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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the Regency period a footman’s wage was five pounds a year, while a formal gown, destined to be worn only once, could cost three hundred pounds. To give some idea of the coins in circulation in the period of The Ill-Bred Bride, I have compiled the following list of relative values.

      

      12 pennies (or two sixpence) to a shilling 5 shillings to a crown (also called a “coachwheel”)

      4 crowns to a pound

      2 pounds, 18 shillings to a sovereign

      The guinea, also known as a “yellow-boy,” was a gold coin sometimes equal in value to the paper or silver pound and sometimes more valuable.

      

      Coinage and its relative values were in fluctuation during the Regency period. My source for the amounts was James Mackay’s A History of Modern English Coinage. All the mistakes are, of course, my own.

      —R.E.E.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the year of Our Lord 1084, Adeluin Honeforth took seizin of Leyseby-town and the lands that surrounded it. The new baron was the younger son of a Devon family, granted a Warwickshire barony by Conqueror William for services upon the field of war. He added a “de” to his style in homage to his Norman overlord, and a castle to the highest hill in his dominion, and proceeded to render every duty to his king that policy and courtesy required while keeping everything else he could grab for himself.

      This pleasant idyll of the de Honeforth family was brought to a halt a century later, when the wars of King Stephen and the Empress Maud laid waste to the countryside, and even an astute political observer was hard- pressed to know where best to tender his allegiance. The family lost most of its lands, a number of its sons, and Leyseby Castle.

      During the reign of Henry the Second and his notorious queen Alinor, the de Honeforths remained in eclipse and prudently refrained from expressing any opinion at all. Unfortunately Alinor remembered this when the power of the English throne came into her hands, and the de Honeforths did not prosper at Richard Lionheart’s court.

      The seventh Baron de Honeforth re-entered the world of statecraft by taking the field against Alinor’s youngest son John in the matter of the Great Charter of England. Against all expectation, the gamble paid off handsomely, and the resulting improvement in the family fortunes led to the building of Laceby Place, named for the town near which it stood.

      For the next few centuries the de Honeforths prospered, until another king’s Great Matter troubled all of Europe. By now the de Honeforths had become the Han- fords, and the Catholic Hanfords were not welcome at the court of Great Harry and his (some said) adulterous queen Nan Bullen.

      The nineteenth Baron Hanford’s repudiation of his ancestral faith came too late to repair the family fortunes, and his grandson’s exile from England in the Stuart train finished the family’s political hopes. During the civil war that followed Laceby was used as a munitions dump by the Cavalier forces; the untimely detonation of that cache by a Roundhead troop finished the family seat as well.

      When the Glorious Restoration came at last, and Charles the Second mounted the throne of England and a number of mistresses, the twenty-fourth Baron Hanford set a standard for degenerate profligacy that a number of his descendants tried in vain to equal. Averil Hanford spent every silver penny he could squeeze from his restored estates on his pleasure and his king’s amusement, and cemented an attachment to the Stuart line that was to prove disastrous ninety years later, when his grandson Christian was executed on Tower Hill for his part in the Glorious ’45.

      Denzil Hanford was instrumental in his father’s capture, but he did not long enjoy his parricidal inheritance. The twenty-seventh Baron Hanford survived by barely a year the coronation of Farmer George in 1760, and left behind him two infant sons.

      Jocelyn Fitzwilliam Arthur Earnshill Hanford came to his title too young to remember either sire or grandsire, or any of the gaudy pagan glories of an England ruled by English kings. Such Hanford lands as remained for him to inherit were placed in the care of stewards just as he and his younger brother Brabazon were, and both were placed in the indirect care of George the Third. It was hardly surprising that when the management of the estate passed into his hands twenty years later Lord Hanford saw his lands as nothing more than a source of revenue.

      The demands Jocelyn made on his inheritance were enough to put a swift end to any hope of financial recovery, but though the family was impoverished, the name was of the oldest. It was perhaps this patina of ancient history and heroic deeds that caused Sir Philip Masham to bestow his daughter Clementina upon Lord Hanford when he came to ask for her. She took her husband well in hand, and between the gaming tables and the moneylenders, Jocelyn contrived to keep her in the style she told him his consequence demanded.

      And then, of course, he died, which is where a proper tragedy would end. But this is not a tragedy, except perhaps a most improper one, and so here, at the end, is where our story begins.
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            JULY 1817

          

        

      

    

    
      The brilliant July sun streamed in through the windows of the gracious country house, turning everything it touched to gold. Beyond the library’s oriel windows lay the green of extensive parkland that had not been subject to the whims of recent fashion, surrounding the magnificence of Lace- by Place as a setting its proper jewel.

      But closer inspection would reveal that fashion was not the only thing to pass the sprawling Stuart manor by. The bramble-rose and ivy ran wild over the untended walls, and everything the eye could see wore an expression of apologetic neglect.

      On this particular July day, Denzil Alban Christian Brabazon Fitzwilliam Averil Hanford, twenty-ninth Baron Hanford and master of Laceby, had been the sole support and refuge of his mother, two brothers, sister, and young cousin for a little over six years. His father’s body had long since gone to dust, and his soul to the appropriate paradise, but there was a part of Jocelyn Hanford that, it appeared, would endure for as long as moneylenders could enscribe their duns.

      The household accounts that were his ostensible purpose for being inside in such glorious weather lay unregarded on the scuffed and stained leather of the library desktop. Hanford chewed meditatively on the end of his pen, his mind far away.

      If music and sweet mystery’s airs your soul delight/Then spurn the golden palanquin of changeling day/And he thou borne upon the wings of ravished night⁠—

      The sonnet he envisioned was doomed to incompletion, for Lady Hanford chose that moment to enter the room.

      “Oh, my darling!” Lady Hanford sang on a little trill of rapture. “Pray tell me I am not intruding! I only wished to speak to you—for the merest moment, I assure you!”

      Her son set down his quill and thrust the sheaf of papers under the desk blotter. His expression was wary as he regarded her.

      At forty-two—an age known to none but her dresser—Lady Hanford still retained the classic beauty that had captivated her husband. She resembled a not-so-very-much older edition of her daughter Orinda, and in her lace widow’s caps she worked very hard to create the air of a child dressing up in her mother’s clothes. It would take an astute observer indeed to mark the pettish lines of temper about the mouth more usually drawn into a becoming pout. She bore a basket full of roses on her arm, and as she spoke she began to arrange them in the blue-and-white bowl of Chinese porcelain that stood on Hanford’s desk.

      “Oh, it is nothing. I knew you were settling up the accounts, and only wished to be sure you would write to Mr. Soberton and tell him a house must without fail be rented for the Season next year. And tell him upon no account to procure one without a ballroom! If I am to present your sister you must give a ball, and it would hardly do to hold it in rented rooms. And tell him it will be wanted from the first of March—oh, I know it is shockingly early to go to Town, but I would not dream of having a robe cut in the country, and Orinda will need—oh, ballgowns and riding dresses… We will need new carriage horses as well—you know, my love, that I would never dream of saying a word against anything you chose to do, but I must admit that I cannot see the economy of selling one’s stable when one only has it to purchase again! Greys, of course—your father was always partial to grey horses, and they do make such a pretty turn out with a blue carriage and livery⁠—”

      Lady Hanford rattled on, her hands in their lace mitts busy with the roses. The light shining through the windows behind her haloed her chestnut hair and her gown of pale-green jaconet muslin, and struck warm gilt-and- oxblood tones from the backs of the few books remaining on the library shelves. The bulk of the library had been sold at auction the year before, and the bill for Lady Hanford’s dress was one of those on Hanford’s desk. Her fringed shawl and ivory-handled parasol, both of silk and shatteringly expensive, were less than a year old. Hanford regarded the pretty picture his parent made and saw instead the cost of creating it. Part of him despised himself for thinking like an account-clerk while another part wondered how the newest expense Mother was so heedlessly proposing could be met.

      “Hanford! My love, you are not attending!” Lady Hanford cried chidingly.

      Dutifully he regarded his mother and forced a smile. Of course she did not know how things stood: how could she? Ever since Soberton had let him know the condition of the estate, he had worked desperately to continue the illusion of ease his father had created. But every year it was harder.

      “I am sorry, Mother. I was just thinking what a pretty picture you make: quite countrified. Shall we rent this old pile and go live in a cottage somewhere? I am persuaded it would be the very thing; everyone would take you for an Arcadian shepherdess,” he said teasingly.

      The raillery had its intended effect. Lady Hanford’s pouting expression softened, and she seated herself in a chair by his side. Though her eldest son was still the moon and sun of her idolatry, Lady Hanford did have to admit, if only to herself, that her beloved Hanford had grown very strange in the last six years. Perhaps grief at the loss of her dear Jocelyn had shattered him much as it had her, but more and more these days Lady Hanford looked in vain for sign of her sensitive, sweet-faced boy in this grim stranger who seemed to be able to speak of nothing but penury. Penury! How could they be reduced to that, when it was well known that when Jocelyn was alive they had never lacked for anything, never?

      “My little rogue—what a flatterer you are!” Lady Hanford said caressingly. “And when I am persuaded your poor head must ache so! All these dusty bills, when you know that when your dear father was alive he never paid the least attention to duns and everything was managed in the most delightful fashion!”

      “Yes, Mother, but I was thinking about Orinda.”

      His sister’s come-out. And a dowry to be found for her, somehow, that it would not shame him to bestow.

      Lady Hanford beamed. “I can already see it—you know, my love, you have let me get very backward of recent years, but now that my darlings are grown we must contrive to send them off in style! Peveril too, you know, must be creditably established—and who knows but that Orinda might make a brilliant match that will delight us all, though only if she is presented to the ton in the first style of elegance!”

      Money and more money—and even if Orinda were to marry “Golden Ball” Hughes (an occurrence unlikely in the extreme), it would not bring enough. The amount of money it would take to bring Laceby and the family about was more than could be covered by a loan between even blood relations.

      Lady Hanford gave a little trill of laughter and resumed the thread of her argument. “You cannot expect a Hanford to make her bow to society at a country assembly, now can you? Why, I remember my own Season—it was at the very height of the Terror, though we didn’t mind that! I vow I never wore the same dress twice, and Papa gave me a necklace of sapphires to match my eyes—and your papa, darling, told me that at first he had taken them for trumpery glass, so eclipsed were they by my beauty!” Lady Hanford sighed meltingly, overcome by the reminiscence.

      “Yes. That is—very well, Mother, but Orinda is very young. Perhaps a ball would be too grand, do you think? A smaller party⁠—”

      “My dear! Your sister is rising eighteen—though I own, it seems only yesterday that I first held her to my bosom. Next you will be saying she should be married quietly from the schoolroom—and though her constitution is as delicate as my own, still she is as prepared as I to immolate herself upon the altar of family duty!”

      “Mother—” Hanford began, prepared at last to try to give his mother some idea of how things actually stood.

      But she forestalled him neatly, rising to her feet with another musical little laugh. “But there! I promised I would only take a moment of your time, and I will hold to my resolve! You will write to Soberton today, won’t you, dearest? I know he has been with us for ever so, but sometimes it seems to me that he is becoming the least bit forgetful—age, you know! You will write?” The Dowager Lady Hanford turned a steely gaze upon her eldest, and Hanford, who knew that Soberton’s derelictions were entirely at his command, sighed and acquiesced.

      “Yes, Mother, I will write.” His mother was, after all, only correct. The Honorable Miss Orinda Lovelady Hanford of Laceby Place couldn’t be brought out at a country ball. Orinda must go to London for her debut, or the Hanfords might as well retire from Society on the spot—and then the careful illusion of solvency would shatter forever. The loans and extensions of credit would cease, mortgages would come due. And Laceby would—inevitably—be lost.

      And then what would become of any of them?

      “And remind him: a large house, with a ballroom—and a good address. Oh, I know you will chide me, since when one rents it is not as if it is one’s own address, but I think it is a false economy to save a few shillings by taking a place practically in the center of the City, since then one is obliged to have the carriage out constantly, which I am persuaded is a far greater charge upon one’s resources.”

      “Of course, Mother.” Hanford forced another smile, and Lady Hanford blew him a parting kiss upon a flutter of fingertips. She floated gently from the room, leaving stillness and the scent of roses in her wake.
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        * * *

      

      The year his youngest brother was born and his father died, the soon-to-be Baron Hanford was seventeen and at King’s College, Oxford, intent on prolonging his University career past the point when more ardent spirits left in search of a wider stage for their ambitions. His interests lay with music and poetry, but the two things the Honorable Denzil Hanford primarily wished for from the world were peace and quiet and his own way, and Oxford was as far away from his parents as he could get.

      It was not that Hanford did not love his parents, although he did not know them well. Since his birth the family had grown by the addition of a younger brother—Peveril, and a sister, Orinda; the children were exiled by custom, convenience, and economy, to the rambling country estate their city-bred parents disdained to visit. It was to Laceby that Hanford and Peveril returned on their school vacations, and it was during these long holidays that Hanford came to love Laceby as his father had never learned to. The servants spoiled him and stuffed his ears with tales of how Laceby had been in his grandsire’s day, and the tenants welcomed their future landlord with a warmth Hanford was still too young to understand. Lulled by the eternal golden afternoon of the English countryside, Hanford never noticed the moment when the certainty that Laceby would be there for him always drew the pain from his parents’ constant absence. When he was grown, he would have Laceby. Hanford could imagine no other life, and was content.

      Then he was summoned to London by his parents.

      It was the year that he was fifteen. He was nearly grown; his father wished to see his heir, and his mother wanted her darling to see firsthand the glittering playground of Society and the haut ton in which he would soon take his place. So Hanford left Laceby and his brother and sister, and went to visit his parents and their world.

      When he came home to live permanently, when he came home… It was all his mother could speak of. Home, he was told, was London, not “that moldering pile in Warwick.” Home was London, the Big Smoke, the center of all the world. He would come home to London when his University days were through.

      His mother would give parties, and they would all be shocking squeezes and horridly uncomfortable. He would, of course, marry immediately. She would personally select her new daughter-in-law, and young ladies would vie with mad duplicity to become the new Hanford bride. Lady Hanford would introduce him to all of Society. He would learn the people who mattered and the people who did not, and the people whose only interest in him was that he was a Hanford of Laceby.

      Hanford realized with a sinking heart that nothing in the Warwickshire countryside he had come to love had prepared him for this, and that this was his all-too-certain future. There could be no thought of escape. He must do as Hanfords had always done, and Hanfords had always taken their place in the world.

      But not just now. For a while longer he could pretend that his future was Laceby—its mellow walls and gracious rooms, and the gentle acres his family had husbanded for over seven hundred years. But when the news came to Oxford—of his father’s death amid the celebration of the birth of yet another brother—Hanford felt as much relief as guilt.

      Guilt, because no dutiful son would rejoice in the death of his father. Relief, because now the waiting was over. He could give up this secret rebellion and be what his mother wanted and his father had intended: Lord Hanford of Laceby.
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        * * *

      

      Relief and guilt were both short-lived. Within twenty- four hours of his arrival home Hanford realized that the only thing he had ever counted on—Laceby and the Hanford estates—was built on a foundation of shifting sand. Jocelyn Hanford had seen his lands only as a source of revenue. During his London sojourn Hanford had become familiar with the sight of tradesmen and moneylenders waiting in the antechamber for his father to attend them, but he had given the matter no thought. Everyone had debts. One must live, after all, he said, echoing the watchword by which his entire class was putting an end to itself with gaudy efficiency.

      Now Hanford sat in stunned silence day after day with his father’s man of business—now his—as the toll of bills and mortgages that had supported that belief was accurately told up at last.

      Bills that had run for years had come due at the death of his father, and for every one they could find, Mr. Soberton told the new Lord Hanford gently, he must expect two or three more when they searched the London house. In the end, the only thing found to be untouched in the financial ruin of the Hanford family was Lady Hanford’s jointure. Even Mr. Soberton could only shake his head and say distracted things about how charming his late lordship had been.

      Hanford looked for help in this crisis and found none. His uncle Brabazon Hanford had made a career of the Army, and becoming his nephew’s trustee did not alter his life appreciably. He brought his foreign wife Genevieve and his delicate daughter Ancilla to live at Laceby Place in token of his guardianship, assured Hanford that he would support any decision the new Baron cared to make, and dashed off to Portugal again. Clementina Hanford took prematurely to the style of Dowager Baroness, which she was still young enough to think dashing, and embraced the study of genealogy and Brussels lace caps with equal facility. She took up her niece Ancilla to spite her sister-in-law, and assured her eldest son that she was certain he would manage beautifully.

      Captain Brabazon Hanford did not live out the year, and Brabazon’s wife remarried with almost indecent haste. Genevieve Rogier then commended her daughter’s care to her dear sister Lady Hanford and departed.

      The new Baron was too busy either to notice that he was now in sole control of his estates or to mourn the uncle he had never really known. Night after night he sat up late—not over brandy, but account books. The lives and futures of his family were in his hands, and more—the household servants and the tenants of his lands depended on him to keep them and care for them and see that the disaster that had struck never touched them. All the ancient feudal responsibility for lands and dependents came crashing down upon his shoulders until Hanford thought the weight would crush him. It was a weight he had never been trained to bear and a responsibility he should never have had to assume at all, let alone at the age of seventeen. Many young men in his situation would have given up—scattered the family among relatives willing to take them in and let the house and lands be sold for debt. No one would have blamed him had he done so. He would have been the object of universal pity, for as long as he was remembered. But he was Lord Hanford of Laceby, and a Hanford did not surrender, so Hanford did his best.

      The interest on the Laceby mortgages was paid. But the racing stable was sold, then the yacht, then the carriages and the riding stable. The London town house was sold, over Lady Hanford’s bitter protests. For a while the Seasons were spent in smaller rented quarters, far less fashionable, until finally that too was halted. But they managed.

      Hanford alone had known that the time when they could no longer manage was coming, but he had not expected it to come so soon. Something would turn up; some unexpected inheritance that would let them re-enter the glittering world of privilege his mother spoke of. But nothing had come, and now after six years he knew that nothing would.

      He must give Orinda her Season nevertheless. His father would have managed it (how, he could not imagine), and if Orinda was not brought out, how could she make the marriage that Hanford owed it to her to provide? If she married, he thought dismally, it would at least provide a home for her and Mother and his newest brother Athelstane.

      Squaring his shoulders against a phantom burden, the twenty-ninth Baron Hanford gathered up his stillborn sonnet and slipped it into a drawer of the desk.
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        * * *

      

      Ancilla did not trouble to knock on the study door. If Hanford was writing she could simply go away again, and would disturb him far less than if she had knocked. She had been on easy terms with her three-years-older cousin since the day she had first been introduced into the household as a vastly unpromising brat of fourteen, and had by degrees become Hanford’s closest friend and confidant.

      But Hanford was not writing, though he was still sit- ring at his desk. He had been pulling the petals from the roses in a blue-and-white bowl one by one, until the desk was mantled in a drift of sunset-colored snow. He looked up when Ancilla entered, and his eyes lit with a smile when he saw her.

      “Come in, Cilia, and scold me for wasting my time.” He brushed the flower petals from his hands as he stood and led her to the sopha set beneath the library window.

      “I shan’t do that,” she said, smiling. “But I collect, from certain subtle signs, that Aunt Clementina has been with you, and therefore that Orinda’s come-out is much on your mind.” She drew the cashmere shawl she wore more snugly about her thin shoulders and favored Hanford with an amused grey-eyed gaze.

      “Oh, aye.” Hanford stared down at his fingertips. “Orinda must be brought out—so a house must needs be procured. In a fashionable part of town, and not neglecting a ballroom. Further, it is wanted from the beginning of March, so there will be time for a suitable Town wardrobe to be purchased.” He did not need to add that Lady Hanford might as well have asked for roses in December.

      “Oh, but you are not considering the advantages in such a plan! Perhaps Orinda will attach a Royal Duke, or a German Prince, or perhaps even an Italian Count of sinister mien and volatile temperament! Of course, he will have to straightaway expire after the wedding leaving her in sole command of his entire fortune,” Ancilla suggested consideringly.

      “Wretch!” said Hanford, laughing. He took her hand and drew it to his lips in a light salute. “What would I do without my Cilia to make me laugh?”

      “Oh, I daresay you would contrive somehow, my lord Hanford,” Ancilla said gravely. She withdrew her hand, and the spots of hectic color that burned in her pale cheeks were lost for a moment in a rosy blush. “But what you must contrive now is to bring Orinda out, for Lady Hanford is right about that at least, even if she does not perfectly understand how things are. I think she knows more than you believe, you know, and you are mistaken not to tell her the whole. But that is none of my bread- and-butter, as you have frequently told me! Perhaps Lady Hanford can be brought to see that it would be far more delightful for one of her brothers to give Orinda’s ball. Then the Mashams can all shine in reflected glory and…”

      “And I might as well invite the bailiffs in and be done!” said Hanford savagely. He leapt to his feet and roamed about the room. “I am sorry, Cilia—but you know that the Mashams will never be brought to do any such thing. If Orinda is to make her debut at all, Mother and I must contrive it. And she is right: the thing must be done in the first fashion, or not at all.”

      He returned to the sopha and sat down. “But I will not tease you—it cannot be easy to be asked to plan another girl’s Season when you have not had one of your own.”

      Ancilla snorted derisively and then began to cough. Hanford slipped an arm around her shoulders with the ease of long custom and held her close.

      Each year her cough persisted longer into the summer, and the cordial prescribed by the village doctor—and paid for, unknown to Ancilla, in bottles of wine from his late lordship’s cellar—grew less effectual. Ancilla should have had the best London practitioners to attend her and spent her winters in the life-giving warmth of Italy or Greece. Instead she made her home at Laceby, and though Hanford loved his home far better than most of his relatives, there was no denying it was damp.

      “A Season!” Ancilla gasped mockingly, setting off another round of spasms. “Oh! Hanford! I pray you will not make me laugh!”

      When the coughing fit had passed she sat holding her handkerchief to her lips. Hanford went to pour her a glass of brandy. When he returned with it he reached for the handkerchief, but she deftly whisked it back into her pocket.

      “Nothing at all to do with you, sir!” she told him crisply. “And bother my delicate feelings into the bargain. What, pray, do you suppose I would do with a Season if one was dropped in my lap?” She took the glass from Hanford and sipped at the brandy.

      “And bother my stupid cough, too—you know it does not signify!” she added fiercely. “You will manage a Season for Orinda somehow, and I will help you!”

      “Brave Ancilla! If you were Lord Hanford instead of I, I am persuaded you would have brought us all about years ago. Laceby would be a showplace, the Hanford Thoroughbreds would win the Derby every year, and you yourself would be Prime Minister!”

      “And what would I do with such rubbishy commonplaces, when there aren’t enough hours in the day as it is for me to do all I wish? But enough of your airs and graces, my lord. I know you were doing the accounts today—how do things stand?”

      Hanford took a deep breath. “I will rent Laceby if I can. It is the only way.”

      “Good God, is it as bad as that?” Ancilla demanded. Hanford nodded, and she thought a moment. “I have Mama’s address in Paris. Perhaps if I wrote to her she could be persuaded to make me an allowance—I could offer to come live with her, you see, and…”

      “No! Cilia, you will not be reduced to that—unless you very much wish it?” Hanford said doubtfully.

      “Idiot! Mama would wish me to live with her as much as I wish it—which is not at all! And that being so, she will do all that she might to keep me here. She is married again now, you know, and I daresay the descent upon her household of a daughter quite twenty years of age would be only the keenest source of embarrassment!” Ancilla chuckled breathlessly and stifled another cough. “I will write to her at once.”

      “You will do no such thing,” Hanford said firmly. “Nothing would be likelier than Aunt Genevieve taking the notion that she should come and see how you did, and you know that she and Mother never did get on.”

      “Don’t I just! With Mama saying that thus-and-so was not how it had been under the ancien régime, and Aunt Clementina burning to give her a set-down, since I am sure Mama knew as much about the ancien régime as I do myself, and that is nothing at all!”

      “And Mother dared not, as certainly then Aunt Genevieve would recollect that Mother’s Uncle Masham had emigrated to the West Indies to become a farmer and⁠—”

      “An Overlord of Black Slaves!” they finished in chorus. Ancilla took his hand in hers and squeezed it.

      “But for myself I cannot see that being a gentleman farmer is so very bad—and I beg your pardon, but surely it is worse that Lady Hanford has forbidden that his name should ever be mentioned beneath her roof,” she resumed.

      “Mother’s sensibilities are easily overset,” Hanford said gently, “and I fancy the first rift occurred on Great-uncle Robert’s side. He did not approve of Grandfather Masham marrying his daughter to a man whose grandfather had been executed for treason, and was not backward about saying so.”

      Ancilla was quite familiar with the career of Christian Hanford, executed in the ’fifties for his loyalty to the Stuart cause, and needed no clarification of this remark. “Well, at least the estate came to your grandfather intact—though do you know, Hanford, if it had been attainted at that time neither you nor I should know or care? How peculiar Life is—the simplest difficulty can have roots stretching back centuries.”

      “Hardly centuries: the Rising was, oh, only eighty years ago or so. And in eighty years more I am sure I will not know or care what becomes of Laceby—but I care now. I am the head of the family, Cilia. It is my business to make provision for everyone else. That means school for Athelstane, and something for Peveril, and a Season for Orinda. The thing must be done.” He lapsed into silence, staring off into space. He did not mention the most urgent need because she would only laugh and make a joke, but somehow, somewhere, money must be found to send Ancilla to Italy.

      “I do not think that it will answer to rent Laceby,” Ancilla said slowly, squeezing his hand. “It is only too likely that your tenants would wish you to make improvements. For the roof leaks, you know⁠—”

      “And the chimneys don’t.”

      “And the floors slant.”

      “And the ceilings too.”

      “And the west wing is very dark.”

      “Which is only to be expected since the shutters have been rusted shut these sixty years.”

      “And there is no ornamental ruin.”

      “Unless you account the entire house.” The cousins smiled at each other in perfect amity, and Hanford turned Ancilla toward him and dropped a gentle kiss upon her brow. “Still, I am fond of it, Lord alone knows why. Don’t worry, Cilia, I am sure we will manage.”

      “Liar,” said Ancilla. “You are sure of no such thing, though it is plain you will manage. You always have.”

      “With your help,” Hanford replied. “It was you who first said that we might very well sell any number of historic family treasures without causing ourselves the least inconvenience.”

      “And it didn’t, did it?” said Ancilla with mendacious cheerfulness. “At least, it was not inconvenient once they were got into crates, though I own I am sorry about poor Peveril.”

      “I am sorrier—it was not enough that he should try to move the Diana out of the garden by himself, but after it fell on him and broke his arm he insisted on saying he had been brought low by the chaste huntress of the night—to Mother!—and⁠—”

      “And Aunt Clementina was sure he had broken his skull and was raving in the brain-fever—and then she found the statue was gone from the garden! And it turned out she had known what we were doing all along—and she said it was very wise of you, Hanford, to dispose of those pagan idols, which could only have a lowering effect on the moral character of the servants!”

      Hanford smiled at the memory, but the smile was fleeting. “Very well, Cilia. If I cannot rent this vast historic pile, I must sell something else to raise the wind. It has always worked before. But what,” said the twenty-ninth Baron Hanford, “can there possibly be left at Laceby that anyone would want to buy?”
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      On lower Chapman Street, east of New Road and comfortably north of Ratcliffe Highway and the London Docks, stood a luxurious residence quite out of the common way. It was barely three miles from the center of London, and considerable pains, in the way of marble facings and sconces of gilded bronze, had been taken to give it a serene and spacious elegance quite superior to that of its neighbors. The elder daughter of the house, Miss Susannah Elizabeth Potter, was equally elegant, though far from serene.

      Her father had sent for her to attend him in his study at ten o’clock this morning, and the purpose could only be to decide her future. Since she was quite old enough to be considered thoroughly educated, and marriage was the only future to which a gently reared young lady of Susannah’s class and expectations could aspire, on this July day in 1817 her father would talk to her of marriage.

      She had no doubt of her ability to captivate the as-yet-unmet paragon who would become Jacob Potter’s son- in-law: at Miss Farthingale’s Female Seminary in Bath, Adelaide Featherton had once bestowed the ultimate encomium upon her person by telling her that she thought blue eyes and black curls the most despiteful thing in Nature (Miss Featherton’s eyes, it must be mentioned, were grey, and her hair was straight and brown). And, personal charms aside, Susannah would have quite a large dowry.

      She was instantly caught up in pleasant dreams of her future, when, with keys at her waist, she would oversee the mysteries of kitchen and pantry and preside over a nursery full of rosy-faced smiling grandchildren for Papa. Never again would she have to listen to sneers that Stepney wasn’t anywhere, or hear cries of disbelief that she lived in London year round. She had left all that behind her forever when she left Miss Farthingale’s.

      A little before the hour Susannah knocked upon the ornate mahogany door to her father’s study, then turned the knob and thrust it open without waiting to hear an answer.
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        * * *

      

      “Sit down, Sukey. It’s time we studied what’s to become of you.” Jacob Potter beamed fondly upon his daughter. It was known in the City that Mr. Jacob Potter was a knowing ’un and a warm man indeed, who could have a handle to his name nearly for the asking, but though a man of nice discrimination and high standards, Mr. Potter had no interest in ennobling himself. His tastes were homely, his ambitions far from social, and his patience limited when it came to the feckless and dazzling members of the Upper Ten Thousand.

      In the matter of his daughters, however, he was of quite another mind. In 1799 Mr. Jacob Potter of Brooks & Potter, Mercers & Drapers of the City of London, had married the Honorable Miss Amelia Clarendon of Crown Clarendon in Derby. This would not, in gentler times, have been even remotely possible, for Amelia Clarendon was the daughter of one of the oldest families in England, and Mr. Potter was a City man—or, in the fashionable new slang of the noble families of England, a Cit.

      However, Amelia and her elder sister had lost their four brothers and both parents to the earliest of Bonaparte’s forays, and each of their surviving relatives was more impecunious than the next. The marriage was made, and against all expectation the new Mrs. Potter loved the earnest City man who insisted she was as far above him as the stars in the sky.

      Miss Susannah Potter arrived the same year, but Amelia Potter was gentle and lovely, not strong. When Susannah’s sister Dinah followed less than two years later, Mrs. Potter did not survive this second confinement. Left with two motherless infant daughters to provide for, Jacob Potter turned his hand to business with a will, and never forgot what was due their mother’s blood.

      “You see, Sukey,” her father said, “I’ve been thinking, and now you’re home it’s high time we settled your future.”

      “Yes, Papa,” Susannah said obediently. A faint dimple appeared by her mouth as she waited for him to tell her that this young man or that was a fine likely chap who would be coming to dinner tomorrow night.

      “And after all, it’s not as though you’ve forever to blow this way and that! Best to get matters well in hand as soon as possible, then, if waiting’s wanted, there’s time for delay.”

      From long experience Susannah recognized that it was not her own objections being dealt with, but her Uncle Abner’s, though she could not imagine why Uncle Abner could possibly object to her meeting eligible young men.

      “Now, you’ll say I haven’t thought matters out,” her father continued, “and that it’s a bad bargain I’m making—but don’t you say a man’s struck a bad bargain until you find out what it is he intends to buy!”

      “Indeed, Papa,” Susannah said again. She felt a sudden pang of nervousness. A bargain—did Papa mean that he had already accepted an offer for someone she’d never met? She wished desperately that he would get to the point.

      “Now you know that I’ve always tried to do right by you and your sister, Sukey, and there’s never a groat I’ve grudged on the keeping of you to turn you out in high style with everything of the best. But there’s things I can’t give you—things you should have. You’ve a right to ’em, just as my Melia had, God rest her, and I won’t rest either until you’ve got them, for yourself and Dinah too. Now, what if I was to tell you, Sukey, that there was a fine young gentleman just a-waiting to make me an offer for you—a Viscount, look you. Family as old as the hills; Lady Susannah, you’d be, with horses and jewels and all. What would you say to that?” Her father beamed, confident of her approval.

      It was thought, by the teachers at Miss Farthingale’s, that Susannah Potter had beautiful manners and a pleasing reserve. What was more nearly the case was that Susannah Potter had a conscientious control over a temper every bit the equal of her father’s. Unfortunately, all she was conscious of at the moment was a strong sense of betrayal.

      “I should ask you, Papa, how much he cost.”

      “Now see here, my girl⁠—”

      “Who is he—this so-obliging Viscount? Never mind; you need not tell me. I fancy I already know him well enough. You sent me away to school to learn, you know, and so I have. I know precisely how such things are arranged in families of quality. This bridegroom—whoever he may be—is punting upon the River Tick, as it is fashionable to call gross indebtedness. With a very great many bills and—and no money. Just a title. And a name. And when one has a title, and a name, and a very great need of money, one sometimes will do things one would not otherwise do—like marry a Cit’s daughter.”





