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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my beautiful girls, who have all the strength and courage of Lady Margaret. They too have followed their hearts and live life on their own terms. This book is for you, Beatrice and Eugenie, with all my love.
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Chapter One

Montagu House, London, Wednesday, 19 July 1865

AH, THERE YOU ARE! It’s fast approaching midnight, my dear.”

Lord Rufus Ponsonby, the Earl of Killin, was considered by most to be a presentable-looking man. His tall, rather lean figure was always immaculately dressed. His aquiline profile was suitably haughty, as befitted an earl of the realm. Every aspect of him was austere, repressed, and calculated.

Lady Margaret Montagu Douglas Scott took an involuntary step back as he loomed over her. “I’m all too aware of that.”

As ever, he seemed oblivious to her prickly reaction to him. “Why are you skulking in the shadows? Perhaps you are insecure about your appearance,” he continued, answering his own question. “Allow me to reassure you. Your gown is neither too simple nor too ornate for the occasion. Her Grace, your mother, has excellent taste.”

Surveying the man her mother had helped select to be her husband, Margaret begged to differ. “I would have preferred a turquoise gown, actually.”

“All young ladies in their first Season wear white.”

“Look at me,” Margaret persisted, exasperated beyond words because Killin never did look at her, not properly. “Don’t you think I resemble a ghost at my own betrothal party? I am, quite literally, a spectre at the feast.”

“I think your tendency to be fanciful is coming to the fore.”

“There are so many ruffles and swags on this gown I feel like I’m wearing a set of drapes.”

His lordship, his attention on his watch, didn’t notice the note of suppressed hysteria in her tone. Killin checked his gold timepiece against the ballroom clock, frowned, checked again, made a minor adjustment, then checked it one last time before snapping the case closed and returning it to his waistcoat pocket.

“We had better join your parents for the announcement,” he said. “They will be getting anxious.”

That little vocal tic he had, something between a cough and a snort, as if he were about to clear his throat and decided against it, made Margaret’s toes curl. No-one else seemed to notice, yet every time he opened his mouth to speak she braced herself for it. “I think if anyone has a right to be anxious,” she said, smiling through gritted teeth, “it should be me. My life is about to change forever, after all.”

Though he smiled in return, it was a token effort that failed to be reflected in his eyes. “We are on the brink of a new life together, Lady Margaret. I for one am eager to embrace it.”

The very notion of being embraced by him was repellent. Fortunately, in the month since their match had been arranged, he had made no attempt to do any such thing, allowing Margaret to ignore her own physical revulsion and persuade herself that she would be able to reconcile herself to marrying him. He had never tried to kiss her. If he touched her, it was merely to usher her here or there, and his hands never lingered on her. Was all that about to change? She shuddered inwardly. Was this model of propriety simply a gentleman patiently waiting until his matrimonial rights were formally endorsed? Dear heavens, even trying to imagine his lips on hers made her want to scrub her mouth with her handkerchief.

Once the formal announcement was made, there would be no going back. She would be engaged to be married to a man she loathed and who, she was utterly convinced, didn’t give a damn about her. No, worse than that. The more time she spent in Killin’s company, the more certain Margaret became that he actively disliked her. She had tried to believe otherwise, but she was increasingly aware of his carefully disguised disapproval of everything about her, from her manner to her weight.

The fact that he managed to keep his feelings so well hidden from everyone else was another source of irritation. Although feelings, Margaret reminded herself, were quite irrelevant when it came to matchmaking. Killin was set on marrying her for his own ends, and her parents were even more determined that she marry him. She had resolved to make them all happy by doing her duty, which was undoubtedly the correct course of action, so why were her wretched instincts choosing this highly inconvenient moment to rebel? Was she really going to marry this man? It seemed suddenly, terrifyingly, impossible.

“Lady Margaret! We really must join the duke and duchess. Their patience, like mine, must be wearing thin.”

To speak up now, after weeks of biting her tongue, was unthinkable. And futile. Defeated and dejected, her only option was to brace herself for the inevitable. “I need a moment alone to collect my thoughts. Please, I beg of you,” Margaret added, seeing his resistance forming. “I wish to compose myself, my lord. All eyes will be upon us, and I don’t want to let you down.”

More importantly, she didn’t want to let Mama down. Or Papa. She didn’t want to let anyone down. Not that she was planning to, but she desperately needed a moment of solitude. She had spent the entire evening being assailed by well-wishers.

To her immense relief, Killin conceded. “Very well then, if you must. But don’t be long.”

Without giving him a chance to change his mind, Margaret hurried away. The atmosphere in the crowded ballroom was stifling. She was so hot and flustered she couldn’t think straight. The blend of expensive perfume, pomade, and perspiration made her nose twitch. She wanted to sneeze. Oh, for a lungful of pure, fresh air, or better still, for the familiar, comforting smells of the stable block back home in Dalkeith. Spider, her beloved pony, obeyed her every command unquestioningly. If only she were as well schooled. If only, as Mama opined all too often, she could be more like Victoria. Killin would probably have preferred her paragon of an older sister, too, but Victoria had been destined from the cradle to marry Lord Schomberg Kerr, the son of Mama’s best friend. Victoria, the beau ideal Margaret couldn’t bring herself to emulate, had been married in February, forcing Killin to settle for the Duke and Duchess of Buccleuch’s second and second-best daughter.

Biddable Victoria had seemed happy to accept her fate. Margaret had endeavoured to believe Mama when she told her that she knew best, to persuade herself that her visceral dislike of the man intended for her would lessen as she came to know him. Might familiarity make him more amenable? At this moment, she simply could not believe it. Why couldn’t she see Killin as others did? She had tried; no-one could fault her for lack of effort. But she had failed dismally. If only she wasn’t so utterly certain that his feelings reflected hers. He wasn’t in the least bit interested in her, only her family connections. Behind the suave, gentlemanly carapace Killin presented to the world lurked a decidedly cold fish. Yet no-one else seemed to realise this. Could she be wrong? In her heart, she knew she was not, but it was far too late to do anything about it.

Margaret slipped out through the French doors, her senses assaulted by the acrid stench of the Thames, for the gardens of Montagu House faced directly onto the river. Putting her hand over her nose, she edged backwards to the darkest recess of the terrace. She wouldn’t linger long. She’d face the music momentarily.

Uncovering her nose, she tried inhaling through her mouth, blowing the taste of the Thames away with each exhale, like a pipe smoker using cheap tobacco, but the stench caught the back of her throat. Her skin itched under the dusting of pearl powder meant to mask her freckles. Her eyes smarted from the revolting mixture prescribed by Mama to tint her naturally auburn lashes and brows fashionably black. Though her maid Molly swore otherwise, she was convinced it consisted almost entirely of coal dust.

How much longer dare she procrastinate?

Five minutes wasn’t nearly enough.

She needed five hours.

Five weeks.

Or better still, five more years.

And even then?

Her heart was racing. The cage of her enormous formal crinoline seemed to have a life of its own, despite the straps which were meant to control it. In the last few weeks, she had had little appetite for food, and Mama’s constantly deployed measuring tape showed her waist had shrunk to just nineteen inches, yet she still felt breathless, as if Molly had laced her corset too tightly.

Edging farther away from the hubbub of the ballroom, she came smack up against the balustrade, snatching at it just in time to prevent herself from stumbling down the steps and into the darkened gardens. The smell from the river was overpowering, but as usual she had mislaid the fan which should have been attached to her wrist. Her hair would be frizzing in the damp air, ruining all poor Molly’s hard work. What she’d give to pull every pin from her rebellious red mop and let it tumble wild and loose down her back. At least then one part of her would be free.

The notion made her laugh. Her laughter had a manic edge. Her feet took another cautious step backwards, down the first of the steps leading to the garden.

She wasn’t running away.

She could not possibly run away.

She really ought to return to the ballroom and get on with it. Yet somehow she found herself at the bottom of the steps.

Inside, the orchestra struck the last chords of the waltz. She had three or four minutes at most. The dancers would be making their sedate bows and curtsies. She could picture the scene with jaw-clenching clarity. The ballroom would be a blaze of light reflected in the mirrors, for the candles in the three huge crystal chandeliers were all lit, along with the gas sconces. The crush of guests, the women in their colourful gowns and the men in their black dinner suits, would be turning to face the dais. The ladies would be plying their fans, the gentlemen dabbing discreetly at their faces with their handkerchiefs. The huge displays of roses would be starting to droop. Hers was not the only coiffure that would be starting to frizz.

Of their own accord, her feet began to back her slowly away from the house, along the path that wound its way through the garden to the wall bordering the Thames. Inside, an army of footmen garbed in formal livery, their hair moulded into a wig-like coiffure with flour-and-water paste, would be lining up under the butler’s gimlet eye, ready to distribute glasses of iced champagne in anticipation of the celebratory toast to come.

The press had been speculating about the announcement for weeks. The highest born and most illustrious and influential members of society were present to witness it. Everyone who was anyone had come to Montagu House, for an invitation from the Duke of Buccleuch was second only to a royal summons. Not Princess Louise, though. Margaret’s oldest friend, who counselled her to accept her fate gracefully, was chained to the queen’s side at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, and would not be present to witness her compliance.

And comply she must! Margaret willed herself to reverse her progress, to return to the ballroom, and join what amounted to a victory parade, with herself the trophy to be displayed. But she couldn’t do it.

Not yet.

Not ever.

The truth brought her to an abrupt halt. From the very moment she had allowed Mama to persuade her to accept Killin’s proposal, she had been deluding herself. No matter how much her parents wanted it, she could not sacrifice herself on the altar of duty by marrying a man she knew in her heart would make her miserable. She simply couldn’t go through with it. Not even if it meant committing what amounted to social suicide, as it surely would.

Back in the ballroom, Mama would be standing on the dais, looking as fragrantly beautiful as ever. Beside her would be Papa, tall and ramrod-straight, his black evening clothes in stark contrast to his distinctive flame of red hair, which was almost as vibrant as Margaret’s own. He would be frowning, in all likelihood impatiently consulting his watch. Victoria would be standing just behind Mama along with Kerr. And Killin would be standing at the forefront of the family group, anxious to confirm his place within the prestigious firmament of the Buccleuch dynasty.

Even as her mind raced, trying desperately to reason one last time with her rebellious instincts, Margaret’s feet inexorably resumed their backwards journey.

Go back in, she urged herself. She was, almost uniquely in her nearly nineteen years on this earth, about to make her parents happy and proud. But at what cost? She would become, in the eyes of the law and society, Killin’s property.

Margaret took a few more backwards steps. As long as she had the ballroom in sight, she could persuade herself that she might return there at any moment. She was keeping them waiting, that was all. Wasn’t that the bride’s prerogative? Though it must already be past midnight. Any moment now, Mama would send Victoria out to usher her back inside like a sheep-dog rounding up a panicked ewe.

That thought sent Margaret backwards still farther into the gloom. She tried valiantly one last time to persuade herself to do the right thing. She pictured herself on the dais, placing her hand compliantly in Killin’s. He’d clear his throat before chiding her for keeping him waiting.

It was that, the thought of that incredibly annoying little habit he had and surely the most preposterous reason in history for calling off a betrothal, which decided her. If she returned to the ballroom, she knew she would be lost. Her courage would desert her, and before she knew it, the announcement would be made. On the other hand, if she stayed here hidden in the garden long enough, then her parents would have no choice but to finally put an end to her suffering. They would never forgive her, but on the bright side, neither would Killin. More importantly, if she went through with this engagement, she’d never forgive herself.

Sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry.

Repeating that one heartfelt phrase to herself over and over, Margaret hoisted up her crinoline, turned her back on the ballroom, and hurried towards the shrubs at the very edge of her father’s property.

Tears streamed down her cheeks, mingling with the sooty concoction that blackened her lashes, blinding her. The scent of expensive tobacco filled her nostrils just before she collided full tilt into a man idly puffing on a cigar. She would have fallen, set off balance by the contact with his solid bulk, had he not put his arms around her to steady her. The collision overset her shattered nerves completely. Margaret screamed, flailing wildly at him, attempting to kick his shins and stubbing her slippered toes in the process.

He let her go immediately. “Lady Margaret?”

She recognised the cultured Highland lilt as belonging to Donald Cameron of Lochiel, an acquaintance of her father and some sort of diplomat. “Leave me alone. Please, forget you saw me.”

Needless to say, he ignored her plea. “What in God’s name are you doing out here on your own in the dark? Your engagement is about to be announced.”

“I thought I’d just pop out for a smoke first,” Margaret replied witheringly, well beyond any attempt to be polite.

Startled, he eyed the lit cigar in his own hand, before dropping it and stamping it out. “You’re nervous and no wonder. It must be a daunting prospect, especially in front of the great and the good. Let me lend you my arm.”

He spoke to her as if to a child. Lochiel was very tall and sombrely dressed, the type of man commonly referred to as handsome or distinguished. However, like most men, handsome, distinguished or otherwise, he sported a beard, and one of the most objectionable types, too, known as the Newgate frill, which framed his face like a wiry ruff. “I don’t need your support,” Margaret snapped. “For pity’s sake, just leave me be.”

For one glorious moment, she thought he was about to do as she asked. “You need a little time to compose yourself, that’s all. I can understand that, but really, Lady Margaret, it will not do to keep everyone waiting indefinitely, you know.”

Lochiel reached for her arm, trying to usher her towards the ballroom. “Come with me. Your parents and Killin will be—”

“No!” She pushed him violently away. Snatching up the folds of her gown, Margaret ran the last few yards to the garden gate. Heaving it open, she stumbled through, pulling it closed behind her, and fled into the night.





Chapter Two

Windsor Castle, March 1865 (Four Months Earlier)

YOU’RE HERE AT LAST!” Her Royal Highness Princess Louise jumped to her feet as Margaret entered the room.

“Oh, Lou, it’s so good to see you,” Margaret said, throwing her arms around her best friend.

As usual Louise stiffened slightly, bearing the physical contact only long enough not to offend, before she gently disentangled herself. “Sit, sit, and tell me everything. How are you?”

“Never mind me, how are you?” Margaret untied her bonnet and yanked off her gloves, throwing them carelessly onto a chair. “Are you truly fully recovered? Let me look at you.”

Louise struck a theatrical pose, turning her head from one side to the other before giving a little twirl. “See, fully mended, as good as new.”

Studying her closely, Margaret was reassured to find no trace of her recent illness in Louise’s enviably creamy complexion and sparkling grey-blue eyes. Her soft brown hair was as fashionably dressed as ever, with not a rebellious strand in sight, for Louise was extremely particular about her appearance. “I wish I had a modicum of your style. Even if I spent hours in front of the mirror, I couldn’t achieve such perfection. And you’re so slim. There’s not a pick on you, as my Molly would put it.”

“My waist and my age match perfectly since my birthday last week. Seventeen.”

“A claim I could not make, unfortunately, unless I was an old maid of twenty-five.”

“What you need,” Louise said, “is a dose of tubercular meningitis.”

“Is that what you had?”

“According to the doctor. Sick headaches is what I’d call it, but that wouldn’t justify the exorbitant fee he charges. I was very poorly, though not sick enough to persuade the queen to leave me behind at Balmoral.” Louise grimaced. “The train journey south was horrendous. They had to abandon me half-way, for I was too ill to continue, but I’m perfectly well now, I assure you.”

“You certainly look it.” Margaret flopped inelegantly down on the sofa. The little Scotch terrier which had been occupying the other end of the seat yapped enthusiastically and leapt onto her lap. She ran her hand along the dog’s wiry coat, setting his tail wagging frantically. “What a darling. So like my own precious Lix. I do miss my dogs.”

Louise pulled up a chair and set about making tea from the service which had been laid out in readiness. “That’s Laddie. He’s getting on a bit, so he likes to hide in here from the rest of the pack. They’re too boisterous for him, poor old thing.” She passed Margaret a cup of tea and a generous slice of cake. “I’m assuming you don’t want to bother starting with bread and butter?”

“No, thank you.” Ignoring the cake fork, Margaret took a bite. “Chocolate, my favourite.”

“I know.”

“Aren’t you going to have even a tiny slice?”

“Not even a crumb. I have no intention of ending up like Mama. Since Papa died, she has quite literally grown in stature, and she was never exactly sylph-like to begin with.”

“Oh come, Lou, in her early portraits she had a lovely figure.”

“A crinoline hides a multitude of sins. The queen has no discipline when it comes to the table.”

“Nor have I.” Margaret rolled her eyes. “Fortunately for the sake of my many, many new dresses, I have Mama to keep me in check. At least now I’m in London you and I will be able to see more of each other.”

“I hope so, though you know that the queen has first call on my time. She has become incredibly possessive of us girls since my father died, and actively discourages us from seeing our friends, never mind socialising without her. It’s all a bit oppressive. Tell me, how are you finding life in the capital?”

Knowing better than to offer sympathy, Margaret did as she was bid. “Well, the smells are absolutely foul. The air itself tastes disgusting, especially when there is a fog. It’s like licking a penny. And the dirt! It quite literally falls from the skies, I am forever having to wash my face and hands, and my petticoats are coated with what they call mud from the streets.”

“Horses,” Louise said cryptically. “Mostly.”

“Everything is so brightly lit, and so noisy, too,” Margaret continued. “The streets are full of people no matter the hour, and buildings everywhere seem to be in the process of being pulled down and rebuilt. I can’t sleep for the noise of carriages endlessly rattling past outside, and though I’ve been assured that the new gas lighting in Montagu House is safe, every time it makes that funny popping noise I jump.”

“Her Majesty considers gas lighting unsafe; she won’t have it here at Windsor. When I asked you how you liked London, M., I meant society, for thanks to the queen’s hunger for my company, I am forced to enjoy life vicariously, you know. You have made quite an impression, if the papers are to be believed.”

“Honestly, you would think they would have more important topics to write about than what gown I wore to what ball, who I danced with, and whether or not my dance card was full.”

“Now you have a taste of what my life has been like since childhood, living in the full glare of public scrutiny. It is why I make a point of always being perfectly turned out. One never knows who is watching.”

“Well, I’m not used to it and frankly don’t welcome the attention. At home in Dalkeith my only audience is a herd of cud-chewing cows.”

Louise giggled. “I’m not sure the gentlemen of the press would welcome the comparison.”

“Seriously, though, I have had scarce a moment to myself since I came to town. I have to change my toilette for every engagement, sometimes three or four times a day, and the Season doesn’t even start properly until after Easter.”

“I know you’re dreading it, M., but I wish I could have a proper debut. I would have loved to have my own coming-out ball, but the queen refused point-blank to consider opening the ballroom at Buckingham Palace.”

“Oh, Lou.” Margaret reached across the table to touch her friend’s hand in sympathy, thus committing two social gaffes at once. “Is there no sign of Her Majesty casting off her mourning?”

“Quite the contrary.” Louse contemplated the thin slice of bread and butter on her plate, then decided against taking a bite, instead helping Margaret to a second piece of cake. “Almost every single day since Papa died, Mama tells us that she longs to join him. We live on tenterhooks, for almost everything we say makes her weep—honestly, Margaret, you’d think that laughing was a cardinal sin. And when the queen is not wishing she were dead, I swear she is determined to make everyone around her die of boredom. Were it not for my sculpture lessons with Mary Thornycroft, I think I would go quite mad. I feel sorry for Mama, truly I do, but she is such tedious company, and she seems quite oblivious to the fact that Lenchen and I are no longer children but young women.”

“Goodness yes, your sister Helena is older than me.”

“She’s almost nineteen.” Louise pushed her own tea-cup to one side and picked up her sketchbook, idly flicking through the pages. “Last month we were invited to a fancy dress ball at Claremont. Lenchen and I were so excited, until we found out it was a children’s ball, and Arthur was to attend with us. We made the best of it. I wore a gown in the French style from Louis Quinze. White silk looped over pink and white satin petticoats. Naturellement, I designed it myself.”

“Naturally,” Margaret agreed. “And naturally, you were the belle of the ball.”

“Well, I did look rather wonderful. My hair was powdered, and I had the dress trimmed with old lace belonging to the queen which was a mistake, for seeing it brought on a fit of her megrims. ‘Oh, if only my dear Albert were here to share this moment,’” Louise said, aping her mother’s tone and wringing her hands.

“Stop! It is so wrong of you to make me laugh when her grief is very real.”

“And it has such staying power,” Louise said acerbically. “My father would be appalled to see her wear her heart on her sleeve as she does. You know how stiff and proper he always was.”

Margaret shuddered. “He was terrifying. He had a way of looking straight through me, as if I was so unworthy of his attention as to be invisible.”

“Better invisible than draw his ire by misbehaving.”

“Which you almost never did, Lou, for even when you have been naughty, you manage to shift the blame on to someone else. Don’t deny it—you know it’s true.”

Louise shrugged. “The trick, as I am forever telling you, is to keep a straight face and say nothing.”

Margaret fed the remains of her cake to Laddie. “My father says my face is a card-sharper’s delight, it is so transparent.”

“It’s true, M. I can always tell when my conversation is boring you.”

“You are never boring!”

“No, I am endlessly fascinating and you hang on my every word, but sadly not everyone is as entertaining. I am often bored, but I never let it show. That is why the queen finds me such excellent company.”

“How do you do it? Keep your thoughts from showing on your face, I mean?”

“Goodness, what a thing to ask. I don’t know—it is simply something one does.”

“It’s not something I do.”

“Then it’s something you’d better learn to do or you are going to find yourself in trouble sooner rather than later. You don’t want to get a reputation for being capricious.”

“Yet that describes you perfectly.”

“Ah, but nobody knows that apart from you, my dear M.”

“I know I sound ungrateful, but I’m not. I am perfectly well aware of how fortunate I am. Most young women would give their eyeteeth for the opportunity I am being given, to have a whole new wardrobe of gowns and to have every moment of the day filled with engagements.”

“Goodness, the duchess has been beating the duty drum hard.”

“With my sister Victoria accompanying her on cymbals. The problem is, Lou, I’m not here in London to enjoy myself. I’m here to do my duty and make a good match.”

“It’s what we both must do, sooner rather than later. It is the price we pay for being well-born and mere females.”

“Yes, but I wish I could marry later rather than sooner.”

“Unlikely, however, given that you are proving to be such a hit.”

“Heaven knows why! Mama is quite as perplexed as I am by my success. Perhaps it’s because it’s so early in the Season and there is little competition.”

“Or perhaps it’s because you are the Duke of Buccleuch’s flame-haired daughter—”

“Second daughter.”

Louise waved a dismissive hand. “I’m the queen’s fourth daughter, but in the eyes of the world all that matters is that I am a princess. Which means, of course, that if I were properly out in society I would spare you some of the press’s attention, for a princess trumps a mere duke’s daughter.”

“You are out now, though, aren’t you? You were at the ball at Marlborough House last week.”

“Did you read the report of it in the Times? I assure you, it was every bit as dull as it sounded. It was held to celebrate Bertie and Alix’s second wedding anniversary. Alix is expecting again, though of course you’d never know, for she is laced so tightly.”

Margaret winced. “One can’t help but wonder if it would be better not to squish one’s unborn child for the sake of fashion.”

“She wears a special corset which accommodates the baby,” Louise said, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “When she told me her happy news she was at home en déshabillé, and her interesting state was perfectly obvious. She was showing me the gown she’d had made for the anniversary ball, and I asked her how on earth she expected to get into it. So she let me see the contraption, as she called it.” Louise’s cheeks coloured. “It looked more like an instrument of torture than a corset.”

“Why wear it then? Breeding is perfectly natural.”

Louise affected a shudder. “You must not say breeding in polite company. Horses breed, as do farmyard animals and dogs. The populace procreate. But ladies—my dear, absolutely not. Do you know nothing?”

“Since coming to London, I’ve realised that my ignorance knows almost no bounds,” Margaret confessed. “How does one describe it more delicately?”

“One may admit to being in an interesting condition or expecting an event—but only to one’s female friends. In public, a lady must simply pretend that her unborn child doesn’t exist.”

“Well, I think that’s preposterous, given the amount of time a married lady spends with child.”

“Oh, I agree,” Louise said, abandoning her affected tone. “Look at my sister Vicky. She’s had four so far, in only six years. Can you imagine! It will be your sister Victoria’s turn soon, now she is married. I blame the queen, you know, for setting the fashion by having nine of us.”

Louise began to wander about her bedchamber, picking up and replacing the various statuettes, books, and drawing paraphernalia that covered most of the surfaces. “Now she has set the trend for inexorable grieving, and it’s suffocating. She is quite determined that no-one else be allowed to extract a single drop of joy from life if she cannot.”

“I hadn’t realised things were so dismal.”

Louise sat back down again. “I envy you your freedom.”

“The only freedom I have is to disappoint my mother on a daily basis now that we are under the same roof,” Margaret retorted. “If it’s not my hair, it’s my freckles or my figure. Or the way I enter a room—she says I burst in like a London bobby—or the fact that I can’t seem to retain my fan, never mind use it properly. Did you know, Louise, that one can communicate using a fan?”

“But of course.”

“Well, I didn’t.”

“Lenchen and I have our own secret language using cutlery,” Louise said with a mischievous smile. “We use it during those eternal dinners we have to endure with the queen and her entourage. It means we can make polite, tedious conversation with the inevitably polite, boring courtier sitting next to us, and at the same time hold a completely different conversation between ourselves just by rearranging a spoon or a fork.”

“No! Show me.”

“Certainly not, for you would try to use it, and your face would give you away and that would be the end of that. I shall teach you something more useful. I know—I shall give you a lesson in the etiquette of curtsying.”

“I was taught to curtsy at a very young age, when I was first introduced to your mother. You must have been three, for I was four and it was when I came to London for the very first time, for the state opening of the Great Exhibition.”

“We were thick as thieves from the start. Prince Albert never approved of our friendship, did you know that? He thought you were a bad influence on me.”

“Ha! Little did he know that it is the other way around.”

“I think you will find me a positive influence and a useful font of knowledge, when it comes to the ways of the world,” Louise said primly.

“Now that I cannot argue with. I will look to you as my guide as I am dressed up and paraded about like a bit of prime bloodstock at an auction.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, may I present Lady Margaret Elizabeth Louise Montagu Douglas Scott,” Louise intoned. “The second daughter and sixth child of the Duke and Duchess of Buccleuch. What am I bid for this young woman, who has a large dowry and a most excellent lineage?”

“Don’t forget the added bonus of a mother who has proved herself a productive brood mare.”

“Margaret!” Louise’s mouth quivered. “I cannot imagine the duchess ever saying anything so vulgar.”

“Well, no, but I swear they have actually drawn up a list of my attributes. It is, I’ll wager, a very short list, mind you, but I am equally certain that they have a corresponding list of the qualities they require any potential husband to possess. Pedigree, social standing, estates, connections, income, politics.” Margaret wrinkled her nose. “All the important things. It wouldn’t matter to them if my future husband was ninety years old.”

“Oh no, ninety is far too old to father children. I’d say they would have set the age limit at sixty. Seventy at a push.”

“Stop! There is no way on this earth I could kiss a seventy-year-old man.”

“You’d have to do more than kiss him.”

“Eugh!” Margaret covered her ears.

“You brought the subject up, and one must face facts. As a Montagu Douglas Scott, it is expected of you.”

“But no-one seems to care that underneath I’m an actual person.”

“No, but when did they ever think of either of us in that way? It’s not as if it’s a surprise that you must marry, is it? And there are worse fates, you know. If I don’t marry, I will dwindle into eternal spinsterhood as Mama’s scribe, which I am determined not to do.”

“Oh no, that would be a terrible waste, for you have such an artistic talent.” Margaret’s face fell. “The sad fact is, though, that I have no talents to speak of.”

“Then I fear you have no choice but to resign yourself to the path mapped out for you.”

“I didn’t expect you to be so unsympathetic.”

“I’m being realistic.”

“I suppose you’re right. Let us have done with this depressing subject.”

“Yes, let’s. You are being formally presented at court in April, aren’t you? I expect I’ll be there in attendance with the queen as usual. Shall I wink at you as you make your curtsy?”

“Do not! I’ll be bound to giggle if you do, and then I’ll probably trip on my train,” Margaret said, torn between laughter and horror.

“Now I feel obliged to wink, just to see if you have paid attention to a single thing I’ve told you today. Who has the duchess employed to take your carte-de-visite photograph? If she has not yet made the arrangements, I can recommend Mr. Jabez Hughes. Here, take a look at this example he produced for my friend Sybil. Isn’t it lovely?”

Margaret studied the little card, which showed a stern-looking young woman leaning on a pillar. “Why do they always pose in profile?”

“Everyone has a better side, and a person’s face is more distinctive in profile.” Louise picked up her sketchbook and a charcoal. “Look, I’ll show you. Sit there with Laddie while I draw you both. In fact, let’s include your ideal husband in the composition. What is he like, do you think? Describe him to me.”

“Ah, there’s the rub,” Margaret said ruefully. “I have absolutely no idea. Someone my parents would heartily disapprove of, knowing me!”





Illustrated London News, Saturday, 1 April 1865

NOTABLE DEBUTANTE TO MAKE FIRST ROYAL COURT APPEARANCE

On Thursday, the queen will journey from Windsor to Buckingham Palace to host her fourth Reception of the London Season, at which select gathering a number of young ladies making their debut will be presented. Her Majesty will be accompanied by the Princesses Helena and Louise, and ably assisted by His Royal Highness, the Prince of Wales.

One of this year’s most notable debutantes will make her first formal appearance at this Reception. The Titian-haired Lady Margaret Montagu Douglas Scott is the second daughter of the Duke of Buccleuch and Queensberry, one of the most eminent peers in the land, formerly Lord Privy Seal and currently Gold Stick for Scotland. Lady Margaret, who has been hailed as a “breath of fresh Scotch air,” will be accompanied by her mother, the Duchess of Buccleuch, daughter of the Second Marquess of Bath, and former Mistress of the queen’s Robes.

Readers are advised to avoid the vicinity of Buckingham Palace on Thursday if their business permits them to do so, as severe congestion of all approaches is anticipated. A strict code of dress is enforced for this most formal and exclusive occasion. Those wishing to admire the toilettes of the ladies will be able to peruse them at their leisure in next Saturday’s edition which will contain as many lavish illustrations as can be accommodated between these pages.





Chapter Three

Montagu House, London, Thursday, 6 April 1865

THE DAY OF MARGARET’S FORMAL presentation at court started very early when Molly roused her at some ungodly time to herald several hours of primping and titivating. First there had been her bath, a daily ritual made considerably easier in Montagu House, which had running water. Usually Margaret enjoyed this luxury, lying back with the rose-scented water washing over her, closing her eyes, and imagining she was at home in Dalkeith, but today she was not permitted to bathe alone.

Celeste, Mama’s formidable French maid, was in charge, insisting that Molly apply the pumice stone vigorously to Margaret’s feet while she combed oils into her hair. More emollients were rubbed into her skin when she emerged like a boiled lobster from the tub, until she glistened like an eel and her nose twitched from the warring scents, and her protests that none of this was in the least necessary since her entire person would be covered with a court dress predictably fell on deaf ears.

Draped in a cotton shift which clung to her slick body, Margaret was next placed in front of the dressing table, where the triple mirror gave her far too much insight into Celeste’s machinations. The first layer applied to her face was a cold cream that Mama had insisted she use daily since coming to London in the vain hope it would fade her freckles. Though it was scented with rose water, Margaret was convinced she could smell the spermaceti, a substance taken from a poor whale’s head, every time it was applied. It had made no difference to her stubborn freckles, which meant that next Celeste dusted her face with pearl powder, and then dusted it again when Margaret sneezed violently. She lost track of the different preparations that then followed from the Celeste’s mahogany box of tricks. Her brows were plucked and coloured. Her lashes and cheeks were tinted. There were drops to make her eyes sparkle, and a beeswax pomade to make her lips shine.

Her hair took an age to tame into submission, by which time her neck and shoulders were stiff and sore with the effort of keeping still and her scalp prickled with pins. Next came the trussing up in the steel-boned cage of her corset, a painful and mortifying process supervised by Mama wielding her dreaded measuring tape. Another cage was donned next in the form of her crinoline; and finally it took both Celeste and Molly to manoeuvre her into the confection of lace, silk, and satin that was her court dress, with its prescribed short puffed sleeves and low-cut neckline. The long lace train was then fixed to her shoulders, and finally the lace veil was fixed to the back of her head with a painful assortment of combs and pins, topped with the two white feathers that all unmarried ladies being presented to the queen must wear. Her long white gloves were fastened tightly, which meant, she realised with dismay, that she would be able to eat absolutely nothing until her return for fear of spotting them. The white ostrich feather fan was attached to one wrist, her simple pearl necklace and matching bracelet fixed. Then she stood for an age while Mama and Celeste inspected, adjusted, consulted, and primped and Molly watched, her smile pained. Finally, with a flourish, Mama presented her first with a lace handkerchief, and then with an enormous bouquet.

Margaret barely recognised the carefully packaged young woman staring back at her from the mirror, no doubt indistinguishable from the bevy of other debutantes to be presented that day. Even her hair managed to appear colourless. Panic made her heart beat faster, making her breathless. The whole point of this absurd, antiquated ceremony was to establish her as a member of an elite club she didn’t want to join. After her presentation she would be officially, inescapably up for auction in the matrimonial mart. This wasn’t the beginning of her life as an eligible young lady—it marked the end of her freedom.

“Mama . . .”

“Excellent. You look quite the part,” the duchess said, unaware that this was exactly what Margaret wanted to avoid. “Now, let us go downstairs and have your likeness taken before you manage to spoil it.”

She was to be captured for posterity by Mr. Jabez Hughes, as recommended by Louise. With a growing sense of unreality, Margaret watched the photographer fussing over his camera and all its associated paraphernalia on the orchestra dais of the ballroom. The spot where she was to pose was marked by a huge chalked cross, and the man had measured the distance between this and the camera equipment obsessively, several times making the most minuscule of adjustments. The backdrop consisted of several screens depicting what looked like rather tasteless dark-green curtains, and the obligatory cardboard pillar to support her supposedly fragile feminine form.

Ha! She’d like to see a man spending the day carting about a ton of crinolines and petticoats, squashed into a corset that barely let him breathe, never mind eat. Unable to rest his legs properly for fear of exposing his delicate ankles, and being forced to glide rather than totter, while keeping his head up and shoulders back at all times, he would need more than a flimsy paper pillar to lean on. One hour, never mind a day, of this would force any man to reconsider his use of the epithet the weaker sex!

It seemed to Margaret to take only slightly less time to have her photograph taken than it would have to have her portrait painted. It was gone twelve when she and Mama were assisted into their coach for the short drive to Buckingham Palace, ridiculously premature for a reception that did not commence until three, especially since they were forbidden entry before half past one. But in this, as in every other aspect of the day, Mama was proved right. The carriages containing that day’s quota of debutantes and assorted female relatives who would present them were so numerous as to have almost stopped the traffic in the Mall. To add to the mayhem, crowds of onlookers, in a wonderful assortment of equipages from drover’s carts to sporting carriages, occupied the space on either side of the main procession, their passengers peering at the debutantes as if they were animals in a zoo. Several bold pedestrians even pressed their noses against the carriage windows to get a closer look.

Margaret’s relief when they finally arrived at Buckingham Palace was short-lived. Their progress through the series of hot, stifling antechambers towards the Presence Chamber was tortuous. The atmosphere was hushed, expectant, crackling with tension as mamas fussed over gowns and feathers and trains and veils, and daughters stood rigid and flushed but unable to use their fans for fear of disturbing their coiffure or dropping their wilting bouquets. When her tummy rumbled, the noise seemed like a thunder-clap, drawing the horrified attention of everyone around her.

“Margaret!” her mother hissed. “Have you no self-control?”

“It is precisely because I have exercised self-control that my tummy is complaining. I have eaten precisely nothing all day.”

“For a very good reason. There are no facilities of any sort here,” Mama said pointedly.

Was a debutante expected to have rigid control of her waterworks as well as her demeanour? Margaret thought better of inquiring. In truth, as the hour of her debut approached, she was fighting a very strong urge to flee. Casting a critical eye over the other debutantes confirmed that she did indeed look exactly like them. Were any of them feeling as she did? She tried to tell herself that it was simply a ceremony to be got through, but she knew it was much more significant than that.

“It is almost three,” Mama said, twitching at the lace of Margaret’s gown. “The Lord Chamberlain has informed me that we will be among the first to be called. I hope I don’t need to remind you of the need to deliver an impeccable performance.”

Like one of those dogs which jumped through burning hoops, Margaret thought. Only she was wearing her hoops. “All this effort, just so that I can curtsy to the queen, which I have done any number of times before.”

“You know perfectly well that it is about much more than that.”

“Before I make my entrance in this absurd outfit, I’m not out. After I’ve minced my way along the Presence Chamber and been kissed by Her Majesty, I am out,” Margaret said, in a futile attempt to quell her nerves with sarcasm. “Does the queen have some magical powers that I am as yet unaware of?”

“Don’t be so absurd. It’s a rite of passage, marking your transition from carefree girl to young lady of substance. The carte-de-visite with your photograph from this morning is quite literally your passport into society. I thought you understood that.”

“I do, all too horribly well.” If she made some sort of faux pas, would it make the ceremony null and void? As she waited for one of the many lords in waiting to summon her into the royal presence, the rebellious little voice in her head that forever accompanied her, urged Margaret to do just that. But that would reflect badly on Mama, and in any case, she didn’t really believe that failing to curtsy low enough or stepping on her train would damage her as a matrimonial prize.

A ripple of excitement coursed through the waiting throng as the two doors to the Presence Chamber were opened. The proceedings were about to commence. It was too late for anything now, save to steel herself to get through it without a hitch.

One of the lords in waiting began to organise the queue according to the list he carried. “Your Grace, you have the honour of being first, at Her Majesty’s behest,” he said, and Margaret and Mama were ushered forward.

Despite the fact that she had been in the queen’s presence countless times, Margaret felt a sheen of cold perspiration break out at the back of her neck. Her heart began to thump. At Mama’s urging, she let down the train, which she had been holding carefully over her left arm, and another lord in waiting used his ceremonial wand to spread it out behind her, while another intoned her name.

“Remember what you have been practicing, and all will be well,” Mama whispered.

Margaret took her first step forward onto the red carpet. The large feathers on her head nodded, her veil threatened to unravel her coiffure, and her crinoline swayed from side to side. Though she had practiced walking with a starched tablecloth around her shoulders many times, she still felt like a very ungainly ship in the grip of a gathering storm.

Mama had not warned her that the Presence Chamber would be so crowded. There was a sea of courtiers, the most senior of whom was the Lord Chamberlain in his full wig and gown. In addition to the numerous lords in waiting in their silk knee breeches, there were equerries and gentlemen in waiting surrounding the royal party in full regalia, their chests swathed in sashes and braid, glittering with honours and medals. Ladies-in-waiting took up more space with their feathers and crinolines, making the passageway to the dais hazardously narrow.

“More slowly,” Mama hissed out of the corner of her mouth as Margaret began the short journey.

She didn’t see Louise at first, for her friend was standing to one side, partly obscured by her elder sister. But as Margaret got to within a step of the dais and Mama presented her, Louise adjusted her position and wiggled her eyebrows.

Margaret bit her lip as the nervous giggle formed. Dear heavens, surely Louise would not actually wink, as she had threatened. But, no, Louise prided herself on her public poise; she would never do anything so risky.

Margaret creaked carefully into her full court curtsy, reciting the instructions in her head. Drop low enough so that her knee almost touched the ground. Hold. Count to three. Bow for three. Eyes on the ground. Keep your balance. Hold on to your bouquet. Her knees trembled, and her nose itched with the urge to sneeze. She could feel Louise’s encouraging gaze on her, and Mama’s, too, which gave her the will she needed to remain perfectly in control. Was she close enough to the queen? Low enough for her petite majesty to reach her cheek? Goodness, how much longer must she hold this pose?

At last, the queen bent forward and brushed her cheek with the kiss, an honour reserved for the elite few. Finally, Margaret was permitted to rise, which she did as Mama had instructed, as if a rope were attached to her head pulling her straight up.

The closing stage of the ceremony required her to pay her respects to each of the royal party. Bertie was there, though no Alix, presumably excused because of her condition. Margaret made a deep curtsy to the Prince of Wales, and then moved on. Princess Helena was next, looking very unlike the Lenchen she knew, stiff and regal in her formal gown. Margaret reached Louise and despite herself, she smiled as she curtsied. Nothing could detract from her friend’s elegant beauty. The smile Louise bestowed on her as she rose from her curtsy was fleeting but warm, making Margaret glow with pride, for she had passed the test, and no-one had higher standards than Lou. Not even Mama.

“Well done.”

Another of Louise’s talents, her ability to speak with her mouth closed. Margaret dare not acknowledge the words, concentrating on making her way backwards out of the room, her gaze fixed towards the queen.

Another lord in waiting expertly folded her train and hung it over her left arm and the ordeal was over. Buoyed with success, Margaret beamed at her mother as soon as she had left the Presence Chamber. “I did it.”

“Well done,” Mama said, unconsciously echoing Louise’s words. “Congratulations, you are now officially out in society.”

The words made her spirits plummet. Out in society. On the market. And firmly set on a well-worn path that had only one destination. Marriage.





Chapter Four

Montagu House, London, June 1865

THE DRAWING-ROOM WAS ONE OF Margaret’s favourites in the London town house. The cornicing, the walls, and the woodwork were all painted white which, combined with the views of the garden, gave it a relaxed feel. As she hovered outside the door today, however, she didn’t feel at all calm. She had been summoned and had no idea why. Bracing herself, she opened the door, only to discover to her dismay that both her parents were present.

“Sit down,” Mama said, indicating one of the chairs between them.

Margaret did so, trying to smile. “This all looks rather ominous.”

“No, no, I have some good news to impart. Your mother and I have identified a suitable husband for you.”

Papa smiled at her encouragingly, but Margaret, for once, was lost for words. A husband had been found for her? She wondered where, exactly. Hiding in the attics? Wandering the streets desperately searching for a red-haired bride?

“Well?” Papa was looking at her expectantly. “Have you nothing to say for yourself?”

“I didn’t think it would happen quite so quickly.”

“To be perfectly honest,” Mama said, “neither did we, but the ‘Titian-haired breath of fresh Scotch air,’ as the press have it, has defied the odds.”

Margaret dearly wished she had not. Shocked, she stared dumbly at her parents.

“Don’t you want to know who the lucky gentleman is?” Mama asked.

No, she did not, for that would make it real. But Mama and Papa were looking delighted with themselves, and it wasn’t as if their purpose in bringing her to London was a secret. She pinned a smile to her face. “Who is it?”

“Come,” Mama said, smiling encouragingly, “surely you must be able to guess?”

Guess! Was this some sort of bizarre parlour game? Margaret felt sick. Of the many eligible men she had been introduced to, she couldn’t think of any she’d want as a husband, or even a single one who had indicated that he’d like her to be his wife. “No, I give in,” she said.

“Oh, for goodness sake! It is Lord Rufus Ponsonby.”

Margaret’s jaw dropped. Surely she had misheard. Lord Rufus Ponsonby was that pompous man with the irritating little cough whose smile would freeze boiling water.

“Ponsonby, the Earl of Killin,” her father repeated. “You’ll be a countess, mistress of a castle set on the banks of Loch Tay. Of course it’s a bit run-down, in need of your dowry to fix it up, and the Killin title isn’t as prestigious as ours, but it’s a venerable one. And as for his side of the bargain—well, it’s what I would call serendipity. Our estates have lots of sheep. He has woollen mills. In more ways than one, it will be a marriage made in heaven. So, what do you say?” he concluded with a rare smile. “Haven’t your mother and I done well by you?”

Horrified, knowing her feelings would be writ large across her face, Margaret prevaricated. “I had no idea he was interested.”

“Why would you? He’s a perfect gentleman; he wouldn’t dream of fixing his intentions with you until he’d spoken to me. I’m very glad he did. Just between ourselves, he was already in our top five.”

“You actually had a list?”

“Choosing your husband is the single most important decision we have to make for you as parents, and we set about it with due diligence.”

Margaret tried to imagine her parents, closeted together in Papa’s study, working their way through the runners and riders, but this was no laughing matter. Whether or not she and her prospective suitors shared any interests or, heaven forfend, found each other attractive or even liked each other would not have been taken into consideration.

“What does that pained expression mean? Come on, out with it.”

Papa’s tone was considerably less indulgent now. She braced herself. “I am so sorry, but I’m afraid I don’t like Killin.”

“You don’t like him?” Papa’s face was set, his expression forbidding now. “There is plenty to like about him, is there not, Charlotte?”

Taking her cue, Mama launched into a rhapsody about Killin and all his husbandly qualities.

Margaret couldn’t argue with any of them. “It’s the way he clears his throat,” she exclaimed when her mother finished her encomium. “Just before he speaks, he makes this really irritating noise—”

“Margaret! You do realise that is the most preposterous—”

“I don’t like him, Mama, and I’m certain he doesn’t like me either. Or if he does, he’s certainly done an excellent job of concealing the fact. He is so—so cold.”

“You mean he does not wear his heart on his sleeve as you do. A modicum of reserve is no bad thing.”

“He has vast reservoirs of it! Enough to drown me. Please, I beg you don’t make me—”

“Make you! You are not some foolish heroine in a melodrama. There is no question of my making you do anything.” Brows drawn fiercely together, Papa got to his feet. “The law of the land gives me the right to insist you marry any man of my choosing. I am not a despot, however, but a father wishing to do his best by a daughter who should understand her duty to the family by now.” He glowered. “I have found you an eminently suitable husband, whose family interests perfectly complement ours. What I expect from you is compliance and gratitude, not disrespect and disobedience.”

“Papa! I am neither of those things.”

“I beg to differ, Margaret. You are also immature and overly dramatic. To speak so defiantly—”

“No, no, Papa, I would not dream of— I did not mean—” Margaret broke off, tears smarting her eyes. “I am perfectly aware that I must marry, but—”

“I am pleased to hear that.” Her father cut her short. “This betrothal has, for reasons I cannot fathom, come as a surprise to you. You are very young for your age compared to your sister. I will make some allowance for that, and you in turn must trust me when I assure you that you will thank your mother and me when you understand the many advantages of this match.”

“I can already see the advantages, but—”

“As for this irrational dislike you claim, that is stuff and nonsense. You barely know the man. I am convinced you will think very differently when you do. Trust that your mother and I know best. Now, if we are finished, I have other urgent business to attend to.”

“Let me talk to Margaret. There is no need to detain you further,” Mama said, accompanying him to the drawing-room door, where they whispered together for a moment.

“Mama,” Margaret exclaimed as soon as the door was closed behind her father, “please . . .”

“No more. You have said quite enough.” The duchess’s pretty mouth firmed as her expression hardened.

Margaret could almost feel the shackles being locked and bolted into place around her heart. “But you don’t understand. I haven’t explained myself properly.”

“Explained what, precisely? Why you have decided to take an obtuse aversion to a well-respected gentleman of excellent character and means? Are you setting yourself up as a superior judge of character to the duke?”

“No, but . . .”

“Or myself, perhaps? You think that I don’t know you, my own daughter, well enough to judge the type of man who would best suit you as a husband? You have made your mind up without giving Killin the benefit of the doubt. The man is doing you the honour of offering for your hand, and you won’t even consider his proposal. Do you think that fair?”

“No, Mama,” Margaret said, mortified. “I’m sorry for my outburst.”

“Very well. We will put that behind us. I trust that we now understand each other perfectly. You have approximately two hours to regain your composure and to reconcile yourself to the fact that your future husband is on his way to make his declaration as we speak. I trust you will contrive to give Killin a significantly more positive response to his proposal than the one you have treated us to.”





Chapter Five

Montagu House, London, Wednesday, 19 July 1865

THE GARDEN GATE HAD BARELY slammed shut behind her when Margaret heard Lochiel’s alarmed voice calling her name from the other side. He would catch her easily if she tried to outrun him, and having made her bid for freedom, she was determined to hang on to it. In the ballroom her parents, their guests, and most of all the man standing on the orchestra dais waiting to claim her could go hang for now. There would be a terrible price to be paid for what she’d just done, but for the moment all she cared about was that she was free. She was absolutely not going to allow Lochiel to drag her back to face the music until she certain she could stand resolute in the face of what would be intense pressure to recant.

Margaret had never before ventured beyond the garden gate on this side of the house. As her eyes became accustomed to the darkness, she saw that she was standing on the actual banks of the Thames. Up close, the river smelled absolutely foul. She could hear the water rushing past just a few feet away. Momentarily distracted, she inched forward, marvelling at the sheer power of the tide as it raced in from the estuary, experiencing a wild, irrational urge to jump in. She could imagine herself, buoyed by her crinoline, being carried by the river, waving at Lochiel as he stood helpless on the banks as she bobbed past. His disembodied voice called her name again, yanking her back to reality.

Her pale gown was positively glowing in the dark. She had to hide, but there was nowhere obvious. As the gate creaked open, she reached the corner of the wall marking the edge of her father’s property just in time. He was still calling her name, for goodness sake, as he approached. She crouched down as best she could behind a bushy shrub, closed her eyes, and prayed.

Lochiel came agonisingly close to her hiding place, but he didn’t spot her. Breathlessly, she waited until he made his way back to the riverfront before risking a glance. She could barely make him out, a dark figure, hesitating, unsure of which direction to take. When he finally made his choice, Margaret counted to fifty before edging out, spitting dust from her mouth. Picking up the hem of her ball gown, she fled in the opposite direction. She had no idea where she was going. She didn’t care. She was alone, her whole body energized by her flight, with every step casting off the fetters of her disastrous London Season. Emboldened, she ran faster, relishing the tug of the wind in her hair, enjoying the visceral thrill of her speedy if somewhat ungainly progress.

What a sight I must be! Laughing, she pictured herself, her crinoline bouncing and swinging like a mainsail flapping in the breeze, her satin dancing slippers slipping and sliding in the mud and the slime, the pins dislodging one by one from her hair, which was unravelling from its regulated curls and flying out behind her. Back at Montagu House lay chaos, but this impetuous, grand gesture would finally force her parents to accept that she was deadly serious. Whatever happened next, she would not be marrying Lord Rufus Ponsonby.

Running at full tilt in satin slippers on ground that seemed to consist entirely of mud was hard going. Eventually forced to come to a halt, her chest heaving, Margaret sucked in air that filled her lungs with an acrid metallic tang. Above her, the sky was starless as it always was in London, for even at the height of summer, a cloud of soot from myriad chimneys cast a pall over everything. She had no idea how far she had gone, but looking over her shoulder, there was no sign of Lochiel.

Her exhilaration began to fade as she gazed around her. Impulsive grand gestures were all very well, but she’d have made her point just as effectively if she’d returned to the garden and hidden in the shrubbery, as she’d originally intended. Damn and blast the man. It was his fault that she’d run off like a spooked horse and ended up who knew where.

What was happening back in the ballroom? Would Mama and Papa still be standing on the dais while confusion reigned? Or had her pursuer returned to report her flight, forcing them to send all their guests home? They would be utterly furious with her. If they had only listened to her. No, no, that wasn’t fair. She had not tried nearly forcefully enough to make herself heard. She had been too eager to please, ignoring what her instincts had been telling her from the first. They’d think her actions childish, selfish, thoughtless, undignified. They were unaware of the ongoing debate she’d been having with herself from the moment the match had been proposed, so her flight would seem like a bolt from the blue.

Her father would be cursing her. Why is it that you are capable of thinking only of yourself! How many times had he hurled that accusation at her? It seemed particularly unfair, given how hard she had tried to quell the rebellious little voice in her head and do as he bade her. But she had finally paid heed to that dissenting voice, and she could not regret having done so.

So what now, M.—go back and face the music? That would certainly be the sensible thing to do. Better to surrender herself than be marched back by a search party. But as she hesitated, she heard footsteps coming her way. Hurriedly, Margaret crammed herself and her crinoline into a narrow alleyway, screwing up her nose as her foot splashed in something she hoped was a puddle, even though it hadn’t rained for weeks. She could hear them
































































































OEBPS/images/9780062976543_Cover.jpg
SARAH
FERGUSON

APRENPFESR@E YO RK |"

“A brilliant and glittering

jewel of a novel. I was
wholly swept away!”
—ALLISON PATAKI,
New York Times
bestselling author of
The Queen’s Fortune

a novel





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
MIC=SCRaRe Sgspe=ul

HER HEART
FOR A COMPASS

A NOVEL

Sarah Ferguson, Duchess of York

wiTH MARGUERITE KAYE

e

AVoO
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





