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With next to no noise, Roberts, his father’s valet, eased the bedroom door open and brought in a cup of tea.

“Good morning Young Master Henry.” He sat the cup on the bedside table before opening the curtains to let the dull sunlight stream in on the mostly awake Master Fox.

Henry Fox had inherited Hayward Hall when his father died suddenly some six months before, and he, as well as the servants, were having a hard time adjusting to his new station in life.

Surely 28 years old was sufficiently old to not feel like a child dressing up.

He sat up, waved the shamefaced valet away to the dressing room and reached for the tea. Giving it an unnecessary stir with the silver spoon, he took a sip and looked through the large windows, out over the formal gardens. Partially obscured by the rain.

They were nice enough, though a little old fashioned; he’d have to do something about that at some point.

But he missed his father enough to not want to mess with anything just yet, and besides, he knew it would upset his mother. After all, the garden was an act of love for her.

She walked the paths every day. Often with Miss Viola Seagrove in attendance.

What he could do though, was get rid of some of this monstrous mahogany furniture and oppressively dark, striped wallpaper.

Or perhaps it could wait until he married. To the ubiquitous Miss Seagrove

Who would no doubt have an Opinion about what should replace it.

He sighed.

Conveniently she was staying at the house, ostensibly as a companion to his mother, but presumably, their goal was to ensure she became his wife.

His mother adored her, and he didn’t actively dislike her, so he’d been prepared to go with the flow for his mother’s sake.

It wasn’t as if they would be joined at the hip forever after.

He sighed once more, drank the rest of his tea, then heaved himself out of the bed, and into the day.  

As he took care of his ablutions in the bathroom, he blessed his father’s foresight for including plumbed in bathrooms in the house design. Controversial at the time, but damned convenient now.

Moving into the Master bedroom had been worth it just for the attached bath and dressing rooms. Not to mention not having to share with his brothers.

Roberts, presented a fashionable black pinstriped wool morning suit, with a contrasting blue patterned vest. Paired with a white Arundel collar shirt, black silk bow tie, and the peacock feather patterned braces embroidered by his mother.

In a small act of rebellion, he chose the brown oxfords instead of black.

Roberts smoothed the suit over his shoulders and brushed it out while Henry threaded the bar of his father’s watch through his waistcoat.

Watch in his right waistcoat pocket, penknife in his left, and adjusted the fall of the locket fob.

He flicked open the locket to see the photograph of his mother on the left, and himself as a baby on the right. It was something he’d seen his father do countless times when faced with a big decision.

He’d hoped one day to replace his photograph with his wife’s, but couldn’t quite imagine Miss Seagrove’s face in place, smiling slightly back at him like his mother.  

He snapped the locket shut, grimaced at himself in the mirror for a moment and smoothed the hair on his head and moustache once last time.

Ideally, he’d like the kind of love match his parents had shared. But he couldn’t imagine sharing that intense closeness with anyone. Not anyone he knew, and certainly not Miss “call me Viola” Seagrove.

Turning away, before straightening his shoulders and leaving to do battle in the dining room.

He could get breakfast in his room but didn’t want to trouble the servants. They had enough dealing with his mother.

The dining room was also full of monstrous mahogany furniture, though the vine patterned wallpaper was less oppressive.

As the house was still in mourning, the extra chairs and dining table leaves were packed away leaving a more intimate setting for just the family.

“Good Morning,” he said as he entered the room.

Four of his brothers were arguing with two of his sisters, and they interrupted their quarrelling for long enough to return his greeting.

His mother was trying unsuccessfully to referee.

Knowing the other three were making Nanny’s life hell somewhere else in the house made it almost bearable.

“And how are you this fine morning,” Miss Seagrove simpered.

Henry grunted and collected his choice of breakfast items from the buffet. The mahogany buffet.

He rolled his eyes at the wall.

At both the buffet and Miss Seagrove.

She had snagged the seat next to the head of the table, so he had to either sit next to her or demote himself, neither of the options particularly appealing.

He shook out the day’s The Argus newspaper, September 9th, 1904.

He didn’t have to feign interest in an article about the day’s solar eclipse while shovelling breakfast into his mouth.

Miss Seagrove didn’t take the hint, “you seem a little peaky, have you perhaps been drinking a little too much whisky?”

Henry grunted and raised the newspaper a little so she couldn’t see him over it.

Wasn’t she perhaps taking somewhat of a liberty with the intimacy afforded by his mother?

He flipped over to the weather, “Freshening northern winds, gradually becoming unsettled.”  

It was already unsettled here, and he was going to give himself indigestion the speed with which he was eating.

“Would you consider joining your mother and me for a walk in the garden after breakfast?”  

He grunted again.

On second thoughts, he wasn’t sure he could go with the flow. He was starting to dislike her.

Why did he think he needed to marry her again?

“I’m quite sure it would do you the world of good.”

He folded the newspaper, placed his cutlery side by side on his plate, and sculled his tea.

“I really don’t think so Miss Seagrove, I must organise my speech notes.

He sketched a quick incline of his shoulders in her direction before she could say Please, call me Viola, and almost sprinted from the dining room.

Dammit, he left the newspaper behind.

Back in his room, he looked out the window.

He couldn’t go to the library as he’d be fair game for the rest of his family.

And the study held too many memories of his father.

But he didn’t really want to spend the day skulking in his bedroom.

He was about to open his pocket watch when a woman threw the door open.

At least he thought it was a woman.

She had short red hair and appeared to be wearing some kind of figure-hugging swimsuit.

She ran across the room and slapped the watch from his hand.

“What the devil do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.

“I’m saving you from yourself.”

She threw herself in his arms, crashing into his body. He took a step back to stabilise his stance, but distracted by her floral fragrance, couldn’t correct sufficiently to prevent them from falling to the floor.

She was incredibly heavy.

And wasn’t wearing a corset.

“Er, Miss?”

She didn’t respond.

He shook her arm, and she didn’t respond.

“Miss?”

Oh, that was just fabulous.

She’d passed out.

He lay on the floor, thinking if he was dreaming, it wasn’t such a bad dream. A Bathing Beauty saving him from himself.

Roberts chose that moment to enter the bedroom, then turned to go.

“Wait,” Henry said.

Roberts turned his body, but not his face towards his employer.

“Er, yes Mr Fox?”

“You can see her, right?”

“Of course, how could I not see a half-naked woman in your bedroom?”

Henry let out a sigh of relief, “that’s excellent, I’m not imagining it. Would you help me get her to the bed?”

Roberts lifted her shoulders, allowing Henry to wriggle out from underneath her, and together they managed to carry her to his bed.

“What now?” Henry asked.

Roberts looked at him, and after a beat, said, “you’re the boss.”

“Oh, right.

“I suppose we should find somewhere for her to stay. Should it be servants or guests?” Henry looked at the valet.

Roberts didn’t say anything.

Henry looked at him some more.

“The Blue Bedroom by the stairs is currently unoccupied, I’ll ask one of the maids do it up.”

“Good.”

Roberts left the room.

Henry dragged a chair over to the bed and watched her.

She was quite pale, with dark shadows under her eyes.

He wondered how she’d got into the house, and up the stairs without anyone raising the alarm.

And for that matter, where had she come from that no one between there and here had batted an eyelid. 

That she’d lost her hair suggested hospital - the closest was The Alfred Hospital. Could she have walked for an hour to get here?

Not in that get-up.

Or had she somehow escaped from the Point Nepean Quarantine Station? But that would have taken days, and she seemed too fresh for that.

It was as if she’d bathed just before opening his door. 

He wanted to keep her to himself, and not tell anyone, but at the very least she’d need some proper clothes.

If he could just get a moment alone with his mother.

He took a walk around the verandas of the house so he could look in through the windows of the main buildings to find out where she was, and if she was alone. 

As he walked along the West verandah, he saw her in the Drawing Room, embroidering something.

Alone.

So he opened the glass doors and walked in.

“Hello Mother,” he bent to kiss her cheek before sitting beside her.

She continued her embroidery, “shall I ring for some tea?”

“There’s no need.”

“Nonsense,” she picked up a small bell from the table beside her and rang it. Almost immediately the newest maid bounded in and, almost as soon was on her way again.

Mrs Fox took up her embroidery again, “now, what’s this about son?”

“A young woman broke into my bedroom this morning, and then fell unconscious.”

“That’s interesting. Where did she come from? And how did she get here?”

“I can’t say, though her hair’s been cut short, and she’s wearing some kind of swimsuit.”

“The Yarra Bend Lunatic Asylum I should think,” Miss Seagrove said entering the room.

He stood politely, but quickly sat back down, next to his mother, forcing Miss Seagrove to an armchair.

“Perhaps Barnes could make some enquiries,” Mrs Fox said, “in the meantime, where will you put her?”

“I’m having the Blue Room made up.”

Miss Seagrove hissed, and Mrs Fox and Henry glanced at each other before looking at her.

She shrugged, “I’m not sure the bedroom opposite you is appropriate. Wouldn’t it be better to put her in a maid’s room at the back of the house?”

Henry for one wasn’t having it, “we don’t know anything about this woman, she needs to be where I can keep an eye on her.”

“That’s right Viola,” his mother agreed, “Henry can keep us safe if she turns out to be a threat of some kind.”

“Mother, I’ll need you to arrange some clothing for her, and perhaps someone to take care of her until she wakes up and we know more.”

“I can do that,” Miss Seagrove said, I want to protect you from walk-in gold diggers.”

When Mrs Fox said
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