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‘Who wishes to marry me?’ Lydia demanded, looking up from her novel in some alarm.

‘I can hardly believe it myself,’ Aunt Agatha said, pulling vigorously at the bell to call for Lydia’s maid. ‘Quick, let us tidy your hair – we mustn’t keep him waiting.’

Turning a deaf ear to Aunt Agatha’s wittering was one of Lydia’s chief policies in life – what one didn’t hear couldn’t upset one – but today it was clear she had missed something rather crucial.

‘Keep who waiting?’

Aunt Agatha ignored her. In a few deft movements she had pulled the book from Lydia’s hands, Lydia from her armchair, and deposited her at the dressing table, where – too impatient to wait for assistance – she began to tug at Lydia’s chignon herself.

‘How on earth do you dishevel so quickly?’ she muttered.

Lydia submitted to the manhandling without protest, too busy cudgelling her brain for any gentlemen who might be desirous of marrying her. Not one came to mind.

‘If your grandfather could only see this,’ Aunt Agatha breathed. ‘You to wed to such a person as this!’

Lydia reached up to still her aunt’s hands.

‘Of whom can you possibly be speaking?’ she asked.

‘Were you not listening?’ Aunt Agatha demanded. She drew in a rapturous breath and declared, with the same fervour their Vicar invoked Jesus Christ Our Lord and Saviour: ‘It is Ashford!’

Lydia stared. Had the disappointment of Lydia’s second failed Season sent Aunt Agatha mad?

‘Aunt …’ she began, slowly and carefully – she did not wish to upset her fragile faculties further – ‘That is utterly absurd.’

For the Marquess of Ashford, Earl of Bath and future Duke of Ancaster, one of the highest-ranking peers in England and certainly the most eligible, most certainly did not wish to marry Lydia, Miss Hanworth of Nowhere, Lady of Nothing. Why, she was barely better born than Aunt Agatha’s pug and given the fastidious Ashford had already rejected several diamonds of the ton, Lydia did not think pug was the level at which he wished to settle.

‘It is beyond anything I dared to dream.’ Aunt Agatha said, pulling tightly on Lydia’s hair. ‘I had not thought his attentions were serious.’

Neither had Lydia. They were barely acquainted, their first conversation occurring only a fortnight earlier, and in their encounters since, Ashford’s manner had never been the least loverlike. He was always so entirely proper, so perfectly correct.

‘Is it possible he has come to the wrong house?’ she wondered aloud. ‘Perhaps he meant to offer for Miss Callow, across the square.’

The state of the masculine intellect meant such a mistake – though embarrassing – was not improbable.

‘What nonsense,’ Aunt Agatha tutted. ‘Consider: this must be why Lady Phoebe invited you and Pip to her house party. Ashford must have requested she do so!’

Two days before, Lydia and her brother had received billets from Lady Phoebe Henley, Ashford’s enormously wealthy and tremendously fashionable cousin. The invitation to join her house party at Hawkscroft House had been flattering but incomprehensible. Until now.

‘Lawks,’ Lydia breathed, stunned.

‘Mind your tongue!’ Aunt Agatha snapped, with an accompanying jab of a hairpin to strengthen the reprimand. ‘If you dare utter such vulgarities in front of Ashford, I shall see you speedily regret it. Recollect, he could have anyone!’

‘He could have anyone,’ Lydia said, ‘so why me? It is not as if he requires my dowry.’

It was plain that most gentlemen found Lydia’s impressive dowry by far the most alluring part of her character.

‘Ladies do not to speak of such things,’ Aunt Agatha said, weaponizing her pin once more. ‘You might try to look more pleased! A thousand women should die for such an opportunity as this!’

This was true. Alas, Lydia was not one of them.

‘I decline,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘I do not wish to marry him.’

‘Why?’

‘I care not for him.’

Aunt Agatha could not have looked more shocked than if she had been run through with a sword.

‘I do not understand,’ Aunt Agatha said. ‘You have danced with him happily enough …’

‘I could not exactly refuse him,’ Lydia pointed out. ‘Though I should have, had I been able. He is dreadfully haughty, you know.’

Aunt Agatha’s hands fell from Lydia’s hair to her shoulders and clenched.

‘Do you mean to tell me,’ she said, ‘you wish to decline a proposal from a marquess, because you do not care for him?’

Lydia’s heart began to quicken, but she raised her chin and forced herself to her aunt’s gaze.

‘If you could tell him that I am very sorry,’ she said. ‘But—’

‘You cannot decline, Lydia,’ Aunt Agatha interrupted. ‘You cannot! After all this family have worked towards, all these years … It would ruin us.’

The Hanworth family might be passably respectable now, but it had not always been so. Lydia might be the daughter of a gentleman, but she was the granddaughter of a wool merchant. For her to refuse so lofty a member of the peerage … there would be talk. Unpleasant talk, and lots of it. If each step of the Hanworths’ climb from the streets of Cheapside to the lofty townhouses of Berkley Square was the work of two generations, a fall from grace would be the work of a moment.

But Lydia could not live her life according to such fear. She could not.

‘You promised it would be my choice,’ she said.

‘Ashford will one day be a duke,’ Aunt Agatha said. ‘You ought to be falling over yourself to choose him.’

‘I do not want him!’ Lydia interrupted. ‘Does that not signify?’

‘I have introduced you to every eligible gentleman I could place my hands on,’ Aunt Agatha’s cheeks were turning blotchy with emotion, ‘and you have not wanted any of them!’

‘You and I have wildly different definitions of eligible,’ Lydia muttered.

Indeed, judging by the specimens Aunt Agatha could ‘place her hands on’, the whole breed of man was in a state of emergency.

‘At times, I should even suspect you of purposefully driving them away!’ her aunt accused.

Lydia worked to keep her expression clear. For Lydia had developed certain strategies for repulsing unwanted suitors out of Aunt Agatha’s sight and earshot. It was not difficult. Gentlemen of quality had high standards, and while they might be willing to overlook Lydia’s birth for a chance at the Hanworth fortune, they were less willing to endure poor behaviour. Thus, Lydia had found most marital inclinations could be cured by the liberal application of her foot upon theirs during the waltz, or, failing that, a single lecture on her Views on Shakespeare.

‘You are impossible,’ Aunt Agatha raged on, pressing a hand to her forehead. ‘You and your brother, both. What is wrong with you? You with your romantic turns, Philip with his—’

‘There is nothing wrong with Pip,’ Lydia said fiercely.

They glared at each other for a long moment, as bristling and hackled as a pair of alley cats.

‘If you do wish to reject Ashford’s suit, then on your head be it,’ Aunt Agatha said, in a voice both calmer and colder and no less intimidating for it. ‘But I will not ease your way. You shall have to tell him.’

She turned to the wardrobe, selected a fuchsia pink sash from within and motioned for Lydia to stand and turn. Lydia obeyed, reluctantly.

‘Of course, such a choice will not be without consequence,’ Aunt Agatha said. She held Lydia’s eyes. ‘If you refuse such an offer, your uncle will send you to Aunt Mildred.’

Lydia’s breath caught, and not just because her aunt was tightening the sash around her waist to mythical proportions. The threat of living in rural isolation with Aunt Mildred – severe, austere, and only marginally more animated than a slug – had for years served as Lydia’s very own sword of Damocles.

‘You must prevent him,’ Lydia said. ‘Persuade him …’

‘He is my husband,’ Aunt Agatha said. ‘I must obey his wishes.’

Lydia’s chest was constricting. If only she had a moment to catch her breath, but there was none, for Aunt Agatha was giving each of her cheeks a pinch and pulling her from the room.

‘Recollect everything I have taught you,’ she said, speaking low and fast. ‘Smile, but without teeth. Speak quietly and briefly and only when spoken to, laugh at his jests, without teeth.’

Lydia followed blindly.

She could not become engaged, now, not to someone for whom she did not care a fig. Yet could she truly face such consequences as these? Her reputation tarnished, sent far away from everything and everyone she knew?

There had to be a way out. If only she could think, but it was impossible with Aunt Agatha still hissing in her ear.

‘Speak only of ladylike subjects: no talk of dowries, your grandparents, or any financial matters. You will utter no vulgarities, use no cant. You will not sing.’

‘Why on earth would I sing?’ Lydia protested.

‘No singing!’

They were downstairs, now, and nearing the library, and in the next moment, Aunt Agatha was pushing open the door and thrusting Lydia inside. Lydia blinked into the gloom. The two men standing before the unlit fireplace turned at the sound of the door: Uncle Edmund, face beaming, and … Ashford.

Lydia’s stomach sank into her shoes. Until that very moment, there had still been a part of her sure this was all some grand misunderstanding, but it really was him, dark hair and light eyes, handsome in face and frame and looking so terribly elegant, his coat and boots bearing the unmistakeable signs of the kind of expert craftmanship of which Uncle Edmund only dreamt. In appearance, he was the sort of person one might be very pleased to be in love with, if one had the inclination. Unfortunately, to Lydia, he had all the romantic allure of a tree stump.

‘Good morning, Miss Hanworth,’ Ashford said, making a very proper leg.

‘Good morning,’ she said, her voice a little hoarse. Aunt Agatha gave her a little press in the back. ‘My lord,’ she added hastily.

‘No doubt your aunt has informed you, my dear,’ Uncle Edmund said, bouncing on the balls of his feet, ‘that I have just received a very distinguishing a proposal for your hand.’

‘Yes,’ Lydia said, her voice small, her courage depleting with every moment that passed. She had been raised to consider the peerage as akin to gods and disliking Ashford did not render him any less intimidating.

‘It is a tremendous honour …’ she began.

What on earth was she going to say? What words could she find to make such a rejection acceptable in his eyes? She could not anger him. One word from him, in the right ears, could destroy her reputation forever.

‘I …’

Uncle Edmund’s face darkened as Lydia hesitated. Aunt Agatha had not been making idle threats. Lydia would not be allowed to remain in this house, once she rejected Ashford.

‘Do you require some time to consider the matter?’ Ashford asked, and for the first time that morning, he was smiling, as if the thought of Lydia considering his proposal had amused him. There was no part of him that thought she would decline, then. Such arrogance!

‘Mere shyness!’ Uncle Edmund insisted, shooting Lydia a glare.

‘She is a little surprised,’ Aunt Agatha agreed. ‘We all are, my lord.’

‘I know that our acquaintance is not of a long duration,’ Ashford conceded, ‘and I could not show too particular an interest until I received my father’s blessing.’

Aunt Agatha nodded her fervent understanding. ‘No amount of time, however,’ he continued, ‘could make me any more certain of your niece.’

He turned to regard Lydia, more directly and for longer than he ever had done before … but as Lydia stared back at him, she felt no warmth. No excitement.

‘Truly?’ Lydia checked and felt Aunt Agatha’s warning hand upon her back again.

‘Yes,’ Ashford said, smiling again as if her disbelief were charming. ‘I knew it from our very first meeting.’

Their first meeting?

‘Love at first sight!’ Aunt Agatha cooed her approval.

Ashford inclined his head. Lydia felt as if she were trapped in some peculiar dream.

‘Well, tell his lordship how you answer, my girl,’ Uncle Edmund instructed Lydia.

‘He has not asked me anything yet!’ Lydia said, stung out of her silence.

Aunt Agatha pressed her back again, but Ashford did not appear to take heed of her rudeness, drawing out an enamelled snuffbox from his pocket and, unconcerned and unhurried, flicking it open.

‘I am here, today, to ask if you would do me the very great honour,’ he said, ‘of becoming my wife.’

In novels and plays, a proposal was usually accompanied by excess of emotion: tears, choked voice, shining eyes at the very least. It had never, to Lydia’s knowledge, been followed by a gentleman taking a pinch of snuff to each nostril. This was wrong. This was all so wrong, but Lydia did not know what to do, how to fix this, and everyone was looking at her. Ashford, brows faintly raised in question, Uncle Edmund frowning meaningfully – she could even feel Aunt Agatha’s glare upon her back.

Lydia took in a deep breath. She just had to say it. Just had to say the words – and be sent to Aunt Mildred, and sentenced to a miserable life until she could find some means of escape.

‘Miss Hanworth?’ Ashford prompted.

‘Um, I-I—’ she stammered.

She had spent her whole life exerting effort to curb her tongue and yet now, when she needed words most, they were gone from her.

‘A-a great honour,’ she managed, with difficulty. ‘And I – yes, I …’

She had not finished the sentence. How it was to end, she did not know, but when Uncle Edmund heard ‘yes’, he began clapping his hands.

‘No! I—’ Lydia began.

‘I think this calls for a tipple,’ Aunt Agatha said, reaching for the bell, and then Ashford was approaching.

Lydia took in another sharp breath. Decline, now, she told herself. You can still decline, now.

‘You have made me very happy,’ he said, bending his head briefly over her hand. She had seen men display more emotion over purchasing a horse!

Say something, anything, a voice in her mind was clamouring at her. Stop this now, before it is too late.

‘I …’

Nothing came. Whatever magic words could have averted this horror, she could not muster them. For the next half hour, she was silent, watching as Aunt Agatha and Uncle Edmund, eager as puppies, swarmed around Ashford, almost beside themselves with nervous joy, assailing him with a flurry of flattery and questions and trivialities. Ashford, in turn, was civil and calm. He gave responses that were courteous but not encouraging, behaving toward them, in short, with the polite tolerance of one who considers himself superior. He stood to take his leave at the earliest opportunity, explaining that he was bound for Kent that afternoon.

‘Before I go,’ he told them, ‘I must ask that news of the engagement be kept between us.’

‘We … cannot send a notice to the journals?’ Uncle Edmund asked, smile fading. He had no doubt planned to write to every journal, every single member of their acquaintance just as soon as Ashford left the room.

‘My father wishes to announce the betrothal himself,’ Ashford said. ‘At Lady Phoebe’s masquerade ball. His Grace has … a strong sense of occasion.’

An edge of fond exasperation entered his voice as he spoke about his father. It was the most emotion he had shown all morning.

‘I will depend upon your discretion, until then.’

His tone brooked no argument.

‘Of course, of course,’ Uncle Edmund said. ‘I should rather die than—’

‘It is to be kept secret?’ Lydia interrupted, her voice returning at last.

‘Such disappointment,’ Uncle Edmund said archly. ‘Someone is eager to spread the news!’

It was not disappointment rising in Lydia’s chest. It was hope.

‘For ten days, only,’ Ashford told her. ‘The duke’s request.’

‘And you shall be at Hawkscroft, together!’ Aunt Agatha said.

‘Yes, of course.’ Ashford sent another smile in Lydia’s direction. She did not return it. ‘I thought her house party would make a fine opportunity to introduce Miss Hanworth into our circles – before the news of our engagement is made public.’

‘So kind,’ Aunt Agatha enthused. ‘Lydia was so excited to receive the invitation!’

She had not been.

‘And kept asking me what she should expect and pack, the dear thing.’

She had not.

‘It will be an intimate affair,’ Ashford said. ‘Ten of Lady Phoebe’s nearest and dearest, with all the usual fare: riding, dining, and, on the final night, the masquerade ball.’

‘And none of them will know,’ Lydia said, ‘of our – our engagement?’

Aunt Agatha and Uncle Edmund threw twin glares her, but Ashford was unruffled.

‘I imagine they will suspect us of courting,’ he said, ‘but otherwise, it shall be our secret.’

And with a final bow, he bade them farewell. They remained entirely silent in the library until the sound of the front door was heard closing firmly behind him. Then, Uncle Edmund let out a whoop of joy and Aunt Agatha began chattering excitedly at the top of her voice. Neither of them acknowledged Lydia and she remained entirely silent.

It was not a devastated silence this time, however, but rather a thoughtful one. Matters were not so dark as they had first appeared. She would not be getting married to Ashford, of that she was certain – and neither would she be banished to Aunt Mildred. How, she did not yet know, but she would think of something.

A great deal could be achieved in ten days, after all.
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Monday – Ten days remaining 

‘You oughtn’t marry a fellow you don’t like,’ Pip said firmly. ‘Fact is: nonsense.’

As soon as Lydia could quit her aunt and uncle’s company, she had sent for her brother with utmost urgency. Pip had come at once, without question, as Lydia had known he would. Ever since a bout of influenza had felled both their parents and grandparents the year she turned ten and six, it had been she and Pip against the rest. While Pip, in his gentlemen’s lodgings might not be quite as ruled as Lydia was by Aunt Agatha and Uncle Edmund, he was still beholden to their guardianship.

Not half an hour after she had sent her missive to Duke Street, Pip appeared upon the doorstep and together they had crossed the cobbles of Piccadilly, eschewing Hyde Park – at this hour always thronging with barouches, curricles and strolling dandies – in favour of the quieter Green Park.

‘Although, Grandfather would have been pleased,’ Pip acknowledged.

Lydia’s stomach twinged. Grandfather would likely have cried with happiness to think of his granddaughter as a future duchess, and his instructions would certainly have aligned with Aunt Agatha’s. On this matter, however, Lydia preferred to think of what her grandmother might have advised. As romantic as Grandfather was ambitious, it was Grandmother who had regaled Lydia with stories of their own courtship, a Love at First Sight Affair followed by a madcap dash to the altar. Caring little for the family fortune, she had valued kindness above all else and had – to her very last day – refused to allow status to alter one ounce of her character.

‘I will not marry someone I do not love,’ Lydia said, raising her chin resolutely, ‘not for anyone.’

The chilly, practical alliances made by her aunt and mother – trading independence for social advancement – did not in any way appeal to her. Since Lydia had sufficient wealth and standing to be comfortable, the advantages of marriage, to her mind, lay solely in the heart. Since girlhood she had clung to the dream of romance shown to her by her grandparents and thereafter in stories, novels, theatre. If that was not to be fulfilled … Well, she was not foolish enough to believe a loveless arrangement would be any sort of consolation. She would, by far, rather remain unwed.

‘Might come to care for him,’ Pip said. ‘That’s what they say happens, anyway.’

‘How could I make such a gamble?’ Lydia said. ‘I hardly know him, and he certainly does not know me.’

Yet, somehow, Ashford had decided that she was the one for him. Had felt ‘certain’ of it from their very first meeting. Lydia shook her head to think of it. For far from Love at First Sight, for her, it had been Dislike at First Conversation.

It had occurred at the Alcot ball, just three weeks previous. With Aunt Agatha distracted by their illustrious surroundings, Lydia had been able to escape her chaperonage for a moment. She had heard their hosts kept a most magnificent library and was determined upon finding it. For Lydia was just about sick of the Season, so bitterly disappointed had she been by almost every gentleman to whom she had been introduced. Their flaws might be diverse, but each one displayed an identical condescension when speaking with her, acting as if their conversation alone were a grand favour. Worse, beyond a cursory investigation of Lydia’s key attributes – dowry, family history, accomplishments – they appeared to be medically incapable of asking her a single question. Perusing bookshelves was far more appealing than attempting to jostle a conversation out of whatever Mr Lacklustre Aunt Agatha might conjure up.

Lydia had taken a wrong turning, however, opening a door to find not the library, but a long, darkened corridor. She had taken only a few hesitant steps inside when the door at the other end opened, and two gentlemen began strolling towards her. Lydia froze.

‘His Grace did not approve the match?’ said one gentleman.

‘Another refusal,’ the other confirmed. ‘My father’s standards are quite ridiculous.’

It took Lydia only a moment to identify who was speaking. The Hanworths might not receive vouchers to Almack’s, but they were invited to enough high society parties to make these voices recognizable: the Honourable Mr Brandon, who could be depended upon to cajole even the shyest young debutantes into conversation, and Lord Ashford, whose determined appearance at every ball in town had the ton twittering that he intended to take a wife.

Carefully, Lydia took a few steps backwards. To eavesdrop on a private conversation, between such persons as these, would not be wise. She could only hope that the dim light would prevent their noticing her and then exclaiming all over town that Miss Hanworth was a rotten lurker.

‘Such hypocrisy, Ashford,’ Mr Brandon said, amused. ‘Were you not the gentleman who deemed Miss Mablethorpe ‘hen-witted’?’

Lydia’s back was at the door now, her hand groping for the doorknob, but at this she paused, ears pricking. Miss Mablethorpe was widely considered a diamond of the first water, and the gossip rags frequently identified her as the perfect match for Ashford. Thus far, however, Ashford had kept them all guessing, spreading his attentions so impartially amongst the young ladies of the ton that no one of them was elevated above her contemporaries.

‘She didn’t know the name of our Prime Minister,’ Ashford said. ‘I hardly think that a high bar.’

Lydia’s hand fell away from the door, listening agog. She would not leave her post now for a hundred pounds.

‘Then what is wrong with Miss Callow?’ Brandon said. ‘She speaks three languages!’

‘Oh, I know,’ Ashford said. ‘She peppers conversation with enough “Sacre bleu”s to make everybody perfectly aware of that.’

‘Lady Evelina?’

‘Her family is deplorably eccentric.’

Lydia did not know what to think. On the one hand, such peremptory dismissal of ladies widely considered paragons, as if they were all Ashford’s to evaluate and find wanting … Did it not display rather shocking superiority? Yet on the other, was this not the same pickiness Aunt Agatha regularly berated Lydia for?

‘You must have thought Miss Spalding perfect, then, if you were considering courting her in seriousness.’

‘I did,’ Ashford said. ‘And Miss Dudley and – well. My father seems determined to reject any young lady of the ton I suggest.’

Brandon laughed.

‘Half of London’s ladies deemed unworthy by you,’ he said, ‘and the other half, by your father! There’s some irony in that predicament, isn’t there?’

‘You may well laugh,’ Ashford said. ‘But what am I to do? I cannot marry without his approval.’

‘Perhaps you ought to look outside the ton,’ Brandon said. ‘Is it so important that she be high-born and accomplished and all that rot?’

Ashford was apparently so surprised by this suggestion that he halted his footsteps. ‘You propose I engage myself to some Cit’s daughter?’

Mr Brandon drew to a stop with him.

‘They are not all title-hunters hoping for a leg up in the world,’ he reasoned, as if this was some grand humanitarian concession. ‘You might consider it.’

‘Perhaps I would,’ Ashford said haughtily, ‘if such a person could conduct themselves properly. Do you truly think any woman from that class could make a serviceable duchess?’

Serviceable? Whatever kinship Lydia had felt rising within her towards him halted abruptly. It was all rather less fascinating when she was one of the ladies being peremptorily deemed wanting – a title-hunter, hoping for a leg up in the world? Ashford and Mr Brandon were just the same as the rest of them, then. Arrogance in the aristocracy was plainly as universal as their all-too-often enormous chins.

Wrapped up in her indignation, Lydia did not immediately notice that Ashford had turned away from Mr Brandon again, but when he began to continue along the corridor, she came back to herself with a start. He was no longer strolling and his long gait was eating up the distance between them. There was no time to flee without detection. Thinking fast, Lydia gave the doorknob a wrench, threw it open, and took two hasty strides into the room, for all the world as if she had only just walked through it.

The plan worked in one sense. There was no sign, in Ashford’s face, that he suspected her of eavesdropping and yet, because Lydia had misjudged the length and speed of her steps versus his, she only narrowly avoided colliding directly into him and made an instinctive grab for his arm to prevent herself from toppling over.

‘Steady!’ Ashford barked, alarmed.

‘I am so sorry!’ Lydia gasped, flushing hard and withdrawing her hand. ‘I did not mean to …’

In hasty recollection of her manners, she dipped into a mortified curtsey.

‘I don’t believe we’ve met,’ Mr Brandon said, drawing level with them. ‘My name’s Brandon.’

‘Oh – I’m Miss Hanworth?’ Lydia said.

‘Sounds awfully familiar,’ Mr Brandon said. ‘Perhaps I know a brother?’

‘Hanworth Wool,’ Ashford put in.

‘Oh!’ Mr Brandon said. ‘Oh – yes, of course.’

Lydia raised her chin, fighting against a wave of embarrassment. Why ought she be embarrassed? They all wore wool, didn’t they?

‘I’m sorry, I was just looking for – for …’ she said, tripping over her words and hating herself for it.

‘The ballroom, I should think?’ Mr Brandon said helpfully, seeming as cheery as Ashford was chilly, as fair as he was dark. ‘Perfect! Ashford, weren’t you just saying you need a partner for the waltz?’

‘Was I?’ Ashford said. ‘My wretched memory, but I do not recollect …’

He and Mr Brandon stared at one another for a beat, embroiled in a silent argument that ignored Lydia entirely. She stood there, pink-faced and awkward, wishing, desperately that she had left the corridor when she’d had the chance, until Ashford turned back, extending a hand to Lydia in unenthusiastic invitation.

Indignation warred with humiliation in her chest. How she wished she might decline the offer! But she could not, could she? It could very well ruin her whole Season. Besides, she had heard what he had said. A hot-headed rejection would be just the mannerless behaviour he would expect from a Cit’s daughter, wouldn’t it? No, she would not give him the satisfaction.

‘I should be delighted,’ she said primly, placing her hand upon his arm and smiling at him – without teeth – just as she had been taught. Indeed, for that dance, and every interaction that followed, she made sure to follow every single directive Aunt Agatha had ever taught her: speaking quietly and briefly and only of ladylike subjects, professed a fascination in every one of his opinions while having none of her own and laughing at all his jests (such as they were).

‘I just wanted to prove him wrong,’ she bemoaned now. ‘I had no notion of where it would lead.’

‘You think that’s why he fell in love with you?’ Pip asked.

‘Can he have fallen in love with me? That seemed to be what he was suggesting, with the proposal.’

‘A good first clue,’ Pip agreed.

‘But he has given no other sign of it!’

She had noticed – of course she had, Aunt Agatha had been tickled pink – that he had begun asking her to dance, whenever they were both at the same ball, had begun spending a few minutes in her company whenever they crossed paths, but she had not thought much of it. He did, after all, still dance and speak with every other young lady presented to him, in just the same manner.

‘He’s a very starched-up fellow,’ Pip observed, ‘but his affections must be engaged. Stands to reason. Why else would he stoop so low?’

‘Stoop?!’

‘What I mean is,’ Pip corrected himself hastily. ‘He has no dearth of options, does he?’

‘Apparently there is a dearth,’ she said. ‘No lady thus far has been able to meet his impossible standards.’

Was it possible that her perfect behaviour had not only encouraged him, but also somehow made her attain every item on his – and the duke’s – implausible specifications? Or was Pip correct, and did Ashford’s tepid warmth mask a deeper attachment?

‘It doesn’t signify, anyway,’ she reminded. ‘I don’t love him.’

‘Only one thing for it,’ Pip said. ‘Have to cry off. Pay a visit to him today, before this house party nonsense.’

His expression darkened at this fresh reminder of their impending departure from London.

‘I don’t mind telling you, it’s come at a very inconvenient time,’ he added. ‘What if there is a case, while I am away?’

A month previous, Pip had – by utter happenstance – aided the Bow Street Runners in apprehending a thief, accidentally tripping the fellow as he fled the scene of the crime. The experience had captured his imagination: overnight, he had taken to smoking a pipe, wearing a quizzing glass and haunting their offices to ‘assist’ in investigations.

‘Mr Simmons has just begun tutoring me on my investigation skills,’ Pip said, aggrieved.

Mr Simmons was a Senior Officer at Bow Street. Lydia did not know the exact nature of their relationship, but the fellow was certainly the idol to which Pip currently worshipped. Not an hour went by that he was not quoted, imitated, or otherwise referenced.

‘It was not my idea!’ she said. ‘Besides, Ashford has already left for the country.’

‘Suspicious,’ Pip said darkly. ‘Very suspicious.’

Since he had begun working with the Runners, Pip declared a great many things to be suspicious.

‘You’ll have to do it in Kent, then,’ he said. ‘Can’t promise he’ll take it well, and then you could still set your cap at Captain von Pratt.’

‘Von Prett,’ Lydia corrected, kicking at a stone.

Ah, the noble captain! She had met Captain von Prett, the celebrated explorer, at his lecture a week earlier, and it had been – for her at least – a coup de foudre. Her heartstrings had been pulled by his moving tribute to his late wife, and a few brief moments of eye contact had sent her heart to thumping for hours afterwards. Understandably, she was desirous of pursuing the acquaintance. But first she needed to get out of this cursed engagement. Ladies were, technically, permitted to call off engagements – if they accepted the accompanying shame – and Ashford’s insistence on secrecy should make that all the easier, but there was still Uncle Edmund and Aunt Agatha to consider.

‘I’d be sent to Aunt Mildred, as quick as a flash,’ she said.

‘I’d fetch you back,’ Pip said, ‘as soon as I come of age, and then we might live independently, at last.’

Lydia and Pip had been plotting to leave their aunt and uncle’s guardianship ever since it had begun. Once Pip turned one and twenty, he would be in full possession of his fortune, and no one could stop them from setting up house together. Technically, it was less than a year away, but … Lydia cast Pip a quick, evaluating glance. As a man, he was less beholden than she to the diktats of their aunt and uncle, but not by much. He was expected to marry well, also, and more than once over the past years, they’d had to work together to avoid Pip’s marriage, too. And Pip … Without her here to defend him, to keep his secrets and prevent the worst of his scrapes – would he be all right? Or would Uncle Edmund bully him into marrying some horrid young lady who would make his life miserable, just as soon as Lydia was out of sight? Lydia kicked moodily at another stone. At this rate, Ashford would be responsible for ruining two lives, rather than just one.

‘If he only knew what an abominable choice I am,’ Lydia said. ‘Far worse than those other ladies. Without Aunt Agatha constantly in my ear, I would forever be forgetting people’s names and curtseying the wrong way and – and …’

‘Using vulgar expressions,’ Pip supplied.

‘Yes, and I can’t sing—’

‘At all.’

‘I’m terrible at embroidery, my French is awful—’

‘Your Italian is worse!’

‘If Ashford knew all that, he’d soon regret his choice,’ Lydia said. ‘And everything would be solved.’

She stopped walking. It took several moments for Pip to realize she was no longer beside him, looking back enquiringly.

‘I cannot cry off,’ she said. ‘But he could.’

‘Wouldn’t do that,’ Pip objected. ‘Not when he’s only just proposed. Fact is, dishonourable.’

This was true. While ladies could call off engagements – if they were willing to bear the social consequences – most gentlemen viewed such dishonour as utterly impossible. Except …

‘The engagement is to be a secret for ten days,’ she said. ‘He could call it off within that time and nobody should know except Aunt Agatha and Uncle Edmund – and they’ll not likely broadcast such shameful news.’

They began walking again, faster now, their disconsolate drift turned purposeful march.

‘If he could be made to see that he had made the most terrible, ghastly mistake,’ she said, ‘then he might do something drastic.’

‘How would you do such a thing?’ Pip said. ‘Not certain telling him all about Shakespeare will cut the mustard this time.’

That was also true. Ashford did not seem the type to risk his honour without extreme provocation. Lydia remembered the way he had said ‘Cit’s daughter’, that night at the Alcot ball, as if such people were more beneath him than worms in the soil. Aunt Agatha’s rules had plainly worked magic on him, glossing over her woolly roots – but what if she ceased to behave by them? Or, indeed, what if she did the opposite? The vulgar, social-climbing, mercenary merchant class the ton feared was a largely fictional creation, but it need not be.

‘If I wear the wrong things,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘and say the wrong things, and behave the wrong way …’

‘Would it be sufficient?’ Pip said dubiously. ‘Fact is, I don’t know the fellow.’

‘Nor I,’ Lydia said. All she knew was that he thought himself so above the most accomplished, most beautiful, most wealthy young ladies of the ton, that he had rejected each of them for the most frivolous set of flaws she had ever …

‘He rejected Miss Mablethorpe for being hen-witted,’ she recalled aloud, ‘and Miss Callow for saying French words, and Lady Evelina for her eccentric family and for being capricious.’

She could not believe she had not realized it earlier. Lydia took in a deep, decisive breath. ‘If I act vulgarly and foolishly and pompously …’

‘Oh ho!’ Pip said, catching on. ‘Wouldn’t Aunt Agatha smell a rat?’

‘As foolishly and pompously and vulgarly as I can,’ Lydia corrected, ‘without Aunt Agatha suspecting a thing.’

If word of her behaviour reached her aunt and uncle, they would certainly consign her to Aunt Mildred.

‘What of the eccentric family?’ Pip said. ‘Perhaps I can help on that front.’ He raised his quizzing glass to his eye and squinted thoughtfully through it.

‘Might be difficult though,’ he said. ‘Fact is, not really the eccentric type.’

Lydia’s mind, so full of sludge this morning, was alive again and whirring.

‘If you wish to practise your investigation skills,’ she said, ‘why not practise them at Hawkscroft?’

‘Aunt Agatha doesn’t like me to investigate things at parties,’ Pip said. ‘Says people don’t like it.’

‘Yes,’ Lydia said. ‘Exactly, Pip.’

‘Oh ho,’ Pip said in sudden understanding. ‘Yes, with all those fancy coves in one house together, there’s bound to be a secret or two to uncover,’ he mused. ‘Stands to reason. That would impress Simmons, wouldn’t it?’

His chest puffed up at the mere thought and a sudden shard of guilt cut through Lydia’s enthusiasm.

‘This doesn’t have to involve you,’ she said. ‘I could make your excuses, find a reason for you to stay in London.’

‘If you’re in it,’ Pip said, ‘I am, too. Stands to reason.’

Lydia’s mood lifted in a great rush. All at once, everything that was dark and worrying became bright and hopeful once more, as if the sun had abruptly risen and rendered the world light again. She had been foolish to think, even for a moment, that today was the day Ashford ruined her life. Today was, as every day had been, simply another chance for her and Pip to eschew Uncle Edmund’s diktats, to dance around this pitfall as they had every other.

‘First,’ she said, ‘we need to visit Pantheon’s Bazaar today so I may purchase a new wardrobe.’

‘Tick!’ Pip asserted.

‘Then tomorrow we go to Kent, where I shall wear the wrong thing, and say the wrong thing, and do the wrong thing.’

‘Tick!’

‘And you shall investigate things.’

Pip gave a triumphant clap of his hands.

‘Tick!’

Lydia took in a rapturous breath of sweet, summer air. What a beautiful park. What a wonderful day.

‘If we can do all that,’ she said, ‘I shan’t need ten days to get rid of him. I shall do it in two!’
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Tuesday – Nine days remaining 

Ashford did not make mistakes. He may have been born to a great position and greater privileges, but the freedom to err was not amongst them. While gentlemen his age blundered for a pastime, Ashford did not. There was simply no need. For if one thought through every decision with reason and rationality, as he always did, then one’s life would always proceed on the proper and correct course, as his always had. There was no reason to believe his marriage would be any different.

Certainly, the process had not been without difficulties. From the outset, a great deal of carefulness was required, for he did not wish to raise in any maidenly heart expectations he could not fulfil. Then, there was the fact that so very many people were so very irritating: scores of the pompous, witless and eccentric littered the ballrooms of London and, as much as Ashford needed to marry, he would not do so at the cost of his sanity. One must have standards. Finally, the pièce de résistance: once he had waded through this trap-laden battleground to find several ladies he could imagine courting, his father had rejected every single one of them.

He had almost been driven mad with the frustration of it all. Then he had met Miss Hanworth.

‘She took me entirely by surprise,’ Ashford told his cousin in the East Drawing Room of Hawkscroft House, accepting a cup of tea from her butler with a smile of gratitude.

‘Oh, how wonderful,’ Lady Phoebe enthused, clapping her hands in approval. ‘You must tell me everything – quickly, before Waldo returns.’

Quitting London directly after proposing, Ashford had arrived at Hawkscroft House, the country home of his cousin, Lady Phoebe, and her adoring husband, yesterday evening. It was only now, however, the following afternoon, that he and his cousin had been able to speak properly for Sir Waldo clung to Phoebe’s side with the commitment of a lovelorn barnacle.

‘I saw quickly that she was exactly what I was looking for,’ Ashford said.

‘Love at first sight!’ Lady Phoebe interpolated breathlessly.

Ashford took a sip of tea rather than answer. One did not wish to lie, of course, but to correct the assumption felt unwise, too.

‘I’m not sure that’s how I would describe it,’ he said. This was at least true.

‘Have I embarrassed you?’ Lady Phoebe asked gleefully.

‘You needn’t be so delighted.’

‘I am, though,’ Lady Phoebe said. ‘Truly. I was beginning to think, after everything, that you might never allow yourself such happiness.’

Again, Ashford took a draught of tea rather than answer.

‘It was not so many years ago that you were declaring you would never marry for love,’ Lady Phoebe said, still smiling. ‘I thought, then, that you had become so frightfully dour that you should never be happy!’

Ashford raised his eyebrows. ‘Frightfully dour?’

‘Oh, the hours I have spent worrying about you,’ she said. ‘Wondering what happened to the boy who used to swap my sugar for salt at breakfast and tie my shoe strings together at dinner?’

‘I grew up,’ Ashford said. ‘I should think if I were still tying people’s ribbons together you might have something to say about it.’

‘But look at you now! So head over heels that you are willing to marry a merchant’s daughter!’

‘Granddaughter,’ Ashford corrected.

‘His Grace has approved, I take it?’ Lady Phoebe asked. ‘Or will it be a runaway match?’

Ashford shook his head. ‘My father sent his approval by letter – he left for Scotland two weeks ago.’

It was more than mere duty that required Ashford to seek such approval from his father: family law stipulated that the heir could not marry without the permission of the incumbent duke, a clause created generations before to protect the family from scandal. In his father’s hands, however, this power was being used to different purpose. His own marriage having been a famous love match, the duke had always believed his son would find happiness by this means, too, no matter Ashford’s own views on the subject.

‘Oh, His Grace could not possibly resist such a story.’ She let out a rapturous sigh. ‘Love overcoming rank!’

This was rather the point. For while Ashford had known that his father wished him to marry for love, he had not thought the duke would actually insist upon it. And yet that was exactly what his father had done, rejecting every suitable lady Ashford had suggested to him.

‘It is quite plain that you do not feel a single thing for her!’ he had accused, at their last meeting. ‘For any of them!’

‘Father, there are other considerations that weigh more with me,’ Ashford had tried to explain, but to no avail.

His father could not be made to understand how seriously encumbered their Norfolk lands had become. A decade of harsh winters and severe flooding had taken their toll, despite Ashford’s best efforts. Now, if they did not wish to lose estates that had belonged to their family since the Norman conquest, they needed substantial investment. A suitable marriage to a woman of fortune was the simplest means of averting disaster.

‘I wish for your heart to be taken, not your head, my boy,’ the duke had said, hands gripping Ashford’s shoulders as if he should like to shake him. ‘You will not receive my approval for anything less. The next time you wish to engage yourself, I must know it to be different. I must know it to be love.’

It had been an unwanted complication. Ashford was determined to marry this year, and marry well – but how on earth could he appease his father’s wishes?

It had been Brandon who had given him the idea, though he had scoffed at it initially. The future Duke of Ancaster, marrying beneath his own class? It was absurd. But then – as if by fate – in the next moment he had met Miss Hanworth, of Hanworth Wool. Miss Hanworth, who had been so perfectly behaved that he had immediately begun to reconsider the whole idea: well-mannered, well-deported, very well-dowered, and obviously dangling after a title … It was perfect. And if Miss Hanworth’s family line was not one his family would traditionally greet with approval, then that was all to the good – who would doubt, that Ashford’s heart had been caught when his bride was so far beneath him?

His father had fallen for it through and through.

‘Are you certain you do not mind his announcing the engagement at your ball?’ Ashford asked his cousin now.

His Grace had landed upon the idea with a characteristic lack of consideration for the preferences of others – who was to say Lady Phoebe wished her party to be commandeered in such a way? – though, on this occasion, it rather played into Ashford’s hands. To have this week with Miss Hanworth, ahead of the announcement, to introduce their courtship to the ton, easing Miss Hanworth into the world that would soon be her everyday … It was a sensible strategy.

‘Not in the least. I only wish he could join us earlier,’ Phoebe said. ‘Oh, Ashford, I am thrilled for you!’

Ashford held her gaze with some difficulty. He did not enjoy lying, and to his cousin least of all, but it was a necessary evil. She was of the same ilk as his father, romantic to their very bones. They would not understand, not believe him, if he told them that a marriage of convenience was no great sacrifice. For him, it had always been about duty.

‘My only concern – a mere trifling question,’ Lady Phoebe went on, adjusting her skirts, ‘is whether she will know how to conduct herself, this week?’

‘Rather uppish of you, Phoebe,’ Ashford said.

Lady Phoebe flushed guiltily. ‘All I mean to say is that if she has never even been to Almack’s, are you not worried such an environment might be overwhelming?’

‘That is entirely the purpose of the invitation,’ he said. ‘When the engagement is announced, all eyes in England will be upon her so better she begins her education in relative anonymity.’

By the end of the week, he was confident he could give a solid enough performance that his father would have no qualms that this was a love match. He did not intend to debase himself – or embarrass Miss Hanworth – with lavish displays of affection for it would be entirely out of character. No, that would be quite unnecessary. From his observation of the sentiment, some people expressed love through subtler means: liberal smiles, solicitous behaviour, and a desire to spend time with one’s lady would suit well enough.

‘I do not mean to be churlish,’ Lady Phoebe rushed to assure him. ‘It is just … I have not been to a single party all spring; this week is important.’

Lady Phoebe had not joined this year’s Season – the first she had missed since her own debut – electing instead to remain at Hawkscroft with only her husband for company.

‘That was your choice,’ Ashford reminded her. ‘Due to your “social ennui”.’

Lady Phoebe paid him no heed. ‘I have plans. I wish for us to laugh, play games, have intelligent conversations, exchange witty repartee …’

A tiny frown crumpled her expression.

‘She will not ruin your party,’ Ashford said. ‘She is the most perfectly behaved creature, I assure you.’

Lady Phoebe visibly softened at the warmth in his voice. It was genuine warmth. Ashford placed great value on good conduct.

‘I shall not say another word on the matter,’ she promised. Then, as the clock behind her struck two. Lady Phoebe rose from her seat.

‘Come, it shall not be long before the guests arrive,’ she said. ‘Let us take a turn.’

Hawkscroft was a vast building, built more to impress than invite, with towering gothic gates, a tall sweep of front steps flanked either side by stone gargoyles. It was not Sir Waldo’s ancestral home. The second son of a Baron, Sir Waldo had instead gained his title and his fortune through employment in the East India Company, and then he had purchased Hawkscroft from Lord Cavendish, whose debilitating financial troubles had forced him to part from his ancestral seat. Even the oldest families could find themselves crumbling. Despite the warm summer air, Ashford felt himself shiver.

‘Come along!’ Lady Phoebe said with a chivvying noise. Her definition of taking a turn constituted less of a relaxed stroll and more of a brisk patrol of Hawkscroft’s acres of intricately designed gardens, as she cast a critical eye over each tree, shrub and window, searching for any tiny flaw.

‘If I am to be on show in front of the busiest gossips in Society,’ she explained, ‘then every single thing and every single moment will be absolutely perfect.’

‘Keeping expectations manageable, I see,’ Ashford said. ‘Can I do anything to assist matters?’

‘No! You might run yourself ragged year-round,’ Lady Phoebe said in reprimanding tones, as she plucked a tiny wilting bloom from a nearby hydrangea bush ‘but this week, I am determined that you will rest.’

‘Ho there!’

The bellowed greeting had them turning, rather startled, to see Sir Waldo approaching, a wide smile upon his face. He was older than Lady Phoebe, a gentleman of five and thirty years, and quite as generously proportioned as his home: very tall, very broad and possessing the thickest side whiskers Ashford had ever seen.

‘Has anyone arrived yet?’ Sir Waldo boomed, no less quietly for being with touching distance. Volume modulation did not come naturally to him.

‘Not yet,’ Lady Phoebe trilled, beaming at her husband, all worry gone from her face. Sir Waldo always did seem to bring out the sunshine and rainbows in Lady Phoebe, her impatience and sharpness vanishing in his company.

‘Usually Dacre is so prompt,’ Sir Waldo said, reaching out to clasp his wife’s hand, quite as if they had been parted for a year rather than an hour. ‘Though why you insisted upon inviting him, I cannot understand!’

‘He is your brother,’ Lady Phoebe pointed out, as they resumed their walk at a more sedate pace.

‘He’s a bore,’ Sir Waldo said. ‘He’ll bore our guests to death, mark my words.’

‘Not with Brandon and Lady Morton attending,’ Lady Phoebe said. ‘They can be counted on to keep things lively.’

‘A famous collection of persons,’ Sir Waldo said with renewed enthusiasm.

‘And,’ she said, with the air of a circus magician revealing their final trick, ‘the Hesses are to join us – all three of them!’

Ashford frowned at his cousin.

‘You did not tell me that,’ he said.

Lady Hesse had spent the better part of the Season trying to matchmake him with her daughter, Miss Cynthia Hesse. She would certainly use this week as an opportunity to promote her suit once more.

‘Did I not?’ Lady Phoebe said. ‘It is a coup, indeed. You know, Lady Hesse has just been appointed the new Lady Patroness of Almack’s and I mean to make a friend of her if it is the last thing I do.’

‘Such an ambitious little thing,’ Sir Waldo said indulgently. ‘Well, I for one am most looking forward to meeting your ladylove, my lord!’

He threw a jocular elbow into Ashford’s side. Ashford forced a smile but, once Waldo had turned, directed a fierce frown at his cousin, who gave a blithe, unrepentant shrug. He had asked Lady Phoebe not to tell Sir Waldo of his engagement – what was the point of it being a secret if it wasn’t one?

‘I would thank you not to refer to her as such,’ he said. ‘Remember, no one can know we are engaged until …’

‘Yes, yes we remember, very very secret,’ Lady Phoebe said.

‘We shall be the souls of discretion, dear boy,’ Sir Waldo promised.

Sir Waldo had taken to affectionately calling him ‘dear boy’ since his marriage to Phoebe, as if there were twenty years between them rather than ten.

The sound of a throat clearing had them all turning.

‘Excuse me, Sir Waldo, my lady, my lord,’ Reeves informed them. ‘The first guest has arrived.’

Lady Phoebe smoothed a hand down the front of her dress.

‘How do I look?’

‘Very well,’ Ashford said.

‘A vision,’ Sir Waldo enthused. ‘Though why do you not wear your diamond necklace?’

Ashford raised his eyes to the heavens. Any fool could see that Sir Waldo’s engagement gift to Lady Phoebe – the most ostentatious string of diamonds anyone had ever clapped eyes upon – would be utterly unsuitable to wear with a morning dress of jaconet muslin.

‘What is the point of it,’ Sir Waldo said in a stage whisper louder than most people’s shouts, ‘if one does not show it off?’

‘Tonight, I promise,’ Lady Phoebe said, chivvying him back towards the house.

They made their way back to the front steps where the doors were being thrown open and a fleet of shiny-buckled footmen were filing out to flank the stone balustrade and greet the first carriage as it drew up. The sound of more hooves had them all turning again, to see another gleaming carriage turn in at the gate, closely followed by another, then another, each one grander the last, as guests began arriving thick and fast. Soon the front steps were overrun as ladies arrayed in elegant carriage dresses of dark blue, delicate fawn and pristine cream, and gentleman, their buckskins pressed, their boots shining, not to mention two dozen maids and manservants, countless trunks and hat boxes, and even one small yapping Pekinese descended from the carriages.

‘You must all be parched,’ Lady Phoebe declared, once she had greeted everyone personally. ‘We will serve refreshments on—’

She was interrupted by a very loud, very unpleasant screech. A last carriage was turning into the gates at some speed, evidently having to press hard upon the brakes to make the turn in time. It careened up the drive, causing them all to flinch backwards, though whether that was purely because of the unwise speed was unclear. For the carriage was also painted in the most bizarre fashion Ashford had ever seen: a violent, garish pattern of yellow and pink stripes.

‘Someone is clearly lost.’ But Lady Phoebe’s tinkling laugh was abruptly caught short as, with an unpleasant creak, the chaise door opened and Mr Philip Hanworth poked his head out. At first sight, he was dressed very properly, in buckskins and a frock coat, but at second glance Ashford noticed that a quizzing glass was clutched in his hand.

‘Who on earth …?’ Lady Hesse began in a stage whisper.

‘The Hanworths!’ Lady Phoebe declared, changing tack at lightning speed. ‘Of course – new friends of ours, you know. Very eccentric, but we think them divine!’

Mr Hanworth did not wait for the carriage steps to be released, leaping down to the ground himself, before turning to hand out the most violently purple woman Ashford had ever seen in his life.

‘Dear lord,’ Lady Morton murmured, clutching her dog to her bosom in alarm.

Despite the damning contextual evidence, it was a moment before Ashford was ready to admit to himself that the purple woman was none other than his bride-to-be. The Miss Hanworth he had last encountered in London had been arranged becomingly in a gown of simple pale muslin, entirely befitting that of a young, unmarried woman; now, in a garish travelling robe of vivid puce, she resembled nothing less than a giant, walking beetroot.

‘I have never seen a habit of such a colour, all my life,’ Miss Hesse whispered, naïve wonder in her voice.

‘Waldo, I wonder if you might take our guests to the drawing room,’ Lady Phoebe interjected, ‘so that they might partake of refreshment.’

The rest of the party were shepherded inside, throwing intrigued glances over their shoulders and whispering amongst themselves.

‘You said,’ Lady Phoebe whispered, ‘that she was impeccably deported.’

‘She was!’ Ashford said.

‘If she gives me any cause to blush in front of Lady Hesse …’ Lady Phoebe began from between clenched teeth, before breaking off and taking in a deep, calming breath. ‘I’m sorry, I did not mean to …’

A sunny smile swept all negativity from her expression. ‘I am so looking forward to meeting her!’ She began gliding towards the couple, arms outstretched in welcome. ‘Welcome, Mr and Miss Hanworth!’

‘Good afternoon,’ Miss Hanworth said, once she had risen from her curtsey. ‘Thank you so very much for inviting us, Lady Henley.’

Lady Phoebe’s smile became rather fixed. The daughter of an earl, she had retained her previous title rather than take Sir Waldo’s. Ashford would have thought everyone in the Polite World would know such a thing but …

Taking a leaf from his cousin’s book, Ashford took in his own slow breath. One could forgive a momentary lapse of etiquette, and after all, she would not be the first lady to wear an unusual dress. Once they were married, he could advise her against such vegetal outfits.

‘I’m so glad you could come,’ Lady Phoebe said. ‘Now, you must be tired from your journey.’

‘La, not in the slightest,’ Miss Hanworth said. ‘Have all the other lords and ladies arrived? I am all of a-tremble to meet them. My knees are quite knocking together.’

Lady Phoebe cut quick, significant eyes to Ashford.

‘There is not the least reason to be nervous,’ Ashford said, swallowing a flicker of vexation. Young ladies did not habitually refer to knees in mixed company. Nor did they use such cant expressions as ‘la’, for that matter.

‘You have a great many footmen, Lady Phoebe,’ Mr Hanworth piped up, gazing around.

‘Yes, I suppose we do,’ Lady Phoebe said.

‘Almost – almost a … suspicious amount,’ Mr Hanworth added, brow furrowing.

Lady Phoebe stared at him for a moment, nonplussed.

‘Come, I shall show you all to your rooms,’ she said, after a beat, ‘so that you might rest before dinner.’

They were not to be invited to partake in refreshment with the others, thank goodness – Ashford should rather Miss Hanworth change her dress before introductions, too. Lady Phoebe led the way, tucking Miss Hanworth’s arm into her own, with Mr Hanworth following behind and Ashford bringing the rear, smiling as benignly as he could.

A strange beginning, to be sure. Had he committed a misjudgement, by inviting her here? It had not escaped his notice that while her family had been in transports of delight over his proposal, she had appeared more timorous – but this had only convinced him further that this would be the kindest way of introducing Miss Hanworth to the milieu she would soon be occupying every day. Perhaps he had been wrong.

No matter. A small misjudgement he could easily address. As soon as they had settled in, they would undoubtedly resume normal behaviour, too. There was no cause to worry; everything would proceed entirely to plan. Smile liberally, he reminded himself, be solicitous, spend time with her. It was a foolproof strategy.

‘I am so glad you have joined us,’ Lady Phoebe was saying to Miss Hanworth. ‘I believe this is to be the most memorable week.’

‘I could not agree more,’ Miss Hanworth said, and she sent Ashford a smile over her shoulder.

It was not a smile she had ever given him before. And perhaps it was the great width of it, almost a baring of the teeth, or perhaps it was merely the puce dress adding a strange quality to the exchange … but Ashford felt it was not a nice smile.

And somewhere, deep inside, he had the smallest inkling that he might very well have made the first and greatest mistake of his life.
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‘Are you certain this is what you wish to wear? It is not one your aunt selected.’

Jane, Lydia’s lady’s maid, looked Lydia over with visible concern, but Lydia gazed into the looking glass with nothing but satisfaction. Tonight’s dress was certainly not one Aunt Agatha had approved: a striped gown of grass-green and white, excessively festooned with pink lace at the hem and each sleeve and ornamented with a medley of brooches on her bodice.

‘Don’t I look awful?’ she asked Pip gleefully upon his entering the room.

It was not even the worst dress in her arsenal. At Pantheon’s Bazaar, an astonishing mart not commonly the shopping destination for young, unmarried ladies of fashion, Lydia had used a whole month’s worth of pin money to purchase a wardrobe of such wild ostentation that Marie Antoinette herself might well have deemed it a Bit Much.

‘Hideous,’ Pip confirmed supportively.

‘You might still change,’ Jane said. ‘But we must hurry, you are already late—’

‘No, no,’ Lydia interrupted. ‘It is perfect.’

If Ashford had not visibly recoiled at her puce travelling cloak – nor the gaudy post-chaise Pip had sourced at great difficulty – then this certainly would do the trick.

Jane looked from Pip to Lydia with narrowed eyes. ‘What scheme is afoot, Miss Lydia?’

Lydia hesitated. In ordinary times, there was little about Lydia’s life that Jane did not know. Jane’s grandmother having been a close friend of Lydia’s grandmother, the two girls had known each other all their lives. Behind closed doors, they never stood on ceremony – indeed, Jane was quite Lydia’s closest friend – but on this matter, would it be better for Lydia to remain silent? She did not wish to put Jane in the position of having to lie to Aunt Agatha, if questioned.

‘My apologies, I have overstepped …’ The hurt in Jane’s voice made up Lydia’s mind instantly.

‘Later,’ she promised, ‘later I will explain everything.’

She tarried a little longer in front of the mirror, for she did not wish to ruin her poor first impression with punctuality, but she needn’t have worried. Traversing Hawkscroft’s halls to the East Drawing Room, where the guests had been instructed to gather for dinner, took them several minutes. Together, she and Pip walked along the long first-floor corridor, flanked on either side with gleaming suits of armour, down the great winged staircase, and were just hesitating in the grand hallway, when Reeves, Hawkscroft’s butler, materialized to escort them to the East Drawing Room.

They halted in the doorway for a moment, somewhat awestruck. Lydia and Pip were not strangers to finery, but even so, the sight within was most impressive. The room was decadently proportioned, with lofty ceilings overhead, and high sash windows whose curtains had been left open. The last rays of sunshine poured in to cast a golden glow over the people within, murmuring and laughing and sipping from sparkling champagne
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