
[image: Cover image: The Quiet Wife: A Speke Hall Scandal by Felicity York]






About the Author

Felicity York lives in Derbyshire in the High Peak and is the author of the Stately Scandals series and eighteen Regency romance novels under the pen name of Ruby Moone. She is a member of the Romantic Novelists’ Association and is a life long lover of romance stories of all kinds.








[image: Title Page Image: The Quiet Wife: A Speke Hall Scandal by Felicity York, HarperNorth Logo]






Copyright

HarperNorth

Windmill Green

24 Mount Street

Manchester M2 3NX

A division of

HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperNorth in 2025

1 EDITION

Copyright © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2025

Cover design by Chapman & Wilder © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2025

Cover photograph © Ilina Simeonova / Trevillion Images; Shutterstock.com (decorative elements)

Felicity York asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Find out about HarperCollins and the environment at www.harpercollins.co.uk/green

Source ISBN: 9780008535797

Ebook Edition © August 2025 ISBN: 9780008535803

Version 2025-07-15






Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008535797








Dedication

For Steve.




Contents


	About the Author

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Note to Readers

	Dedication

	Author’s Note

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	Chapter 38

	Chapter 39

	Chapter 40

	Chapter 41

	Chapter 42

	Chapter 43

	Chapter 44

	Chapter 45

	Epilogue

	Historical Note

	Acknowledgements

	Book Credits

	About the Publisher








AUTHOR’S NOTE

The events in this story are inspired by real people and events. There was the suggestion of a scandal around Frances Leyland and James Whistler, and historians have analysed both Whistler’s paintings and correspondence between the two. Both the way that he painted her, and the familiarity and warmth in their correspondence, hints at a closer relationship than that between artist and sitter.

This work is a fictional account of what might have transpired between them had the rumours been true.






CHAPTER 1

Speke Hall - Liverpool - 1871

Frances Leyland applied a thin scraping of butter to her tiny triangle of toast. She glanced at her husband of eighteen years, who had just demolished a plate of sausage and eggs, and tried to recall the point in their marriage he’d insisted she eat more delicately. More politely, he’d termed it. Probably when his success at the shipyard meant a move to a lavish house and the requirement to entertain business associates. Somewhere around that time, he had also decided her wardrobe did not befit his newly elevated status. She chewed as delicately as she could and wondered what happened to the man she married years earlier. Like most girls, she’d dreamed of meeting her prince and being swept off her feet. She surveyed Frederick again. It had been a long time since he’d behaved like her prince charming.

A footman crept silently into the dining room and deposited fresh toast and tea. She smiled her thanks, but Frederick didn’t look up from scowling at his paper.

He was still a handsome man, although these days he hid most of his face behind a fulsome, long beard that tapered to a point, and a lavish moustache which was terribly fashionable for a gentleman of his status. His love of good tailoring and frilled shirts emphasised his tall, trim figure. She supposed he was still in his prime at forty. She recalled the early days of their marriage when they had lived in a tiny, cramped house while he scrabbled his way up the ladder at the shipyard. Bibby & Son was the biggest shipping company in Liverpool, and he’d first been apprenticed there as a boy. At least they’d talked to each other back then.

The newspaper rustled softly as he turned over the page. The quiet splendour of Speke Hall was a far cry from the early days of their union, yet here they were. In its glorious dining room, carved oak panels of deep walnut embellishing the walls, intricate floral motifs adorning the ivory ceiling overhead, soft light spilling through its majestic windows framed by crimson curtains. Politely ignoring each other over the breakfast dishes while Frances pretended she felt at home in such a grand house.

She bit into another tiny piece of buttered toast and chewed methodically whilst Frederick stared at his newspaper. Absently, he reached out for his teacup and lifted it to his lips without letting his eyes stray from the print.

Frances cleared her throat. “Everything is ready for your guests, my dear.”

Clearly startled by this gentle intrusion, her husband blinked and looked at her as if surprised to see her there before returning his gaze to his newspaper.

“I should hope so. I must go out after breakfast, but I will be back in time to greet them.”

Frances nodded, unsurprised that her effort to engage in pleasantries had been rebuffed.

He hesitated, then darted a glance at her. “Did I mention I bought another house in London? It’s almost ready to move into.”

Frances put down her cup and dabbed at the corner of her mouth with her napkin to gather herself before speaking so nothing of the shock of his announcement showed. She didn’t have the energy for an argument and Frederick could be so quick to temper.

“How nice. Is this a house for you?” Just after they moved to Speke Hall, he had bought himself a large flat in Liverpool for when he worked long hours at the shipping company, a detail he had omitted to tell her. She wondered if he’d decided to do the same in London.

“It’s for the family.”

Frances nodded and chose her words carefully. “What will happen to the house that we currently reside in when we’re in London?” she asked, thinking of their very grandiose property at Queen’s Gate in Kensington.

He shook out his newspaper, signalling the conversation was all but over. “I’ll sell it.”

“Where is the new house?” she enquired.

“Prince’s Gate.”

“Isn’t that… rather close to Queen’s Gate?” She was sure it was but a few minutes’ walk between the two.

Frederick’s eyes narrowed, and he sighed loudly. He made a show of putting the paper down and leaning back in his chair, making no effort to mask his irritation.

She tried not to shrink back but didn’t quite manage it.

“Of course it is, but this house is bigger. Grander. More befitting of our position.”

“I see.”

Frederick skewered her with a look. “It has fourteen bedrooms, six reception rooms and stables for eight horses and a marble staircase that once graced the home of the Duke of Northumberland,” he reeled off. “Does that suit? You seem unimpressed.”

“I’m sorry, I am impressed. Most impressed. It sounds magnificent.” Frances forced a lightness into her voice and smiled.

“The remodelling is almost complete.”

“Perhaps I could help with the finishing touches?” she offered, without a great deal of hope that he would allow it.

He shook his head and picked up his paper. “It’s too important. This will be a statement of who we are. Where I stand in the world. I don’t want you meddling. You know you’ve no eye for art, or up to the minute styles.”

Frances studied her teacup, taking a moment to compose herself. “Of course, my dear. As you wish. I shall look forward to the arrival of our guests,” she offered, changing the subject to avoid any further argument.

Frederick had invited people from the business world he inhabited, but some of his artist friends too. When they were involved, entertaining was sometimes less… rigid.

Despite possessing no discernible artistic talent himself, save for being a more than adequate pianist, Frederick lavished a significant amount of his wealth on art. Playing the part of patron to some quite significant figures was primarily to elevate his own status. Gabriel Dante Rossetti for one, who had painted her portrait recently. In Frances’ view, it looked nothing like her, but she was hardly an artistic expert. She had to confess that she had been particularly pleased by Frederick’s purchase of several works by Turner. They now graced the walls of Speke Hall and she often enjoyed losing herself in the landscapes.

Frederick put down his newspaper with another pointed look. “Make sure the children behave.”

Frances stifled a heavy sigh. “Of course.” She dropped her gaze to the table to avoid meeting his eye. She was struck, and not for the first time, that she had preferred both him, and their life together, before he’d become so ridiculously wealthy and ascended so high up the ranks at the company. At least back then, she wasn’t forced to navigate the rules of etiquette that were utterly confusing to one not born into high society. Her husband felt he understood them perfectly, but Frances was not convinced he did.

He snatched up his paper and swept from the room.

Frances waited for the door to close, then let out the breath she’d been holding. She put a hand to her forehead, closed her eyes and composed herself before returning to her toast. She picked up a larger piece, buttered it, applied a liberal coat of rhubarb jam, and took a big, satisfying bite now she was alone. As she chewed, she returned to her original musing about what a woman dreams of from a marriage and the reality of married life.

In her opinion, romantic novels had a lot to answer for. They described, by very passionate means, the romance and excitement between two people falling in love against all the odds, ending dramatically when the heroine falls into the strong arms of the hero to be kissed passionately and led to the altar.

Nobody detailed what happened next.

The footman interrupted her reverie, tapping on the door, before depositing more toast and sausages. He placed it all carefully on the sideboard, bowed, and left on those silent slippers the servants wore.

Frances’ lips twitched in a small smile as she chewed another piece of toast and waited. As she suspected, moments later, the door opened a fraction and her eldest son, also Frederick, but known to them all as Freddie, much to his father’s annoyance, poked his head around.

“Has papa finished?” he asked with all the hopefulness of a perpetually starving almost eighteen-year-old boy.

“He has. You may come in.” Her son ambled into the room. He had the makings of an incredibly handsome young man, even allowing for her bias. He’d inherited her dark red wavy hair, and his father’s height and striking eyes, although they tended towards green rather than hazel. He paused hopefully by the food on the sideboard.

“Freddie, you must surely have eaten, darling.”

“I have, but if he’s finished, and you’ve finished…” he murmured, sending her pleading looks before eying the sausages.

Frances laughed. “Very well but be quick.”

Frederick grabbed a plate and piled on a frankly alarming number of sausages, alongside a couple of eggs, before adding some toast and sitting beside her. Frances smiled affectionately at her firstborn.

“Are the artist people coming today?” he asked through a mouthful of sausage meat, making her wonder what his outrageously expensive school taught them by way of table manners.

“They are, along with some of papa’s business associates so you must all be on your best behaviour.” He rolled his eyes, biting down on another sausage before he made to reply. Frances gave him a warning stare and shook her head. “Please don’t talk with your mouth full, darling.”

Frederick grinned as he chewed. He swallowed. “You’re an awful good sort,” he nudged his shoulder against hers. It was the closest he came to any kind of affectionate gesture these days, and she treasured it. They sat in silence for a little while. Frances, lost in reverie, and Freddie focused on the bounty before him.

“Where’s your sister?” Her eldest daughter, Frances, named for her, just as Freddie was for his father, was a quiet child whom she often worried about.

“Which one? Fannie? She’s in her room reading.” Frederick’s roll of the eyes told Frances what he thought of such activities.

“You should try it sometime,” she teased.

“Not likely. Who on earth reads for fun?” Frederick speared the last of the sausages. He stood up and pushed his chair in even though he was still munching away.

“Do they teach you no manners at Harrow?”

He swallowed, swiped up a napkin, and wiped his mouth. “All the time, it’s just nice not to have to stick to them sometimes.” He assured her with a glint in his eye, then gave her a faintly greasy but smackingly affectionate kiss on the cheek before making his leave.

Frances’ heart swelled as she stared after him. Her firstborn and only son was going to break hearts. And table manners.

She dabbed at her cheek with her napkin and tried not to worry about him. Three girls had followed him, but she had miscarried their second son. Looking back, that was perhaps when Frederick’s interest in her had cooled. When Elinor, her youngest, was born five years after Freddie’s arrival, her husband’s visits to the marital bed became more infrequent, but he still made the occasional, unannounced, and very awkward visit in the hopes of conceiving another son. Frances wished he could be happy with the son and heir that he had.

* * *

Frederick returned that afternoon just as all hell had broken loose in the grand entrance hall. All four children were shouting hysterically over each other. Florence, her middle daughter, was sobbing. Given Freddie, Fannie, and Florence were on the cusp of adulthood, it was going to be difficult to offer any credible explanation for the uproar her furious husband had been greeted with.

Elinor, the baby of the family at only fourteen years, was hugging Florence tightly while staring daggers and shouting at Freddie for being unkind to poor Flo. The younger siblings always aligned. Freddie was laughing fit to burst at all three of his sisters in between protesting his innocence and castigating Flo as a bird wit.

Frances held her breath, tension knotting her stomach. It was too late to do anything because Frederick had seen. She braced herself for his anger.

Around them, staff were scurrying back and forth preparing for their guests. The housekeeper was trying to reassure Florence, and the butler simply stood with his nose in the air awaiting his master’s pronouncement on the situation.

“SILENCE!” her husband bellowed as he flung his hat and coat at the waiting footmen.

Immediately, all the children froze, standing up straight. Even Florence, who couldn’t quite stop her hiccupping sobs as tears continued to cascade down her cheeks.

Frances watched with a sinking heart as her children quailed before their father.

“Would someone care to enlighten me as to exactly what is going on here? I’ve returned from a very tiring journey to find my home turned into a bear garden.”

She hated the way he said that to them, as though it was his home and not theirs.

Frances jumped in to forestall any unnecessary confessions from the children. She put an arm about Flo and gave her a cautionary squeeze. “I’m so sorry, my dear. Florence was upset and everyone was simply trying to help. I’ll deal with this. If you’d like to go to your study, I’ll make sure you have all the peace you need.”

His lip curled in a familiar sneer. “I should damned well think so. What on earth is wrong with you all? Are you incapable of behaving like decent people? Must you continually act as if you sprang from the gutter?” He regarded the children with a withering glare. “The older you become, the more I’m convinced that you were all switched at birth and I’m raising the children of common dock hands.”

Frances and the children stood in stoic silence. There was no point in saying anything when Frederick was in such a mood and they all knew it.

“Have you nothing to say to me?” he demanded, taking a step closer, teeth bared and eyes flashing.

“Sorry, papa,” Florence murmured as she wrung her hands together and looked down at the floor.

Freddie shifted, a muscle ticking along his jaw, but Frances gave his elbow a warning squeeze to diffuse any confrontation before it happened, and he thankfully remained silent as her husband walked in front of each child before squaring up to his son.

He made an exasperated noise, cast them a look of frank dislike, and stalked off.

Freddie put his arm around Flo and hugged her.

“I’m sorry, Flo, I shouldn’t have laughed,” he apologised.

Florence just sniffed loudly and Freddie, by some miracle, produced a handkerchief and handed it to her. She managed a watery smile as she took it, wiping her eyes and blowing her nose loudly.

“Thank you,” she murmured. “It’s unkind to tease.”

Frederick kissed his sister on the top of the head. “I know, but you make it so, so easy…”

“Freddie, darling, your father…?” Frances pleaded as Flo wrenched herself out of her brother’s embrace and stalked away.

Freddie subsided and endured his remaining two sisters’ silent fury, as they glowered at him with reproachful eyes, before they followed Flo, arm in arm, leaving him behind.

Frances’ lips twitched as she looked up at her son.

“Perhaps you should apologise properly, darling,” she suggested.

Freddie rolled his eyes. “I know. I know,” he sighed as he walked away to make amends.

Frances watched him go then attempted to locate her husband. She found him in the Oak Parlour.

He was studying the beautiful carvings above the mantel, truly the centrepiece of the room, with its intricate craftmanship depicting three generations of the Norris family, inscriptions etched in exquisite gold calligraphy over each panel. He didn’t look at her when she entered.

“I’m sorry the children were making a fuss when you arrived. I assure you their behaviour will be impeccable when your guests are here,” she jumped in before he could start shouting again.

The look he gave her was laced with scepticism. “I should think so. Really, Frances, you must keep them under better control. I’m continually shocked by your lack of standards. Honestly, I don’t know what you must be thinking some days.”

“Of course, my dear. Nothing will spoil the entertainment. Are you expecting Mr Rossetti?” she said, steering the conversation away from the children.

“Yes, and he will be bringing James McNeill Whistler with him.”

“How exciting,” Frances enthused. “I won’t detain you.” She gave him a smile and moved to leave.

“Make sure everything is perfect, Frances.” He warned her.

She swallowed and pinned the smile to her face.

“Of course, my dear.”






CHAPTER 2

Speke Hall - Liverpool

James McNeill Whistler looked about him. He’d heard much about Speke Hall, his newest patron’s Liverpool country home, and at last, here he was, finally part of the famed Leyland set. He inhaled the fresh air and jumped down from the carriage, his boots crunching on the gravel. He waited as his good friend Rossetti followed at a more sedate pace and then brushed at his jacket, ridding himself of the dust from the journey.

“Charmingly rustic, isn’t it?” Rossetti stifled a yawn.

“It’s charming all right,” Whistler observed the splendid building. “However, I’m not sure rustic is the word I would choose. Is it Tudor?”

He examined the house, resplendent with black and white timbers amid a warm reddish coloured stone that gave it warmth and appeal against the backdrop of unbroken, blue, February sky. Ensconced as it was in glorious grounds, just waiting for the trees and flowers to burst forth, it was large enough to be impressive, but not so huge as to overwhelm the senses.

He wondered how close they were to the river, sensing the tang of fresh water in the air. He’d visited Liverpool as a boy and recalled his fascination with the magnificent Mersey. The cool, clear air with spring so close was such a welcome change from the sulphurous smog of London.

Rossetti stretched and then tugged at his waistcoat to make himself presentable.

“The original house is Tudor, as I understand it. It fell to ruin and was bought by some family or other who pulled it from the mire, but there was no heir. I believe the current owner is a young woman living in Scotland or somewhere equally far-flung.”

“I see, so Leyland is renting it. It’s not a family home?”

Rossetti grinned at him and shook his head. “To the best of my knowledge, Leyland grew up in the slums of Liverpool, though he doesn’t care to discuss that of course.”

Whistler’s eyes widened at that snippet of information. He knew Leyland was self-made, but he hadn’t realised he had originated from quite such humble beginnings.

Rossetti nodded. “It’s true. Even though it’s not his, he’s spent a small fortune bringing the whole place up to snuff.”

“He’s as rich as they say he is, then?” Whistler probed.

Rossetti nodded, and a smile hovered over his lips. “Fabulously so. Damned good patron if you can persuade him. Did you ever finish the painting he wanted you to do?”

Whistler winced. “The Three Girls? Uh…no.”

Rossetti gave him an admonishing look.

“I know, I know. I offered to return the fee, but he’s interested in me doing more work. I think it’s smoothed over,” Whistler said, hoping it was true.

“I’ve no idea why you didn’t just finish it and let him have it.”

“It wasn’t right.”

Rossetti rolled his eyes. “Those two phrases will be your undoing, my friend.”

“What phrases?” he said, stung.

“First, ‘it wasn’t right’ and second, ‘it’s not finished’.” Rossetti delivered this in a high-pitched American twang he presumed was supposed to mimic him. He smirked and punched his friend lightly on the arm. It was far too close to the truth.

“You worry about your failings, and I’ll worry about mine.”

Rossetti chuckled, and he laughed with him. He was confident that he could bring Leyland around. He’d done a substantial number of sketches for him, and a couple of smaller paintings to demonstrate his skill. He’d also spent a fair amount of time pandering to the man’s vanity. He’d discovered that the buttoned up, starchy Frederick Leyland, darling of the Bibby Shipping Empire, responded favourably to flattery and, well, not to put too fine a point on it, a little flirting. However, it was a tactic Whistler used sparingly as, vanity aside, Leyland was no fool.

He didn’t think he’d have too much trouble securing patronage if he could show him more of his work and spend more time in his company, and this evening would be the perfect opportunity to do just that. A couple of decent commissions from Leyland, alongside the other commissions that were growing in a satisfying way, would set him up nicely.

“How do you find Leyland?” Rossetti asked as they crunched their way across the gravel.

“Bit of an odd fish. Cold most of the time, but he warms up a bit when he talks about art and his houses.”

“He certainly has an eye for business,” Rossetti remarked.

Whistler grinned. “I heard he had an eye for the ladies, too?”

Rossetti smirked.

“Any other gossip I should know about? Don’t want to put my foot in it.”

Rossetti smiled. “Not really, he’s a self-made man and he and his wife have climbed the social ladder reasonably well, but…” Rossetti paused to consider. “They will always be trade, no matter how rich he is and no matter how he tries to insert himself into society.”

“And the wife?”

“Perfectly charming,” Rossetti murmured with an arched eyebrow.

“But trade?”

Rossetti shrugged. “Sad, but true.”

Before they could indulge in any further scurrilous gossip about their host, the door was opened by the butler who welcomed them into a grand hall. Footmen arrived to take hats and gloves as Whistler took in the high-ceilinged grandeur of oak-panelled walls, carvings, extravagant wrought-iron chandeliers overhead, beautiful glass panels on the windows and a truly magnificent fireplace that would have seen animals roasting on a huge spit in the past, of that, he was certain.

He could see people through the window in what looked like a courtyard, and there was a gentle hum of voices about the place that mingled with the soft scent of old wood and lemon polish.

Leyland strode towards them, hand outstretched in greeting.

Rossetti shook, then Whistler followed suit.

“Good to see you. Glad you could make it. Would you like refreshment, or to go to your rooms to rest?”

“I can always be persuaded to a little… ah, refreshment,” Rossetti said, and Leyland quirked an eyebrow and almost smiled.

“Then come with me and it shall be done.” He waved them through a corridor and then into another formal-looking oak panelled room filled with people.

“Whistler, I don’t think you’ve met my wife?” he turned back.

He dipped his head briefly and smiled politely. “I’m afraid I’ve not yet had the honour.”

“Then I will introduce you.” He glanced around the room. “Or at least I will when I can find her,” he grunted, sounding none too pleased that his wife wasn’t waiting to greet them.

“I shall look forward to it,” Whistler accepted a glass of wine from a passing footman. He took a sip and sighed happily. Leyland clearly had exceedingly good taste in wine as well as in art.

* * *

“There you are,” her husband pounced on her the moment Frances came in the door. “I want you to meet my guests. Where were you?” he hissed.

“Sorry, I was just in the courtyard with the Robinsons,” she said calmly. “I hadn’t realised you were looking for me.”

“Well, I expected you to be in the drawing room. Come.”

She followed Frederick and immediately recognised Mr Rossetti, but he was with another gentleman. His back was turned to her, but he was talking an animated way, arms gesticulating this way and that.

Mr Rossetti lifted a hand with a broad smile when he saw them approaching. When Frances stood before him, he bowed low over her hand.

“My dearest Mrs Leyland. How wonderful to see you and may I say how radiant you are looking.”

She smiled at his flattery and turned to look at his companion, wondering if he was the fabled Mr Whistler. Her heart leaped in a most disconcerting fashion as he turned to greet them.

A smaller man, younger than Rossetti, and whom one might label as slight, observed her with interest. However, despite his lack of inches, made noticeable by her husband’s own length of leg, he was not the kind of man one ignored or overlooked. With wildly curling dark hair, fiercely intense blue eyes that were disconcertingly intelligent and searching, and lips that were… well… Frances blinked and waited for an introduction, noting a smile hovering about his eyes that suggested he didn’t take himself entirely too seriously. It was all she could do not to stare.

“Allow me to introduce Mr James McNeill Whistler, my dear,” Frederick said with a note of reverence in his voice. “You may recall I mentioned him?”

Frances nodded and curtseyed politely.

“Whistler, may I present my wife?”

Mr Whistler’s gaze caught hers for a second before he bowed low over her hand. “The pleasure is entirely mine,” he murmured in an interesting accent. Frances’ heart fluttered a little as she regarded her husband’s latest artistic obsession.






CHAPTER 3

Speke Hall - Liverpool

“How was your journey, Mr Whistler?” Frances managed once she’d composed herself.

“Very comfortable, thank you. I visited Liverpool as a boy, so it’s rather exciting to be back here.”

“You did?” her husband interrupted.

“Indeed, on our way back from Russia, I stayed with family on my mother’s side, in Preston. Dr Matthew Thwaites and his wife, my aunt Sarah. We visited Liverpool several times. It’s a fine place.”

Whistler looked about the room. “You have a beautiful home.” He gave Frederick a knowing smile. “I can certainly see your influence, Leyland.”

“That’s very kind of you to say.” Frederick puffed up then launched into one of his favourite subjects, listing the work he’d done on Speke Hall for them to live there, but Frances was more interested in listening to Mr Whistler’s voice. Was he American? She wanted to ask, given she was not quite able to place it, but doubted her husband would appreciate her interrupting, so remained silent and filed that point away for later.

She left her husband regaling Mr Whistler and Mr Rossetti with details of all his most recent collections and excused herself to greet more of their guests, conscious that she needed to play the part of the good hostess that Frederick expected. As people milled around the drawing room, she couldn’t help but glance back at Mr Whistler. He seemed a little out of place. Although very relaxed he seemed to have an air of casual disregard for what anyone might think of him. He was either very self-assured, or simply didn’t understand the intricacies of social etiquette. She wasn’t sure which it was, but as someone who had spent much of her adult life trying to master the detail of social interaction with the upper classes at her husband’s request, she had to admire his confidence and aplomb.

She’d met no-one quite like him, even from among Frederick’s artistic protégés. She watched Mr Whistler flirt openly and outrageously with the gathered ladies. His manner was terribly forward. That said, he was impossible to ignore because her eyes kept returning to him, and she had an odd, tingling sense of knowing just where he was as the party wore on.

When her sister Lizzie greeted her with a broad smile, taking both her hands and kissing her on each cheek, Frances heaved a sigh of relief. Her younger sister was always a welcome distraction at these kinds of social events. Tall, slender and with a confidence and sense of pragmatism that belied her years, she was truly enchanting. Having steadfastly refused multiple offers of marriage, and now moving far enough into her twenties to fall happily between all society’s expectations, she seemed supremely content. She confused people no end and loved being neither debutante and ingénue, nor old maid. Frances wished she had half of her sister’s courage and fortitude.

Where Frances’ hair was a deep dark auburn, Lizzie’s hair was a riotous mop of strawberry blonde curls matched only by the freckles that covered every inch of her body. She’d been staying with friends for a few days and Frances had missed her terribly. She’d come to live with her and Frederick after the death of their beautiful mother almost three years ago, and Frances wasn’t afraid to admit she relied on her heavily.

“Darling, I’m so, so glad you’re here. It is wonderful to have a friendly face,” Frances whispered.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Lizzie squeezed her tightly. “How are you faring? I see Fred has invited some of his arty chums,” she said, releasing her from the embrace and giving her a good look over, as though searching for any evidence that all might not be well, as she always strongly suspected it was not, despite Frances’ protests to the contrary.

Frances laughed and shushed her sister. “For heaven’s sake, don’t let him hear you!”

“It might do him good to unbend a little.” Lizzie giggled.

“Unbending is not a word my husband is familiar with, as well you know. Have you come with Edith and William?”

“Of course. They wouldn’t have missed his intriguing artists. It makes a change from the stuffy business types,” Lizzie said, casting a glance at two sombre gentlemen from Bibby Shipping with their wives standing by the window.

“Here they come,” Lizzie accepted a glass of wine from the passing footman.

Frances clapped her hands as her dear friends Edith and William Bartlett appeared. She greeted them with her arms outstretched. As they hugged and kissed, Frances glanced over at Frederick in time to catch his look of disapproval.

“Do come and say hello to my husband,” she set off with her friends and presented them to Frederick with a smile. His bow to Edith and Lizzie perfunctory, and his handshake with William, brief. William, a strapping six-footer, with a glorious chestnut moustache, took Frederick’s cool demeanour in his stride, as he always did.

“How’s business, Leyland?” William enquired.

“Excellent, thank you. If you’d excuse me?” With that, he walked away, leaving Frances feeling mortified by his rudeness. They’d known William and Edith for a long time. Long enough for Frederick to be at least sociable. Sometimes he was just downright bad-mannered when someone wasn’t of use to him.

“I’m so sorry,” she recovered herself. “He’s been awfully busy lately. He’s a little out of sorts.”

Edith sighed and gave Frances a sympathetic look while William rolled his eyes.

“Darling, you really don’t have to pretend,” Edith said, squeezing Frances’ hand. “He’s a grump, and that’s all there is to it. He needs to stop being so stuffy. Take a leaf out of his beloved artist’s book.”

Edith’s petite frame with fair hair and wide blue eyes belied an intellect that was formidable. She always saw the truth of a scenario.

William took it with good nature. “No need to apologise, dear. I think he’s just getting worse with age. I imagine he has a lot on his plate now. I understand he’s going after ownership of the company?”

Frances shrugged delicately. Her husband told her nothing of his business dealings himself, but it was clear from what people said that Frederick was working towards obtaining the majority share in the company he’d worked for since he was a boy. Bibby Shipping Line was his entire life. That’s all there was to it. If only he’d spent a fraction of the time with his family that he had lavished on his business dealings for Bibby & Sons, both their marriage and life together might have been a happier affair.

“He’s been working awfully long hours lately,” was all Frances said diplomatically. He had, and it left him tired and irascible when he bothered to return to the family. Thankfully, most of the time, he stayed in the flat that he owned in Liverpool, and she was grateful for his absence.

Business, as he frequently told her, was not for women. That might be so, but it might be nice, useful even, to know how things were progressing, so she could answer questions without sounding like a complete pudding head and hear information about her own husband before it was relayed back to her by their friends. She used to think that she might offer at least an ear for him when times were hard or difficult, but it was not to be. He’d talked to her in the early days of their marriage, but as he’d risen the ranks within the company and become increasingly important, his confidences had ceased.

William gave her a gentle smile. “I hear things are progressing well. It’s all highly secret, of course, but I imagine he’ll tell you when there is something to tell.”

“Of course,” Frances said, although she very much doubted that he would.

“Who’s the new chap?” William gestured to where Mr Rossetti stood in animated conversation with Mr Whistler whilst Frederick listened intently, a small frown of concentration on his face. “He looks even more artistically dandified than the rest.”

Frances had to smile at that and was thankful William had changed the subject. “It’s a Mr James McNeill Whistler. I believe he’s very well regarded. I have a suspicion that he might be American.”

Her companions looked most interested in that snippet of information.

Mr Whistler gesticulated as he made some sort of explanation, his voice rising. It was quite high pitched with a nasal tone and… well, flamboyant. Almost as though he were addressing the whole room and not just her husband. He was certainly turning heads. Under normal circumstances, she was sure Frederick would frown at someone attracting such attention. Instead, he appeared to be taking in everything the man said with genuine interest.

“Whatever his reasoning, at least we get to enjoy a jolly fun few days,” Edith sipped another glass of champagne, and winked knowingly at Frances.

“Absolutely. After all these years, I’ve given up trying to understand him. I’m so pleased you are all here. The children are very excited to see you.”

They chatted until Frances felt guilty that she was neglecting her other guests, so moved away to circulate. She was moving to the next group when Mr Whistler stopped her and bowed again. Somehow, his hair looked even more artfully rumpled than when they’d first been introduced. He ran a hand through it, revealing why it was so disordered and gave her a lopsided smile.

“Very kind of you to extend an invitation, Mrs Leyland.” He appeared a little distracted, but his intense blue gaze was fixed on her unwaveringly.

“Not at all. My husband and I are delighted that you could join us.”

He blinked, then shook his head, seeming a little dazed.

“You have extraordinarily beautiful hair.” His voice was soft, much quieter than when he’d spoken to her husband and the guests.

Startled, Frances couldn’t quite stop her hand from going up to touch the curls gathered at her nape.

“That’s… very kind of you to say.” She wasn’t sure how to respond as she felt the heat in her cheeks rising. It was a rather personal remark from someone she had only just met, but oddly, not delivered in the way of a compliment or even an attempt at flirtation, more an… observation.

Whistler grinned. “That was terribly rude, wasn’t it? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend, it’s just the colour. Sometimes I get carried away with beautiful colours. I’d wager it looks stunning when it’s down.”

Frances was used to dealing with uncomfortable situations from years of playing hostess, but she had no words to reply to a comment that was so intimate it should have been shocking, yet somehow it wasn’t. She stared at the man in front of her, unable to think of anything to say.

He laughed in a self-deprecating fashion and rubbed his hand over his face. “Lord, I’ve done it again. That was beyond rude, but you really are beautiful. Leyland is a lucky man. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

Frances ventured a half-hearted laugh that was pitched higher than she would have liked.

“Nothing to forgive, Mr Whistler. What woman would turn down such a generous compliment.” She hoped her cheeks were not as pink as they felt, but as Mr Whistler’s gaze roamed her face, she suspected they were.

“So,” he said briskly, thankfully moving on to safer ground. “How do you find living near Liverpool? Fascinating city, isn’t it?”

“Indeed,” Frances murmured, wishing she could tell him she had spent the early years of her marriage in the city, but knowing her husband would have apoplexy if she did.

Mr Whistler was staring again, so Frances cleared her throat.

“Sorry! Wool-gathering. Leyland has asked me to do some sketches whilst I’m here as well as look at maybe doing his portrait.” He looked at her intently. “Do you think I could sketch you?”

“I… if my husband permits, it might be possible,” she said, not entirely certain how Frederick would digest such an idea.

He nodded. “I shall ask him.”

“Perhaps the children?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Them too.”

“Darling do introduce us,” Lizzie appeared beside her, breaking the strange tension that was thickening the air between them. Relieved, Frances did the necessaries.

“I was just suggesting that I should sketch Mrs Leyland and her children,” Whistler remarked with an impish grin. “I can see delightful looks run in the family.”

Lizzie arched an eyebrow and skewered the artist with a look. “You have an interesting accent, Mr Whistler,” Lizzie said with a wry smile. “American?”

He laid a hand on his chest and bowed. “For my sins.”

“How did you find yourself in England?” Lizzie’s curiosity seemed genuine.

Frances listened with interest.

“My father was in the military, and we travelled a lot. I spent time in Russia and then we moved here. Sadly, he’s no longer with us, but my mother loves London, so here we are.”

He turned his attention back to Frances. “Do your children have your hair?”

Thrown by the sudden change of topic, she answered cautiously. “Some of them do, though some favour their father in colouring.”

Mr Whistler cupped his chin and shook his head. “What an absolutely capital idea,” a smile crept across his face.

“Ah, exactly what is a capital idea?” Frances asked, trying not to laugh. The man’s thoughts flitted about like a butterfly.

“I should paint you all! A study of you all would be simply magnificent.”

Frances cast a helpless glance at her sister, but Lizzie’s eyes were dancing with amusement.

* * *

Most of the guests took their leave to their rooms to rest awhile before dinner. Whistler set off to his own with a last, lingering look at Mrs Frances Leyland. Leyland’s wife was as sparkling and charming as Leyland was gloomy and abrupt. How on earth had the two become a pair? Frances Leyland was quietly playing the part of hostess, but one didn’t have to look too hard to see a vibrant, colourful, wonderful creature hiding beneath all the hard layers of societal etiquette.

It was also easy to see there was some tension between husband and wife, though he suspected Leyland was oblivious to it. According to Rossetti, Leyland’s reputation wasn’t the best in these parts, and he was noted not only for an abruptness that bordered on uncivil, but for a shocking temper.

As he turned back to look at Frances Leyland, rays of late afternoon sun broke through the cloud and streamed through the window, lighting the room and causing his breath to catch in his throat. Her skin glowed, and her hair… oh God, her hair. His hands itched so badly he had to put them in his pockets. He wanted to remove every pin and unwind all the coils of ringlets to let them cascade over her shoulders. He’d wager they would fall as far as her waist. He wanted to sink his fingers into it, running them through like a waterfall. Bury his face in it and inhale it. Then paint her. God, he wanted to paint her. Again, and again and again…

He shook his head and looked away before she noticed. He’d already behaved like a dumb struck schoolboy once today.

Sometimes he set his eyes upon a subject and just knew. Knew that it would work. Knew it would be superlative. Knew he could do it justice.

He knew he could paint Frances Leyland.






CHAPTER 4

Speke Hall - Liverpool

Frances stood still as her maid added the finishing flourishes to her hair, then turned this way and that to examine herself in the looking glass. She was pleased with the effect, and very pleased with her new gown. It was a deep, emerald green, an incredible colour that complemented her skin and hair perfectly. Tight fitting in the bodice and draped elegantly over a bustle, it emphasised her still tiny waist, which she was proud of after birthing four children. With a plunging neck and tiny puff sleeves just off her shoulder, it was daring, but entirely within the bounds of propriety and the modiste had assured her it was the latest fashion. Frances loved the way it made her feel. A matching emerald ribbon about her throat completed the look.

She was debating which jewels to wear, considering a pretty double bracelet that would go nicely over her long gloves, when the door opened, and her husband entered.

“What have you been saying…” he broke off his tirade to stare at her.

Frances froze under his scrutiny.

“What the hell are you wearing?”

“It’s a new gown. It came from the modiste in London this week.” She swallowed. Her throat instantly parched. “Don’t you like it?”

“I can see your…” he gestured in a vague, awkwardly disgusted fashion, “bosom. If I can see it, so can other people.”

She searched for the right words. “I assure you, it’s perfectly respectable, my dear. I have other dresses in this style, and I recall you rather liked them.”

“You should change.” He ordered her.

Frances drew a steadying breath to conceal the hurt she felt at his words.

“I don’t really have time to change, my love. We wouldn’t want to keep our guests waiting.” She spoke calmly and evenly. She’d learned over the years that outright refusal made her husband dig his heels in and refuse to budge. When that happened, there was only one victor. Her only hope was to reason with him and persuade him to arrive at the conclusion she wanted as if it had been his own doing. They had already argued because she had wanted to include the children on the guest list for dinner, yet he’d been adamant that they were too young. She didn’t want another awful row, especially when she then had to go and entertain their guests.

Frederick’s eyebrows drew down, and he took a step closer. Frances stared at the floor, mind racing.

“Wear the blue one.”

She looked up at him. “The one that I wore last time we entertained your business friends?” She let her eyes widen with feigned shock and worry. “Darling, I wouldn’t want to embarrass you by appearing in the same gown twice.”

“You must have hundreds of dresses that don’t make you look like a whore.”

She bit her tongue, not letting him see how much his words stung. “I do, but they are stored. They will need to be pressed before wearing. If I must change, I will be dreadfully late. Please trust me. This dress is the height of fashion and as you have friends here from London, I wouldn’t want to look like a dowd and embarrass you.”

He continued staring, then made a dismissive noise.

“Please yourself.”

With a huff, he closed the door behind him with far more force than was necessary, causing her to flinch.

Grace, her maid, laid a hand on Frances’ arm, a kind gesture than almost undid her. “You look beautiful, ma’am.”

Frances blinked back tears. Until her husband’s arrival, she’d felt beautiful.

* * *

Frances greeted her guests in the offending gown, feeling even more uncertain than usual.

“Oh, my,” Lizzie took a step towards her and surveyed her sister’s dress with appreciative awe. “That gown is delicious!”

Frances tugged at it awkwardly. “Do you think so?”

“I most certainly do. That colour becomes you. You look good enough to eat.”

“It’s not too revealing?” she hesitated.

Lizzie tilted her head to one side. “What do you think?”

She bowed her own head and whispered. “I love it, or rather I did until Frederick passed comment.”

Lizzie’s look of sympathy was almost unbearable.

“For God’s sake, say nothing to Edith or I’ll never hear the last,” Frances muttered.

She’d confided in her sister over the years, so Lizzie was well aware of Frederick’s temper and unpleasantness. Frances might have won the battle over the dress, but he would be unlikely to let the matter drop until he felt vindicated. His unpleasantness often extended to the children, and, with Freddie home, she knew she needed to tread with care to avoid further upset.

Before she could dwell on it further, the gong for dinner sounded, and everyone filed into the dining room. Frederick escorted the wife of Sir Andrew Farley in to dine. Farley was an important man in Frederick’s world, but Frances found them both tiresomely formal sticklers. She’d planned on walking to dinner with William, but instead Mr Whistler appeared beside her and offered a hopeful elbow.

She accepted his arm with what she hoped was a gracious smile and forced herself not to tug at the dress again, which would only draw more attention to it. He looked remarkably elegant in evening wear and even his hair had been subdued, though the more sombre black did little to subdue the wicked sparkle of those blue eyes or repress the vivid energy that surrounded him.

“Do you have an interest in art, or is this your husband’s passion?” Mr Whistler asked, giving her a sideways glance as they walked.

“Art is very much my husband’s passion, but it rather rubs off on one. Did you always want to be an artist?” she replied as they moved slowly forward.

“Goodness, no. I had a very chequered youth and considered a host of options to make a living. I was quite determined to be a soldier for a long time. Although, through everything, I always loved to draw and paint.”

“You mentioned that you spent some time in America and Russia?” Frances nodded encouragingly.

Mr Whistler grinned. “Well, I was born and brought up in America, lived in Russia for a time as a boy and a young man, went back to America and then came to England… so,” he shrugged. “My accent is a bit of all things I imagine, and my painting and drawing is just as varied.”

“Indeed,” Frances couldn’t help but smile at him. He was remarkably easy to talk to and it made her feel more at ease.

“My father was a military man and a renowned engineer, so we moved about a fair amount.”

“Is that how you ended up in Russia? Because of your father’s work?”

Mr Whistler nodded. “The Tsar commissioned him to build a railway.”

That was surprising. “The Tsar…?”

Mr Whistler laughed. “I know. It was a big deal for him. For all of us. Paid well too.”

Frances politely ignored the reference to money. “You must have admired him greatly.”

Mr Whistler turned away briefly. “I did.”

“Did you not want to be an engineer, too?” she wondered.

“It crossed my mind, and papa would have loved me to be one, but it wasn’t right for me. He sent me to West Point.”

When Frances watched him blankly, he explained. “Where they train officers for the army in America. I think you have the Royal Military College here?”

“I see. Are… are you an army officer?”

He laughed once more. “Lord no. I was hopeless. They failed me on a chemistry examination in my final year, and that was a travesty. However, through the whole experience, I discovered that sadly, I wasn’t terribly good with discipline,” he said with a mischievous grimace.

Frances’ smile widened as she found herself genuinely fascinated by his story. “Oh, dear.”

“Oh, dear indeed. You should have heard my mother.”

Frances chuckled. “I imagine she was cross.”

“You have no idea. Gentle as anything, my mother, until I do something wrong and then, bam!”

Frances laughed louder. “I should love to meet her.”

Mr Whistler nodded and gave her a speculative smile. “I think she’d love you.”

* * *

Dinner was a lengthy affair, but at least with the artists, the conversation wide ranging instead of the usual polite society small talk. Mr Whistler proved to be an exceptionally entertaining guest. Once everyone was finished, the ladies retired to the drawing room, leaving the gentlemen to their port. Frances tried to make sure she spoke to all her guests and made a point of going to talk to Mrs Caldicott. Mr Caldicott had recently joined Bibby Shipping, so she was keen to make his wife feel welcome.

“How lovely of you to join us tonight, Mrs Caldicott,” she settled beside her. The woman was serenely elegant and very pretty with glossy dark hair and equally dark eyes. She had an air of gentility about her, the kind that Frances sought to emulate.

“It’s terribly kind of you to invite us.” She replied in a friendly tone that Frances immediately warmed to.

They chatted about nothing much, as one did at these affairs. Even so, Frances was drawing a favourable impression when Lizzie and Edith joined them.

“Lovely meal, darling,” Edith beamed at her, resplendent in cornflower blue. “Do you suppose I could steal your cook?”

“Don’t even think it!” Frances shook her head, as Edith squeezed onto the settee beside her, and Lizzie took a chair. “Mrs Bancroft is an absolute gem and I intend to hold on to her tightly.”

When the gentlemen re-joined them, and Frances was alone with Edith and Lizzie, they took the opportunity to ask after Mr Whistler.

“So, is Mr Whistler Fred’s new pet? I don’t recall seeing him before,” her sister said with a glint in her eye.

“Lizzie!” Frances closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead before speaking quietly and with extreme politeness in case they were overheard. “First, please stop calling him Fred. He only allows his very closest friends to use that. Even I don’t call him Fred. If he hears you, there will be hell to pay. Besides, Mr Whistler is not a pet. Frederick is looking to commission him to
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