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        The Linen and Lace Clan

      

        

      
        An exclusive club, only accessible to the fortuitous few.

        Those who - no matter their differences in money, titles, background or position - marry for love.

        In an era when status, influence, and wealth are bolstered under the guise of marriage, you are like rare gemstones - admired and envied.

        Let your mutual respect and true affection for one another be the beacons by which you navigate the rough and the smooth of life’s journey.

        Whether your clothing be of the cheapest linen or the finest lace, may the blend of either or both bring the richest and happiest union.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Summer 1818 ~ London

        

      

    

    
      Lady Helena Trevallier, sister of the fifth Earl of Winchester, gazed around the sumptuous ballroom. It was a wonderful riot of light, laughter, and music. Couples moved across the dance floor, ribbons of colour flowing back and forth, their cadence hypnotic, yet although seemingly fascinated by so elegant a display, Helena’s mind was elsewhere. On the face of it, Helena was a typical young woman of the elite. At nearly two and twenty, she was enjoying, apparently, her second season, slightly delayed owing to the death of her father nearly two years previously and a mourning period, which Helena, by choice extended. Not ready to face the glamour and glitter of the city, she stayed an extra year at Whiteoaks, their country estate, the tranquil atmosphere assuaging her grief.

      Persuaded by her mother to return to London, Helena attended balls, soirees, musical evenings, picnics, and dinner parties. She wandered the museums and art galleries, took long horse rides and enjoyed brisk constitutionals — weather permitting — around Hyde Park. She flitted here and there, rather like an exotic butterfly, and had several men trailing in her wake, in the hope she might favour them with a dance or better still allow them to escort her to one of the many social gatherings.

      

      Helena had a secret. One which, had her social set known anything about might have seen them throwing up their hands in horror. She spent her days helping the poor, the downtrodden and the abused.

      The only people who did know, were her family, Lord Beaumont’s family, her closest friend Tabitha and, latterly, Stephen Caswell. The last one had surprised her. Stephen was the older brother of Billie Trevallier, now Helena’s sister-in-law, and she had not imagined such a man would care for the underbelly of society. Stephen worked for the government in an undisclosed capacity and often mixed with those less fortunate, his sympathy for them, sincere.

      Further, Stephen was courting Tabitha. In fact, Helena had a sneaking suspicion he would approach Tabitha’s father for her hand sooner rather than later; it was obvious the pair were smitten with each other — quite sickeningly so. An affable gentleman, Stephen accompanied both women to most of the Season’s events and had proven himself quite adept at keeping some of Helena’s more enthusiastic suitors at bay.

      By chance, one evening he overheard Helena and Tabitha talking and, worried for Tabitha’s safety, coaxed the truth out of Helena. From then on, when he was able, Stephen insisted on escorting both ladies to the old building which had been turned into a shelter for those in desperate need. Despite Helena having her own, thoroughly reliable driver, should Stephen not be able to accompany his two charges, he sent Havers, the Caswell family groom as added protection.

      Both Helena and Tabitha had sworn him to secrecy and in fairness, of late Tabitha rarely attended, other matters filling her days. The women they helped were not there to be gawked at by inquisitive society misses who had nothing better to do, nor did any at the shelter need that kind of attention. Sanctuary House, as it was called, was a haven; somewhere women could recover from whatever they had fled and, if they chose, learn a craft or a trade.

      Lady Sophia Beaumont, a family friend — and a force to be reckoned with — was a patroness of the shelter, thus, its existence was not unknown among Society. This allowed Helena to cajole her friends into donating anything they no longer needed. Cloaks, wraps and shoes were always gratefully received, but most especially dresses — which, in reality for many of Helena’s friends, meant gowns probably only worn twice and discarded; for it was not done to be seen in the same attire more than occasionally. Any garments were quickly altered to make the most of the materials and soon the shelter had a whole room dedicated to storing any amount of clothes, for those who might require them.

      

      Until recently, Helena had delighted in these social gatherings. She loved being asked to dance, relishing the attention heaped on her by handsome men seemingly interested in her. It had begun to pall. She found herself indifferent and, to be honest, rather bored. Moreover, she realised it was her generous dowry which captivated many of these young bucks not her at all, and none seemed able to chat about anything more controversial than the weather.

      Busy every day at the shelter, by evening Helena was exhausted. It took all her will power to allow Nancy, her maid, to help her dress and primp her hair and, given the choice, she would prefer to stay at home. She needed stimulating company, someone to challenge her mind, or she would likely doze off in the middle of a conversation. Her mother wanted a good match for her daughter, many of Helena’s friends were already either married or at least betrothed. Helena had missed nearly two seasons, and her mother worried she was no longer of interest to eligible bachelors.

      Augusta Trevallier — Helena’s mother and Dowager Countess of Winchester — had been most concerned when her youngest daughter demanded to be allowed to assist at Lady Beaumont’s shelter. Although not in an area of the city considered dangerous, it was still in a relatively seedy district, and nowhere near the homes of the nobility. Thus, while Lady Winchester believed those with means should always help those without, when it came to her own child she was less than enthusiastic. Nonetheless, after visiting the shelter with Helena and Lady Beaumont, Lady Winchester admitted, grudgingly, it was well organised. Moreover, there were always trusted men, usually ex-soldiers, protecting both those who sought refuge within its walls and those who cared for them.

      Lady Winchester also knew, if she forbade her rather wilful daughter to help at the shelter, Helena would find a way to go anyway. Bowing to the inevitable, she insisted her daughter be escorted by a groom and was pleased when Stephen offered his services. The Caswell family had become close friends with the Trevalliers, and Lady Winchester knew Helena would be safe under Stephen’s watchful eye.

      

      Helena dragged her attention back to the present moment, and slowly the dazzling ambience of the room pushed away scenes of women struggling to get through each day in a creaky old building in one of the more questionable areas of London. Thankful the Season was drawing to a close, she pinned a bright smile on her face and tried to enjoy herself. Stephen and Tabitha were walking towards her, having enjoyed at least three dances together, to the delight of Tabitha’s mother. Tabitha grasped Helena’s hands.

      “Helena, my dear, you simply must have a dance. The music is quite divine. Stephen…” she said, gazing at her suitor, her huge blue eyes beseeching, “…please…” Tabitha need say no more. Stephen was unable to think straight when she did that; she knew how to get her own way. He grinned and held out his hand.

      “Lady Helena, please do me the honour of the next dance,” he pleaded, his eyes twinkling mischievously. Helena chuckled, and placed her gloved hand in his, allowing him to lead her onto the floor. The pair chatted, as they danced, about nothing of particular importance, catching up on what they had been doing since last they met.

      “I do believe you have declared your hand rather openly, Stephen,” Helena commented as the music faded and they made their way back to where Tabitha was sitting. “Three dances in one set…” She left the sentence dangling and Stephen smiled sheepishly.

      “I haven’t yet spoken to her father, so this was the next best thing. I want her family to know I’m serious before I make my approach. After what happened last year they may not think me a suitable match.” Stephen’s family had been caught up in a scandal less than twelve months previously. His sister, the aforementioned Billie, accused of murdering their father and burning down their home.

      At the time these rumours were circulating, Billie was found wandering near the Winchester country estate, injured, drenched and with no recall as to who she was or how she got there. Eventually the truth — which involved sensitive government documents and French spies — came out, the family was cleared of any wrongdoing and Lord Ashbourne — Stephen and Billie’s father — was thankfully also discovered to be alive and well. Despite this, there were always those who loved to cling to scurrilous gossip, and whose ‘well-intentioned’ asides could thwart a budding romance.

      “I think you will find Lord Bridgewater is more than amenable to your suit.” Helena smiled as they reached Tabitha, who beamed up at them from her comfortable chair. A tall gentleman was standing nearby, seemingly lost in contemplation, but as Stephen glanced at him, his face split into a wide grin at the same moment as Stephen recognised his long-time friend.

      “Drummond! My good man, what a surprise. When did you arrive? How long have you been back in London? How are your family?” The tall gentleman laughed at the barrage of questions as he shook hands with Stephen. Helena and Tabitha, who rose as Stephen greeted his friend, waited quietly at one side.

      “I arrived here maybe fifteen minutes past. I have been in London for a sennight, and my family are as well as can be expected, thank you for asking.” He bowed when he said this, acknowledging the ladies, who both dropped curtsies.

      “Lady Helena Trevallier and Lady Tabitha Daubery, may I present Mr Hugh Drummond? He is something quite important in shipping.” The two ladies said it was their pleasure. Helena murmured they were going to get some refreshments, and would be back shortly. Turning on her heel, she dragged Tabitha with her. As they walked away, and for no reason she could think of, Helena glanced over her shoulder, surprised to meet the coolly remote gaze of Mr Drummond who raised an eyebrow and smirked a little at her scrutiny. Helena snapped her head back and a low chuckle reached her. She refused to turn again, but could feel his eyes boring into her all the way across the room, and it was all she could do not to shiver.

      Puzzled, Helena could not think what had prompted such a reaction from a man she didn’t know, nor her own response. Determined not to think on it anymore, she and Tabitha made a beeline for the fruit punch and were soon caught up in a crowd of their friends, immediately forgetting Mr Drummond. Sometime later, after several more dances and a lot more gossiping, Helena decided she needed to go home. It was late, she was so tired she could barely stand upright and had no desire to fall asleep on the dance floor. She made her way to where Tabitha and Stephen were sitting, noticing Mr Drummond had gone.

      “I am so sorry, but I must go home.”

      Stephen made to rise.

      “No, please stay, I know neither of you are ready to depart,” she urged, winking at Tabitha who sent her a relieved grin. “I will make my own way home, ’tis only around the corner and I shall not be alone,” she said, referring to the fact  Nancy, acting as chaperone, was waiting close by.

      “I do not like you walking the streets at night Helena, it is not safe.” Stephen’s tones were anxious, and he stood, prepared to leave.

      “Oh tosh! ’Tis quite safe, Nancy will be with me and the Watch is about. There are enough people coming and going, no one would dare accost me. Stephen, trust me, we will be fi—”

      “Would you allow me to accompany you home, Lady Helena?”

      Helena was interrupted by a deep voice behind her and, mildly astonished, whirled around to see Mr Drummond leaning casually against one of the marble pillars surrounding the ballroom. How had she not seen him?

      “I too find myself tired of proceedings and would be pleased to ensure your safe return home.”

      Helena stared at him, ruminating over whether this was appropriate, twisting a lock of hair around her finger as she did so, a nervous habit she found impossible to curb. Mr Drummond raised his hands.

      “I have no desire to mar your reputation, Lady Helena, ’twas merely a gesture.”

      Helena relaxed and smiled, albeit rather tentatively, for the man in front of her looked quite stern.

      “Thank you, Sir, I would be most appreciative. I did not wish to cut short the night for these two,” — waving her hand at Stephen and Tabitha, the latter of whom blushed becomingly — “but I have had a long day and am wearied.”

      Mr Drummond nodded absently at her explanation, adding he would wait at the front door while she retrieved her wrap.
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      Helena bade goodnight to her friends and, not wanting to delay Mr Drummond any longer than necessary, rushed to the retiring room. She retrieved her wrap, slinging it around her shoulders with more haste than care and, after collecting Nancy, was at the front door in less than five minutes — somewhat breathlessly it must be admitted. Mr Drummond made no comment, although he did raise an eyebrow at her rather precipitous arrival.

      “I did not wish to keep you,” Helena gasped, clarifying her breathless state.

      “Thank you. ’Tis unusual to meet a woman who concerns herself with such things.”

      Helena stared at him, his tone was light but his countenance closed. He offered her his arm and, after dithering a moment, she took it — Nancy was right there to act as chaperone after all — what could be the harm? They strolled along the path without speaking, but strangely, it was not an uncomfortable silence.

      It was late June, the night was balmy and although nearly midnight, it was not quite dark. The long summer evenings meant the sun had only just set, the sky slowly turning from soft purple to inky blue. Carriages rumbled by and sounds of partygoers marred the quiet. Helena sighed heavily, suddenly wishing she was at Whiteoaks, admiring the sunset over the Great Park, and counting the stars as they twinkled into existence; they always seemed much more abundant there.

      “Does something ail you, Lady Helena? That was a mighty sigh.” Mr Drummond’s tones were solicitous in his enquiry.

      “I do beg your pardon. No, I am fine. I was imagining an evening such as this at our estate. I love watching the moonrise, when everything is still.” She coloured, glad the dusk would hide her hot cheeks. “I must sound addled,” she muttered, “’tis only, I miss the countryside. Make no mistake, I find the vibrancy of the city most congenial, but sometimes I would give anything to be on my own, away from it all without worrying about … well anything really.”

      There was a pause.

      “I understand. I too appreciate peace and quiet. Often, when on board ship, I go up on deck and take a few moments to appreciate the night sky. It is so vast and makes me realise how insignificant we are. ’Tis a good leveller.” He looked down at her and didn’t smile as much as there was a softening of his expression, and patted her hand in much the same way he would a child. Helena could think of no reply and so, without thinking, squeezed his arm.

      Too soon or so it seemed to Helena who, unexpectedly, was enjoying their walk, they were in front of Winchester House.

      “Thank you, Sir. It was most kind of you to do this and I am grateful. Maybe we will meet again.”

      “For my part, I think that would be quite agreeable,” he replied.

      Mr Drummond untucked her arm from around his and, staring into her eyes, lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it, his lips warm through her delicate glove. As he did so, Helena felt a curious frisson snake up her wrist, but it was gone so quickly, she thought it her imagination. Ignoring it, she extracted her fingers, dipped a curtsy, and climbed the steps to her front door, which opened as though by magic when she reached the top step; soft light spilling out, silhouetting Helena’s slenderness. At the last minute, she turned to see her escort watching her; an unreadable expression on his face, and that same frisson ran all the way down her back. Inclining her head, ever so slightly, in final acknowledgement, she slipped inside and the door closed.

      

      Hugh Drummond stood motionless for several minutes after Helena had gone. He surprised himself this evening. Not one for socialising and, as he was not a member of the ton, Hugh rarely received invitations to such extravagant occasions, attending even fewer. Obligation prompted him to make an appearance at this ball, as his family had close connections with the Earl and Countess of Faversham, the hosts. Hugh’s father, Arthur Drummond, and Lord Faversham had known each other for decades. The earl had invested in Trentams, the Drummond family’s shipping company, which was now — having repaid the investment in full — wholly owned by Hugh, following the untimely death of his father seven years previously.

      He also avoided such functions because they seemed to be stalked by mamas looking to marry off their daughters and, a state of wedded bliss was something in which Hugh had no interest. He was too busy managing the shipping line and had no need of a wife whose only joy was dancing and frivolity. If — and it was a huge if — he ever married, it would be to a woman as capable as he, not some giddy society miss.

      Intending to stay only for as long as deemed acceptable, Hugh had been glad to come across Stephen Caswell. The two became great friends during their university days and still kept in touch. In fact, it was Hugh with whom Stephen had been staying the night of the fire which destroyed the Caswell’s home. The pair had fallen into easy conversation, updating each other on their news and the evening had flown by.

      Hugh had been about to take his leave, when he overheard Lady Helena say she was going to walk home alone, adamant Stephen not curtail Tabitha’s evening to escort her. The mere idea of such an innocent young woman risking goodness knows what on the dark streets of London did peculiar things to Hugh’s head and he shocked himself by offering to take her home. He could not explain it; he had spent scant minutes in her company, yet her face teased his thoughts. Her glossy black hair, piled up in the most ornate style, a single lock escaping its confines to be twirled in an abstracted manner which should have annoyed yet instead fascinated him. Her eyes — a kind of violet grey — seemed to see right inside of him and her smile, oh that smile…

      “Enough!” he ground out, uncaring he was talking to himself. “You know nothing of her, she is doubtless some air-headed chit only happy when attending balls or shopping.” He turned on his heel and strode down the quiet street into the night.

      

      In the meantime, Helena said goodnight to her mother, who was entertaining guests, and fled upstairs before she could be questioned about her evening. Her bedchamber was at the front of the house and she chanced a peek through the window, noticing Mr Drummond, still standing where she left him. Odd! She admired his upright bearing, the tilt of his head and the line of his clothes. He was taller than Stephen but not heavily built; his physique seemed athletic. Studying his shadowed features, she wondered what it would be like to kiss him. Appalled at her train of thought, Helena shook her head, dismissing it of such nonsense and, ringing for a maid to help her undress, was soon fast asleep.
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      The following days continued in their usual pattern. Helena, always the first up would, after a hearty breakfast, hop into the Caswell carriage — leaving the Trevallier coach for her mother’s use — and disappear into another world for most of the day. Currently, Stephen was busy with government work, so Havers — his groom — was Helena’s regular escort. Growing up a household where every member of staff was valued, Helena was never anything other than respectful with their own or anyone else’s, understanding without them, she would be stranded and helpless. Moreover, Havers was an affable young man, and the two had known each other for long enough they spent the drive from and to her home chattering away as though the best of friends.
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      Three weeks after first meeting Mr Drummond, Helena was at another ball, in almost exactly the same state of boredom as she had been at the Faversham’s. Although now the Season was officially over, there always seemed to be some excuse for a celebration and her mother liked her to attend as many as possible. Helena felt she had danced, talked, and been pestered or, as polite society liked to call it, wooed, quite enough and was trying to come up with a reasonable excuse to leave, when a familiar voice startled her.

      “Good evening Lady Helena, you look particularly lovely this evening.”

      Helena jumped and pivoted around, almost colliding with a tall figure standing in the shadows.

      Peering into his face, she exclaimed “Mr Drummond! You gave me a fright. It is not done to sneak up on people you know.” She wagged her fan at him, her warm smile removing the edge from her words.

      Hugh bowed. “I beg your pardon, my lady. My intent was not to unsettle you. I did not expect to see anyone I know and suddenly, here you are.” He spread his hands as though her appearance was more important to him than his words implied.

      Knowing she was being fanciful, Helena simply dropped a curtsy and replied. “It is of no matter. I was trying to decide whether I could take my leave without anyone noticing. I am beginning the most fearful headache.”

      Hugh started to apologise for intruding when Helena gave him a sly wink, causing a bark of laughter. “Maybe a stroll in the garden might alleviate the ache somewhat?” he suggested in amusement. Helena hesitated, unsure whether he wanted to, deciding he was a man who rarely said anything he didn’t mean.

      “That would be lovely.” Nodding to Nancy who followed behind unobtrusively, Helena accepted Hugh’s arm, the couple walking out onto the terrace and down among the beautifully manicured lawns. There were plenty of others doing the same, the subdued evening light giving the garden a dreamlike quality; even conversations seemed muted.

      “I think, here in this garden, you might find some of the peace you crave, Lady Helena,” Hugh posited.

      Helena glanced up at him, expecting mockery but seeing only genuine concern. “I do not believe London will ever offer me the peace I crave, sir but thank you for proposing it might.”

      Her voice sounded melancholy, at odds with the woman Hugh assumed her to be. He imagined she would thrive on the adulation received from the crowds of young men who were always following her around like lost puppies. Earlier in the evening, he had watched her. Impressed with the way she handled their attentions, talking to all in equal measure without giving any of them hope she wanted more than one dance or a brief chat. As they strolled along the pathways, he was starting to surmise Lady Helena was a bit of an enigma.

      “Tell me, Mr Drummond, what of your shipping lines? To where do you ply trade? Do you transport goods around England, or further afield? The Americas maybe or the Indies? Are you specific in the items you transport or are they varied? Coal? Tea? Spices? Silks?” Helena chattered on for several minutes, her knowledge of maritime trade astounding Hugh, who gaped at her, making Helena giggle.

      “My father taught us in all manner of things; not just reading and writing. He wanted us to understand history and geography, trade and politics. I have to be honest and admit much of it went right over my head, but Papa took us to the opening of the East India Docks. I was only ten, but it was so exciting. My brother Giles and I were riveted. Charlotte, my sister, didn’t care for it at all, she didn’t like the smell, but we loved it. The thing I remember most was the salute by the guns, goodness I thought I would be deafened, oh and the parade of vessels. So majestic.” She smiled in recollection. The blustery wind whipping through her hair, the salty air, the noise of the enormous crowd and the wonderfully tall ships — adventure bound.

      “I am stunned your father would allow you, a child, to go to such an event.” Hugh’s consternation clear.

      “Oh, it was fine, Mr Drummond. Do not take on so. It was all very genteel and proper. Everyone who was anyone was there, men, women and children. It was the place to be seen and no one talked of anything else for weeks.” She tried to sound haughty but failed dismally, dissolving into laughter at his pained expression. “To return to my point, I am interested in what you do. I should not have asked otherwise.”

      By this time, they had reached one of the ornate wooden benches scattered throughout the gardens and by tacit consent sat down. Hugh leaned back, stretched out his legs and linking his fingers over his stomach, began to talk about his company. He was proud of what they had achieved, handling both domestic and international trade. Coal and tea were their mainstays but recently, they had begun to include spice.

      Helena was fascinated and asked what she hoped were insightful questions, feeling she was gaining a good grasp of his business, but why she should want to, was a whole other matter.

      In the guise of concentrating on his words, Helena took the opportunity to study Hugh while he spoke. His dark blonde hair was rather unruly, a lock falling over his forehead, a shadow of stubble darkened his jawline and his eyes were brown with gold flecks, almost tawny. These things along with the fact he had obviously been pulling at his cravat — loosening it to the point of it coming undone — gave him a rather piratical appearance. Helena itched to straighten his collar; at least that was what she told herself. Engrossed in their discussion, they lost track of how long they had been sitting when, without warning and almost in the middle of a sentence, Hugh shot up off the bench.

      “Lady Helena, please forgive me. I have monopolised the whole of your evening, how appallingly rude.”

      Helena dragged her attention back, smiled and stood slowly, brushing down her skirts.  “Well, for my part, I have enjoyed listening to you. It is most engaging to hear a man talk about something which does not revolve around the vagaries of the English weather or how I feel about horse racing. I am not a simpleton. I consider myself quite well educated and love to read all manner of books. I am not like a child’s doll dressed up to look pretty and say nothing, in the hopes of snaring a suitable husband — something I have little interest in anyway. I have a mind, and would like to put my knowledge to a worthwhile cause, otherwise I cannot see any point in my existence.”

      Helena’s colour heightened as she spoke, realising she sounded less than genteel, but wasn’t about to retract anything. She stood, hands on hips, and waited for the derisive laughter she usually got from her bevy of suitors.
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      Nothing happened. No howls of mirth, no questions regarding her sanity, nothing. Hugh simply regarded her with a mixture of humour and something which might have been pride.

      “I am glad to hear it, Lady Helena. It is most refreshing to talk with a lady who is partial to lively debate on a variety of topics.” His tone cooled, “I believe we ought to return to the ballroom, we have been gone for quite some time, and I do not wish anyone to think this is more than it is.”

      Helena frowned, aware of a subtle shift in his demeanour. Had he not listened to what she said? Did he think her on the marriage hunt? That she purposely kept him talking so questions might be asked? Charming. Helena turned to Nancy who had found a seat out of earshot, a little way behind them, and was waiting patiently until needed.

      “Come Nancy, I think it is time we left. I certainly do not wish anyone to think this is more than it is. Good evening to you, sir.” She tossed her head. Her lustrous black hair bounced over her shoulders as she marched back up to the terrace and in through the open French doors, annoyance bristling out of her.

      

      Chagrined, Hugh followed slowly. It had not been his intent to upset her; it was more he was concerned about her reputation. To spend any length of time, virtually alone, with an unmarried gentleman inferred an interest he didn’t think either of them was quite ready for. Even as he thought this, an image of Helena, curled up on one of the huge leather chairs in front of the fire in his study, popped into his head. Curiously, he could not imagine a more fitting place for her to be.

      

      Helena was furious — with herself for over-reacting and with Hugh for thinking her so shallow. She thanked her hosts for a delightful party and rushed down the steps to her carriage without a backward glance. Which was a shame really, for had she done so, she might have noticed a tall, and somewhat unconventionally handsome gentleman, standing at one of the windows, observing her departure.
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      The warm sunny weather broke the next day. A wild storm ripped through the city and in its wake a torrent of rain continued to fall. The roads became like churned fields and the paths did not fare much better. Helena was frustrated because getting to the shelter was nigh impossible in such inclement conditions. Carriages would get bogged or a wheel would likely snap, and to walk was folly.

      Finally, by the third day after the storm, it improved enough for Helena to risk the walk. Her mother was unimpressed, but refrained from commenting, knowing to suggest Helena not go out was tantamount to ensuring she would. To be fair, her daughter did wait until after luncheon before she ventured over the doorstep, both she and Nancy well wrapped up against the damp day. After a lengthy walk, which cleared the cobwebs, the two arrived at the shelter and Helena was soon absorbed in her work.

      Although she had learned how to sew, Helena was hopeless at it, thus had taken it upon herself to teach the women to read and write, as well as some basic arithmetic. There were always several women eager for their next lesson and the minute Helena appeared, a gaggle of them dragged her off to what was laughingly referred to as the schoolroom, chattering nineteen to the dozen. By chance, Nancy knew one of the women who frequented the refuge and she joined her friend who was busy making children clothes out of ball gowns. The incongruity of it would have been funny had it not been so poignant.

      The afternoon slipped away. Helena realised she had been at the shelter far longer than expected, and it was beginning to look quite murky outside. Had the day been sunny, it would have been light enough to walk home without worrying, but the rain had returned, and there was nothing to lift the gloom. Seeking out Nancy, Helena suggested they take their leave and, knowing trying to hail a carriage in this district would be fruitless, experienced a twinge of anxiety at the thought of their long trek home. Nevertheless, she squared her shoulders and the two women, huddled into their voluminous cloaks, stepped out.

      Conscious of her status within society, Helena never drew attention to herself when she visited Sanctuary House. She had appropriated several drab and dowdy dresses from goodness knows where and always scraped her black tresses into a tight bun. Unfortunately, there was little she could do about the glossiness of her hair, her soft hands and flawless complexion, but had worked out a way to detract from them somewhat by dint of rubbing dark powder over her face so she looked a bit grubby. She hoped this, along with the large hood of her faded cloak and scruffy gloves, would be enough to avoid any unwanted attention, especially today.

      They trudged through the wet streets, hurrying to reach the less perilous areas of the city where the roads might have dried enough for the hackneys to be running. It wasn’t pouring down, more a heavy mist, but it was obscuring everything, and Helena was starting to feel uneasy.

      Chivvying Nancy along, the two were almost running, heads bent against the weather, when Helena ran slap bang into a solid object — one that grunted on impact. Helena slipped, her feet going from under her and she landed hard on the muddy path, the breath knocked out of her.

      “The devil! Are you beetle headed? Watch where you are going!” An angry voice and one, which sounded vaguely familiar, remonstrated, but Helena had no wish to find out whose it was. Ignoring the proffered hand, she scrambled back to her feet, brushing mud and filth from her cloak, bowing her head as she muttered an apology.

      There was a strained silence.

      “Nancy?” shock laced the tones as Nancy replied,

      “It is, sir. Sorry, sir we didn’t mean t’run into ye. We was tryin’ to get ‘ome afore her ladyship worries.”

      Helena, her head bent, ostensibly righting her clothes and hoping whoever it was would leave them alone, felt a hand grip her arm before being spun to face the speaker. Biting down on a panicked yelp, she glared up into a pair of tawny eyes, their gold flecks seeming to spit with anger. It was Hugh. He gawked, taking in her shabby clothing and smudged face.

      “Lady Helena? Good God, Lady Helena! What the deuce are you doing here?” He sucked in a sharp breath. “Please forgive my language.”

      Helena gulped at Hugh’s expression, currently a cross between incensed and astonished. Determined not to look completely helpless, she forced her fright aside and drew herself up to her full height, which meant she was facing his chest. She had to angle her head see him properly.

      “Walking home, what does it look like?” she replied as tartly as she could manage, given she was still trying to catch her breath.

      “It is not safe, my lady. Why did you not hail a hackney?”

      “Surely you jest, sir? All the way down here? It is probably more prudent to walk.” Helena shrugged off his hand, which was still holding her arm, aware again of that curious tingling.

      Hugh was horrified she thought it safe to walk these pathways. What was it with this woman and lonely streets, and what on earth had brought her to such a district? It was only by chance he had come upon them. He was taking a short cut home from his office down on the docks, and although not the worst area of London to be taking a constitutional, neither was it a place for a gentlewoman to be, even with a chaperone. He swallowed his anger, borne of concern for Helena, and spoke in more measured tones.

      “Permit me to escort you home. I cannot in all conscience let you continue alone.” His entreaty worked and in truth Helena was glad of his company. His height and bearing would deter any with hostile intent.

      “Thank you, Mr Drummond, I would appreciate it.” She sounded weary, and Hugh searched her face, seeing the pale cast to her cheeks and the fear lurking in the smoky depths of her eyes.

      In an effort to distract her, he grinned engagingly and, tucking her hand through his arm, declared. “I am glad. Let us sally forth, three intrepid explorers forging their way through the dank forest of stone in the hope of discovering a warm and bright parlour. Preferably one which has brandy, or at the very least hot chocolate.”

      It did the trick and Helena chuckled at his banter. Hugh set a brisk pace, a little concerned the two women would get chilled, and it did not seem long at all before they were back in more genteel surroundings. Moments later, they rounded the corner into Portman Square. Hugh escorted them all the way to the front door, but declined Helena’s invitation to join her for a hot drink.

      “Thank you, Lady Helena, but I have pressing matters to which I must attend before this day is out. Maybe another time?”

      “I do believe I will hold you to that, Mr Drummond,” she replied. “Thank you for your kindness today, I will not forget it.” Hugh bowed over her hand, squeezing her fingers gently and suddenly Helena didn’t want him to let go. Her hand felt so right engulfed in his large one, secure somehow. She raised her eyes to his and for a split second it was as though he could read her mind. He smiled, inclining his head and abruptly, was gone, disappearing into the damp twilight before she had chance to say goodbye.

      Helena stared after him, lost in thought. What it was about this man, which made her feel so peculiar? One minute she was full of cheer, the next almost melancholy. He frustrated and intrigued her. It was baffling. A subtle cough brought her back to the present and she saw Hudson, their butler, waiting for her to come inside.

      “Goodness me, Hudson! I am so sorry, making you linger in the cold.” She grinned an apology at the elderly man who had been with the family since a boy, and had watched the Winchester children grow into fine, well-rounded young people. He knew what Helena did during the day and was as proud of her as though her grandfather. He chuckled at her expression and took her cloak, noticing the large splat of mud down the back. “I slipped.” She explained, rather sheepishly.

      “No matter my lady, we’ll sort it out. You weren’t hurt when you fell were you?”

      “No, well except my pride,” she giggled and, patting him on the arm in thanks, sped up the stairs to change before her mother saw what a scarecrow her daughter had turned into.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      None the worse for her damp walk home, Helena was back at the shelter the next day. It would take more than one little fall, embarrassing though it was, to interrupt her routine. The weather returned to that more typical of English summers; long sunny days, and balmy nights. Unfortunately, the heat had a tendency to become stifling in the middle of a large city. For anyone fortunate enough to spend an afternoon in one of the parks, a pleasant breeze could often be found. Sanctuary House was nowhere near a park and although the docks were not far, they were no place to seek out fresh air. A huge old building with high ceilings meant the shelter itself did not get too hot, but the streets round it were cramped and overcrowded. Tensions simmered beneath the surface and after several days without so much
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