

To: The Honourable Lady Caroline-Ann Augusta

			The Glebe, Ravenglass

			Broughton, England

			 

			12 September 188—

			 

			My Dear Lady Caroline-Ann,

			By the time you receive this letter, I have been assured I shall no longer be within the confines of the British Isles. I apologize for whatever inconvenience to yourself and even more so to your reputation that may occur from so sudden and utter a removal by one so apparently intimate to your new state as your mother-in-law.

			Doubtless the earl, your father-in-law, and your own husband will attempt to explain away so hasty and so unprepared-for an absence as mine with excuses oiled smooth as Venetian glass, with rationalizations more complex than an old Greek philosopher. Credibility, above all, is their motto, you will come to understand, credibility and the wholesale glossing of what cannot as a rule be easily explained or understood. For that reason alone, I should have left Ravenglass years ago.

			Trithers the housekeeper, Samson the butler, Farnsworthy the groundskeeper, and Jannequin of the kitchen staff and their minions have received plans and schedules, menus, and work lists to occupy them while you are upon your all-too-abbreviated honeymoon trip and, indeed, well beyond your return. All of them may be prevailed upon, especially as I’ve requested that they be at hand, to inform and to explain to you the varied areas necessary in ruling over so large a house and demesne as Ravenglass. This is a great deal more than I was provided with in my time, and so I hope this in a small way obliges you to me and serves as a small compensation.

			From such a statement, you will correctly infer that my absence is intended to be as permanent as it may seem incomprehensible. Why would the mother of the happiest young bridegroom in British society, as the Times of London says, the mother-in-law of the newest blushing young bride in our exalted circle (ibid), indeed the “wife and lifelong helpmeet of the second most powerful peer in the realm,” evanesce in quite so untimely and mysterious a fashion? As independent as you appeared to me and at times as forward a young lady of fashion in our fair isle as you resembled, I’ve no doubt you will be asking yourself exactly such questions.

			And I shall tell you all why I have fled. What the Great Man has done to me to force me to do so. What they all have done to me. How I have conspired these many months with friends old and new and with strangers, men I’d never thought to encounter in person—low tradesmen, Foreign nationals even—never mind associate with quite so closely as this, all to make good my escape. How it was evidently planned out for me decades before by my predecessor, the late Marchioness, harpy as she seemed at the time, planned and partly paid for by her suffering and by my own.

			You will be shocked, I am sure of it, to read my words. Perhaps if I have written rightly, you will one night turn to that smooth, guileless-seeming young man beside you in the bed, my own flesh as he is, and start back in horror. Wondering if even he carries the curse within his oh so oblivious mind and so apparently innocent body. Could he cannot help but do so? Nor can you help but be its victim as I and other women before me were.

			Yet, Lady, you must wait a while for details. The cross-channel packet is this moment cresting the churning waves with such a thwump and slap, thwump and slap of its bottom planks that this tilting lounge asea has suddenly become quite unoccupied by the passengers’ society, such as it was to begin with, and now a boatswain or mate or some such other official is speaking, telling us that “heavy weather lies ahead” and that “we would do best for our health” to repair to our rooms below.

			Without much modesty, I can report that I am myself as stalwart a sailor as he. Being reared in the marine neighbourhood of Ravenglass, how could I help but be so? But the very young lady’s maid alongside me and the travel lieutenant accompanying me are from parts farther inland and seem rather the worse for the channel, she already unquestionably “green about the gills,” as the local salts used to so colourfully put it, that we shall, I fear, have to all go down to our marginally less mal-de-mer inducing quarters. And so, I shall complete this missive at a later time.

			Hours Later

			A remarkable incident has occurred upon this ordinarily most banal, this most pedestrian of passages between the last time I set pen to paper and now. A person has gone missing. Or, rather, a personage. A rather large, heavy one. One might even say a gross personage.

			I was apprised of this by the craft’s purser knocking on our stateroom door. The green-faced little maid answered to that official, and he and his mate stood in that sketch of a foyer and requested to enter. At this request, my male sentinel stepped forward and bluntly asked upon what business. They then explained that in the past several hours, a first-class passenger had gone missing, and they asked if we knew of him, had seen him, had remarked him, or indeed remarked “anything at all unusual.”

			Naturally, he assured them in the negative. They then apologized, saying they needs must ask everyone on board and search every square foot of the ship to ensure that Bey Jurma Gorglek, the unfortunately named Turkish person was, in fact no longer aboard. The purser was most courteous and deferential, and so I let them look about our rather limited quarters. And while I am listed upon the ship’s register under the name of Mrs. Sm—th, the fellow must have recognized quality, and intuited “position,” even now that I am actively abjuring it. Evidently many ladies are forced for one reason or another these days to travel incognito such as this.

			Once they had left the rooms, I sent my protector out to gather further information on the disappearance, which I think he was happy to do if only to escape the close confines of the cabin and also to do some of his own detecting, as he fancies himself adept in that regard. No, Lady Caroline-Ann, you have not yet guessed the identity of this most valuable fellow, who has agreed, indeed, sworn upon the Good Book, to see me through my travails and not leave me until I am settled in complete safety.

			He returned following a period to confirm that the missing Bey travelled alone, which several people remarked upon, but he had seemed most concerned about several other passengers who he was certain had noticed him. The Bey was either still or only just recently an official of the Ottoman Empire. Perhaps, my informant opined, based upon what talk he’d collected from others on board, the Bey was the victim of an assassination. Several swarthy, slender fellows affecting no knowledge of English or French diction are said to have scowled upon first seeing the Bey some time after we had all boarded the channel packet in England. They are believed to be nationals of Albania or another of those Balkans now under Franz Joseph’s benevolent sway, only lately recovered from the Ottomans. Their motive, of course, is presumed to be revenge, if not of a personal nature, than perhaps a more sweepingly national or even racial one, or as a result of their long centuries beneath the Turkish yoke.

			So, it is all grim and political and rather titillating too, I must admit. It is no wonder that my own mother-in-law, the much put upon, late Dowager Marchioness Bella, once assured me that “foreign travel is so broadening to the mind, or so I have been informed.”

			It is good policy for any new Lady to become acquainted with some of the local people. Gentry, I know well, shall pursue you on their own given any encouragement from your new high state. But among those of the nearby villages are several persons you would certainly overlook to your disadvantage.

			First, consider Mrs. Adelaide Eagles, née Creswell, an upright woman who at times has taken on the duties of the old dean, Dr. Gribble, in the chapterhouse and rectory. Although one cannot understand how this estimable person appears to know virtually all that transpires in the villages surrounding the manor house, she can become as invaluable to you as she ended up becoming to myself.

			The former Miss Creswell was the elder of three sisters and by no means the handsomest. Still, her bright blue eyes, her sharp facial features, her small, well-shaped head and extremely acute ears provide her advantages neither of her elder, duller siblings can lay claim to. She is quick to report on any miscreants, but possesses equal asperity in remarking on anyone who may be beset by misfortune in the surrounding farms and shire, with the consequence that such persons may be uplifted or mollified by a well-placed handful of shillings, or that employment might be found for one of their family members about the manor house or grounds, assuring a secure source of enrichment for them and greater loyalty toward yourself and the estate. She will not only be able to recommend that unfortunate’s best hope, but also in which likely position the person should be employed to greatest effect. She is seldom mistaken, and through her good offices, Lady Caroline-Ann, your own sovereignty shall take on a far more substantial glow at Ravenglass, as did my own.

			If I might be so immodest as to point out the country folks’ applausus when my own poor name was mentioned at his young lordship’s nuptial supper given for us all at the manor house the day following your naturally more glittering London ceremony? Such an homage is chiefly due to my harkening to Miss Creswell’s constant counsels. Indeed, during my lengthy and often forlorn decades as mistress of Ravenglass while your husband was away at school, and my own husband endlessly away in the city upon political business, it was those simpler souls’ company, their amusements, their daily goings-on and habitual life that, of necessity, configured the greatest support of my existence.

			I have much justification in believing that although you pride yourself upon being a modern young lady with many friends, that you shall find yourself at last comprehending all too well and all too soon the portent behind my low-spirited words.

			I only hope I am mistaken. But alas, the last few interviews I’ve had with your husband, my only son, have shown that in the speech of our neighbours, the apple falls closer than ever to the tree, for he thinks exactly like his father. This betides woe to you, as it unquestionably did to me.

			A tap upon the door confirms what the noticeably calmer sea predicted: we may ascend for air and light, with embarkation upon the continent to ensue.

			I post this to you, Lady, with all my heart yet with the greatest anxiety,

			Your mother-in-law, Marchioness, Lillian of Ravenglass

			





To: The Very Reverend Jas. H. Quill

			The British Church at Campofieri

			Town of Fiesoli

			Province of Tuscany

			22 September 188—

			Sir,

			We are delayed. In truth, we are returned almost to where we were two days ago. In many ways I am to blame for it, although had I known what the outcome of my really quite ordinary action would be… But I leap ahead.

			We arrived last evening by a tumbling old stagecoach, easily passed through the quite perfunctory customs station, and quickly drove into the respectable old city of Aachen. I think you have been here once, sir, and so recall it as a Teutonic heap of grey stone and blood red brick, and a conglomeration of medieval cathedrals and their ancient cloisters abutting new built barley and malt storehouses with their eternal dray wagons and overweight quarter-horses parked in front.

			Following a pleasant enough night’s stay in a commercial traveller’s hostelry—we are, after all, in concealment—we breakfasted heartily, as one does in this kind of establishment, and all three of us bathed, which was much needed after our several days upon the road.

			Luncheon was obtained at the recently erected railroad terminus, a building the locals are proud of for its size and up-to-date mechanical conveniences, including this café. Tickets had been obtained for our next two “halts”—Bonn and thence on to Frankfurt on the River Main. These cities are in themselves but “halts” on our way to Nuremberg and thence Munich, headed toward a more comprehensive shelter. My lady and her maid were in fact seated at a little café table, post-repast, she writing a letter, the girl with her interminable needle and thread, and I across from them, reading an English language weekly newspaper from the region.

			My amazement upon coming upon in print the very occasion we had attended, now deemed newsworthy, caused me to start and say something on the order of “Well, I’ll be jiggered.”

			When the lady asked me what I was swearing upon, I read her the piece. I have torn it and enclose it here.

			 

			Foreign Nationals Bound Over to Be Tried for Nautical Disappearance.

			In a curious case following the unsolved vanishing of a Turk of some importance from a recent ferry bound from England to these shores in recent days, two men of unknown heritage and origin unable to communicate to the authorities by virtue of their unknown tongue have been bound over and are to be tried for his disappearance. An accusation by an unknown person on board the Ferry from South Hampton to Dunkerque was deemed sufficient for such action, said Assez-Judge Maxim Tortelier. How they are to know of the proceedings was never explained. The trial takes place in the Palais de Justice tomorrow at one o’clock p.m.

			 

			If I were surprised, the lady, upon my reading the account to her, was perfectly aghast. Her face drained of colour, then became almost purple with rage. She had already sealed her letter and sent it off. She dropped her novel on the floor as she leapt up, her face a mask of horror.

			“They are to be tried and probably executed without a shred of evidence and never knowing what for? This is an abomination! We must go there immediately.”

			In vain did I spend the next twenty minutes trying to talk the lady out of her scheme, but upon this point she held fast and would brook no opposition. Finally, she declared that either she entrained to visit those two men, or she went nowhere ever again. With the expected upshot that our tickets for Bonn and farther on were returned to the clerk, and fortunately, held in exchange of those to Brussels. That train arrived shortly thereafter and our luggage was scarcely re-routed in time.

			We arrived at that city after nightfall with no names, no addresses, and not a hotel reservation nor inn to be had. I placed the ladies in a waiting room, under veils and the watch of a young railroad clerk, while I sought aid. I soon found an office connected in some manner to a British travel guide you are doubtless familiar with. The fellow there asked to be shown the two ladies, and upon seeing them from the doorway of the lounge surrounded by our extensive baggage, he tapped my hand and said, “I’ve got just the place for you all—extremely discreet!”

			For a small fee, he further obtained a coach and footman for us. He rode above and ushered us into what appeared to be a private house of some size. After the ladies had been settled in their suite and I in my chamber, I thanked him and he told me that such services could be had in the future in various places and handed me his card, which had a list of such cities and also a telegraph number, of potential use in the future.

			By ten o’clock of the following morning, the lady and her maid were dressed as expensively as possible and we were driven to the Palais de Justice, where her bearing and my overbearing soon brought us to the attention of a Procurateur of the case.

			“We three were aboard that wretched bucket,” the lady declared in what seemed good French, “and we saw both those dark little gentlemen and that large fat Turk, and there was no possible connection at all between them. We will all swear an oath to it. Upon a Tournai Bible if need be. Where is their accuser to contradict us?”

			The accuser, as we all suspected from the newspaper account, had left a sketchy deposition some days after landing and was now long gone to parts unknown.

			With us willing to stand defence and him no longer present, the state’s attorney had no case. Still, there was a problem.

			“But what is to be done, Madame? There is a disappearance and no one to be held responsible. The gentleman’s government has issued a formal complaint.”

			Thus we understood. The two had been held hostage to a political convenience.

			“That is none of my concern. Nor should it be any of yours, Monsieur.” The lady demanded the two men be released and that we witness it.

			And so it came that we saw them again, and they fell onto their knees, the poor young fellows, and kissed her hands and wept.

			She ensured that their passports were returned and visas stamped so they might exit the country, and she offered to pay their train fare, making me point to our tickets and gesture so they might understand.

			They remained close by us all the while, and while awaiting this latter, required official seal, the lady began addressing the fellows first in Spanish then in halting Italian. The latter language, one of them knew enough of to say, “Greco. Noi suomi Grecci.”

			“They are Greek. They speak little else but Greek. Only a few words of Italian,” she told the Procurateur.

			To our complete astonishment, she then turned to them and began speaking. They too were astonished, but not always comprehending, and a paper and quill were ordered, and she and they sometimes spoke and sometimes wrote words, trying to form an understanding. After some time, the attorney called a very young man, a student, who had studied Attic Greek at university. Between all four of them, they seemed to generally comprehend each other. Afterward, the two young men, laughed, cried, kissed the lady’s hands over and over and called out blessings of “Christe, Elision!”

			This is what the lady told us.

			“I know but some ancient Greek from my college studies, and so does this student, Monsieur D’Ertrande. The young Greeks speak a more modern version. But the written language we studied is known to them and not too dissimilar, so we’ve managed to obtain from them and put together what seems to be a rather full and extraordinary picture.”

			The Procurateur asked her to enlighten us.

			“The two Greeks were sent to England by members of their government’s fledgling parliament to meet with members of the British Museum in an attempt to recover certain statuary artifacts from their country removed at the beginning of this century and upon constant display in London. Two of their countrymen living in London paid their way, gave them room and board, and translated for them. Their mission was a grave failure, alas, and they returned downcast, as we first saw them aboard the ferry. They never met the Turk and never knew who he was, but because their country has been in part or whole under the Ottoman sway for so long, they noted him well and understood how powerful he was. They were astounded he travelled without attendants or wives. They supposed his journey to be an unofficial one, and indeed highly sub rosa.

			“This one,” she pointed, “named Theocrakis, says that he was returning to his chamber on the ferry after being ill over the railing when he noticed a very slender young boy, with a sailor’s tam and a scarf covering the lower part of the face, knock twice then twice more on the Turkish Bey’s stateroom door. He did so again, looking about to see that he was not noticed, and only then was the door opened, and he was granted entrance. From the boy’s gestures and motions, Theocrakis is certain he was, in fact, a young woman.”

			“Jolly fill. Jolly fill!” Theocrakis seconded her in his version of her spoken French: Jolie fille. Pretty girl.

			She went on. “Theocrakis returned to his cabin but remained awake the entire time. During the course of the night, once the gale had blown down a bit and we were sailing under clear skies again, he is certain he heard the sound of another motorized craft. When he stood up to look out the stateroom, he no longer heard its motor, but saw the shadowy shape of an unlighted craft pass before the porthole. He thought little of it, assuming it to be another ferry of the commercial line, until the next morning. He now believes both the Bey and young woman were taken aboard the second craft, and that it was all planned in advance.”

			Their statements were written out in French, read back to us, and then officially signed attested to by witnesses, including young D’Ertrande, and then notarized. The case was then officially dismissed, and the two young Greeks released into my lady’s substantial custody.

			Unwilling to leave their benefactress, for despite their being incommunicado, they had somewhat guessed the implications of their gaol cell and various papers thrust in front of them, they begged to travel alongside, indeed in tandem, with our party and could not be dissuaded otherwise. Although I said it would be impossible, the lady agreed with the two of them, declaring it to be the only way she might rest assured they were in safe-keeping.

			And so it has devolved. We are this moment in a lounge of the Brussels terminus. Our train leaves for Bonn in one half hour. This post will reach you I do not know when. But we are delayed two days or more off our schedule.

			Your friend,

			Stephen Undershot

			 

			Post-Scriptum. Who knew the lady reads Greek? She seems unfazed by officials or prominent strangers. She’s more remarkable and more accomplished, although more strong-willed, with every passing day. Truly, my friend, this undertaking is become an adventure!

			





To: The Honourable Lady Caroline-Ann Augusta

			The Glebe, Ravenglass

			Broughton, England

			 

			23 September 188—

			 

			My Dear Lady Caroline-Ann,

			Once again, I have found myself at leisure at a railroad terminus. Our next train arrives in over an hour. I do wish I could receive and know your responses, for I now find myself dearly wishing to hear what you have to say to what I have written so far. But there is more to come. Far worse to come, I almost wrote.

			Imagine my brother Rudolph and myself then, aged sixteen and seventeen over four decades ago, suddenly resident in the city of Leeds, a thriving commercial centre, and also home to a quite good university and various other colleges. Naturally enough, the least well-endowed and prestigious admitted handfuls of young women who could, over a two-year course of study, learn a variety of “household arts and duties” as well as philosophy, Natural Science, British and Ancient history, mathematics, English and French grammar and composition, and a modicum of basic Latin. For advanced studies in that language and in the Greek language, six of us young ladies were crowded together into a phaeton twice weekly and driven to the august University itself, where we sat behind a wooden screen similar to those shamefully separating the genders in those temples of the Islamic and Hebraic faiths. Still, we heard and saw the professor, and if we were never “called on” to recite as were the young men, once we were back at our school it was done so, and furthermore we were given supplemental classes, with an erudite if quite elderly woman named Mrs. Barbarina Stackweather Caine. Mrs. Caine was a scholar of strict demeanour and unbending rectitude, it turned out, with an inordinate fondness for gooseberry jam tarts and baba au rhum. She’d been taught Greek and Latin by her father, having reached girlhood in the previous Century, which admired all erudition no matter which gender might display it.

			I blush to write that Mrs. Caine became fond of me as a scholar and young person, perhaps perceiving how serious I was in pursuing my education, and she sometimes obtained entrée to events in the town she thought edifying for her favourites among us younger ladies.

			Thus, it happened, one brilliant March afternoon in the year 184——, that I found myself, along with Mrs. Caine and two other young ladies, seated in the stalls of Leeds’s only theatre, at a performance of Mr. Shakespeare’s fantastical comedy The Tempest.

			The popular “draw,” as the local newspaper wrote, was the famous married actors, Mr. Charles and Mrs. Ellen Kean, known for their unbowdlerized performances of the Bard. They were portraying, respectively, the magician Prospero and Ariel. We had of course “read” the play, and indeed even attempted to “put on” a scene or two beforehand. But as this was my first live professional dramatic performance, you may imagine my excitement.

			The play is in five acts, with four intervals. During the first, we remained in our seats, planning to send several of ourselves out for tea and cake during the next. But if I had been animated before, you may understand how keyed up I became when my dear Rudolph came over just then to where we sat and lightly kissed my cheek. Accompanying him was a schoolmate, Mr. Joseph Robinson, and upon meeting the two handsome young collegians, my companions soon showed themselves to be less scholars than coquettes.

			Were that all that occurred, I would have been happy. But greater encounters were in store. For upon the second interval, when five of us left timid, dull, Edith Dunwoody alone with our benefactress while we sought out tea, cakes, and collegiate male company, I found myself separated from the others for a moment by the jostling crowd, only to turn and walk directly into the shirtfront of his golden blond, young lordship, Roland of Ravenglass. With him was an exceedingly handsome brunet young gentleman, introduced as Lord Robert of Blackburn.

			“You have just seen the striking brother,” Roland said to Mr. Blackburn, “now meet the Eve to his Adam.”

			He explained that both of them were great followers of the Keans and avidly pursued their increasingly rare countryside performances whenever they might go. In a year or so, the famous couple would settle into London’s Princess Theatre for more than a decade, making their “provincial” performances even more uncommon. As Robert’s family resided not far away, Roland told me, their attendance in Leeds this day had been much facilitated.

			Once I’d explained the reason for my own presence, the two young gentlemen insisted upon meeting our “learned Xanthippe.” Upon seeing us approach, poor Miss Dunwoody fled, but Mrs. Stackweather-Caine proved to be fully up to the meeting. Furthermore, once she heard that Robert’s married sister was in the family’s box as chaperone, she agreed to their ardent request that I join them up there for the remainder of the play, especially as Roland jokingly promised to treat me “with the solicitude deserving of a college-lady.”

			That was how I found myself enjoying the remainder of Mr. Shakespeare and Mr. and Mrs. Kean from so prominent a situation.

			Curiously enough, Sir Robert’s sister, Lady Dankworth, remained in close conversation for the remainder of the play, in mostly hushed tones, in the back of the box, unseeing, with a man explicated to me as her “business solicitor,” so there was little society or chaperoning to be found from that quarter. Her brother and his boon companion more than compensated. Both were in good spirits, partly from a flask of fortified wine Roland had upon his person. And my college sisters could not help but turn about and gawk at us behind and above them, which couldn’t be more gratifying.

			Naturally, I asked if we shouldn’t spend the next interval replacing my person with that of my brother.

			“Could any girl be more selfless or generous?” Roland asked his friend. Then, “I think not, however, as your brother has developed a sort of animadversion to my company of late.”

			I wondered greatly at this statement but held my tongue.

			“Were that the whole of Rudolph’s new circumstances, it would mean but little,” Roland continued. “Alas, it is not, and my father thinks not to continue his scholarship for the coming annum, although yours is utterly secure.”

			This was hard news for me to hear, and I could not help but pale as I replied that I had thought they two were “hard friends.”

			“You may see for yourself.” Roland leaned forward and I followed his gaze to where my brother and Mr. Robinson were now laughing together, “Dear Rudolph’s new hard friend, now that I am tossed aside.”

			I could well see, and I was embarrassed for them all. Still, I must know what other cause my brother had given that his stipend must be taken away.

			“His ability to concentrate upon study, miss, seems to have vanished along with my company. He spends less time reading than even dear Robert here, who is already the most erudite fellow I’ve ever met and has little need of more books.”

			I dreaded to ask it. “He has not taken up other, unsavoury habits somewhat frequent to university men?”

			Now it was Roland’s turn to colour. “Do you think, miss, if it were so, that I could tell it to you?” By which I guessed my worst fears were confirmed.

			“Then what is to become of him?”

			“I believe my father has mentioned in passing several minor commissions in the Queen’s Navy he possesses the disposal of.”

			“Rudolph go to sea!” I complained, fearing for him. “We’ve never been separated longer than a day’s journey.”

			“Should that sad necessity eventuate, miss,” Lord Robert now said, “I hope that you will look upon me as a brother, even though we have but a glancing acquaintance, and that you would apply to me for any fraternal solace.” This was very kind, and lifted him in my estimation. “I think Lord Roland will not hate me if I say he would naturally request an even closer connection,” he added, “and yet greater opportunities for consolation.”

			Now both of us, then all three us coloured deeply, but luckily Mr. Purcell’s third act musical prelude to the play had begun, and I might think on what had been said.

			During the final interval, Roland needed to attend upon an aged relation also in the theatre he had just then noticed, and I was left more or less alone with Robert, Lord Blackburn.

			“I know your family name, I think,” he said. “You hail from the vicinity of Morecambe Bay.”

			I admitted the fact.

			“An old English family of solid, respectable yeoman blood,” he added.

			“I believe so. Are you then so interested in genealogy?”

			“Only insofar as it may concern my dearest friends,” he answered, and before I could say anything, he went on. “Although his advantages of background, holdings, and not least his person itself recommend Lord Roland to the grandest young ladies of the realm, I suspect his heart is previously bestowed, since to my eyes he cares but little for even the most glittering of their ilk.”

			I could only keep silent and hope I did not show the great astonishment his words had aroused in me.

			“And now, having met the possible object of his previous attentions—”

			“You mistake the situation, I believe.”

			He went on, nevertheless. “I cannot but agree with him.”

			“Of course you cannot but agree with me,” Roland said, bounding into the box at that moment, holding a luscious caramel apple upon a stick dripping into the handkerchief in which he had wrapped and held it. “Now, which of you lovelies,” he offered lasciviously, “shall have the very first lick?”

			So it was that I discovered, in the very short space of but three play intervals, that my brother was to not resume college but to go off to sea, perhaps very far away, and that we were to be separated for the first time in our lives, possibly for years. And so it was that I also learned to my greater surprise that young Lord Ravenglass entertained romantic inclinations toward me, of which his prominent new best friend thoroughly approved.

			Lillian of Ravenglass

			





			24 Septembre 188—

			 

			Sir

			We ar much turnt around by virtu of som Grik boys. Je comprenez pas le raison. There-for you must patient be, until on road again we go. Now three and the Grik boys also.

			We ar al wel. But this fud is not to my gout.

			Henriette

			





To: The Honourable Lady Caroline-Ann Augusta

			The Glebe, Ravenglass

			Broughton, England

			 

			25 September 188—

			 

			My Dear Lady Caroline-Ann,

			We continue onward in our journey. We were, as I mentioned to you in an earlier letter, delayed. We are now moving quickly forward once again via steam locomotive, farther than ever from you. It may be these letters are reaching you only after a week or more. I cannot know, and it is still a time until I can feel at full ease and allow you to write me.

			Yesterday evening, I realized with something of a shock that while we are en route, I cannot let down my guard a single moment. We were entraining, at a place we had not planned to be. It was a large city, blessedly in a large railroad terminus, otherwise…

			What happened was that we were informed by conductors striding through the train that we had a thirteen-minute wait before the train actually moved. I mentioned that I would have liked reading material of some sort, as I was otherwise certain to finish reading my Sheridan Le Fanu novel. I was halfway through the third volume already. My guardian angel said he too was in need of reading matter and would step out to purchase it for us both. I spoke out a list of those periodicals I prefer, which I think he must know the names of by now, having seen them so often among my things.

			He left, and we were seated thus, my chambermaid and myself, in a closed compartment, when an official of some sort from this country suddenly tapped on the door, was let in, and demanded to see our travelling papers.

			Our friend, not we, had those important documents. And so my chambermaid was sent out to unearth him. I was left quite alone to attempt to pass the time with this courteous, if naturally curious official. He asked what novel I was reading and was surprised to hear that it was in English. He then recommended a novel by a Mr. Anthony Hope that his son had read that year of which, every morning at dejeuner, he would explicate the plot of. My official told me that every scene and event had been most exciting. I was about to reply that younger men tend to find adventure novels even more “spine-tingling” than other readers and that Mr. Le Fanu was in his own unique way sufficiently stimulating for a lady, when my guardian suddenly appeared. Papers and travel tickets were shown, magazines gone through, and only as the locomotive was blowing off repeated charges of steam and we about to set forward did I note my girl was missing.

			Both the railway man and my own man were sent out in search for her. I thought we might have to get off and had gathered my smaller bags and begun fuming at the possibility for where would our luggage be if we were on a later train, when the little chit arrived.

			In a glance I could tell I must not be angry with her. She was breathless, then panting and utterly relieved, and she was almost quite comical in her distress, although being put out in that way was hardly her own fault.

			Only when I had persuaded her to sit down and the others had come in and seen her there with great relief and the train was chugging along merrily and picking up speed as it went, did she sufficiently regain her breath to speak.

			When she did, oddly enough, she addressed me in Italian, a language known only to we two and not to our friend. The cause of her distress: While searching for our guardian, she had espied one of the earl’s henchmen standing at a newspaper reading kiosk, paging through an issue of The Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News. She recognized him from the evening of your wedding.

			I asked if she was quite certain it was he, and she replied how could she fail to be certain, as she’d never forgotten his dastardly role in an affair concerning one of the other house servants not two months earlier at Ravenglass? This Crimmins or Grimmins, she forgets his exact name, somehow or other managed to get Trithers to let go of a certain lad who, although a titular footman, was in reality his close factotum. Besides this, one or more of the boy’s family have been at the manor house going now on several generations already, and so his being let go so suddenly was the greatest blow to them all.

			She began to explain now how the boy had complained to the head butler of this Crimmins’s or Grimmins’s very free and reprehensible behaviour to him in private. For his trouble, the lad in turn had been accused by Crimmins of being seen pocketing a missing salt cellar. I barely recalled the incident myself, it being of so minor a nature below stairs. But I well recalled Grimmins, as he was very darkly handsome, and the youngest and most conspicuous of that generally young male entourage that constantly surrounds my husband in London town and whenever he made one of his increasingly infrequent “flying visits” to the manor house.

			If truth be told, the young man also reminded me uncannily of how Sir Robert of Blackburn had looked when he was but four and twenty, some decades ago. They might almost have been related, and since the earl was so much the elder, this Grimmins lad might easily have been his bastard offspring. I write that term easily enough since only two very young legal children were known to have ever issued from Sir Robert’s loins before his untimely death. His great ninny of a wife, wed to him quite late in life, mainly for her dowry, and certainly not for her wit, never remarried. Miss Cresswell, among others, did claim strictly accurate if not first-hand knowledge of Lord Blackburn’s many solitary forays at night among the deepest rural recesses of his lands, whence, she believed, he might only sport with the very lowest of country wenches. And now I thought how my connexion to Ravenglass continues on even though I am gone. I beg you, Lady Caroline-Ann, look into this matter of the dismissed footman and discover his family and aid him in regaining, if not his station, then at least adequate compensation, for the family is a large and loyal one to the manor house.

			At the rail terminus, this Grimmins was alone, or so my chambermaid believed. She placed herself so as to not be seen until she was certain our guardian was nowhere in sight, then took herself off. That was her cause for being so tardy. She thought Grimmins was evidently wasting time dawdling, and so she was certain he was not bound for our train. Indeed, when she arrived to find us about to move, she hopped up the step and was held fast by the conductor, and thus was able to give a long sweeping glance over the platform. Grimmins remained and did not entrain.

			A small relief, but it was far too close. The more I think of one of the earl’s men being so very far from home and so close to my own person, the more I had to ask myself what kind of “coincidence” it could possibly be.

			I found I was unable to assuage myself. Although when I brought up the matter with my sentinel later, he was far more sanguine about it. “While we must take care,” he said, “we must not fall into the trap of seeing a thief behind every hedgerow.”

			He is a good man, but he cannot know as well as I how your father-in-law, Lady Caroline, makes it his business to set a man, often an outright thief or worse, behind every possible hedgerow, and one is lucky if one manages to spy out even one of them. He was ever thus even before we were married. Years before, in fact.

			Lest I lose all credit in your eyes, let me explain.

			The performance of The Tempest and my double surprise occurred in April. In late May, our lessons were ended, and we left Leeds for the vicarage at Ravenglass. My brother was to have travelled with me but for some reason could not. I rode with two schoolmates as far as Lancaster, then with one as far as Ulverston. From there, I found a dog cart and driver I knew and he took me to the Lord Rothbert Inn at Ravenglass village. As it was past sunset, and I still had a shilling in my pocket, I decided to have word sent home that I would arrive the next morning, and that I would there have a cold supper and remain overnight in a leased room.

			No sooner had I settled myself in my transitory chamber and stepped down to the public room’s redoubled fire—for even that late in the Spring a chill does settle in—than I found my repast was ready to table. You may imagine with what appetite I lit into it, and I had done great damage to a quarter of a capon and to a green-gold cheese when I heard and saw a horseman ride up and dismount.

			I know most of the horses in the area and didn’t recognize the great bay being patted down and watered by the stable lad. No wonder. Not a moment later, a gentleman swept into the nearly vacant public room and in a vexed tone of voice asked for a draught of ale, “For I have been riding hard and needs must arrive at the manor house for dinner.”

			“Ravenglass?” asked the publican.

			“Is there another nearby?”

			“This young lady is also for Ravenglass,” the publican replied without rancour and pointed to me.

			The horseman had drunk half his flagon of stout before undoing his dust-covered face scarf, and I saw it was Lord Robert of Blackburn.

			Seeing me, he bowed deeply. I, with poultry in one hand and crust of cheese in another, felt I must appear so comical to anyone that I burst into laughter.

			Sir Robert was ever the gentleman. “If that is the leftover of a ripe Stilton, miss, I am your slave eternally.”

			I offered it to him, but only on condition he sit and keep me company, partly I think for the sake of the poor, sweated horse who must rest before going on, and partly because he looked so out of sorts although more handsome than before.

			I waved the publican to bring more food, and Lord Robert attacked his cold breast of fowl and veal sausage with such a vengeance I feared for his appetite once at Ravenglass.

			“You realize how much I wished to see precisely you,” he said, once sated.

			“Then you could not be more fortunate, could you?” I replied. “But why precisely me?”

			“One reason for my visit tonight is to be envoy extraordinaire to the lord and lady at the manor house from their scion, and to convey a letter from my esteemed friend, ‘precisely’ regarding you.”

			“I think the master and mistress of Ravenglass know as much about poor me as they wish to,” said I, “as I have lived here nigh on eight years. They have seen too much of me already.”

			“But have they seen you in a different light? That of the affianced to—”

			I’m afraid I put a somewhat food-soiled hand to his mouth to stop his words.

			“That is my mission,” he managed to say around my fingers. “I swore an oath to Lord Roland.”

			“It cannot be, Lord Robert.”

			He repeated my words over-dramatically with gothic intonations so that I had to laugh.

			“It cannot be at this time, at least,” I added. “My mother is very ill. My father, who is never himself very strong, wrote to say they are uncertain of the outcome. My brother is, if not disgraced, at least no longer as well-regarded. He leaves us soon, for the first time ever. The family, as you see, is in a bad way.”

			“Then you must work to heal your mater and convert your brother to goodness,” he said.

			“I must work very hard to keep it all from falling into a great many tatters—with no guarantee I shall.”

			He lifted my hand and lightly kissed then nibbled it, making sounds of eating something tasty. As I began to laugh again, he added quite seriously, “Then that too shall Lord Roland’s relations know of. For if nothing else, those difficult undertakings must recommend you to them with even greater consequence. It would certainly do so to me.”

			“But you, Lord Robert, are extremely exceptional. Of that I am certain.”

			“You are more correct than you can know,” he said with no modesty apparent, making me laugh again. “I am also about to become exceptionably late,” he added, verifying the time via a glance at his vest pocket pointer.

			He was gone in a few minutes, and I settled by the fire, soon joined by the publican, who was in awe of me yet a bit more curious than he was daunted.

			“It’s bruited about the shire, miss, that Master Rudolph shall soon be off to Celebes and the Spice Isles as a master of the Nav-ee.”

			“Nothing is certain, Mr. Groon, until a commission is received.”

			“It’s also bruited about the shire, miss, that the manor house is not the only abode of quality hereby.”

			“Meaning what? That some other lord takes up residence?”

			“No other lord is needed, miss, when your fine self attracts them to us!”

			I’d seen the brilliant half guinea tossed into his hand as Lord Robert had departed, at least twice the price that his services were worth.

			“Don’t expect gold, and copper will satisfy,” I said, repeating a local proverb.

			“Ay, but miss, begging your pardon, gold we have in plenty with your presence and that of your brother. And who doesn’t know it?”

			So, I learned how highly the neighbourhood thought of us at the vicarage, and I felt ashamed, for it was true I had held myself as superior very long and had come to that position from where I might easily tease a great lord’s son, and I still felt no richer than poor Mr. Groon, with his arthritic feet and necessarily torn-open cloth shoes. But even that would soon change forever.

			Rudolph arrived at the inn during the night, unheard by me, taken in and put to bed by Groon’s wife, who loudly swore that he was fortunate she was awake and about and all because she suffered from “waking night sweats” as a result of the “bloodless change,” as the local women termed the departure of their menses. My brother looked poorly in the morning, although he slept late, and he said but two words to me. We rode in silence the few miles.

			The vicarage was as gloomy as I’d feared it, and my mother even more drawn and ill, although when I attempted to locate the exact cause, I was all but shunted aside and slowly came to believe that she was simply exhausted from living. My father was almost as emaciated and unable to be distracted long into discussing the minutiae of his dying wife. He was utterly immersed in his sermon writing and polishing, for he had been prided into collecting them into a volume and firmly believed two booksellers in Edinburgh keenly awaited their arrival.

			The sluttish char was long gone, thankfully, replaced with Mrs. Cupp, a meek yeoman brought by my Aunt Blassage. She took my hand as I arrived and said, “Bless you, miss, for coming when you did. A strong hand is needed now all about the house. I can but only assist you.” To which I replied, “Make up a large kettle of strong broth. Vegetable or meat, it matters not. And feed it to them all day long. In my packet, I have brought a new kind of kern. It’s called rice, from North America, widely eaten in Asia. It is deemed wholesome for the infirm. You boil it within twice its measure of water as you do barley and for as long.”

			And so, I was returned to the vicarage at Ravenglass, as though my months at Leeds as a college woman had not occurred but in some pipe dream.

			Several days later, the foreman of Ravenglass arrived at our house. Mr. Josiah Rocksmith was a tall, stout man of five and thirty years, of yeoman blood with a tall comb of auburn hair and a Quaker-style beard without any hair upon his upper lip. Dressed richly well, he stood in for the earl among the many working families upon the estate grounds and held himself quite lordly among them. Even so, he did little business with us but pass on my father’s quarterly stipend, and so he was usually more modestly becoming at the vicarage. At one time, he’d apparently thought to court me, although I was so young, I simply laughed him off the property. He’d since wed a young Broughton woman, a mercer’s daughter said to be as handsome and as full of herself as he.

			This day he brought me an invitation, curiously couched.

			“The manor gentry has left, all but her ladyship, of course,” he said, “but his worship, Roland, plans to come down from university soon and asked especially if Mrs. Rocksmith and myself might host a dinner for six or eight people at the foreman’s lodge. He is to be our guest, and he asks you especially be invited.”

			I found this to be a clever way for Roland to get around any possibly complicated issues of rank. We would all be the foreman’s honoured guests. It would be most democratic. I wondered who else would make up the party.

			“I believe Lord Roland’s great friend and perhaps a lady friend of theirs.”

			So my brother Rudolph was not invited. I told him I would not go.

			“Lord Blackburn has sent this note.” Rocksmith handed it to me.

			I unsealed it and read: “If you say no”—here a drama tragedy mask had been prettily sketched in—“I shall have no choice but the sword!”

			I laughed and wrote back that I would attend, also telling the foreman so.

			News of the invitation lifted my mother’s spirits more than all the broth and rice she been persuaded to eat. Was I not greatly surprised, she asked. I must reply that I was not, for I’d met both young men at the theatre in Leeds, I reminded her. They were most friendly. She grew pensive at this and asked if I could recommend Rudolph to Lord Blackburn.

			“He already knows of him very well, due to his closeness to Lord Roland,” I explained. “I think it is his doing that Rudolph can expect a commission rather than having to fend for himself in the byways before the mast.”

			“As a little boy, Lord Roland was very beautiful. Golden as Apollo.”

			“And so he remains.” said I. “A veritable English Apollo. Lord Robert is equally, if more darkly, handsome.”

			I expected her to tell me to beware their attentions, as every other triple-decker novel at the booksellers was about exactly such an aristocratic menace to young girls’ chastity. Instead she said, “I would not at all be surprised if Lord Roland asked to marry you.”

			“He already has entertained the idea, and I have put off answering him until you and father are well.”

			“Lillian! You constantly astonish me. He must wait a long time, then,” she concluded unhappily.

			“I do not think it fit for Lord Roland to play my suitor,” I said, “when he has his choice of all London society and millionairesses by the handfuls.”

			“I would think he wants a solid girl whom he knows well.”

			“May be,” said I, “but I’ve no intent to rush to the Queen’s court and be a brilliant star.”

			“You could easily be,” said she. Then, “Perhaps you ought to gain Lord Blackburn’s confidence and discover the true reason.”

			“It is he who carries Lord Roland’s messages. He urges me onto this marriage.”

			“Who would know better?” she cried.

			But I would contend with her no more and left her to rest, lest her excitement undo my regimen.

			The dinner at the foreman’s lodge was not formal and was quite uncomplicated despite the apparent great lengths mistress and master had gone to in making it appear so casual. Lord Blackburn came for me in a carriage. Lord Roland met us on the road in his own brougham, and with him was Lady Julia Withersmere, a tall dark-haired girl from a previous year at my college at Leeds who was extremely stylishly clad in emerald damask and pearls, and whom I liked immediately. I was attired in a simple, yet rich gown my Aunt Blassage had made for me in Leeds upon my birthday. Its sapphire blue silk complemented my colouring, as did the contrasting chain of coral I wore about my neck. Mrs. Rocksmith wore a demure, high-necked, sable-coloured frock made for a more matronly woman and, I think, specifically meant not to vie with us younger girls.

			The men were all quite striking, and I quickly realized what a catch the foreman made for anyone not as foolish as I, for he held his own in demeanour and looks, if not in wealth or rank, with the others.

			Lady Julia and Lord Roland were placed opposite myself and Lord Robert. She was delegated to bring me out of my shell in conversation, after which her table mate would swiftly, lightly pounce and continue. I could not recall a single memorable exchange between us, for they were as airy and insubstantial as words by Shakespeare’s fairies. Yet, for all that, they were quite pleasant. And I would notice Lord Robert, listening closely to us, even when he was otherwise engaged in talk, as though assuring himself that we were happy.

			My impression of Lord Roland was, if not altered, at least not negatively
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