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Prologue
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THE night before the Honourable Arthur Allerton departed for the Peninsular War, his family gave a ball. Given the lateness of the invitation (Lady Allerton having issued them only than a fortnight prior) and the earliness of the Season, a different family might expect a poor turnout, but that was not the Allerton way. Indeed, by ten o’clock that evening, under the crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling of their grand ballroom – alight with five dozen candles – no less than three hundred persons were gathered.

‘It is not quite the family dinner I requested,’ Arthur observed to Miss Henrietta Clithero as they turned about the dance floor together.

It was certainly not. In preparation for the occasion, every inch of the four-storey townhouse had been buffed and burnished to perfection, with special attention paid to the cavernous room at the back of the house, built by some long-dead Allerton for the precise purpose of impressing. Tonight, impress it did: the guests had begun the evening with a repast of exquisite French delicacies and glasses of the finest champagne; they had supped and sipped to their hearts’ content and now were quite ready to dance – accompanied, naturally, by music from London’s most celebrated orchestra.

Even the weather was perfect. But then, it never rained on the night of an Allerton assembly. Lady Allerton simply would not stand for it.

‘Your mother could hardly have sent you off without a ball,’ Hetty reminded him, though abstractedly, for a great deal of her attention was focused upon minding her steps. Arthur would not mind if she trod upon his foot – having, in their younger years, served as Hetty’s very first partner, he was certainly used enough to that – but this was not the memory of her with which she wished him to depart.

‘It would have been entirely out of character,’ Arthur agreed.

To Lady Allerton, a ball was the only correct response to birthdays, anniversaries, a young lady’s debut and even, for that matter, her eldest son joining the war against Napoleon. From the atmosphere of frivolity all about them, one would think the Allertons were simply delighted that their eldest son was sailing out with the 11th Light Dragoons upon the morrow, for there was no sign in Berkeley Square of even the faintest nerves. Across the room, her ladyship spun around the dance floor in the arms of yet another gentleman (each younger and more handsome than the last) while her husband (whose fondness for whist was as great as his fondness for his family) was sequestered in the card room. The younger Mr Allerton was not in attendance (Hilary term at Oxford having not yet concluded) and nor was their youngest child, Miss Beatrix Allerton. At sixteen years old, Trixie was too young to be attending such events, though Hetty had spotted her only moments ago peeking down at the festivities through the bannisters of the grand staircase.

‘I must admit Mama has outdone herself.’ Arthur looked round the hall appreciatively, and then down to Hetty with a smile. ‘Though do I detect your hand in the preparations as well?’

Hetty shook her head. ‘Hardly.’

She only wished she might do more to repay her ladyship’s kindnesses, which were too numerous to count. Hetty had been spending her summers with the Allertons since her girlhood, a tradition begun at her father’s instigation: his attempt, despite the roving nature of their lifestyle, to give her a sense of connection to the British soil to which she owed her nationality. Each June, Hetty and her father would make the long voyage to Belcourt, the Allertons’ country seat near the Kent coast, before returning in the autumn to whichever European university her father – celebrated professor of the classics – was placed.

Arthur hummed, unconvinced. ‘Yet I notice none of her more novel ideas for entertainment have made an appearance. How did you convince her out of the firework display?’

Lady Allerton’s taste was usually impeccable, but her desire to be always memorable could lead her into dangerous territory – almost literally, in this instance, with a special request to borrow the fire-master from Astley’s Amphitheatre – at which point, Hetty had felt honour bound to intervene.

Hetty bit back a smile. ‘All I did was try to recollect who had told me of Bonaparte’s famous fondness for such spectacles at his own celebrations.’

Arthur laughed. ‘Did you reach a conclusion?’

‘No,’ Hetty confessed, ‘but it served very well nonetheless.’

A Frenchwoman by birth, Lady Allerton was very vocal in her dislike of Napoleon, whose name she had refused to utter ever since hostilities between the two neighbouring countries had begun, referring to him only darkly as that horrid little man. Hetty did not like to take advantage of her ladyship in this way but nor, she felt, was it wise to host a private fireworks display at a time when feathers were so much in vogue.

‘Helpful Hetty,’ Arthur accused her fondly.

Hetty did not roll her eyes – now her skirts had been let down, such behaviour was no longer becoming – but she would have liked to. The title of ‘helpful Hetty’ had always seemed to her more insult than compliment. ‘Helpfulness is the very least I owe. Your family have done so much for me – this year more than ever.’

This spring, when her father had declared his intention to complete another tour of Italy and Greece, he had made the Allertons her guardians, with the request that they bring Hetty out into London Society – as if this were a simple favour to ask, and not a very grand undertaking, for Hetty, despite her summers with the Allertons, still had very little idea of how a young lady of quality ought to behave.

‘Hetty,’ Arthur chided. ‘How often must we tell you? You are quite part of the family, too.’

Hetty forced a smile. Arthur was not the only Allerton to intimate such things to her, but whereas her heart filled with joy whenever Trixie declared Hetty to be her sister in spirit if not in blood, hearing such sentiments from Arthur did not please her in the same way. There would always be a part of Hetty that did not wish Arthur to consider her family – or, at least, not in the way he meant it.

As the music sounded its last note, they drew to a simultaneous halt, and Arthur made a show of peering warily around. ‘Let us take some lemonade before Mama implores me to dance with Miss Spalding.’

Hetty suspected that this suggestion was likely made more for her benefit than his: whatever Arthur was doing, whatever company he was in, he had the knack of enjoyment, and this was one of the reasons he was so universally liked. It not being wise to inspect the teeth of a gifted horse, however, Hetty folded her arm into his without comment.

As Arthur navigated them to the refreshment table, expertly managing to avoid conversation with passing acquaintances whilst not being in the least rude, Hetty took a sidelong glance up at him. She had become very adept at sneaking such glances. She had never wished to be caught in admiration – mortifying! – yet today, as ever, she could not resist the temptation. The whole Allerton clan was dark-haired, grey-eyed and fine-featured, but Hetty had always felt – from the moment she had first walked into this house as a young girl – that Arthur was the handsomest of them all.

Hetty smoothed a hand down her side. She had dressed with great care that evening in a robe of white spider-gauze, adorned with delicate whirls of embroidered rosebuds that caught the light when she moved. The whites and pastel hues traditional for debutantes did not show her to advantage, and she was still growing out her hair – from an ill-advised shearing that still weighed heavily upon her spirits – but nonetheless Hetty had felt tentatively pleased by her reflection that evening. It was her finest and most expensive gown, originally bought for the Sefton ball that would close the Season, but Hetty had overruled her lady’s maid and Lady Allerton to wear it tonight. She had, after all, few occasions left for Arthur to notice her.

Arthur’s eyes followed the movement of her hands.

‘A very fine dress,’ he told her, in the tone one might use to compliment a proud ten-year-old.

As they drew up to the buffet, he dropped her arm to take up two goblets of lemonade from a waiting attendant. Handing one of them to her, his eyes flickered over her shoulder and widened.

‘Quick, let us pretend we are deep in conversation.’ His voice was low and urgent. ‘Lord Fenton looks about to approach and if I have to spend more than a moment speaking to the fellow – well, Napoleon might save his bullets, for I vow I shall die of boredom before I set one foot upon the Continent.’

Hetty wished he would not speak in such a way. ‘Must you go?’

Arthur’s eyes, which had still been fixed watchfully upon Lord Fenton, flicked back to hers. ‘You know my feelings, Hetty.’

‘I do,’ said Hetty at once, for it had always been a matter of pride for her that she alone held his confidences. It had been so between them since almost their first meeting. While Trixie might have been Hetty’s more natural friend, or even Timothy, for their shared age, it had always been Arthur who had understood her best, and she him.

‘It is just that I shall miss you,’ she explained quietly.

Arthur dismissed this with a wave of his hand. ‘You won’t have time to miss me. It is your first Season! You will be far too busy being squired around town by a legion of admirers – how many gentlemen callers did you have today?’

Hetty’s cheeks pinked, but with embarrassment rather than pleasure. There had been three callers that afternoon, though none of their visits could have been called a success. ‘They are not here for me. Not truly.’

From her father she had inherited copious freckles, a head for mathematics and a near-violent aversion to large parties. From her mother, however, she had inherited an enormous fortune, and it was this latter legacy that had secured Hetty’s desirability on the marriage mart. Hetty might not feel wholly comfortable in her new gowns, or know what to say to the gentlemen of assorted age and ancestry who called on her each afternoon – but still they came. At least for now.

‘I can barely hold a conversation with a single one of them.’

Arthur did not try to argue. He had borne witness to enough morning visits with Hetty – flame-red and tongue-tied – to know the truth of this statement. The mere presence of a stranger was enough to overpower her spirits: the twinkle of mischief would vanish from her eyes, the smile from her face, and – it seemed – all conversation from her head. It was, Arthur supposed, the natural result of a childhood spent in near-seclusion with only dusty academics for company. Still, he had enough confidence in the abilities of his mother – whose potent charm would, surely, prove infectious – to be able to say, in a rallying tone: ‘It is just a matter of practice! You never have trouble speaking to me.’

Hetty nodded her agreement, though privately she felt this had more to do with Arthur than it had with her. He had such a way of making anyone feel at ease, from the most timorous young misses to the grumpiest old gentlemen.

‘You will have your first marriage proposal within the month, I guarantee it!’

Hetty smiled. It was on the tip of her tongue to remind him that she had already received her first marriage proposal – as children, she and Arthur had promised themselves to each other in the second-best treehouse at Belcourt – but Arthur spoke again before she could do so.

‘Just don’t fall prey to some fortune hunter – or, worse, a dullard!’ he said. ‘I warn you, I should do what I could to prevent that, Hetty!’

Hetty cast him a quick look. Did he mean the sentiment in a brotherly fashion or …

‘Arthur—’ she began, so impulsively that she did not even herself know where the sentence would end, except—

‘She came,’ interrupted Arthur. ‘I did not think she would.’

He was looking over her shoulder again. Hetty followed his eyes to the doorway to the ballroom, where Mrs Ridley was standing, poised and beautiful in shimmering green silk. A dashing widow and a famous flirt, Mrs Ridley was just the sort of lady Arthur would find irresistible: not merely beautiful, but quick-witted too, and possessing a certain forcefulness of character that earned the respect of her suitors, not just the admiration. Hetty had only to lay eyes upon her to feel a surge of envy that almost took her breath away.

‘Is she your new dasher?’ Hetty wondered, with commendable evenness. ‘Now that you do not have your opera singer?’

Arthur started, eyes wheeling away from Mrs Ridley for the first time. ‘How do you know about my opera singer?’

‘You told me,’ Hetty reminded him.

‘Oh – well.’ Arthur grimaced. ‘That was ill done of me. I ought to begin minding my tongue now that you are a lady grown.’

‘I wish you won’t.’ For was not that all she had? Mrs Ridley and her like could only hope to capture his affections for a Season. Hetty was Arthur’s confidante, a far more permanent position.

Arthur did not appear to be listening. ‘Allow me to return you to Mama.’

The second dance he had promised her was apparently forgotten, but Hetty did not protest as Arthur extended an arm. His eyes were still fixed on Mrs Ridley. Hetty looked down at her own dress, which now seemed dreadfully childish compared to the simple, stunning elegance of Mrs Ridley. What on earth had she been thinking, asking for the silver roses? Such ornamentation belonged to the nursery – she might as well have embroidered little ducklings on herself.

Though her stomach felt leaden, Hetty smiled and nodded to passers-by as Arthur wound his way expertly through the crowd to where Lady Allerton was stationed, fanning herself amongst a flock of admiring gentlemen. A famed beauty in her youth, Lady Allerton had grown no less bewitching with her accumulation of years – and no less fond of admiration.

‘Will you be all right if I leave you?’ Arthur asked Hetty, unhooking his arm. ‘Don’t let anyone corral you into a dance you don’t wish for – recollect that you could have anyone you want.’

‘Can I?’ Hetty said rather wistfully, but he had already slipped away through the crowd – with nary a single glance back at her as he made his way to Mrs Ridley’s side.

She felt her eyes began to smart but forced the tears ruthlessly back down. This was good. Indeed, she should be grateful to Mrs Ridley; her interruption could not have been timelier, for Hetty had been on the point of uttering something very foolish. She could not quite believe she had been so idiotic, almost betraying her feelings in such a way – over nothing. For she had long known the truth. Arthur would never look at her in the same way he did someone such as Mrs Ridley – never.

There was not the smallest point in hoping otherwise.




CHAPTER I.
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THE years since Arthur’s departure had not been easy: not for the country, nor for the Allertons. Yet by the last days of May in 1814 – two years later – the skies were clear and bright, there was a spirit of victory in the air and, best of all, Arthur was returning safely to England. It was a prospect that had Hetty smiling just to think of it, as she wound her mount through Hyde Park that morning, weaving through meandering pathways which had which had surely never before been so thronged with persons.

It had been so all month. In the wake of the Allied victory at Toulouse, the whole city had been set ablaze with activity, and the Season reinvigorated by a spirit of near unprecedented vivacity. Each morning, the post would bring with it a pile of fresh invitations to the Allerton breakfast table, so great in number that Lady Allerton could often be heard lamenting – though not with any noticeable displeasure – that she did not know how they were going to manage them all. There were balls, soirées, concert-parties, race-parties, routs, picnics and other al fresco occasions, each boasting more delicacies and delights than the last, as high society hostesses vied with one another for attendees.

It made for a demanding schedule that stood in stark contrast to the year prior: after the death of Lord Allerton, the Allertons and Hetty had observed a year of strict mourning in which their most public excursions were to the Summer Exhibition. The prospect of the crammed social calendar that lay ahead made Hetty feel tired when she even considered it. In contrast, Miss Trixie Allerton – riding alongside her – did not seem even the slightest fatigued, if one judged by the spirited squabble she was currently enjoying with Mr Timothy Allerton as they turned their mounts in the direction of home.

‘Dash it, Trixie, shouldn’t think any man will marry you if you carry on with such incivility!’ Timothy burst out as they turned on to Berkeley Square.

‘I am only being helpful!’ Trixie’s eyes sparkled at having finally induced her brother to lose his temper. ‘I assumed you would wish to know that your valet had made you resemble a poodle!’

With eighteen years to her age, five feet to her height and boundless liveliness to her character, Trixie was thought by the censorious to have been born for the express purpose of driving her family to madness.

Rendered briefly speechless by this comment, Timothy turned his coiffed head towards Hetty for support. Alas, Hetty was a beat too slow to hide the amusement in her expression.

Timothy’s mouth fell open. ‘You cannot agree with her!’

‘No, no,’ Hetty assured him, arranging her face into something more neutral. ‘How can it be, when Mr Brummell chooses just such a style for himself?’

‘Exactly so!’

‘Flummery!’ Trixie accused her roundly.

‘It is, perhaps …’ Hetty continued with care, ‘a touch more … sheepish than your usual mode. But only a touch!’

With a great deal of dignity, Timothy swung himself off his horse and passed the reins to his waiting groom, face like a thundercloud. Yet despite his expression, and the overwrought arrangement of his chestnut curls, Timothy was still beautiful to behold. From the brim of his beaver hat down to the soles of his dazzling Hessians, there was not a thread out of place upon his person.

‘My hair’, he said, with the air of one pushed to the very edge of his patience, ‘is dressed à la Brutus. Very few gentlemen have the patience to attempt it.’

Trixie sniffed. ‘Recollect what Papa used to say: any gentleman who spends above a moment dressing his hair is a confirmed jackanape.’

‘Dash it, Papa had barely a dozen hairs upon his head!’ Timothy said indignantly. ‘There was nothing to dress!’

Trixie let out a peal of laughter. The merriment was infectious, drawing a reluctant grin on to Timothy’s face, too, though Hetty busied herself with the task of dismounting rather than join in. However long she had now been part of the household, she was all too aware that there were some privileges one could only attain by blood, and jesting at the expense of the late Lord Allerton was one of them.

His lordship’s passing the previous year had been a shocking blow, one made particularly grievous by Arthur’s continued absence. Hetty had wondered whether his sudden succession to the viscountcy might bring him home early, but no. By the time the news eventually reached Arthur, he had accepted a position of one of General Graham’s junior aides-de-camp and, since the conflict in Spain had reached new heights of ferocity, and he could not – he wrote – abandon the war at such a juncture, news that the Allertons had taken with characteristic, if white-knuckled, cheer.

‘Of course he should remain,’ Lady Allerton had declared gaily. ‘It would shockingly dull for him here, with us all in black and utterly house-bound– he’s far better off at the front!’

Not until Arthur was wounded at Vitoria had the family’s determined optimism flickered. It took a week for a billet from Arthur’s commanding officer to reach London – reassuring them the wound was not as serious as they had feared – and in those dark days Hetty could barely remember a single word being spoken. But Arthur had healed and with Napoleon now defeated, he was at last set to return home in a sennight.

Hetty had been hardly able to think of anything else for weeks. The exchange of letters – on her side, weekly; on his, whenever his duties permitted it – were a very poor replacement for actually speaking with him, for hearing his voice, for trusting he was safe and well because she could see it with her own eyes …

For the hundredth time, as they climbed the stone steps of the Allertons’ London residence upon Berkeley Square, Hetty tried to banish the thoughts, for they would only serve to disorder her mind for the rest of the day – and there was much else for her to consider. Lady Allerton had decided to host a ball at the end of June, one grander and more glittering than any she had hosted before, and Hetty meanwhile was plotting the means by which she might dissuade her ladyship from the flights of fancy that would burden the occasion with excessive expense. The Allerton estate was plentiful, but Hetty had reason to believe Lady Allerton’s current rate of expenditure – increasing in perfect correlation to the intensity of the fighting upon the Continent – might be outstripping even their ample means.

‘There is an egregious lack of options for gentlemen when it comes to hair,’ Timothy was musing. ‘Someone really ought to do something about it – I could of course give the Windswept another attempt, but that is how Corky wears it, and I would rather scalp myself than copy him.’

Mr Corcott – or ‘Corky’ to the esteemed alumni of Balliol College – was Timothy’s closest friend and greatest rival.

‘Was the “Windswept” the one that made you resemble a—’

‘Were you not going to ask Timothy his opinion of your dress for Almack’s this week?’ Hetty interrupted, feeling that whatever Trixie was going compare Timothy to – be it animal, vegetable or mineral – was not likely to be flattering.

‘Oh yes!’ Despite her teasing, Trixie in fact placed a high value on Timothy’s sartorial opinion. ‘Timothy, I depend on your support against Mama – she would have me wear white satin, but do you not think I shall be appallingly dull?’

‘Only thing you can wear,’ Timothy said reasonably as they swept through the front doors and on to the marble floor of the entrance hall. ‘At least white suits you – unlike Hetty.’

‘Unkind,’ Hetty murmured.

Timothy cast Hetty a severe look. ‘You could try something else, you know. It would be quite acceptable – you are so much older now.’

Hetty did not personally believe that her two and twenty years strictly constituted ‘old’ but plainly to Timothy it made her a crone.

‘It would not take much work to cut a dash,’ he continued. ‘I could help you, even …’

Hetty, affecting deafness as she pulled off her riding gloves, did not answer.

As much as she might still find herself – when standing upon the sidelines at Almack’s – gazing wistfully at the glittering paragons of the age, she knew all too well the impossibility of joining their ranks. The agonies of shyness she used to suffer might no longer be as potent, the faux pas she had made in her first Season might be behind her, but in the company of persons she did not know well, she still felt far from easy. Indeed, even when she was not tongue-tied, her conversation could only be described as commonplace, her bearing as awkward, and charm entirely elusive. Happily, Hetty had long ago reconciled herself to merely getting by in Society, to have made a few agreeable friends, and no longer to step upon gentlemen’s feet during the cotillion. This was enough for her.

‘But what about my dress?’ Trixie overrode Timothy impatiently. ‘I cannot abide more white satin and—’

‘Am I very much in the way, or may I join you?’ interrupted a voice from the staircase. ‘I confess I know very little about white satin.’

Trixie gave a shriek. Timothy, in the midst of handing his hat to the butler, dropped it in shock.

‘Arthur?’

‘Arthur!’

For a moment, all of three of them merely stared, agog, as the new Lord Allerton descended the stairs towards them. Then, in the next, Trixie and Timothy leapt towards him, throwing to the wind every precept of gentility to swarm around him as if they were children of eight and ten, not young persons of eighteen and twenty: tugging on his arm and pelting him with questions.

‘Does Mama know you are here?

‘When did you arrive?’

‘We were not expecting you for a sennight!’

Arthur was laughing as he tried his attention equally between them. ‘Yes – Not half an hour ago – I know, I wished to surprise you – Unhand me, you barbarians!’

Hetty did not join the revelry, standing – quite frozen – several feet away. Her mind could not quite trust its own eyes. The familiarity of the sight – Arthur, here, in Berkeley Square, where she used to see him every day – was utterly surreal.

‘Hetty!’ Arthur said, disengaging himself from his siblings’ grasping hands and striding towards her. ‘What – no greeting?’

It was the teasing note in his voice that finally jolted her out of her shock. Hetty stepped forward to meet him, hands instinctively stretching out for his, as if touching him would serve as the final proof she needed.

Arthur seized both her hands in his own and squeezed them. ‘How are you? You look just the—’

He was beaming as he looked at her and—

It was only a moment. The smallest, most tiny moment, and yet to Hetty it was life-altering. For Arthur, looking Hetty full in the face for the first time, appeared to start, brows flying up. ‘You look well!’ Then, a correction: ‘Very well!’

‘Are you so surprised?’ she said in a passable imitation of her usual manner. ‘Did you expect me to look haggard?’

He cast a swift glance over her. It was the kind of look she had seen him give a thousand times before. Only not to her. Never before to her.

‘No, I just – It is just – your hair has grown.’ For a moment, Arthur looked a shade unnerved.

Hetty raised a self-conscious hand up to her curls. ‘Hair does tend to …’

‘Is it not the finest surprise?’ Lady Allerton appeared at the top of the stairs, beaming. ‘Come, we are in the drawing room – let us be comfortable.’

She beckoned them, and they hastened directly upstairs, not pausing to change their dress, for nobody wished to waste a moment. The Allertons fell into the drawing room, talking and laughing and speaking over one another, where they only had to wait a moment before their butler Dawson appeared, bearing a pot of tea, plates of fruit and slices of still-warm plum cake.

‘I can hardly believe it,’ Lady Allerton was saying, gazing at her eldest son as if afraid to lose sight of him for a moment more. ‘To have you here, with us again – is it done, then? You are sold out?’

‘Furloughed,’ Arthur corrected. ‘Though only to expedite my return: selling out is certainly my intention.’

Lady Allerton heaved a relieved sigh.

‘Not dressed quite in the current style, of course,’ Timothy added, looking his brother over critically, ‘but I think it will pass, given the circumstances.’

‘Thank you,’ Arthur said gravely. He cast Hetty a sidelong, laughing glance that had her dimpling in response.

‘I shall give you the name of my tailor,’ Timothy offered. ‘If I’d known you were returning today, I could have made you an appointment.’

‘I can only apologise for my lack of forewarning – to you too, Hetty, for I so rudely left your last letter unanswered. I did not yet know if I was going to be able to leave early, and I did not wish to give any false hope.’

‘Do I not deserve an apology, too?’ Trixie demanded. ‘You might have warned me.’

‘And perhaps I might have,’ Arthur said, ‘if I had received more a single billet since I left – and in such a scrawl that your governess ought to be horrified.’

‘I don’t have a governess any more.’ Trixie raised her chin. ‘Hetty and I are both out now, and I am all the rage.’

‘Trixie! You mustn’t say such things.’

‘But it is true, Mama.’

Arthur directed a grimace towards his mother. ‘How have you survived?’

Lady Allerton bestowed a warm smile on them both. ‘Hetty gives me no cause to worry, of course – and Trixie has in truth been remarkably well behaved!’

Hetty took a sip of tea to hide her smile. Lady Allerton could not know how many of Trixie’s worst starts she had nipped in the bud. Only last week, it had taken her an hour to convince Trixie that a dress of gauze worn over a dampened and transparent petticoat would scarcely advance her in the good graces of those august members of the ton whose invitations were so essential to a young lady’s success.

‘Very good,’ Arthur said. ‘It seems you have no need of me at all.’

‘I wouldn’t say that.’ Lady Allerton reached for Arthur’s hands again, pressing them as if to reassure herself of his presence.

‘We have missed you,’ Trixie admitted.

Timothy nodded his head. ‘Devilishly!’

Arthur looked enquiringly to Hetty, as if to demand her contribution, too.

‘I suppose it has been a little dull without you,’ she conceded.

‘How kind.’ There was no longer any evidence of the surprise with which he had looked at her downstairs, the moment folded and put away as if it had never occurred. Had she imagined it?

Her thoughts were interrupted by Dawson, clearing his throat in the doorway.

‘Mr Thimbleby has arrived, my lady.’

Hetty’s ears pricked up – as, apparently, did Arthur’s, for he turned enquiring eyes upon his mother as he asked: ‘Father’s man of business?’

Lady Allerton’s smile, so beaming a moment before, grew rather fixed. ‘Thank you. If you could inform him that Arthur’s unexpected return means I will be unable to—’

‘Oh, don’t send the fellow away.’ Arthur took a draught of his tea. ‘If Thimbleby does not mind kicking his heels awhile, we might join him in only a few minutes.’

‘But you have only just arrived, my dear!’ Lady Allerton objected. ‘You must rest.’

‘You have been steering the ship alone for too long. It is high time that all such tiresome duties were taken from your shoulders – and I intend to see that they are.’

Lady Allerton fluttered her hands. ‘Arthur – do you mean …?’

For a moment, neither he – nor Hetty – understood the excitement in Lady Allerton’s voice, until Trixie enlightened them, asking baldly: ‘Do you mean to marry?’

Arthur started. So, too, for that matter, did Hetty. Marry? Arthur? She had assumed it would be years before he turned his attention to the matter – there were, after all, so many fewer time constraints on gentlemen than on ladies, and Arthur had always professed his disinclination to be leg-shackled at too young an age.

Fortunately, Arthur seemed to share these sentiments. His eyes finding the grandfather clock in the corner of the room, he laughed: ‘Mother – it has been only minutes! Do you intend to marry me off so soon?’

‘Well, one has to start thinking of these things!’ Lady Allerton reasoned. ‘She might be difficult to find, your viscountess. After all, the role is not an easy one.’

‘Oh yes?’ Arthur shot Hetty another sidelong grin that she returned rather weakly. ‘Will she need to have – ah – many accomplishments?’

Lady Allerton, taking a moment consider her own attributes with some satisfaction, preened. ‘She will need to deport herself with decorum, of course, and be principled, with a well-informed mind that—’

‘She sounds like a dashed flat,’ said Timothy.

‘Not, perhaps, a bluestocking …’ Lady Allerton conceded.

‘No, indeed,’ agreed Trixie fervently.

‘Such a lofty sort wouldn’t suit you, anyhow, Arthur,’ Timothy decided.

‘Yes, we all know the sort of lady you like,’ Trixie agreed with an archness that Arthur immediately informed her was entirely unbecoming.

She was not wrong, however. Arthur’s flirts had always been the same sort of ladies: diamonds of the first water with a ready wit and a great deal of vivacity. Hetty had always envied these paragons, imagining how it would feel to be one of them, with the gentle wistfulness of one who knows it to be an impossibility.

Only now, imagining such a lady moving into Berkeley Square, the surge of jealousy Hetty felt was not gentle in the least.

‘I don’t think you will settle upon anyone short of a nonpareil,’ Trixie now declared, not in the least cowed by Arthur’s reprimand.

‘Shouldn’t wish for a nonpareil in the family,’ Timothy cautioned. ‘Tricky creatures.’

‘Perhaps, when you have finished discussing the matter amongst yourselves, you will inform me of your decision,’ Arthur suggested. ‘In the meantime, Mama, shall we join Thimbleby?’

‘I wish you would rest …’

Arthur untangled himself from his siblings with some difficulty, and rose. ‘I should like to speak with him. I own, I should have written to him earlier, but a bullet through one’s leg does rather push such considerations from the mind.’

Lady Allerton’s hands fluttered, as if she should rather like to push him back into his seat.

‘Perhaps you might try to be more careful.’ Timothy – whose thoughts had plainly travelled in a similar direction – sounded rather aggrieved. ‘Devilishly inconvenient for me to be made a viscount at such short notice.’

‘The next time I get shot, I shall endeavour to notify you ahead of time,’ Arthur assured him. ‘Would a week’s warning suit?’

Timothy tilted his head. ‘Fortnight would be better,’ he decided. ‘Thing is – it’s an entirely different wardrobe.’

Arthur laughed, sent a reprimanding cuff his way, and escorted his mother from the room. Hetty watched him go, feeling rather sick.

‘I wonder whom Mama intends for him,’ Trixie mused. ‘Miss Hadley? Miss Stanton?’

Timothy wrinkled his nose. ‘Miss Stanton wears a great deal of yellow.’

‘That is not a reason not to marry her.’

‘Is it not?’

Hetty did not join in the discussion. Foolishly, she had not considered the possibility of Arthur’s marriage: so worried had she been that he would not return at all, she had hardly considered what would happen when he did. The idea was entirely flooring and yet, she could not deny, entirely likely. For as frivolous and as fluttery as she might be, Lady Allerton’s instincts were rarely wrong: Arthur had returned to assume his duties, after all, and marriage was certainly one of them. Beside her, Trixie heaved out a great, satisfied sigh. ‘I own, I was a little worried he might be very altered upon his return – but I see now I need not have been. It feels already as if he’s never been away.’

‘Nothing changed at all,’ Timothy confirmed.

‘Nothing,’ Hetty said faintly.

In truth she did not know if she agreed. In some ways, Trixie was entirely correct. Hetty was, for example, every bit as in love with Arthur Allerton as she had been at twenty years old. But in others …

Hetty recollected the glance he had given her downstairs – as if, for a moment, she had been someone else entirely. For a moment, she had felt like someone else entirely, too, and very far from the young lady who had been left, staring after Arthur at that farewell ball two years before. She was no longer the sort of person who would stand placidly upon the sidelines, waiting for Arthur to notice her, while never truly expecting he would.

One Season, to become the lady she had always, deep down, wished to be … Perhaps it was not so impossible.

‘Timothy,’ Hetty whispered when Trixie was making her way out of the room. ‘I have changed my mind. I do want to cut a dash, after all.’




CHAPTER II.
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THE new Lord Allerton, now a little pale under his tan, glanced from his mother to his man of business, aghast. ‘It cannot be as bad as that?’

‘No, of course not, darling,’ Lady Allerton hastened to reassure him.

‘It is not good,’ Mr Thimbleby hastened to clarify.

Arthur pressed a hand down on to the table beside him, hardly able to believe what he was hearing. They were gathered, the three of them, in his father’s study. It was a well-proportioned room situated on the western side of the house; the afternoon sun streaming in through the large sash windows was, at that moment, fading into the haze of a golden dusk. The sunset cast a rather idyllic glow over the room’s inhabitants – one in stark contrast with the nightmarish news Arthur was struggling to digest.

‘But how can it be so? Belcourt – Grandpère’s fortune …?’

Had it existed, the biography of Lady Allerton’s father would chart quite a remarkable rise: born into a Parisian family of dyers, Christophe Barbet had amassed a fortune in textiles, his printed toiles eventually awarding him the title of Chevalier from King Louis XVI. Leveraging this new-found nobility into an upper-class marriage for both himself – and, later, his daughters – he had eventually retired to Provence with an extremely large fortune.

‘Papa was always most generous,’ his mother agreed. ‘But with all this horridness in France …’

She gave an explanatory wave of her hand which, in one flippant motion, seemed to encompass the entirety of the French Revolution – in which the Chevalier de Barbet’s proximity to the King, once his proudest achievement, had endangered his life.

‘He was not able to extract much from the …’ Here Lady Allerton paused delicately to omit the word ‘factory’. ‘… before he fled to Vienna,’ she went smoothly on. ‘We had been living off the remains of my dowry, but now, Thimbleby seems to think it has run out.’

She pronounced this with no small amount of cynicism, as if she believed Thimbleby to have concocted this fiction to make himself seem more interesting. Insistently cheerful herself, Lady Allerton put a great deal of effort into not thinking about unpleasant things, and was deeply suspicious of anybody who behaved to the contrary.

Arthur looked at Thimbleby. ‘We are not in debt, at least?’ he clarified. ‘Can I discount the prospect of bailiffs appearing at our door?’

‘It is difficult to say, exactly,’ Thimbleby hedged. ‘Lord Allerton – the late Lord Allerton, I should say – insisted on seeing to his own accounting, and …’ Thimbleby gestured rather helplessly towards the grand mahogany desk that sat in the centre of the room, piled high with an assortment of papers all covered with his father’s cramped scrawl. ‘We have been finding his bookkeeping rather puzzling.’

Arthur regarded him with no small amount of incredulity. ‘Do you mean to tell me you cannot read his handwriting?’

Thimbleby admitted this was, indeed, the case. Arthur turned his gaze upon her ladyship, who shook her head. ‘I’ve never been able to,’ she admitted cheerfully. ‘When we were first courting, he used to write me pages and pages of letters, and I could not decipher a word – I had to ask your grandmère to help me read them, which led to some very awkward situations, I can assure you.’

Arthur chose to ignore this aside. ‘Matters are grave, then.’

‘Oh, they are not,’ Lady Allerton insisted. ‘Our affairs are merely a little … higgledy piggledy.’

At ‘higgledy piggledy’, Mr Thimbleby closed his eyes in abject pain.

Arthur strode across the room to stand before the window. The study, at the front of the house, looked out at Berkeley Square. It was the same view from the drawing room, and Arthur’s childhood bedroom, a view hardly less familiar than his own face – and one which he had been keenly anticipating for months now. It was with no small degree of effort that he kept his voice even as he asked, still facing towards the window: ‘Why did you not tell me in what case we stood?’

Had Mr Thimbleby had less sense of the respect due to a lady, he might have pointed an accusing finger in her direction – but he did not, of course, merely swallowing, and praying to the heavens that her ladyship would not utilise him as a very convenient scapegoat.

Lady Allerton had more sport than that, however. ‘I ordered him not to tell you,’ she explained candidly. ‘You were wounded, dearest! I would not for the world have distressed you at such a time.’

‘It has been months since then,’ Arthur noted, still facing away. ‘Had I the least notion of the truth – I should have returned to England immediately.’

So much time had been lost, so many months when he might have been here, trying to repair their shockingly wasted fortunes.

‘As I said!’ Lady Allerton rounded on Thimbleby, demanding corroboration. ‘Did I not say so?’

Mr Thimbleby had to admit that she had, indeed, said this. Lady Allerton nodded her satisfaction. ‘I knew how mortified you would have been to sell out before the war was over – so you see, I could not have told you.’

Arthur locked eyes with his reflection in the window pane, and saw the naked frustration upon his own face. He had imagined, entering the doors of Berkeley Square, that he would place all the strife and hardship of the past few years safely into the past. He would slot back into his old life, and his old self, as easily as shrugging on an old coat, only this time with the fullest appreciation of how wonderful it all was. He had not prepared for this.

‘Don’t be cross, dearest,’ her ladyship implored, regarding his straight back in some dismay.

Arthur took in a deep breath. At least, he thought pragmatically, nobody was shooting at him. Turning back to the room, he looked first at Thimbleby.

‘I shall
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