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Chapter One

 


 


 


‘I will not lie to you, my son is a very
difficult man to deal with. Very difficult.’ Lady Adelaide Campion
sat back in her chair and took a sip of tea. Cold light streamed
through the tall, many paned leadlight windows behind her. Despite
the fact that she was conducting this interview alone, she gave the
impression that she was used to being the focus of many pairs of
eyes. Every movement was measured; from the way she poured tea to
the way she held her head. ‘He has run through no less than four
companions in the past five months.’ The woman glanced at the girl
sitting in the chair opposite. ‘Two of them stayed longer than
expected. They probably fancied themselves in love with him. Are
you of a romantic disposition, Miss Belmont?’

‘No, my lady. I am not.’ Caterina Belmont
replied gravely. She had half been expecting the question and knew
how to answer perfectly well, although the words were no more than
the truth; girls such as herself were rarely of a romantic
disposition. Even if they had started out with one they lost it
very quickly for there was no room for romance. They were too busy
trying to survive.

‘I am glad to hear it. I have hopes that you
will last until summer, at least. It is tiresome, trying to
discover somebody who will take on the task and winter is so dreary
up here. That said, I daresay you will leave within the space of a
few weeks. You seem intelligent enough.’ It was almost a compliment
but Caterina was not fooled. Calculating blue eyes surveyed her
dispassionately, no doubt assessing her suitability for the
combined role of nurse and companion to her son, Lord Campion. ‘Of
course, this probably means that your tenure will be even briefer
than the others. Just do not let him seduce you.’

Caterina was startled, not so much by the
words but the fact that the woman had been honest enough to mention
such an eventuality. ‘Is he likely to try such a thing?’

‘Probably. I am almost sure that he seduced
the last one. She left in a flood of tears and a welter of
protestations. Campion has always been popular with females and
even with his affliction he has not lost his appeal. Or so I have
been led to believe. Naturally, I have no interest in his
dalliances.’

His affliction… ah
yes. ‘As I told you in my letter, I can
promise six months, at least. More if all goes well,’ she hesitated
for a moment. ‘Lady Campion, whilst I appreciate the offer of
employment I was wondering… wouldn’t a male companion be more
suitable for this position?’ It had been a question that had played
on Caterina’s mind since learning just what it was she had been
employed for. Why anybody would want to hire a female to look after
a full grown male was beyond her.

‘I employed two men when Campion came back
from Nantes,’ her ladyship said wearily, ‘but they left almost
immediately. My son has no scruples about bullying another man but
I am happy to say he is more restrained with women. Females stay
longer.’

Possibly because they were
more desperate than men were. Poverty stricken men at least had
some resources at their disposal whereas girls – especially the
kind of girl she was – had far fewer options available. After eighteen long
months she could write an instructional pamphlet on desperation.
But she was confident, now that she was here, that she would be
staying. Truthfully, Lady Campion had greeted her with a curious
mixture of relief and surprise and Caterina suspected her ladyship
had thought she would change her mind. Bostock Hall, family home of
the Campions, was not exactly in the center of things, situated as
it was in Cumbria and its position would hardly recommend
it.

‘I will try to give satisfaction.’

‘Will you? That remains to be seen although
I doubt it will matter one way or another.’

It was a less than friendly response but
Caterina thought her hostess might have a point. She had no
qualifications. She was not a nurse and, while she had played the
role of governess, her former charges had been in the schoolroom
whereas Lord Campion was an adult. It was extremely doubtful that
she would be a suitable companion for what was sounding
increasingly like a horror story. But she had promised that she
would stay, at least for six months and the prospect of a berth
through the winter months had been a welcome one. As hard as it was
to recruit suitable people for the role, it was equally difficult
for an impoverished gentlewoman to find suitable work and a roof
over her head.

‘What, exactly, is wrong with Lord
Campion?’

‘You mean apart from a surly, unpleasant
temperament?’ his loving mother inquired. ‘He is blind. Well,
mostly blind. Campion insisted on fighting in France in that
wretched war and paid the price for it. He commanded an infantry
regiment. A flash of gunpowder misfired and went off in his face. I
believe,’ the woman added coolly, ‘it is not an uncommon
occurrence.’

Well, Caterina grimaced inwardly, how
inconsiderate of him to have done such a thing… As her own father had been a soldier who had died abroad
she could not help but feel a surge of sympathy for Lord Campion.
She wondered what ‘mostly blind’ entailed. ‘He did not deal with
the injury well?’

Lady Campion shrugged. ‘He has always had a
disagreeable character. His injury merely exacerbated it.’

‘Is he in pain?’

‘I have no idea. We have not discussed
it.’

Once again, Caterina felt a pang of
compassion for the surly, disagreeable Lord Campion. If the woman
opposite her was his experience with maternal tenderness it was no
wonder he was so bitter. An adder possessed more charm. ‘And what,
exactly, will be my duties?’

Lady Campion pursed her lips. ‘You will tend
to him. He has become a recluse, refusing to leave his rooms. You
will eat with him and try to draw him out by engaging him in
conversation. Try and ensure that he remains in relatively good
health. I have been told that he does not look particularly well
and that he refuses to eat properly. This must be remedied. And try
to ensure that he does not drink himself into a stupor every night.
His fiancée will be spending Christmas at Bostock and it would be a
pity to scare her too badly before the wedding.’

He was getting married?
Caterina wondered what poor fool had taken on that particular role.

More and more, the
position was sounding quite frightful, even more dreadful than the
last three positions of governess she had endured. Locked away in
what would undoubtedly be a frozen winter for months on end with a
man who sounded as if he loathed everyone. No wonder Lady Campion
had accepted her application so readily. Trying to ensure that a
man did not drink himself into a stupor of an evening sounded like
marvelous fun, as did drawing him out in conversation. No doubt she
would be able to distract him with the suggestion of whist –
although of course, being mostly blind that would certainly be a
little more challenging than usual. Or perhaps they could have a
lively discussion on the merits of serviceable bombazine as opposed
to far less resilient cambric? Or how to remove ink stains from
children’s clothing? She had been out of the social loop for some
time now and was not familiar with what passed for riveting
conversation among the ton
nowadays. ‘Is he violent?’ Caterina demanded
bluntly, determined to know the worst.

Lady Campion frowned. ‘I
doubt it. My son is a gentleman. I would not expect him to lift a hand to a
woman.’

Bellow at her, yes. Insult
her, quite likely. But he was a gentleman and drunken gentlemen were
not capable of truly reprehensible behavior, at least in the eyes
of their overly optimistic families. Caterina knew better, of
course. Her last position had seen her fending off a very drunken
gentleman who thought that part of governesses’ duties was to allow
him to take liberties with her body. She had set him straight, of
course, but it had cost her the position when he had told his
suspicious wife that Caterina had tried to seduce him. She had
quickly discovered that protestations of innocence were of no use
when one was a servant accusing the master of the house of
wrongdoing. She had been summarily dismissed. It had been a pity to
leave the children she had been employed to govern, for they had
been very sweet and had cried copious tears at her abrupt
departure. She had been sorry to leave them, although not at all
sorry to say good-bye to their wretched parents.

She repressed a sigh, not at all surprised
to discover that her new position promised to be just as difficult
as the three previous ones had been. The past eighteen months
tumbled and blurred together in a tangle of weariness, worry and
humiliation. Her last role had only lasted for seven weeks, so in
many ways the prospect of actually staying somewhere for a period
of time was delightful. Lady Campion’s description of the position
had been vague and Caterina had set off for the wilds of Cumbria in
a hopeful frame of mind, grateful to have discovered something so
quickly.

Unfortunately the journey had been a long
one, taking four days to complete as she had travelled in the
stately brougham her ladyship had sent to collect her. The equipage
had been spacious but lumbering and it had been a lengthy, arduous
journey for the elderly vehicle did not move quickly. Whilst
comfortable, it had seemed to enjoy finding every jolt in the road
and during the past ten miles she had felt every one of them. Right
now, she was tired, she was hungry and she wanted nothing more than
to find a bed and lay her head down for a time. Or if not that,
then at least wash her face before sitting quietly somewhere to
recover her equilibrium. Lady Campion had ordered tea for their
preliminary interview and it had come with some particularly
delicious seed cake and a plate of sandwiches. Starving as she was,
Caterina had been trying not to gulp down too much of this feast,
instead surreptitiously taking several slices of cake and four
entire points of the cucumber offering while she listened to her
hostess outline a litany of misery. She had hoped to start her
duties on the morrow having arrived by mid-afternoon but that
seemed unlikely. Lady Campion obviously believed that she had been
employed to deal with Lord Campion and that was what her ladyship
expected her to do. By the look of it, Caterina must beard the
dragon in his den more or less immediately. Best to put her
weariness aside and get it over with, the better to discover what
lay ahead. If life had taught her anything, it was that there was
no point in putting off unpleasantness for it usually caught up
with you in the end.

She looked up and found Lady Campion
frowning at her. ‘Do I know you? You seem familiar in some
way.’

Caterina’s heart sank. She knew why the
woman probably thought she recognized her for she looked very like
her mother and her mother had once caused quite a stir in London
when she had been Emmeline Dantry, one of that Season’s brightest
debutantes. Lady Campion had probably known her mother quite well
but it had been a long time ago, after all and Emmeline’s daughter
shook her head. ‘I do not believe we have ever met.’

‘No? Even so…’ There was a long, far too
thoughtful silence.

‘I suppose I should meet my charge, then,’
Caterina said brightly, setting her teacup down and sitting up
straighter in her chair.

Her ladyship abandoned whatever wisps of
memory she had been pursuing and nodded, suddenly brisk. ‘I will
have somebody show you the way.’

She stared at her hostess. ‘You… are not
going to introduce me yourself?’

A subtle shift seemed to come over the
woman’s face, a hardening of the muscles beneath the skin. Lady
Campion must have been very beautiful once and her bones were still
good. Time could not erase that fact. But whatever beauty she had
once possessed had been marred by the journey of years and what
must surely be a cold disposition, giving her fair, faded looks a
glaze of ice. Lady Adelaide Campion was haughty and, in all
likelihood, dreadfully proud, impeccably dressed in a gown that
appeared to be both expensive and fashionable. Clearly she did not
spend her time interred in the family home year round but had a
life beyond the stone walls of Bostock Hall.

‘I have no desire to see my son. In fact, I
prefer not to unless it is absolutely necessary. We do not get
along. I find him disagreeably stubborn on any subject broached and
he finds me… tiresome.’ The distaste in her voice was obvious. As
there didn’t seem to be anything further to say, his lordship’s new
nurse rose to her feet. ‘Caterina,’ the woman added consideringly,
‘Is that Spanish?’

‘Italian, my lady. A family name.’

‘You come from foreign stock?’

‘My grandmother was Italian.’

‘It is unusual,’ Lady
Campion eyed her again, obviously looking for the
foreign part. Caterina,
with the impression that ‘unusual’ was somewhat suspect in this
woman’s world, found herself resisting the urge to apologize for
really, she could not help her name or her heritage, neither of
which had been her responsibility. ‘You are a good-looking girl but
that will hardly work for or against you in this instance. One of
the drawbacks of being blind is that one is unable to appreciate
certain things anymore. Not that it matters to his lordship what
you look like. He does not discriminate when it comes to
females.’

Caterina winced and wondered if she was to
have a repeat performance of her last position. She also wondered
if there was any vestige of affection in this woman’s breast for
her son, for she certainly nursed a very poor opinion of him.

Moulton, the butler who had greeted her
arrival, came to collect her when her ladyship summoned him. He was
an ancient fellow with a face half buried beneath an impressive set
of whiskers, who looked as if he might have been there since the
foundations of the place had been raised and he moved in a stately
fashion. Caterina followed sedately in his wake, glad to leave her
employer behind and in no particular hurry to arrive at her
destination.

‘Perhaps I could go to my room first and
freshen up?’ she hopefully inquired of her ancient guide. ‘I have
been traveling for some time.’

‘Certainly, Miss. I can organize more tea if
you would care for some.’

More tea? Oh dear Lord yes… ‘That would be
most welcome. Your mistress seemed particularly eager for me to
meet his lordship, however.’

‘There is no particular hurry. I shall
arrange refreshments. Your luggage has been taken to your room. You
are in the north wing with his lordship.’

Of course she was. Heartened by such a
wealth of information, she applied for more, not too proud to beg
for whatever scraps she could gather. ‘I suppose I will not be
eating with her ladyship?’ she hazarded. It seemed logical. If Lady
Campion did not see her son, it was unlikely they took meals
together and Caterina had been hired to tend Lord Campion.

‘That is correct.’

‘Does Lord Campion always remain in the
north wing?’

‘He does indeed.’

And is he walled up in a
room somewhere? With a humpback and several of the village maidens cowering
quietly in a corner? Oh Caterina, what have you gotten yourself
into! This day was turning into a Mrs.
Radcliffe novel and she half expected doors to groan open or hear
the flutter of bat’s wings from the shadowy ceiling.

Whatever the situation she had been thrown
into, it was too late to turn back now. But at least the meeting
with Lord Campion was postponed, if only for a little while. Was it
possible that she might devise some kind of strategy in advance?
She had discovered that she had a knack with the children who were
put in her charge for it turned out that she had a somewhat
managing disposition, but grown men were not six year olds even if
they did sometimes behave as if they were. Whilst she did not doubt
that, with time, she could find a way to deal with her adult
charge, her tired brain currently felt unequal to the task without
some small respite. She was delighted by the butler’s indifference
to his mistress’s wishes and the offer of a sustaining pot of tea.
It would give her the opportunity to think over what her employer
had told her.

It was quite a journey to the north wing,
involving innumerable passageways and various flights of stairs.
Caterina wondered if she would be able to find her way back again
if the coming encounter proved completely disastrous and she needed
to apply to her ladyship for guidance. She quelled the thought,
straightening her back resolutely.

A bad tempered peer in a dismally dim pile
of stones… she had faced worse, surely. In her first position she’d
been forced to deal with an eight year old bully who had teased his
two siblings unmercifully. It had taken her two weeks to teach him
better manners but learn them he had. All problems had solutions,
or so her father had liked to say. Except that Caterina had
discovered that not all solutions were as palatable as one might
wish them to be.

Whatever the case, all she really needed to
worry about was finding a way to do her job as best as she might.
And to relish whatever solitude came her way. There was undoubtedly
a library about the place somewhere and she assumed she would be
able to use it. Most people did not object to the more genteel
servants taking such liberties, just as long as they didn’t get any
ideas above their station. This unforgiving change in her social
status had been brought home forcefully in her first position when
she had been relegated firmly to the nursery and schoolroom and she
had not been allowed to forget it since.

Her room was in the squared turret at the
very end of the floor they traversed. She passed a gallery and
numerous rooms that she glanced at as she hurried by. Parlors,
sitting rooms, dining rooms; an entire house within itself. Her
bedchamber, when she finally reached it, proved to be a large,
gloomy apartment, although a very decent fire did burn merrily in
the grate. The sight of it cheered her for it showed a certain
amount of consideration was to be given to the new companion. In
her last position she had not merited a fire. She certainly had not
merited a tray in her room. Still, the grand proportions made her
single trunk and old leather valise look very inconsequential
beside the bed.

You undoubtedly won’t be
staying long…

Lady Campion’s words. Should Caterina even
bother to unpack?

‘Just pull the bell rope when you are
ready,’ Moulton informed her, before closing the door gently behind
him. Caterina wondered if he would come looking for her if she
didn’t pull the bell rope today, but instead waited until tomorrow
morning. A good night’s rest might help to banish her sense of
foreboding. She smiled at the idea that she had any choice in the
matter; servants did not have a choice in such things. Crossing to
one of the windows she saw that the room faced the gardens at the
rear of the building. It was a pleasant view, especially as some of
the trees still retained their late autumn leaves, splashes of
color in what had been a thoroughly cold, misty day.

Caterina sighed and went to the fireplace,
dropping wearily into one of the two chairs that stood beside it.
She stretched her boots out towards the grate and wriggled her toes
as the heat penetrated the worn leather. Nightmare position or not,
it clearly came with benefits that she had not anticipated. Not ten
minutes after she had sat down, there was a knock at the door and a
maid arrived with the promised tray. She gave Caterina a slightly
cheeky smile and dropped a small curtsey. Caterina liked the look
of the girl immediately. There was an air of cheerful good humor
about her and her large brown eyes were both intelligent and
curious.

‘Your tea, Miss.’

Caterina could have kissed her for the tray
not only contained a pot of tea, but also some scones and more seed
cake. ‘How lovely! May I ask your name?’

‘Mabel, Miss.’

‘Mabel. Well… thank you for this. I am very
appreciative.’

The girl smiled again ‘You’ve come to tend
his lordship, then?’

‘I have,’ Caterina admitted. It was not
seemly to ask questions of the servants. It really wasn’t. But she
was a stranger and anything that could help her see her way
forward… ‘I believe there have been others?’

Mabel chuckled. ‘Right enough, Miss. Four
ladies and two gentlemen, although neither of the gentlemen lasted
more than a few days. One left without even spending the night. His
lordship threw a chamber pot at him.’

‘Oh dear!’

‘Not to worry. It mostly missed him.’

‘How fortunate.’ Caterina hesitated,
battling with her profound desire to know more about the man who
did not scruple to throw chamber pots and her sense of propriety.
Propriety won by a whisker but it was a close run race. She smiled
at the girl again. ‘Thank you Mabel. This all looks delicious.’

Mabel ducked her head and, with one last,
inquisitive look at the newcomer, left her to her largesse.


Chapter Two

 


 


 


It was little comfort to know that a more
craven woman would have decided to chance her luck and leave her
first meeting with her alarming new charge until morning. Caterina
considered it, she really did. She was inclined to think that
Moulton would forgive her lack of courage. A good night’s sleep
might go some way towards restoring her equilibrium and giving her
some much needed courage.

But it was no good. She had been instructed
by her employer to meet Lord Campion and meet him she would. As
distasteful as it might be, she knew she had to discover what lay
in store for her. Having finished her tea, she straightened her
hair, reflecting as she did so that at least she could not be
judged on her shabby appearance. She was unsure what ‘almost blind’
might mean but it seemed reasonable to assume that his lordship’s
eyesight was so compromised as to make him helpless; hence her
presence at Bostock Hall.

Having fortified herself as much as she was
able, she rang the bell within thirty minutes of her arrival in her
room, surely an excellent effort all things considered. Moulton
appeared once again.

‘Yes, Miss?’

‘I am ready to meet Lord Campion now.’

The look he gave her
seemed to indicate that this was unlikely but he guided her, just
the same. Lord Campion had a suite of rooms not far from her own,
through an enormous sitting room and a short corridor. The suite
lay behind a heavy door of dark wood, studded and banded with metal
and looked like it would have been more at home in the dungeons.
Did the place actually have dungeons? She wouldn’t have been at all
surprised. She supposed she should be grateful Lord Campion had not
elected to live in the dungeons but, to Caterina’s uneasy eyes, the door
itself seemed singularly intimidating. The butler did not knock,
but opened it and proceeded inside. They entered into a large
sitting room which, at first glance, looked pleasant, even
welcoming. A fire burned cheerfully in the grate and sitting in a
chair to one side of it was a gentleman who was nursing a glass of
wine, a bottle on the table at his elbow. He did not glance up at
the sound of the door but continued to stare moodily before him.
Caterina eyed him with avid curiosity.

Her charge, the unstable, unlovable,
uncertain Lord Campion in the flesh.

He seemed, at first
glance, to be unexceptional. Well, not exactly unexceptional for he was a
remarkably good-looking man. Dark, brooding and well favored
physically. If he had been blinded by a flash of gunpowder there
was no indication of it for it had not scarred his face. Privately,
she had been anticipating a monster but perhaps he was only
monstrous on the inside?

‘Miss Belmont, my lord.’

This brought his head up, but slowly, as if
he was dragging himself up from somewhere deep inside and had only
half heard the words. ‘Who?’

‘Miss Belmont. She has come to take up the
position of companion.’

His lordship did not look in their direction
but instead appeared to focus on the flames in the fireplace.
‘Another one?’ he mused, almost to himself. ‘When will the woman
learn?’

By ‘the woman’, Caterina assumed he meant
his mother, Lady Campion. It did not seem an unreasonable question,
considering the amount of females that had passed through the
place. She took a step forward. ‘Good afternoon, Lord Campion.’

He cocked his head at the sound of her voice
and this time he did look towards her, but lazily. ‘The newly
arrived Miss Belmont, I assume?’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘You were interviewed by my mother?’

‘Indeed, my lord.’

‘And what did you think?’ he inquired idly.
‘An absolute bitch, wouldn’t you say?’

This was so shocking – and
unexpected – that Caterina didn’t know what to say although – equally
shockingly – she rather thought the summation was entirely correct.
If she had ever considered using such a word, it seemed that she
might have applied it to Adelaide Campion. Even so, agreement was
hardly possible. She stared at him uncertainly before glancing at
Moulton who looked impassive. ‘I don’t really know… that is to
say…’

‘Oh come now!’ he said impatiently. ‘Despite
the fact that we have only just met, we can be frank with each
other, surely? I think I can lay claim to knowing my dear Mama’s
character better than most and she is most certainly a bitch.
Wouldn’t you agree Moulton? You have to deal with the witch on a
daily basis.’

‘I am sure I cannot say, my lord,’ the
butler returned smoothly, ‘for it is inappropriate for me to
comment on the subject. Would you care for some more tea, Miss
Belmont?’

This brought a crack of
laughter from the man sitting by the fire. ‘Oh yes,
tea. Capital idea. There
is nothing in the history of the English that speaks of civilized
behavior more assuredly than tea. Moulton is subtly trying to
direct me towards less controversial subjects, admirable fellow
that he is.’

‘I can only hope that he is successful,’
Caterina observed, a little tartly. She thought it most unfair that
she had been put in such an awkward position so quickly.

‘Doubtful. As you will no doubt come to
understand, I have only a moderate acquaintance with gentlemanly
behavior. If Moulton there wasn’t so damned stoic he’d be the first
to agree,’ Campion returned with indifference.

It was at that point that Caterina realized
his lordship was very drunk. The situation wasn’t unheard of; she
had been in the company of an inebriated man on more than one
occasion but she had not expected it at three in the afternoon.
Unfortunately, knowing that he was drunk did not help her in the
least for she knew all too well how difficult it was to maintain a
conversation with a man who was intoxicated. There was only one
thing for it; she would have to try and carry on as if this was a
normal social situation. Really, there was no choice in the matter
for returning to her room so soon was hardly an option and it would
look far too much as if she were running away. And how difficult
could it be to negotiate a conversation around a man who was not
responsible?

She took a deep breath and
counseled herself silently… It is just
like those children you have been teaching. Older, more stubborn,
no doubt and a great deal more attractive but still, if he behaves
like a child then I will treat him as such…

At least, she would
try to. There was
nothing childish about the man’s appearance.

‘Thank you Moulton. Tea would be most
welcome.’

He bowed and left the room. Caterina watched
him go, wishing the old man could stay but knowing full well that
he could not. She was not here to be chaperoned by the servants.
Girls of her station did not have chaperones. Instead she turned
her gaze back to Lord Campion who still had his head half turned
towards her.

‘May I sit down, sir?’

‘Be my guest,’ he waved a mocking hand. ‘We
don’t stand on ceremony here, Miss Belmont.’

She moved forward to the
couch that sat at a diagonal to him. He seemed to follow her
movements but that might have been no more than the rustle of her
skirts. Sitting down, she smoothed the material and tried to decide
what tack she should take. The steady, unwavering regard from those
hazel eyes was a little unnerving, although she knew perfectly well
he was not looking at her. While she was trying to
formulate the best possible approach, he took the conversational
bull by the horns.

‘So Miss Belmont,’ he drawled, taking
another mouthful of claret, ‘tell me about yourself. I haven’t had
a wet nurse for several weeks and I was beginning to wonder –
rather, I was beginning to hope – that Mother had given up on such
a ridiculous idea.’

‘I believe it is difficult to find staff for
such a remote position. Perhaps that is why there was a delay in
filling the position.’

‘And yet you are here. Clearly you are not
troubled by the remoteness. What is your story? No,’ he held up a
hand, ‘let me guess. By the sound of your voice – which is very
pleasant, incidentally – you are obviously gently bred. Fallen on
hard times, have we?’

She grimaced inwardly. He had, of course,
guessed correctly although her story was hardly unique. Once she
might have expected to make an excellent match of it; indeed, she
very nearly had. But tragedy and the sudden, unexpected state of
penury had seen her comfortable life turned on its head. The
tragedies had piled up for Miss Caterina Belmont but she had no
intention of elaborating on them to the bitter gentleman before
her.

‘I am in need of a position, yes.’

‘Did you try governess? Miss Cracknell, who
was with me all of five weeks and was plagued with a relentless –
and quite ill founded – belief in my innate nobility, tried her
hand at being a governess. Hard work but every once in awhile I
hear you land a son of the household and it’s happy endings all
around. Not that I think it likely that Miss Cracknell would have
found herself in such a blissful position. Unlike you, her voice
could have called the hounds to the hunt.’

Caterina narrowed her eyes and felt a
stirring of pity for the absent Miss Cracknell who had no doubt
been devastated by his lordship’s biting tongue. And as for the
governess reference… clearly, he had no idea what a female could
suffer when she took on such a role. There was a mocking tone to
his voice, which had a hard, unpleasant edge to it. He was a very
handsome creature but a permanent sneer seemed to mar those good
looks and there was certainly nothing attractive about the way he
spoke. Whatever the absent Miss Cracknell’s story, her own
experience as a governess had been disastrous, something she also
had no desire to elaborate upon. She did the only thing she could
do, ignoring his question and moving on to a less controversial
topic.

‘I hope that I can be of some assistance
here. Your mother didn’t expand too much on my duties –’

He gave a crack of laughter. ‘I’m sure she
didn’t!’

‘– but I am willing to
help in any way I can.’

‘In any way?’ he said, lip curling.
‘Well that certainly opens some interesting possibilities. How do
you intend to administer to your duties Miss Belmont? Or do you
want me to
suggest something. I am astonishingly imaginative on certain
subjects.’

Caterina felt a flush mount her cheeks and
was grateful that he could not see it. She eyed him warily, not
caring for the direction the conversation was heading and wondering
if she were entirely safe. He was drunk, no doubt, but even a drunk
man was capable of physical assault if that was their
inclination.

She took a steadying breath. ‘I am of the
understanding that you were blinded in Nantes, sir. As such, you
are in need of assistance with the tasks you can no longer do for
yourself.’

He bared his teeth at her in the rictus of a
grin. ‘Oh very brave! It took the others at least a day or two to
mention the blindness. One of them never mentioned it at all but
tiptoed around the subject with a delicacy that was entirely lost
on me.’

‘It is unfortunate, certainly,’ she said
quietly, ‘but it does not excuse bad manners. As I am not at all
certain what the more practical aspects of my duties entail,
perhaps it would be best if you outlined what you consider they
might be. Your mother gave me a general outline of her expectations
but I would like to know what yours are.’

‘Really?’ he shrugged. ‘Well if you must
know, my expectation is that you will last no longer than the rest
of them. Your feminine sensibilities will be outraged at some point
and you will be mortified far more than you can countenance. Unless
you are planning on falling in love with me?’ He looked at her
consideringly. ‘I have no objection, of course, but I feel I must
warn you that I am unlikely to return the favor.’

‘Believe me,’ Caterina assured him
fervently, ‘that there is no danger of me doing anything of the
kind.’

‘So certain. But who can say? I might grow
on you.’ He leered at her knowingly. ‘I can be very
persuasive.’

‘Moving back to the subject,’ she said
firmly. ‘Your mother seems to think that you need help with your…
ah… socialization. Something to make you a little less…
less...’

‘Unpalatable?’ he suggested helpfully. ‘She
goes through the motions but her concern for me is purely practical
and she has no real interest in the details of my supposed
rehabilitation. I think she is worrying unnecessarily. I have but
one purpose and one purpose only, which is to produce an heir, a
task I feel that I am up to as it requires nothing from me but the
act of procreation.’

Caterina flinched and wished that the
conversation could move on to less personal matters. She did not
want to hear about what was expected of him. ‘Yes, but regarding
that rehabilitation –’

‘Such efforts are pointless. I know my duty
and will get on with it. Once that is done my mother’s interest in
me will wane accordingly and I – God, I hope this may be true –
will be left to my own devices.’

He was certainly blunt.
And extremely good at leaving her no conversational openings with
which to proceed. How was she supposed to respond to such an
outrageous observation? Especially when it seemed to her he might
be entirely correct. Under the circumstances she fancied he
was correct. Once an
heir was produced Lady Campion would likely quit Bostock Hall for
more cosmopolitan climes. She certainly did not seem particularly
fond of the place. ‘She mentioned that you are to be
married.’

‘I’m sure she did,’ he agreed dryly. ‘It has
been occupying her thoughts rather a lot, of late. I have heard
that the matter progresses and that a brood mare of good lineage
has been discovered, to be presented over the Christmas meal. Much
like the game birds for the table, I daresay. Apparently I met the
paragon who is to be my future wife some years ago but frankly, I
am a little hazy as to which one of the bevy of suitable females
she was. Mother paraded so many before me. This one would have just
emerged from the schoolroom and I have no recollection of her. The
only thing I can be absolutely sure of is that she will possess
child bearing hips and a timid disposition.’

‘Dear Lord!’ The words were shocked out of
Caterina.

‘No need for prayers. As I have already
assured you, I know my duty.’ His lordship gave her an evil smile.
‘I will impregnate this delicate flower of womanhood and England
can rest easy that the Campion name will survive another
generation.’

She couldn’t help it; she
was appalled all over again by his callous attitude. She suspected
that this was going to be a regular occurrence over the weeks ahead
for clearly he was a man who liked to horrify his audience and
would enjoy an outraged response to his crudity. Under the
circumstances, she would take pains not to be outraged. In fact, she was
determined to take anything he said with stolid calm because it
might be the only way to hold on to a measure of control over the
situation. In the space of a few short minutes Caterina had
discovered that the man had no hesitation in saying whatever he
wanted. No doubt this was an example of the behavior that his
mother wished to quell.

After a moment, when she could be sure that
her voice would be calm and measured, she spoke again. ‘You do not
wish to get married?’

‘I don’t give a damn, truth be told. The
mare and I are hardly likely to live together in domestic harmony.
In fact, I’d be bloody surprised if we live together at all. When
she is breeding no doubt my mother will want to oversee her
confinement to make sure the whelp is delivered safely.’

It all sounded utterly cold and completely
distasteful. Not so much the marriage, for girls entered into
arranged marriages all the time, but the general cynicism that hung
over the proposed match and the hoped for result. Caterina felt
profoundly sorry for the bride-to-be and even sorrier for the
progeny of such an alliance. To distract herself, she glanced
around, taking in the multitude of books that lined the shelves.
She was eager to find another subject of discussion. ‘Clearly you
enjoy literature. Perhaps as part of my duties I could read to
you?’

‘No,’ he replied flatly. ‘You could
not.’

‘Then what is it I am supposed to do? Your
mother told me that I am to bring your meals and eat with you. To
make sure that you are not…’ she hesitated over the right word for
a moment.

‘Suicidal?’ Campion supplied
sardonically.

Caterina paused but she
refused to retreat. ‘Are
you suicidal?’

‘Oh, assuredly. But as I have elected to
drink myself to death it is a slow, painful process that may take
some time.’

‘She did mention that she wished me to limit
your drinking. At least while your intended is here.’

‘Did she?’ For the first time he seemed
genuinely amused. ‘I wish you luck with that.’

She was silent for a moment, trying to gauge
the situation and the right way to respond. While she had only been
a governess for a short while she had learnt that children could be
quashed by the voice of authority. Unfortunately being sent to bed
without a story or a glass of warm milk was hardly likely to work
on Lord Campion. Her skills as a governess were ill suited to her
new role although she had little doubt Campion was as immature as
any of her former charges. It was time to try a different
approach.

‘Why do you not want a companion?’

A corner of his mouth lifted in a sneer. ‘Do
I look like an invalid to you?’

He looked nothing like an invalid. In fact,
she had rarely seen a more robust specimen of manhood despite the
unruly dark hair or shadowy growth of whiskers that occupied the
lower half of his face, giving him the general demeanor of a
disreputable gypsy. Truthfully, his long body looked as if it could
do with quite a few pounds added to it and he had the appearance of
a man who had not seen the sunlight in some time but he seemed
remarkably healthy for all that he was so thin and pale. She was
yet to see him do anything for himself, however, and suspected that
therein lay the rub. A man like
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