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      Through the long sleepless night, Tom had rehearsed what he would say to his father. Repeating, rehearsing and refining the words that might just make Malcolm Fraser trust he was the victim. He paused at the half open door. The old man was bent over his desk. No turning back now. Tom breathed in deeply and…

      ‘Father, may I speak with you?’

      Fraser senior didn’t look up, though he must have known Tom was there—the doorway was wide open—yet he kept drumming his fingers on the worn green leather while the mantel clock ticked loudly.

      ‘Father?’

      No answer.

      ‘Sir?’

      ‘I heard ye. I’m not deaf.’

      ‘Then listen to me, please.’ Tom moved forward. ‘What you’ve heard about me—it isn’t true.’

      Malcolm’s fingers stilled. ‘I’ve nothing to say to ye, and ye’ve nothing I want to hear—’ A cough tore the rest of his sentence away, and he doubled over, wheezing, mouth open, eyes watering as a harsh, rattling sound rose from deep in his chest. He lurched upright and grabbed the desk. Papers scattered. The chair crashed backwards.

      Tom froze, horrified, as his father’s face drained to a grey, putty-like colour, sweat beading across his brow.

      ‘Father—let me help.’

      Malcolm staggered to the fireplace and clung to the mantel as another spasm wracked his body.

      Tom went to his side. ‘Your health … it’s worse than I was told,’ he said. ‘Please, let me help you.’

      ‘Get away from me, ye bastard!’ Malcolm swung at him, breath tearing in his throat. ‘I dinna want nor do I nee—’ Overwhelmed by another coughing fit, the rest of his words were lost.

      Damn Angus, Tom cursed under his breath. Why hadn’t his brother told him? Had Angus wanted him to walk into this situation blind? Their father so helpless. So sick.

      Yesterday, Angus had waited outside the house with a chilly greeting. ‘You’re not welcome here anymore, brother. Best you turn around.’ Not a word about their father’s illness, the cough, the sweats, the painful struggling for air, and though last night Tom had noticed his father’s persistent cough, it hadn’t been like this.

      He reached out again for his parent. ‘Father, please. Let me do something for you.’

      Malcolm, still unable to speak, clutched the mantel with his right hand and fumbled in his waistcoat pocket with his left, withdrawing a freshly laundered handkerchief, before, his hand shaking, he held the cloth against his mouth.

      Transfixed, Tom watched as a brick-red stain seeped through white linen and moved closer—close enough to hold his father. If he’d let him.

      ‘If you won’t accept my help, please let me call someone else. The doctor? Angus or Marianne? Anyone you want. Please, Father?’

      Malcolm tilted his head.

      ‘If you want to be of use, fetch me that water.’ He nodded to the small table under the window.

      Tom rushed to fill a glass and returned to his father.

      Malcolm seized the water, spilling some, and drank greedily, placing the empty glass on the mantelshelf. He sighed. His breathing settled. ‘Is this a show of solicitude, Thomas?’ he said, mocking. ‘Real contrition from my younger son? Well, there’s a thing!’

      Tom backed away in despair and ran his hand over his brow. He didn’t speak. What could he say? Nothing he did ever pleased Malcolm Fraser.

      ‘Aye, some might think I should be touched.’ Malcolm crumpled his handkerchief, wiped his mouth, smearing a streak of blood across his cheek before he said, ‘But ye’ll understand … after all, ye’re nae addle-brained, are ye, Thomas? No. So, I can’t help wondering, if ye are only begging forgiveness to keep a place at Tanorag?’

      Tom moved further from his father. Denial was pointless. It was true; he didn’t want to lose his home. He couldn’t pretend remorse for deeds he hadn’t committed, but clearing his name meant betraying someone. Something he’d never do, no matter how much he needed his home.

      Malcolm stifled another cough, his lungs wheezing like leaky bellows. ‘Ye ken what I said at dinner, Thomas. I want ye gone from Tanorag this morning.’

      ‘But father⁠—’

      ‘Be silent! My decision is final. Ye’re dead to me, do ye hear? If you return, I’ll set the dogs on ye.’

      ‘I don’t deserve this. I told you last night the gossips are spreading lies. I’m innocent.’

      ‘Innocent?’ Malcolm raised his wiry eyebrows. ‘Aye, maybe ye are, but⁠—’

      ‘I promise you, father, the rumours are vicious lies!’

      ‘Don’t take me for a fool, looking down on me with your refined ways and high education. Education, I paid for. I’m fully aware how young men behave, even ones like ye.’

      ‘I didn’t⁠—’

      ‘Shut your gob! No more arguing. I’m finished. It does nae matter now, whether the rumours are true or no. The damage is done. People believe what they want.’

      ‘What if it had been Angus?’ Tom paced the room, ignoring his inner voice warning him not to pour fuel on the fire. ‘Would you throw Angus out, if the rumours had been about him?’

      ‘That’s different.’

      ‘Oh, aye. Of course it is.’ Tom glanced out the window and saw his brother, knee-deep in bracken and heather, gun crooked over his arm, spaniels milling at his feet, on his way to the hills for a morning’s shooting, leaving his wife Marianne in the kitchen, preparing food for the day.

      Certainty. Home. Family. Angus had it all. While he stood alone in the estate office, site of many a childhood punishment, on the verge of eviction.

      His father moved away from the fireplace, some strength regained. ‘Ye’ve dishonoured the Fraser name, Thomas,’ he said. ‘I’m tainted by the shame of your misdeeds. There’s no coming back, no redemption. Never. Do ye understand?’

      ‘I do.’ Tom, head lowered, stared at the grey slate flagstones.

      Malcolm Fraser administered his Highland estate in this room, collected meagre rent from their few crofters, and summoned his sons for their punishment beatings. It seemed a fitting setting for the worst punishment yet.

      Last night, accusations had been hurled across the dinner table, humiliating enough, embarrassing in mixed company. His father used language Tom would never utter in the company of a woman, so he’d saved his full petition for this morning, when they would be alone, and now he realised that his decision to wait had been a mistake.

      He took a deep, shaky breath, stifled his emotions, and looked again at his father, seeking a chink in his armour. Their eyes met, but the old man’s expression didn’t soften. There was no hope.

      Malcolm made his move, spoke again, increasing the pain in Tom’s already aching heart.

      ‘Your mother worked hard raising ye and Angus to be honourable, God-fearing men. I’m only thankful she died too soon to see what you’ve become. Poor woman doted on ye—her wee special boy. The clever one. She had such dreams for ye. At least she’ll never witness the wastrel standing before me now.’

      Tom’s jaw clenched as he forced himself not to react. It was obvious his father wanted to condemn him, and not even the whole truth would save the situation. The promise to the McAllisters would be kept.

      He remembered the commitment: ‘I’ll tell no one the true reason for leaving your employ, Lord McAllister. I would not destroy your lady’s reputation.’

      ‘You must tell no one. Not even your family. I insist,’ McAllister said, all bombast and bluster. ‘We must all stick with the agreed version. Past and future. Our family is travelling abroad this summer. No use for a tutor. Agreed?’

      Tom had made his pledge and stuck to it. But another version of events, no truer than the original, escaped. A version he had no part in inventing. New lies, not just designed to protect the McAllisters, but crafted to destroy him. There could be only one source. The McAllisters. He’d been a fool to trust them.

      Old Fraser cleared his throat and broke into Tom’s bitter thoughts.

      ‘‘Tis a pity ye did nae marry young, like Angus. That girl, Marianne, has settled his sometimes wild nature. Nothing protects a man so well as a faithful wife.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Tom chose not to disagree or raise the contentious fact that, thanks to a paternal decision made years ago, he had little to offer a woman. Unlike Angus, who would one day be the proud owner of this substantial slice of the Scottish Highlands. Tom glared at his father and thought: Lucky then, that I, with no inheritance, do not wish to marry, and have nae met anyone who’s stirred me strongly enough that I should ignore my books in pursuit of love.

      ‘Och, well…’ Fraser shrugged at his son’s silence. ‘At least McAllister furnished you with a glowing reference, that’s good, eh, lad?’

      Tom didn’t dignify the comment with a response and wasn’t fooled by the moment of fatherly empathy. It meant nothing.

      ‘Though it’s a surprise, eh?’ Malcolm said. ‘Given what you did. I suppose McAllister must be a good man…’

      Self-serving, dishonest weasel seemed more appropriate to Tom. No wonder Lady McAllister was so eager to find pleasure outside her marriage. If she hadn’t destroyed his life, Tom thought he might feel sorry for her.

      He focused again on his father, still speaking.

      ‘… to recommend you to that family down in England. An English earl, no less. What’s his name again?’

      ‘Aucourte. Lord Aucourte.’

      ‘Sounds French.’ Fraser flourished the bloodstained handkerchief in what Tom thought his father imagined was a courtly manner.

      The old man widened his eyes, and said, ‘With seven children, ye ken! He’s another man that canna keep his cock in his breeks.’

      Tom frowned. His father, despite being a landowner of moderate wealth, possessed a shameful, vulgar streak, embarrassing when he was a boy, now simply repellent.

      ‘Living in a castle, eh? Well, well, verra grand.’ Malcolm’s grey eyebrows twitched, making Tom wonder what unseemly thoughts were passing through the old man’s mind.

      ‘Seems like the McAllisters found ye a verra comfortable nest. Ye’ll settle there. All those children should keep ye too busy to get into more trouble but leave time enough to find another position in England.’

      ‘Aye.’ Tom’s despair deepened as he pondered the consequences should he not secure alternative employment before the summer’s end. Did his father’s remark about finding another position in England confirm he was forever exiled?

      ‘Right then, off ye go.’ The old man clapped his hands as if shooing one of the family’s dogs. ‘Get your bag. Grainger is bringing the cart to the front any moment to take ye into Ballater for the Aberdeen train.’

      One more try, Tom thought, and offered a handshake.

      His father dropped a scornful glance at Tom’s hand, sneered at it, then turned away. The rejection was as silent and unyielding as a stone wall.

      After one last wretched moment of waiting, hoping his father would turn, Tom finally accepted defeat.

      ‘I’ll write,’ he said.

      ‘Dinna bother. I’ll not reply.’

      

      So, on 19 May 1892, Tom Fraser set out for an unknown land. England. And an uncertain future.

      Two trains on the first day. Stuffy third-class carriages, dusty seats, strangers pressing either side. One overnight London stop in a fleapit boarding house that stank of sweat, boiled cabbage, and piss. Then an early morning express from Charing Cross to Tunbridge Wells, and finally the branch line to Bryer Station in East Sussex.

      The only passenger to alight, Tom breathed in sea air, tinged with acrid smoke. The steam engine huffed away, shrieking once before vanishing into a tunnel, leaving Tom alone.

      ‘Well, here I am.’

      He stretched, easing the travel-stiff muscles in his spine, and gazed at his new surroundings: Soft, gentle, summery. Welcoming?

      Wooden tubs brimming with flowers. Bumblebees buffeting blooms. A blackbird, yellow beak full of worms, hopped between plants, tilting its head at likely prey.

      ‘Seems a pleasant place,’ Tom said to the bird. It flew off, unimpressed.

      Shunned even by the birds, Tom shrugged. He’d cope, and England might not be so terrible. With that tentative glimmer of hope, he strode towards the exit, pausing only to ask a station porter for directions to Brede Castle.

      ‘No, sir. You want Sea Castle. It’s near the sea, you see.’

      

      ‘Aye, I do. Thank you.’ Tom turned away from the man and strode out of the station, giving the illusion of a confident man.

      While Tom set out on the three-mile walk from Bryer Station to Sea Castle, Lady Alice Aucourte sat in the castle dining room with the man who’d ruined her life.

      Again, Mama had missed lunch, and Alice’s younger brothers, Richard and Jamie, having rushed their food, excused themselves and ran out noisily.

      The following silence gave Alice time to wonder if her brothers had sensed her rage. Or … she reconsidered … it might have been their father’s strange mood that had driven them out. Whatever the reason, their departure felt disloyal. Richard’s disregard hurt the most.

      Alice sighed and focused her grudging thoughts on her younger sisters, who’d left the table before the boys. What had happened to feminine sensitivity and loyalty between sisters? They’d abandoned her to the company of Papa.

      She glanced at him, busily rearranging the silverware next to his plate, seeming distracted. Which was not an uncommon state nowadays, but she wouldn’t ask the reason. He didn’t deserve her sympathy, not since he’d dropped the bombshell in April and destroyed her dreams.

      ‘Is Mama unwell again today, Papa?’

      Startled by the sudden break in his daughter’s silence, Lord Aucourte greeted Alice as if he’d forgotten her presence.

      ‘Ah, Alice! Do forgive me. I was quite lost in my thoughts.’ He gave her a feeble smile and then lowered his gaze to his untouched cold roast beef, pickled red cabbage, and boiled potatoes, inspecting the meal with a curious expression as if he were wondering what he should do with it.

      ‘I asked about Mama.’ Alice tried again. ‘Is she sick again?’

      ‘Ah, yes. No.’ He shook his head. ‘Your mother, she is … she is having a rest before this afternoon.’

      ‘Why? What’s happening?’

      ‘The new tutor is arriving. Perhaps your mama forgot to mention it. Which reminds me … Alice, would you be a dear, and check the schoolroom?’

      ‘Yes, Papa.’

      

      A short while later, Alice entered the schoolroom, and as she might have expected in this well-run home, it was pristine. Fragrances of furniture polish and flowers hung in the air, not a whiff of dust or disorder. Eight oak desks, set on ornate black wrought iron stands, polished to a gleaming shine, awaited students. Even the inkwells inset into the desks were little pools of dark shining fluid—ready for the homeschooling of the Aucourte children.

      Someone had placed a large blue and white vase overflowing with spicy-scented, deep pink peonies on the teacher’s desk. A rich and blousy welcome for a prim governess, Alice thought, she imagined a stick-thin woman with faded hair and, if they were lucky, kind eyes to match a well-concealed gentle temperament.

      One petal had dropped from the frothy flower heads. She picked it up and tossed it into the otherwise empty wicker wastepaper basket. Then she glanced at the blackboard, wiped clean and ready for lessons.

      Inspection completed.

      Should she report back to Papa?

      She shook her head. He’d probably forgotten sending her on this errand. She drifted listlessly around the empty room, running a hand over a desk (still no dust) and considered her options: find a sibling and play a board game, go to the drawing room and play some music … or go somewhere quiet to read her latest book. Reading. Yes, that was the solution. Step out of her unsatisfactory world and be distracted by a heroine whose problems were much worse than her own, and since her solitude was unlikely to be disturbed in the schoolroom, this was the perfect place. Alice extracted the book from her skirt pocket and chose a desk by the window.

      Sixty minutes later and far from relaxed, she wiped away a curl stuck to her damp forehead and blew out her cheeks.

      It was too warm, even for late May.

      She eased her blouse from her chest and fidgeted on the seat, trying to release the stickiness between her legs and her petticoats.

      ‘Horses sweat. Men perspire. But ladies only glow.’ Remembered words from an etiquette pamphlet she’d recently read.

      I’m certainly glowing!

      She fiddled with the top button of her high-collared blouse. If only she’d chosen something front-opening—easier to loosen the neck and allow some much-needed air near her skin.

      A steady, buzzing sound drew her attention to the open window, where a wasp hovered just inside. The garden beyond was bright with peonies and roses, their vibrant colours shimmering in the breathless afternoon. The air seemed to thrum with expectation. Alice grunted. Nothing exciting was going to happen. Only a long and empty summer lay ahead—and it was all her father’s fault.

      There it was again: the dark cloud of resentment invading her thoughts. She couldn’t forgive him yet, but she didn’t want to be consumed by bitterness either. It was turning her into a nasty, sullen person.

      She returned to her book and read again the sentence she’d already tried three times, but the buzzing grew louder. Alice lifted her head. The wasp had ventured nearer.

      You should be careful with wasps, she’d once told Vicky. You can’t trust them. They’ll sting you because they feel like it. Unlike bees, wasps don’t die when they sting someone.

      She focused on the wasp, and with slow care, closed her book.

      The insect veered erratically towards the open window. Then, as if it were curious about her—or playing a game of tag—it returned.

      ‘Go away!’

      The buzzing increased, almost taunting her.

      ‘You’ll be sorry,’ Alice muttered. ‘I’m giving you fair warning.’

      The wasp navigated even closer.

      She lifted the book, waiting, ready to strike. Then, as the wasp slowed, Alice slammed the book down. The creature’s body crunched against the desk. The schoolroom fell silent, except for the ticking wall clock.

      Alice lifted the book to inspect her victim.

      It seemed smaller now. Less threatening. Almost pathetic. On its back, curling in on itself. Its stinger protruded and withdrew in a grotesque rhythm, while its thin, spiky yellow legs waved in surrender. Was it alive? In pain? What had she done?

      Alice shuddered. She didn’t want to watch the creature’s last moments, and turned away, distractedly gazing at the scene outside.

      This was Sea Castle. Her beautiful home, resplendent in its seasonal best. Great crenelated walls and towers of honey-coloured sandstone from the Sussex Weald rose into the clear blue sky. There was no denying its grandeur.

      She was lucky to live here.

      As the earl’s eldest daughter, she had many advantages not afforded to most: a home many would envy, fine clothes, enough to eat, no money worries, no need to work. She had almost everything a girl in her position could want, except happiness.

      No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t escape the thought that her papa—the most important man in her life, the one in whom she had placed all her trust—had broken his promise. He had made her feel like a child. He had dashed her hopes of love and marriage.

      Alice shifted on her chair and dropped the book next to the wasp. Nothing to be done for the poor creature now. No point in regretting her violence, though she might have let it go if she hadn’t been so angry with her father.

      ‘Ahem!’

      Her heart rate spiked at the polite cough. Was there an intruder in the castle?

      ‘Might I enquire the title of your book, my lady?’

      That didn’t sound like a sneak thief. Alice turned. There was a young man standing in the doorway. He seemed hesitant to enter. His clothes were worn but respectable, and he was smiling, ever so slightly.

      Who was he? Had he been watching her? Seen her sighing, restless, unable to settle? Had he witnessed her cruelty to one of God’s creatures?

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘I’m Fraser, Miss.’ He inclined his head an inch in a courteous bow that displayed a certain refinement and released one blond curl over his forehead. ‘I’m the new tutor for the Aucourte family.’

      ‘What are you doing here, unaccompanied in the schoolroom? Papa will want to know.’ Was that a silly question to ask the tutor? Possibly.

      He moved away from the door. ‘Settling in, Miss Alice.’

      ‘I meant, why are you the tutor? You’re a man.’

      ‘You don’t say.’ One blond eyebrow lifted marginally on his finely sculpted features.

      He’s laughing at me. She lifted her chin, trying to be haughty. ‘I meant our new tutor is female,’ she said.

      ‘I must correct you.’ He sounded very teacherly, but only until he added, ‘I am most certainly not a lady.’ Then he bowed again. Deeper, and more gracefully, with one arm held across his chest.

      He’s exceptionally well mannered and elegant for a tutor, but not subservient.

      ‘I think your esteemed father was also expecting a woman.’

      ‘You’ve met my papa?’

      ‘I have. And your fine mother, who hired me. I left them arguing about my gender, while that stern fellow Jenkins showed me to my room in a most unfriendly manner. Honestly…,’ frown lines appeared between his blond eyebrows. ‘… from your father’s reactions and the butler’s attitude, I half expected to be thrown out. When I wasn’t, I assumed your mother had won and decided to inspect my new domain.’ He glanced around, pausing a moment on the peonies. ‘A verra fine domain it is too.’

      ‘You’re Scottish?’

      ‘Aye. I hope that fact won’t add to your list of objections.’ His accent thickened. He tilted his head, and Alice had to stop herself staring.

      ‘I have no objections.’ No! That was too forward.

      He moved to stand a few feet from her.

      He moves so well, and he is exceedingly handsome.

      Alice turned to the window, wanting to cool her increasing heat and looking for an escape from her own unnerving thoughts.

      She wasn’t generally prone to silliness, that was her sister Vicky’s prerogative. Try as she might, she could not shake off the madness that seemed to be overwhelming her. It was him. His voice. His height. The golden curls. The way he moved, the way he spoke—it was all so very thrilling.

      A muted clearing of his throat reminded her she’d left him waiting for a more appropriate answer to his Scottishness, and she turned back to him.

      ‘We have a place in Scotland. Diomhair Castle. You may know it.’ Her voice sounded taut, as if she were suffocating.

      ‘I regret, no. The Gaelic for secret, please tell me why is it called Secret Castle?’

      ‘You speak Gaelic?’

      ‘I do. I am a Highlander, ye ken.’

      ‘I expect we’ll go to Scotland this August. We usually do, you know, for the grouse among other things. Papa enjoys shooting. Perhaps he might bring you along⁠—’

      She’d aimed for polite and aloof as the most suitable way to respond, but instead she thought she sounded as if she regarded Mr Fraser as a pet. How embarrassing, and rude.

      ‘It would be an honour, and a great pleasure to share my homeland with you.’

      Alice, fascinated by Mr Fraser’s deep blue eyes, saw sadness in them.

      Then he said, ‘Aye, I’d like to return to Scotland with you, Miss Alice.’

      She stiffened. He’d said her name again, and though his words were polite, kind even, something in his tone unsettled her.

      ‘How do you know who I am?’

      ‘I heard your father mention he’d sent you to check the schoolroom earlier. And your mother, Lady Aucourte, had already written—telling me about her children.’

      Alice drew back. ‘I am not a child, and I’ll thank you not to refer to me as one.’

      Surprise flickered across his face before he said, ‘I confess I had noticed, Miss Alice.’ His gaze swept downward, taking in all of her, and he lost the battle to contain his smile.

      Heat flamed in her cheeks, and a strange ache grew at the centre of her chest. Her skin prickled, and inside … inside, she seemed bruised. Perhaps she was sickening for something.

      She turned away and once more stared out of the window. Why do I feel like this? Why should I care what he thinks? He’s only a tutor.

      The scent of deep yellow tea roses drifted in—cloying, too sweet, catching her throat.

      She wanted to escape, run from sensations she didn’t understand and the man who caused them, but there was nowhere to go. Beyond Sea Castle, only a void waited. Vast, unknown, and terrifying.

      Like her future.

      Mr Fraser’s footsteps echoed on the bare stone floor. ‘I meant you no insult, Miss Alice. Truly.’

      Alice almost melted at the sound. He was so near. His voice so husky, warm, gentle, and lilting. She’d happily listen to his intriguing accent forever. She closed her eyes, and imagined relaxing against his chest, listening to his words of affection, feeling the vibration of his voice running through her.

      Her eyelids shot open, shocked at her own astounding thought.

      The eldest daughter of an earl, whose ancestors arrived in England with William the Conqueror, ought to behave better and not entertain physical thoughts about a tutor. She took a deep breath. I can deal with someone like Fraser, she thought. Of course, I can. He’s only a Scottish tutor.

      She turned, raised her head, looked directly into his eyes, and her resolve instantly crumbled. There was tenderness in his gaze. She’d dreamt of meeting someone like Mr Fraser during her London season: a handsome nobleman, perhaps an officer of the guard, the son of an earl like her father … someone who would look at her in the same way Mr Fraser was at that moment.

      She’d imagined they would dance together until …

      Reality intervened. This was not the London season where young ladies of good blood found suitable husbands. This was the Sea Castle schoolroom, and the young man standing so close she could sense his breathing was not aristocratic. He was their new tutor. A commoner from Scotland. Not a potential husband.

      Despite her attempt at control, the madness continued inside her head, where a debate was beginning. Then Mr Fraser spoke again.

      ‘Please understand, Miss Alice. It is difficult for me too⁠—’

      ‘Difficult?’

      ‘Aye. To discover a grown-up young woman among my students is hard enough, but…’ He paused, blue eyes troubled, fair eyebrows forming a perplexed peak. He shook his head, and a blond curl flopped over his frown that she wanted to brush aside.

      ‘To find a young woman of such exquisite beauty as yours…’ His voice cracked and his eyes filled with concern. ‘You’ll forgive me. That was impertinent.’ His expression shifted. The frown deepened.

      They stared at each other across the gap he had created, locked in confused mutual inspection. He was not smiling anymore.

      Had something else happened? What had she missed?

      An insect buzzed nearby. Was the wasp alive again—or its mate come searching?

      Alice dropped her gaze, unable to maintain eye contact with Mr Fraser a moment longer.

      He took another step away and asked, ‘Will you tell me now what you were reading?’

      He’d changed. Whatever he was before, he was now a stern teacher.

      ‘Wuthering Heights.’ She moved abruptly, skirts swirling as she snatched up her book and crossed to the other side of the room, wanting to escape but wanting to stay.

      ‘And what do you think of it?’

      ‘I don’t know yet. I’m not that far into the book.’

      ‘But you must have formed some sort of opinion?’

      ‘I suppose, maybe … though at this stage it’s just a guess really…’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘I think there will be much sadness, maybe wild behaviour…’ She paused, inspecting Mr Fraser from a safe distance, wondering if she could be truthful about the book. ‘I’m not sure who is to be trusted.’

      ‘And the class differences?’

      ‘Yes, they could play a part, I suppose.’

      ‘Aye.’ He nodded. ‘A toxic combination, would you not say? Destructive. Certain to create unhappiness.’

      ‘Yes.’

      Alice looked down at the floor. They’d shifted, without warning, into a conversation of startling intensity about a work of literature, and she’d learned something. Not about the book, but about Mr Fraser. Like her, he was bitterly unhappy. She’d seen it in his eyes. He had a secret sorrow, perhaps greater than her own.

      All at once heat returned to her, and she felt colour rising in her face, sweat trickling inside her corset. So much for the horses and gentlemen. Which one was she now? She couldn’t be a lady. She was doing more than glow.

      Through the scattering of confused ideas, a sudden need to cool herself and preserve what little of her composure remained rose to the fore.

      She must run.

      Clutching the book to her bodice, she rushed for the door, and in a strange, squeaky voice she said, ‘Please excuse me, Mr Fraser. I’ve remembered that I have something urgent I must do.’
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      An hour before Alice ran from the schoolroom, her father was also running in a different part of Sea Castle. A heated quarrel with his wife had led to him chasing Izzie, calling for her to stop, to let him speak, because he needed to apologise.

      His lordship stopped outside Isabelle’s sewing room. Her sanctum, where no men were allowed unless by invitation. She’d slammed the door on him.

      ‘Isabelle?’

      Stony silence.

      ‘Isabelle?’ He glared at the shiny walnut door panel. ‘Izzie, my dear, please may I come in?’

      No answer.

      He could hear her moving, proving she was still inside and hadn’t escaped into the garden through the French windows. What on earth was she doing?

      ‘Izzie, my darling, may I enter?’

      The movements stopped. Was she considering his request or thinking about escape possibilities?

      In confusion, he stared at the door. Had she not realised he’d followed her? He tilted his head, listening to the stillness until his frustration teetered on the brink of overflowing.

      ‘Izzie, please. Allow me to speak to you.’

      Still no response.

      Reluctant to utter another word, lest a passing servant overheard his pathetic pleading, David cast a furtive glance along the corridor. Empty. Reassured they were alone, he turned his frustration on the door, glaring at it with ferocious intensity. If eye-power lived up to its reputation, the wood should have burst into flames—it didn’t.

      David’s shoulders sagged. Even without an audience, begging one’s wife for forgiveness was humiliating beyond belief, but he had no other option. Extended estrangement from Isabelle was too dreadful to contemplate.

      He pressed his brow to the panel, fingers resting on the glittering crystal doorknob, and tried again.

      ‘Please, my love…’ He couldn’t admit it, but Fraser wasn’t the real cause of their dispute. It was fear, raw and unrelenting, ever since Izzie’s news in early spring. Since then, a premonition haunted him. Dark, terrible, inevitable, a fate he was powerless to stop.

      Worse, he couldn’t speak of it. Not even to Izzie. Old doubts about his sanity would resurface. Or worse—be confirmed.

      The door cracked open. Isabelle’s reproachful eyes met his. She didn’t let him speak.

      ‘Your behaviour was shameful, David.’

      ‘I know, Izzie. I am sorry.’

      ‘The way you spoke to Mr Fraser. Shame on you! The poor young man.’

      ‘No!’ How could he explain it wasn’t Fraser who’d been wronged—it was Izzie. He’d insulted her. Didn’t she know that was the reason he stood before her, distressed, ashamed.

      The accusation he’d thrown at Izzie was intensely shameful. How could he accuse her of madness, when all along it was him? Everyone knew it. Ever since his early school days at Radcliffe Hall, he’d clung to his own sanity with an ever weakening grip, trying to survive the gossip about the ‘eccentric’ Aucourte.

      Yet there was Izzie, oblivious to his misdemeanour, still defending Fraser.

      David held back an urge to curse. He didn’t give a damn about Fraser’s blasted feelings. “Poor young man,” indeed! Was the Scot so frail and sensitive? The man should have more spine.

      Isabelle flung the door wide and walked away. David took her action as his invitation to enter.

      ‘Darling, please forgive me. I didn’t mean what I said.’

      Holding out his arms, he gazed helplessly at Isabelle’s rigid back—the woman he loved more than anyone else in the world. How would he cope if she refused to forgive him?

      ‘I’m sorry I offended you. It was never my intention. I know you’ve not lost your mind.’

      She turned sideways, her expression unreadable.

      He wondered if he ought to fall to his knees and beg forgiveness.

      ‘It’s true, Izzie. Please believe me. I am sorry and shouldn’t have said you’d lost your mind. I dearly hope you’ll forgive me. There is no person more sane, more well-balanced in the whole wide world than you. Not even Her Majesty, Queen Victoria can compare.’

      Isabelle arched a meaningful eyebrow before walking away again, wrapping her arms around her chest as if to shield herself. He longed to comfort her but didn’t dare move. Instead, he watched—helpless, worried—to see his beloved so pale and fragile.

      She stopped pacing by the French windows and gazed into the garden.

      Over her head, David saw what had caught her attention: the Aucourte family. His children—their children.

      Nanny was walking the toddler twins, Michael and Millicent, one on either side. Their older sister, Margaret, chubby in the last of her baby fat, stood nearby, cheering Richard and his younger brother Jamie through a game of croquet. She applauded each boy in turn, showing loyalty to both, while they hectored one another, each determined to win. Their banter and joyful laughter were loud enough to hear inside Isabelle’s room, while outside in the garden the noise startled a nearby blackbird.

      David’s heart contracted as he remembered watching three sons. His oldest, William, and the much younger Richard and Jamie. Richard would have been seven or eight, and Jamie nearly four. William was teaching them croquet. He’d been so patient. A perfect older brother—a perfect young man.

      The pain of his failure washed over David, a corroding wave of grief, as harsh as ever. ‘I am sorry, Izzie,’ he said, and seeking solace, he touched Isabelle’s arm with his fingertips.

      ‘You should be.’ She swung around to face him. He dropped his arm, shrinking back under more of Izzie’s anger. ‘Your behaviour was disgraceful, David. That poor young man—alone and so far from home—and you…’ She prodded his chest. ‘…you treated him as if he were an invading alien.’

      ‘That’s exactly what he is,’ David said without thinking. Tortured by her continued anger and stung by her defence of the Scot, he continued. ‘In a manner of speaking, he is, don’t you see, Izzie? He’s Scottish, and he’s a man.’

      ‘A young man, around the same age as our William when…’ Sadness clouded her eyes, but she bravely lifted her shoulders. ‘Is that how you would have wanted someone to treat our son?’

      ‘William was not a tutor.’ David struggled to support his argument against Izzie’s obvious distress.

      ‘That’s irrelevant, David. And you know it. Mr Fraser is a well-educated young man from a respectable family, with parents who must love him—like we love William.’

      ‘Not like,’ David said, then immediately regretted his words. Izzie had spoken of William in the present tense.

      ‘I’m sorry, Izzie, I don’t want to argue, but I can’t approve of a male tutor.’

      ‘Ah! There’s the true cause. Why didn’t you say that at the beginning?’

      ‘I did! I thought I made it obvious.’ David threw up his arms, trying increasingly hard not to succumb to exasperation. ‘I’m amazed you can’t see Fraser’s quite obviously unsuitable.’

      ‘You mean you won’t admit to being wrong. So, I’ll ask again—how would you feel if William had been greeted the way you met Thomas Fraser today?’

      ‘Is that why you’re so determined to defend him?’ Understanding, like a blinding flash of lightning, hit David. ‘You think Fraser looks like our son?’

      ‘He does resemble William in some ways.’ She clutched the gold pendant containing their son’s image.

      David’s heart twisted.

      ‘That’s it then,’ he said, struggling again to keep his temper in check. ‘You won’t be happy unless I pussyfoot around the bastard Scot, because he looks like our lost son.’

      ‘No! That’s not the reason.’ Tears were forming in Izzie’s eyes.

      David’s anger faded. He hadn’t wanted to carry on arguing, and now all he wanted was to take Izzie in his arms, be done with quarrelling, never argue again, but instead he said, ‘Then what is the reason—tell me?’

      ‘The immediate assumption you made that Thomas isn’t safe to be around our daughters. There’s no justification for such an outrageous idea. The McAllisters have two girls, around Victoria and Alice’s age. Do you really think they’d have given Mr Fraser a glowing reference if he were a danger to girls?’

      ‘It’s the McAllisters’ testimonial that worries me most. When have you ever known that Scottish scoundrel speak favourably of anyone?’

      ‘Isn’t that further proof of Thomas’s good character?’

      ‘No! It’s as fishy as an Aberdeen herring—stinks of deception. Why, for instance, was Fraser only referred to by his surname? Never Tom, or Thomas, or even plain old Mister.’

      Isabelle didn’t respond.

      ‘I’ll tell you why, Izzie. You were being hoodwinked, and I’m sorry, but you were. That’s not a criticism of you, my dear—it’s an indictment of the damned McAllisters. Devious Scottish blighters! They wanted you to assume the tutor’s gender was … more normal.’

      ‘Normal?’

      ‘Yes, you know what I mean. Work appropriate.’ David wagged his finger, feeling more confident at last. ‘You mark my words, Izzie—there’s definitely something wrong with that young man. Something the McAllisters wanted to hide. Why on earth has he travelled to southern England to teach our children? Are there no children in Scotland? He’s here on a temporary contract, too. It makes no sense, not with his qualifications.’

      David prowled the room, thoughts churning.

      ‘I should have spotted something wrong when you said the tutor had a degree from Aberdeen. I think I’m right—the Scottish universities only began admitting women this year. That should have made me realise Fraser couldn’t be female. So, there you have it. The McAllisters set out to deceive.’

      ‘Are you saying they thought I was too stupid or ignorant to remember that only men could study to a higher level in Scotland?’

      ‘No! They probably weren’t aware either. But it reinforces my suspicions. Why would a graduate-level teacher come here for a summer? Why did he leave their employment?’

      ‘I’ve already told you, the McAllisters are travelling to Italy this summer and won’t need a teacher for their girls.’

      ‘Why can’t they take him? There must be a use for his talents—if they’re so excellent.’

      ‘Perhaps they can’t afford to.’

      ‘More likely they’re too mean!’ If anyone lives up to the Scottish reputation for meanness, it’s McAllister, David grumbled to himself. ‘I still don’t like it, Izzie. Something’s amiss. If Fraser’s so brilliant at teaching he should have offers aplenty in Scotland.’

      ‘Not necessarily.’ Isabelle moved closer, placing her calming hand on his chest. Could she sense his turbulent heart? He longed for their argument to be over—longed to hold her.

      ‘It’s the beginning of summer,’ she said, her gentle voice soothing his frazzled nerves. ‘Families travel. Schools shut for the holiday. New teaching work must be scarce until schools and families prepare for the autumn.’

      David shrugged, reluctant to concede, though he recognised Izzie’s logic. He knew the argument was lost, and he didn’t want to discuss the tutor anymore. All he wanted, all he’d ever wanted—was his wife’s forgiveness. Yet somehow, he’d fallen into another painful disagreement.

      He took hold of Izzie’s hand, stroked her fingers, and let his eyes stray over her face. She looked tired. He wanted her to rest—preferably in his arms.

      She ignored his attempt at tenderness and, slipping her hand from his, she said, ‘Besides … it’s your fault we need a tutor for the summer to keep the older children occupied.’

      ‘My fault?’

      ‘If you hadn’t cancelled Alice’s coming-out season, we would have been in London now, our days full to the brim with activities.’

      ‘You know why I cancelled it,’ David said, moving close behind Izzie. He sighed and placed his hands on her shoulders. ‘Please Izzie, let’s stop arguing,’ he said. Have I not been punished enough?

      Encouraged that she hadn’t slipped away again, he settled his chin in her soft blonde curls. The feel, the scent of her, so soothing.

      ‘Hmm, that’s nice.’ She rested against him, then broke the mood. ‘You kicked open a hornet’s nest of dissatisfaction cancelling our season in London.’ She looked up into his face. David was relieved to see she didn’t appear angry, even if her words were. ‘Alice believes you consider her a child, and too young for her coming-out. She rightly thinks it unjust, especially as she turns eighteen this coming June, and placing her in the tutor’s class only makes everything worse.’

      ‘We could change⁠—’

      ‘No. It’s too late now. If you take her out of the class, both she and the tutor will suspect you don’t trust them.’

      ‘I don’t. Not him, anyway. I recognise a ladies’ man when I see one.’

      ‘Nonsense, David.’ Isabelle laughed, twisted to face him, and rested against his chest. ‘Mr Fraser’s not much more than a boy himself.’

      ‘You said he was William’s age, when … that would make him around eight or nine years older than Alice. That’s no boy.’

      Isabelle put her finger across David’s lips to silence him. ‘Maybe, maybe not. I could be mistaken. But even if he is so many years older than Alice, that doesn’t make him a danger to her. Admit it, David. If you’d listened to me and told the family the true reason we’re not in London this summer, Alice might have been disappointed, but she would have understood. And she wouldn’t be so desperate to prove she’s a woman.’

      She paused, her gaze steady.

      ‘That’s the real danger.’
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      Alice slumped against the bedroom door, relieved she’d escaped the schoolroom and reached the sanctuary of her room unobserved.

      Secure, alone, and far from the astonishing Scottish tutor. She relaxed and moved across the room, trying to ignore an unsettling twinge of disappointment. He hadn’t followed her.

      She peeled off her damp blouse, let it fall to the floor for Robson, her maid, to clear away later. Then, at the washstand, she splashed her face, determined to get cool and banish the new tutor from her thoughts.

      The latch on her door clicked.

      ‘Have you seen him yet?’

      Alice’s heart lurched. She looked up, water dripping from her fingers. Vicky had entered without knocking.

      ‘You startled me.’ Alice snatched a towel and dabbed her face. ‘To whom are you referring, Vicky?’

      Vicky, always the one to milk a situation, skipped around the bed, blonde curls bouncing, eyes shining with excitement. Then, with the air of a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat, she said, ‘The new tutor.’

      I most certainly have seen him, Alice thought and used the towel to hide her face as she remembered: Sparkling blue eyes. A secret smile. Shabby clothes. His voice … oh, his perfect voice. His scent, bergamot, lemon, maybe a little musk. Meeting Mr Fraser was more than simply seeing him. She’d sensed him in almost every way possible. Alice emerged from the towel, gasping.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Vicky frowned at her. ‘You look awfully hot and, if you don’t mind me saying, you seem a tad flustered. What’s the matter?’

      ‘Nothing. I’m fine. I’ve been rushing around, running errands for Papa, and it’s unusually warm for late May.’

      ‘I suppose so.’ Vicky seemed unconvinced.

      ‘So, tell me all about this new person you’ve found,’ Alice said, trying not to sound overly interested as she put aside the towel and went to her chest of drawers to find a fresh blouse.

      ‘Oh, yes.’ Vicky’s face lit up. ‘He’s magnificent.’

      Alice didn’t always agree with her younger sister, but in the case of Mr Fraser she couldn’t argue.

      ‘He’s caused a huge commotion downstairs.’ Vicky twirled her golden curls through her fingers, and smiled, dimples forming in her cheeks.

      ‘Why is he causing a commotion? What did he do?’

      ‘Nothing. He couldn’t have prevented the fracas.’

      ‘Fracas!’

      ‘He’s a man, silly.’ Vicky rolled her eyes as if she thought her older sister stupid. ‘And not any ordinary boring man, not a stuffed-shirt tutor. Not a respectable, ancient, grey-haired gentleman, with a whiskered face, and shaky hands. He doesn’t even look like a teacher. He’s too poetic.’

      ‘Poetic?’ Alice murmured and slipped her arms inside a cool silk blouse with front opening buttons.

      ‘Hmm.’ Vicky took on a dreamy expression. ‘Young, handsome, he exudes … there’s only one way to describe it. He radiates absolute masculinity.’

      ‘Vicky!’ Alice gasped, paused in fastening her buttons, and glared at her sister. It was time, she decided, to give Vicky another lecture on decorum, but Vicky didn’t seem to notice Alice’s outrage.

      ‘Picture this,’ Vicky said, ‘A young, virile man, who slightly resembles our brother, William. A touch taller maybe. I can’t remember precisely how tall William was, I was only tiny when he died.’

      ‘Yes, you were.’ Alice agreed and went to sit at her dressing table.

      Vicky went on: ‘The tutor has the same fair hair, not so light as Will’s and not so straight either. He has luscious waves of thick, glossy curls, like Lord Byron. A positive riot of silky locks. Almost a lion’s mane. Rebel hair that drops over his forehead and caresses his neck above his collar with kiss-curls. So romantic.’

      Alice looked away, hiding her reaction.

      ‘I must tell you,’ Vicky seemed stuck in her excitement and determined to extend her description of Mr Fraser. ‘When the light catches his hair, the curls shimmer copper-red, like a secret message of hot passion lurking beneath his very proper demeanour. I’m telling you, Alice, his hair is magnificent, it’s positively touchable.’

      ‘Touchable?’ Alice gulped and picked up her hairbrush.

      ‘You know what I mean.’

      Alice wasn’t sure she did, and that worried her almost as much as the flushed face in the mirror looking back at her.

      ‘The sort of hair you want to stroke, run your fingers through, even cling to in the throes of passion.’

      ‘Goodness me, Vicky!’ Alice returned her hairbrush to its position unused. ‘You’re only fifteen, what do you know about passion?’

      Vicky flapped her hand, dismissing the reprimand and disregarding Alice’s question.

      ‘When you meet him, you’ll understand and you must look into his eyes. They are the most startling periwinkle-blue.’

      ‘Are they?’ Alice picked up a necklace for no good reason other than she was feeling edgy, thinking wistfully of the tutor’s sparkling blue eyes. Were they periwinkle or perhaps bluebell? That darker blue in the stripe of a bluebell.

      ‘He’s clean-shaven, like Papa,’ Vicky went on, ‘but his jawline is much stronger, and unlike Papa, the tutor has a cleft chin. I’ve always liked that feature in a man.’

      ‘And … oh yes,’ Vicky said, oblivious to Alice’s frown. ‘His cheeks are lovely. They dimple deliciously when he smiles. Alice, I tell you he is perfect.’ She sank into the chair beside Alice’s bed as if her legs had melted.

      Sisters! Alice glared at Vicky.

      ‘His mouth…’ Vicky, assumed a look of total adoration, ‘…is perfection. Lips full though not feminine. A mouth that curves upwards, like he’s always on the verge of an adorable smile. So, oh, so kissable.’

      ‘Vicky, that’s enough! Stop it, this instant!’ Alice rose from her seat.

      Encouraged rather than deterred by Alice’s outburst, Vicky puckered her lips, made a mwah sound, and kissed the air before collapsing into a fit of uncontrollable giggles.

      ‘It’s not funny, Vicky!’ Alice said, almost stamping a foot. ‘Stop laughing this minute. Your behaviour is inappropriate, Vicky Aucourte!’ Exasperated, she picked up the towel she had left earlier and threw it onto the marble-topped washstand, just missing the rose-patterned china washbasin. ‘Stop this silliness at once, Vicky. You shouldn’t talk in such a wanton manner. It’s not becoming of a young lady of good breeding, besides, you’ve more than made your point. I know now you got a good close look at him.’ Too close, Alice thought. ‘What you haven’t explained, is the trouble downstairs, how he caused it, and how you know about it.’

      ‘Oh, yes. Sorry.’ Vicky’s giggles drained away. ‘I got carried away with Mr Fraser’s looks.’

      ‘Indeed, you did.’

      Alice picked up her silver-backed hairbrush again and straightened the curls framing her face, trying to hide the heat on her cheeks and wondering if she should open a window. It was very hot.

      Vicky said, ‘Right, I’ll begin again.’

      ‘Please don’t. Just tell me the cause of the commotion.’ Alice set her brush down and turned, giving her sister a severe look.

      Vicky sat straight, clearing her throat. ‘I was sitting in my favourite library window seat with the drapes drawn, reading, when the door opened, and Jenkins came in with a stranger, and left him to wait for Mama and Papa. I watched as the stranger wandered around, taking in his surroundings. Did I mention how he walks? Such long legs, so very elegant.’

      Alice frowned, and Vicky paused, almost taking the hint. ‘He moved close to where I was hiding, and I very nearly swooned, he’s so handsome.’

      ‘You’ve already said enough about his appearance, thank you.’ Alice pursed her lips.

      ‘Very well, sorry.’

      Alice didn’t think her sister was sorry but didn’t say so.

      ‘He strolled around the room, admired the books, and wistfully said, “I could be happy here”. Sad, don’t you think? Did I mention his Scottish accent?’

      ‘Stop going off subject,’ Alice said.

      ‘All right.’ Vicky tilted her head and inspected her sister as if she’d only just noticed her. ‘You are cross today, Alice. Are you sure you’re not sickening for something?’

      ‘I’m fine, just losing my patience.’ Alice went to the window and opened it to a rush of warm air that did nothing to cool her fevered brow.

      Vicky shrugged. ‘At the paintings, the tutor paused and inspected them. I’d guess he’s a cultured man, but he was uneasy, perhaps nervous. Twice he shook his shoulders down. Like Papa does when something troubles him.’

      ‘Didn’t you consider declaring your presence?’

      Amazed, Vicky asked, ‘No, why?’

      ‘It would have been polite to announce yourself, instead of sneakily spying on him.’

      ‘I wasn’t spying. Besides, if I’d shown myself, I’d have been forced to leave when Papa arrived and then miss the drama.’

      ‘The drama I am still waiting for you to tell me about.’

      ‘Sorry, I forgot.’ Vicky grinned. ‘Papa arrived in a good mood, with Mama. They were talking and laughing together. I heard him say he’d sent you to check on the schoolroom, and Mama saying it had already been done.

      The stranger had just taken a book from one of the shelves, but rushed to return it before he offered his hand in greeting, and that’s when Papa changed.’

      ‘You got a clear view from your hiding place?’

      ‘Oh yes. I saw the exact moment when Papa’s expression changed. His smile vanished. Astonishment swept over his face, then rage. He actually went pink! And then said, “Good Lord, you’re a damned man!”’

      ‘Goodness,’ Alice murmured, thinking how dreadful that must have been for Mr Fraser. There was almost nothing as disturbing as one of Papa’s rages.

      ‘Then…’ Vicky continued, ‘he turned to Mama and hissed, “You didn’t tell me the tutor was a man!” She hissed back that she hadn’t known.

      ‘What did the tutor do, while all this hissing was happening?’

      ‘He looked startled. Not surprising. He must have wondered what sort of madhouse he’d landed in.’ Vicky frowned thoughtfully. ‘Anyway, he clasped both hands behind his back. I could see his shoulder muscles flexing with tension. His coat is thin, you see. Then our parents discussed the situation some more, Mama rang for Jenkins. She looked worried. The poor tutor wandered to the window where I was hiding, so close I could have reached out and touched him, but I thought it would be better to remain very still, so I held my breath. Jenkins arrived, and Mama said the tutor should be taken to his room. Papa said, under his breath, “only for now”, and I’m sure the tutor heard him, because I saw the pulse in his jaw flicker. Then, when Mama and Papa were alone, they started to argue in earnest.

      ‘Poor Mama.’

      ‘I know, and her so unwell. I heard her being sick again this morning.’

      Alice shook her head, wondering if there was anything in this castle her sister didn’t hear.

      ‘What did Papa do next?’

      ‘He said the tutor must leave at once.’

      Alice failed to ignore the painful twist in her chest.

      ‘Then Mama argued the tutor should stay, saying he was well qualified, a university graduate, and that we were lucky to have him. Papa swore and said, “You don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s insanity to employ a man like him, you must have lost your mind, woman,” and I nearly fell out of my hiding place with shock.’

      ‘I’m not surprised.’

      ‘Mama fought back though. I heard her sharp intake of breath at being sworn at before she said, calmly and with an almost regal tone, that she was perfectly sane, thank you. She added that the new tutor came with excellent references from the McAllisters, and the world and his wife knew how difficult they were to please.’

      ‘That’s the kind of thing Mama would say. Wasn’t Papa persuaded?’

      ‘Not at all. He said it was different for the McAllisters. They didn’t have seven children, four of them female. Then, he said a man like that should not be let loose among impressionable young girls on the verge of womanhood.’

      ‘Did Papa truly say that?’ Alice frowned. It was a puzzle. If her father thought her on the verge of womanhood, why wouldn’t he allow her London season? Didn’t he realise she was running out of time?

      ‘Yes, I’ve repeated the argument almost word for word.’ Vicky paused, brow furrowed, eyes searching Alice’s face. ‘Do you think Papa meant you alone when he said the womanhood thing?’

      ‘Probably, I’m the only girl over sixteen.’

      ‘Yes, but he said on the verge, and I will be sixteen next year. You know Mama had the talk with me at my last birthday.’

      ‘All right, maybe he meant you too.’

      ‘Oh, good.’ Vicky’s frown faded.

      ‘So, what happened next?’ Alice was impatient to hear any remaining snippets of information, no matter how inconsequential.

      ‘Not much. Mama walked out in a huff, Papa ran after her, and I sneaked out of my hiding place. The last thing I saw was them heading towards Mama’s sewing room, with Papa in hot pursuit, pleading for
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