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Kent

      
November 1813

      Venetia skittered down the lane, her feet slithering over cobbles glistening from a recent shower. She pushed through the gate on to the tussocky cliff top where a blast of icy wind snatched at her blonde hair and pinched colour into her cheeks. The tide was out and the sun sinking. She’d have to be quick.

      The narrow steps cut into the cliff side were as familiar to her as her own face as she’d climbed up and down them almost every day since she could remember. She stopped midway to catch her breath, clinging on to a cushion of thrift growing in a crevice. Salty wind tugged at her skirt, flapping it about her legs as she scrambled down, a basket clutched in one hand.

      There’d been another landslip and clumps of chalk littered the ground at the base of the cliffs. Head down into the wind, she strode across the shifting sand. She scanned the water’s edge where the ceaseless waves frothed on to the sand. There! Hurrying forward, she picked up a handful of bright green sea lettuce. Father would be home again soon and he always said that her sea lettuce soup was the best he’d ever tasted.

      She gathered seaweed until her basket was full. The soothing suck and hiss of the sea whispered in her ears, as intimately known to her as the beat of her heart. Above, the wide dome of the sky was a gauzy pearl grey, melding with the water at the horizon so that it was impossible to distinguish where they met. The sun, bright white with a hazy halo, was reflected in a shimmering path, inviting her to cross the water. What would it be like to take the path over the horizon and enter that shining, radiant world? Suddenly seawater foamed around her boots and then shrank away again, halting such flights of fancy. The tide was turning. Time to go.

      As she walked back to the chalky cliffs she picked up a whelk shell, partly encrusted with barnacles. She rubbed off the gritty sand with her skirt. The colour of thick cream, the shell was as big as a baby’s fist and spiralled to a point. Inside it was shaded blush pink. A beautiful thing. Smooth under her fingers but with regular ridges and an intricate pattern of hair-thin crosshatching, it felt like the finely woven linen Father had ordered from Ireland for the sitting-room curtains.

      She caught sight of a man on a chestnut horse cantering towards her along the sand, his cloak flying out behind. She squinted into the dying light as the thundering hooves drew closer and her heart lifted.

      ‘Father!’ she shouted, waving her arm.

      Dante came to a standstill a few feet away, tossing his mane.

      Her father, thick white hair blowing around his head, slid down from the saddle and caught her up in a hug. ‘There you are, my darling girl! I came at once to find you.’

      Venetia smiled and held up her basket. ‘Sea lettuce for your soup.’

      His green eyes smiled back at her. ‘We’d better be away home,’ he said, mounting Dante again.

      She climbed up behind him and they trotted along the water’s edge while the sun dropped into the sea.

      Father looked over his shoulder. ‘Hold tight!’ he said.

      Venetia wrapped her arms around his broad waist and rested her cheek against his solid back. His cloak smelled the way Father always did, a comforting mixture of leather, Eau de Cologne and tobacco.

      Dante gathered speed and Father shouted in exhilaration as the wind buffeted their faces. The tide was out far enough for them to canter across the sand and round to the neighbouring bay. At last he pulled on the reins and guided Dante into a sedate trot towards the steep lane leading up to the town.

      They clip-clopped over the cobbles and turned into a lane running parallel with the sea until they came to the higgledy-piggledy row of cottages set on the side of the hill. Lights glimmered in the windows.

      Kitty opened the front door, her trim figure silhouetted against the light. She tucked a dark curl back into her cap and gave Father a welcoming smile.

      ‘There’s a smugglers’ moon tonight,’ he said, handing her his cloak. ‘Isn’t that right, Kitty?’

      ‘If you say so, sir,’ she replied, looking at him from under sweeping eyelashes.

      A fire crackled in the parlour hearth and Mama, looking absurdly young for her forty-two years, sat beside it with her fair hair confined by a blue velvet ribbon that matched her eyes.

      The black pug that had been lying curled in front of the fire leaped up and ran to greet them.

      ‘Down, Caesar!’ Father laughed as the dog jumped up at him, trying to lick his face.

      ‘Caesar? That’s not the first time you’ve called him that,’ said Venetia.

      ‘He looks like a Caesar. Sorry, Nero, old chap.’ Father fondled the little creature’s ears and then rubbed his hands together. ‘Well, isn’t this cosy?’ As always, his solid figure looked too large for the neat little parlour. He peered at the fireplace. ‘What’s this I see? You’ve marbled the fireplace, Venetia?’

      She nodded and held her breath while he ran one finger over the painted finish.

      ‘You have a sure hand,’ he said. ‘It’s quite as good as work produced by any of my painters’ apprentices.’

      She basked in the warmth of his smile.

      ‘We had no fire for three days,’ said Mama, ‘and were obliged to sit in the kitchen to keep warm. But I will admit that I’m pleased with the result.’

      ‘Mama, where’s Raffie?’ asked Venetia.

      ‘He went to White Place Farm to see George.’

      ‘Didn’t you tell him he must be back by dark?’

      ‘He’ll be home soon.’ Mama smiled at Father, her face glowing with love for him. ‘You look tired, Theo. Now tell me what’s been happening while you were away.’

      Venetia peered between the curtains into the darkness outside. ‘I’ll go and look for him.’

      ‘Raffie’s seventeen and more able to look after himself in the dark than you are,’ said Mama. ‘He’ll be going away to university next year.’

      Venetia sighed and arranged the curtains into neat folds again, while unease whispered in her mind.

      ‘Now, Fanny, my love,’ said Father, ‘have you been practising your pianoforte?’

      Mama clasped her hands together. ‘I have something new for us to sing.’

      Venetia slipped out of the room. They’d be entirely wrapped up in each other for hours.

      The kitchen was full of steam and a rotund little figure enveloped in a clean apron leaned over a simmering pan. ‘I’ve put the leg of mutton on to boil, Miss Venetia,’ said Mrs Allnut.

      Kitty sat at the table peeling turnips.

      From the parlour came the sound of the pianoforte and then Mama’s clear voice singing ‘The Last Rose of Summer’.

      The back door opened abruptly, letting in a cold draught.

      ‘Raffie!’ said Venetia. ‘I was worried.’

      Her brother came forward into the light.

      A gasp caught in her throat. There was blood on his cheek and his coat was muddy and torn.

      ‘What happened?’ she asked.

      ‘I bet George I could stay on the back of one of his father’s bullocks for three minutes.’

      ‘And did you?’ asked Kitty, her hazel eyes gleaming with suppressed laughter.

      The boy thrust a hand into his pocket and grinned as he showed her a silver coin.

      ‘You risked your life for half a crown?’ Concern made Venetia’s voice sharp.

      ‘Don’t fuss!’ said Raffie.

      ‘Sit down so I can clean you up before Mama sees.’

      Sighing heavily, Raffie sat.

       

      After supper, Father bellowed with laughter at the tale and clapped Raffie on the shoulder, calling him a chip off the old block. The family played whist by the fireside. Eventually Mama yawned and retired to bed, soon to be followed upstairs by Raffie.

      Father stirred the embers with the poker and smiled at Venetia. ‘I have something to show you.’ He delved inside his saddlebag and pulled out a roll of thick paper, which he laid over the table. It was decorated in pretty shades of cream and French green, the ground imitating drapery with delicate pink rosebuds ascending in stripes.

      Venetia laughed with pleasure. The rosebuds brought back to her those languorous days of summer she’d spent painting in the garden. To see the design she’d produced made into a paper hanging was a source of great excitement to her.

      ‘I’ve called it “Venetia’s Rose”,’ said Father. ‘Soon it will make its debut in a Mrs Beresford’s bedroom and then on the guest-room walls of a smart townhouse in Hanover Square. Furthermore, I’ve shown your sketches for the “Feather and Leaf” design to some other clients, who’ve expressed an interest.’

      ‘And I’ve been working on more designs,’ said Venetia. Full of enthusiasm, she opened her sketchbook to show him. ‘I found a beautiful whelk shell today and I’ll use that as inspiration for another design.’

      Father put on his gold-framed spectacles and studied the drawings closely. ‘The one with the garlands is delightful. I like this with the medallions and ribbon swags… it’s perfect for grand staircases… but I’d like to see more pastel florals and stripes for bedrooms and also something bold for reception rooms.’ He looked up at her and smiled. ‘You’ve done well, my love.’

      Venetia’s heart swelled. When Father praised her she felt as if she could do anything.

      He leaned back in his chair.

      ‘If you turn a few pages you’ll see my latest ideas for our imaginary shop,’ Venetia said.

      Father peered at the sketches. ‘Here it is, just as I pictured it!’

      ‘The wall panelling would be painted in cream with touches of gold so as not to compete with all the colours of the fabric samples,’ she said. ‘A shelf would run around the walls above head-height to display decorative items, and the furniture pattern books would be laid out on satinwood counters for customers to stand and look at them. There’d be sample carpets on the floor.’ She held her breath, eyes fixed on her father’s face while he studied her drawings. He looked tired and older than his fifty years tonight.

      Nero jumped up on to his knee and settled down to doze.

      At last Father put the book down. ‘You have a gift for this, my darling. You should be working with me, Venetia.’

      ‘Then why can’t I? I can make as many designs for paper hangings and curtain and upholstery fabrics as you like.’

      Father coughed and pressed a hand to his chest. ‘Perhaps it might be possible. I doubt Raffie will follow me into the business. He hasn’t the feel for it.’ He closed his eyes and leaned back against the chair again, his fingers stroking Nero’s silky coat.

      Venetia frowned. ‘Father, are you quite well?’

      He opened his eyes and gave her a tight little smile. ‘I’m tired after the travelling and my heart flutters a little. But it’s so good to be at Spindrift Cottage again with my family. Nothing matters in this world except family, does it?’

      ‘You need a drop of brandy.’ Feeling suddenly anxious, she fetched the brandy and poured him a generous measure.

      He held the bottle up to the firelight. ‘Nearly finished. I’ll have to speak to my fisherman friends to see when another consignment is expected. I have some curtain silk on order, too.’

      Venetia’s pulse steadied as the colour flowed back into Father’s face. Just for a moment she’d been frightened.

      ‘You know, I’ve been thinking a great deal lately about my old friend John Chamberlaine,’ he said, staring into the fire.

      ‘The one who died when you were travelling back from Italy?’ She sat down on the rug at her father’s feet and leaned against his knees. She’d heard the story before.

      ‘After university,’ he said, ‘we spent two years on our Grand Tour. We planned to start up a business together afterwards. In Italy we bought antiques, paintings and artefacts, and sourced the best silks, paper hangings and furniture. Had ’em all shipped home. John acquired a wife, too. But then he developed a putrid inflammation of the lungs and it carried him off. Poor Clarissa! She was completely undone.’

      ‘What happened to her?’

      ‘She died, too, later on.’

      ‘Of a broken heart?’

      ‘Perhaps.’ Father sighed deeply. ‘John and I were only twenty-three and had everything to look forward to. It never occurred to us that we wouldn’t live for ever.’ He reached out and stroked her hair. ‘We should all live each day as if it were our last because we never know when life may be snatched away from us.’

      Venetia shivered. This wasn’t at all like Father’s usual blithe manner and she didn’t like it. ‘I wish you’d let me help you with the business. I’m sure I could learn.’

      He dropped a kiss on top of her head. ‘I know you could. But there are difficulties.’ He sighed. ‘So many obstacles to overcome.’

      ‘Because I’m a woman?’

      He shrugged. ‘Once clients came to know you, I don’t believe that would signify.’

      ‘Lovell and Daughter. Don’t you like the sound of that?’

      Father laughed. ‘I do.’

      ‘Well, then?’

      ‘I’m tired of travelling all over the country and must face up to the fact that I can’t go on doing this alone. I’ve set a plan in motion but it’s too soon to discuss things with you.’

      ‘What plan?’ Venetia laughed. ‘You’re being very mysterious.’

      ‘You’ll just have to wait and see. Now I think it’s time for bed.’
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      Kitty waited until the household settled before creeping downstairs, boots in hand. As she crossed the hall there was a movement in the shadows.

      ‘Kitty?’ The master was standing right in front of her.

      She clutched her shawl to her throat. What did the old man think he was doing, creeping up on a body like that?

      ‘I didn’t mean to frighten you,’ he murmured. ‘Are you going to the cove?’

      She nodded.

      ‘I have some blue silk damask on order. Will you tell Tom Scott I need another bottle of brandy, too?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ she whispered. Thank God, he wasn’t going to punish her. But then, in his own way, he was as guilty as she was.

      ‘Don’t let me keep you.’

      She bobbed a curtsey.

      ‘And, Kitty?’

      She turned, wary again.

      ‘I’ll leave the key under the mat.’

      She closed the back door quietly and slipped on her boots.

      Tom was waiting for her at the bottom of the cliffs, with her pa and some of the other fishermen.

      ‘All right, Kitty?’ asked Pa, his hands in his pockets and shoulders hunched against the wind.

      She nodded. ‘And Ma and the little ones?’

      He shrugged. ‘Tired. Your ma’s always tired.’

      Tom took Kitty’s hand and pulled her out of the wind into the narrow opening of one of the caves. His eyes gleamed in the moonlight as he planted a quick kiss on her mouth. ‘Soon now,’ he said, nodding towards the sea.

      Shivering, she stared into the dark, waiting. Five hours was all it took in calm weather for twelve men to row the forty-foot-long galley from France, laden with brandy, silk shawls and kid gloves. Even with a headwind the boats were faster than any preventative officer’s sailing vessel. ‘Guinea boats’ they called them. Tom had told her that upwards of thirty thousand pounds’ worth of golden guineas couriered from London could be carried to Gravelines or Dunkirk on one trip in payment for the contraband goods that were then smuggled in. Thirty thousand pounds!

      Kitty shifted her feet, not liking to think too hard about those guineas being used by Napoleon to feed his army. Sometimes she lay awake, imagining she could hear the sound of Boney’s troops marching up from the beach to invade the town, and felt guilty for her own small part in the trade. But, as Pa said, free trade gave the fishermen a far better living to feed their families on than they could earn from the sea. God knows, they needed it.

      Tom pulled her close and blew on her hands to warm them. ‘Better?’ he whispered.

      She nodded, even though her fingers were cracked and bleeding from the day’s washing and scrubbing. Tom only let her come and help on unloading nights. The other times were too dangerous, he said. When the guineas arrived from London they were brought under guard. Rough men armed with knives and pistols would line the beach and make sure the cargo wasn’t interfered with, and that any preventative officers who dared show their faces were outnumbered and afraid.

      Once, she’d hidden in one of the caves to watch. There’d been a big man in a caped greatcoat standing on the sand, counting the boxes of gold as they were lifted into the galleys. As he’d turned to look up the beach she’d frozen at the sight of his face, with its long nose and hooded eyes that seemed to bore straight into her, but he’d turned away without observing her, leaving Kitty shaky and sweating. They called him King Midas, she knew. He always travelled with armed bodyguards and she felt sick when she saw the moonlight glinting on their firearms. Since poor Jim Staycote had been shot in the face and killed by them, no one had dared cross King Midas.

      ‘Look!’ whispered Tom.

      A low black shape was moving rapidly towards them over the sea; it was soon followed by another. Then, over the sighing of the waves, came the scrape of timber against shingle.

      Men swarmed out of the shadows and ran towards the water’s edge.

      ‘Stay here!’ hissed Tom, and set off to join them.

      The bitter wind, damp with sea spray, wormed its way inside Kitty’s clothes, right under her shift. The last thing she needed tonight was to be freezing her innards on a beach. She yawned widely. Burning the candle at both ends, that was the trouble. Up at four to set the washing to soak and light the fires while the rest of the household snored away like pigs, and now she’d be late to bed because of the shipment. Still, she’d be a handful of coins richer when the night was out, a handful of coins closer to being able to leave this god-forsaken village and start a new life in London, where they said the streets were paved with gold.

      Women’s voices murmured from the cave to her left; a horse, yoked to a cart in the lee of the cliff, whinnied. Chewing at a broken nail, Kitty anxiously scanned her surroundings for preventative officers. She wasn’t sure which scared her the most: the riding officers or the men from London.

      Then Tom was back again and thrusting an armful of damp, canvas-wrapped parcels at her. ‘Ma’s waiting for you,’ he said.

      Kitty wrapped half the parcels in her shawl, tied it over her back, and lifted the rest in her arms. Several other women carrying similar burdens trudged past her over the sand. Silvery moonlight lit the way as she climbed the cliff steps. Their uneven risers and the weight of her bundle made Kitty’s legs ache. Stopping halfway, she looked down at the cove and saw that the horse and laden cart were being led away and the men were busy rolling barrels and boxes into the caves. There was a narrow passage leading from them to the cellar of the Admiral’s Arms.

      A loose stone rattled over the rocks below. Her belly lurched. A preventative officer? Kitty froze, the bundle in her arms as heavy as a dead child. Nowhere to hide and a sharp stone in her back when she pressed herself against the cliff face. A dark figure lumbered into view. God help me! she prayed. But it was only Danny Hall, breath rasping in his throat as he struggled under the weight of two barrels strapped to his back. She started to climb again, dragging one foot after the other. A stitch bored into her side like a red-hot knitting needle and she didn’t have a hand free to rub it. Jesus God! Would she ever reach the top? Then a gust of wind nearly blasted her off her feet as she emerged on to the summit of the cliff.

      Ten minutes later she knocked softly on the back door of Tom’s cottage. Mrs Scott must have been waiting on the step for her because the door opened so quickly Kitty almost fell into the kitchen. Together they rolled back the threadbare rag rug and lifted the trapdoor to the cellar.

      Upstairs a child cried and Tom’s ma stood motionless, listening. She was as thin as a lath, her hair drab and lifeless. The child wailed again. ‘I’d better go,’ she sighed. ‘I’ll send Jimmy down.’

      Suddenly exhausted, Kitty sank on to the bench and laid her arms on the kitchen table. The scrubbed surface was rough under her cracked fingertips, covered in the thousand cuts and dents inflicted upon it by a family of eleven.

      Wet clothes were draped over the rickety clothes-horse standing before the meagre fire. Torn and patched, they were in all sizes, from a baby’s nightgown to Tom’s oiled fishing sweater. Just like Kitty’s own ma, Mrs Scott had produced a baby a year before her husband had drowned in a sudden squall a few months ago. And now Tom, the eldest, was responsible for the whole family.

      Kitty fingered one of the canvas-wrapped parcels, imagining the silken shawls inside and wondering what it would be like to feel that slippery softness against her naked skin. Would anyone notice if she filched one out of the parcel and hid it under her shift? But she knew what had happened to others who’d thought like that. Besides, it wasn’t her lot in life to own even a silk handkerchief, only to wash them for those she worked for.

      Fourteen-year-old Jimmy came into the kitchen, nodded to her and climbed down the ladder into the cellar.

      Silently, she passed the bundles down.

      A few moments later Kitty was outside in the cold night air again, hurrying back to the cove. There were two or three more loads yet and weariness made it hard for her to set one foot in front of the other. She was eighteen years old and already half worn out. Tom, with his warm hands and urgent lips, wanted to marry her. Perhaps she loved him, she wasn’t sure, but the thought of living in that cramped cottage with his ma and all his brothers and sisters made Kitty want to cry. Their childhood days of running barefoot over the sand and falling about with laughter as they splashed in the surf seemed a very long time ago.

      Wiping her nose on the back of her hand, she set her mind resolutely to the task in hand.
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      Kitty thumped the buckets on the frozen ground and knocked the ice off the pump handle. Wrapping her hand in her apron against the biting cold of the iron, she grasped the handle and resentfully worked it up and down. The pump gurgled and spewed a dribble of water into the bucket while her breath clouded the air like Mr Lovell’s tobacco smoke.

      Heaving the buckets along the path, she shouldered through the scullery door where a heap of muddy boots and the dubbin pot awaited her attention.

      ‘Kitty!’ Mrs Allnut’s voice called from the kitchen. ‘There’s coal wanted in the parlour before you peel the carrots.’

      She rolled her eyes to the ceiling and huffed. Was there no let up? What with Christmas coming in a few days, there’d be a goose to pluck, silver to polish and tablecloths to starch. Mr Lovell would be home again on Christmas Eve bringing his washing and his exuberant presence to disturb the smooth running of the household, not to mention the shaving water to be carried upstairs and extra stinking chamber pots to be carried down.

      In the fuggy warmth of the parlour Nero snored gently on the hearthrug. Miss Venetia was scribbling in her sketchbook again while the missus lay on the chaise-longue, reading. Neither of them lifted their eyes to look at Kitty as she picked up the coal scuttle. There was something very wrong with the world when some people could laze about all day while others worked their fingers to the bone, she thought. She hurried outside again, the coal scuttle banging against her knee and leaving black smudges on her skirt.

      Prising apart frozen lumps of coal with the shovel, she started when a man dressed in black appeared silently beside her. Lifting up the coal shovel, Kitty turned towards him. ‘What are you doing in our garden?’ If she hadn’t been so uneasy, she’d have giggled to see the way that he jumped.

      ‘I beg your pardon,’ he said, leaning heavily on his ebony cane. ‘I wonder if your mistress is at home?’

      ‘You could have knocked at the door like everyone else.’ Her voice sounded tart, too tart to use with a visitor, especially such a handsome one, but he’d made her uneasy.

      ‘I wasn’t sure if this was the right house,’ he said. His hair was black as soot but his eyes were the blue of the sea on a summer’s day. He smiled and it was like the sun coming out. ‘You can put that down now, I’m not going to hurt you.’

      Kitty realised that she was still holding the coal shovel aloft as if ready to batter his brains out. ‘You’re wanting to see Mrs Lovell then?’ Keeping her back ramrod straight, she led him to the front door. ‘I’ll go round and let you in.’

      Scurrying back to the kitchen, she called out ‘Visitor!’ to Mrs Allnut, then dragged off her coat and dropped it on the hook before walking briskly through the hall to open the front door.

      She took the caller’s coat and hat as if this were the first time they’d met. ‘Who shall I say is calling?’

      ‘Major Chamberlaine,’ he said, pushing his unruly curls into some semblance of order as he spoke.

      She opened the parlour door.

      Nero opened one eye and growled and the missus put down her book and looked up expectantly. She got bored very easily, did the missus, and was always pleased to have a visitor, even if it was only the curate. ‘Who is it, Kitty?’

      ‘Major Chamberlaine.’

      The book slid off the missus’s knee and hit the floor with a thump. She turned as white as a sheet and her eyes were wide open as she stared out through the door into the hall.

      The visitor paused in the doorway, his gaze fixed on Miss Venetia. His shoulders sagged. ‘So it’s true,’ he murmured.

      Then he was in the room and Kitty was on the other side of the closed door.

      ‘Who was it?’ asked Mrs Allnut as Kitty returned to the kitchen.

      Kitty shrugged. ‘Just a man. Nice-looking, though.’

      ‘Not your place to comment, Kitty. Did they ask for tea?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      Mrs Allnut sighed. ‘There’s only stale pound cake and I’m not baking until this afternoon. Did you bank the fire?’

      Kitty clamped a hand to her mouth. ‘I left the coal scuttle outside.’

      ‘Then go and fetch it, sharpish.’ Mrs Allnut opened the larder door and surveyed the shelves. ‘Let’s hope he isn’t staying to dinner,’ she muttered.

      Kitty braved the cold and brought the coal scuttle back indoors. What had the visitor meant by, ‘So it’s true’? Her hand was on the parlour door when she heard a shriek from inside the room. Alarmed, she hesitated and then turned the handle quietly and peeped through the gap. She needn’t have worried; no one was looking at her.

      The missus was wailing and throwing herself about on the chaise-longue, with Miss Venetia bent over her.

      The gentleman, nearly as tall as the low ceiling, stood there in his black velvet coat watching them, with his mouth all pursed up like a cat’s bottom.

      At last the missus subsided into sobs with her head resting on Miss Venetia’s shoulder.

      Venetia looked up at the gentleman. ‘Please, sir, will you explain more fully what happened?’ Her face was as bleached as new-washed linen.

      Major Chamberlaine lifted up his coat tails and perched on the edge of a chair. ‘He was set upon by intruders…’

      ‘Oh, tell me they didn’t beat him!’ begged the missus, her hands clasped over her breast.

      Major Chamberlaine chewed at his lip. ‘They threatened him. When I found him he was pale and his lips were blue. He said his arm hurt. Afterwards, the doctor said that his heart could not withstand the shock of the attack.’

      ‘But where is he?’ The missus struggled to her feet. ‘I must go to him!’

      ‘It’s too late, Madam,’ said the gentleman. ‘The snow made road conditions so bad I couldn’t travel immediately and a two-day journey has taken four. We were obliged to bury Mr Lovell before I was able to bring you the news.’

      Kitty pressed her knuckles against her mouth. Jesus God! There’d be some changes now and no mistake. She backed silently away, leaving the coal scuttle in the hall, and ran to the kitchen.

      ‘Whatever is it?’ asked Mrs Allnut. ‘Did you spill the coal?’ She lifted the big soup tureen off the dresser. ‘Well?’

      Kitty shook her head. ‘It’s poor Mr Lovell. He’s dead.’

      The crash as the tureen hit the stone flags reverberated around the kitchen. Shards of china skittered across the floor, spinning under the dresser and into the pantry.

      Slowly, Kitty bent to pick up one of the largest fragments and then another. She ran her thumb over the delicate gold brushwork that curled over the painted surface and pressed the sharp edges together.

      But some things can never be mended.
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      ‘I beg your pardon, Major Chamberlaine,’ Venetia said formally, ‘we haven’t offered you any refreshment after your journey.’ Uttering vacuous social pleasantries was a great deal easier than acknowledging the anguish that made it so hard for her to breathe.

      Mama’s weeping subsided into hiccoughing sobs while the stranger watched them intently with cool blue eyes.

      ‘The news is naturally a great shock to us,’ said Venetia. ‘Do you… did you know my father well, Major Chamberlaine?’

      He stood up so abruptly that the chair scraped noisily across the floor. ‘Your father’s lawyer, Mr Tyndall, is outside. We hired a post-chaise for the journey and I asked him to wait until I’d broken the news to you. I’ll fetch him.’

      Venetia followed him into the hall and watched him limp down the front steps before she retreated inside. She gripped the newel post while she fought to steady herself then walked with dragging steps to the kitchen.

      ‘Have you seen Raffie?’ she asked.

      Mutely, Mrs Allnut and Kitty shook their heads.

      ‘Can you bring tea? Four cups, please, since we expect another visitor.’

      ‘Yes, Miss Venetia.’ Kitty bobbed a curtsey, her pretty face unusually sombre.

      ‘And if Raffie returns, will you send him in straight away?’

      Mama waited for her in the parlour, hunched over on the chaise-longue, her sodden handkerchief balled in one fist. ‘I always knew this day would come, your dear father being ten years older than myself…’ She drew in a ragged breath. ‘But I never expected it would be so soon.’

      A moment later Major Chamberlaine and a stout man dressed in sober brown entered the parlour.

      ‘Miss Venetia Lovell, I presume?’ A few strands of greying hair were carefully brushed forward over the shiny pink dome of Mr Tyndall’s head.

      She nodded. ‘And this is my mother.’

      Mr Tyndall bowed to Mrs Lovell. ‘I regret the unfortunate circumstances of our meeting, Madam.’

      Venetia glanced at Major Chamberlaine. His face was expressionless but his clasped hands clenched and unclenched on the head of his cane as if he were nervous. ‘Will you tell us more about what happened, Mr Tyndall?’ she requested.

      ‘I met Mr Lovell a week or two before his unfortunate demise, when he came to me to revise his will.’ The lawyer looked at and frowned. ‘He imparted to me certain… delicate information.’

      ‘Delicate?’ queried Venetia.

      Mr Tyndall glanced at Mama, who sobbed and looked away.

      Venetia addressed Major Chamberlaine. ‘As this is a family matter perhaps we might ask you to be kind enough to wait in the study?’

      Mr Tyndall smiled thinly. ‘This is indeed a private family matter, Miss Lovell, which is why Major Chamberlaine must be present.’

      ‘Please explain.’ Something nagged at the back of Venetia’s memory. Sitting here in this very room there was something Father had said…

      ‘The chain of events Mr Lovell described to me began in 1787,’ Mr Tyndall began. ‘He was travelling back from Italy with his friend, John Chamberlaine…’

      ‘Oh!’ said Venetia as realisation dawned. She turned to Major Chamberlaine. ‘Are you related to my father’s friend John Chamberlaine?’

      ‘My father.’ There was a brief flash of blue as he glanced at her, before fixing his gaze steadily on the beautifully polished leather of his top boots.

      ‘As I was saying, they were travelling abroad when John Chamberlaine passed away. Before his friend died, Mr Lovell promised to take care of his friend’s bride.’

      ‘Clarissa,’ said Venetia. ‘Father mentioned her.’

      ‘Your father spoke of her to you?’ said Mama, her voice suddenly shrill.

      ‘Perhaps what he didn’t tell you,’ said Major Chamberlaine, in equally sharp tones, ‘was that Mr Lovell married Clarissa when it became apparent that she was expecting his friend’s child. Myself, in fact.’

      ‘Married her?’ Venetia looked at Mama. ‘You never told me that Father was a widower when he married you.’

      Mama dabbed her eyes and moaned softly.

      Mr Tyndall cleared his throat. ‘It’s my duty, Miss Lovell, to apprise you of a certain situation.’ His mouth folded into a prim line but there was an anticipatory gleam in his eyes that made a tremor of alarm shiver up Venetia’s spine.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘I have to inform you that Mrs Lovell, Mrs Clarissa Lovell, that is, unfortunately passed away eighteen months ago.’

      Venetia stared at him. ‘You’ve made a mistake. My mother and father have been married for twenty-three years. Clarissa must have died twenty-four years ago.’

      Major Chamberlaine stood up abruptly. ‘I assure you, she did not. Mother and I lived together with my stepfather, Theodore Lovell, until her untimely death the summer before last.’

      Venetia shook her head. There must be some confusion. ‘Father lived here at Spindrift Cottage with my mother, my brother and myself.’

      ‘For the avoidance of any doubt,’ said Mr Tyndall, ‘your father may have visited you here but his home was in Islington, a village near London. He remained married to Clarissa until the day she passed away.’

      Venetia clenched her fists. Who did these people think they were, barging into her home and telling such lies? Had they no shame about coming to upset them when they’d just heard that Father was dead, killed in some kind of attack?

      In the hall, the front door slammed.

      Stony-faced, the two men watched her, while Mama sobbed into her handkerchief.

      ‘Mama?’ A tremor of alarm ran through Venetia. Why didn’t her mother say anything?

      The door burst open and Raffie sauntered in, his flaxen hair windblown and the scent of sea air on his clothes. He stopped when he saw the visitors and gave them his angelic smile.

      ‘Mr Tyndall, Major Chamberlaine,’ said Venetia, ‘this is Rafaele Lovell, my brother.’ Her stomach turned over with dread. She’d have to tell him straight away about Father. ‘Raffie dear,’ she said, ‘will you sit down a moment?’

      ‘Is Kitty bringing tea, Mama? I’m starving.’ Clods of mud fell off Raffie’s boots on to the rug and he picked up the largest piece and threw it in the fire.

      ‘Raffie, these gentlemen have brought very bad news,’ said Venetia. She took a deep breath to counteract a sudden wave of nausea.

      Raffie looked at her, uncertain why she seemed so serious. ‘What?’

      She swallowed the bile that had risen in her throat. ‘Father was attacked.’

      ‘Is he all right?

      Venetia shook her head. ‘The shock of it…’

      Raffie became very still. ‘Is he dead?’

      Slowly, Venetia nodded.

      The fresh pink drained away from his cheeks.

      Major Chamberlaine cleared his throat. ‘I found him after the attack. Your father wasn’t in terrible pain. His heart simply stopped.’

      Raffie swallowed, his eyes glistening.

      Mr Tyndall cleared his throat. ‘If I may continue? The situation is that Mr Lovell had two homes and two families…’

      Raffie reared to his feet. ‘What nonsense is this?’

      Mr Tyndall quelled him with a look. ‘As I was saying, Mr Lovell’s marriage to Clarissa twenty-five years ago provided him with a stepson, Jack,’ he inclined his head to Major Chamberlaine, ‘and fifteen years ago, a daughter, Florence.’

      Venetia gasped. Father had another daughter! Anger and distress flooded through her. How could he? She was his daughter, his special girl. A sob escaped her. He’d always called her that.

      Mr Tyndall addressed Mama. ‘Mr Lovell bigamously married you, Madam, Frances Laetitia Wynne, some twenty-three years ago.’

      There was a long silence.

      ‘Mama?’ said Venetia.

      Then Raffie erupted from his chair again and stared at them, wild-eyed. ‘So Venetia and I are bastards?’

      ‘Raffie!’ Venetia put a restraining hand on his arm but he shook her off. ‘Is that it, Mama?’

      ‘No!’ She looked up at him imploringly, her eyes red from weeping. ‘Your father and I were properly married last year, after Clarissa passed away.’

      ‘But we’re still bastards, aren’t we?’ Raffie kicked the brass fender and strode out of the room, slamming the door so hard flakes of plaster drifted down from the ceiling.

      Major Chamberlaine raised his eyebrows.

      A moment later the front door banged shut.

      Silence hung thick in the air.

      A shaking Venetia wondered where the tea had got to.

      ‘Now that the facts are established we may consider practical matters,’ said Mr Tyndall. ‘Mr Lovell divulged to me that it was no longer possible for him to maintain separate households. Since his first wife had passed away and he’d remarried,’ Mr Tyndall inclined his head to Mama, ‘his intention was to combine both families under one roof.’

      ‘But there’s no room at Spindrift Cottage for anyone else!’ said Mama.

      Mr Tyndall smiled thinly. ‘Mr Lovell had intended to discuss this with you on his next visit. He had already given notice to your landlord before he came to see me. You will leave here in January to live in his London house.’

      ‘London?’ asked Mama.

      ‘Your late husband invested heavily in a business venture and there are no savings left for you to draw upon. He intended you all to work together to furnish the income necessary to support yourselves.’

      ‘Live together? Support ourselves!’ Mama clapped one hand to her breast. ‘We can’t! It’s monstrous!’

      ‘Madam, I can only agree,’ said Major Chamberlaine, his lips curling in distaste at the prospect.

      The door opened and Kitty carried in the rattling tea tray and placed it on the table. ‘Will there be anything else, Miss Venetia?’ she murmured.

      Venetia caught, and held, Kitty’s sideways glance. The maid’s cheeks blossomed rose pink but her eyes were full of pity. There were never any secrets from the servants. ‘No. Thank you, Kitty. There’s nothing you can do.’
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January 1814

      Venetia was bone weary, an exhaustion wrought from grief and fear. The fortnight since Mr Tyndall and Major Chamberlaine had made their terrible disclosures had been unbearably painful. She wasn’t sure which was worse, Mama’s continual weeping or Raffie’s silences broken only by sudden outbursts of temper. He’d gone very quiet, however, when Venetia had told him that they hadn’t a feather to fly with and it was impossible in the present circumstances to find the funds for him to go to university.

      Whatever had made Father imagine bringing his two families together could possibly work? All these years she’d believed there was a special closeness between them, that she knew him inside out, but he’d lied to her and betrayed them all. How could she live with this half-sister, Florence, the cuckoo in the nest? And what future was there for Venetia herself now? No man would marry a love-child without a fortune.

      ‘It was always me your father loved,’ said Mama, her soft mouth quivering. ‘He married Clarissa out of pity and then, when we met, he knew he’d made a terrible mistake.’

      ‘But, Mama, you must have known he already had a wife?’

      ‘I didn’t! He used to call at my father’s draper’s shop with samples of brocade and spread out all those luxurious pieces of silk for me to choose from.’ Mama sighed. ‘Oh, Venetia, he had such a charming way about him and made me laugh so with all his stories. I fell in love with him straight away.’

      ‘But Father deceived you about Clarissa?’

      Mama’s eyes were bright with tears. ‘You mustn’t judge him, Venetia. He never loved Clarissa but he’d promised John to look after her.’

      ‘But he still asked you to marry him.’

      ‘I begged him to marry me when…’ Mama flushed and looked away.

      ‘When what?’

      ‘When I knew I was expecting you.’

      Venetia gasped.

      Mama lifted her chin defiantly. ‘We loved each other. When I told him I was expecting a child, he didn’t hesitate. He had no wish to see me disgraced. It wasn’t until years later that I found out about Clarissa. Our wedding after she died made our marriage legal but we’d always felt that ours was the true union.’

      Venetia rubbed her temples. Raffie was right. There was no escaping the fact that they were illegitimate. And now, they were about to lose their home.

      She went to the window and rested her forehead against the glass. Rain dripped steadily from a leaden sky and the sea was obscured by mist. ‘We cannot delay any longer telling the servants we’re moving to London,’ she said.

      ‘But, Venetia, I can’t possibly…’

      ‘Then I suppose I must.’

      She hovered outside the kitchen while she planned how to break the news.

      Kitty erupted into the passage with her arms full of freshly ironed linen.

      ‘I must speak to you and Mr and Mrs Allnut,’ said Venetia.

      Old Mr Allnut was at the kitchen table, polishing the silver. He struggled to his feet, clattering the sauceboats together in his haste.

      Mrs Allnut came out of the pantry with a bowl of eggs in her hand.

      They arranged themselves awkwardly around the table and Mr Allnut replaced the half lemon into the bowl of salt he’d been using to scour the silver.

      ‘It is with no pleasure at all that I must tell you the Lovell family is to leave Spindrift Cottage,’ announced Venetia.

      Mrs Allnut glanced fearfully at her husband and he reached out with one knobbly old hand to grip her wrist.

      ‘Since our situation has changed, we’re obliged to remove to London,’ Venetia continued miserably.

      ‘Are we to be turned off?’ asked Kitty.

      ‘If you wish to come with us, I’ll see if it can be arranged.’

      Kitty’s hazel eyes lit up with excitement, which she quickly concealed by dropping her gaze to the half-polished silver.

      Mr Allnut cleared his throat. ‘Mrs Allnut and myself couldn’t consider London at our time of life.’

      ‘I quite understand,’ said Venetia. ‘And I’m sorry it has come to this.’

      ‘I want to go to London.’ Kitty’s voice was high and quick.

      ‘But all your family are here, Kitty!’ The girl had no idea how lonely she might be, far away from everything she’d ever known.

      ‘I’ve been saving up to go there.’ Kitty’s eyes burned with eagerness. ‘There’re opportunities.’

      ‘Well, if you’re sure…’

      Kitty nodded her head vigorously.

      ‘Then I’ll write to Major Chamberlaine.’
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      Ten days later, after she’d gone through the painful business of saying goodbye to her family, Kitty hurried down to the beach, trying to forget how little Jamie had clung to her legs, screaming and begging her to stay.

      Tom sat on an upturned rowing boat mending his nets. He didn’t look at her as she sat down beside him, shoulder to shoulder, and studied him from under her eyelashes. Light reflected from the sea glinted off the blond stubble on his cheeks but he continued to focus his eyes on his blunt fingers, busy amongst the torn net draped over his knees.

      ‘Tom?’

      He didn’t answer her.

      ‘Tom, I’m leaving in the morning and I don’t want us to part on bad terms.’

      His fingers stilled while the sea breeze ruffled his hair.

      ‘Tom Scott,’ Kitty scolded him, ‘we’ve known each other since we were knee-high to a lobster pot and I want a smile to remember you by.’

      Slowly, he turned to face her and she wasn’t sure if it was the wind that had raised tears in his sea-grey eyes. ‘I’ll ask you again, Kitty. Will you marry me?’ He waited, his face taut.

      ‘I cannot,’ she whispered. It was like a marlinspike in her breast to hurt him but she knew she couldn’t move into that tiny cottage with all those children and his mother. And if she married him, before long there’d be more little ones and she’d be trapped for ever.

      Tom stared out at the endless, restless sea; the sea that gave them a meagre living but had stolen his father. He lifted his head to the rain-filled sky as a gull soared overhead. ‘King Midas owes us money. When he’s paid, perhaps I’ll be able to rent us a cottage of our own. Or perhaps there’s money to be made in London.’

      Kitty stroked his cheek, his pain affecting her, too. ‘Your mother and the children need you here.’

      He grasped her hand so tightly that she winced. ‘But I need you,’ he said, his voice fierce as he gathered her in his arms.

      She almost succumbed. He was home and familiarity. But then she pushed him gently away. ‘I’m leaving in the morning, Tom.’ She kissed his cheek, the sharp bristles grazing her lips, and hurried away before she weakened.

      Great black clouds rolled across the sky and rain from the sudden squall needled her face as she climbed the cliff steps. She looked out over the sea and saw a figure walking along the water’s edge: Miss Venetia. Her arms were wrapped tightly around her chest and her face was lifted to the sky. The wind and rain tore at her skirt and whipped her hair into rat’s tails. Miss Venetia was finding it hard to say goodbye, too.

       

      Kitty woke early the following morning, her heart thumping. She dressed quickly, stripped the bed and then looked around the attic room that had been her home for the last three years. Ignoring a pang of regret, she lugged her box down the stairs.

      There was a flurry of activity and in no time at all the Lovells’ travelling bags and Kitty’s box stood on the front doorstep.

      Mrs Allnut remained to clean the house and oversee the loading of the cart that was to take the family’s goods and chattels up to London the following day; Mr Allnut walked with them into the town, carrying Mrs Lovell’s bag. Miss Venetia, waxen-faced with misery, escorted Nero on his lead. He insisted on lifting his leg at every gatepost.

      Kitty struggled along behind, the box containing all her worldly goods weighing her down.

      Master Raffie glanced at her over his shoulder and waited for her to catch up. ‘Let me take one of the handles,’ he offered.

      The courtyard of the Coach and Horses was bustling. Mrs Lovell, Miss Venetia and Master Raffie were quickly settled inside the coach along with Nero and the other inside passengers. Porters strapped luggage to the roof and the outside passengers climbed up to take their perches beside it.

      Kitty looked up in dismay. Even if she could climb there without displaying her knees to all and sundry, how would she manage to stop herself from falling off?

      ‘Don’t worry, Kitty,’ said Mr Allnut, smiling at her so widely that she could see his empty pink gums.

      A net was slung between the back wheels, half-full of luggage. Mr Allnut hoisted her box into it. ‘Sit there and watch the world go by,’ he advised.

      Gingerly, she climbed in and arranged herself with her feet hanging over the edge. ‘I hope you settle in all right with your sister,’ she told him.

      ‘She’ll be glad of the company, now that she’s widowed. And it was time for us to retire.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Mrs Allnut and I will miss you.’

      Suddenly there was a lump in her throat and she reached out to touch his arm, something she’d never dared to do before.

      The coach jerked forward and Kitty clasped the edge of the net. Excitement made her want to visit the privy again but then the wheels began to turn.

      And they were off!

      As they gathered speed she watched Mr Allnut dwindle in size and finally shrink and disappear.
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      Kitty’s fingers were numb and she was too cold to unhook them from the edge of the luggage net and blow warmth back into them. Her feet were frozen too as they dangled over the grey slush covering the road that unfolded before her as she travelled backwards through the countryside. Mud and chips of ice continually splattered up from between the coach’s wheels. She doubted she’d ever get her stockings clean again.

      The three-day journey had been a torment of jolting potholes and being soaked by the wake of passing coaches. She hadn’t trusted herself to say anything when the missus, tucked up all day inside the coach with a blanket and a hot brick, complained of the cold. She’d no idea what cold was really like! After the first day, when there’d been a blizzard that encased Kitty in snow, she’d withdrawn into a trance where she couldn’t think any more but only endure, like a hibernating hedgehog curled up under leaves in midwinter. Not dead but not quite alive neither.

      Something bounced on to her lap.

      ‘Hey, sleepyhead!’

      She looked up at the grinning faces of two men travelling on top of the coach as another piece of orange peel flew past her ear.

      ‘I’m not asleep,’ Kitty called back, ‘just frozen solid.’

      The man, barely more than a youth, nudged his travelling companion. ‘We’ll warm you up!’ He drew a flask from inside his coat and took a swig.

      ‘Don’t be impertinent,’ she said, trying not to smile.

      ‘We’ll be in London soon,’ shouted the other youth, wiping his nose on his cuff.

      ‘If we haven’t turned into icicles by then.’

      The road became choked with carriages and waggons. Horsemen overtook them constantly and pedestrians carrying backpacks trudged wearily along the verges.

      Over to her left in the distance was the river, thickly covered with a forest of masts as boats waited to make their way towards the wharves. The coach swayed and creaked its way past a brewery and Kitty wrinkled her nose at its sickly smell. An acrid stench rose from the tanneries that lined the road, too, and over it all lay the stink of river mud, thick with rotting vegetation, tar, and decay. If the stink was this strong in winter, whatever would it be like in summer?

      ‘The Tower,’ shouted one of the youths on the roof.

      Kitty peered over her shoulder but it was impossible for her to see anything in front of the coach, only what lay behind.

      After a few minutes her eyes widened as the vast bulk of the Tower of London loomed into view on the opposite bank of the Thames. High as the chalk cliffs at home, it was surrounded by impenetrable walls of grey stone with a tower at each corner. It fair gave her the creeps when she thought of all the important people who’d had their heads cut off there.

      A milling flock of sheep brought the coach to a standstill and the coachman blew his horn, sending the flock scattering in all directions before the vehicle lurched off again. There were fewer open fields and more buildings now, and before long the road was lined with houses.

      The coach turned on to the bridge over the Thames. Kitty’s bones felt as if they had been shaken to pieces by all the ruts and potholes but she sat up straighter, revived by excitement. Any moment now they would reach the city. A nose-to-tail stream of traffic passed by, iron-trimmed wheels grinding on the cobbles and sending up a spray of slush. With a glance over the side of the bridge she saw that the Thames was almost entirely frozen over; only a narrow channel of water remained to allow the river traffic to pass.

      On the roof the two young men began to sing a bawdy song, leaning down and waving their arms to encourage Kitty to join in. She didn’t accompany them, in case the Lovells heard her, but her heart was singing. The city of her dreams was only minutes away.
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      Raffie opened the coach’s window to lean out and see what was causing the delay.

      Nero stood up on Venetia’s knee, ears pricked as a dog barked outside.

      ‘What’s happening?’ she asked. The icy draught from the open window carried with it the ammoniac smell of horse dung.

      ‘There’s an argument going on between the driver of a dust cart and someone with a waggon load of furniture.’

      The altercation reached their ears over the shouts of costermongers, horses whinnying and coach horns braying, while the passengers on top of the coach sang raucously, drumming their heels on the roof.

      The elderly woman sitting opposite, with her bony knees pressed hard against Venetia’s, raised a handkerchief to her nose.

      Mama, huddled in a corner seat, slumbered on. She’d barely slept for the previous twenty-four hours, fretted to death by fleas in her bed at the inn last night.

      The coach began to roll forwards again.

      Venetia gazed listlessly out of the window at the tall, flat-fronted houses, so different from the characterful cottage she was used to, with its beamed ceilings, sloping floors and sway-backed roof.

      ‘We must be nearly there now,’ said Raffie.

      Venetia sighed. Unhappiness lodged like an indigestible lump of dough in her stomach but, as uncomfortable as the journey had been, she dreaded their arrival even more and the prospect of having to face Major Chamberlaine with his frosty blue eyes. And then there was the girl, Florence. Her half-sister. She’d be sure to resent their intrusion into her home quite as much as Jack Chamberlaine did. Father had put them all in an untenable position. A flash of anger with him almost made Venetia forget her misery.

      The coach turned into the courtyard of the Crosse Keys and there was a flurry of activity as the passengers gathered their belongings. The door was flung open and one by one the passengers descended, stretching out cramped limbs.

      Mama clung unsteadily to Venetia who felt as if the ground still swayed under her feet, so used had she become to the motion of the coach.

      Kitty, filthy with road spray but with her eyes shining with anticipation, lugged her box out of the net. A fleshy woman, dressed in a purple pelisse and jaunty feathered hat, went to help her.

      Stable lads released the sweating horses and led them away, hooves clopping on the cobbles. All around was clamour and motion as passengers greeted relatives and friends. A swarm of ragged children darted amongst them, as noisy as seagulls when a catch came in, pulling at their clothing and begging a penny to carry their bags.

      Suddenly Kitty shouted a warning.

      Raffie yelled, ‘Stop, thief!’ He chased after a boy in a cap and a moment later caught him by his sleeve.

      Pandemonium broke out as the other children shrieked and set upon Raffie, while he gripped the squirming boy.

      Nero yapped furiously at the miscreants, tangling his lead around Venetia’s legs as he darted backwards and forwards.

      A young man appeared from nowhere. He grasped the villain’s arm and sent the other children flying with a swipe of his arm. ‘Get away, you little ruffians!’ He retrieved Raffie’s handkerchief from inside the boy’s tattered coat. ‘If I catch you again you’ll be gallows meat.’ He boxed the cringing boy’s ears and sent him off on the toe of his boot. Turning to Raffie, he bowed and held out the handkerchief. ‘Yours, sir?’

      Raffie took it from him. ‘I’m in your debt,’ he said, feeling in his pocket.

      ‘New to London?’ The man shook his head at the proffered coin.

      ‘Indeed we are. Thank you for assisting us,’ said Venetia. Although clearly not a gentleman, their benefactor wore a smart blue velvet coat and clean necktie.

      ‘Nathaniel Griggs, at your service.’ He gave a gap-toothed smile and his dark eyes gleamed with amusement. ‘I do believe the guttersnipes can smell a new arrival. Come far?’

      ‘Kent. We’re to live in Quill Court,’ said Raffie.

      ‘That’s only a step from here.’ Griggs nodded at the street children watching them from a distance. ‘Poor little blighters, they’re half starving. What say you give ’em a penny to carry your bags and I’ll keep an eye out to make sure they don’t run away with ’em?’

      A few minutes later a procession of children, each with a bag on one shoulder, set off out of the courtyard, closely followed by the Lovells. Griggs shook his head at the woman in the purple pelisse as she spoke to Kitty and hoisted the maid’s box up on his own shoulder.

      Griggs was as good as his word. He guided the party along the busy thoroughfare that was Gracechurch Street before turning into a narrow lane leading to Quill Court.

      ‘Here we are then!’ He waved expansively at the imposing four-storey brick houses set around a courtyard with an oak tree in the centre.

      Venetia handed him some coins. ‘For the children, Mr Griggs.’

      ‘My pleasure, miss.’ He bowed to her, then to Mama, and shook hands with Raffie. ‘Should you need any little service, you being new to London and all, you can leave me a note at the Crosse Keys.’ He nodded to them and left. Venetia wasn’t sure but she thought he might have winked at Kitty.

      Quill Court was quiet after the hustle and bustle of Gracechurch Street. A path had been cleared through the snow to the steps leading to each front door. Venetia looked up at number five. A great lion’s head doorknocker gleamed on the black-painted door. It was odd to imagine that for Father this grand house had been a home quite as much as Spindrift Cottage had.

      Mama’s hand slid into Venetia’s.

      Raffie gave them a wavering smile. ‘Together we stand!’

      Venetia nodded. There was no going back. However anxious and uncomfortable they were about the situation, it was what Father had wanted. And perhaps Jack Chamberlaine might prove to be more pleasant upon further acquaintance?

      Raffie raised the heavy brass ring held in the lion’s mouth and let it fall twice against the door.

      Nero lifted his leg against the boot scraper and Venetia was mortified to see the yellow trail left in the snow. Still, better there than inside.

      A young maid in a clean apron opened the door. She wore a black armband.

      ‘I am Mrs Lovell,’ said Mama.

      The girl stood back. ‘Please come in, Madam. Your maid can go down the area steps and wait for me there.’

      Venetia glanced at Kitty as she began to lug her box down the steps. The poor creature looked half frozen. Later, Venetia decided, she would make sure their maid was comfortably settled.

      They trooped into the hall and began to divest themselves of their coats.

      It was a narrow space with a high ceiling and a stone floor inset with black marble diamonds. Stairs with a mahogany handrail led up to the first floor. There was a lingering smell of fresh paint and London smog, so different from Spindrift Cottage, where the scent of pot-pourri mixed with briny sea air permeated the rooms.

      Venetia couldn’t help noticing the elegant striped paper hanging in pale grey and white, finished with a richly decorated gold and purple border of garlands ornamented with pearls and rosettes. Father had brought samples of it for her approval some months before, telling her he was decorating the hall of a London townhouse. She could never have imagined the samples were for a house she would live in herself. But however smart it was, it wasn’t home to her.

      Taking off her bonnet, she placed it on a gilded console table. She peered into the mirror hanging above and tucked a blonde curl back into her topknot. Her face was wan and she definitely didn’t look her best. She sighed. She’d just have to face Major Chamberlaine as she was and hope that Florence wouldn’t be as antagonistic as she feared.

      ‘You’re expected in the drawing room,’ said the maid.

      ‘Will you take our dog to the kitchen?’ asked Venetia.

      The maid took Nero’s lead and opened the drawing-room door.

      Mama’s face was as pale as Venetia’s when they linked arms to enter. They stepped over the threshold together with Raffie close behind.

      It was a graceful room with pea green walls and lofty ceiling with a decorative cornice. A French rug in soft shades of cream, gold and peach lay on the polished boards. Venetia’s eye was immediately drawn to a painting of Venice at sunset hanging above the white marble fireplace. Father’s touch was present wherever she looked and it made her want to weep.

      A dark-haired child, no, a girl, sat on the sofa by the fire, dressed in deep mourning. She sprang to her feet. ‘At last!’ she said. ‘I’m Florence.’

      Venetia caught her breath in surprise. The girl, although her hair was dark, bore an uncanny resemblance to herself. Her eyes were blue and, like Venetia’s own, had the same unusual ring of green around the iris.

      ‘The snow made the roads near impassable,’ said Mama.

      ‘Well, you’re here now. Jack has gone out again but, in any case, he hardly speaks to me at all these days. He was always so full of merry quips before he came back from the war. Now he has nothing to say, it seems. We’ve both been so sad since Father died.’ Florence’s full bottom lip began to tremble and her eyes filled with tears.

      ‘It’s a sad time for all of us,’ said Venetia, the familiar pain sharp in her breast.

      ‘It’s not long since Mother passed away and now we’ve moved to this house and left my friends and my governess behind and I’ve been so very lonely.’ Tears overflowed in a river down Florence’s face.

      A lump rose up in Venetia’s throat. The poor child had lost both her parents in such a short space of time. Feeling helpless, she patted the girl’s shoulder. Unexpectedly, her animosity towards Florence drained away. It was impossible not to be moved by her misery.

      Mama handed the girl a clean handkerchief. ‘You shan’t be lonely any more, my dear.’

      Florence dried her eyes. ‘But nothing will ever be the same without Father, will it?’

      ‘No, my dear, I’m afraid it won’t.’

      Raffie, hands clasped behind his back as he looked out of the window, said, ‘I thought you sent Nero to the kitchen, Venetia.’

      ‘I did.’

      ‘Well, he’s trotting across the courtyard with Major Chamberlaine.’

      ‘Oh, is Jack coming at last?’ said Florence. ‘He went to the shooting range.’ She bit her lip. ‘I’m afraid he isn’t very happy about Father’s plan.’

      Venetia was sure that Major Chamberlaine wasn’t at all happy about it. ‘It’s an awkward situation for us all,’ she said.

      Booted footsteps clipped across the hall and then the drawing-room door burst open. Major Chamberlaine stood in the doorway, leaning on his cane, snow still visible on his top boots.

      ‘So you’ve arrived,’ he said. He had no time to say any more as a growling black pug pushed past him, hackles raised.

      ‘Quiet, sir!’ snapped Major Chamberlaine.

      ‘Nero!’ Venetia leaped to her feet. ‘Come here at once, you bad dog!’

      The dog let out a volley of barks and fastened his jaws around her ankle.

      Mama screamed and Raffie and Major Chamberlaine hurried to pull him away, catching hold of the dog by the scruff of his neck. He was deposited outside the door. ‘Are you hurt, Miss Lovell?’ asked Major Chamberlaine.

      Shocked, Venetia pulled up the hem of her skirt a fraction to look at her ankle. ‘It’s only a graze… but I don’t understand. Nero is the gentlest of creatures.’

      ‘Nero?’ said Florence. ‘But that’s Caesar. Father gave him to me when Mother died.’

      Venetia stared at her. ‘Father gave Nero to me a year and a half ago.’

      Major Chamberlaine strode out of the room and returned a few moments later with a squirming black pug under each arm. He placed them on the rug where they circled and sniffed at each other. ‘It would appear that your father bought litter mates for his daughters.’

      ‘Oh, look!’ said Florence, a delighted smile on her face.

      The two little dogs began to chase each other around the room, yipping with excitement.

      ‘And Father, no doubt, named them both,’ said Venetia. ‘Roman emperors, I believe? He always had a penchant for Italy.’ She understood now why he had so often called Nero by the name of Caesar.

      ‘It seemed he extended that penchant as far as his children’s names, too… Florence, Venetia and Rafaele,’ said Major Chamberlaine.

      ‘All except for you, Jack,’ said Florence.

      ‘He wanted to christen me Leonardo but Mother put her foot down and insisted I took my father’s name,’ he said, sitting down next to Venetia. ‘I trust you have instructed your maid, as I requested,’ he said in an undertone, ‘to be discreet about the circumstances in which we find ourselves?’

      ‘Kitty has proved to be a loyal servant to us,’ said Venetia. ‘Furthermore, she’s aware that her continuing position in this household is entirely dependent upon that discretion.’

      ‘Dorcas is a new maid to this household,’ said Major Chamberlaine, ‘and I have told Annunziata that your father married your mother a short while prior to his death. Since we have not yet made the acquaintance of our neighbours I sincerely hope, if only for Florence’s sake, that we may avoid a scandal.’

      Venetia chewed her lip and tried to think of something conciliatory to say while he stared resolutely at his boots.

      The drawing-room door opened and the maid carried in the tea tray. She hesitated a moment, glancing first at Florence and then at Mama.

      ‘Thank you, Dorcas,’ said Florence. ‘Mrs Lovell will pour.’

      Mama smiled and made herself busy with the tea, asking Florence to pass around the Madeira cake.

      Afterwards, Raffie and Florence laughed together as they fed crumbs of cake to the pugs, encouraging them to beg prettily.

      Venetia’s tense muscles relaxed a little. Perhaps this wouldn’t be as hard as she’d expected.
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