lady Sarah into his care. It was a severe test of her epistolary skills to reject his derisory offer whilst leaving for Lady Sarah a door open into her miserable family, just in case she should she in future wish to ally herself with what seemed a bitter, backbiting brood.


  However, once the child had begged her to arrange her future as Miss Blythe best saw fit, the decision to reject his meagre fare had taken a matter of seconds. Lady Sarah was not in as desperate a position as her rapacious relatives thought.


  Mr Blythe was aware that his daughter treated the girl far, far better than a governess might ordinarily expect, but he was equally aware of the immense social benefits to be derived from her presence in his home. Having invested so much in the education and gentrification of his daughters, he was too sharp a businessman to stint at securing the services of one who could lead them by the hand the final few steps into the ton. Consequently, Mr Blythe had given his elder daughter a free hand to arrange such comfort for Lady Sarah that she would choose to stay. He was under no illusions regarding the girl’s education or intellect, but really, such matters were of little interest, learning being wasted upon women. What he was buying was the girl’s acquaintance, and if his Emily was soft-hearted enough to pamper the girl, he would not balk at the cost. Besides, in addition to the social entrées for his girls, to have an earl’s daughter as little Kate’s governess—now that bought him more respect in the City than a diamond tie pin at twice the price!


  Postlethwaite had been shocked at the instruction to prepare the best guest bedchamber for the new governess. Although his qualms had been settled by the information that the room was for a titled lady, his hackles had again been raised when, overlooking the steward’s accounts, he had seen that Lady Sarah, a mere governess, was to be paid eighty pounds per year! And hitherto Miss Blythe had been most careful in the management of the master’s finances! “Yes,” she had replied, “that is open-handed. But Postlethwaite, were my father’s enterprises to fail, what else should I do but become a governess? At one-and-twenty, I am perhaps past all hope of marriage—and a shocking bluestocking!”


  Postlethwaite most strongly represented the infelicity of this financial upset in the natural order and Miss Blythe, initially believing him to be diligently penny-pinching, struggled to contain her mirth when it transpired that his objection was more personal: “For Miss Blythe, I am paid seventy pounds, a most generous allowance—and it is scarcely fitting that a governess should be paid more than me!”


  “Postlethwaite, it is true the butler should ordinarily be paid a great deal more than a mere governess. However, Lady Sarah is a most superior governess.” Whilst Postlethwaite considered whether it might be seemly to make the obvious rejoinder, Miss Blythe added, “Incidentally, I note that the tablecloth laid for luncheon is stained.” He could but apologise and promise immediate remedial action and thus, to his dissatisfaction, the matter was closed. Lady Sarah was to stay in the best guest chamber, a fire to be kindled at her request, a maid to be taken from far more important duties to dress and undress her whenever she rang, and in addition to all this, she was to be paid eighty pounds per year! As Miss Blythe saw fit, he said, bowed and departed to deal with the tablecloth debacle.


  Attempting to pen a civil rejection of the new earl’s kind suggestion, a wry grin crept into her inscrutable social visage: life as an honoured servant of the Blythes certainly trumped Lady Sarah’s cousin’s offer of an unheated attic room and two shillings a week to nurse his bilious mother in Bath.


  The poor girl really did seem bereft of protection! Lady Pembroke’s satisfaction at the maternal family casting off of Lady Sarah was founded on fact—and of the paternal family: those who had taken the trouble to respond to Miss Blythe’s epistles had echoed the manner of the new earl, rejoicing in the downfall of one who had been placed by her father on a pedestal far above themselves.


  Miss Blythe really was at her wits’ end. True, the life they gave Lady Sarah was more comfortable than that of the vast majority who plied her trade, but it had cut her off entirely from her friends. Acid words had been dropped in Miss Blythe’s ear at a philanthropic dinner, one titled guest saying loudly to another that it was a shame the Westernburgh girl had planted herself amongst mushrooms, for did not everyone know that mushrooms were commercially grown in manure? Even the pretty little widgeon herself, when pressed by Miss Blythe to explain dried tear tracks observed in bright sunlight, had mentioned the impropriety of making social calls at a place of employment: and if her friends would not call upon her, she could not call upon them? Lady Sarah, who, despite her lack of dowry, would make such an excellent wife to a big-boned, simple country squire, was destined to wither into an urban spinster.


  Not one to quit the battlefield until the last man was down, Miss Blythe turned to the child’s godparents, only to find three deceased and the fourth long since departed these shores. Having only this one card left to play, she had sent a letter to India, more in hope than expectation. No reply had yet been received—but it was not many weeks since she had written, so at least one card was still in play! Granted, it was not exactly a trump card, but even the best player could be forgiven losing a rubber if dealt such a poor hand.


  There was another lady had been dealt a far better set of cards, amongst which were the convenience of a dead husband, a noble title which opened doors, a comfortable jointure and two stately abodes, one of which looked towards the Blythe residence from the other side of Hanover Square. She had frittered away her advantages, a sad predilection for the game of pharo, allied to an excess of optimism over arithmetic, ending in her son’s two houses being mortgaged up to and perhaps beyond their market value. Fortunately, the young Lord Englefield, one who had recently survived rather than thrived upon the intellectual rigours of Eton, was not aware that a lien upon his entailed Berkshire estate was irregular and had thus acquiesced with his signature when pressure from his mother’s less patient creditors had driven her to such questionable means. Further, being one who more enjoyed the outdoors than the comforts of civilisation, he had scarcely noticed the emptying of their London home of furniture, room by room, as a series of bailiffs called.


  It was fortunate that even the shrillest voice could not carry through a drawing room window and across almost one hundred yards of gardens; in this way, Miss Blythe escaped Lady Englefield’s cathartic animadversions towards her character. Besides, Miss Blythe being of a forgiving disposition, she might have understood Lady Englefield’s need to vent her spleen, for the noblewoman had suffered in one day a triple humiliation.


  Firstly, the poor lady had been obliged to travel by hackney, her crested town carriage now residing in an auctioneer’s warehouse; secondly, she had been required to travel unchaperoned by her dresser, the lady in question so disloyal as to take alternative employment over no more than six months’ unpaid wages; and thirdly, Lady Englefield had been obliged to state as her destination a commercial premises in the City.


  However, having finished her shrill assassination of Miss Blythe, it was most unjust for her to denigrate the girl’s father. Once Mr Blythe had welcomed Lady Englefield into his office, he had applied himself to hosting his client with all the courteous concern of a man practised in closing business deals. What difference did it make that he was selling a daughter, not gold? The serving of a sweet wine, far stronger than the taste suggested, as usual put the client at her ease and oiled the wheels of negotiation. Business was swift, her ladyship being but days, she believed, from a debtor’s prison, and on his side, the merchant fixated upon his future grandson’s seat in the House of Lords. Thus Lady Englefield, shown the deference her rank deserved and offered debt relief beyond her most desperate dreams, ought really to have summed up her son’s prospective father-in-law with a kinder exclamation than a vituperative “Mushroom!”


  Lord Englefield stifled a ruddy-cheeked smile. “She will not hear me?”


  “Do you think I summoned you from Berkshire on a fool’s errand? Plague the girl! Of course she’ll hear you, damn her!”


  “Mama!”


  “Her father has seen to that. Mushroom! To think it has come to this.”


  “But I’m sure—”


  “You are sure of nothing, nodcock.”


  “No, Mama.”


  “You remind me all too strongly of your sainted father.”


  This was, perhaps, unfair. The old Lord Englefield had succeeded, when relatively young, in the challenging task of dying from gout. The young Lord Englefield was, in contrast, erect, big-boned yet trim about the stomach, and more fond of turf than table, his curly blonde hair and clear if somewhat vague blue eyes exuded an air of naïve, blundering health.


  The Dowager shook out her skirts. “A sharp man, that Blythe. I’ll say that for him. Yes, the girl will have you, if you do as I tell you.”


  “Oh.”


  “And none of that simpering! Englefield Manor has been handed from father to son for seven hundred years! Are you to be the first to fail? Do you want your son raised in a tavern? Eh? Or a slum? Or one of Blythe’s factories?”


  “He makes his gold in factories?”


  “Enough! She will have you—her father has seen to that. I shall tell you how he has rendered her pliable and you must listen, for it affects how we proceed. Are you listening?”


  “Yes, Mama.”


  “You are aware that Miss Blythe is something of an intellectual?”


  “Yes, Mama.”


  “Further, that Miss Blythe is addicted to the company of other women who like to read books? I can only assume this perverted conduct is the result of her bourgeois upbringing. Be that as it may, her father, knowing of this addiction, has for six months past strictly forbidden her from either receiving or visiting members of the Blue Stockings Society. Attending their soirées has been out of the question! Thus she thirsts for the freedom that marriage to a Radical shall bring. You, Englefield, are that Radical.”


  “Me, Mama?”


  “You, Englefield. You need only express the absurd opinion that women should be educated and she will fall into your lap. The girl should be grateful for such a soft landing.”


  “But Mama—the Blue Stockings! Mrs Vesey! Mrs Montagu! And I believe that Miss Blythe is very old?”


  “Nonsense—but one-and-twenty, a bare three years your senior. Naturally, you shall live at Englefield Hall, for Berkshire’s all you’re good for, and the young lady shall live here, under my guidance, at Englefield House. The provision of heirs shall only require of you brief day trips to town. I cannot see such a lady wanting your blundering tongue here to embarrass her in front of her cultural friends.”


  “No, Mama.”


  “You shall acquire a wife who shall trouble you little. You shall keep as many hunters as you wish, for all of our mortgages and…er…personal debts are to be purchased by Mr Blythe, the interest rolled over and the whole bequeathed upon your son and heir. Should you like to purchase a new hunter?”


  “Yes, Mama!”


  “Then do as you are bid. Miss Blythe has been primed to expect a visit from you this afternoon, so you may go and dress—but avoid that appalling new waistcoat. Report to me before you go so I may drill you in your lines.”


  The apostrophised thigh-length waistcoat remaining safely out of the public gaze, Lord Englefield, splendid from white tie-wig to gleaming buckles, passed a terrifying half hour as his script was harangued into him by his dear mama, then walked from one side of Hanover Square to the other, disturbing a nursemaid with whom he had been on quite personal terms by blindly striding past whilst audibly rehearsing his words. Finding himself before the Blythe residence with no excuse to leave, a meaty fist of fingers grasped an ostentatious, oversized brass knocker and, throbbing with adrenalin, sounded a thunderous report.


  Lady Sarah had been standing within, smiling down from her patrician height to an unusually diminutive maid laden with a full decanter of port upon a tray. “Polly, it needs to go to the yellow saloon,” she had said, and was about to specify that such display items sat beneath the mirror, when the hall echoed as if Thor himself had hammered at the door. Lady Sarah merely started, stiffening a little, but her less strictly raised companion screeched, flinging up her hands to cover her face. Maid and lady both watched the glassware perform a graceful parabola. Inexorably, it descended, crashing to the marble flagged floor and spraying a soup of port and shards across the polished tiles.


  Polly, having seen enough, put her hands back over her eyes and commenced keening. The butler, arriving in his decorous gait, was diverted from opening the door by Lady Sarah’s interjection: “Ah—Postlethwaite, how convenient of you!”


  “Thank you, Lady Sarah. Might I be of assistance?”


  “Yes. Poor Polly has sustained a shock to her nerves. Please do take her down to the kitchen, sit her at the table and give her some brandy.”


  “Sit her down and serve her brandy, Lady Sarah?”


  “Yes, that would be best.”


  “You wish the girl to be seated, Lady Sarah?”


  “And served brandy.”


  “As Lady Sarah sees fit.”


  “A large brandy, perhaps. But not too large, for Polly is small. She keeps moaning about her wages, as if she expects to pay for the breakage. Surely she is mistaken?”


  “It is the custom of this house, Lady Sarah.”


  “How barbaric! It would take her months! Please tell her it is no such thing and she is not to be punished at all.”


  Postlethwaite, whilst not explicitly accepting this command, bowed and shepherded the cringing Polly down the back stairs. A second footman, arriving in support of the butler, was sent off to fetch cleaning equipment. Lady Sarah herself opened the door.


  This discomposed Lord Englefield. Expecting to hand his hat to a faceless menial, he was confronted by a maiden in the fullest bloom of youth, red lips and a shy blush framed by blonde curls which cascaded over one shoulder, he thought like whirlpools in a mountain stream; and upon following those glorious blonde torrents to where they lay upon pale, plump breasts he entirely lost control of his jaw. His gaze, guided by the miracle of her stays, thence travelled down to the tiniest waist and the gentle outward swell of a soft polonaise skirt. His hat, proffered for the anticipated lackey, was pulled back and held across his heart as he bowed. In response, a white-slippered toe delicately peeped out as Lady Sarah spread her skirts. He straightened. She arose—and for once found herself craning her neck to look up at eyes as pale blue as her own.


  A swallow warbled somewhere high above the square. A horse clattered by. Several houses away, someone slammed a door. The fluctuating flush in her complexion and the slack droop of his jaw expressed their emotions better than either might have managed had they been capable of words.


  A deprecating cough alerted Lady Sarah to Postlethwaite’s return. Jolted, she lifted her skirts, revealing a tantalising glimpse of a slender ankle, and stood back. “Sir, do please mind the floor. Some wine has been spilt.”


  What an angelic voice! Well-bred, pretty, yet strong! He bowed again, allowing the beauty to lead him to a drawing room.


  Once seated, espying the butler, he reached for his card—but Postlethwaite was faster. “My Lord Englefield, may I have the honour of introducing you to the Lady Sarah Westernburgh? My Lady, the Right Honourable Lord Englefield. I shall inform Miss Blythe of your arrival, My Lord.” Postlethwaite bowed to each and withdrew, leaving open the double doors.


  Miss Blythe was quietly enjoying Summa Theologica at a sunny bay window, the volume sagging in her grasp, consideration of Aquinas’ Aristotelian views broken by his lordship’s hammering. High up in the rafters amidst the quiet and solitude of her schoolroom refuge, she had heard him, as had his mother, the far side of the square. Lady Englefield had stiffened so rigid that the bony finger crooked around the teacup handle curled convulsively, snapping the porcelain and dumping a pool of Bohea in her lap. Fortunately, upon her return from Mr Blythe’s office, her ladyship had changed out of her best dress, so she swore but mildly, closed her eyes and concentrated upon the debt relief to come.


  Miss Blythe reacted to the Norse telegraph with more gentle resignation. When Postlethwaite coughed quietly at her open door, she glanced up and smiled. “Considering the subject matter of my reading, Postlethwaite, the style of your entrance has been most apt. Not the one extreme of an alarming knock, but neither the other of standing there in silence. He is here, is he?”


  “Miss Blythe, Lord Englefield awaits you in the yellow saloon!”


  “And I am wearing peach.”


  “I should also inform you, Miss Blythe, that the tiles at the foot of the stairs are not as clean as one might wish, and you might be advised to lift your skirts and mind your step.”


  “Yes, I heard the crash.” Postlethwaite did not withdraw. “Very well, I am told bad news comes in threes. What else have you to tell me?”


  “I cannot venture to understand your meaning, Miss Blythe, for I can count but one item of ill-fortune. However, Miss Blythe, there is something I must raise. Polly has broken a crystal decanter, leading to the additional loss of one bottle of fine tawny port. Lady Sarah has instructed me not to deduct the losses from Polly’s wages.”


  “She did, did she? We must recall, Postlethwaite, that Lady Sarah is a most superior governess. I, however, was not born to the elevated position I now hold.”


  Postlethwaite stiffened. He did not wish to be reminded. Mr Blythe’s offer of seventy pounds per year may have lured him from the service of an impecunious marquis, but the change had lowered his place at table when dining at Le Club des Majordomes.


  “Lady Sarah, in contrast, was born to the rôle. Perhaps in the past, I have been too much my father’s daughter. I count Lady Sarah a better example. Boni pastoris est tondere pecus non deglubere.”


  “I apologise, Miss Blythe, but I have never learned the Latin tongue. In future is this to form part of my duties?”


  She laughed. “I suspect my father would dismiss you at the first whiff of an epigram! What I said, Postlethwaite, is that the servants shall pay for breakages no longer. Please send Polly to my room. I shall set her at her ease—and she can help furbish me up for the ordeal in the yellow saloon.”


  By the time Miss Blythe descended, Lord Englefield and Lady Sarah had managed to agree upon the pleasantness of the spring weather. This tiny crack in the wall of their embarrassment had been all that was required for the conversation to grow roots and flourish, for the weather presented his lordship with an entrée into the state of his crops, which in turn led to a discussion of the anticipated harvest. As Miss Blythe crossed the hall, gingerly tiptoeing around the team of footmen sweeping and mopping the battlefield, she heard through the open door a sound she had not heard before: Lady Sarah, speaking not only with enthusiasm but an authority born of expertise. “But surely, My Lord, if you grow barley then you can sell the grain and use the straw to treat your carp pond?”


  “But peas give us food for the market and cattle love the vines and leaves! Milk yields!”


  “Milk yields?”


  “After the harvest, we put the cattle on the pea field. An extra pint a cow!”


  “Remarkable!”


  “Remarkable! But I shall consider the barley straw, so I shall. We have barley in the top field. Does barley straw really stop algae?”


  Miss Blythe, feeling she had little to contribute to this discussion, took the opportunity to quietly peruse her future lord and master. It was a shame, she felt, that his arrival had been so spectacular: it had robbed him of an opportunity to take stock of his appearance. It was, she confessed, a little galling to be about to receive a proposal from a man whose wig was askew.


  He was also very large, whereas being a head shorter than Lady Sarah, Miss Blythe preferred more modest proportions, and the blonde hair she saw peeping from beneath the wig was a disappointment. However, she conceded that his lack of spots and possession of a big, square jaw meant that relative to the majority of young men fresh from school he had to count as handsome, just not to her taste—and perhaps, after some years of marriage, her taste would mould itself to the man that fate had provided?


  Miss Blythe breathed deep, felt her palm grasp an imaginary nettle and approached Lady Sarah, holding out both hands, thus obliging her to rise. “Dearest, thank you so much for your kindness to my guest. Miss Catherine awaits your instruction upstairs.”


  “Miss Catherine?” With a blush, Lady Sarah remembered her rôle. “Oh, yes! Of course!”


  Lord Englefield, who had shambled to his feet, bowed to the departing beauty, his elegant manners being amply rewarded by Lady Sarah’s sweeping him a second demure peep of her toe.


  And thus the convenient couple found themselves alone. Lord Englefield gulped at Miss Blythe’s formality: the height of her hair and the width of her skirts reminded him of a terrifying afternoon he had endured when dragged by his mother to Her Majesty’s court. Miss Blythe, noting that her appearance had petrified the young man’s tongue, lowered herself into the middle of the sofa, spreading her robe a la française such that it covered the full extent of the fabric, and with a gentle wave of the wrist invited Lord Englefield to take a chair.


  Immobile of face, Miss Blythe’s heart writhed at the comedy into which she had been cast. Yes, she thought, as hostess, it was her duty to initiate conversation, but also to play the shy, silent maiden whilst a Force of Nature—a man in pursuit of his bride!—took centre stage, holding the lady’s delicate emotions in the palm of his mighty hand. So she would wait, fanning herself prettily, giving the boy a chance to prove he was a man. To aid him in his task, she adopted her most vapid, innocent smile.
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