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For better. For worse.


For the sake of her future.


London 1815. Jenny's father is dead. She needs to marry immediately to save her and her mother's livelihood.


A chance meeting presents the perfect candidate in the form of the enigmatic Erasmus Black. Gentleman, merchant, and if the rumours are to be believed, captain …


But where does Erasmus slip away to in the dead of night? What secrets about her father's business has he discovered? And was their meeting really just a convenient coincidence?


Guided by her unique intuition, Jenny must seek the hidden forces in play to unravel a sinister web of corruption … without getting trapped herself.









For Mum & Dad


Cochairmen of my fan club
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Although some of the occurrences in this book are loosely based on true events and circumstances, this author wishes to inform the reader that, aside from the liberty I have taken with one or two names, every element is entirely fiction.









Chapter 1
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THE M WORD


It was a week before my world was turned upside down that the subject of marriage was first mentioned.


I had overheard my parents discussing my future in the drawing room late one evening, when they thought I was in my room curled up with a book. I had, in fact, left said book on the window seat downstairs and was just coming to retrieve it when the fateful M word was overheard, causing me to stop outside the open door and eavesdrop. My mother and father’s heads were just visible over the backs of their armchairs, and although it was too warm for a fire, the candles placed in front of the hearth glowed before them, stretching shadows towards my hiding place as though they might be reaching for my bare toes. Aristotle, our King Charles spaniel, snored quietly in his usual spot before the empty fireplace.


‘She must marry, my dear,’ repeated my father. ‘It is imperative that we find her a suitable husband.’


My mother made a sound that indicated she felt equally humoured and frustrated by the idea.


‘You know our silly girl and her notions,’ she chimed. ‘Jenny is terrified of men after what that young lord did to her.’


‘She is terrified, or you are, my dear? For it seems to me that you have barely let her out of your sight these eighteen months, since that regrettable incident,’ my father replied, not unkindly.


It was true enough, for my mother, Katherine Miller, was indeed as protective of me as any lioness might be of her cub, particularly if that cub had been abused and publicly ruined at the hands of another.


She tsked in reply and ploughed on. ‘Mark my words, I know our girl’s heart better than anyone and she will not form an attachment. Unless she falls in love,’ she added, as though the word were sickly on her tongue.


‘She will not marry if she does not meet someone, and she will not meet someone if she does not venture outside these walls,’ my father pointed out.


‘But she does go outside on occasion.’


‘To visit the bookshop,’ came my father’s resigned reply.


‘Yes,’ my mother agreed thoughtfully, ‘though I don’t believe that she would wish to marry at all. She would no doubt rather run off with a character from one of her books.’


‘You cannot marry a fictional character,’ my father replied gruffly, as though my mother were not already aware of the fact. ‘And although there is nothing wrong with love,’ he added, making the word sound a little sweeter than my mother had, ‘there are practical reasons for marrying. George Talver’s offer still stands.’


I suppressed a shudder at the name. I would not marry my father’s business partner if he were the last man on Earth.


‘How romantic of you, Mr Miller,’ my mother replied drily. ‘I can assure you that as charming as George may be, I do not fancy him for a son-in-law.’


My father paused, and I could see the bob of his head in agreement at that. Thank goodness.


‘I have to agree with you, my dear. I am only thinking of her future. If she marries a nice man soon, she will have time enough to bear us a few grandchildren before we are too old to enjoy them. Our son-in-law could take on my role in the family business, and you and I could visit all those old houses and gardens you so enjoy speaking of.’


As horrifying as the thought of bearing children was to me, I had to smile at my father’s gentle barb in my mother’s direction. She gave an amused harrumph in reply, but he was not finished.


‘If she does not find a suitable partner soon, I worry what might happen to you both if some tragedy were to befall me.’


And so it began again, reminding me why I hated this discussion so. Although both of them had tried on several occasions to convince me that next season would be my season, I truly had no interest in finding a husband for the sake of an heir for the business. If only my parents had had a son, then no one would have to worry about the family fortune falling out of our hands.


‘Do not speak like that,’ my mother retorted. ‘I could not imagine a life without you, Mr Miller.’ I stifled a chuckle, knowing she only referred to him thus when she was particularly vexed. ‘After all, what would I do with the house, the business? Never mind that to lose you would be most impractical.’


‘Oh dear me. Impractical, would it be?’ There was the hint of humour in my father’s tone at that.


‘Quite a nuisance indeed.’


‘Be that as it may, my dear, the truth of the matter is that we cannot have our sweet little girl grow up to become a spinster, no matter what her poor experiences have led her to believe.’


There was a moment’s pause while my mother chose her best response, and I willed her to come to my aid even though she had no notion that I stood only feet behind her.


She settled on a sigh, before resting her hand on my father’s arm. ‘She’s no longer the bright and impulsive girl she used to be, Jacob. Yes, at first it was at my insistence that she stayed home and waited for the world to forget the unfortunate incident, but now it is she who digs her heels in at the mention of social engagements. When that blasted man ruined her, he crushed her spirit too, and I cannot bring myself to put her through the pain again.’


This conversation would replay itself in my mind in the days and weeks following while I searched for its meaning in the events that came after. How poignant and somehow full of foreboding it had been, though seeming so innocent at the time.


What more was said between them I do not know, for I felt the presence of someone behind me and turned to find Marcus, my father’s manservant, looming over me like a spectre, his face as unreadable as ever. I promptly scurried back to bed empty-handed, without either of us saying a word.


She’s no longer the bright and impulsive girl she used to be. My mother’s words still stung a little, though it had been a year and a half since my fall from grace, and I clenched my fists in protest, standing before the sack of flour that hung in my closet. It was barely disguised with an old blanket that I had now yanked off, pushing my clothes to one side so that I could stare at the garish face I had painted on the front. My maid had accidentally unveiled my punching bag once while cleaning, and her scream had sent the other staff running to her aid. Only Marcus, who had followed the commotion, and myself had laughed at her discovery. Lord Buckface, we called him, and although my artistry left much to be desired, I thought it was an apt likeness of the man who had wronged me.


The bag had been Marcus’s idea, and in recent months I’d found myself more and more grateful for having something to hit, to release a little of the anger that I held inside, relishing the sting of canvas against my knuckles. I was always careful to wear gloves in the day, as any lady should, and if my mother noticed the wear on my hands, she refrained from comment. I had begun to believe that she was afraid to have the conversation with me, knowing what demons it might unleash.


After a few well-aimed hits to the target, I found myself already drenched in sweat and gave it up for the night, concealing the source of my nightmares behind his shroud and closing the door to the closet. I lay on top of the blankets, the room too hot and stifling to burrow underneath them, and stared at the ceiling, fingers twined over my chest as my parents’ conversation and thoughts of marriage filled my mind. It had been a long time since I’d even entertained the notion, so outcast had I become from society. It worried me that Father thought it suddenly urgent that I find a husband.


My mother knew the truth of it. Unless I could spend the rest of my days with one of the heroes from my stories, I would rather remain alone. Fictional men were far better company and were not so vulgar as real ones. But to be a heroine of one of my novels, I would have to be either devastatingly beautiful or unwaveringly brave. I was pretty enough, I thought, yet perhaps I did not have the breathtaking looks of a princess in need of rescuing. And although I was not brave, I did not consider myself a coward, despite my mother’s sentiments. After all, there were not many opportunities to be brave while cooped up in a London town house.


I propped myself up on one elbow and reached over to the bedside cabinet, opening a small drawer that contained a bundle of pictures and postcards. Retrieving my keepsakes, I sat up and undid the frayed string, worn thin from all the occasions I had done just this for years. To anyone else, these bits of card and paper held little value: sketches of ships that my father had given me as a child, tokens he had sent me on his various travels, letters describing far-off places that I could only imagine. I had once begged him to take me with him on his journeys, but he had always refused, stating that a ship really was no place for a lady. I traced the lines of one of his rough sketches, a group of men in some tavern, each one suspended in laughter. The drawing itself was not particularly detailed, but I often looked at it and transported myself to that mysterious place where strangers became family over the course of a journey, and where you knew the man you worked with better than perhaps you did your own wife. With heavy eyelids and a sigh, I stacked the pictures and stowed them away, lying flat on my back in my bed.


The germ of an idea formed in my mind as I lay in the drowsy heat – thoughts of bravery, of travelling and sightseeing, of discovering places other than the same streets and parks that I had known all my life. For if I were to marry as soon as my parents wished, there would be no opportunity for that. No, instead I would be running a house and having children, attending parties as a married woman. If it was perhaps an impossible dream, in my half-asleep state it seemed like rather a good one.


I’d not always recoiled from the thought of marriage. Growing up, I had been the absolute model of a daughter, pursuing every possible avenue for a proper courtship, and at one point had even had three proposals, all of which I had rejected based on my feelings, or lack thereof, for the men in question. My parents had not pressed me on the matter, for there had been time enough, they thought, to find a suitor. But then had come two moments of my life in which the topic of love was truly ruined for me.


The first was only a few months after I had first come out at the age of seventeen.


My mother had ensured that I attend every cotillion ball and party from Belgravia to Knightsbridge, in the hopes of finding me a suitor among the high aristocracy, and that I might come away with a taste for balls and dancing as well as a husband. The former certainly came about. My appetite for pretty gowns and dances, social discussions and meeting others of my age knew no limits. I swiftly fell for a young man by the name of Nigel, although even now when I look back on it, I believe I fell in love with what he represented and not the boy himself. I had felt that everything about him was soft and caring, his compliments always sincere. He was a poet, and like so many others of his talent, he loved and hated with passion and honesty. He seemed genuinely enchanted with me also, and we always danced once or twice at any social gathering at which we met over the first weeks of the summer. I waited in vain for him to ask me for a third dance, where our attachment might be confirmed, or to call on me the day after and at the very least leave his card. Instead I found him a month later dancing with another girl of slightly wealthier stature, a lock of her hair twined around his finger, any unspoken arrangement between us ending as abruptly as it had started.


The second ruination had been far worse, even the reminder of it sending goosebumps across my hot skin. Somewhat disillusioned by Nigel, I had attended a party where the host had been only a few years older than I. A Lord Darleston, who had inherited his wealth at the young age of twenty-two.


I am still uncertain how we came to be alone that night, or where my friends and parents had disappeared to, leaving me with the young lord in his rose garden, the fresh blooms filling my nose with heady perfume. I had sensed the danger when it was already upon me, moments too late. My stomach turned at the reminder of it, Lord Darleston’s words echoing through my mind.


‘I am grateful we find ourselves alone, Miss Miller, for I can show you my favourite garden statue. I think you’ll quite enjoy it, having a fondness for the Greek tales as you do.’


The words had been inconsequential in themselves, but the lie had rung through me as loud as any alarm bell. Yes, there was a small likeness of Athena in the garden amongst the roses, her shield and spear in her hands, her robes draping evocatively from her marble form, but that was not what Lord Darleston had wanted to come here for.


Even as I lay in bed now, I could feel the phantom press of his fingers on my arms and his stale breath upon my neck. The imprint of his hand on my bodice, the look of rage in his bloodshot eyes when I slapped him, the low growl in his throat as he forced me into the grass and pushed my skirts up. The rip of fabric, the scramble as my silk gloves failed to find purchase on anything that might stop him from having his way with me. I think I screamed, but it was muffled by a hot palm pressed over my face. Then the champagne flute that had fallen to the ground was in my hand. Only a swift swipe of it into his head, the glass erupting like violent crystals in my fingers, had stopped him from doing his worst. I could still recall the blood dripping down his temple, black as ink in the moonlight. The nightmares had almost abated a year ago, when I found out that the lord in question had been imprisoned for gambling debts, but still he haunted me, the memories an indelible scar upon my mind and heart.


Rumours had circulated quickly afterwards, undoubtedly straight from his very lips. They varied from me throwing myself upon him to some ridiculous idea that I had been plotting to be seen compromised by him so he would be forced to propose, but despite my protests that none of it could be true, society had rejected me, and I, in turn, had lost my faith in it. I spent many months in a dark place after that night, unwilling to leave my room for more than meals, my books the only thing keeping me sane. My large bedroom, with its attached bathroom and closet, was my safe haven, the four walls my sanctuary. I saw little more than the pretty blue wallpaper, the elegant furniture, and the view of the square from my balcony. I became a quiet echo of myself for what felt like a very long time.


Finally, fatefully, my mother insisted I attend the birthday party of a young girl who had suffered equal misfortune at the hands of the very same lord. The family was poorer than ours, and she had lost her sister almost immediately after the assault, and yet there she was, communing with people as though she were fearless, daring anyone to say anything against her. I could still see her descending the staircase of their bare home on her father’s arm, defiance in her eyes. I had told myself I would not mention the torment we had both experienced, but as she spoke to me with kindness, I could not help but ask how she retained the will to carry on, to be seen in public.


One conversation with Lizzie Dawson had changed my resolve and given me the strength to put Lord Darleston behind me. She had decided that nothing would stand in her way or break her, and the proof of it was that she was now happily married to a captain and running a manor in Sussex.


‘He’s already taken a part of us we’ll never get back,’ she had said. ‘Don’t let him take the rest.’


They were words I now lived by.


I had implored Marcus to teach me to fight. He had refused in his own silent way at first, knowing that my parents would disapprove of their daughter indulging in fisticuffs like a common brawler, but soon enough I persuaded him to at least teach me to defend myself against an assailant so that I might never be caught out again. So it was that Lord Buckface was created – any resemblance to persons living or dead purely a coincidence – and though I had never had to put my skills to any real test, I felt confident that I could land a punch or two given the opportunity.


As my tired eyes traced the faint cracks in the paint on the ceiling, my candle flickering despite the night being stiflingly still, I wondered how Lizzie was and what she was doing now. I should write to her and perhaps invite her here, or ask her if I could impose and stay in Sussex for a week or two. Maybe the change would do me good. Wanderlust had sometimes tugged at me when I disappeared into the pages of a story, wishing to see the places I had read about for myself; to taste exotic foods and smell the rich scents of an alien land. Slowly a plan began to form in my mind, even as weariness tugged at me.


I fell asleep that night on top of the mattress with Lizzie’s words rattling around my head, the prospect of an arranged engagement looming over me, and what I might do to change that fate.


No, despite my parents’ insistence, I was not about to marry the next eligible bachelor who came along.


The following morning, after penning a letter to the woman who had inspired me so, I announced to my parents that I wished to leave London for a short while.


‘What is she saying, Jacob?’ my mother asked my father, as though I had spouted some foreign tongue and she had not in fact heard me perfectly.


‘I believe she is requesting leave of us, my dear,’ he said with a sigh as he sipped his tea. ‘It seems she has grown tired of her parents after all these years.’


‘I have not grown tired of you, Papa,’ I huffed, aware that he was teasing me and succeeding in his fun. ‘I merely wish to know what the world is like outside London.’


‘I hear Bath is very pleasant at this time of year,’ he said, passing a crust of his breakfast roll to Aristotle when he thought my mother wasn’t looking.


‘I do not wish to go to Bath. My intention is to begin in Sussex, to visit Mrs Blountford – you remember her, Mama?’


‘Ah yes, although she’s a lady now that her husband’s uncle is dead. Remarkable young woman,’ my mother commented, narrowing her eyes at the dog, who, having swallowed the crust whole, was now making a dramatic coughing noise beneath the table.


‘I have written to her just this morning in the hopes that she will have me for a few weeks. I realise I should have asked permission, Papa,’ I interjected when I saw my father open his mouth to protest, ‘but I know that Lizzie – Lady Blountford – won’t think the request improper coming directly from me.’


I didn’t mention the fact that I also intended to speak to Lizzie’s husband, Captain Blountford – or perhaps Lord Blountford now, if he had taken his late uncle’s title. He had travelled the world with the navy and might be able to advise me on how to proceed with my plan. Although I hadn’t particularly thought it through, there was the notion that from Sussex I could take a coach to Plymouth, and thence a ship to France if I had the courage to pursue my idea of adventure. The captain, who had fought all the way across the far reaches of Egypt and Africa, might be able to guide me better. And if bravery eluded me and I decided not to embark on the trip, at the very least I would have escaped from under my parents’ feet for a while.


‘The wilds of Sussex, eh?’ said my father. ‘Are we certain that the countryside will cope with the likes of our daughter?’


‘I am not sure she is ready for it,’ my mother argued. ‘Going to a strange place to stay with people we’ve barely met.’ I might have been inclined to agree with her had I not been so eager for the opportunity to travel. For it was not men and parties I wished to seek out, but rather new sights and experiences that might give me the resolve I needed to return to society. I imagined that my father, joint owner of a large merchant company and seasoned traveller himself, would sympathise with me.


He smiled warmly at his wife, sharing one of their silent, private conversations that I was so accustomed to, which mostly involved my mother scowling and my father waggling his eyebrows plaintively until she said, ‘Oh, very well. If Lady Blountford will have you, then I suppose a few weeks away will do you no harm. But you’ll be taking a chaperone.’


I felt a thrill through my very bones at the thought of escape.


Adventure. It called to me even as I sat at the breakfast table, absently sliding some of my egg onto the carpet so that Aristotle would cease whining for food. I was but an invitation away from new sights, countryside and the possibility of salty open air.


But then my father died, and everything changed.









Chapter 2
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THE WILL


The death of my father, Jacob Miller, was as sudden as it was painful to our family. He had been sitting with us at breakfast one Friday morning, and was gone by the afternoon. We were told later of the unhappy circumstance of his demise, and even then it felt as though it had happened to someone else, and not the man I admired and respected. While attending a luncheon with his business partners, he had simply dropped dead, face first into the main course. The doctor suggested he might have had a sensitivity to something in the food, which had our cook blanching at the thought that I might have inherited any similar reaction.


It is a peculiar thing to lose someone you love, for it is always more than just the person that dies. Their voice, their mannerisms, even the stories they had yet to tell all disappear, leaving a person-shaped hole in the world. Our house, previously a vibrant and happy place for our small family, turned into a hollow shell where the air was thick with nothing but grief.


My first wish was that we had had more time together, as though the past twenty years of my life had been an inadequate amount of time to truly know my father and appreciate everything he had accomplished. The sketches in my bedside drawer and his handwriting in his ledgers, our family portrait in his study, his clothes hanging in his wardrobe – all of these things made up the man he had been and yet none of them replaced the deep loss of him from our lives.


My second wish was that it had not affected my mother as greatly as it had, for when he died, it felt like a part of her had gone as well.


Heat settled over the city, summer’s stifling blanket, enveloping the streets in sunshine and humidity. My father had been swiftly buried because of it, the funeral attended by very few. Only Mother and I, our staff, Mr Osborne and Mr Talver, my father’s business partners.


Those first days after his wake my mother sat in her armchair and barely moved, as though if she waited long enough her husband might stroll through the door and take up his place beside her. We all felt the loss keenly in the household, but it was worst for her. She forbade anyone to sit with her, or to move his chair or adjust the cushions. More than once, I climbed out of the window onto the balcony of my room and read there until the heat became unbearable, but more often than not I stayed with her, perching in my usual window seat with a book. Even the sound of turning pages that she had complained about so profusely before seemed to no longer bother her, or perhaps it was that she was too numb to care.


Marcus, now the household steward without my father to attend to directly, had taken it upon himself to stand vigil and bring her food even when she left most of it untouched. He had met my father as an adolescent, and was deaf by some accident of birth. When I was only five or six – my curiosity outweighing my manners, as was so often the case with children – I had asked my father if he had ever heard Marcus speak. He could have called me impertinent and ignored the question, but that was not the way of Jacob Miller. Instead, he sat me down and told me of the young, ambitious man whose only desire was to see the world from the deck of a ship. Having been left a sizeable inheritance by his deceased parents, he had bought a vessel, swaggered into the first tavern he saw, and promised riches to any man who wished to join his crew. Marcus, discarded by his own parents and considered good for nothing except carrying barrels and wiping tables, had seized the opportunity to work for this brash but determined young sailor.


That first voyage had been tough on all of them, particularly a young man who had more money than sea legs and no idea how to run a ship, but through their joint naïvety and lack of knowledge of the sea, they formed a friendship. When my father, by some miracle, gained more and more contracts, he spent less time at sea himself, preferring to leave the voyages to those with more experience, and hired Marcus as his personal steward. In their time spent together, Marcus had only vocalised once, warning my father when a boom almost took his head off during a strong wind on that first voyage. He was either unable or unwilling to speak, but was perfectly capable of reading lips and signalling his responses.


Where others mistook his lack of speech as stupidity, my father, only a few years Marcus’s senior, saw someone observant and intelligent, with the strength and value of ten men. They developed their own sort of language, using their hands, and my father taught it to me and my mother so that the steward never felt as though he could not communicate if he so wished. In a time when society looked down upon those who were not oralists, my father resolutely disagreed with this form of thinking, and Marcus became more than simply part of the household staff and more like the uncle I’d never had. Now nearing his middle age, he was a tall and imposing figure who could communicate more with a simple expression than most humans could with a dozen words. But without my father’s constant company, even he seemed unmoored somehow.


Jacob Miller had been the axis upon which our house had spun. Now Marcus, my mother and I were all planets around a sun that had winked out. My mother’s grief seemed to eclipse my own, for although I too needed time to come to terms with my loss, in her inability to carry out daily tasks and run the house I found myself more and more taking her place. Loss became a blade lodged in my chest, the pain ever present even as my body tried to heal around it, made doubly hurtful by the lack of my only surviving parent.


Despite knowing that he would never come back, I heard my father’s footsteps in every creak of the floorboards, in the faint scent of tobacco that still clung to the furniture. I sensed him in every room he’d ever frequented, and it felt as though, if I just willed it hard enough, he might walk in the door with his briefcase in hand, telling us what a day he’d had at his offices. But of course that never came to pass, and the days bled into weeks and still my mother didn’t move, and still my father was gone.


A letter had arrived from Ambletye Manor, Lady Blountford’s place of residence, but her cheerful words and invitation went unanswered. I was unwilling and unable to put into words the change of events that had occurred since my original writing. Stacks of condolences, some addressed to my mother, others addressed to me personally, arrived and sat in a dresser drawer, unread. Silence fell over the house like a fog, punctured only by the sound of the doorbell occasionally ringing with well-wishers and friends bringing flowers and their sympathy. We turned them all away.


That was, until the executor of my father’s will arrived.


I had the vague notion that it must be nearing the end of July. Mother was in her chair, her body angled away from me, her constant silence more unnerving than if she were screaming. I sat fanning myself at the window, too hot even to read, watching the ladies outside in their many layers of skirts sweating beneath their parasols. Men mopped their brows with limp handkerchiefs. The scent of rotting sewage wafted in through the small opening, but any breeze was better than none at all, even if it gave the house a stench of dustbins and full chamber pots. Edith, my mother’s maid, was busy arranging vases of lilies around the room to counteract it, but it only reminded me of the funeral, making everything smell of death in all its forms.


I watched as a fat bluebottle flew at the window in heat-drunk stupidity, its repetitive tap tap buzz the only significant sound. Even Aristotle, who was sleeping in the solitary patch of shade in the corner, refrained from barking when the doorbell rang.


I spied the stranger on the stoop from where I sat, unfolding myself from the seat and wandering over to the doorway to listen in as Marcus answered the door. Aristotle rose to his feet and languidly followed me across the room, his nosiness getting the better of him.


‘Good day! I am Mr Gallows of Gallows & Enwright Solicitors. I am the appointed executor of the late Mr Jacob Miller’s will and I am here to meet with Mrs Miller, if she would be available to see me. I sent letters and left my card several times.’ His voice was far too bright and cheery for such weather, and I peered through a crack in the hinges to see that Mr Gallows was a man with an unfortunate name and an even more unfortunate moustache. It crawled across his top lip like an emaciated caterpillar, twitching peculiarly when he spoke.


Marcus gestured something that I inferred to be a dismissal.


‘But she must see me, man!’ the solicitor protested. ‘It is of the highest importance that I read her the will, lest she be left with nothing!’


‘Mama,’ I said quietly, turning to find her with her eyes closed, the gentle rise and fall of her chest indicating that she had fallen asleep. I touched her arm gently and repeated myself. ‘Mama, a man has come to see you about Father’s will.’


‘Jacob? Is that you?’ she said with a start, confusion and worry etched on her face. It broke my heart to see her like that, a forthright and intelligent woman reduced to an addled shell of her former self. It was as though my father had constituted half of her personality, and without him here she had forgotten what it was like to be alone, no longer able to counteract his playful humour with her severe but well-intended berating.


‘No, Mama, it is Jenny. There is a man wishing to speak with you regarding Father’s will,’ I pressed, fanning her even as I pulled her up from the seat. Her hand felt small and frail in mine, forcing me to take it gingerly, wrapping it over the crook of my arm as I guided her across the room. ‘We must make ourselves ready. I shall tell Marcus to see Mr Gallows to the parlour, yes?’


The steward came in, his face giving no indication as to whether he was surprised or alarmed to find my mother standing.


‘Marcus, please show the gentleman to the parlour and ask Cook if she can arrange some refreshments. We will be with him as soon as we can,’ I said.


With a brief glance at my mother, he nodded and turned on his heel, giving us free passage upstairs to our rooms.


I made haste to find Mother another dress, practically throwing it at Edith when she poked her head around the door of the bedroom.


‘Make Mrs Miller presentable for our guest, Edith, while I change my clothes,’ I ordered, finding myself slipping easily into the role of lady of the house after the recent weeks of mourning.


In my own room, I removed the summer dress I had been wearing and donned my mourning dress. Then I pinned my dark blonde hair up with an unadorned clasp and went to escort my mother downstairs, Aristotle leading the way.


In the few minutes we had been gone, the doorbell had rung once more, so that we were greeted by not only the solicitor, but also Father’s business partner, Mr Henry Osborne, shortly followed by the sorry sight of Mr George Talver. Something cold writhed in my belly at the sight of the latter, even in the heat of the day.


‘Katherine, I am so sorry once again for your loss,’ Mr Osborne said, opening his broad arms to embrace my mother as we entered the room. ‘Jacob is sorely missed in the office, I can tell you.’


Henry Osborne was a sizeable man with an appetite to back it up, as I had discovered whenever he came for dinner. As he was my godfather, we had attended almost every party and ball he and his wife had thrown, and Marie Osborne had never missed one of my mother’s salons. They had three daughters of their own, some years my junior, all exact copies of their mother. Osborne had always been kindly towards me, and my father would sing his praises as a friend and colleague, but I occasionally had a sense of unnerve around him. As a child, I had once convinced his eldest daughter to steal biscuits from the kitchens with me. He had been furious, and although I had been but seven at the time, I could still recall the angry shine of his black eyes, his ruddy nose pockmarked and bulbous like a deformed strawberry above his yellowing moustache. Though it was superficial of me I had never quite forgotten that feeling of being perturbed.


He and George Talver, a much smaller, quieter man, who reminded me of a serpent with his slicked-back hair and flattish nose, had been my father’s business partners for longer than I had been alive, and his closest friends. When Jacob Miller had chosen the lucrative business of trading, mostly in spices and foodstuffs, he had needed adequate funds to combine with his own in order to purchase more ships and pay for offices in the City. The two gentlemen before me now had been the solution. Both were from wealthy families, with a keen mind for business, and despite my dislike of Talver, something that only I appeared to have a sense for, they had made Miller, Osborne & Talver Merchanting Ltd into the trading name it was today.


‘And you, Jennifer, how are you managing, my dear girl?’ Osborne turned to me.


‘I am well under the circumstances, sir,’ I replied with a weak smile.


‘The business just isn’t the same without your father,’ Mr Talver said in that strange, monotonous voice of his, and I hid my slight revulsion as he placed a wet kiss on my hand, cursing myself for leaving my gloves upstairs.


I knew I ought to have more tolerance for a man with whom my father had worked for two decades, but the recollection that he had made an offer for my hand had me recoiling.


I nodded curtly, turning my attention to the solicitor. ‘Mr Gallows, I apologise for keeping you waiting. Had I known you were visiting, I would have ensured you a warmer welcome.’ I gestured to the round table in the parlour and gave Marcus a meaningful look to indicate that the refreshments should be brought through. My mother said nothing, taking a seat at the table like a spectre.


‘Not to worry, Miss Miller. I did send a letter in advance. Well, er, a few actually,’ he said cheerfully, though his general disposition was of someone quite nervous, his moustache quivering as he spoke. ‘I received no reply, and it could not wait another day, I’m afraid.’


‘Horrible business,’ Osborne interjected loudly, ‘having to divvy up a man’s belongings after his death.’


I glanced at Talver, who only nodded along, his grey eyes emotionless as ever.


‘My apologies for my ignorance, good sirs, but I did not expect to find so many of us in attendance …’ I left the sentence hanging with the unspoken question: Why are you all here?


‘The last will and testament of Mr Jacob Miller involves both of his partners, I’m afraid, due to the nature of their business contract with each other. It appears that there are very specific clauses that relate to the shares of the partnership. We really have waited as long as possible for this.’ Mr Gallows opened his bulging briefcase, sending paperwork scattering into the air. ‘Where is it now? Oh yes, here we are,’ he said, unfolding a document several pages long.


‘Mama,’ I whispered, grasping her hand under the table, ‘can I get you something to drink?’


My mother said nothing, only blinking dazedly at me. I sensed the shift in Talver immediately, his feigned concern turning almost imperceptibly to understanding and delight. If my mother was not of sound mind, there would be no argument over the will, no contention here about the results. He looked like a competitive gambler who knew he had already won the game.


The solicitor began to read, his voice far louder than was necessary for the table.


‘… and the house and internal possessions, the coach, horses and all of my homely belongings, as well as my savings shall be bequeathed to my wife, Mrs Katherine Miller, or, in the case of her absence or death, my daughter, Jennifer Miller. My shares in Miller, Osborne & Talver Merchanting Ltd shall be returned to the company and divided equally between my business partners, or their heirs in the event of—’


‘What?’ I asked incredulously, cutting the man off. My hold on my mother’s hand tightened, and I realised she was gripping mine in return. Her face had drained of colour as the words began to sink in.


‘Where would you like me to repeat from?’


‘The last bit,’ I said urgently, ignoring the serpentine smile on Talver’s face and the unmistakable brightness in Osborne’s eyes.


‘Uh, ah, here. My shares in Miller, Osborne & Talver Merchanting Ltd shall be returned to the company and divided equally between my business partners, or their heirs in the event of their deaths.’


An icy chill slid down my spine despite the heat. Heavens above, we were going to be cut out of my father’s business. His savings might be enough to allow us to continue living here for some time, but certainly not for ever. Without his steady ten thousand a year, I did not know what would happen to us, the servants, or my plans of adventure. I urged my mother to say something, anything that would not result in us being left destitute, but it seemed she had gone into an even deeper shock. She blinked rapidly, slowly digesting this new information.


Mr Gallows continued, oblivious to the fact that he had just turned our lives upside down. ‘The only exception being if, at the time of my death, my only daughter, Jennifer, is married, and her husband is willing and able to replace me adequately. In the event of this, my shares will remain with my family.’


My heart sank. I thought of my father, only a few months ago, speaking of finding me a husband. Was it because he had known all along that without one, my mother and I would lose our livelihood? Had he foreseen his death somehow? I felt the sting of tears and blinked them away quickly.


Mr Osborne took the opportunity to let his feelings on the matter be known. ‘It is such a shame that Jenny never married, is it not, Mr Talver?’


‘Indeed,’ was all the small man replied, quirking an eyebrow at me. His gaze held mine for a little too long, and I fought the urge to squirm in my seat. I could almost sense the plan forming in the back of his mind. If he were to marry me now, he would have the largest share of the company.


‘That is a great shame indeed,’ Mr Gallows said, sounding a little impatient that he had been interrupted so many times. He cleared his throat to continue reading, but was cut off once again.


‘She is engaged,’ my mother said, croaking out the first real words she had spoken for days.


The room fell silent but for the sound of the clock on the mantel marking out the seconds that stretched around us. I tried to catch her eye, to get a sense of what she was thinking, but she stared levelly at the solicitor as though daring him to challenge her.


‘I beg your pardon, Katherine, but this is the first I have heard of the matter,’ Osborne protested once he had recovered from his surprise.


‘I did not think to inform you, sirs, as until this moment I did not know it had any bearing upon your lives,’ my mother said sharply. ‘But that is the truth of it. She is due to be married in six months’ time.’


My jaw almost fell open at that news, and I had to remind myself to close it. What was my mother saying? The lie had come so easily to her, and yet she refused to meet my stare, her fingers still firmly gripping my own the only acknowledgement that she knew what she was doing. I could usually sense when someone was being deceitful, had felt drenched in that very feeling the moment the solicitor had begun to read the will, in fact. These men wanted to take the business for themselves, and it would have been a foregone conclusion if it were not for my mother’s lie. The realisation sent another wave of chill down my back.


‘Six months! We cannot have the business abandoned for so long. It is already feeling your husband’s loss,’ Talver complained.


‘Ah, that is quite true,’ Mr Gallows said, seizing the opportunity to contribute to the conversation and fishing around in his briefcase for another set of papers. ‘Here we are, the terms of partnership, which state that if the position of executive or partner is left abandoned due to death or sickness, the remaining partners are permitted to find a replacement after two months.’


‘Two months! What if Jenny’s fiancé is not able to accommodate your rules, gentlemen? Then you shall take my husband’s life’s work for yourselves, is that it?’ It was as though my mother had been asleep these past weeks and suddenly awoken, such was the fire in her voice and words.


‘Well, I’m afraid they do have the right, Mrs Miller, considering that your husband passed in May and it is now July …’ Mr Gallows began, but quietened down at a glare from her.


‘So that is the truth of it. I must forgo our wedding arrangements and force my daughter upon this poor man because you cannot grant us any leniency in your contracts and rules,’ my mother replied coolly.


I felt a bubble of maniacal laughter rise up at her sudden invention of a fiancé who was now being forced to take over my father’s business, but quickly squashed it down.


‘Well, as this is the first we are hearing of it, Katherine, I’m afraid we will have to insist that the young man begins his apprenticeship as soon as possible. If he cannot agree to the terms of our contract, then perhaps he would not be suitable to fill your late husband’s shoes after all,’ Osborne said, his concern genuine.


‘Oh, he’s suitable,’ she replied with a confidence I couldn’t match.


‘We will allow you this week to make arrangements for the wedding, but would expect the young man to be in our offices on Monday so that we can test his mettle, as it were. High season has already begun, and it would be best to have your future son-in-law learning the ropes.’


I gave him a weak smile in response, not trusting myself to speak. I was doubtful that I could lie as artfully as my mother.


‘It would be most improper to host a wedding when we are still in mourning,’ my mother snapped, brushing a hand down her skirts as though to remind our company that she was still wearing black.


‘Of course, it is a most unusual circumstance,’ Mr Gallows said, trying to be helpful, ‘but if the celebrations are kept to a minimum, it would not be out of the question for your daughter to come out of mourning a few weeks early.’


My mother harrumphed – actually harrumphed – at the poor man while she considered his words. She, a widow, would be expected to observe mourning customs for at least a year. As my father’s only child, I was held to no such restrictions. Expectations were anywhere from a month to half a year – whatever length of time I saw fit. I was already wearing dark purple, and although I had not been out in public since the funeral, I had not intended to stay in mourning for much longer.


‘Would you consider extending the two-month deadline?’ I asked, finding my voice and trying to keep it steady.


Mr Gallows frowned at his papers before looking to the other two gentlemen for confirmation. ‘I’m afraid that if we go by the contract, Miss Miller, you would have until the end of July. There are no clauses that permit an extension.’


My mother, who had no sense of what day it was, let alone what month, looked to me to clarify.


‘That gives us less than a week, sir. Six days, in fact,’ I pointed out, trying my level best not to sound alarmed. My mother blanched at that, and I worried that she might quickly relapse into her depression, knowing how impossible the task now was. Mr Gallows, Osborne and Talver all nodded at the same time.


She made a final effort to compel the gentlemen to feel some sort of remorse for the position they had put us in. ‘Six days, you say? And you will not grant any leniency to the widow of the man who built the company with you? Well, my daughter will not even have time for a honeymoon.’


Honeymoon? Who could worry about a honeymoon when I did not even have a fiancé yet?


‘I am sure that we can allow him leave once we are certain the company will be in capable hands,’ Osborne said, as though he were doing us a favour, ‘and if the expenses to move the wedding are so great that you cannot afford them, I would be happy to assist.’


I flinched at the barb, but Mother remained composed, though the glint in her eye towards my godfather was murderous.


‘You are most kind, but there will be no need for that,’ she replied flatly.


‘Please understand that we do this out of no malice,’ Talver added, his lie dragging like sharp nails across my now clammy skin. ‘We only have the best interests of the company at heart. It is not just your own livelihood at stake now that Jacob is gone, but our own as well.’ I sensed that that, at least, was true.


‘As you say, Mr Talver,’ my mother replied, unimpressed. ‘Now, gentlemen, I have much to do. Will that be all?’ she continued, looking to Mr Gallows, who seemed all of a fluster at her sudden change of temperament.


‘I-I believe that is all, Mrs Miller, yes. I shall return next week to oversee the bequeathal of your husband’s shares to his successor, but otherwise I simply require your signatures.’


Moments later, the paperwork was signed and my mother rose from her seat, sending all of the gentlemen to their feet.


‘Well, now that I have six days rather than six months to arrange a wedding, I will have to take my leave of you.’ Katherine Miller had a way of speaking that could either make people feel like the most important in the room, or the least significant thing she had laid eyes upon. In this case, her tone indicated, it was certainly the latter.


Mr Osborne turned to us in the entrance hall even as the door stood open, letting in the afternoon heat. ‘Does this young man have a name? I should like to ensure that my dear goddaughter is marrying into the right family.’


‘William,’ my mother replied without hesitation.


‘Ah, I see,’ he said, slightly disappointed that he had not caught her off guard. ‘And does William have a surname?’


‘None that concerns you, Henry. Good day, gentlemen,’ she said dismissively, nodding to Marcus, who ushered them out.


As he closed the door behind them, I exhaled, almost collapsing on the floor with relief that they had gone.


‘Jenny, this is no time to loll about. We have work to do.’


‘Work?’ I replied, looking up at the woman who had managed to lie flawlessly for the past half an hour. Despite her black dress and pallid complexion, she stood ramrod straight, her blue eyes, so much like mine, alight with an energy I hadn’t seen from her in weeks. Her face still held soft lines of grief, but there was fierce determination and purpose there too. I had to admit it both frightened and awed me a little.


‘Yes, work, girl,’ she said, taking me by the arm and pulling me towards the parlour. ‘We must find you a husband.’









Chapter 3


[image: image]


SEEKING A GENTLEMAN


It was as though the past several weeks had not happened, and my mother had not spent every waking hour sitting in an armchair, so grief-stricken that she was unable even to cry.


Barely hours after our visitors had left, she was almost back to her usual vibrant self, tearing about the house giving orders, writing letters to arrange meetings, and, most significantly, eating.


‘I have written to Mr Granville, Mrs Chambrey and the Ellisons, all of whom have sons of the right age for you. Hopefully they are not all already engaged or married. Just one of them will suffice,’ she said between mouthfuls of bread. It seemed the necessity to find me someone to marry had suddenly given her a purpose. Even though I wished to take her by the shoulders and shake this silly idea out of her, I couldn’t help but feel relieved that she was up and about. I did not wish to disabuse her of her plans, even if they were terrible.


‘We shall have to see if they will come to us, for it would be most improper for me to leave the house whilst still in mourning. I may need to find someone to present you, in fact. Perhaps Marcus could fill the role of guardian. You would have to do the talking, naturally, but for those families we are more acquainted with, I am certain they wouldn’t mind.’


I was beginning to recover from the shock of it all, but instead of rallying to the cause, I could only feel an all-consuming dread at the story she had conjured.


‘Mama, I cannot possibly marry someone within the week. I have barely been seen in public this past year and a half, and I am certainly in no state to start socialising now.’ Not to mention that I was terrified of the idea, though I kept that to myself.


She waggled her fingers at me as though dispelling my complaints.


‘Do not fret, my girl. There is no great science to being out and attending balls, and socialising is much like riding a horse. One is absent from it for a few months or a few years but can easily get straight back on and remember it all as though it were yesterday.’


‘I cannot ride a horse,’ I said exasperatedly.


‘Well, you understand my meaning. There is nothing to it really. Putting on dresses, saying things that people wish to hear, flirting. You won’t have to do it for long, after all. It will not be like before,’ she added, looking away from me momentarily. She had caught me flinching at her use of the word ‘flirting’ and no doubt suspected what had crossed my mind.


Parties. Lord Darleston. The whispers and sneers, the laughter and derisive glances hidden behind a flutter of fans and gloved fingers. Heaven only knew how much I hated the idea of circumnavigating that landscape once more.


‘And what if I don’t like him, whoever he may be? William, was it?’


‘Oh please, Jenny, do not be so naïve. Many a marriage has been built on less. I did not love your father when we first married. It took months for that to happen. Luckily he has …’ she corrected herself calmly, ‘he had a sense of humour and a tolerance for being told what to do.’


‘And that is how my life shall be? Married to a stranger in the hope that one day we might love each other? What if he turns out to be an awful person?’


‘Have a little faith, my girl. It is our livelihood at stake here.’ When she saw my eyes widen with hurt, she softened her tone, reaching out to squeeze my hand before letting it go. ‘I will not let anything bad happen to you, Jenny. I promise. But I do need you to at least try to cooperate.’


I slumped in my chair, somewhat crestfallen. Not so long ago, as the daughter of a rich merchant, I had thought I would have the luxury to travel the world. Make a name for myself beyond simply becoming some young gentleman’s accessory. That was what all the heroines in my books had done. Aristotle, who had made himself scarce during the meeting but had now hopped onto my lap in sympathy, gave a whine. I stroked his silky head and fussed with his droopy ears, making his tail swish appreciatively against the armrest.


‘And what do we do when we find someone who isn’t called William?’


‘Oh, that is simple enough. We shall pretend it is his middle name or some such thing and no one will be any the wiser,’ Mama said with a wave of her hand, sending crumbs flying. Aristotle leapt from my lap to salvage them, so I knitted my hands together on the table and watched her. The colour was back in her cheeks. Her eyes were bright and purposeful. How could I refuse her this? Adventure would have to wait, at least until I came up with an alternative plan.


‘Now, is it the Earl of Morberry who has a boy about your age?’


‘Frank is fourteen, Mama!’


‘Oh, well that is too young, I suppose. I must write to the archbishop immediately and seek an audience with him,’ she continued, pulling out a fresh piece of paper and setting down her bread roll so that she could pen another letter.


‘You know the Archbishop of Canterbury?’


‘Not personally, but we will need him for a special licence if you are to be married before the week is out.’


The expense did not bear thinking about. How she would navigate the fact that we did not yet know my husband’s name did not seem to concern her. I rested my chin on my hands and contemplated our predicament. Stunned as I was at my mother’s transformation, I could not see how her scheme would work.


‘I cannot truly believe you are going ahead with this, Mama. How on earth are we going to find someone willing to marry at such short notice who is also suitable to take on Father’s business and not leave us in a worse state than we were when we began?’ I was trying to be the voice of reason, but I could see that my mother was not even half as concerned as I was.


‘Stranger things have happened, Jenny. Romeo fell in love with Juliet in just four days.’


‘Yes, and look what happened to them!’ I shook my head. ‘What of my travels? I have not replied to Lady Blountford’s invitation to visit. She will think me rude and peculiar if I don’t go now.’


‘Nonsense. You must write back to her and explain our change of circumstances. She will be understanding. Invite her here the next time she is in town if you wish.’


Frustration and something akin to fear built up in my gut as I argued with her and had every reasonable excuse immediately rejected. I did not see how I could possibly marry a stranger in less than a week. Of course, I had read stories of couples for whom love had come immediately. Love at first sight. I had thought myself one of those fortunate and rare folk when first I had met Nigel, in fact. But if the past almost three years since I came out were anything to go by, I knew that love was not such a simple thing. Why did my mother think she could work some miracle and find me a husband, something I had not been convinced I actually wanted, in six days? And what luckless fool would agree to such an arrangement?


Later, in my room, I would cry angry tears. I would punch Lord Buckface until my knuckles were raw and my shoulders ached from the exertion, furious that the men in our lives had so much power over us. And then there was the marital bed to think of.


I had been so naïve before Lord Darleston’s party, with just the barest understanding of what went on between husband and wife. I had educated myself a little more since then, understood how children came about and so on. The thought of doing any of that with some stranger filled me with sick dread.


But for now, I kept my distress to myself and listened to my mother. She had an answer for all my complaints, unwavering in her resolve in the matter. Every attempt at reason was countered with the simple statement that if I didn’t go through with it, we’d be living on the streets in a year or two. Oh, it would not be immediate, she explained. We might need to tighten our purse strings a little at first: employ fewer staff, simplify our meals, abstain from extravagant purchases. But within weeks we would need to seek smaller lodgings and perhaps rent out the house in order to provide us with an income. Before long, we would need to refrain from new clothes and – she exaggerated the point – new books. That, combined with her sudden vigour and purpose, had me keeping my feelings on the matter to myself. Tears threatened in the corners of my eyes and burned my throat, and I looked out of the window while my mother’s pen scratched across paper as she wrote letter after letter.


What was worse? I wondered. Marrying a man who was a stranger to me, or being the person responsible for us losing everything that my father had worked to provide for us? And what would he have wanted? To that question I already knew the answer. Had overheard it, in fact, just a few short days before he died. He had wanted me to marry to protect not just his legacy, but myself and my mother as well. With painful realisation, I knew that I would be the last person to go against his wishes.


So it was that I found myself the next day attending appointment after appointment, dinner after tea after luncheon, at various aristocratic houses.


My mother had been discreet in her requests, knowing just how much information to reveal, or not, as the case might be, and had instructed me on what to say and do down to the very last demure smile. I was to gather information, determine whether the son was eligible and, more importantly, whether he would be able to convince Osborne and Talver that he was my fiancé without baulking. Marcus, who was chaperoning me, had his own orders, and as observing others in lieu of conversation came naturally to him, a simple nod or shake of the head on his part would be all I needed to confirm or deny my own thoughts.


I suppressed my nerves as we took the carriage on a merry route through the nicer parts of London. It had been so long since I had had to do any social performing that I had almost forgotten what it was like – the parts I loved as well as the parts I hated.


The dressing up, the soft touches of make-up, the silk gloves all had me feeling a little like a princess. But the prospect of conversations with men, and their parents, filled me with dread. One of these men, I thought as we pulled up outside the first house, in Belgravia, would be my husband. Once married, he would lay his hands on me. I would be owned by him. And if my previous experiences were anything to go by, those encounters might not be all that pleasant.


My fists bunched in my lap and I closed my eyes, gathering myself. A hand gently placed itself on my arm, and when I looked up, Marcus was smiling at me, his large, warm presence better than any tonic. Breathe, he gestured, taking in an exaggerated breath through his nose and blowing it out through his mouth. I copied him, breathing in for the count of three and out just as slowly. It did help, and before I could change my mind, I told him I was ready.


We both knew the plan. We would spend half an hour on niceties, leaving a trail of crumbs to see if the young man in question, or his parents, might bite. It would not do to make our case immediately – we didn’t want word getting back to Osborne and Talver that I was actively seeking a husband, after all. I was to smile and woo them to the best of my somewhat limited abilities. As soon as it became obvious that we had not found what we were looking for, Marcus would signal to me, I would make some excuse, and we’d go on to the next appointment.


Much to my relief, the first young man was already engaged; the second had just joined the Royal Navy and would be away for a year. The third had been married this past month, and the fourth, the son of the Ellisons, was so vulgar in his manner that Marcus repeatedly shook his head at me when they weren’t looking. Thankfully we were forgiven for some of our more abrupt exits by my pretending that I suffered from headaches after my father’s passing. It was a lie of sorts, but our hosts would usher us out as soon as I mentioned it, for which I was grateful.


Each encounter became a little easier. The knot in my stomach loosened, and Marcus’s reassuring presence reminded me that nothing bad could happen to me while he was there.


By the third day of pandering to the wealthy parents of young men, I concluded that there were no eligible bachelors left in London. At the end of each day I would give a full account of the meetings, and my mother, I found, agreed with my sentiments.


On the morning of the fourth day, we began to despair.


‘Who are we scheduled to visit today, Mama?’ I asked politely as I sipped my tea. My mother’s appetite had almost completely recovered, I was glad to see, but I refrained from touching food until absolutely necessary, given how many occasions I had had to eat in recent days. I was relieved to see colour in her cheeks as she too poured herself tea.


‘I could only secure us two appointments at such short notice, I’m afraid. The first is with Lord Everington,’ she replied, glancing at her agenda.


‘I didn’t realise he had sons,’ I said with a frown. She hesitated for only a moment as she stirred a spoonful of sugar into her cup.


‘He doesn’t. He’s recently widowed, in fact.’ Although her tone was light, I sensed her daring me to challenge her. I contained a splutter of surprise as my tea almost went down the wrong way.


‘Isn’t he fifty? Mama, really—’


‘It’s not ideal, I’ll grant you that.’ She set her cup down so that it clinked firmly in its saucer, and sighed. ‘But he is a good man, and was a loving husband to his late wife. Someone a little older, with more experience, might work in our favour. Being titled he may not have any interest in the business itself, but I am sure the extra income could tempt him.’


I said nothing, swallowing my shock and instead seeing the war that my mother seemed to be fighting with herself on the matter. I waited for her to speak, and eventually she did. ‘To be honest, I blame myself entirely for having to put you through this ordeal. If only I’d had more children – a son – perhaps you could have been spared all of this.’


I couldn’t argue with that, though I would never agree to place the blame on her shoulders. If I had just found an appropriate suitor a few years ago, we’d not even be having this conversation.


‘I wanted more children, you know,’ she continued, her gaze turning wistfully towards the place where my father used to sit. ‘I lost two before you were born – my miracle child, I called you – and then one more afterwards.’


I sucked in a short breath at the revelation. Now that I thought of it, there had been a time when I was small when my mother had been very ill, but I had not connected it to any particular condition.


‘I had no idea, Mama,’ I murmured. It was so easy to forget that my mother was a person in her own right. A wife, an excellent mistress of the house, and a loving but firm parent were all roles she had undertaken, but beneath them she was a woman, and I had never known of the pain she suffered. To think I might have grown up without her, gone with one of her children, and that she had dedicated her life to raising me, was humbling. I felt an echo of fear that I could have lost her and wouldn’t have understood why or how.


‘The doctor said we should stop trying to have another child and content ourselves with raising you. And I have never, ever taken you for granted, Jenny. Not one day has gone by when I did not thank God that he blessed me with you.’


The grief she had been hiding so well these few days was beginning to creep into her features once more, and my heart ached for her. It edged into the lines around her eyes and threatened to steal her words away. I stood up and moved to her side of the table, placing my arms around her shoulders from behind and pressing a light kiss to her cheek.


Even through the hurt of learning this news, fury simmered beneath my skin, and I tried to smother it quickly as I gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze. Anger at the situation, at Osborne and Talver for putting us through this, even at my father for agreeing to such a nonsensical contract with his business partners. I felt a quiet rage that my own coming out had been marred by the poor excuses for men that I had encountered. Was it my fault, or my mother’s, for us being in this predicament? Hardly. But as usual, we women bore the burden of solving the unsolvable, and I wouldn’t let us fall into destitution because of it.


‘We’ll solve this, Mama. I promise.’


Even if I had to marry a man thirty years my senior, or someone I’d never met.


Lord Everington was pleasant enough. He had a great white moustache that I struggled to avert my gaze from, imagining it tickling and scratching my skin. But when I tactfully broached the subject of remarrying, he paled considerably, spluttering something about how there had only been one woman for him, and though his late wife had borne him no sons, his title and money would go to his nephew.


The meeting left me feeling deflated and yet grateful that those scratchy whiskers on his upper lip would not be a part of my immediate future.


At least he had been honest.


My skill at detecting lies had come into its own these past few days, but I was growing weary with the constant social untruths and feigned friendship offered by these people we were visiting. I had never told my parents of my ability, nor did I know from where it had manifested. There had never been an appropriate moment to confide in them about it, and now my father would never know.


‘I have an idea, Jenny, but I will have to ask you to trust me implicitly,’ my mother said after Marcus and I arrived home, subdued after yet another failed liaison. The day’s second appointment had been with Master Hebworth, the son of a physician, who spent the entire tea talking of his experiments in preserving rodents and their young in formaldehyde, and how this could further the interests of science and the study of diseases. Feeling slightly green around the gills by the end of it, I was inclined to agree with anything my mother might ask simply to avoid yet another ordeal such as that one.


‘I do trust you, Mama, of course,’ I said, beginning to fan myself in an attempt to dispel my lingering queasiness from the afternoon, ‘but you make it sound as though we are going to embark on something … unconventional.’


‘Indeed,’ my mother said, gesturing for me to join her in the parlour, where she had laid out a map of the area surrounding my father’s offices. There were the docks, where our fortune had been made, and the busy City square mile that my father had often walked through and met with associates. My eyes quickly darted away when they fell upon the address of the chop shop where he had died, an ache like pressing on an old wound flaring in my chest.


My mother picked up her own fan as she assessed the map. The heat had not let up, and it had taken all my willpower not to strip off as soon as I had arrived home.


‘Well, are you going to at least give me some indication of what we are to do?’


She looked from the map to the window, her eye caught by a passing carriage as it jostled over the cobblestones, the parlour loaded with a suddenly fraught silence. I imagined she was searching for the best way to communicate her idea without startling me. Her lips were pursed, as though she didn’t like what she was about to say.


‘It occurs to me that we require a merchant to ensure that your father’s business is maintained in our best interests. We could pick any man off the street who wished to marry into money, but,’ she added quickly when I began to open my mouth, ‘that would not help us in the grander scheme of things. And yet I am beginning to believe that in seeking out wealthy young men, I have been going about this all wrong.


‘It occurred to me after you recounted your conversation with Master Hebworth,’ she continued, ‘that we have yet to speak to a single man who has any experience in your father’s field of expertise.’ She trailed off, momentarily lost in thought, before seeming to make up her mind about something. ‘No, at this point we no longer care if he is wealthy and eligible, or handsome and charming. Our priority should be to find a gentleman with sound business sense and an alacrity for doing as we wish.’


‘You want us to find someone ugly who can lie for us?’ I replied dubiously.


‘His looks have nothing to do with it,’ she waved her fan at me, ‘but yes, a man with a malleable temperament, who can think on his feet and knows his way around ships and commerce, would be preferable.’


Perhaps I should have stopped her there and then. If we were not narrowing our selection down to the gentry, how on earth were we to find the right sort of man amongst the thousands who resided in London? I bit my lip as I pondered how best to pose this question. Perhaps she had some plan? She had become quite the force to be reckoned with on the subject, and having seen her, in her darkest moments, become a lifeless shell of her former self, I had neither the desire nor the gall to contradict her. But this was my future. My life. My happiness. My thoughts of travelling, of seeing the world, felt so far away from me now, as though the person who had conjured those dreams was another Jenny, from another time. In some ways, I supposed she was.


‘We shall have to exercise extreme caution, of course,’ she said thoughtfully, as though reading the unanswered questions in my mind. ‘After all, Jenny, you are far more important than any business or livelihood. If we find a suitable gentleman with knowledge enough to take your father’s place in the business, he can become your husband in name and nothing else, unless you yourself desire it.’


I released a breath and nodded, feeling a little appeased. When we had been visiting society’s finest families, I had been looking as much at the parents as at the men themselves. Were they happy? Had the young man in question been brought up by good people? Did I sense deceit or lies in any of them? Most of them had been pleasant enough, but families like that had only one thing in mind – heirs for their fortune, grandchildren, the importance of their lineage. And I knew how those things came about. But to have a husband in name only, who might otherwise leave me alone, content with his portion of money and less interested in me as an actual wife, would suit me very well indeed. I was not averse to falling in love, but under the circumstances, it was quite unlikely. I gave my mother a smile. ‘Very well, Mama. What would you have us do?’


‘Ah, the idea is still half formed in my mind at present,’ she replied, a finger tapping the map absent-mindedly. ‘But when I have it complete, I will lay it all out for you. I am too warm to think now.’ And with that, she closed her eyes and spent the rest of the afternoon in silence, busy plotting a very different outcome for me than the one I had envisaged.


On Friday, three days before we were to deposit my so-called husband at the offices of Miller, Osborne & Talver Merchanting Ltd, I found myself travelling to the docks. My mother, resigned to taking matters into her own hands, had changed out of her mourning dress and was to accompany me on this occasion, though the need for discretion was at its greatest because of it.


‘When you said we were looking for a merchant, Mama, this was not quite what I had in mind,’ I said, hastening to keep up with her brisk pace. We had dressed in the plainest clothes we could find so as not to draw attention, and Marcus, at my mother’s behest, walked three paces behind us at all times. She had chosen a plain dress in green that was still likely more expensive than an entire dockworker’s wardrobe, but I hoped that our lack of silk and satin might allow us to be overlooked by most. She had kept her face away from the carriage windows in the hope that no one we knew would see her out of doors, and both of us had donned bonnets in the style of common women before we had stepped down. It was a little like going out in disguise, and I didn’t entirely hate it.


‘I have thought about it long and hard all week, Jenny,’ she called over her shoulder as we weaved through the crowd, ‘and this is the best place to find someone who might be experienced enough to do your father’s business proud.’


The docks were a crossroads of civilisation, swarming with gentleman merchants and ship’s captains, labourers, loaders, deckhands and sailors, all of them slick with sweat and many of them smelling as though they had not seen clean water in a very long time. As we rounded the corner and took in the lines of vessels moored at the riverbank, I couldn’t help but be impressed at the sight. Some were as tall as buildings, some as small as carriages, each with its weathered canvas sails and vibrant standards in red and green, gold and blue snapping in the faint breeze. Gulls swooped down to perch on abandoned crates, eyeing the day’s imports hungrily, while the calls of workers and sailors mingled with their cries to create a cacophonous din.
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