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      Hello dear reader,

      

      I’m so glad you’re back for the next instalment in the lives of the four Partington sisters.

      Beyond Rubies is Book#4 in the Daughters of Sin series. It introduces Lord Partington’s younger illegitimate daughter, Kitty, and follows the dastardly doings of Kitty’s nobly-born half-sister Araminta, and the noble pursuits of her natural born sister, Lissa, the heroine in Book #3, The Mysterious Governess.

      Each of the four sisters in the series—two nobly born and two illegitimate—have quite different reasons for pursuing villainous Lord Debenham, a suspected traitor to his country.

      When their worlds collide, the consequences become the talk of the London gossip sheets and a greater rivalry ensues between the sisters to restore or bolster their respective reputations.

      The first three books in the Daughters of Sin series can be read as stand-alone stories but Beyond Rubies should, ideally, be read after The Mysterious Governess (Book 3)  and before the concluding book #5, Lady Unveiled: the Cuckold’s Conspiracy which reveals the consequences of each sister’s actions and decisions throughout the series and culminates in divine justice for all.

      I hope you enjoy the trials and tribulations of Lord Partington’s very differently deserving daughters in this Regency-era ‘Dynasty’ that was so fun to write!

      Beverley Oakley

      PS  - Here’s just a little story about the inspiration for my starting with a gypsy fortune-teller. Obviously Kitty, at fifteen, is unworldly and gullible, so when the fortune teller in the Prologue describes the man who will be her one true love, and other various things that will happen to her, Kitty, in effect, makes foolish decisions because it seems to her that it’s preordained.

      When I was young, my fortune was told by someone so convincing that for years afterwards I second-guessed events. And even though I tried to be sceptical, I still felt unnerved when things seemed to be like those that were foretold.

      So, I wanted to write it out of my system and have my heroine make unwise decisions because it seems to be her destiny before ‘real love’ overtakes her, totally and completely.

      Enjoy!
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      “…lies, misdeeds, treachery, and romance. What an impressive story! Ms. Oakley has a unique way of telling her stories, bringing unknown heroes/ heroines into the spotlight, as they navigate a world of espionage, and intrigue, all while trying to survive and find their HEA. Magnificent and mesmerizing!” ~ Amazon reader

      

      “Full of secrets, murders, intrigues and you feel you know the characters and want to strangle some of them, especially Araminta!!! I have since read all in the series and can’t wait for Book 5... This is a series I will read again and again.” ~ Amazon reader

      
        
        Below is the order of the books:

      

      

      Book 1: Her Gilded Prison

      Book 2: Dangerous Gentlemen

      Book 3: The Mysterious Governess

      Book 4: Beyond Rubies

      Book 5: Lady Unveiled: The Cuckold’s Conspiracy
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      “And he vil be as reech and handsome as a preence vis ink-black hair! His eyes vil smolder vis passion like…varm treacle, his mouth vil be soft as butter yet firm as zee mouth of zee greatest lover in zee vorld!”

      Kitty stretched out the palm of her hand even wider. Passionate, yet kind? At last, Kitty was being told what she’d wanted to know for as long as she could remember—how her future would unfold.

      “But how will I know him?” she whispered, her eyes watering from the smoke of the cheap tallow candle and strange, cloying perfume of the gypsy fortune-teller hunched over the table in the cramped, oddly-smelling caravan.

      “How vil you know him?” The noisy revelry of St Bartholomew’s fair drifted through a chink in the dirty curtains as the gypsy brushed back a hank of oily black hair and made a moue of her brightly-painted mouth. “You have much fire and energy, girl.” She puffed out her bosom. “You vil know him by the surge of fire and energy in your breast.”

      Kitty nodded slowly. The gypsy woman seemed to understand what she was talking about. She’d identified Kitty and Lissa, not just as sisters, but had differentiated their personalities, despite Lissa declining the palm reading because she’d promised their mother she’d return home before dusk.

      Lissa, according to the gypsy, was an obedient creature, while Kitty was drawn to a life full of wonder and adventure. Kitty couldn’t get over just how on the money that had been.

      “But what if I feel that…that special feeling in a crowd of people and I don’t recognize who, exactly, is causing it?”

      “Ppphtt!”

      Kitty stared at the droplets on the scratched table surface resulting from the gypsy’s explosive sound of derision. She wasn’t quite sure how to respond.

      “How old you are, girl?

      “Almost sixteen.”

      “A leetle girl, to be sure,” the gypsy sneered as she stabbed a grubby finger in Kitty’s face. “When you become woman, you feel zees thing here.” She poked Kitty in the chest. “Ees no doubt in your heart what you feel when you grown woman. Understand?” She stood up to the sound of jangling metal beads and coins as she shook out her skirts and tossed her scarf about her head.

      “Will he marry me?” Kitty rose and hurried after the gypsy. It was the question she’d been angling to ask throughout the entire interview. In fact, it was the main reason she’d paid to have her palm read for she needed to be reassured that she would not suffer her mother’s fate—jilted at the altar then suffering the shame and ignominy of living in sin for the next twenty years. That’s what Kitty’s father had done to her poor mother though by the time he’d said ‘I do’ to the suitably chosen earl’s daughter, he’d already regretted it.

      “Yes, yes, he will marry you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      The gypsy sent Kitty an impatient look over her shoulder as she reached for the heavy curtain. The sound of restless foot shuffling—her next customer—could be heard on the caravan steps.

      “I’m sure.”

      “What sort of man will he be?”

      “Reech, reech nobleman.”

      “So I have only this to go by?” Kitty tapped her heart and tried not to let her disappointment show. The gypsy seemed a trifle oversensitive. “There’s no other way I can properly identify him? Only by what I feel when I meet a rich nobleman with dark hair and eyes?”

      The gypsy turned and made a slicing motion through the air with her hand. “And zee scar beneath his right eye from a brave and daring piece of swordplay,” she muttered. Hesitating as she gripped the curtain, she added in a more considered tone, “My girl, I should charge you more but I tell you zis for free. You vil be great actress. Like famous and beautiful actress what became Lady Emma Hamilton you vil marry nobleman. Now, next! Come in, come in! You very handsome boy. You have great life, already, I can tell. Come and let me tell your fortune.”

      Kitty left with mixed feelings. She was thrilled to learn her destiny included becoming a famous actress, though her family had made it clear such an occupation was out of the question. She was also thrilled that true love would lead to marriage. That was what she wanted, more than anything.

      She just wished she had a little more information to help guide her.
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      Three years later.

      Kitty enjoyed breaking the rules. Often she’d creep into the grounds of The Grange, dressed as a servant girl or peasant, to look through windows and admire the beautiful gowns worn by its nobly-born and far more fortunate occupants—her half-sisters. Sometimes she overheard snippets of gossip, which she relayed to her mother who pretended she wasn’t interested, although she never stopped Kitty from describing every detail. With the flamboyance of the true artiste, Kitty knew how to create just the right drama and color to transfix her audience.

      The days were growing colder and shorter, now, so Kitty’s free and easy ramblings would soon be coming to a close. Lissa had gone to London to be a governess after her dearly-held plans for running a village school had come to nothing. Meanwhile, Kitty was left at home to help her mother who needed her more than ever with yet another baby to look after—another bastard, as she was used to hearing the villagers whisper in her hearing.

      And although it might highlight the drudgery of her own life, Kitty took great pleasure in keeping abreast of the antics of the young ladies at the Grange—beautiful Miss Araminta and her plain but much nicer sister, Hettty.

      The previous season, both girls had been vying for the same man, their bacon-brained cousin Edgar. Araminta had wanted to marry him because he was her father’s heir and she’d always been determined to be mistress of The Grange. Hetty, however, had simply always loved her cousin whom everyone had believed had died in battle but who had appeared unexpectedly one night.

      Kitty was as adept at ferreting out gossip as she was at adopting a persona as different as possible from plain Miss Kitty Hazlett, the illegitimate village girl.

      Now, as Kitty navigated the pathway in the fast gathering dusk, she realised with growing concern that she should have been at home long since. Her mother would no doubt greet her at the door with a clip over the ear.

      She hastened her footsteps, careful not to slip on the damp, leafy laneway, then squealed as a pheasant burst clumsily out of the bushes in front of her. Kitty was not born for the country. No, give her the gaiety of London any day. And yet, the tragedy was that she was destined to molder away in this forgotten corner of England, with no new clothes except her more fortunately-born half-sister’s castoffs which her father had purloined, though he always protested that wasn’t the case. Kitty had, however, seen with her own eyes the lavish creations, like fur-trimmed pelisses, satins and crepes, opera gowns and morning gowns, the young Misses Partington took for granted. Several dressmakers had toiled for weeks to ensure Miss Araminta shone for her second season out.

      Well, if last season’s attire was not good enough for Miss Araminta, Kitty was happy enough to take advantage of beautiful designs and fabrics, though Lissa had turned her nose up at their father’s offerings. A governess, she maintained, needed serviceable gowns in drab, dreary colors. It was as if she wanted to highlight her lowly status, Kitty thought, whereas Kitty wanted to shine.

      She was disappointed she’d never be given the opportunity to wear something in the first stare. Why should her father favor so greatly the two legitimate daughters born to the wife he did not love, while those he’d so carelessly foisted on the solicitor’s daughter he’d abandoned at the altar in order to please his parents, should get nothing but the castoffs?

      But Kitty was strategic. She’d shown her father the gratitude he’d expected, then stowed the lovely garments in her wardrobe, ready for the moment she’d run away from home and burst onto the London stage.

      On this particular evening, Kitty was returning from a visit to old Widow Nuffley to whom she’d fed a bowl of her mother’s famous calf’s-foot jelly. Her return home now included a detour through the woods, although she knew she had no time to venture across the emerald-green stretch of lawn to peer through the windows of  her father’s grand old manor house, The Grange.

      She was therefore about to take the most direct route home when she heard voices issuing from a copse of trees a few yards away.

      “And so it is the scandal of all London town,” she heard her father say with great energy. “Araminta has defied me and brought ridicule on herself and her family. As if it were not bad enough that her sister should elope—elope—with that traitor and rascal Sir Aubrey. Now Araminta, who has always harbored such lofty marital ambitions has done the very same, within twenty-four hours of accepting Mr. Rockerick Woking’s proposal.”

      “Mr. Roderick Woking? That chinless, spineless cipher of his uncle Lord Debenham? I can scarcely believe it,” came the answer.

      Kitty stared, panic-stricken, at the curving path in front of her. Her father’s voice was coming closer, and she had nowhere to run, for the path behind her was blocked by a large fallen tree trunk too difficult to negotiate in a hurry. She’d be discovered before she’d managed to clamber over it. Frantically she whipped her head around, looking for escape. But the only place was…up.

      Tucking her skirts out of the way, she found a foothold on the lowest tree branch beside the path and hoisted herself into the fork of the tree. She wasn’t used to climbing trees, caring too much for her clothes and any unsightly scratches that might result, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      By the time she’d climbed out of sight into the oak’s dense foliage, she thought she was safe. Her father and the man in whose company he walked would turn back once they reached the fallen log.

      To her dismay, they settled themselves upon it to continue their conversation.

      “I will admit,” came her father’s voice, “that I am surprised at Araminta. I thought I knew my daughter better than that.”

      The other man spoke in laconic tones. “I cautioned her strenuously against courting Lord Debenham’s interest, and she evinced a sincere abomination of the villainous viscount, as he is known. That she has eloped with him defies all I know of her.”

      “And that is saying something.” Her father sounded highly cynical. “I was aware of the way she threw herself at you, and would that you had found her to your liking, Stephen, it would have been entirely to my satisfaction. Yet you are still my heir, and despite everything, I am glad of it. I would prefer to hand the reins to a fellow such as yourself, whom I have the measure of, than a knucklehead like Edgar, or worse, an infant.”

      Aha, so her father was talking to his heir, Stephen Cranborne, the young man who had been summoned from obscurity the previous season to take up the reins after it was believed that Lord Partington’s nephew, bacon-brained Edgar, had been killed. The young man whom everybody had expected would marry Araminta. Araminta, though, had switched her interest from Stephen to Edgar in the brief time before he had been Lord Partington’s prospective heir.

      There was a long pause, and from her perch, Kitty watched with interest as Cousin Stephen colored up in the face of her father’s fierce stare. At least, fierce was how Kitty interpreted it since she’d often been on the receiving end of it. Her father seemed to relax upon a sigh. “One’s children are so wearying.”

      Kitty drew herself up in indignation. It was all very well for her father to say such a thing when he was responsible for them all. Responsible for making her mother so unhappy for not marrying her as he’d promised, and condemning Lissa and herself and Ned and the new baby to living half-lives—not accepted by the society to which Kitty longed to be a part; not accepted by the villagers who dropped their eyes when she passed as if she did not exist. Or worse, who whispered the word ‘bastard’ in her hearing.

      Well, her father might have spent many nights in her mother’s small cottage by the bridge. Kitty suspected this must mean his wife, Lady Partington, was even more unhappy than Kitty’s mother though she’d heard whispers that suggested Lady Partington had found other avenues to console herself. A lover? Kitty had only a vague idea of what having a lover entailed beyond kissing and was surprised that a matron of Lady Partington’s age would indulge in such behavior.

      Most of what Kitty had learned about such matters came from Millie, the kitchenmaid, who had a very romantic turn of mind though she buttoned her lips at some of the questions Kitty asked.

      Asking Lissa was pointless. Her older sister refused to indulge in such talk. Lissa was quite the proper miss, but Kitty had been dying to find out for months now what it was they’d seen when she and Lissa had been walking home one evening and, fearing a sick cow needed assistance in their neighbor’s cowshed due to the low moaning sounds, had rushed in to find the milkmaid lying underneath the baker’s boy whose breeches were around his ankles. Lissa had dragged her younger sister away and refused to say a word about it, other than that if she ever caught Kitty in such a situation or heard she’d done anything like it, she’d have nothing more to do with her.

      When Kitty had taken up the matter with Millie, she’d been told that she would understand when she was visited by the romantic stirrings of her body.

      So Kitty remained essentially ignorant, and had to come to her own conclusions as to how kissing while pressing one’s body against another might be a sin, and that if only Lord Partington and her mother hadn’t done it, then she, Lissa, Ned, and the new baby, would not be bastards.

      Stephen Cranborne, Lord Partington’s handsome heir, was speaking now. “I’m sorry, my Lord, but you must know that my concerns are greater than they were when I counseled Araminta against furthering her unwise acquaintanceship with Lord Debenham, and, in fact, the reason I suggested this walk was to avoid any possibility of being overheard by the servants.”

      Kitty pricked up her ears. At this stage of life, she regarded herself as a dispossessed child with no future prospects other than the unremitting hard work that was already fast ruining her soft hands; but now her father was talking scandal with his heir and Kitty needed to arm herself with every bit of possible information that might give her an edge so that her future was not one of complete drudgery. She wasn’t sure exactly how she was going to achieve the lofty heights the gypsy had foretold three years before but she felt she was on the precipice of change, though she’d not breathed a word to anyone, not even Lissa. Soon she would leave this sleepy village where everyone looked down at her, and make her name in the world.

      The men were now talking of the scandal that had consumed those above and below stairs for the past few months: the “Castlereagh Affair” involving the two dangerous gentlemen—Lord Debenham and Sir Aubrey Banks—whom Araminta and Hetty had now married, respectively.

      “As you know, it’s long been believed Sir Aubrey was the key player in the failed attempt on Lord Castlereagh’s life, but we have credible information that in fact Debenham attempted to make Sir Aubrey his scapegoat.” Kitty heard the tremor in her father’s voice as he added, “My own daughter has married a suspected traitor.”

      “I’m sorry, my Lord.” Stephen Cranborne sounded truly regretful. “Although I must be careful what information I impart, I can tell you this: Debenham is being watched, together with a number of his close companions, Lord Silverton, Lord Smythe, and a lowly shoemaker known as Buzby.”

      “And how am I to receive Debenham? With suspicion or with the due regard it is only right I show my new son-in-law?” Kitty’s father clicked his tongue, and she craned her neck through the leaves in an attempt to glimpse his face. How exciting to be witnessing this moment.

      “We have no evidence against Debenham at this stage. At least that will make your task easier,” Stephen Cranborne said. “And the three men under suspicion—Debenham, Smythe and Buzby—deny knowing one another. Nevertheless, a skilful sketcher in our employ has provided irrefutable evidence of a meeting between the three several weeks ago.”

      “Indeed? And they could be recognized?”

      “The artist rendered likenesses that are truly remarkable.” Cousin Stephen—for if he was Araminta and Hetty’s cousin, he was also Kitty’s—exhaled on a sigh. “I sympathise with your dilemma, my Lord. The fact Araminta is now married to Lord Debenham is a grave matter indeed.”

      Kitty heard her father groan, and peeked through the branches once more. She wanted very much to see Cousin Stephen up close. He was, she thought, very handsome, and she’d also heard he was engaged in a secret liaison. A very unsuitable and dangerous liaison, it was rumored, though Kitty did not know with whom.

      Leaning perilously low to improve her view, Kitty was gratified by what she saw. Up close, he was even more handsome than she’d thought. His thick, dark-blond hair framed a striking face with a strong nose and sensitive mouth. Kitty always took an extra interest in men’s mouths. It was not something they were usually commended for. Square jaws and well-built physiques—which Cousin Stephen also had—yes, but the descriptions Kitty most often heard never mentioned mouths. Since Kitty had secretly observed the kiss between the milkmaid and her lover, and heard the woman remark upon the man’s ability to do such “magic” with his mouth, she’d been fascinated. The man she would take as her husband must have a mouth that could do magic, too.

      Gripping the branch even more tightly in order to risk an even closer look, Kitty had to dislodge herself slightly from the safety of her perch. But to observe better the man at whom Araminta had thrown herself and who would one day succeed her father at The Grange, was too much to resist.

      Unfortunately, so was the tree branch’s ability to hold her weight. With an earsplitting noise, the branch gave way, disgorging Kitty into the air and sending her tumbling into a heap onto the soft earth right at the feet of her father and Cousin Stephen.

      “Dear God, what is this!” Her father’s horror rather matched Kitty’s own as she straightened, dusting down her dirt-soiled skirts.

      “I’m sorry, Papa!” She knew he’d not forgive her easily. “I know I’m forbidden to come onto the grounds, and that you’re justifiably angry but I was only going for a walk and then I felt I had to hide when I heard your voice.”

      His expression was apoplectic. For a moment, he seemed lost for words until he thundered, “How dare you eavesdrop on your elders’ conversations? You will be severely punished for this. You understand?”

      Kitty felt the tears threaten. She was always so bold in her own imaginings, and yet her father could reduce her to a trembling wreck. He held absolute sway in the small household by the village bridge where he was like a towering colossus, yet here, master of these magnificent grounds, he was like a demi-god.

      Cousin Stephen, beside him, seemed more curious than outraged. He had a kind face, she decided. She was definitely bolstered by the fact that he seemed far less concerned by having a trespassing eavesdropper tumble into his midst than her father.

      “You will return home this instant, and you will not be allowed outside for a week unless it’s to do the errands demanded of you, do you understand?” Her father, still purple with rage, spoke with difficulty. An image of Hetty and Araminta, his natural-born, cosseted daughters, both of whom had scandalized society and brought shame upon the family by eloping with dangerous, unsuitable men, appeared before Kitty. They were much the same age as she, and yet they did not suffer the myriad ignominies Kitty did every day. They had fine clothes paid for by their father, while Kitty got their castoffs. They got to dance the night away at London’s grand balls and rub shoulders with dukes and duchesses every night of the week, while Kitty rubbed her mother’s chilblains.

      All the painful indignities of her eighteen years rose up to give her the courage to say, “I will not, Papa, for I am going to London. Yes, I’m going to London to become an actress, and even if you lock me in my room for a week you cannot keep me there forever. I am weary of this life where I’m nothing, looked down upon by all the villagers. I won’t do it any longer! When you next hear of me, it shall be as the celebrated actress, Kitty La Bijou, and all London will be talking of me as the most beautiful, talented woman in the country. Yes, you might be scandalized, but at least I will be appreciated by somebody.”
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      Two months later

      Kitty glanced up at the flaking wooden door in the laneway and then down at her fashionable fuller skirts—well, they were fashionable last year, and she was not, after all, trying to compete with any society miss but, rather, with the other hopeful actresses who sought to land the lead role in this production of Romeo and Juliet. Unlike her mother or Lissa, Kitty wasn’t good with a needle and thread, otherwise she’d have worked magic and turned her gown into the height of fashion.

      She’d been delighted when Lissa had proudly spurned it with the lofty  claim that serviceable serge and cotton would do well enough for her while she was a governess in the Lamont household; proving to the world that she was a more worthwhile creature than the cosseted Araminta and Hetty, and, by inference, living by a higher moral code than Kitty. At least, that’s how Kitty interpreted it.

      Kitty, by contrast, was more than happy to wear Araminta’s castoffs which would serve her well in the theater where she was confident she’d meet her heart’s desire—the gentleman whom she’d know with the exchange of a single smoldering, impassioned look. This scion of the nobility would pluck her from her lowly status, recognize her worth, brand her his, and ultimately make her his wife. It had all been prophesied, and Kitty was looking forward to lording her newfound status over her half-sister, Miss Araminta Partington, whom she was determined would not only notice her, but desire above all to swap places.

      For now, Araminta did not even know Kitty existed.

      But she soon would.

      And when Miss Kitty La Bijou was a name on everyone’s lips, she’d visit Lissa, who’d been so unhappy in her London job, and who’d loathed lazy Mrs. Lamont who believed herself so much grander than she was, and spoiled Miss Maria Lamont, who was embarking upon her first season with all the airs of a duchess, and offer to take her sister away from her awful life. Kitty, for once, would be her older sister’s savior.

      The slight difficulty was that although Kitty was now in London, she had no idea how to find Lissa. Her sister had unexpectedly left the Lamont household to live with a dressmaker, where she continued doing her sketches, from what Kitty could gather, though how she could keep body and soul together in such employment was a mystery.

      And Lissa had left no forwarding address.

      Not that Kitty intended staying with Lissa. She’d soon be in her own grand lodgings.

      At least, she hoped that would be the case. Several months earlier, a troupe of actors had been performing The Taming of the Shrew in their little village before it went to the next county and Kitty had made herself known to the director, Mr. Lazarus. He’d looked her up and down in a very appraising way, then invited her to sit down and offered her biscuits and Madeira, something she’d never tried before and which made her feel quite lightheaded, and at the end of a very heartening conversation, he’d given her a very stylish London address where she could find lodging when she came to London to audition after his company returned to Covent Garden. Kitty knew the address must be stylish because Mr. Lazarus was a very smart gentleman, if a touch too flamboyant with his green felt hat and loudly-patterned waistcoat. But he was the man in charge, and he decided who would act in his plays and which actresses would take a lead role, their ticket to fame and glory. So when he smiled his very white smile, and smoothed his sideburns in evident satisfaction at the well-put-together package Kitty had tried to present to him, she knew she’d surmounted the first obstacle.

      Of course, her plan to become an actress in London was a huge secret she’d had to keep from her mother. She’d worked very hard at home, helping with the baby and household chores since she’d made up her mind, hoping to compensate in some small measure for the subsequent loss of her services, which her mother could not know about beforehand.

      Kitty and her mother were not close, and the baby was docile. Besides, why should Lissa be allowed to escape to a life far more exciting than village life—even if she hated being a governess—while Kitty, only a year younger and who dreamed of the excitement of the metropolis, was denied such opportunities?

      Now, as Kitty waited on the doorstep of this strange London abode for the response to her knock she felt a twinge of uneasiness, for the neighborhood didn’t look respectable at all; though just because one was poor didn’t mean one wasn’t respectable, she knew that very well.

      From behind the door, came a shuffling and a loud and repeated clearing of the throat before a sharp nose emerged between the small crack that opened and a reedy voice demanded, “What’s yer bizness for I ain’t in the market for moldy taties, last week’s fish or anythin’ else, missie?”

      Surprised, Kitty replied, “Mr. Lazarus gave me your address, ma’am. I beg your pardon, but I thought you were expecting me.”

      “Ah, Miss La Bijou, is it? Why, I bin expectin’ yer two days ‘n more. Come in, lovey. Come in.”

      The warmth of her welcome made up for the former sharpness, and gratefully Kitty entered the dim, narrow passage along which she was led. She was only able to see the woman properly when they entered a tiny parlor where a sliver of light penetrated the dirty windows.

      Crossing her arms upon her ample breasts, the woman turned to inspect her from the rag rug in the center of the room. “My but ain’t yer a beauty? The eye o’ Mr. Lazarus is a discernin’ ‘un ‘n the toast o’ London is what ‘e predicted yer’d be. Ain’t that the truth?”

      Kitty’s glow of pleasure helped to dissipate, slightly, the distaste she felt at the evidence of neglect. Mrs. Mobbs was clearly not a particularly assiduous housekeeper, for dust coated the windowsills and spider webs festooned the low ceiling between the beams. Kitty’s mother was fastidious about such matters, which brought a pang for what she’d done. Her mother would be frantic with worry. Kitty only hoped the letter she’d left would be sufficiently reassuring. She’d told her she was going to visit Lissa, who would look after her and introduce her to some respectable families where she might find some work, and she’d promised to send home a portion of her wages every month.

      “So dearie, Mr. Lazarus is very pleased indeed that yer ‘ave ‘onored ‘im wiv yer desire ter grace ‘is illustrious theater wiv yer talent ‘n beauty.” Mrs. Mobbs sat on a dusty chair by the unlit fire and indicated a rickety piece of furniture beside her. As Kitty lowered herself gingerly, Mrs. Mobbs leaned across and picked up her hand. This made Kitty highly uncomfortable, but not wishing to offend, as she presumed this was how London people showed their hospitality, she allowed the woman to stroke her fingers. Mrs. Mobbs looked her up and down. “Well-nourished yer are, wiv a very sought-after beauty, indeed,” she said approvingly, replacing Kitty’s hand in her lap. “Mr. Lazarus ain’t keen on these half-starved waifs who faint on stage. But ‘e’s seen yer fer ‘imself ‘n don’t need me ter do ‘is assessin’ fer ’im, ain’t that so?”

      Kitty nodded, not sure how to respond.

      “So yer’ve left yer family wiv their blessin’ no doubt, ‘n now yer goin’ ter take all London by storm? That’s the idea, eh, dearie?”

      Kitty blushed. “I ran away,” she admitted. The walls were very thin, and she hated the idea of her shame being transmitted to the neighbors whom she could hear arguing in the adjoining dwelling.

      “Ran away, did yer?” To Kitty’s surprise, Mrs. Mobbs sounded approving. “That shows courage. Yes, a love o’ adventure makes yer jest right fer the stage. Me uvver young miss stayin’ wiv me ‘ere ‘asn’t quite yer spark o’ adventure. She’s destined fer uvver work. I’ll call ‘er now so yer can meet the lass. A real country miss, yer’ll find. Can ‘ardly make out a word she says, but she’ll learn London ways soon enough. Dorcas! Come ‘n join us, dearie. I’ve found a friend fer yer.”

      Within a moment or two, a buxom brown-haired lass with a round, rosy-cheeked face and a welcoming smile entered the room and, after bobbing a curtsey, took a seat on a faded green and gold settee by the window.

      “I arrived in London on the stage early this mornin’ an’ Mrs. Mobbs ‘as bin ever so kind,” she told Kitty in her soft Welsh accent when their landlady encouraged her to give an account of her travels and the reason she’d come to London. “I’m the seventh girl in a family o’ fourteen, ‘n I came ter the city ter find work as a servant. The vicar in me village wrote me a character. I were goin’ ter stay wiv Mrs. Fairfax, a good woman ‘the vicar’s wife knew who lived in the big town nearby, but then on top o’ the stagecoach, I met a woman, ever so kindly she was, ‘n she told me she knew jest the place I could find work, where they’d pay me good wages ‘n feed me good ‘n proper, so I changed me mind ‘n came ‘ere ter Mrs. Mobbs where I can rest, ‘n where I’m ter wait ‘til my new employer comes ter fetch me. The woman I met on the coach said she’d see me note were delivered ter Mrs. Fairfax so the good woman don’t worry. I bin ever so fortunate.” Dorcas beamed. “Yer goin’ ter be an actress, are yer, Miss Hazlett?”

      “We don’t need airs here. It’s Kitty ‘n Dorcas, fer yer lasses are already great friends, I can see. And yer can stay up late as a treat, ‘n I’ll ask nuthin of yer ‘cept ter ‘elp tidy away after we’ve ‘ad our victuals. The sun is low, and yer’ll need ter rest ‘n look yer best fer the mornin’ when Mr. Lazarus ‘n Mrs. Montgomery come ter look yer both over fer ter employ yer.” She leaned back with a smile of satisfaction. “What a fine, comely pair of misses yer both are. A fine day indeed fer Mrs. Mobbs. But now, answer Dorcas’s question, Kitty. Tell ‘er yer grand plans. My, my, but I think Mr. Lazarus will indeed give yer the role o’ leadin’ lady. With yer fine bright hair yer’ll steal the performance. ‘N I reckon I’ll jest be there meself on openin’ night.”

      A great sense of belonging surged through Kitty. It had been a long time since she’d felt so happy and among people who understood her aspirations. “I know I can be a fine actress. Papa disapproved when my sister and brother and I liked to put on our Christmas performances. He was afraid it would give us ideas, but it’s impossible to turn off the wanting if something is so important here.” She tapped her chest as excitement bubbled up inside her. Tomorrow she’d see Mr. Lazarus again. She’d gained the distinct impression he’d been impressed by her rendition of Desdemona when he’d asked her to give him a short display of her talent. Now that he was returning from touring the provinces and was to be auditioning for his new play at Covent Garden, Kitty felt her timing was auspicious indeed.

      Daringly, she whispered, “I’m going to be London’s most famous actress, you wait and see. Miss Kitty La Bijou will be a name on everyone’s lips by the end of the season.”

      “Ah now, a girlie with ambition. Reminds me o’ meself when I were a young ‘un,” murmured Mrs. Mobbs, dabbing at her eyes with a grubby piece of linen. “Jest yer remember old Mrs. Mobbs when London’s fine gennulmen can’t get enough of yer, mind?”

      Kitty lowered her eyes. She wasn’t used to compliments. “I shan’t be courting the attention of London’s fine gentlemen. That’s not why I want to be an actress,” she protested. “I want everyone to watch me and believe I am Desdemona, or Juliet or Portia. I want them to weep and laugh. I want to entertain them, and I want them to think I am good. Everyone else in my family has always been praised for being good, or at least good at something. Now is my chance to make them proud, even if they disapprove of me treading the boards. I can still be a fine actress and a woman of virtue, can’t I, Mrs. Mobbs?”

      “Course yer can!” Dorcas interrupted, and Kitty was too busy smiling back at her that she didn’t think to look at Mrs. Mobbs.

      Despite the chance to stay up late, both girls were exhausted, and the moment they’d finished eating a satisfying dinner of chops, they collapsed into the bed in the ‘guest’ room which Mrs. Mobbs said she always made sure she had ready for girls just like themselves.

      After a deep sleep, Kitty and Dorcas were woken by Mrs. Mobbs who tapped on the door, before sailing in with a pot of hot chocolate. Dorcas was wide-eyed at such luxury.

      “I neva thought I could imagine ‘ow a fine lady lived in ‘em grand ‘ouses with all them servants ter dress ‘em in their fancy laces, but now I can,” she confided to Kitty when Mrs. Mobbs had gone, and they both sat propped up against pillows sipping from chipped teacups. “Though from t’morra, I’ll be back ter doin’ the servin’ again. Oh, but I do ‘ope I can get a job some day as a lady’s maid. Course I got ter start at the bottom, I know that, but one day.” She raised her face to the low, soot-stained ceiling while a beatific smile lit up her face, and Kitty thought what an artless and appealing young girl she was.

      “Well, when I am a fine actress who needs help being dressed in my laces, ermine-trimmed capes, and ballgowns, I shall come looking for you, Dorcas,” she promised. “So do make sure and let me know where you’re employed.”

      Another knock on the door heralded Mrs. Mobbs once again, who now began chivvying them to get themselves ready as Mrs. Montgomery would be arriving shortly. She seemed flustered.

      “It ain’t her usual style to be ‘bout at sparrows but there yer are, there’s no accountin’ fer any old body, is there now?” She pulled back the covers then clapped her hands, saying to Dorcas, “‘Ere’s a jug o’ water for washin’ an mind yer put yer best foot forward. Yer want ter impress the good lady, now don’t yer?”

      Kitty also readied herself in her finest ensemble, though it evinced violently mixed feelings. The gown was a very flattering shade of rouge, which gave warmth to her pale coloring and looked very fine with her fair hair. Naturally, it had belonged to Araminta, who’d discarded it at the end of her first season. In fact, Kitty had heard that it had been the very dress Araminta had worn when she’d rejected the suitor she’d initially accepted; the suitor who then went off and blew out his brains. Kitty had been greatly affected by this tragic declaration of a young man’s love, and wondered if any suitor would ever be similarly impassioned about her. Araminta’s reputation, however, had not fared so well, and her first season had ended under a cloud. No wonder she’d been keen to make a good match with the wealthy and well-connected Lord Debenham, even if he was a fair bit older than she was and had this dangerous reputation she’d heard her father and Cousin Stephen discussing.

      Dorcas was wide-eyed with admiration after she’d helped Kitty into the creation and put her hair up into a flattering topknot with natural ringlets curling about her ears.

      “Oh my, but in all me life I neva seen a more beautiful lady,” she murmured. “Yer will be a famous actress, an’ soon as I get me first wages I’m buyin’ a ticket ter Covent Garden.”

      Bolstered by this praise, Kitty accompanied Dorcas into the tiny parlor which felt full to overflowing as a very large, grandly dressed woman with fiery red hair piled on top of her head, topped with a lavishly adorned bonnet to match her frilled and furbelowed visiting gown, rose to greet them with a great show of appreciation.

      “My, but what a fine pair! Indeed, just as Mrs. Mobbs promised!” she cried, circling the two of them as she cast her appraising eye over their feet, ankles and upwards. Kitty thought it was most odd, but was pleased that they seemed to give such satisfaction.

      “What a refreshingly healthy and buxom country lass you are,” she added, looking at Dorcas. “Not one of these pinch-faced London girls, sallow and stick-thin. Oh yes, you will do very well.” The feather in her bonnet waved back and forth as she swung her head around to appraise Kitty. “And what a beauty! Oh, my dear, do come and work for me. I can offer you twice as much as Mr. Lazarus. Truly, I can.”

      Startled, Kitty looked from Mrs. Montgomery to Mrs. Mobbs, who grinned her uneven smile and said, “Now there’s an offer yer can’t refuse. My, but Mr. Lazarus will be put out, but a girl’s got ter think o’ ’erself. And money talks, indeed it does.”

      “But…I want to be an actress,” said Kitty, confused by the turn of conversation. “Not a servant.”

      “My dear girl, I offer ever so many opportunities for girls of bearing and beauty like you. If you come along with Dorcas and me, we can discuss all the possibilities. I can have a contract drawn up, and before you know it, you’ll be living the high life. Mrs. Mobbs can come after me with her frying pan if I’m lying.”

      They all laughed at her little joke, though before anyone had a chance to respond further, a loud booming voice cut the air and the curtain to the parlor was thrust aside and the doorway filled with the colorful figure of Mr. Lazarus.

      He stood in the center of the room with his thumbs in his waistcoat pockets, assessing the scene. “Trying to steal my star actress, are you, Maggie Montgomery?” he demanded. “Looks like I got here just in time. You’re never up before midafternoon, with the hours you keep, but you heard whispers about what was in the offing, didn’t you then? Now, Miss Hazlett, allow me to welcome you to London.” Beaming, he executed a flourishing bow before fastidiously patting his cravat above his garishly-colored waistcoat. “Ain’t you just blooming? Why, I have thought of nothing else than casting you for the role of Juliet in my next play since you introduced yourself to me. Wondrous day it was indeed when you stepped into my humble abode to offer your services. Of course, I will require that you audition properly, so as not to offend any of my fine potential leading ladies who toil with such assiduity to their craft. Can’t set the cat among the pigeons for showing favoritism so early in the piece, though to be sure I’ve not laid eyes on such a rare prize specimen as yourself, and to that Mrs. Montgomery will surely attest, else she’d not have dragged her wondrous form from her bed so early in the morning. Now, do you have your things? That is your bag, yes? Allow me to play your knight errant, and we shall quit these lodgings to find you a place worthy of so astonishingly lovely a creature as yourself. Pray take my arm, so I might convey you to a future more dazzling than any of which you ever could have dreamed.”

      It was almost more than Kitty could take in. Her last sight was of Dorcas, staring wide-eyed with wonder and admiration, and Mrs. Montgomery looking mightily put out while Mrs. Mobbs patted her ruby velvet shoulder.

      And here she was, clinging to a gentleman’s arm with the world suddenly at her feet, just as she’d always dreamed.
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      It was all really too marvelous. The theater was a bustling hive of activity, heavy with the smell of paint and turpentine and filled, it seemed, with scurrying women in various stages of undress. Kitty was at first shocked to see chemises and petticoats on full display, and sometimes even a bare ankle with one woman being so bold as to reveal her knees in clear sight of Mr. Lazarus as she rested her foot on a stage lamp to adjust her garter. The sly look she sent the stage director didn’t escape Kitty, and when he chuckled and told her in quite a conspicuous tone that some of his girls would resort to anything to get the lead role, the fiery young redhead flounced off stage and behind the curtain.

      It was clear that Kitty was a figure of great interest. A number of women had been lined up since early morning to audition for the role of Juliet, but Mr. Lazarus seemed quite happy to keep them waiting as he strolled about with Kitty at his side, pointing out various locations on stage with instructions on how she’d interpret certain positioning instructions. Kitty felt very important, and knew indeed that she was destined for a long and illustrious career if the singular time and attention her director was devoting to her instruction was any indication.

      “But can you really act when put to the test?” Mr. Lazarus suddenly demanded, hands on hips and putting his forefinger beneath her chin to tilt up her head. He pointed to the lineup of hopefuls.

      “You there, Jennie; recite for me Juliet’s part when she’s speaking to Romeo,” he called, ushering the redhead with the errant garter onto the stage. “You’re an old hand at this. Three seasons, and always the support actress awaiting your moment. Well, perhaps your time has come. Demonstrate for Miss Hazlett the dizzying talent she will have to match if she is to snatch the plum role away from your fair fingers.”

      Jennie smiled prettily for her director and, with a sideways look at Kitty, flounced across stage, throwing her head back and whisking her skirts above her knees as she recited two verses of her own choice with great passion.

      Mr. Lazarus applauded loudly. “Done with great feeling. Ah yes, you know how to please your director, but I must take our fair newcomer upstairs where Mrs. Lazarus can give her opinion. The great but eminently obliging Mr. Lazarus does nothing without the full endorsement of Mrs. L.” He proffered his arm with his trademark flourishing bow, and bore Kitty across the stage in front of the goggle-eyed lineup and was about to exit behind the curtain when a loud voice cried, “Ahoy there, and what loveliness have you discovered from the provinces? Word has got out, oh sly one, and here I am, the first to bear witness.”

      Embarrassed, Kitty turned. The voice was well bred and full of confidence, but the man himself was unlike any she’d ever seen. He must have been about six feet with broad, well-formed shoulders, an athletic physique, and the handsomest face she’d ever seen.

      “Oh, but I like what I see!” he said with even greater interest, advancing a few steps and putting his head on one side to observe Kitty from the ankles upward, while Kitty’s blushes blazed in her cheeks and her heart beat a raging tumult in her chest.

      “You’ll have to be satisfied with seeing her on stage, my Lord, for Miss Hazlett is too busy auditioning and then learning her lines to be cajoled by you into any dubious adventuring.”

      The young man grinned, doffed his hat and bowed. He was now only several feet away, looking up, and self-consciously Kitty tugged at her skirts in case too much ankle might be on view, yet at the same time her skin glowed with happy warmth to be the object of his obvious admiration.

      “Lord Nash at your service, divine goddess,” he said, tossing back a head of inky-black curls as he rose from his bow.

      Breathlessly Kitty nodded, her heart racing as she saw the tiny scar beneath his right eye. The observation was mind-shattering. Did this mark him out as the man she was destined to meet? “A pleasure, my Lord.” She could barely get the words out before Mr. Lazarus swept her backstage, through the curtains and up a narrow staircase.

      “Are we going to see Mrs. Lazarus now?” she asked, her mind occupied with images of the wickedly handsome young man who’d just introduced himself. It seemed fate was playing its hand the moment she arrived in the metropolis to grasp her future.

      “Not only that, but you are going to impress the good lady with your abundant talent. We have, I feel almost certain, our next Juliet, however a good director needs to be certain he has made the right choice of leading lady.” At the top of the stairs, he led Kitty into the center of a small, cluttered room with a change curtain draped with various pieces of flamboyant clothing, and a chaise lounge pushed against one wall beside which was positioned a deep green upholstered chair in which sat a large effigy of a grotesquely featured, enormously fat woman. She seemed to be constructed of material, stuffed and elegantly dressed.

      Kitty put her hands to her cheeks and gasped. “What is that?” she cried, turning to find Mr. Lazarus suddenly rigid, his stern eyes upon her.

      “What do you mean, Miss Hazlett? You speak of the very image of my late good wife. I wouldn’t dream of failing to consult her on every important decision to ensure the continued success of this eminently successful theater.”

      “That is Mrs. Lazarus?”

      “Indeed it is. Now, my dear Miss Hazlett. Let me see how much feeling you can inject into my favorite, most tender scene between Romeo and Juliet. I shall stand here as Romeo and you, my dear, are my fair Juliet.” He handed her a dog-eared script and pointed to a line halfway done the page. “Proceed from here, if you please. You indicated a familiarity with the play so you will understand that I, as your lovelorn swain, must hold you in my arms, thus.”

      Kitty squeaked as Mr. Lazarus’s arms went about her so tightly that her legs buckled.

      “Juliet, my Juliet,” he intoned passionately, his mouth going to Kitty’s before she knew what was happening.

      “Mr. Lazarus!”

      “How fair art thou.” His right hand cupped her bottom causing her to shriek even more loudly.

      “I say, what’s all this!”

      At the intrusion, Mr. Lazarus dropped his hands, and Kitty stumbled backward, staring wildly between her red-faced director and the curious gaze of a young man lounging in the doorway. “Pardon me for interrupting. I was downstairs paying my respects to one of your chorus girls when I heard a loud shrieking. I did not realize you were rehearsing.”

      “Oh Mr. Lazarus, I’m sorry; I didn’t realize we’d get quite so quickly to the…love scene. I didn’t mean to cause offense.” Kitty tried to keep the trembling from her voice. She could see Mr. Lazarus was very angry, but she didn’t know how else she might have responded to such unexpected overtures. Nervously she fingered her skirts and looked at the floor.

      “That will be

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/sani-publishing-logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/beyond-rubies-kindle.jpg
€ (J(/)/\LIGH'['ERS
oryin

BEVERLEY OAKLLEY






