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Hampshire, March 1800 
Beatrice knew she was about to be chastised when her mother suggested that they take two carriages to the party.
“So that our dresses will not be crushed,” her mother explained to her oblivious father and their family friend, Mr. Cotherington.
Beatrice settled tentatively in the seat opposite her mother – the backward-facing one since her mother claimed she felt sick when she sat there. Although that was never a problem when Beatrice’s brother, Philip, was home. Beatrice spread the skirt of her pale pink dress on the seat, there was no reason to show up in a crinkled dress after all, before she looked at her mother.
“I cannot stress how important it is that Mr. Cotherington sees you on your best behavior tonight. He wants a wife who will not only be able to give him an heir but also be a good hostess. He is very active in Parliament, and as his wife, you will be hosting many dinner parties. He needs to see that you can behave with poise and dignity in society,” her mother told her.
Nodding, Beatrice fought the urge to look out the window even though it was growing dark and there was nothing to see. She knew the road from their estate to the village close by, where the party would be held in the assembly rooms, so well that she only needed the smallest hint of a landmark to realize where they were.
“And do not spend all your time with Josephine Hawkins. I know she is your friend, but she is not the type who will show Mr. Cotherington that you will be able to manage yourself in high society,” her mother continued.
Her mother liked Jo as her best friend preferred to be called, but at seventeen, one year younger than Beatrice, Jo was certainly not one of the leading matrons of the area. In Beatrice’s mother’s eyes, these events were for making connections with the right people, and with Jo’s youth and her frankly alternative attitude, she was decidedly not that.
“I have to at least greet her, otherwise it will seem rude,” Beatrice argued.
“Of course,” her mother said in a placating voice. “Of course, dear.”
She reached across the carriage to take Beatrice’s hand.
“I only want what is best for you, and with the current situation at the estate…” Her mother sighed deeply.
“I know, Mama,” Beatrice told her quietly before she extricated her hand and gave in to her urge to look out the window. If she could not escape this situation, at least her mind could.
Mr. Cotherington was by far the richest and most suitable man from a societal standpoint that she could hope to marry. That her whole family could hope that she would marry.
The financial decline had come gradually over the years. As a child, Beatrice had hardly noticed: They stopped going to Brighton in the summer, but that only suited her, since she could spend time at home with her beloved grandmother and her three-year-older brother Philip. At some point, she began to realize that her clothes needed to be mended several times rather than ordering new ones, and her dresses would be made from her mother’s old ones. But Beatrice did not mind. Her mother had a large wardrobe, and Beatrice had always liked playing in her mother’s dressing room and dreaming of all the fine dresses she would one day wear.
It was not until her debut last year that she truly realized the state of their financial situation. As the daughter of a baron, she had always assumed that she would make her debut in London, but when it came time for it, her parents had told her that it would be more sensible for her to come out in Hampshire.
“There are plenty of marriage prospects here,” her mother had told her.
It had not taken Beatrice long to figure out that it was because the family could not afford the expensive London debut. She had been disappointed, but when Jo had sensed it, she had told her she would have her debut that year too, even though she was only sixteen.
Jo’s uncle, who had no interest in participating in the London season, although he could certainly afford it, had supported the idea. The two of them had had so much fun at the different parties in the region that Beatrice had almost convinced herself that she was not missing out.
Sometime during the autumn, her parents began talking of the qualities of Mr. Cotherington. As her father’s friend from university, Beatrice had known him since she was a child, although only as someone who would pinch her and Philip’s cheeks too hard when he and his late wife came to visit.
During the winter, her parents had started mentioning that he would make a fine match for her.
“You think?” Beatrice had asked uncertainly, confused by the topic of conversation.
She had clutched her needlework so hard that the needle slid into her palm. She could not let go of it, though; it felt like a lifeline. She had always imagined that she would be allowed to choose her own husband. It had never been said outright, but neither had the alternative: An arranged marriage.
“But he is more than twice as old as me,” she had argued as her heart hammered in her chest.  
Her parents had argued that such an age difference hardly signified. Her father was fifteen years older than her mother, and just look at how happy they were.
“Oh?” Beatrice had whispered and looked quickly at her brother Philip, who was sitting like a statue in the chair by the fire. His book was in his lap as he watched them without speaking.
Beatrice realized she could not hope for help from him. She did not dare point out that her parents did not look happy to someone who had lived with them her entire life. Her father had never uttered a kind word toward her mother; if she behaved like he wanted to, she was invisible to him, and if her mother displeased him, he would scold her almost like one would a child.
Whatever her parents had said next had passed over Beatrice’s head as she tried to make sense of what they had suggested.
“I… I would rather find someone else. Someone I… like,” she gulped as she said the last part.
Her father did not give anything for the notion of romantic love, which was why Beatrice sent her mother a pleading look.
“You just need to get used to the idea, Bea,” her mother told her gently, before her eyes briefly darted to Beatrice’s father. His face was a determined mask set in stone. Beatrice knew there would be no arguing with him.
She nodded mechanically before she looked at the needlework that was spotted with her blood. She quietly left to clean it up.
Philip had sneaked into her room that night and explained exactly why her parents wanted her to marry Mr. Cotherington.
“He has offered to clear father’s debts in exchange for you,” he told her as he sat beside her at the end of her bed.
“But why? He could have any young girl. Or perhaps not any, but there must be at least some other girls who would be willing to,” Beatrice muttered as she picked at the bandage on her hand.
It was true, Mr. Cotherington might be old, but he was also rich. He had been widowed for two years, and everyone knew he wanted to marry again to have an heir.
When Philip did not answer, Beatrice raised her head to look at his face. Even in the darkness, she could tell from his expression that there was something he was not telling her.
“Cotherington has a certain… reputation,” he finally told her, then sighed deeply as he ran a hand down his face. “I had hoped never to have to reveal this to you, Bea – I promise I will not let them marry you off to him – but the reason Cotherington cannot find another girl, why he is willing to pay all of Papa’s debt, is that he has a certain reputation.”
Beatrice’s breath caught in her throat.
“He is cruel,” she whispered.
There could be no other reason for it. If he had a rumor as a cruel person, it made sense that no other parents, except hers, except her father, would be desperate enough for their daughter to marry him.
Philip closed his eyes, bending his head as if in defeat.
“How? Philip, you must tell me…” Beatrice squeezed his arm tightly.
“He… likes to whip women.”
Beatrice stared at him.
“Whip? Like… like a horse?”
Her brother was watching her closely, but she could not meet his eyes. 
Beatrice’s breath caught in her throat at the thought that Cotherington would take a whip to her backside. The few stinging slaps she had received on her cheeks by her mother and her governess had felt horrible, but being beaten…
“No,” she whispered. “How can they let him do that? I know they have problems, but…”
“Papa is close to losing everything,” Philip told her gravely and ran a hand through his hair, tousling his dark brown curls even further than they already were. “It is not entirely his fault. The estate has been mismanaged for decades, almost a century. But he has certainly not known how to fix it…”
Philip sighed deeply. Beatrice’s eyes ran over his tired features as she tried to work out a plan. She knew little about managing an estate but there must be something other they could do. It could not be that her marrying Cotherington was the only solution for the family. 
“But what about raising the leases of the tenants?” she asked. At least it was one matter she knew could be done. 
“The tenant cottages have not been maintained properly for years. It will be impossible to raise the prices further without driving them away. Everything of value has been sold…” 
“Except me,” Beatrice whispered. 
Philip turned to her with renewed energy and clutched her hands. 
“I promise I will not let Cotherington marry you.” 
“Thank you,” Beatrice whispered and squeezed his hands tightly.
Philip had left for London as soon as the season started, staying at a friend’s house, and they had hardly heard from him since. Her parents had announced just after he left that Cotherington would arrive in March, and Beatrice had been writing more and more desperate letters to Philip, but without a reply so far.
Beatrice straightened her back and held her breath as Cotherington now helped her out of the carriage in front of the assembly rooms, and she had to enter the party on his arm. He was a head taller than her, had a port belly, and smelled of cigars, port, and a large dose of too-sweet perfume. It made Beatrice nauseous to walk beside him. How could she be even closer to him if they married? She was not certain of how children were made, but it involved a man and woman being extremely physically close and at least partly naked. She gulped fiercely to force a fresh wave of nausea down while she tried to smile at the people they met on their way.
She had not dared ask her mother and certainly not her father about the validity of what Philip had told her. But she trusted her brother. He would not have lied to her.
But would he have abandoned her? He had promised that she would not have to marry Mr. Cotherington. But what could he do, really? He was a young man of only one and twenty. Where would he find the kind of money it took to right everything that her father had done wrong?
Beatrice extricated herself from Mr. Cotherington as soon as she was able to and rushed to Jo’s side. Her freckled friend with the golden streaked hair grabbed both of Beatrice’s hands with a beaming smile. Her uncle was sitting close by with both of his hands resting on his cane, while he was speaking to a man next to him, who was mostly obscured except for the knees and part of a shoulder.
“It’s him,” Beatrice whispered as she looked furtively at Mr. Cotherington, who was standing with her parents and being introduced to the vicar and his wife. “Isn’t he ghastly?”
“He looks surprisingly normal for someone with such odd proclivities,” Jo muttered as she examined him. 
Jo was taller and slimmer than her, and Beatrice had always been a little jealous of her friend because of her looks. The new fashion with a waistline under the bust suited Jo’s slender frame much better than Beatrice’s curvier one. It took more fabric and delicate tailoring for her not to look slightly pregnant. Something not possible on their current budget. 
“I know,” Beatrice whispered. “I would have never thought… but even so… he is so old.”
“Isn’t there anything you can do? Have you still not heard from your brother?”
Beatrice shook her head, trying to keep the anxiety at bay. When she had told her parents that she was concerned about Philip, since he had not written in three weeks, they had told her he was enjoying the season and that she should let him be.
“Miss Bellingham,” Jo’s uncle said from behind them, and they turned to face him. He was slowly rising to his feet. 
“Good evening, Mr. Hawkins,” Beatrice said as she nodded her head in his direction, then turned her attention to the person who was standing next to Jo’s uncle.
He was some years older than Philip, in his mid-twenties; tall, slender, and had dark brown, slightly tousled hair, which he had tried to style a la Titus, but had not quite succeeded with. Not rich enough to have a valet then. He was wearing a black jacket and breeches with a grey waistcoat and white stockings. All in all, a very respectable-looking young man from the middle classes. When Beatrice caught his wide, dark brown eyes, she paused for a moment. His gaze seemed intent and eager, and for a moment, it dipped to take in her pale pink dress before they quickly returned to her face.
Beatrice’s cheeks heated. Oh heavens! Could Jo or her uncle please introduce them now, so he would not start congratulating her on the baby or some such nonsense. For some reason, it was important to her that he knew she was unattached.
“Beatrice, this is one of my uncle’s solicitors from London, Mr. Walter Oakley. Mr. Oakley, this is my friend, Miss Beatrice Bellingham,” Jo introduced them with flair.
Beatrice could hear in Jo’s voice that her friend thought she had handled the introduction spectacularly, when really, she had forgotten to mention who Beatrice’s father was.
“How do you do, Miss Bellingham?” Mr. Oakley told her, as he bowed slightly to her, although by her mother’s standards, not deep enough.
“Well, thank you, Mr. Oakley,” she told him as she nodded slightly. Since he was so much beneath her in rank, she did not have to curtsy.
“Why do you need a solicitor in London, Mr. Hawkins? I thought you were using Mr. Jennyns as well as my father,” Beatrice asked, since she did not know what to ask of the young man with the eager eyes in front of her. She knew she wanted to keep his attention on her, though. And what better way than to talk about him?
“I am still using Mr. Jennyns, Miss Bellingham,” Jo’s uncle told her. He had already sat down again due to his bad leg. “But I have had a solicitor in London for a good many years for the part of my investments that are made with people who live in the city. Mr. Oakley was sent down here with some papers.”
“Really?” Beatrice asked and quickly looked at Mr. Oakley, who was trying to conceal how proud he was of it.
“Indeed, Miss Bellingham,” he told her in a voice that sounded like a smile.
Beatrice could not help but smile at him. She was vaguely aware that the orchestra was doing the last tuning of their instruments in the background, ready to play the first song of the evening. She had promised her mother that she would stay by Mr. Cotherington’s side during the dances, since he did not dance, and Beatrice should remain to entertain him. She should extricate herself from the conversation, but she could not look away from the man in front of her. She wanted to prolong the conversation for another moment and was searching for something to say when Mr. Oakley asked:
“May I have the honor of this dance, Miss Bellingham?”
“Yes,” Beatrice answered immediately, before remembering her promise to her mother.
As Mr. Oakley offered her his arm, Beatrice placed her hand on it and glanced at Jo as if her friend could help her out of her own mistake. But Jo, who was, of course, oblivious to Beatrice’s mother’s instructions, only sent her an encouraging smile before she sat on a chair next to her uncle.
Beatrice gulped as they took their places on the dance floor, ignoring the many eyes upon them, but especially those from her parents and Mr. Cotherington, whom she knew would be watching.
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