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      Evelina glanced out of the train window at the dusky haze of the fading afternoon and tried to temper her excitement.

      The rhythmic clatter of wheels had put her maid, Mimi, to sleep, but Evelina was hurtling towards her future—at last!—with lightning speed.

      Not only was she finally leaving France to return to the land of her birth, but she had all the backing needed by a young woman determined to make the most glittering marriage of the season and to secure the future she chose for herself.

      “One scarlet and blue polonaise with blue velvet swathes and bows for Lady Gilray’s ball, and the brown and green checked walking dress for the first promenade in Hyde Park…”

      Mimi and she had spent hours deciding which of her vast couture wardrobe she’d wear for the events for which Lady Perry had secured an invitation for Evelina.

      There’d be more to come, Evelina’s mama had written, once word had spread of Evelina’s beauty and accomplishments.

      Not to mention, her dowry.

      Then she’d wear the rose-pink princess-line polonaise with fan-shaped train to Lady Marchant’s soiree…

      She had hoped to have a ball or soiree lined up for every night of the week. At nearly twenty-one and with her beauty at its peak, Evelina didn’t want to wait too long to find a suitable husband. In fact, she was determined to do so during her first London season. A brilliant match was what she wanted, though a good one would do if it happened sooner rather than later. She wasn’t looking to fall in love. The nuns at the convent had made clear that was only in fairytales.

      She rather thought she’d make a good political hostess in view of the education the nuns had given her, followed by her finishing school in Switzerland, complicated by her illness, which had held her back nearly two years.

      But now she was in the best of health and her enthusiasm for becoming mistress of a large, impressive landholding, or similar as befitted her value, was at its zenith.

      Then, for the Duchess of Kintyre’s weekend house party, she’d have to take two trunks to fit⁠—

      Evelina was just doing a mental inventory of what to pack for the penultimate event of the season four weeks hence, when a bone-rattling jolt thrust her book out of her hands and sent her maid sprawling to the compartment floor.

      “Mon Dieu! What’s happening?” Evelina shielded her face as metal shrieked, the luggage from overhead tumbled to the floor, and passengers screamed in the surrounding compartments.

      “Mimi! Mimi! Are you alright?”

      A shuddering jolt propelled Evelina against the window with force, her head hitting the glass and her vision blurring.

      She was vaguely aware of the commotion around her, but the urgency had dimmed, and suddenly everything seemed muted and very far away. She thought she could see Mimi bobbing about in the corner, and closed her eyes, for she didn’t like the way her elegant French lady’s maid looked right now, and⁠—

      “Miss! Madam!” The voice that jerked her into consciousness made her aware of the cold water seeping through her clothing and Evelina opened her eyes to a scene of horror, overlaid by the insistent calling of a male voice whom it took her a moment to locate.

      A handsome young face loomed above her.

      This seemed very odd, for she was in a train carriage on her way from Dover to London and no-one was supposed to be on the roof.

      But then she realized the carriage in which she and Mimi had been traveling from the docks was on its side, the plush seats torn from the wood paneling, and water was now rising from the broken window at her feet.

      “Please, miss! Quickly! Take my hand! There’s not much time.”

      Evelina struggled to sit up, her sodden skirts heavy and confining about her ankles as she tried to regain her balance.

      She realized that the face above her belonged to a young man who was crouched by the open door of the compartment which was on its side. He’d extended his arm and, judging by the look on his face and the urgency in his voice, matters were serious, and time was critical.

      She managed to stand and to reach up, her hand curling around strong fingers before another violent lurch broke her grip.

      With a scream, Evelina fell back against the window beneath her, and the young man’s face grew distant.

      “Take my wrist. I’ve got you!”

      He hadn’t, but his words were the reassurance she needed before she remembered her companion.

      “Mimi?” She swung round, screaming again as she saw that the older woman’s head was at an odd angle and her eyes were open and sightless.

       “You can’t do anything for her! Take my hand. We’re running out of time!”

      His urgency galvanized Evelina into action, but she had to jump to bridge the growing distance between the hand he held out as he now lay flat upon the upturned compartment which Evelina realized had slid down the embankment and into the river below.

      And which was sinking fast.

      He was strong. Strong enough to haul her entire body weight the distance needed before he had sufficient purchase to reach out his other hand and drag her through the broken window.

      With a mighty heave, he pulled her free from the wreckage just as the carriage, burdened by its own weight and the pull of the river, slid into the water with a deafening splash.

      Breathing heavily, Evelina collapsed against a pair of supporting arms and listened to the cries and screams of passengers amidst the turmoil and confusion.

      But she was safe.

      The thickness of her skirts and bodice had shielded her from the worst of potential injuries, though she saw her left hand was bloodied. Or perhaps it was a head wound, she wondered, as she withdrew her hand from wiping the hair from her eyes.

      “Monsieur?” She cast around for her rescuer, her panic, at discovering she was alone again, increasing as she registered the carnage.

      Not that she could see much until a gust of wind cleared the smoke sufficiently for her to realize that hers was one of two carriages that had derailed and slipped into the river, while the front few carriages remained on the track at the top of the embankment.

       She was alone again, but alive, and all she needed to do was to negotiate the muddy climb to the top.

      If she had the energy.

      Evelina sank down upon the metal side of their compartment which separated her from Mimi. She wouldn’t leave her friend, for Mimi had been with her since she’d gone to Switzerland. The young man would have to come back so he could get the older woman out when he’d finished saving other lives.

      Her dazed thoughts were running in discombobulated loops before she was roused by the insistent screams of a woman some yards away, she saw, as the smoke once again cleared.

      “William! My son William is still inside!”

      Evelina sat up sharply. Then, scrunching up her skirts so she could move, she struggled through the mangled metal and mud towards the woman who was kneeling on the upturned carriage, dangling her arm through the gaping window.

      “He’s too small to reach! Help me! The water’s rising!”

      Evelina stared helplessly into the void. She couldn’t see the child, but she could hear his frightened whimpers. The woman’s cries grew louder in relation to Evelina’s desperation.

      “Please, sir! Help me!”

      Evelina saw she’d thrust out her arm to grip a checked trouser leg, and she looked up into the face of the young man who had dragged her to safety a few minutes earlier. There was a cut above his eye and a smear of mud on his cheek, but nothing else marred his obvious good looks.

      Unless it was the bleakness in his eye which was directed now towards the sound of the young boy in the far depths of the carriage. Even Evelina could see it was hopeless for him to help, for the distance was too great for his seeking arm to help a small child.

      Unless—

      “Hold me while I reach for him! You’re strong enough!” Evelina burst out, unbuttoning her tight-fitting bodice, and unclasping her skirt as she spoke, closing the distance between them. The thick heavy swathes of embellishment slithered over the bustle cage which she untied with trembling fingers and tossed aside, unembarrassed as she wriggled into a sitting position with the help of the young man who hauled her into position. The glass of the window had completely fallen away, so at least no jagged edges impeded her rescue attempt.

      Only the strength and willingness of the young man, but he was already gripping her wrist while she gripped his as he carefully lowered her into the compartment.

      The claustrophobic darkness hit Evelina with force and momentarily dashed her bravado as she dangled helplessly into the void, completely dependent upon the strength of her rescuer. “William?” she called.

      But when small fingers almost instantly tickled her palm, relief and purpose galvanized her courage once more. “William, take my hand and don’t struggle!” she said, shouting back up to the light, “I’ve got him! Bring me up now!”

      The little boy’s eyes were wide with terror as he was drawn into the afternoon haze, before his mother threw herself upon him and Evelina fell back, her strength and courage drained.

      “My name’s William, too.”

      She blinked open her eyes as her handsome rescuer supported her into a sitting position, his warm, open smile revealing strong while teeth, his dark blue eyes seeming to connect to something deep inside her, causing a flowering sensation to bloom in her heart.

      Then he was straightening at a distant cry for help, while a billow of smoke obscured him from view.

      When Evelina tried to find him again so she could thank him properly, he’d gone.

      “Miss! Are you all right?” Another team of rescuers, obviously from the nearby town, swarmed over the wreckage and Evelina was soon covered in a blanket before they carried her towards a line-up of carriages parked at the top of the embankment.

      She twisted her head, searching for the young man—the older of the two Williams. But now the muddy slope and mangled carriages were overrun by strangers.

      “Miss, let me tend to that nasty cut upon your forehead.” They were motherly words and the soft hands of a woman who’d come to help were soothing. “Poor child, is someone looking for you? Let me clean you up so your loved ones can recognize you. Your poor mama, for a start, wouldn’t begin to know who you were.”

      She was a farmer’s wife by the look of her, and she’d seated herself next to Evelina in one of the carriages, cleaning Evelina’s face as she spoke.

      Evelina didn’t answer. Her mama wouldn’t know her, either way, for she’d not seen Evelina since her daughter was fourteen years old.

      As for any other loved ones, that was why she’d come to London.

      If not to love, then to establish a life.

      The life she’d grown up believing was her due.

      The one in which she finally would be mistress of her own destiny and no longer beholden to the mother who had farmed her off to the nuns when she was six because she’d said Evelina’s wild and stubborn ways was the reason her papa had removed himself from the family home.
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      LONDON ~ ONE WEEK LATER

      It was business as usual at the editorial offices. The once austere back room of London’s popular magazine Manners and Morals had been made more comfortable and in keeping with its new role: finding employment for the city’s less employable.

      But Lily McTavish—or Lady Bradden as she was known in society—was far from happy.

      “Why the long face, my darling?” her husband asked as he lounged against the doorframe, having just stepped out from his own office. “I thought you’d be thrilled at having secured places for three girls in the past fortnight.”

      “But that’s out of twenty girls, Hamish. And I had to offer mighty fine inducements.” Lily leaned back in her chair and looked at him over her steepled fingers.

      “Always so impatient,” he said, his tone fond.

      “I think it’s reasonable to want to make up for lost time.” Lily didn’t usually dwell on the past. To her horror, a large tear trickled down her cheek which she dashed away, embarrassed and angry before she felt Hamish’s hand on her shoulder.

      “You have every reason to feel that,” he said softly. “Two years stolen from you; spent in an insane asylum. But so much more than that when you consider what your late husband put you through.”

      “This isn’t about me,” Lily said, refusing to allow her beloved husband to make her feel any better. “I got more compensation than I needed or deserved when I married you, Hamish. But now I want to do what I can for these poor unfortunate women who are condemned to poverty and…and selling their bodies through no fault of their own. It pains me that people are so unwilling to employ them and so quick to condemn. They know nothing⁠—”

      “Hush, my love.” Hamish stroked her hair. “Nor should you condemn my readers—and those who are merely seeking a ‘good’ girl to work for them—for their ignorance. Their lives are so cosseted and ordered. They will never understand life as you do. While it’s all very well to educate them, it will take time. Patience,” he added with a smile.

      “It’s hard to have patience, Hamish, when your weekly article has sparked so much interest, and women are coming here to seek a ‘reformed’ girl to work for them …but then they lose heart at the last moment. I have so many more girls seeking work than I do prospective employers.”

      “I think you mean to say that my weekly article—which, of course, is inspired, and written, by you—has sparked controversy.” Hamish’s tone was wry. “My father is horrified. He says we are going to lose subscribers, but I would argue the opposite. Controversy galvanizes people into voicing their opinions, which stimulates discussion. It certainly is true that our new article a week on one of London’s unfortunate but deserving citizens is a grand way of getting people worked up. Now, that was an inspiration, Lily, my love.”

      “You inspired me to do good, Hamish. But I am failing.”

      “Nonsense. This is your third week of business. It takes time.”

      “Madam.” The nervous clearing of a voice heralded Lizbeth’s frightened face as the little secretary put her head around the door. “There’s someone here to see you. It’s regarding the position of lady’s maid.”

      Lily heaved in a breath as she put her hand up to her forehead. “Oh Hamish, I just don’t know that I can help these women as I had hoped. So many of them who have fallen into vice now think I can find them respectable employment when the reality, I’ve discovered is⁠—”

      “Madam, it’s a young lady who wishes to employ one of your girls.”

      Excited, Lily gripped Hamish’s hand.

      “I told you the tide would turn,” Hamish murmured, straightening. Smiling at the young girl who had, herself, been a skivvy at Madame Chambon’s, one of London’s most notorious Houses of Assignation, before she’d been rescued by Lily, he said, “I’ll leave now, Miss Whiley, so you can show my wife’s new client through. Finding the right lady’s maid is a difficult enough business at the best of times.”

      Certainly, securing a lady’s maid for the young woman seated across the desk from Lily several minutes later would not be easy, Lily soon realized.

      “You want her to be fluent in French?” she clarified. “But you are English?” Lily could hear the faintest trace of an accent with certain words.

      “Yes, my former lady’s maid, Mimi, was French. She used to prattle away in French and although it irritated me at the time, I now realize it’s a comfort that I miss.”

      “You left her behind in France?”

      “She died. She was killed.” The young woman dropped her gaze and her hands trembled. “In the train accident last week.”

      Lily drew in her breath, her gaze flying to the healing cut above the young woman’s eye. “You were with her and you … survived?” she surmised. “Oh, my dear Miss Tarot, I am so sorry to hear it.” She sent another perceptive look across the table, adding, “And it is lonely arriving in a large city without the help of someone trusted who has been with you for so long. Of course, we want to help you find just the right lady’s maid. One who is skillful in matters of dress and hair arrangement, and—in your instance—who understands the curiosities of English society, but who is also companionable.” Lily drew in a breath and said expansively, “Miss Tarot, you are doing such a service by choosing us. We started our business only this last month and we rely on the goodness of people—women—like you who are willing to offer a second chance to life’s more unfortunate who may not otherwise find respectable employment. The only difficulty is that there are none I know of who can speak French, either fluently or badly.” Lily stopped when she saw that the young woman was looking at her oddly.

      “I don’t understand what you mean,” replied Miss Tarot. “I was directed here when I asked for the name of an establishment that could help me find another lady’s maid. My…sponsor, Lady Perry…the woman who is chaperoning me this season, posed the question in the presence of her housekeeper, who furnished her with this name. Manners and Morals, she said, were an exemplary magazine. She said that an associated employment agency—yours — would be a fitting place to begin my search.”

      Lily pondered her response. There were many she’d spoken to who lauded the concept of offering life’s unfortunates a second chance. They just didn’t want to do this themselves—like this young woman whose concern was entirely what she expected in such circumstances.

      Clearly, Miss Tarot was not as philanthropic as Lily had thought, but she was here, and she needed a lady’s maid. Now was Lily’s chance to win her over.

      “Perhaps it is better to have a lady’s maid who does not, in fact, speak French,” Lily suggested. “You have indicated you were fond of your maid. Would it not be better to have as few memories that will make you sad or have you comparing?” She would not labor the fact that the women she offered were fallen women. Best to forge ahead. “And I gather you need to find someone at the earliest opportunity since you are about to sally forth for your season.”

      The girl gave a cautious nod, her expression still suggesting she wasn’t sure she was in the right place. “My chaperone had intended accompanying me to your office, but as I wished to find someone today, if possible, and she had a prior engagement, she walked me here and will have someone waiting for me in half an hour. Is it possible to employ someone today? You, of course, would check her credentials.”

      “Today.” Lily nodded, her mind racing. “Yes, we can find someone today. I have several excellent candidates and will send them over to you for assessment. This evening, perhaps? Naturally, if neither was suitable, you would be free to continue your search through another employment service.”

      Lily certainly hoped she could find what Miss Tarot was looking for. None of the girls she had on her books were suited to employment as a lady’s maid, but she knew just the kind of girl whom she believed would be ideal for this serious, ambitious young woman.

      When Hamish’s calm tones interrupted her reverie after Miss Tarot had left, Lily jumped. “I take it you’ve notched up another success? But why so glum?”

      Lily glanced up, tapping her fingers on the desktop. “I’m not sure I was as truthful as I should have been. The young lady had not realized that we take such a…charitable approach towards our employees. She assumed that the moral outlook of our employees is aligned with the readership of Manners and Morals.”

      “She is a subscriber?”

      Lily shook her head, distracted. “She’s lived most of her life in Paris, and it was only due to her patroness, who is a subscriber, that she was directed here. Miss Tarot seemed cautious, but then said that as long as the girl was moral and honest, that’s all she cared about.”

      Hamish scratched his chin. “Moral? Well, that could be interpreted in various ways, I suppose. Most of these girls were brought up to be moral and upright, but were forced into immorality against their will. You’ll have to find a way to navigate that one. Perhaps she’s not the client for you after all, my love.”

      Lily shook her head energetically. “I have found a way to navigate that. I’m sending her Kitty.”

      “Kitty? Is there a Kitty on the books?”

      Again, Lily shook her head. “No, but I intend to ask Kitty, who is Madame Chambon’s maid. She’s worked at the brothel for years, but she’s never worked as the girls have. Too skinny and too plain, Madame would say. And Kitty would not have…done what the other girls did. She was just happy to have employment, but she told me she’d happily leave if a better position was offered. Yes, I’ll send a note around to her now.”
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      Evelina cast a critical eye at her reflection in the mirror.

      Or, rather, at the young maid braiding her hair. For such a plain, skinny little creature, young Kitty was remarkably deft. Creative.

      Evelina liked that. When the girl had initially appeared on her doorstep, Evelina had been inclined to decline her services on the spot. Mimi had been so stylish, so…French.

      But perhaps Lady Bradden was right. Best to have someone as least like Mimi as possible so that she’d not be reminded.

      She shuddered, remembering the horror of the accident, the noise, the screeching, the acrid smell of the smoke.

      And the young man who had rescued her and who, in turn, had helped her to rescue the young boy. William.

      Except that it was William—the man—she thought of now as she nodded her approval to Kitty, looking in the cheval glass and murmuring, “I like the combination of braids and ringlets.”

      “It suits yer, miss, wiv yer high cheekbones an’ eyes like almonds. The ladies I worked fer liked ter accentuate their eyes ter make ‘em look like yers. Yer don’t ‘ave ter trouble yerself cos ye’re a natural beauty.”

      A glow of warmth surged through Evelina. No one had ever told her that. Certainly not the disapproving nuns at the convent who had taught her in place of the mother she barely knew.

      And most certainly not her fellow schoolmates, who were jealous and quarrelsome.

      The first time she’d felt admired and appreciated was when the handsome young man—the mysterious William — had made it clear with his brief allusion to her bravery…and her beauty.

      “Tell me more of the ladies you worked with.” It was better to think of something other than the handsome young man to whom she owed her life and whom she’d most likely never see again. London was a busy, bustling, exciting city, and she’d rub shoulders with perhaps several hundred gentlemen—potential husbands—during the balls and other society events Lady Perry had lined up for Evelina. William would have to be amongst the upper few hundred to interest Lady Perry and her mama.

      But William had certainly interested her. She recalled the torn coat and the streak of dirt across his handsome face, then accepted the reality.

      Yes, it would be unlikely that Evelina would rub shoulders with the anonymous ‘William’ at any of the events to which Lady Perry had ensured Evelina was invited. Only the ‘right’ kind of husband would do for Evelina. It was what her mama and papa expected, of course, and it was what Evelina knew was the culmination of her education in Paris and Switzerland.

      “Well, miss, there was a few—” Kitty began before stopping suddenly.

      “A large contingent of sisters? No doubt there was much sibling rivalry.” Evelina smiled. “I remember it well.” It was strange that she was growing sentimental over memories of her school days when she’d hated them so much.

      “Yer ‘ad sistas, miss?”

      “No, I’m referring to the school for young ladies I attended. I was sent there when I was six. Over the next twelve years, I became an expert on female jealousy, cunning, etc. There’s little you can tell me about that, Kitty. I had a school full of jealous rivals. Your family of sisters can’t have been that numerous.”

      Kitty lowered her eyes and agreed in a suitably deferential tone, “Yes, miss.”

      Again, that was to Evelina’s liking. She didn’t want to foster the familiarity that had existed between Evelina and Mimi. “There! I am ready. How do I look?” She stood up and did a twirl, her heavily draped pink skirts fanning about her.

      “Oh, miss, like ye’re a princess! All the gennulmen are goin’ ter want ter marry yer.”

      “Well, I need only one.”

      “Then this one gennulman who sets yer ‘eart on fire will definitely want ter marry yer.”

      Evelina swallowed down her amusement. She wasn’t used to such fulsome declarations. “I haven’t met him yet,” she said, trying once more not to think of the mysterious William.

      But perhaps tonight would be the night she would meet her future husband.

      She had three months in London to enjoy the social whirl under Lady Perry’s patronage. Then she’d have to accompany Lady Perry to dreary spa towns in the hopes of finding the right marital prospect. A companion might suit, but really, Evelina was more than ready to make a sensible marriage and set up her own household.

      Escape and independence. That’s what she’d dreamed of throughout her schoolgirl years; and, with a dowry as generous as the one her father had bestowed upon her, she knew she would have no difficulty in finding a man who’d want to make her his wife. She didn’t need to love him; she just needed to assure herself she’d be satisfied being mistress of his estate and household.

      Now, as she was announced in company with Lady Perry at Lady Oxenholme’s ball, she felt the first real flurry of butterflies in the stomach. School life had hardened her resolve, her ambition, and her belief in herself.

      But standing on the threshold of her future was suddenly daunting.

      For but a moment.

      She could feel the interest she garnered in so many covert—and not so covert—gazes as she made her slow progress at Lady Perry’s side through the ballroom. Not surprising, for her gown was eye-catching and clearly cost a king’s ransom with its thousands of tiny, hand-sewn pink beads that caught the light when she moved.

      A thrill of excitement nearly made her shiver, but Evelina had learned to master such frailties of emotion.

      Finally, she was here, where she’d dreamed of being.

      In an English ballroom at her first ball. And the people were so…

      English.

      “Smile, Miss Tarot. Just a little.”

      Lady Perry’s admonishment was soft in her ear. Evelina obeyed.

      She’d learned that fear made her appear standoffish, but she’d learned to temper this. She’d learned a great many things, including how to appear cool and confident, though her insides might roil with anger or humiliation or terror.

      So, she smiled, so that she did not appear haughty. She didn’t want to alienate the women or daunt the men for ‘an aloof and unfriendly beauty’ was what she’d overheard herself described by the girls at the convent, and learning to regulate her behavior had served her well when she’d realized there were no real friends to be had amongst them.

      Now she was in a different country in an unfamiliar environment, and she knew exactly what she wanted. Needed.

      The right man. The right husband with, preferably, a title.

      “Lord Dunstable, may I present to you Miss Evelina Tarot?”

      Evelina inclined her head. She knew a great deal about Lord Dunstable, though she pretended otherwise. Lady Perry had told her he was the gentleman her mama and papa had identified as most suitable to her requirements.

      “A pleasure, Miss Tarot.”

      Evelina returned his smile. He was, she guessed, about ten years older. Handsome, sandy-haired, with a flourishing mustache and military bearing. His estate, in the west, boasted a rambling Queen Anne home, and a profitable tin mine, Lady Perry had told her; and the viscountcy was five generations old.

      Yes, Evelina would love to dance.

      She was a good dancer, too.

      And Lord Dunstable was an adept conversationalist. As adept as he was on his feet.

      They spoke of his large, comfortable home and his two younger sisters. His father was dead, and his doting mother’s only wish was that he would marry well and bring his wife home to become mistress of the thousand acres of grazing land and manicured gardens that comprised the family estate.

      Charmed by her. That’s what he said as he led her off the dance floor.

      But there were others who wished to make her acquaintance.

      Captain Blackheath, raven-haired with a devilish smile and a chipped tooth that curiously added to his reckless charm that was unaccountably attractive after Lord Dunstable’s restrained gentlemanliness.

      Evelina enjoyed their energetic whirl and the wicked glint in his eye as he warned, “Don’t trust a charmer like dried-up old Dunstable when you’d be infinitely more entertained by a man who knows how to enjoy life, like me.”

      But when she compared the two men in the uncomfortable intimacy of her carriage ride home with Lady Perry, the older woman gave a disdainful laugh and said, “Captain Blackheath has a crumbling pile in the desolate Norfolk marshes and needs a wife with a dowry like yours, Evelina. Lord Dunstable wants a consort to grace his beautiful Queen Anne estate in a county where the sun shines more than it does over the rest of the British Isles.”

      So, there was every reason for Evelina to smile as she seated herself at her dressing table at the end of the evening while Kitty removed the pins from her hair and asked her about the ball.

      “I met some very charming gentlemen, Kitty. Yes, one in particular. Is it too early to divulge his name?” She demurred a moment and then allowed unfettered license to her smile, for indeed, Evelina felt quite triumphant. “Lord Dunstable.”
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      The ball was declared a triumph. Evelina received more invitations. Her social calendar was full.

      “An’ ‘ow shall I dress yer ‘air terday, miss? Are yer goin’ ter see yer gennulman? Lord Dunstable?”

      “Please don’t call him ‘my gentleman’,” Evelina said. “It sounds…cheap.”

      Kitty looked chastened. “Yes, miss.” Then, undaunted. “Is it Lord Dunstable takin’ yer ter lunch, miss?”

      Evelina closed her eyes. In fact, she felt the beginnings of a megrim and wasn’t sure if it was from last night’s revelry or due to her fears over what lay ahead.

      “I’m meeting my mother, Kitty.”

      “That’s nice, miss.”

      “I’m not so sure, Kitty.”

      “An’ why is that, miss?”

      Evelina wasn’t sure it was wise to pursue this. She hadn’t been going to tell Kitty but now she was nervous and wanted someone to talk to.

      “I haven’t seen my mother for nearly seven years. In fact, since the age of six, I’ve only seen her on three occasions.”

      “An’ are yer afeared that yer will disappoint yer mama or that she will disappoint yer, miss?”

      Evelina gave a short laugh. “I don’t know. Both, I suppose.”

      “Where will yer meet? At ‘er ’ome? Why are yer not livin’ wiv ‘er now that ye’re in London?”

      “Do you always ask so many questions, Kitty?”

      “The girls called me a chatterbox, miss. But they liked it. Made ‘em feel better ter ‘ave someone ter talk ter, they said, after the gennulmen—” She stopped abruptly.

      “My, Kitty, you talk about the girls as if there were dozens of them. How many sisters were there in this family of obviously popular young ladies? You’re forever referring to their gentlemen callers.”

      “Am I, miss?” Kitty bit her lip.

      “Indeed, you are.” Fearing she’d been too harsh, Evelina asked, more kindly, “No doubt, in such a large family, there was much call upon your attentions. Tell me about the most difficult of these girls.” Evelina had been called difficult on many an occasion.

      “Miss Celeste,” replied Kitty without hesitation and Evelina laughed. “You didn’t have to think one second before you replied, Kitty. Why was she so difficult?”

      But Kitty’s expression suddenly became shuttered, and Evelina had to coax her to respond.

      “Celeste was the most beautiful,” the young maid replied with a sigh. “She were also the most demanding an’ ‘aughty an’ the gennulmen liked her best out o’ all o’ them.”

      “Well, bravo to Celeste. I admire a woman who isn’t afraid of making it clear what she wants. No doubt she married well.”

      Evelina glanced up when she saw Kitty’s expression in the looking glass and that tears were welling in her eyes. “She didn’t? I’m sorry to hear that. But…where there’s life, there’s hope.” Evelina thought of her own mama and papa and her hope that they might one day be reunited. It was what she’d hoped for throughout her young life: that her papa would return from the gold mine he owned in Africa and buy a big house where she and Mama would live. He was back in England now, but, apart from two treasured letters he’d written when she was six and eight, she’d not heard from him.

      “‘Cept there ain’t even that fer Miss Celeste is dead now. Murdered.”

      “Dear God!” Evelina crossed herself instinctively.

      “It ain’t a story fer yer ears, miss, an’ I oughtn’t a’ blurted it out. Not when tonight is anuvver grand ball an’ yer should be so ’appy. Tell me ‘bout yer mama. Six years is a lon’ time. She’ll see a fine youn’ lady an’ not a wee girl when yer meet. My, but she’ll be right proud o’ such a beauty, miss.”

      “You think so, Kitty? That’s kind of you to say it.”

      “Now, wot shall I lay out fer yer ter wear, miss? If ye’re ter take luncheon together, I think the pink silk is lovely. ‘Specially if yer aven’t seen yer mama in such an age. Pink is fer young girls an’ youn’ ladies, an’ yer’ll b both ter ’er.”

      Evelina smiled. “I like that way of thinking, Kitty.” She nodded at the lovely ensemble Kitty had fetched and now held up for her. “Lady Durham has invited both of us to luncheon at her home in Mayfair. Mama has traveled into London to see me and doesn’t wish me to be seen in a public place. I fear—” She stopped, then continued at Kitty’s enquiring look, “I fear that Mama is a woman of exacting morals and that my independent streak may not be to her liking. It has been a topic discussed during our correspondence over the years when the Mother Superior of the convent where I went to school was critical of my dress or manners on certain occasions.”

      Kitty’s eyes were wide. “Lady Durham? Why, to be sure Lady Durham will be a fine person fer seein’ that yer morals an’ manners do not run afoul o’…of the establishment.”

      “You know Lady Durham, then?”

      “Yes…no, no, I ‘ave neva met Lady Durham.”

      “But you know of her?”

      “Indeed, I do. I mean, afore she became Lady Durham. She was one o’ the nicest girls—I mean, she’s a woman greatly thought o’ ‘avin’ made a respectable marriage none o’ us could countenance at the time.”

      “Kitty, do stop talking in riddles. What do you know of Lady Durham? It would help me to school my behaviour, as I’d like to make the most favorable impression on both Mama and her friend. Perhaps she sought out Lady Durham to aid my entry into society here in London.

      Evelina caught Kitty’s dubious look and was troubled. “Do you think Lady Durham will disapprove of me?”

      “No, no, miss, no’ that, o’course! Now, let me ‘elp yer inta yer lovely gown an’ then I will finish brushin’ yer ringlets inta place.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Evelina was a bundle of nerves by the time the carriage drew up in front of Lady Durham’s London townhouse. Her mama had proudly claimed credit for Lady Durham’s elevation from lowly governess to viscountess, but Evelina wasn’t sure what to believe. Her mother had always been one to gild the lily.

      After being helped to alight, she stopped on the pavement to tweak her skirts and quell her anxiety. For the first time in six years, she was to see her mama.

      The weekly letters she received from her, laying out Mrs. Tarot’s expectations, had accorded oddly with the woman Evelina remembered from when she was fourteen.

      Her mother, dressed in severe black, had had memorably vivid red hair. Evelina would never forget the color, not having seen quite such a shade of red on anyone she had ever met.

      But her mama’s lofty bearing and the way she’d delivered her expectations for Evelina had been almost military.

      “Careful, miss, or you’ll get run down!”

      Evelina stepped back as a carriage drawn by four handsome bays passed them and, as she locked eyes briefly with the occupant, recognition hit her like a physical blow.

      Surely that was William?

      A surge of excitement made her dizzy, and she had to cling to the handle to steady herself. She’d remember the shape of his jaw and those piercing blue eyes beneath curling dark blonde hair anywhere.

      But perhaps not. This man was in a handsome carriage whereas the ‘William’ she’d met had been coatless, his face and shirt streaked with dirt. Yes, he’d spoken like a gentleman when they’d both rescued the child, but she’d not expected to see him again.

      She watched as the carriage disappeared around the corner, and the moment was gone.

      Still trying to compose herself, Evelina shook out her skirts and took the first step.

      And her heart, which was already beating much faster than usual on account of her suspected sighting of the man who had saved her life, now went into double time as the door opened and the parlor maid greeted her with, “Good morning, Miss Tarot. Lady Durham and Mrs. Tarot are waiting for you in the drawing room.”
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      So, this was her mother.

      Six years older, her hair was not the same eye-catching shade of red, though it was certainly brighter than Evelina had expected of a woman of her mother’s years.

      Now, it was fashionably styled with curled bangs at the front, and a braid-wrapped chignon beneath a pert little hat upon which perched a turtledove, its feathers dyed to match her gown.

      The neckline of Mrs. Tarot’s emerald silk polonaise was demure, but the abundance of accessories was troubling. There were too many of them, from the mauve gloves to the enamel chatelaine watch and the garnet necklace, bracelet and earrings, all in shades to match the dyed feathers of the turtledove atop Mrs. Tarot’s headdress.

      “Evelina, my dear, come and greet your mama!”

      Evelina stepped forward, deliberating whether to kiss Mrs. Tarot on the cheek or offer her hand.

      The decision was made for her when she was drawn into a brief but not unaffectionate hug before her mama set her away from her and, after some pontification, declared, “You are every bit the beauty I had hoped.”

      Cautiously, Evelina sat opposite the two ladies.

      Lady Durham was a slender, delicate, and composed beauty who spoke in soft, modulated accents.

      Evelina’s mother, by contrast, was a force to be reckoned with. Statuesque, with features that hinted at the beauty she must have been, her voice was her most confusing feature. She sounded like an Englishwoman trying to sound French. And Evelina, having lived the past twelve years in Paris, should know.

      Furthermore, while Evelina had never enjoyed an easy familiarity with her mother, she now felt she was staring at a stranger.

      Her mama’s laugh was like a deep bark, her voice harsh and her tone emphatic.

      Evelina had remembered her as a forceful and dominating person; and she was still. But there was something…somehow coarse about her. She hated to admit this even to herself, and now she was glad she was meeting her in the privacy of Lady Durham’s drawing room.

      But she would not criticize, not even silently. Evelina was dependent on her mother’s goodwill and satisfaction, as she would do well to remember.

      “Evelina, in three days, you have accomplished more than I hoped for. You have secured the interest of Lord Dunstable, and now you must work hard to draw him in.”

      Evelina must have revealed her shock, for her mother leaned forward, shaking her head as if Evelina had already objected.

      “Your father has provided you a fine dowry, my dear. Lord Dunstable has a grand estate, a title, and everything for which a girl like you could hope. You do not want to become the prey of fortune hunters.”

      “But Mama, I have attended but one ball. Lord Dunstable was pleasant enough, but I barely know him. I hope I shall have many suitors from which to choose.”

      Although Evelina could envisage marriage to a man such as Lord Dunstable, she had to assert a modicum of independence, she realized, in the face of her mother’s dominance.

      “You have a few short weeks and there is no time to dilly-dally, my girl. You’re already older than I would like. It was most unfortunate that you fell ill when you did, but you are recovered now, and your beauty has returned. It is, in fact, in full bloom, and we can’t risk it fading before you secure the right husband.”

      “I shall certainly encourage Lord Dunstable as I shall encourage equally suitable suitors. Lady Perry said there were many more to whom I would be introduced.”

      “Indeed, there are. Yes, Lord Dunstable is only one of many. Perhaps I am being hasty. I would simply hate for you to risk losing such a prime catch.”

      “And what does Papa think?”

      A spasm of something indefinable crossed her mother’s face. Then she leaned back, a smile upon her thin lips. “What do you mean, my love?” Her tone was like syrup. “He has no real interest in you, if that’s what you’re asking. He wanted a son. However, he has done what any good father must do, and he has provided you with a fine dowry. You are a lucky girl.”

      Evelina didn’t feel lucky. She suddenly felt friendless and something of a commodity. She’d hoped that her reunion with her mother would feel less transactional. When she’d been fourteen, her mother had been more concerned with her education and her deportment and elocution lessons. The two of them had visited the couturier, Madame Lemarche, who had created a magnificent collection of clothes that Evelina wore whenever she was not required to wear the drab sack-like convent dresses. Her clothes were far finer than those worn by the other girls, which had set up resentment, though there’d been nothing Evelina could do about that.

      She’d always been an outsider.

      “And you are in London to make a fine marriage. That was agreed before you came. You are English and you will marry an Englishman.”

      “Yes, Mama, it is what I want.”

      “And you like Lord Dunstable?”

      “Yes, Mama, though I like Captain Blackheath equally.”

      She thought she heard her mother gasp and asked with a frown, “Do you know Captain Blackheath?”

      “I have met the gentleman. Not that I would call him a gentleman. No, Evelina, he is not the man for you. For a start, he has no title. He is also looking for a rich wife so he can restore his crumbling house and fortunes.”

      Evelina studied Lady Durham while they waited for the maid to bring in the tea tray. “You are kind to have allowed Mama and me to meet here, Lady Durham.”

      “Your mother has been good to me over the years. It was the least I could have done.”

      Evelina opened her mouth to ask what form this kindness had taken and then changed her mind. The look the pair had exchanged sent a charge of foreboding through her, and she suddenly didn’t want to know the specifics.

      A portrait of Lady Durham hung upon the wall opposite Evelina. Full length, it dominated the room, a testament to a husband’s love for his wife.

      “I sat for Henry Scott Tuke,” Lady Faith said, following her gaze. “My husband commissioned it the year we married. He is a friend of Lord Dunstable’s,” she added.

      “A fine catch,” her mama said again. She turned to Evelina.“I should be well satisfied if you made a match with Lord Dunstable. Then I need worry no more about anything.”

      “Except losing good staff,” Lady Durham said with a smile, causing Mrs. Tarot to harrumph. “What have I done wrong, Lady Durham?” she demanded. “I have lost three girls these past four weeks. And now my best worker has joined them. Where is loyalty when I rescued them from the gutter and gave them everything they needed?”

      “They are still grateful. They are just looking for different opportunities,” Lady Durham murmured. “Please don’t chide yourself when there’s nothing you can do.”

      “I can stop this woman from poaching my girls. In fact, I’ve a mind to go over there this afternoon. She should be grateful too since I housed her under my roof for six months before she herself made a fine match herself.”

      “Hush, now, Mrs. Tarot, there’s no need for that,” said Lady Durham, sending a look of mild anxiety at Evelina. “Would you like more tea, my dear?”
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