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About the Book


In 1875, Sisi, the Empress of Austria is the woman that every man desires and every woman envies.
 

Beautiful, athletic and intelligent, Sisi has everything – except happiness. Bored with the stultifying etiquette of the Hapsburg Court and her dutiful but unexciting husband, Franz Joseph, Sisi comes to England to hunt. She comes looking for excitement and she finds it in the dashing form of Captain Bay Middleton, the only man in Europe who can outride her. Ten years younger than her, Bay has everything to lose by falling for a woman who can never be his. For he is promised to Charlotte, who is rich and devoted yet with a mind of her own. But Bay and the Empress are as reckless as each other, and their mutual attraction is a force that cannot be denied.


Full of passion and drama, THE FORTUNE HUNTER tells the true story of a nineteenth century Queen of Hearts and a cavalry captain, and the struggle between love and duty.
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‘A surprisingly intelligent exploration of the gulf between the New World and the old – and one woman’s spirited attempt to bridge it’ Guardian


‘Filled with vitality … a highly enjoyable and intelligent read’ Sunday Times


‘A well-written, brilliant first novel by a confident, skilful storyteller. It is pure, light-hearted, unpretentious entertainment’ Sunday Express


‘A marvellously assured read … Goodwin writes beautifully; her easy style disguising both erudition and emotional truth’ Daily Mail


‘A deliciously evocative first novel that lingers in the mind’ Allison Pearson, Daily Telegraph
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July 1875


WAS QUEEN VICTORIA A KITTEN OR A CODFISH? Charlotte hesitated. The monarch’s chinless face did look remarkably similar to the glassy stare of the fish, but that would mean making the late Prince Consort a kitten, as that was the only animal she had left. It was hard to think of Prince Albert as feline, but now that she had superimposed the image of the fish onto his wife’s face, it was undoubtable that the queen made the most magnificent kind of cod. She stepped back for a moment and looked at the overall composition, now that she had replaced each royal face with an animal head. The Prince of Wales was a satisfactory basset hound and Charlotte felt that she had done justice to Princess Alice’s mournful demeanour by turning her into a calf. She dipped her brush into the pot of Indian ink at her side and began to shade around her work, blending the edges of the animal heads into the rest of the photograph. Later, depending on what time she could persuade Fred to bring her home from the ball, she would photograph her creation.


She sighed and stretched her folded fingers over her head. The sun had sunk beneath the rows of white stucco townhouses, throwing a warm glow into the room.


Charlotte would have her Royal Menagerie. She thought she would put it on the back wall of the drawing room at Kevill. Properly framed, it would look to the casual observer like any other family portrait; only the people who really looked would see that she had turned the Royal Family into a frock-coated and crinolined 300. It was possible that some of the starchier guests might be a little shocked, but as close observation of anything besides the lace on a visitor’s gown seldom took place in the drawing room at Kevill, Charlotte did not feel she had much to worry about. The faint possibility of discovery might be enough to get her through those interminable afternoons spent at home entertaining lady callers. Charlotte hoped that the Bishop’s wife, in particular, would look over her long, perpetually dripping nose and be so offended that she never called again.


The thought of the Bishop’s wife and the way that she always referred to her as a ‘poor motherless girl’ was enough to make Charlotte’s hand slip, and a drop of Indian ink fell onto one of the ivory silk flounces of her skirt. It was a very small drop of ink, but the silk was so absorbent that it quickly flowered into an unmistakeable stain. Charlotte was annoyed at her carelessness. The ink spot was barely visible, but she knew that her aunt would spot it immediately and would make it into a tragedy of epic proportions. ‘What a calamity!’ she would exclaim, the lace ribbons on her widow’s cap fluttering. ‘Your beautiful dress ruined and on the night of the Spencer ball too!’ Charlotte’s aunt Adelaide liked nothing better than a minor domestic mishap that she could turn into a drama worthy of Sophocles. She would feel it her duty to point out the blemish to everyone they met, and invite them to comment on the tragic twist of fate that had ruined her niece’s exquisite dress. Charlotte was dreading the evening’s entertainments quite enough without the added humiliation of her aunt’s histrionics.


She thought for a moment, and then picked up her watercolour box. Perhaps there was some China White left. She took a clean brush, licked it thoroughly and started to paint over the stain. It wasn’t perfect, but it covered the worst of it, and with any luck she might get through the evening without her aunt noticing. She was just giving it another coat when there was a perfunctory knock on the door and her brother Fred walked in wearing his dress uniform.


‘Are you ready yet, Mitten? Aunt Adelaide is fretting about the horses and I want to be at the Opera early.’


He saw what she was doing and stopped. ‘Why are you painting your dress?’ He smirked. ‘Is that the latest fashion, hand-decorating your ball gown?’


‘Well, if it was the latest fashion, as you never stop pointing out to me, I would be the last one to know. I have spilt some ink on my dress and I am concealing it with paint.’ Charlotte pointed at the blemish with her finger. ‘There! Good as new.’


‘But what on earth were you doing messing about with ink in a white ball gown? I thought girls had better things to do before a ball, like getting their hair arranged or choosing which jewels to wear.’


‘If you look carefully, Fred, you will see that my hair has been arranged, and as for jewels, Aunt Adelaide thinks that diamonds are unsuitable for debutantes and so she is wearing Mamma’s necklace. I thought I would occupy my time usefully while I waited for you all to get ready.’


Fred glanced over at the work table where the Royal Menagerie lay. He went over to have a closer look, and shook his head.


‘You really are a rum one, Mitten.’


‘Do you like it?’


‘Like it! Of course I don’t like it. It’s peculiar, that’s what it is. Why don’t you have any normal accomplishments? Singin’, piano playing, needlework, that sort of thing. It’s deuced odd for a girl of twenty to be squirrellin’ around with cameras and chemicals all the time. You need to be careful that you don’t get a reputation. Augusta is quite concerned about you. She says that after we are married, her first task will be to launch you properly. She thinks that with the right approach, you could be quite a success.’


Charlotte smiled. ‘How very kind of her.’


Fred looked at her suspiciously, his blue eyes bulging as they always did when he was cross. ‘Augusta will be a real advantage to you. She says that making the right sort of marriage is like pilotin’ a ship into harbour. It needs a steady hand at the tiller.’


Charlotte thought, but did not say, that despite Lady Augusta Crewe’s navigational skills, it had taken her four London seasons to land a proposal of marriage. She decided to change the subject.


‘You look very handsome tonight, Fred. Augusta will be proud of you.’


Diverted, Fred pushed his chest out and brushed his hand down the gold braid on his jacket.


‘Went to Bay Middleton’s tailor. He swears by him, won’t go anywhere else.’


‘Bay Middleton is clearly very discerning.’


‘Best dressed officer in the Guards. It’s all about the cut. Had to have three fittings for this.’


‘Only three fittings! I must have had ten at least for this frock, and I think your uniform fits you rather better and is altogether more flattering.’


‘Nothing wrong with your dress, or at least there wasn’t before you started coverin’ it with ink.’ He put his hand on her shoulder. ‘When Augusta and I are married she will advise you. Daresay you could learn something from her. Always very nicely turned out, Augusta.’


Charlotte thought that she had heard enough about the superiority of Augusta Crewe to last a lifetime. Even if her future sister-in-law had been charming and generous, she might have tired of Fred constantly invoking her name, but as Charlotte found her affected and calculating, her presence in every conversation between brother and sister was a scalding irritation.


There was a cough from the doorway. Penge, Aunt Adelaide’s butler, looked at them reproachfully.


‘Her ladyship has asked to me to remind you that the carriage was ordered fifteen minutes ago.’


Fred became officious. ‘Come along, Mitten, nothing you can do about the dress now. Captain Hartopp’s not goin’ to notice.’ He was halfway down the curving staircase before he turned back to look at her. ‘And you needn’t worry about partners tonight. I know Hartopp will claim the first two, and Augusta has promised to find you some suitable young men.’


Charlotte was silent but thought that she would like nothing more than to dance with an unsuitable young man. Despite Fred’s solicitude, she was not at all worried about finding partners: although she had only been to a handful of balls, her dance card was always full. Suitable young men and the odd unsuitable one had quickly learnt that although Charlotte was not perhaps the most striking looking girl in the room, she was undoubtedly one of the richest, as the sole heiress to the Lennox fortune, which would be hers when she was twenty-five. The money had not meant much to her growing up in the Borders, but since she had come to London, Charlotte had often heard the phrase ‘the Lennox heiress’ muttered in conversation or seen it mouthed silently by one new acquaintance to another. She had noticed too that the mutterings and the mouthings made Fred anxious. The money was hers alone – her mother, the original Lennox heiress, had been their late father’s second wife – but Fred was as proprietorial about her fortune as if it were his to bestow. Under the terms of her father’s will, she could not marry without his consent until she reached her majority, and Fred was enjoying the privileges of this role immensely. There had been some young men in the Guards who had made Fred feel uncomfortable about his tailor or his taste in claret, but those feelings of unease had subsided now that he was the guardian of the Lennox fortune, and, of course, the fiancé of Lady Augusta Crewe.


It was not therefore the fear of being a wallflower that made Charlotte inch down the curving staircase after her brother, one reluctant step at a time. She was probably the only girl in London who dreaded a full dance card. Sitting out a dance was better than being whirled around the room by some pink-cheeked younger son doing his best to secure the Lennox Fortune. Did she hunt? No. Silence. Had she been presented? Not yet. Pause. Did she like croquet? Sometimes she would volunteer that she enjoyed photography. This would generally make Percy or Clarence look anxious, as if being asked a question in an exam that they hadn’t prepped for. Then Algernon or Ralph would tell her the story of how he had his photograph taken, ‘for Mamma, y’know’, and complain about how long it had taken: ‘The photographer chap wanted me to stand with my head in a vice, otherwise he said it would come out blurry.’ Did they like the results? she would ask, and the young men would pause; sometimes a blush would stain their bewhiskered faces. Despite their confusion, she would persevere: did the photograph look the way they had imagined themselves? At that point her partner would mumble that he never really gave much thought to his appearance, but he supposed that the photographs were accurate enough. Generally after these exchanges the young man would not insist on another dance. Once when a more imaginative young man had asked Charlotte if she would take his photograph, she had demurred, saying that he might not like the result. He did not ask a second time.


At the bottom step Charlotte tried to arrange herself so that her fan and reticule covered the ink stain on her gown. But it was clear that her concern was unnecessary, for Aunt Adelaide was much too preoccupied with her own appearance to give much thought to her niece. She was standing in front of the pier glass in the hallway, turning her head this way and that as the light caught the Lennox diamonds around her throat. Married late to an impecunious baronet who had died six months later, Aunt Adelaide had not had many diamonds in her life and she was enjoying her borrowed finery to the full. Charlotte could see that her aunt, who must be at least forty, was a good deal more excited about the evening ahead than she was.


‘How well those pearl earrings go with your dress, dear. Just the right note of ornament without ostentation. I can’t bear it when young girls cover themselves with jewels – do you remember Selina Fortescue at the Londonderry ball? She looked positively gaudy, such a shame with a fresh young complexion like that.’ Aunt Adelaide looked at Charlotte as she said this but couldn’t resist her twinkling reflection for long and turned back to the mirror.


Fred coughed. ‘I notice, Aunt, that, unlike Charlotte, you have covered yourself in jewels. Is it quite the thing for you to be wearin’ the Lennox necklace? The diamonds are Charlotte’s property after all, and I think that as her guardian I should have been consulted.’


Underneath the diamonds, Charlotte saw the skin of her aunt’s décolletage redden. She spoke quickly.


‘Oh Fred, don’t be so pompous. I would feel ridiculous wearing the necklace. It’s much too grown up for me, and besides, it looks very becoming on Aunt Adelaide. I would much rather she wore it than for it to be locked up in a vault.’


Aunt Adelaide looked at her gratefully. Fred picked up his gloves and started to pull them down over his fingers, cracking each knuckle as he did so.


‘I don’t think it is pompous to express some concern about a valuable piece of property that belongs to my only sister. Perhaps you have forgotten the promise I made to Father to look after you, but I haven’t. Everything that you do reflects on me. I don’t want your future husband to accuse me of mismanagin’ your affairs.’


‘Well, I have no intention of marrying someone who would complain about me lending a necklace to a member of my family. I was going to offer it to Augusta to wear at your wedding, but if you feel so strongly about it, perhaps that would be a mistake.’


As Charlotte had intended, Fred’s indignation subsided.


‘Augusta did mention the necklace to me. I will, of course, make sure that she takes very good care of it, as I am sure that you will, Aunt. Now I suggest that we leave, or we will miss the first act.’


Charlotte smiled to herself. Fred’s real anxiety was not that Aunt Adelaide was wearing the Lennox diamonds, but that Augusta would see her wearing them at the Spencer ball. Augusta was already planning to wear them to her wedding, and she would be unhappy if their magnificence was diluted by too many public outings on other necks than hers.


As her brother handed her into the carriage, she wondered how she would compose their wedding portrait. There would be the official one, of course, with the bride in white and orange blossom with the diamond collar round her not-quite-long enough neck with Fred standing stiffly behind her – Augusta would be seated as she was practically the same height as Fred. But in the unofficial one Charlotte thought that Augusta, with her flattish nose and wide apart eyes, would make a rather satisfactory Pekinese, and Fred, with his red face and his burgeoning chins, might pass for a turkey. It would not be a picture that she could hang anywhere, of course, not even in the darkest corners of Kevill, but it would give her private satisfaction to look at it when she was being ‘launched’ by Augusta after the wedding. Unless she could find a husband in the run-up to their nuptials, she faced the prospect of living with the newlyweds. The current arrangement with Lady Lisle suited Fred while he was a bachelor, but when he was a married man he would naturally want his sister to live with him and his wife. Fred’s £1,000 a year would not stretch to a house in town, but as Charlotte’s guardian, he and Augusta would be able to take Lady Lisle’s place as Charlotte’s chaperone in Charles Street.


There was a tap at the carriage window. She looked out and saw the large, whiskered face of Captain ‘Chicken’ Hartopp, Fred’s great friend and a devoted follower of the Lennox fortune. Fred was not actively encouraging Hartopp’s suit, as he was hoping for a title for his sister, or at least an alliance with one of the older landed families, but as Hartopp’s fortune was almost as great as Charlotte’s he could not rule him out entirely.


‘Miss Baird, I am so glad I caught you before you left. I wanted to give you these; I thought perhaps you might like to wear them tonight.’


He handed her a corsage of white rosebuds through the window and Charlotte gave him what she hoped was a delighted smile.


‘Thank you so much, Captain Hartopp. How kind of you to think of me.’


‘My pleasure, Miss Baird.’ He tipped his hat to Fred and bowed to Aunt Adelaide. ‘Good evening, Lady Lisle. What a magnificent necklace. Are those the famous Lennox diamonds, by any chance?’


Adelaide Lisle simpered. ‘They are indeed. Dear Charlotte has been kind enough to let me wear them tonight. I hope I can do them justice.’


Hartopp paused just a second too long before saying, ‘You can have no doubts on that score, Lady Lisle.’


Charlotte saw the way Hartopp’s eyes glittered when he saw the necklace, and thought that even living with Fred and Augusta would be preferable to looking at his face every morning over the breakfast table. She had not yet acquired any photographs of aquatic mammals, but when she did, she was sure that Captain Hartopp, despite his feathery nickname, would make a perfectly splendid walrus.
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THE OPERA HOUSE WAS FULL. IT WAS ADELINA PATTI’S last performance of La Sonnambula before she returned to New York. Every box was full, every seat from the stalls to the gods was taken. Bay Middleton sat in the second row, so close to the stage that he could see the lattice of blue veins that snaked across La Patti’s décolletage, the rivulets of sweat that ran down her painted cheeks.


But though he had his eyes on the stage, Bay Middleton’s senses were concentrated on a box in the Grand Tier. He felt Blanche’s presence as vividly as if she were sitting next to him; he knew without looking round that her shoulders were bare and that two blond wisps of hair would tremble on the back of her neck. He could almost smell the cologne she used to bathe her temples. Still, he would not look up. He had been aware that he was making a mistake in coming tonight even as he fastened the dress studs in his shirt and adjusted the points of his white tie. But tomorrow Blanche would be gone and he wanted to be near her even if he could not bear to look at her.


The music fed his melancholy. He was not, like most of the audience, here merely to be seen. Bay felt the music; sometimes he would find the hairs on his arm standing on end, just as they did when he knew he was about to win a race, or when a woman looked at him in a certain way. It had happened the first time he had seen Blanche. She had pressed her foot against his at dinner and he had known, at once, that it was no accident. She had looked at him with her heavy-lidded eyes and had smiled, showing small white teeth and a glimpse of pink tongue. It had been the first of many such moments. She had been looking at him across dinner tables and ballrooms for the last year. There had been other women before her, of course, but Blanche Hozier was the first woman he had ever missed a day’s hunting for.


She had not been smiling earlier that afternoon as she stood in front of the mirror, tucking away the curls that had come loose a few minutes before. He had been marvelling, as usual, at how quickly Blanche could change back from the woman who had led him by the hand to the chaise longue to the one who stood there now checking that every hair was in place. She was still flushed, but she was once again the mistress of the house and the Colonel’s wife. She had caught his eyes in the mirror and had said without expression, ‘I am going to Combe tomorrow.’


He had said nothing, sensing that this was a declaration.


‘The Colonel is there all the time working on his drainage schemes, and as there is no chance of him coming to London, I must go to him.’ She turned to face Bay, tilting her head a little to one side as she looked at him, one of her diamond ear drops catching the light and dazzling him.


He considered this for a moment. There could be only one reason why Blanche would leave London before the end of the Season. His eyes dropped to her waist.


He blinked. ‘Are you sure?’


Blanche lifted her chin. ‘Sure enough.’


He stood up and walked towards her. She crossed her hands in front of her like a gate. He stood still. ‘A child? Oh Blanche, I am so …’ But she cut him off, as if she couldn’t bear the emotion in his voice.


‘Combe is lovely at this time of year. Isobel has a cough and I believe the country air will do her good.’


The slight huskiness that he found so beguiling had gone and she had resumed the commanding tones of Lady Blanche Hozier, the daughter of an earl and the mistress of Combe. He looked in vain for some trace of her former softness, but she was as hard as the looking glass behind her. He felt both desolation at the thought of losing her and irritation that he should be so summarily dismissed.


‘You will write to me.’ It was not a question, but Blanche had shaken her head.


‘No letters, not until afterwards. I have to be careful. If the child is a boy …’ He had seen her twist the wedding ring around her finger.


‘I will miss you, Blanche,’ he had said, putting his hand out to take hers. But she had shrunk away from him, as if he had become red hot. He had punched his fist into his other hand in frustration.


‘I wonder that you didn’t tell me, earlier?’ His eyes flickered over to the chaise longue.


Blanche looked at him, her drooping eyelids belying the fierceness of her tone.


‘I think you should leave now before the servants come back. They have seen too much already.’


He had wanted, very much, to tear her hair down and to shake her porcelain composure, but he had let his arms drop and said, ‘Are you sure the child is mine?’


This time she had turned her whole body away from him and had just pointed to the door. He had picked up his hat and gloves from the chair and left without another word.


Now, as he listened to Adelina Patti as Amina singing of her love for Elvino, he felt the blood creeping to his ears as he thought of that last remark. He wanted to look up and show Blanche that he had not meant to wound her, but he could not turn his head. He knew that her retreat to the country was the only prudent course, but he had been hurt by the manner of his sending off. If only there had been some expression of regret, some tenderness. But their liaison had ended as abruptly as it had started. He suspected that he was not Blanche’s first lover, but she had always been discreet. Bay knew that her marriage with Hozier was not a happy one. Indeed, there had been a moment when he thought that Blanche had wanted more than their afternoons in the blue drawing room and he had been terrified and excited in equal measure. But that moment had passed and he had felt nothing but relief. To elope with Blanche would have meant leaving the regiment, the country, probably. So he knew he had no right to feel aggrieved, but still – a child. He remembered the way that Blanche had refused to look at him as he left that afternoon, as if she had already erased him from her life.


La Patti hung her head at the end of her aria to receive her applause. The stage was soon covered with flowers thrown by her admirers. Bay looked up at the other side of the theatre from Blanche’s box and saw his friends Fred Baird and Chicken Hartopp in a box with two ladies. One he recognised as Fred’s aunt and the young girl he thought must be Fred’s sister. He supposed that Lady Lisle must be bringing the girl out as the mother had died years ago. He picked up his opera glasses to get a better look at the girl, conscious as he did so that Blanche might be watching him. It would do her no harm, he thought, to see that he had other interests.


But the Baird girl had drawn back, her face was in shadow, and all Bay could see of her was a kid-gloved hand tapping a fan on the side of the box. He held his glasses up for a minute longer, waiting for a glimpse of her face, but she did not reappear. It was almost as if she were hiding from his gaze.


At the interval he decided to leave; he thought he would go to his club and have a brandy. He thought of Blanche looking down at his empty seat. But as he reached the corridor he felt a hand on his shoulder.


‘Middleton, what are you doing down here?’ Chicken Hartopp looked down at him, beaming. His dundreary whiskers covered almost his entire face, but what skin there was visible was flushed with the heat. ‘Thought you would be in a box, old man, not down here with the plebs. Couldn’t help noticing a certain lady sitting opposite.’ Chicken squeezed one eye in a clumsy wink.


Bay said quickly, ‘I thought I’d listen to the music for a change. This is La Patti’s last performance before she goes back to America.’


‘An opera lover too, eh?’ Chicken started to laugh at his own joke. Bay was about to leave him to his mirth when he saw Fred Baird coming towards them.


‘Middleton, my dear chap, I thought I saw you down in the stalls. Will you come up to the box and meet my sister?’


Bay was about to refuse, but then he remembered the Baird box was in full view of where Blanche and her companions were sitting. He followed Bay and Hartopp through the crimson corridors to the box.


‘Aunt Adelaide, you know Captain Middleton, of course, and may I present my sister Charlotte.’


Bay bowed to Lady Lisle and turned to Charlotte Baird, who was small and dun-coloured, quite unlike her brother, who was large and vivid. She stretched out her hand to him and as he brushed his lips against the knuckles of her glove, he felt her hand tremble slightly.


‘How are you enjoying the Opera, Miss Baird? La Patti will be a sad loss to the company here, when she returns to New York.’ Bay was standing with his back to the auditorium. He turned slightly to the left so that an observer might notice that he was talking to a young lady. Charlotte Baird looked up at him. Bay was not as tall as Hartopp or Baird, but Charlotte still had to tilt her head up to address him.


‘I haven’t had much chance to form an opinion about the music, Captain Middleton. I don’t think my brother or Captain Hartopp have drawn breath since we arrived.’ She gave a crooked little smile. ‘Perhaps you can persuade them to be quiet. I should so like to hear the opera as well as see it.’ Bay noticed that she had a trace of freckles across the bridge of her nose.


‘I will do my best, Miss Baird, but I doubt that even the Archbishop of Canterbury himself could silence Chicken Hartopp.’


She looked at him and he saw that her eyes were the most definite thing about her face: large, with very long black lashes. He could not quite make out the colour in the gloom of the box. She held his gaze.


‘But you, Captain Middleton, you like to listen. Is that why you sit down there in the stalls?’


The crooked smile reappeared. He realised she had noticed him earlier. He thought again, how different she was from her brother. Fred was an amiable bully who was happy as long as he was in front. But this girl came up on the inside, in the blind spot.


‘I like to look up at the singers, Miss Baird; I want to feel in the middle of things.’


‘But that’s what I want, and yet here I am, surrounded by distractions.’ She waved her hands at the young men who were standing with her aunt and shrugged. The bell rang to signal the end of the interval.


‘Delighted to have met you, Miss Baird.’ Bay looked over at Fred Baird and Chicken Hartopp and said, ‘I hope you are allowed to enjoy the rest of the opera in peace.’


‘I hope so too. But Captain Middleton, you aren’t thinking of returning to your seat already? There is a lady in blue who has been staring at you these last few minutes while we have been talking; she looks as though she wants to tell you something. Won’t you look round and see what it is she has to say?’ Charlotte Baird’s voice was soft but there was something sharp in there as well. Bay did not look round, but made his way to the door at the back of the box.


‘I don’t believe anything can be more important than the Second Act, Miss Baird.’ He nodded to the others and left. Rather to his own surprise, he found himself making his way back to his seat in the stalls, aware now that he was being observed from two sides. He thought with some satisfaction of Blanche watching his conversation with Charlotte Baird from the other side of the House.


The Second Act was not as good as the first; the music could not push away his swirling thoughts. As he fidgeted in his seat he caught a faint whiff of the gardenia in his buttonhole. The flower had come from a corsage he had ordered for Blanche to wear this evening. He had been going to take it with him that afternoon, but it had arrived too late. It had been lying on the hall table when he had returned to his rooms, a mute reminder, as if he needed one, of how much had changed in the last few hours. His first impulse had been to throw it away, actually to crush the waxy white petals and the dark green glossy leaves under his heel, but as he picked up the flowers to destroy them he had been overwhelmed by their scent. The heavy sweetness was the smell of all their afternoons together in Blanche’s blue drawing room. He remembered the dust-laden motes of light that had fallen like sequins on her bare throat. The smell of the gardenias was as abundant as Blanche herself, the waxy smoothness of the petals as dense as the white skin of her shoulders. He could not resist pulling out one spray and fastening it in his buttonhole. But now, as he touched the fleshy white petals, he thought that he had never seen Blanche completely naked and now he knew that he never would. The thought made him shudder, and crush the flower between his fingers.


He was still intending to go to his club, but as he was leaving he saw Fred Baird handing his sister and aunt into their carriage. They must be going to the Spencer ball. He had been sent a card, of course, having been one of Spencer’s aide-de-camps in Ireland, but he had decided not to go. He didn’t really care for balls; there was so much clamour he could never hear what the girls were saying in their light little voices. Not that it mattered. Those debutante conversations were all the same – did he care for waltzing or polkas? Wasn’t the steeplechase most awfully dangerous? Had he ever been to Switzerland in the summer? He was standing on the corner of the Strand, when the Baird carriage passed him and he saw Charlotte’s small face looking at him through the glass. He touched his hat and she raised her hand in reply but did not, rather to his surprise, smile.


He hesitated for a moment, before turning north towards Spencer House. Blanche would be there, but then so would little Charlotte Baird. She would be grateful for a dancing partner who was not Chicken Hartopp. He knew that Hartopp was seriously pursuing the girl – she was an heiress, of course, and like all rich men, Hartopp wanted to be richer. But now he had met Charlotte, Bay found that he did not like the idea of Hartopp marrying her. Any girl who went to the Opera to listen to the music was not the right match for the cloth-eared Hartopp. He looked around for a hansom but then decided he would walk. It was a fine evening and it would not hurt to arrive a little late. Perhaps Blanche would be looking towards the door, wondering if he would arrive.
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THE BALL WAS AT ITS HEIGHT. IT WAS AT THE POINT where the women were rosy from the dancing, but before the moment when coiffures began to slip – carefully curled fringes flattening in the heat. The guests, who had been delaying their arrival so that it would appear that they had been dining at one of the more fashionable houses before the ball, had finally dared to make their appearance. The parliamentary lobbies on the Suez bill had closed and the ballroom was spotted with MPs and ministers. It was the last event of the season before people disappeared to the country for the summer, so there was an energy to the occasion as the guests tried to make the most of this last opportunity to squeeze what they wanted from the world: a promotion, a liaison, a husband, a mistress, a loan, or simply a piece of delicious gossip. No one wanted to miss this party; it was the final opportunity to acquire the baubles of hope and intrigue that would make the arid summer months bearable before the fashionable world reassembled in the autumn.


As Bay Middleton made his way up the double staircase, he saw that Earl Spencer, the Red Earl as he was known, was still standing by the door to welcome his guests. The last time Bay had seen Earl Spencer in evening dress had been in Dublin at the Vice Regal lodge. There he had been the Queen’s representative, and with his great height and golden red beard he had looked the part. But now the political wind had changed, the Whigs had been ousted by the Tories under Disraeli, and Spencer looked a little less burnished. His kingdom was on the hunting field, not here under the chandeliers. But he had daughters to bring out and a Party anxious to manoeuvre itself back into power, so there was no help for it. Still, he hovered on the edge of the festivities as if ready to follow more promising sport at any moment.


Spencer caught sight of Bay at the bottom of the stairs and called to him before the footman could announce him.


‘Middleton, my dear fellow. I am uncommon glad to see you here.’ He squeezed Bay’s hand in his great freckled paw.


‘It’s not the same as Dublin, eh?’ Spencer’s pale blue eyes clouded. ‘Still, we have royalty tonight. The Queen of Naples, no less, or should I say the former Queen. Very grand, like all these deposed monarchs, but lively enough.’ He pointed a stubby finger at Bay. ‘I shall rely on you to entertain her. She speaks perfect English but she has a way of sighing that is altogether foreign. I believe the King is not altogether to her taste. No doubt you could bring a smile to those handsome lips.’


Bay smiled. ‘I don’t think a queen would have much time for a mere cavalry captain, My Lord. But I am at your service as always.’


Spencer laughed and put his arm around his shoulders.


‘They were high times in Ireland, eh Middleton? Best hunting in the world. Still, who knows? Disraeli can’t last for ever and then we will be back with a vengeance.’


He propelled Bay into the ballroom where the orchestra was playing a polka.


‘There she is, Queen Maria, the heroine of Gaeta. They say she took command of the garrison and fought against Garibaldi and the Risorgimento while her husband the little king locked himself in his bedroom.’ Spencer pointed to a tall dark woman dressed in white who stood surrounded by a group of men in uniform.


‘It appears that she is still in command of her troops.’ Bay thought that the Queen looked as if she was posing for a portrait, her arms positioned in a perfect oval and her head turned slightly so that everyone could admire her clear profile and the long curve of her neck. She wore a small tiara that sparkled against her dark hair.


‘At least she looks the part,’ said Spencer. ‘Not like the Widow of Windsor. And a horsewoman too. She came out with the Pytchley last year, led the pack all the way. I suppose a day out with the Pytchley is compensation for losing a kingdom, eh?’ But Bay was no longer looking at the Queen in her frame of courtiers. He had seen Blanche’s blond head and he could not help following it as it tacked across the dance floor. Spencer followed his gaze and made a small tutting noise.


‘I believe you are not listening to me, Middleton. Still, I shall leave you to your own pursuits, even if no good can come of them. It’s high time you got married. The right sort of wife would make all the difference.’ The Earl moved off towards the supper room, leaving Bay watching Blanche as she danced around the room. He was dismayed to see how very gracefully she was dancing tonight. She was coming around again and he knew that if she were to turn her head she would see him. He stood there, unable to move, and then just as they were about to come face to face, he saw a flash of white to his left and turned his head. It was Charlotte Baird – still small and dun-coloured but just then a most welcome sight.


He pulled himself around to face her. She was standing beside her aunt and another lady, whom Bay recognised as Augusta Crewe, Fred’s fiancée. Charlotte looked very small standing beside the other women. Middleton bowed to the group and moved next to her.


‘I hope you can hear the music now, Miss Baird.’


She nodded. He thought she looked less sure of herself here in the glittering expanse of the ballroom than she had in the enclosed space of the box at Covent Garden.


‘Yes, but this music is not intended to be listened to.’ She smiled her crooked smile and Bay could see that her fingers were tapping her fan.


He bowed and asked her to dance. But before Charlotte could answer, Augusta said, ‘Oh, but you are too late, Captain Middleton, Miss Baird’s dance card is quite full. Isn’t that right, Charlotte?’ Augusta blinked her sandy eyelashes at Bay.


Charlotte laughed. ‘Oh, but Augusta, I must make room for Captain Middleton. Haven’t you noticed how magnificent Fred is looking tonight? It is all the work of Captain Middleton here who sent him to his tailor. I think I should express our gratitude, don’t you?’


Augusta sniffed. ‘I can’t say that I have noticed anything in particular. Fred is always well turned out.’


‘Oh, you are just being loyal. You may have the next dance, Captain Middleton, and Augusta, perhaps you would make my excuses to Captain Hartopp.’


The band struck up a waltz. Bay held out his hand to Charlotte. He was surprised at how small and how light she was. She barely came up to his shoulder, unlike Blanche, who had always been on a level with him. She was concentrating too hard on the steps to look at him at first. He could see her biting her lip with effort. He tightened his grip on her waist and finally she raised her eyes to his and said, ‘You are a very good dancer.’


‘I have had lots of practice. In Ireland there was nothing to do except hunt and go to parties.’


‘But Captain Hartopp was in Ireland with you, was he not? He doesn’t dance as well as you.’


Bay smiled. ‘It’s true, no one could call Chicken a dancer. He can ride, though.’


‘Why do you call him Chicken, Captain Middleton? I’ve asked Fred but he won’t tell me.’


‘If your brother won’t tell you, then you can hardly expect me to, Miss Baird.’ He saw her frown and continued, ‘Don’t be cross. It is rather a sad little story and I am too fond of Chicken to repeat it.’


‘But you don’t mind taking his dancing partner away?’


Bay looked down at her, surprised. He hadn’t expected Fred’s sister to be so lively.


‘Oh, but that was your decision, not mine. Once you had accepted my invitation I could hardly turn you down.’


‘How chivalrous you are, Captain Middleton.’ She looked up at him through her lashes and Bay decided that her eyes were grey, almost the colour of the blue roan he had ridden in Ireland last summer. She was not beautiful but he found he liked looking at her face.


‘Well, I guessed that you didn’t want to dance with Chicken all night.’


‘Are you a mind reader then, Captain Middleton, as well as being the best dressed officer in the Guards?’


Bay laughed. ‘And on what basis do you call me that? Are you an expert in Guards uniforms, Miss Baird?’


‘Not at all, but my brother is. Fred doesn’t praise people very often, so I am inclined to believe him. I am only sorry you are not wearing your uniform tonight so I can see what perfection looks like.’


‘Oh, I think there are quite enough uniforms here tonight.’ Bay’s voice was dismissive. He felt there was something ostentatious about wearing uniform to every social occasion.


‘Well, I am sure your tails are the epitome of understated good taste, Captain Middleton.’


Bay could not help but glance at his impeccable tail coat with its four jet buttons on the cuff. Charlotte smiled and he checked himself. ‘You are mocking me, but I am not ashamed of taking the trouble to ensure my clothes fit properly.’


‘I envy your attention to detail. Fred is always berating me for my lack of interest in clothes. He would like me to be a fashion plate like Augusta. But I find the rigmarole of dressmaking so tedious. Standing perfectly still while people stick pins into you is not my idea of an occupation.’


‘So what would you rather be doing, Miss Baird?’


She didn’t answer immediately and they did a turn around the dance floor before she said rather hesitantly, ‘I like to take photographs.’


Bay did not conceal his surprise. How could this curious girl be related to stuffy old Fred? ‘Really? What sort of things do you photograph?’


‘Oh, a variety of things, landscapes, portraits, animals, whatever I think will make a good composition.’


‘Have you ever taken a picture of a horse?’


‘Not yet. Did you have one in mind?’


‘I would like very much to have a likeness of Tipsy, my hunter. She is a thing of beauty.’


‘Horse and rider would be interesting. Have you have ever had your photograph taken, Captain Middleton?’


‘Never.’


‘Has no one ever asked you for a picture? I am surprised.’


Bay was about to answer when he saw Blanche’s golden head and white face inches away from him. He lost his balance for a second and stepped out wildly, then heard a gasp and a faint tearing noise.


‘Miss Baird, I am so sorry, what have I done?’ Bay looked down and saw that he had put his foot through the flounce of her skirt, leaving a grubby rent in the white silk.


He thought for a moment that Charlotte was going to cry but she shook her head and said, ‘It doesn’t matter, but I think I should get it sewn up.’


They retreated to some seats in the corner and Middleton told a footman to fetch a maid with needle and thread.


‘Unless of course you would rather go somewhere more private like the cloakroom.’


She gave him a sideways look. ‘Oh no, I would much rather stay here and try to figure out why such an excellent dancer should lose his balance.’


He made a little flourish with his hands. ‘You could make anyone unsteady, Miss Baird.’


She did not reply for a moment, considering his remark, and then said, ‘I don’t think that was the reason, Captain Middleton.’


Bay was about to protest when the maid arrived and started to sew up the gash in her dress. Bay stood in front of Charlotte, shielding her from the room. When the girl had finished and the dress was whole again he said, ‘I daresay you won’t dance with me again, but can I take you into supper?’


Charlotte shook her head. ‘I am promised to Captain Hartopp. I can’t abandon him again.’


‘How very irritating. Let me, at least, take you back to Lady Lisle.’


He put out his arm, but she hesitated and then took a flower from the corsage at her wrist. It was a small white rosebud whose tightly furled petals were tinged with pink.


‘You’ve lost your buttonhole, Captain Middleton. Won’t you take this instead?’


He picked up the flower from her outstretched palm and put it into his lapel. It was smaller than the gardenia and there was no scent that he could detect.


‘You are very kind, Miss Baird.’


‘Hardly that. It’s just that I notice things.’


‘Even without a camera?’


She smiled. ‘Once you learn to look at things properly, you never stop.’


‘Now I feel thoroughly nervous of having my likeness taken.’


‘But I only see what is there, Captain Middleton.’


He was about to ask what she saw, but noticed Chicken Hartopp making towards them across the dance floor.


‘There you are, Miss Baird. I have come to rescue you from Middleton. I hope you haven’t forgotten that you promised to let me take you into supper.’


‘Of course not, Captain Hartopp. I was just on my way.’


‘My fault entirely, Chicken. Miss Baird here was furnishing me with a new buttonhole.’


Hartopp looked at the white rosebud on Bay’s lapel and flushed. Bay realised that somehow he had offended him. Charlotte looked embarrassed and put her hand on Hartopp’s arm.


‘I hope you don’t mind. Captain Middleton needed a new buttonhole and there are so many flowers in the beautiful corsage you gave me that I could spare one …’


‘Of course I don’t mind,’ said Hartopp, who clearly did. ‘We should get to the supper room before the ices are all gone.’


Bay knew that it was ignoble of him to enjoy Hartopp’s annoyance, but he could not help himself. Hartopp and Fred Baird had never concealed their amazement that despite Middleton’s inferior social position and fortune, he was not only a better rider than either of them but was also much more popular with women.


But satisfying though Chicken’s chagrin had been, Bay took even more pleasure in the fact that little Charlotte Baird had had no qualms about giving him the flower. She liked him, and though Bay was used to being liked by women, he was pleased that this particular girl had decided to favour him. She was not a girl, he guessed, who was easily pleased.


The band started playing a tune that Bay recognised as one that he had danced to with Blanche. They had not danced together very often, as Blanche was careful of her public reputation, so Bay was able to remember each dance quite distinctly. This particular polka had been playing the night of the Londonderry Ball. They had just become lovers and there had been something intoxicating about being able to hold her in his arms in public. She had hardly looked at him, but he had seen the pulse beating in her neck. He found himself looking across the ballroom for her, wondering if she too remembered that other night, but there was no blond head among the swirling dancers. She must be at supper or perhaps she had gone home. Bay was surprised that she could have left without his noticing. He looked at his pocket watch; it was almost midnight. It was much later than he thought. He had been distracted.


There was a cough behind him. He turned to see a man wearing a dress uniform he didn’t recognise.


‘Captain Middleton?’ The man spoke with an accent, French or Italian.


Bay nodded.


‘My name is Count Cagliari. I am equerry to her Majesty, the Queen of Naples.’ Cagliari looked over to where the Queen was sitting.


Bay bowed. Cagliari was tall and blond, his chest extensively be-medalled.


‘At your service.’


‘I believe you may know that Her Majesty will be hunting with the Pytchley this winter.’


Bay nodded. ‘I hear that she is an excellent horsewoman.’


‘Yes, that is the case. Her Majesty is quite without fear. But she is a queen and there is a feeling that she should have some assistance. She is after all riding with the public.’


Bay smiled. ‘I don’t think the members of the Pytchley would call themselves the public.’


Cagliari made an apologetic wave of his arm.


‘Forgive me, sir, I am aware that the Pytchley is a very superior gathering. But that is perhaps, as you say here, the point moot. The Queen, as you know, is cruelly parted from the land whose name she bears. She has not the opportunity to lead, to shine, that should be hers by birth and upbringing. So it has become very important to her that she should be distinguished, to make her mark.’ Cagliari paused, looking for the right words, then he continued.


‘The Queen wishes to make her mark on the Pytchley, Captain Middleton. And to that end she needs a guide, someone to help her to take her rightful place.’


‘The hunting field is not a court, Count.’


‘No indeed, how clumsy of me to have given that impression. It is a place of excellence, of course, but as we know, Her Majesty already is a Diana. All she needs is some direction, from someone like yourself, so that she can be the Queen of the hunting field.’


‘Direction? Are you asking me to be her pilot? To open gates and that sort of thing, tell her which way the wind is blowing, help her on her horse if she falls off?’


Cagliari beamed, not picking up on the irony in Bay’s voice.


‘Yes, precisely, Captain Middleton. A pilot. That is the mot juste.’


Bay paused. The Count did not understand the absurdity of his request.


‘Please tell Her Majesty that, while I am aware of the honour she does me, I am sorry to say that I cannot oblige her.’


‘Oh, but Captain Middleton, you do not appreciate the situation. The Queen would be extremely grateful …’ He rolled his eyes as if to convey the extent of her gratitude.


‘Really, your mistress would be better off with someone who enjoys making royalty grateful. Why don’t you ask Captain Hartopp? You see him over there by the orchestra, tall chap with the whiskers? He is an excellent rider, quite as accomplished as I am and he would like nothing better than to ride out with the Queen of Naples.’


Cagliari looked over to where Hartopp was standing with Charlotte and shook his head. ‘I am sure he is an excellent fellow, but Her Majesty has asked for you in particular, Captain Middleton. She has heard so many things about your particular talents.’


‘I am flattered, of course, but I must still refuse. Even if my own Queen were to command my services as a pilot, I would decline. I love to hunt and I have no intention of spoiling one of the great pleasures in life by acting as a glorified royal nursemaid.’


Count Cagliari looked shocked, and Bay felt that perhaps he had gone too far.


‘I have offended you, Count, with my frankness. Forgive me, but you see, I am not one of life’s courtiers.’


The Count bowed. ‘Her Majesty will be disappointed. Poor lady, she has so many crosses to bear.’


Bay patted the Count on the shoulder. ‘Tell her I am rude and uncouth and quite unfit for royal company. I am sure that a man like you can make it seem like a lucky escape.’


The Count smiled wanly. ‘Well, I shall do my best, Captain Middleton.’


Bay watched him thread his way back through the dancers towards the ex-Queen. It was time to leave. As he began to walk down the great staircase he looked up and saw Charlotte Baird, closely followed by Hartopp, coming down from the supper room on the mezzanine. He wondered if she would look down and see him. He stood there for a moment until he saw her spot him. She gave him a tiny smile, and Bay touched the rose in his buttonhole. And then Hartopp took her arm and hurried her back into the ballroom.
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Melton Hall, Leicestershire January, 1876


THE GROUP ON THE STEPS AT MELTON SHIFTED about, trying to keep warm, their breath cloudy against the cold winter air. Lady Lisle looked particularly unhappy; her nose went red in the cold and she had so been looking forward to a delightful morning in front of the library fire, writing letters. But no house party these days was complete without a group photograph, and when Lady Crewe had written to invite Adelaide and her niece and nephew to stay at Melton, the Crewe seat in Leicestershire, over Christmas and the New Year, she had specifically requested that Charlotte should bring her ‘equipment’. ‘It would be so lovely to have a record of our entertainments,’ Lady Crewe had written. ‘When Archie went to Balmoral last summer, he said that the drawing room was full of photographs.’


Adelaide Lisle had passed on this message with reluctance. She did not approve of Charlotte’s photographic exploits. Her niece had turned her dressing room in Charles Street into some kind of lair, which no one was allowed to enter without ringing a bell. She had remonstrated with Charlotte about the amount of time she spent in her ‘dark room’ but her niece had simply changed the subject. There was not much else Lady Lisle could do. As both parties were fully aware, it was Charlotte’s money that paid for the house in Mayfair, the carriage and the handsome pair of liveried footmen who stood at the back of Lady Lisle’s carriage when she paid her afternoon calls, and for the champagne that she liked to serve her guests at her Thursday afternoons. Charlotte would never be so vulgar as to point this out, but then she didn’t need to. Adelaide Lisle’s husband had died leaving her a title but not the means to support it, so she had lived a meagre existence in a small house in the Close at Salisbury, until she had been summoned by Fred to supervise his sister’s debut. It had not been difficult to leave the privations of her Salisbury life for the comforts of Charles Street and the attentions of the liveried footmen; so while Adelaide Lisle did not enjoy standing about on a cold December morning while her niece fiddled about behind the green baize cloth that covered her camera, she was in no position to complain.


The photographic session had been fixed for that morning. When the hunting season got underway the house would be half empty during the daylight hours. All the guests had now arrived. Bay Middleton and Chicken Hartopp had been the last to come, turning up the night before with their strings of hunters. Lady Lisle had been quite surprised that Middleton had been invited to Melton; at the Spencer ball a month before Augusta had been so very definite that he was not a ‘suitable’ young man. But his unsuitability was not, it seemed, an issue in the hunting season when all the great houses in ‘the golden triangle’ of the Quorn, Pytchley and Melton meets, competed to attract the best riders. Fred had told Lady Lisle that Bay had turned down five invitations, including one from the Spencers to stay at Althorp, in order to come to Melton.


In her tent of green baize Charlotte peered through the lens and counted the heads again: four, five, six, where was the seventh? She unmuffled herself from the drape and looked from behind the camera at the group. Her hostess Lady Crewe and her aunt dominated the middle of the frame; Augusta sat to the left of her mother, her body turned towards Fred, who stood behind her. Charlotte thought that if she were to tinker with this photograph, Augusta with her pale eyelashes and pinched mouth would be more rabbit than Pekinese, Fred with his high colour and receding chins would as always be an excellent turkey.


The men stood on the step behind, which made the difference in heights all the more evident: Chicken Hartopp’s enormous frame towered over the others. Charlotte wondered if she could ask all the other men to go up a step so that the difference in height would not be so great; Lord Crewe was not excessively tall, and Captain Middleton had looked rather slight beside Hartopp. But now Captain Middleton was not there.


‘What has happened to Captain Middleton?’


‘Don’t worry, Mitten, he’s just gone to get something. He’ll be back directly,’ Fred answered.


‘But I have the plate all set up. Couldn’t he have waited?’ Charlotte hated it when her brother called her ‘Mitten’ in public. He told her it was because she had looked like a mitten without a hand when she was a baby. She had often asked him to call her something else, but of course, the more she protested the more he clung to the nickname.


‘Well, can’t you just take the picture without him, Charlotte dear?’ Lady Lisle said. ‘It is is getting rather chilly.’


‘But that would ruin my composition,’ Charlotte said. This was true – she wanted the four men in the background to frame the women in the centre – but it was Bay’s picture she wanted to take. She wanted to see how he would look through her lens.


Just then Middleton came running down the steps and took his position next to Hartopp.


‘Forgive me, Miss Baird, I had to adjust my necktie. I thought you would want me to look my best.’


Charlotte put her head back under the heavy drape. She could see Bay’s outline upside down on the plate, his head six inches below Chicken Hartopp’s. She had told them all to stand perfectly still for as long as it took them to recite the Lord’s Prayer in their heads from the moment she raised her hand and squeezed the bulb. Not only was the prayer just the right length, but the act of remembering the words stopped her sitters from fidgeting. Her godmother Lady Dunwoody had told her that taking a photograph of someone captured a piece of their soul, ‘So you want to take them in a state of grace, Charlotte, if you can.’ For ever and ever, amen. Charlotte came out from under the cloth and smiled at the group in front of her.


‘Thank you for your patience. I hope you will be pleased with the results.’


The group began to stir, moving stiffly after the enforced stillness. Bay was the first to break ranks. He jumped down the steps to where she stood.


‘May I help you carry your things inside?’


‘That’s very kind of you. I hope you don’t mind waiting while I dismantle the camera.’


He watched attentively as Charlotte slid the exposed plate out of the camera and put it into its leather box.


‘You have a great deal of equipment, Miss Baird. When you told me that you were interested in photography, I had no idea that you were such an expert.’


Charlotte smiled. ‘Oh, I am hardly that, but I enjoy it very much. I am flattered that you remembered our conversation.’


‘Of course I remembered. I don’t often meet young ladies who tell me they would rather stand behind a camera than have a dress made.’


‘No. I suspect that I am in the minority. Augusta, for example, finds it quite incomprehensible. She was very disapproving yesterday when I excused myself from a conversation about her trousseau because I had a print to make.’


Bay laughed, revealing white teeth. Charlotte was glad that he was as sympathetic as she remembered him from the Spencer ball. Even through the lens, he had looked so much more vigorous and alive than her brother or Hartopp. There was a springiness to him that made him a much easier presence than most of the young men she knew with their ponderous movements and their mutton-chop whiskers. He was wearing a suit made out of very dark green material. The jacket had an unusual diagonal facing and elaborate horn buttons. Charlotte recognised the style as the ‘university’ coat. Fred had told her about it: ‘Latest thing, everyone’s wearing them at the clubs.’ It was not a style that suited Fred, as it accentuated his barrel-shaped torso, but on Bay’s lean frame the cut looked stylish rather than absurd. She was relieved too that Bay had not grown the dundreary sideburns that were so fashionable at the moment. Charlotte had spent many evenings trying not to stare at a breadcrumb or tobacco strand adhering to the luxuriant facial hair of her dancing partners. She had once stopped Fred in the middle of one of his homilies about ‘feminine behaviour’ by finding a sizeable crumb of Stilton in his whiskers. Bay, she was pleased to see, had restricted himself to a neat moustache.


‘Here, let me do that. I don’t think I can do much damage to this.’ He took the tripod out of her hands and began deftly to collapse the extendable wooden legs. ‘I hope you haven’t forgotten your promise, Miss Baird.’


‘My promise?’


‘To take a picture of Tipsy, my horse.’


‘I don’t think I am skilled enough to take a portrait of a horse alone, but I could probably manage horse and rider. Remember that you have to stay very still.’


‘That won’t be a problem for Tipsy, Miss Baird, she’s a very serious horse. I, on the other hand, am a terrible fidget.’


Charlotte smiled. She picked up the camera and the slide case and started towards the house. As they made for the disused nursery that Lady Crewe had allowed Charlotte to use as her photographic studio, they had to pass through the crenellated gloom of the Great Hall. Although Melton was of Jacobean origin, it had just been extensively remodelled in the fashionable Gothic style, and all the windows of the hall had been replaced with stained-glass depictions of the Arthurian legends, so Bay’s face was washed with yellow then blue then red as he walked across the hall under the windows depicting the Lady of the Lake, Sir Galahad and Lancelot and Guinevere.


‘Will you be hunting on Monday, Miss Baird?’ he asked as he followed her up the narrow staircase. He was carrying the tripod, a footman followed with the camera and Charlotte herself held the case with the photographic plate.


‘I don’t hunt, Captain Middleton, but I shall come to the meet. I am going to take some pictures.’


Bay laughed. ‘Not sure you will get anyone to stay still enough to say the Lord’s Prayer at a meet.’


He put the tripod down.


‘But why don’t you hunt, Miss Baird? I suspect that you are an excellent rider, and Fred has a quality stable.’


She laid the plate carefully in the developing tray. She tried to speak as lightly she could, not wanting the circumstances of her life to shadow the conversation.


‘My mother was my father’s second wife. He married her when Fred was seven. My mother was very young, very rich and, I believe, very reckless. She died in a hunting accident when I was four years old. My father decided that he didn’t want his daughter to run the same risk.’ The silence was broken by the noise of the footman putting down the heavy camera.


Bay spoke. ‘I think if I was your father I would feel the same.’ He looked at her and then gestured around the room which was full of Charlotte’s photographic paraphernalia.


‘But you have something else to fill your time. I had no idea that photography needed so much stuff.’


‘Oh, but this is only some of it. At home I have even more.’


Bay picked up one of the brown holland folders that Charlotte kept her work in.


‘May I?’


‘Of course. But I should warn you that I am more enthusiastic than expert.’


Bay started to look through the photos. ‘They look very accomplished to me. I admire this one of Fred and Augusta, you have managed to make her look quite benign.’


Charlotte laughed. ‘Yes, that was quite a test. I had to promise her that I would make her look just like the Princess of Wales.’


Bay chuckled and continued leafing through the photographs, then he stopped and made an exclamation.


‘But this is capital.’ He held up the Royal Menagerie print. Charlotte had photographed her original collage and set it in a black oval border. ‘The Queen as a codfish, there is the most uncommon resemblance. And Bertie makes an excellent basset hound. I see that you have a sense of mischief, Miss Baird.’


‘Perhaps. Fred thinks that I am peculiar.’


Bay studied the menagerie photograph closely. ‘Well, I think on the evidence of this that he is quite right.’


He looked round and laughed when he saw Charlotte’s look of disappointment.


‘But much better to be peculiar than to be “fashionable” like Augusta. I, for example, collect porcelain and, as you know, I like to listen to opera rather than talk over or sleep through it. My fellow officers find that peculiar but I am rather proud of my eccentricities. Fond as I am of Chicken Hartopp, I don’t want to resemble him more than I have to, and I am quite sure that you feel the same about Augusta.’


‘You can’t expect me to be rude about my future sister-in-law,’ Charlotte protested. ‘I am an orphan. Augusta will be my family.’


‘You have my condolences.’ Bay smiled. ‘Tell me, Miss Baird, if you were to make one of these creations with the group you took this morning, which animal would you choose to replace me?’


Charlotte put her head on one side. ‘Oh, but that is unfair. If I am truthful I may offend you, and if I flatter you, you will think I am a simpering young lady currying favour.’


‘I promise that nothing you could say could offend me, and we have already established that you could never be mistaken for a simpering miss.’


‘Well, in that case, let me see …’ Charlotte half closed her eyes in mock deliberation. She had known from the moment she had first set eyes upon Bay exactly what sort of animal he was.


‘I would say that you are something wild but not exotic. A predator who makes his own way. You are not to be trusted around chickens or ducks, but you are capable of giving a day’s capital entertainment. I would make you a fox, Captain Middleton. I trust I haven’t offended you.’


‘On the contrary. I have a great deal of affection for foxes. They have given me some of the best days of my life.’


The gong sounded for lunch.


‘We must go, Captain Middleton. Lady Crewe does not tolerate tardiness. And Augusta will be wondering why we have been up here so long without a chaperone.’


‘Shall I tell her we have been flirting, Miss Baird?’


‘Is that what we are doing, Captain Middleton? Thank you for enlightening me.’
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IT WAS RAINING THE MORNING THAT THE EMPRESS was due to arrive, so the servants were waiting inside. The first thing they heard was the sound of the wheels on the gravel; the second was a weird, high-pitched, pulsating yell. The head housemaid got to the window first.


‘She’s getting out of the carriage and there’s something on her shoulder. It’s a monkey. She’s only got a pet monkey.’


‘Nasty smelly things,’ said Mrs Cross the housekeeper. ‘My last lady was given one and luckily it died a couple of weeks later. No one missed it, I can tell you.’


Wilmot, the butler, shouted for them all to get into line. The housemaid took her place beside Mrs Cross. She could hear the housekeeper humming under her breath. It sounded like a hymn. Mrs Cross was Chapel and she was not happy about working for a Catholic, even if she was an Empress. She had almost resigned when the letter came from Vienna asking for a room to be set aside for the saying of mass. In the event, she had not given her notice, aware that a letter of royal approval would be valuable whether the monarch was protestant or catholic. But she had assigned the coldest, draughtiest room on the North Front for the popish ritual.


The doors were opened and the housemaid saw the silhouette of a woman walking up the steps against the grey morning light. She was tall, an inch or so taller than the man who was holding an umbrella above her head. As she stood in the doorway, the fur mantle slipped away from her body and the housemaid was astonished to see how slender she was – Mrs Cross had said she was a grandmother already – but she had the waist of a girl. The maid instinctively drew in her own stomach.


The Empress was walking towards them now, the man with the umbrella who, although he wasn’t wearing a uniform, looked like some kind of servant following just behind. When she reached Mrs Cross, the housekeeper made a surprisingly graceful curtsey. The maid tried to imitate her, keeping her eyes lowered as instructed. ‘Never get in their eyeline, Patience,’ Mrs Cross had said, ‘foreign royalty can be tricky.’ But the Empress was stopping in front of her. Surely it would be rude not to acknowledge her in any way. She glanced up at the veiled face and heard the Empress say in a soft, lightly accented voice, ‘What is your name?’


The housemaid tried to speak but found she could not make her mouth work. She heard Mrs Cross say, ‘This is Patience, the head housemaid, Your Majesty.’


‘Such a charming English face. I feel sure I will like it here.’ As the Empress walked away the maid caught a trace of violets and something else that smelt rather like brandy.


There was another eldritch scream as the monkey, who had been lurking in the doorway, scuttled across the hall towards the Empress. She seemed not to notice the racket that the animal was making and continued down the line of servants. The housemaid saw the monkey stop in front of Mrs Cross and watched, horrified, as it squatted down and proceeded to urinate on the housekeeper’s skirt. Mrs Cross made a sound like a badly oiled door creaking in the wind, and the Empress looked round just as the housekeeper was kicking the animal across the floor.


There was a moment of quiet and then the monkey started screaming again, this time with a high-pitched chatter that ricocheted around the pillars of the entrance hall. The housemaid saw that the Empress’s shoulders were shaking, and she realised that she was laughing. The monkey was rocking back and forth on its haunches; Mrs Cross was muttering under her breath. The maid saw the Empress extend one shaking hand towards the monkey and heard her say something in German, then the little man, who had carried her umbrella, picked up the animal and carried it out of the house. As he turned his back on his mistress, the maid could see that his face was as sour as Mrs Cross’s had been.
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The Empress sat by the fire in the Great Hall. The monkey had been been sent to the stables, but her favourite wolfhound was lying at her feet. The room was enormous, the double height ceiling as high as a cathedral. Elizabeth felt faintly irritated – everyone imagined that because she lived in palaces that she could not be happy in anything else. Yet really she longed for a room where she could speak without hearing her voice echo. Still it was a beautiful house, and more importantly it was in the heart of the English hunting country.


Baron Nopsca, her chamberlain, came into the room, looking worried.


‘Earl Spencer is here, Majesty. I told him that you were indisposed after your journey, but he was very anxious to pay his respects.’


Elizabeth smiled. ‘But I am not in the least bit tired, Nopsca. Send him in.’


The Earl, Elizabeth noticed, did not kiss her hand. He bowed rather stiffly when he was presented, but there were none of the sycophantic contortions of a Viennese courtier. He was very tall and Elizabeth had never seen a man with quite such red hair before. She tried not to stare at him.


‘I hope Your Majesty is happy with the house?’


‘It is hardly a house. In Austria we would call it a palace; even the stables are magnificent.’ She smiled and was rewarded by seeing the Earl blush.


‘Stables are the most important part of the place in my view, Ma’am. When I was rebuilding Althorp, I had them do the stables first, so at least the horses would be comfortable. The Countess was not happy about it at all. She wanted the kitchen block done, said the food was always cold by the time it got to the dining room, but I said what was the point of eating if you couldn’t hunt.’


‘I can see that we are destined to be great friends, Lord Spencer. Like you, I would much rather hunt than eat.’ Elizabeth laid one hand very briefly on the Earl’s arm and watched as his skin darkened to a rich magenta. She enjoyed the Earl’s confusion, such a delicious contrast from the perfectly controlled manners of the Viennese.


‘I am so looking forward to my first “meet”, I think you call it. I am relying on you to teach me all the right hunting argot. I don’t want to disgrace myself.’


The Earl interrupted her gallantly, ‘Oh I am quite sure there is no danger of that, Ma’am. I have heard what a fine horsewoman you are.’


‘And I have heard how fierce the English are in the field.’ She looked at him through her lashes. The Earl pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his brow, which was beaded with sweat, even though the temperature in the room was chilly.


‘What time is the hunt tomorrow? I should so hate to be late on my first day.’


The Earl froze, his massive hand at his temple. ‘Tomorrow, Ma’am? But tomorrow is Sunday.’ He was now such a regal shade of purple that Elizabeth wondered if he was about to have some kind of seizure.


‘Sunday?’ she asked. ‘I suppose people will attend church first.’ But Spencer shook his great head.


‘No hunting on the Sabbath, Ma’am. Even though every parson round here is a hunting man, the Church won’t have it.’


Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. ‘I had no idea that the English were so religious. In my country we hunt every day, in fact the Sunday hunts are usually the best. Everyone rides with a clear conscience.’ She laid her hand again on the Earl’s arm.


‘I am sure, Lord Spencer, that if you were to talk to these, how did you call them, parsons, you could persuade them to bend their rules a little? I have come such a long way, and I would so like to hunt tomorrow.’


Baron Nopsca, who was standing in attendance behind the Empress’s chair, began to listen carefully. His English was not perfect but he could hear that note in his mistress’s voice which indicated that she had set her heart on something, and he knew all about the repercussions if she did not get what she wanted.


The Earl opened his bulbous light blue eyes wide. ‘Can’t be done, I’m afraid, Ma’am. Not even Queen Victoria herself could ride out on the Sabbath.’


Nopsca noted with alarm the perfect stillness of the Empress’s head. How foolish he had been to stand behind her instead of in the Empress’s eyeline. His mistress was not used to having her wishes denied, and he feared for the consequences. Silently he prayed that the Empress would remember that she was a guest in this country and that she could not expect everything to be arranged exactly to her satisfaction as it would be at home. His job was, above all, to save the Empress and the Crown from any embarrassment, and he knew that he would no longer be in employment if he failed to prevent the Empress from breaking the law. Why did the English lord have to be so blunt? Nopsca knew that the way to handle his mistress at these moments was to distract her; an outright refusal would only provoke her.
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