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This book is dedicated to my mother, the novelist Blanche Howard (1923–2014), who encouraged me to write fiction.










Prologue



September 16, 1862


The solitude of the upper deck was perfect for me. I suspected that many people on board the ship were having trouble sleeping this night, but unlike me, they sought comfort from their fellow travellers. I didn’t want to trouble the others with my fears; they had their own to come to terms with.


From the time the captain had sounded the horn to signal our entry into British-held territory, excitement and anxiety had run high. Some chose to toast the news with glasses of champagne, while others huddled in small groups, their heads bent close together in murmured conversation. Tomorrow we would dock in Victoria on the northwest coast of North America, about as far away from my home as I could imagine.


Like pebbles tossed upon the beach, we would scatter, trying to make our way as best we could. Most of us would marry; some would not. All of us hoped for a better life than we could ever have found in England. As Charles Dickens once described us, we were the deserving unmarried—unemployed factory workers, Lancashire cotton mill labourers, orphans, the destitute. And a few, like me, were impoverished gentlewomen, unable to prevail upon our male relatives to support us for the rest of our days. To the best of my knowledge though, I was the only one who had been forced to flee England as a social outcast.


At the age of twenty-one I was about to start my life over. It is said that we are born alone and we die alone. And that certainly described me now. When I set foot on the foreign shore, I would have no loved ones to support me and no money to help me find my way. But I also would not have the same strict rules dictated by Victorian society, the rules that had been my downfall.


I had been told that the colonies offer women more opportunity. Despite the staggering uncertainty now before me, I couldn’t wait to taste freedom.










PART ONE England











Chapter One



“One look at you tonight and George won’t stand a chance. Not that he ever did, once it was decided that he was the one for you. But this evening, you’ll dazzle him, seduce him, make him beg for your hand.”


It was an order, not a compliment. My sister, Harriet, leaned closer to me as we sat side by side at her dressing table. I could smell her sweet breath and a hint of lilac water coming from her long, elegant neck.


“And what a relief you’ve put on a proper corset for a change,” she half whispered in my ear.


I tugged absentmindedly at the wretched garment, looking forward to the end of the evening when I would gleefully fling it into my bureau, where I expected it would remain for some time. It had been agreed that I needed to wear a full whalebone corset only when I was in proper society, which was thankfully not a daily event for me.


“Tonight you’ll get George alone, allow him to steal a kiss or two, light a bit of fire in him. Give him a taste of what he can expect in married life.”


“I think I would stir more passion if I talked about duck hunting,” I said. “Maybe I should rub rendered duck fat behind my ears. That might stoke the flame a little.”


Harriet flushed. “This is serious, Charlotte! George Chalmers is a brilliant match for you. He’s your third suitor, and there’s not exactly a line forming behind him.”


“Not fair,” I said, holding up an index finger to make my point. “Alfred doesn’t count. He must be fifty if he’s a day and he’s more interested in a nurse than a wife. Surely I have the right to pick a man who offers me a little romance, some excitement even. And we both agreed Reginald isn’t a real contender—he rarely leaves his mother’s side. Thirty years old and he still makes faces at children during church service.”


“You can’t afford to be choosy,” she said. “If it weren’t for Papa’s troubles, you would have had a decent dowry and plenty of prospects. But now we have to be realistic.”


Hari’s abigail drifted silently into the room carrying the black-lacquered jewellery box that housed Hari’s newly polished earrings and brooches. Setting it on the dressing table, she bobbed a curtsey before busying herself with the white cambric day dress that had been tossed on the four-poster bed. I flipped open the box lid and began rummaging through, looking for the perfect jewelled pin for the bodice of my gown. Picking up the box, I wandered over to the window for better light.


In a low voice Harriet muttered, “Time is running out.”


I looked up to see Hari twisting her string of pearls into a ball around her neck.


“Time?” I echoed.


Hari turned from the mirror and peered at me, the bright light from the window making her eyes water. “It’s just that, after I pushed him to find someone, Charles went to great lengths. If this doesn’t work out, I can’t keep asking him to help you. George is the best of the lot.”


But that’s not saying much, I thought. It was a pretty narrow field, and Charles didn’t dig very deeply. I wasn’t really surprised. Harriet’s husband, the Honourable Charles Baldwin, MP, was much more interested in politics than finding a good marriage match for me.


“That will do, Jane.” Hari waved dismissively at her abigail, then waited until she left the room to speak again. “There are more complications.”


“What?”


“It’s his uncle Lord Ainsley. He told Charles that he’s ready to declare him his heir and to pass on his seat in the House of Lords to him. So Charles wants to be very careful not to attract gossip of any kind. Nothing that could affect Lord Ainsley’s decision.”


“What does that have to do with me?” I wanted to ask why everything had to revolve around Charles and his ambition, but I didn’t.


Hari let out a sigh. “Women of a certain age need to be properly married with children or settled in a suitable position for a spinster—a governess, for example.”


I shivered at the thought of being a governess and the exhausting boredom it entailed. I wanted something more exciting. Someday I would marry, of course, but I was just twenty-one. Surely I had time to make a match. Harriet was twenty-five and had only wedded three years ago. She and Charles hadn’t even started their own family yet. I knew that unmarried women attracted gossip—that while seldom true was always malicious—but I doubted people had much of anything to say about me, certainly nothing that would influence Charles’s aspirations negatively.


“But George?” I wondered aloud.


“You should be pleased,” Hari said. “Many women would consider George a prime catch. He’s just been appointed chief whip, an enormously powerful position. Everyone in Charles’s circle fawns over him. He can make or destroy a parliamentarian’s career with just a word to the prime minister.”


I flopped back on the bed. “I grant you that George seems an attractive-enough fellow in a balding, middle-aged sort of way. Just the sort of very respectable husband women yearn for. But I don’t know if we would be happy together. I’m not even sure I’m ready to marry.”


“I’ve just said you have no other option!” Harriet cried.


The sudden sharpness in her voice startled me, and I sat up. “What do you mean? What’s wrong, Harriet?”


“I’m sorry.” She came towards me and took one of my hands in her own. “But I do worry about you sometimes, Charlotte. One hears such dreadful tales. You remember Mildred Winthrope? Really quite a lovely little thing, wellborn but certainly poor. By her third season she still hadn’t found a husband and was forced to beg from relatives. She died last winter. Caught a cold, and in her weakened state she was gone in a fortnight.” Hari dropped my hand. “They had to bury her in a pauper’s grave!”


I couldn’t help but laugh. “Do I look like I’m about to fade away from lack of nutrition? If George doesn’t make me an offer, I have another thought.” It was hardly formed, if I was being honest, but Harriet seemed to think that this marriage was my last chance for a good life, and I wanted to reassure her. The intense setting sun emerged from behind a tall tree, sending an unforgiving light through the three west-facing windows. Was it a sign?


Harriet leaned towards me, brows raised. “Don’t tell me someone else is dangling after you. Someone wealthy? Connected? You are full of surprises. Do tell.”


“No, nothing like that. It’s something else entirely.” I’d seen an advertisement posted in the broadsheets for a new veterinary program just yesterday and it had piqued my interest. I had always loved animals, whether it was barn cats, hunting dogs, or the majestic racehorses my father bred. As a girl, I spent my daylight hours tramping around our estate. Mama was always so preoccupied with making social connections, going to parties, and working to find the right match for Harriet, I don’t think she noticed, or if she did, she let it go. When our estate was in arrears and we’d had to let most of the help go, I tried to keep the animals and livestock in good condition until they were sold, but we’d had to get in Dr. Boyd, a veterinary surgeon, to tend to the racehorses, one of whom was pregnant. Harriet had seen the work as beneath me, but in truth, I’d enjoyed it.


I gave Harriet’s hand a gentle squeeze. “I had a thought about applying to the inaugural veterinary apprenticeship course.”


Harriet dropped my hand as the vein in her temple began to throb. People often assumed that a beautiful woman would have a sweet temperament to match her angelic looks, but that was rarely true.


“Do not for one moment think that you are a candidate for this ridiculous scheme. Because if that is where this conversation is headed, you can stop right now. Besides, I’m certain they would never accept a woman.”


“Not as a veterinary surgeon, no, but perhaps as an assistant. It would be something to fill my days. Something besides social calls and parties.”


“I can’t imagine what sort of woman would apply for this, certainly no lady of quality.” Harriet didn’t seem to realize how loudly she was speaking until I shushed her. Maids always seemed to be lurking about this vast house. She lowered her voice. “There are things happening that you are not aware of. Wheels are in motion. We have no input and no control over them. And time is running out for us, for you. You must marry, and soon, or Charles will create your future for you, one I doubt you would choose for yourself.”


Her humourless eyes worried me. We often liked to gently tease each other, but not today. She was like this when she was trying to shield me from trouble. She did it when Papa was struggling with the estate, and she was doing it now. I took her hand in mine again. “It was just a thought. Nothing to get upset about.”


“Of course.” She got up and walked towards the window. “But honestly, Char, I think you have a lot of our father’s romantic recklessness in you.”


Her last comment was like a blow to the stomach, but before I could respond we were interrupted by a sharp knock at the door and Charles entered. It was his routine to visit Harriet’s room before any social event. The inspection, I called it, which Harriet hated. He was obsessed with what others thought of Hari and revelled in the admiration that she attracted from other men.


As usual, Charles was dressed immaculately in perfect evening attire created for him by one of the most expensive tailors in London. When it came to himself, he spared no expense. His gentleman’s gentleman had done wonders covering his new bald spot, combing the sides of his straight blond hair into position and using some sort of oil to hold it in place. His neat, short beard had not a whisker out of place, and I couldn’t be sure, but it appeared that powder had been applied to his cheeks and the end of his thin nose.


“Charlotte,” he said. “That shade of green is most becoming, a perfect match for your reddish-blond colouring.”


“Thank you,” I replied, a little stunned at the rare compliment. Perhaps I was in the habit of judging him a bit too harshly.


“I was delighted when George told me he was looking forward to seeing you tonight. Don’t disappoint me.”


He turned his attention to Hari. “The hair is all wrong, Harriet. Send for your abigail. Curls, not straight. And what were you thinking with the pearls? Something an old maid would wear.” His glance strayed in my direction for a moment. “Don’t forget Lord Ainsley and Lady Margaret are coming. It’s important that you make a great fuss over them. I want them reminded of how much I value their endorsement. And hurry, the guests will be arriving soon.” With that he turned on his heel and was gone, no small kiss on Hari’s cheek, no goodbye, nothing.


The discordant, confused sounds of the string quartet warming up on the outdoor stage below the open window wafted into the room.


“Is he always that sharp with you?” I asked Hari quietly.


“Charles is under a lot of pressure these days,” she said, but I could hear a trace of irritation in her voice. “He’s not completely himself. You know how short-tempered he can get when something’s weighing on him.”


Charles was usually short with me, and I was happy to avoid lengthy conversations with him. I’m sure he felt that it was one thing to generously take me in after Papa’s death but quite another to acknowledge my presence.


“We are closer than most sisters, wouldn’t you agree?” Harriet said, turning to face me. By the fading light, I noticed the beginnings of the tiniest of crow’s-feet in the corners of her eyes. “In some ways I think we are more like mother and daughter. I was always there for you when you were growing up. I had to be; Mama wasn’t. I’ve looked out for you and steered you in the right direction, haven’t I?”


I nodded, feeling a lump in my throat.


“Then hear me now.” Her grip on my hand tightened. “Do whatever it takes to get George to propose to you tonight or we will both suffer the consequences.”










Chapter Two



Harriet’s words played over and over in my head and left me feeling uneasy. I found refuge in my third-floor bedroom and immediately sought out the one thing that always brought me comfort: my red-lacquered jewellery box, a twin of Hari’s black one. I picked it up and wound the crank on the bottom before lifting the lid. Tinkling musical notes filled the small room, and I sat down and closed my eyes, allowing myself to be soothed by the lilting notes of “Greensleeves.”


Harriet’s played a Brahms lullaby. The small chests were a gift from our father from before, when he still had most of his fortune, and they were the one thing Hari and I had saved from our childhoods. We had come a long way from those days, but when I checked myself in the mirror, I saw that same uncertain girl staring back at me. I leaned forward and dabbed my face with powder in a vain attempt to cover the freckles.


The veterinary-assistant idea had been a foolish thought. Hari was right—ladies of my station would never be accepted into the program. Marriage was my only real option. But I didn’t want to marry and leave my sister, not yet and not for George. I barely knew the man, let alone felt anything resembling affection. Would I even make him happy? Would he make me?


One of my clearest memories of my mother was her lamenting her own fate as a country squire’s wife. She could have done much better, she declared—a gentleman with a comfortable income, a city house in London and another for the season in Bath. At the very least, she might have had a senior military officer from a prominent family. But a full year since her coming-out party, she’d had not a single proposal. (There had been an offer from a charming but poor clergyman, but she didn’t consider it serious.) Filled with doubts about whether other, better suitors might come along, she had panicked and jumped at my father’s proposal. He was a man of good social standing, due to inherit his father’s profitable estate near London.


I heard the familiar refrain in my head: “I was the daughter of a decorated cavalry officer. I had a decent dowry and pretty-enough looks. I could have married a man with a larger inheritance and a lot more common sense, but instead I settled for your father, who loses every cent he ever has.”


Even as she lay dying from consumption, she belaboured my father’s faults. He dismissed her complaints. She would eat her words, he insisted, when his next investment made us rich and famous. Perhaps if he hadn’t had the accident and later died, he would have proved himself.


It made me sad to see them that way. Neither of them were saints, but I loved them both, in different ways. All they wanted was the best for Harriet and me. Still, my parents were miserable together. Theirs was a life I had no interest in emulating, but did I have a choice?


A knock on the door brought me out of my reverie.


“Come in,” I said.


Jane entered and handed me a letter on a silver tray. I ripped open the seal and had to stifle an unladylike cry of joy. It was from our beloved governess, Miss Wiggins. As a very young child with a lisp, I had struggled to say Miss Wiggins’s name correctly, and it often came out sounding more like Wiggles. Hari, of course, burst into fits of laughter every time I said it, but our teacher smiled tolerantly and suggested I address her simply as Ma’am. But for Hari and me, she would always be Wiggles.




My dear Charlotte,


It’s been ages since we had a nice cup of tea together, and I’d love to spend an afternoon with you if you can prevail upon the Baldwins to let you borrow a coach. I hope you can visit soon as I have something very interesting to tell you about. Best to talk in person.





I had no inkling about what was on Wiggles’s mind, but I was happy to have a good excuse to call on her. In the three years since I moved into Harriet’s home, I’d seen her less and less, and I missed her dearly. She was always the calm voice of reason, something I could definitely use right now. I scribbled a note of acceptance to Wiggles and passed it back to the abigail for delivery.


“Your sister is ready for you downstairs,” Jane said.


“Thank you, Jane. Tell her I’ll be right down.”


After she left, I looked at my face one more time in the mirror. I thought of Harriet and Charles. I owed them a great debt. Harriet and I did not inherit our father’s estate, and I had nowhere to go after Papa’s funeral. Hari and Charles had immediately taken me in. As much as I complained about Charles, he had shown me great kindness when I needed it most. And now I must return the favour. I just wished I had more time. I closed the jewellery box and steeled myself for the night to come.










Chapter Three



I caught my breath as the butler flung open the doors to the stone patio, and Hari and I stepped through the glass-paned French doors and took in the rolling lawn, formal gardens, and Lake Lily. My sister was always one to make a grand entrance. Her smile was wide, and her face glowed without a trace of our earlier fraught discussion.


Harriet had christened her glittering Mayday evening soirée “A Fairy’s Garden Party,” and I had to admit, it was fair billing. Her reputation as a brilliant hostess was well-earned.


Delicate lights shimmered about the grounds and glowed throughout the formal gardens. Long glass cylinders each housing a candle hung on the acacia trees dotting the lawn, and small lanterns wound around the garden pathways, from the patio to the lake, and along a hundred or so feet of shoreline, creating what looked like laneways for wood nymphs. Harriet, with an ever-present eye for detail, had directed the gardeners to row over to the small island, just offshore, and place lights along its dock. It made me want to visit the island to see the view of the party from there.


I squeezed Hari’s hand. “You’ve outdone yourself.”


“You can have a home like this too if you play your cards right,” she said, already surveying the crowd of guests, nodding and exchanging smiles. “Oh there’s Lady Persephone Fitzwilliam, the prime minister’s cousin. Good! I wasn’t sure she would come. I’ll be sure to sit with her during the midnight supper.”


The idea of my own elegant home was a bit seductive, I thought, as I inhaled the intoxicating aroma of fresh-cut grass, lavender, and camellias. Nearby, the string quartet struck up a Mozart minuet. I reached for a flute of champagne from a passing tray. It was tart but delicious, and the tiny bubbles burst and tickled my nose.


Just as I was beginning to lose myself in the fantasy of Hari’s make-believe world, I noticed the patio tables that were set up for games of cards and chance.


“You’re your mother’s daughter,” I told Hari. “It’s not a party without card games.”


“But you were the one most like her when it came to cards. You always won,” she said with a laugh.


Mama gambled, in a very ladylike fashion, of course, but she taught herself strategies and became an expert in games of chance. Tea and cards games at our home always involved small bets. She taught me as well, so that I could be a fourth when needed, and I loved to play. It was one of the few ways my mother took interest in me. A brilliant marriage for Hari was all she had focused on. “Hari is our one great hope,” she’d say. “She will restore the fortunes of our family and save us all.” It was too bad Mama hadn’t lived to see her wish come true.


I didn’t notice Charles until he was standing next to us. “There you are, Charlotte,” he said. “Perfect timing, and I’ll say again, you do look exceptionally lovely this evening.” He took my elbow and propelled me forward. “I just saw George chatting with a group of men over on the lawn. Follow me.”


Hari took my other arm, and I allowed myself to be led, still reluctant to seal my fate with George. I couldn’t quite put my finger on the reason why, but something nagged at me. Of the handful of times I’d seen him, he seemed like a perfectly good sort, but dull as dishwater.


Our progress was slow. It was always like that when I tried to walk anywhere in public with Charles and Hari. As we passed groups of guests, they broke apart, the men approaching us to shake Charles’s hand and the women nodding respectfully to Hari. It seemed everyone wanted a word. Charles took it all in good humour; in fact, he revelled in it.


The only one who didn’t step forward to shake Charles’s hand was a very distinguished man I recognized as Lord Ralston, a grizzled old warhorse in a top hat and tails. Charles didn’t move to greet him either.


Beside me, Harriet whispered, “Don’t they remind you of a couple of stallions fighting for control of the herd?”


Lord Ralston stood very still, taking the measure of the up-and-comer. I could see that he was reluctant to cede the turf Charles was moving into, but after a moment, he tipped his hat and Charles acknowledged the gesture with a slight, smug nod.


Harriet fit well into Charles’s political circles, looking every bit the part. Her gold taffeta gown fell in soft folds over her statuesque figure and set off her pale, patrician face with its high cheekbones, square jaw, and long, thin nose. The final touch was a tiara expertly entwined in her artfully constructed blond curls. Our mother would have been so proud. Harriet was everything I was not, and I suspected people thought that she was the one beauty of the family.


“Poor, dear Charlotte,” I could imagine them saying. “Her star can never hope to burn as bright as her sister’s. Such a pity she didn’t inherit the tall, willowy frame and the taste in clothing to show it off.”


I caught sight of our destination, a group of men engaged in an animated discussion, and my throat went dry. I knew I would be expected to make witty small talk, something I dreaded. As we neared the men, there was a burst of raucous laughter at some shared joke, but it faded when Harriet held out her hand. The group parted to make room for the three of us, and each man gallantly took Hari’s hand, bestowing a small kiss, an homage to her beauty and to her place in society. I tried to stay back, but Charles pushed me forward once again.


“Gentlemen, I am sure you all know my sister-in-law, Miss Charlotte Harding?” he said.


George was the only one to reach for my hand. His was large and fleshy with surprisingly soft skin.


“Of course, the lovely Miss Harding,” he murmured as he held my hand to his lips and brushed it with his sticky-wet moustache. “A delight to see you again. I hope you’ll do me the honour of stepping out with me tonight. Perhaps a walk along the shoreline to admire the lanterns?”


“Charlotte will be flattered to join you, George,” Charles said with an ingratiating smile.


“Yes, I’m sure I should enjoy that,” I murmured dutifully.


George seemed pleased, and Charles nodded to Sandwell. His butler snapped his fingers at one of the servants carrying champagne, and within seconds, we were offered fresh glasses.


I took a glass and held it to the light, pretending to examine the colour and lustre of the wine, while I looked anew at the man with whom I might spend the rest of my life. He was clearly beginning to show the first signs of oncoming middle age. His gold hair was thinning but still no sign of grey. The cheeks of his jovial face were rounding, the neck thickening. A slightly bulbous red nose was crisscrossed with spider veins, the telltale signs that he drank to excess. His throat bulged over the tight, high collar of his dress shirt, while his stomach strained against the confines of a cummerbund. Clearly not the Prince Charming of most young girls’ dreams, but he had a comfortable, solid look.


As the servant bent forward to offer a delicate flute of champagne, I heard George quietly mutter, “Have you got anything more substantial? I’m not a big fan of the bubbly.” The man nodded and headed off discreetly.


“I distinctly heard a peal of laughter as we approached your group,” Harriet said, commanding the group’s attention. “And I demand to be let in on your joke.”


“Ah, that. We were making light of the petition brought to the House of Lords demanding the vote for women,” George explained on behalf of the group. “Someone suggested that getting the vote would surely encourage women to become involved in politics, a soul-destroying enterprise if there ever was one. Another countered that it wouldn’t be a problem because he wasn’t sure women actually have souls.” He sputtered with laughter and the rest of the group joined in. The servant returned with a tray carrying a large tumbler of Scotch for George, who drained it within a few seconds.


What a bunch of buffoons, I thought, but I kept a polite smile on my face. Charles would not appreciate me looking at George like he was an unbridled idiot.


Harriet fluttered her ivory-and-feather fan. “I am more than happy to leave the politics in the family to my husband. It’s his passion, not mine. My one role is to be his hostess.”


“But you’re forgetting your other, more important role, that of a wife and mother,” George said.


A shadow seemed to flit across Harriet’s face.


“My wife would never forget those obligations, would you, dear?” Charles’s look held little affection.


I felt embarrassed for Harriet and struck up the courage to change the topic. “Charles tells me you are the government’s whip, Mr. Chalmers. I know little of what that role entails. I imagine it’s very challenging?”


“Yes, indeed. It seems the prime minister doesn’t wish to make a single decision without my input, and on the other end of things, I have to ride the junior members of Parliament very hard to keep them in line. Long hours with no time off, but I don’t complain. It’s for the good of the nation and the empire.”


“If you’ll excuse me,” Charles interrupted. “I’ll leave you to get better acquainted while I attend to some of the other guests.”


As he moved off, the conversation shifted to the questionable thrills of foxhunting. George then began telling a dull story that had something to do with the construction of the perfect duck blinds. Stifling a yawn, I glanced longingly over at the card games, and when I turned back to the dwindling circle, I caught Harriet scanning the crowd of a hundred or so people.


“Who are you looking for?” I asked under my breath.


“Just making sure everything is as it should be,” she replied, but I saw her eyes rest on Charles. He was speaking with a young woman I knew to be a recent widow.


“Excuse me,” she said, and raised her eyebrows towards George as she brushed past me.


I nodded, then drained my glass. Fortification for completing the task before me. Eying my empty drink, George stepped forward and offered his hand. “Shall we?”


He took my arm and steered me in the direction of the lake. As we walked along the well-lit path that wound through the flower gardens and acacia trees from the house to the lake, he talked about his speaking engagements. It seemed that all the best men’s clubs in London were perpetually begging him to enlighten their members regarding the state of the empire. Then, when I stopped to examine a rose, he took the opportunity to lean close to me.


“You look ravishing tonight, Miss Harding.” I felt his lips brush my ear. “Good enough to get a man thinking thoughts he ought not to. Do you know you torture me?”


I focused on the flower in front of me, unsure how to react. Part of me wanted to wave him away, but another part wanted to hear more. I felt a small fluttering thrill to think I could have this effect on a man. It would make marriage to him so much more palatable if he was truly captivated by me.


“Look here.” George pointed through the twilight to the shoreline. “A rowboat. How about we take a romantic ride over to the island and see what the party looks like from that vantage point. A fine treat for us both, don’t you think?”


“Yes, I would love to do just that.” I smiled, pleased that we shared a certain sensibility. Perhaps he had just been trying to impress me with his self-importance. He was probably feeling a bit nervous, as I was. Maybe we would find we had much in common as we got to know each other better. “I’ve never actually been to the island before,” I said as we neared the dock. “Hari only has the boats brought out for parties.”


“Charles and I used to row out there when we were children and swim all day.”


The thought of Charles as a young, carefree boy made me laugh. As an adult he was always so serious, so bent on his future in politics.


With surprising dexterity, George helped me step off the short dock and into the boat, then settled himself easily onto the opposite seat. He pushed away from shore and started to row with determination. When he began to perspire, he asked my permission to remove his jacket.


“Certainly,” then catching sight of a cluster of lily pads, I said, “Oh, look, let’s row over there. I can pick a flower for my hair. The yellow ones are especially lovely, don’t you think?”


“My vision is already filled with a picture of loveliness,” he said, gazing intently at me. “A mere water lily can’t compete.”


I smiled sweetly at his attempt at gallantry. I imagined us ten years on, a couple who had grown very fond of each other. We would have pet names, and I could see us stepping out in matching tweed outfits for our daily strolls. Comfortable, if unexceptional.


George did not stop to pick a flower but continued to make a beeline for the island. As the boat rammed the dock, I lurched forward in my seat and fought a wave of nausea. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, and when I opened them, I saw that George was already up and out of the boat, securing it to the dock.


“Come along, my dear,” he said.


“Just a minute.” I struggled to untuck my feet from my long skirts and clamber up beside him. As I was brushing my gown, I felt his hand on the small of my back.


“Look up,” he said softly.


“Oh! It’s gorgeous.” From where we stood together on the dock, the lights and sounds of Harriet’s party were truly a thing of beauty. The starry sky above the haloed lights, the soft lilting notes of the string quartet occasionally interrupted by happy shouts of laughter, were even more appealing with distance and perspective.


It was enchanting, and rather romantic, and I moved to lean into him, thinking this was the moment he might propose. But he was twisting away, scanning the topography of the island.


“There it is.” He gestured to a tiny cottage tucked away in the trees. “The old summer bathing house. Its front porch has a large swing chair just big enough for two. Let’s give it a try.”


“But what about the party?” I asked.


“We’ll go back. Don’t worry,” he said, giving me a sheepish look. “I’m afraid I’m not as young as I used to be. I just need a moment to rest before rowing again.”


I hesitated for a moment, then remembered Harriet’s and Charles’s admonishments to not let them down. The swing chair sounded like the perfect spot.


As we moved inland through the looming trees, the yellow light from the lanterns along the shore faded into a muted grey and the tinkling music and giddy laughter from the party dulled into flat noise. It was difficult to see in the increasing darkness, but George guided me over the ground brush. We stumbled a little as we went, and a thornbush snagged my bare forearm, leaving itchy pricks in my skin. When we finally mounted the wooden steps of the porch, I felt a surge of relief. There was a charming old swing, just as George had described, though the unmistakable sweet odour of rotting wood hung in the air. With a sigh, I dropped into the chair, leaving ample room for George, but he immediately went to the cottage door and gave it a resounding kick with the heel of his boot to open it.


“You must see this first, my dear. It’s quite exquisite—a lovely representation of the arts-and-crafts style of interior design. Charles’s family never did spare any extravagance.”


I reluctantly got up and peered in. “I can’t quite make it out now. Perhaps we will have to come back to see it in the light of day.”


“No, no. Just move inside a little ways while I light this old lantern from the porch.”


Darkness enveloped me as I stepped over the threshold, then a light flared behind me, just bright enough for me to make out the room. The space held nothing more than a large metal-frame bed with an old, stained mattress, pushed up against one wall.


My earlier nausea returned with a vengeance. This was not decent. Surely George knew that. What was he thinking? Before I could turn to leave, I felt a sharp blow to the base of my neck. A bright yellow light exploded in the back of my eyes, and hot tendrils of pain flared upwards from the bottom of my skull. I tried to cry out, but I couldn’t breathe. I felt myself falling, and then all went black.










Chapter Four



When I came to, my first clear thought was for air. I gasped, taking long jagged breaths as the scene before me came into focus. In the half-light of the lantern, George was pulling at his clothing, his face flushed a deepening shade of red. My head throbbing, I looked down at myself. My skirts were lifted to my waist, garters broken, stockings sagging. My bloomers were torn and at my knees. Panic washed over me, a dizzying wave of nausea and fear.


“George!” I cried, reaching for my underclothes. “You’re Charles’s friend. He would be shock—”


“Shut up, you silly bitch!”


A slap stung my face and I tasted blood. Who was this man before me? My body began to tremble as my heart thumped in my chest. How could I stop him?


George cursed as he struggled with the tiny clasps that held his cummerbund in place. “Stupid goddamned monkey suit.” At that moment, the final clasp on his cummerbund gave way and he flung it to the floor, then shed his trousers, revealing his undershorts. His manhood bulged beneath the thin fabric.


“No, no, no!” I protested, tears springing to my eyes.


George knelt on my legs, pinning them down. “It’s always much more civilized if you just lay still. I’ll be done in a minute.”


With sickening dread, I realized this wasn’t the first time he had done this. I began to scream, but he covered my mouth with his hand. “If you breathe a word of this to anyone, I’ll tell them you seduced me in order to force marriage. Whose version do you think people will believe?” His words stung like the slap. I knew his story would be unquestioned. “There’s no future for you if you talk. No one else will want my leavings. Do you understand?”


I nodded, and he removed his hand from my mouth.


“Please, don’t do this,” I pleaded. “Charles said—”


“What? You think just because you are Charles’s sister-in-law that makes you something? You have nothing to your name. Everyone knows your father was just a feckless dreamer who lost his fortune. If I marry anyone, it will be an heiress, not some penniless old maid like you.”


My fear hardened into a burning anger as the failings of my family were once again thrown in my face. I was so sick of people’s judgements, the mocking, the entitlement to treat me however they pleased. I felt feverish as a deep animal rage stirred within me. It propelled me to action.


I let out a fierce yell and drove my head deep into George’s soft, protruding belly.


“Good Christ, what are you doing?” he wheezed, clutching for my hands, but I wrestled them free and grabbed the fleshy area below his male organ.


He gasped. “Oh, God! Oh, God! Stop it, you stupid cow.”


I squeezed hard, and he shrieked and clawed at my hands, but I held fast, twisting further. He continued to flail until we both tumbled off the bed and onto the floor, my grip broken at last.


I struggled to my feet, but George remained curled on the floor, whimpering. I pulled at my clothing and stumbled out of the cabin into the dark night, breathing hard. In spite of the warm evening, I felt a cold shiver down my spine. How long had we been here? Surely people would begin to notice our absence, if they hadn’t already. My reputation, my one thing of value, was in grave danger. One hint of what had occurred tonight would be the ruin of me. And Harriet. I had to get back to the party.


I heard George moaning inside the cabin as I set off running in the direction of the dock, tripping over low bushes and uneven ground. A sharp stick pierced my shoe, burying itself in my big toe, but I pushed on, limping, until I found the boat. I began to untie the rope, then pulled myself up short. If I attempted to row myself to the main dock, people would see me with my torn and dishevelled clothing. There would be no disguising my misadventure.


Hot tears threatened to overwhelm me, but I fought them back. Turning towards the cottage, I peered hard into the darkness, looking for any sign of movement, but I saw and heard nothing except the distant sound of the party, where the guests’ lives continued on, untouched by the evil that threatened me. I caught a snatch of sound, the echo of my sister’s voice, calling cheerfully to an old friend.


Then I remembered something Hari had said about the boats and why she only brought them out at parties for the guests to use. In summers, there was no need of boats; the island could be accessed on foot by a narrow land bridge that snaked from the northernmost point of the island to a spot on the mainland around the back of the house, near the servants’ entrance. This time of year, the land bridge was covered with a few inches of water.


The festive lanterns that had delighted me at the beginning of the evening were now my godsend, and I used their light to find the beginning of the land bridge, a line of large, flat stones protruding from the lake. I managed to hop from one to the next until, landing on one that was partly submerged, I lost my footing and flipped backwards into the bracing water. I struggled to my feet, standing shin-deep in the lake, my hair ribbons plastered to my nose and chin, and continued on, taking great care with each step not to repeat my plunge.


It was not long before my foot struck the mainland shore. Hoisting my sodden skirts around me, I moved quickly across the slippery grass path that led from the water to the back of the great house. Light poured from the windows of almost every room in the vast mansion, forcing me to hide in the shadows of a holly hedge. From there, I could see the back end of the servants’ wing, but how would I get in unnoticed?


As I watched, the large wooden door by the kitchen opened and Sandwell emerged on his way to the patio, but a doorstop prevented it from closing all the way behind him. I shrank back into the darkness, waiting to see if anyone followed him, testing a story in my mind.


If I were discovered, I would make light of it all. I’d tell them that I had been out for a rowboat ride with Charles’s dear friend, Mr. Chalmers, that I insisted he row me over to pick a flower from a lily pad, but I leaned too far over the water and I upset the boat. I’d paint George gallantly, and excuse myself to get cleaned up.


If I can somehow carry this off, I thought, I’ll marry whatever suitor Harriet wants me to. All would not be lost.


I pressed on with renewed confidence. I knew the back staircase was just off the kitchen and would be a hive of activity as the servants prepared the midnight meal. Lucky for me they would be focused on their work.


I could hear the clanging of pots and pans by the kitchen, then: “Look here, who’s out there?”


I froze. It was Harriet’s chief of housekeeping.


“I don’t care who you are, or if you think yourself too fancy to help out in the kitchen. Get yourself an apron and get to work. Be quick about it!”


How did she know I was there? I realized too late that the light in the hallway cast my shadow on the nearly opaque glass of the kitchen door. I made a run for the stairs, just rounding the first landing when the kitchen door creaked open.


“You upstairs maids think you’re too bloody good for us, don’t you?” she called after me. “Mr. Sandwell will hear about this, be sure of it!”


What was left of my shoes and stockings was wet and slippery, and I gripped the bannister as I vaulted the stairs two and three at a time. I thought of my mother, scolding me for this habit. “You don’t behave as a lady should, what with running wild on the estate all day. You’ve not learned polite manners.”


If I was to remain a lady, sacrifices had to be made, I decided wryly, as I sprinted in a most unladylike manner down the hall to my room. I opened the door and flung myself inside. I had done it. Leaning back, I shut my eyes and caught my breath. I had made it back without encountering a soul.


“Oh, miss, it’s you. You gave me quite a start!”


My eyes flashed open and I saw Jane, Harriet’s abigail, standing at my dressing table, my paste-glass necklace hanging limply from her hand, a candle in the other. A bright crimson flush rose quickly up her throat to her cheeks.


“I… I was just tidying up your dressing table,” she said, quickly depositing my jewellery into my red-lacquered box. “I didn’t expect you back from the party till much later.”


With her back to me, she made a show of straightening the few objects on the dresser top, but I didn’t care. I just needed her to go.


“That’s fine, Jane,” I said. “You can leave that for now. I heard the kitchen is looking for help, so perhaps you should see what you can do there.”


“Surely I can be of some assistance to you here, miss. Do you need your hair brushed or perhaps a dab of powder on your face?” She turned towards me, holding the candle high. A look of shock crossed her face. “If you don’t mind me saying so, miss, you could do with more than just a dab of powder.”


“I must look frightful, but a quick change of clothes and I’ll rejoin the party,” I said as lightly as I could. “I had a small accident with one of the rowboats, my own silly fault, leaned too far out to pluck a lily flower. You can fetch me a new gown. The lilac one will do nicely.”


“But your face, miss—there’s…” She motioned to the mirror.


We stepped forward, she beside me, observing my reflection, the candle close. The angry imprint of a hand was clearly visible on my face. I saw the light come into her eyes as it faded from mine. She knew my story was false. The whispers would start soon. How far they would go, I didn’t know.










Chapter Five



Two days after the party, the mark on my face had faded and I had concealed any remaining evidence with powder. My head was still sore, but that wasn’t what troubled me most. George’s face haunted my dreams, and I was afraid to close my eyes at night because I would see him looming over me. In my waking hours, my mind kept replaying what had happened. Where had he gone afterwards? Had he said anything?


I’d seen no sign that the story of my ragged appearance had gone further than some of the servants’ pointed looks my way, and I held on to the fantasy that if I didn’t say anything, it hadn’t really happened. I wanted everything to be normal again, for life to go on much as it had before, though I didn’t know what that meant for Harriet’s plans to wed me to George. Even if he did want me, I could never marry him after what he’d done.


As if sensing my internal turmoil, the weather changed dramatically. A heavy, cold mass of air had crept in while we slept, pushing out the balmy hint of an early summer that we had enjoyed the night of the party. I thought of Wiggles’s letter. It was a godsend, a chance to get away, even for an afternoon. Desperation was new for me, but I felt it now. Maybe there would be something to what Wiggles had to tell me, a light or a hope I could cling to. I asked Hari to come with me, but she demurred as she had an appointment with her new doctor in town, Dr. Randolph, though I knew she wouldn’t have come anyway. She often said that I should limit my social engagements to women of our class.


The morning was chilly, and as Hari and I settled in her coach, I was grateful for the heated bricks that the footman had set out for our feet to rest upon and for the fur-lined rugs we pulled across our laps.


“Thanks for letting me tag along,” I said as I snuggled deeper under my wrap. “Once you are at your doctor’s, I’ll head directly to visit Wiggles. I haven’t seen her for ages.” I patted my purse to make sure I had brought a book for the journey. I often felt a bit anxious if I didn’t have one with me.


Harriet mumbled something indistinct and stared unseeing out the window. It wasn’t like her to be so quiet. In fact, now that I thought about it, she had been rather subdued since the party. Had she heard any gossip from the servants? Or did her mood have anything to do with our fraught conversation before the party? In an attempt to draw her out, I asked her about her new doctor. All she had said was that he was from the Continent and up on all the latest medical advancements.


“You’ve seen quite a lot of Dr. Randolph lately,” I said lightly. “That’s not like you. You’ve always avoided doctors like the plague, ever since that awful time you broke your leg as a child. That was the worst of Papa’s failed investment schemes, don’t you think—the hot-air balloon? I don’t think Mama ever forgave him.”


Hari shrugged. “I don’t know if that was the worst—just one in a long line.”


I peered into Harriet’s face. “I hope everything is all right with you.”


“I’m fine, and I expect to be even better. I’m hoping for good news soon.” She rested a hand on her stomach.


So that was what was weighing on her. Charles and Hari were finally starting a family, and she was clearly anxious to share glad tidings with him.


After a pause, Harriet turned to me. “Sandwell came to me this morning.”


My stomach dropped. “Oh?”


“He felt it was his duty to inform me of what the servants were saying about you—not to his face, of course, but what they were saying when they thought he wasn’t listening.” Hari searched my eyes intently. “What in God’s name happened between you and George? Did you get carried away with your seduction?”


“It wasn’t my fault, Harriet. Nothing went the way I expected.”


“Your instructions were so simple. A kiss, a proposal, not… not whatever it was you did.”


“I didn’t do anything. It was George.” I felt so ashamed—for getting myself into such a situation, for letting both Hari and Charles down, and for my own vulnerability. “He attacked me, Harriet,” I whispered. “When we were alone together, in the cottage on the island.”


“How on earth did you end up there? How could you let yourself get into a compromising position like that?”


“I know. I shouldn’t have, but it all happened so fast. I didn’t have time to react. It was almost as if…” I hesitated. “He planned it.”


Hari’s face flushed a deep crimson.


“He said he would never marry a penniless old maid like me.” My throat tightened as I repeated his hateful words.


“This puts us in a terrible predicament. According to the belowstairs staff, you are of questionable virtue, a woman who wouldn’t hesitate to affix her garter in public, as they say. If this gets around, your reputation will be in shreds. How we’ll find you another suitor, I have no notion.”


“Does Charles know?” I asked anxiously.


“No, thank goodness, and we certainly can’t let him get wind of it. He would be furious, and there’s no telling what he might do.” She gripped the blanket and wrung one end into a knot. “Why did this have to happen with George, of all people? It could be disastrous for Charles.”


“I’m sorry, Hari.” I tried once more to explain, but she just held up the palm of her hand.


“It doesn’t matter what actually happened. All that matters is that we manage the repercussions. I asked Sandwell to make enquiries, and he reported that George changed his plans and didn’t stay over that night as he intended but left quietly for his country house before the midnight meal was served.”


I felt new stirrings of hope. “He must want to avoid scandal just as much as we do. Perhaps it will all just blow over if no one fans the flames of gossip.”


“I am not going to simply cross my fingers and pray it all works out,” Harriet said. “Early in our marriage Charles told me that I am one of the most astute strategists he’s ever known. I’ve already persuaded him to take a few days to unwind at his hunting lodge, where the gossip can’t reach him. But Charlotte, I must know. Did anyone see you?”


“Jane. She was in my room when I made it back from the island. She’s the source of the rumours.”


“She will be sent packing immediately. The rest of the staff will take note. And you”—she frowned at me—“will do nothing that could cause the tiniest hint of gossip from now on. You will be the very model of propriety.”


“I promise.” On this, I was committed.


“If all goes well, we will weather this storm, and in time I’ll find someone else for you.”


I knew I should feel grateful, but I felt a twinge of resentment as full control of my future passed to my sister, and part of me was wounded that she showed so little concern for my well-being. Her only real focus seemed to be how this could affect Charles and his political prospects, but I was starting to realize that my welfare was wrapped up in Charles’s. Hari was looking out for me, just as she’d done after our parents’ deaths and through all the family’s financial troubles. I had to trust her now.
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