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      “I’ve never heard such a preposterous suggestion! And you can try and persuade me of the merits until you’re blue in the face, Mary, but I will not do it!” Charlotte put down her sampler and glared at her sister.

      “But Charlotte, you’ve never been to London,” Mary persisted. “You’d be attending society’s grandest events. Not as some down-at-heel chaperone, but as an equal.”

      Charlotte bit her lip and stared mulishly into the drawing room grate where a small fire was crackling, despite the summer heat. The growing irritation that now threatened to consume her had been a familiar emotion during her younger years, but she’d been her own mistress for so long, she’d all but forgotten what it felt like to be dictated to. She picked up her embroidery and stabbed at a delicate rose with her needle as she muttered, “I’m sorry, but you can tell Mama and Lady Partington that I have better things to do than play nursemaid to some puling highborn babies.”

      “Like sitting here, working at your sampler, day in and day out?” Her sister fidgeted with her muslin skirts. “Lord Partington’s daughters are not puling babies, Charlotte. I knew you would object but I hoped you would reconsider when you thought more on her offer. Why, you’d meet people—”

      “Gentlemen, you mean?”

      Her sister opened her mouth to speak, then looked indecisive. Mary was incapable of hiding her feelings, just as she was insistent that she knew best when it came to matters of a domestic nature. Marriage and family, to her mind, were a woman’s most important calling, borne up by her next words. “Charlotte, you can’t molder away here, alone, forever.”

      “Why can’t I?”

      “Because this could be your last chance to find happiness.”

      “What? With a man? A husband? No, I do not need a husband. I’ve had a husband and—”

      “And he was a sweet, lovely man,” her sister interrupted, her blue, slightly bulbous eyes glowing with nostalgia. Mary had known Charlotte’s husband for as long as Charlotte had. They’d all played together as children, in fact.

      “He was,” agreed Charlotte. “But now I realize what marriage is all about and, not to put too fine a point on it, I prefer the single state.”

      “But Charlotte, you’re only twenty-five. You were so very young when you were widowed. Why, it’s been seven years.”

      “Those are facts, Mary, not reasons.”

      “Please, don’t do this. I don’t want to go on, but I must.”

      “You must? That’s not like you,” Charlotte said with heavy irony, completely lost on her sister.

      Mary looked miserable. “It was Mama who insisted I have this conversation. I’ve tried to persuade you to change your mind in the past, but I know you don’t aspire to be like me: happily married and the mother of three children.”

      Charlotte sent her a rueful smile. “I wouldn’t mind the three children. I’m just not prepared to do what is necessary to get the three children.”

      “Charlotte! You mustn’t say such things!”

      Charlotte shrugged. “What, not even with you? My sister, a long-married woman who knows exactly what I’m talking about? You surely agree that there’s a good deal of distasteful business involved that Mama conveniently withheld on the eve of my marriage and, I’m sure, yours.”

      Mary blushed. “That side improves with time, Charlotte.”

      “You’ve hardly convinced me, Mary. And, husband-hunting aside, I am not going to London or anywhere else to look after two cosseted young ladies. I’ve already heard enough about Miss Araminta Partington to know that trouble is likely to follow her to London, and I don’t want to be embroiled in it.”

      Mary looked about to speak but instead cast an alarmed look at their mother who’d just hurried into the room, waving a letter as she cried out in agitation. “Charlotte, darling, I don’t know how much Mary has told you, but it just got worse! My bosom friend Mrs. Morecroft writes that the greatest calamity has befallen the family. Her nephew, Archie, who looks likely to inherit a baronetcy, has formed an undesirable… attachment with a young lady whom he met in Bath several weeks ago. It is feared that Miss Julia Preston—a designing minx by all accounts—will follow him to London and inveigle him into matrimony when Archie must marry money!”

      Charlotte rolled her eyes and sank back into her chair. “Then why doesn’t Mrs. Morecroft or Archie’s mama accompany this easily-led moon calf to London to make sure that doesn’t happen?” she asked.

      “Because Mrs. Morecroft is lying-in after the birth of her child—”

      “Her sixth, is it not, Mama?” Charlotte wrinkled her nose. “I thought the fifth was supposed to have killed her. Why does she keep having them?”

      “Charlotte, that’s no way to talk!”

      At the scandalized looks of both her mother and sister, Charlotte blushed hotly, adopting a more conciliatory expression as her mother added in patiently cajoling tones, “All Lady Partington wants is for you to keep an extra pair of eyes upon Miss Preston when you’re not attending to Miss Partington.”

      Charlotte gave a gurgle of irritation. “But why am I being prevailed upon to do this, Mama? I’ve already said I don’t wish to chaperone Miss Partington. And wasn’t there mention of two Partington girls?”

      Charlotte’s mother settled herself onto the sofa beside Mary. “The younger girl, Harriet, is not yet ‘out’.” She fiddled with the fingers of her gloves before sending Charlotte a beseeching look. “It would be good for you, my darling. I really had no idea you’d be so against the idea when Madeleine suggested to her friend, Lady Partington, that you would be the ideal candidate to accompany the family to London in order to help launch Araminta—”

      “Is Lady Partington incapable of launching her own daughter?” Charlotte interrupted.

      Her mother looked evasive. “Lady Partington is such a sweet and kind woman and she will be there. But—”

      “But what?” Charlotte didn’t hide her suspicion.

      Her mother sighed, before dissembling. “Araminta has a reputation for being a somewhat determined young lady and Catherine suspects—all right, Catherine admits—that Lady Partington has had previous experience of being unable to rein in the girl’s headstrong ways. You, Charlotte, are strong-minded, rational and not likely to take the girl’s nonsense, but rather to guide her into deporting herself as her mother would wish. Catherine said she thought of you immediately when Lady Partington asked her for recommendations.”

      Mary tittered. “It’s true, Charlotte. Your firmness is a great characteristic. I do also fear it’s why you’ve never had another offer since Robert, though of course people can think what they like—”

      “Yes, they can, can’t they?” Charlotte said, with a ferocious look at her two relatives. Indeed, she was about to believe she’d got the better of them when her mother gave a little hiccup that sounded suspiciously like a sob, causing Charlotte’s insides to cleave with horror at having caused hurt when she’d only wanted to assert her independence, and her right to make her own choices.

      “Please don’t be upset, Mama. I was merely telling you that I didn’t want to go to London to meet eligible gentlemen or to enjoy the social whirl, and that enjoying Lady Partington’s hospitality and generosity means nothing to me.”

      Her mother dabbed at her eyes and waved her hand in the familiar way she had when life was becoming a little overwhelming, and Charlotte went on. “But if it means so much to you, Mama, then of course I’ll do it. I just don’t want anyone to have the impression that I’m desperate to change my marital status.”

      “Indeed not, Charlotte, and I’m the first to champion your right not to wish to use this as an opportunity to find a replacement for poor Robert who was such a lovely young man taken from you so young.”

      “Well, yes, Mama, he was a lovely young man but you do know that I—”

      “Yes, yes!” her mother said quickly. “No need to say more, Charlotte. I am quite aware that marriage is not for everyone.” Miraculously, she’d regained her earlier enthusiasm, and was now waving the letter, once more, that had propelled her into the room. “Lady Partington has invited you to spend a week at her home, The Grange, where you will meet Araminta and her younger sister, Harriet, before you chaperone Araminta in London. What’s more, she desires to show her gratitude through a more than adequate wardrobe—"

      “I don’t want her charity, Mama!” Charlotte cried, more scandalized than hitherto. “Just because I choose to live in the country doesn’t mean I’m as poor as a church mouse. In fact, quite the opposite, for Robert left me very generously provisioned.”

      “Which is not something everyone needs to know, my dear,” her sister said gently, “if you do not wish to become the prey of fortune hunters.”

      Charlotte gave this some thought before conceding, “You’re right, Mary. Very well, then. I will accept Lady Partington’s kind offer and let that speak for itself.”
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      “If the cloud weren’t so low, you’d see The Grange up on the hill,” the coachman shouted down from the box as he slowed the horses to a stop in front of a neatly kept roadside inn.

      “Very fine family, too,” he added, as he opened the door to help Charlotte out, before depositing her trunk by the hitching post. “Leastaways, ’er Ladyship is. ’Ope they’ll be good to yer, ma’am.”

      Charlotte hoped so, too, thanking him as she shaded her eyes for a sign of the equipage that was to pick her up for the final leg of her journey. She also hoped her hosts had not forgotten her arrival, for it had been five days since Lady Partington had written Charlotte with the particulars of her visit.

      In tiny, neat and precise handwriting, she’d detailed her hopes for her eldest daughter Araminta’s ‘come-out’, and her appreciation of Charlotte’s efforts in ‘guiding Araminta towards a path of reason and good sense rather than impulse and passion’.

      And while the reflection of this occasioned in Charlotte a brief tremor of alarm, she was soothed by the tranquility of the pretty village and, now, with the lifting of the cloud, Charlotte’s first view of the handsome stone residence to which she was headed.

      “Excuse me, ma’am, but it appears you’ve just missed the mail coach. I saw it pass by several minutes ago.”

      Turning, Charlotte found herself looking at a dark-haired girl of about seventeen who carried a basket of mending, for Charlotte could see pins and needles in the cotton folds of the garments partially covered by the wicker basket lid. She, and a younger companion appeared to have come from the direction of the river for they’d just stepped off the path that led from a copse of trees and Charlotte could see the sun glinting on water in the distance.

      “I’ve just stepped off the mail coach,” Charlotte reassured her. “I’m waiting to be picked up and taken to The Grange.”

      “The Grange?” The younger girl tossed back her riot of blonde curls, while her face lit up with what appeared to be indignation. “Why are you going to The Grange, ma’am?” The impertinence of the question earned herself a scandalized look from her elder, who snapped, “Kitty! Has Mama taught you no manners? That is not a question to ask a stranger.”

      “Then I must introduce myself, so we are no longer strangers,” said Charlotte, smiling. “I’m Mrs. Wendover and I am to attend the young ladies at The Grange while their current governess is indisposed.”

      “Then you’ll be going to London with Miss Araminta!” Kitty’s excitement ratcheted up several notches. “So it’s true, then! Papa would say nothing of it, for all I tried to quiz him.”

      “Be quiet, Kitty!” The older girl spoke with more fierceness than Charlotte felt was warranted, before introducing herself as Miss Lissa Hazlett, and her younger sister, as Kitty.

      Turning back to Charlotte, she said with more composure, “I’m sure London will be a fine adventure, Mrs. Wendover. I will be following in your footsteps as a governess in the next few months.”

      “And I’m going to be an actress!” declared the younger, earning herself a roll of the eyes from Lissa.

      Charlotte muted her amusement. The sober, serviceable garments of both young women indicated a household that would not condone scandal of such proportions.

      In fact, it was the elder sister who used those very words, saying, “Papa would never allow you to behave so scandalously, Kitty.”

      This prompted Charlotte, who was also prone to speaking before thinking, to say, “Just as I am charged with preventing possible scandal in London, which is the only thing that makes the next few weeks bearable since I was quite happy to stay at home. I’m sure you will be too, when you are a bit more grown up, Kitty.”

      A fiery blush stole into Kitty’s cheeks as she declared, “I’m not a baby! I am fifteen!”

      Charlotte had taken her to be about thirteen so was dismayed at her error and quickly begged pardon.

      “Kitty doesn’t take kindly to being underestimated, but that also is something she will have to learn to do with grace and dignity,” said Lissa, with the first softening of her serious features. “One must accept one’s lot in life—”

      “With grace and dignity,” Kitty parroted, as if she’d heard it a thousand times. “Well, you can do that, Lissa, and molder away in the country for the rest of your life, but I shall strive for greater things and be happier for it.”

      Lissa raised her eyes to look over Charlotte’s shoulder. “It would appear your transport has arrived,” she said, and Charlotte turned to see a pony trap coming down the hill in the distance.

      “Do you think Ben is driving?” asked Kitty. “Oh, do let’s stay and talk to him!”

      But her sister took her hand and Charlotte heard her say, after they’d taken their leave, “If it’s not Ben, we will both be taken to task. Papa will hear about it to be sure, and that is something I don’t relish, Kitty. No more mention of Miss Araminta or Miss Harriet! Come, Mama will be waiting!”
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      By the time Charlotte arrived at The Grange it was late, and she was cold and hungry. She’d been impressed by the magnificent tree-lined avenue that led to the grand, gray-stone building, and then, as she was greeted by the housekeeper, suddenly nervous about the impression she’d make on the viscount and his wife, despite not generally being of a nervous disposition.

      For so long, Charlotte had been content with her comfortable, everyday existence in her comfortable home in a bustling village. She had little curiosity for people like Lord and Lady Partington who lived on large country estates with households full of servants.

      She’d never aspired to more than she had, and she’d never felt inferior. Certainly not to someone like the housekeeper, Mrs. Dodson, but as Lord Partington’s lineage, and the extent of his estates, was explained to her, Charlotte discovered his was a far more illustrious family than she’d realized.

      It was too late to meet the young ladies, Charlotte was told, though she had heard girlish laughter from the depths of the house. She would meet the family in the morning. In the meantime, she could settle herself into her room, which was large, with a crackling fire, and decorated in rich tones of blue and gold. Mrs. Dodson would see her in the housekeeper’s parlor at eight the next morning.

      It had been a long time since Charlotte had spent a night away from home. For seven years she’d plied her needle, chatting companionably with her mother, and sometimes her sister, amidst the familiar surroundings of her girlhood.

      Strangely, in this grand house, she felt unsettled, which was not at all like her.

      She wondered if this was what loneliness felt like. She’d felt trapped, before. Trapped and desperate. But never lonely. Not even during her short time living away from her home.

      But standing in this sumptuously decorated room, and gazing at the oil paintings and heavy wooden furniture, while the silence swirled about her, was a reminder that she’d never been in a strange environment without the companionship of someone she’d known her whole life.

      A short, sharp rap on the door startled her and she went to open it, expecting Mrs. Dodson but instead finding a serene-looking woman with fair hair simply bound with a jeweled clip. An older cousin of the Misses Partington?

      But as she stepped into the light and Charlotte took in the fine satin of her Pomona green evening gown with its bead trimmings, she realized this was, in all likelihood, the mistress of the house.

      This was confirmed after the woman, who looked too young, introduced herself as Lady Partington before adding, “I’m sorry Ben was so late to fetch you and that my daughters were not here to greet you.”

      “That’s all right, ma’am. I was told they’d gone to bed.” Charlotte smiled at her hostess. At the sound of a falling log, she glanced at the fireplace, and Lady Partington asked quickly, “Are you warm enough?” then added, when reassured, “May I take a seat for a few minutes?”

      “Of course.” Feeling awkward, Charlotte took a seat by the fire while her ladyship lowered herself into a wingback chair upholstered in blue and cream stripes, opposite her, and, with a clearly forced smile, asked, “I trust you are looking forward to spending time in London? Your aunt tells me you have never been.” Then, in something of a slight rush and, without waiting for an answer, added, “My daughter Araminta can be headstrong so I want you to know that she is not always to get her own way. Here, at The Grange, where the family and staff know her, her impulses can be tempered, however in London, she will face a great deal of temptation.”

      Charlotte hoped her alarm didn’t show. She’d never been to London, much less looked after headstrong young ladies. However, the memory of her mother and sister’s endorsement of her capabilities in this area reassured her. Charlotte, they said, could always be relied upon to keep order with kindness and discipline when the unruly offspring of her brother and her sister descended upon the family home. She supposed looking after a single miss not long out of the schoolroom could not be too different.

      When she glanced up, she found Lady Partington looking at her uncertainly. “I’d thought to send someone older than you, and more… forbidding… but knowing Araminta’s temperament, I decided that she would perhaps be better behaved in the company of someone younger, but of a sober temperament.” She cleared her throat. “Someone like you, Mrs. Wendover, for you have been recommended by several people for having the qualities best suited to the role you are to undertake.”

      Charlotte thought this sounded somewhat alarming, but waited as Lady Partington went on, “Araminta tends to dig in her heels in order to prove to the world that no one can tell her what to do, and I know an older woman would perhaps set up her bristles from the outset.”

      Good Lord, Lady Partington sounded as if she were describing an impetuous toddler rather than a young woman who was looking for a husband.

      “I shall do my best to ensure she… ” Charlotte floundered. What should she say? Keep her in check? That made the girl sound infantile.

      Fortunately, Lady Partington cut in. “Araminta is very aware of her beauty and she can be calculating. She will tell you that she is going to London for the revelry and that if she doesn’t snare a duke, she will return home and become mistress of The Grange.”

      Lady Partington obviously registered Charlotte’s start of surprise for she said with the ghost of a smile, “Araminta always maintained she’d be a better caretaker of the estate than her brother. Her twin, actually. When he died a few years ago, she declared she’d marry the heir.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” murmured Charlotte. She wasn’t sure how much to probe, for her mother had given her only a little of the family’s background. She knew Lord and Lady Partington had had four children, only two of whom had survived to young adulthood. But, she ventured, since Lady Partington had brought up the topic, “And who is the heir?”

      A shadow crossed Lady Partington’s face, though she did not look at Charlotte. “My husband’s nephew.” She sighed. “However, Edgar saw action on the continent and, sadly, did not return. I suspect that’s when Araminta felt it safe to vouchsafe such sentiments. Now my dear, I hope you will be happy here.” She rose.

      “You’ve ensured I am very comfortable, ma’am,” Charlotte assured her as she indicated the room with a sweep of her arm, rising also. “I shall look forward to getting to know the girls over the next week or so, and then will do all I can to assist when we repair to London.”

      “Now, about London…” Lady Partington made for the door, then turned, with her hand upon the door knob. “I have decided not to accompany Araminta, as I suspect my presence is more likely to complicate matters.”

      Charlotte was surprised. Her mother had mentioned nothing of this. Charlotte’s role was to have been as a support, only. Suddenly, her responsibilities seemed a great deal more daunting. “Then it is a good thing I will get to know the young ladies better while we are all together, here, and you might guide me as to how best to carry out my duties,” Charlotte said, her heart rate increasing somewhat. She’d never played chaperone to anyone in her life.

      “That is what my husband thought.” A crease appeared between Lady Partington’s brow. “He has decided I am to spend several weeks with a cousin who lives an hour’s carriage ride away from his London townhouse, so that I might make an appearance, with Araminta, on occasion. I will accompany you, initially, to make the necessary introductions. I trust you are comfortable with the arrangement?”

      “Yes, of course, ma’am.” Charlotte swallowed. Lady Partington appeared a shy, private woman who had difficulty articulating what she really wanted. She sent her an encouraging smile, and Lady Partington’s shoulders dropped.

      “Perhaps it’s wise to suggest you keep your eyes open for young men who… tend to find themselves in thrall to my daughter yet who are unlikely to be serious suitors.” She cleared her throat and the crease in her forehead deepened. “That is, serious suitors in Araminta’s eyes. She does, I’m afraid, have rather lofty ambitions, however…”

      Charlotte waited for elaboration. Lady Partington was frowning at the door knob as she searched for the right words.

      Finally, her hostess looked up and said with a sigh, “I’m sure Araminta is no different from other young ladies endowed with looks and charm who enjoy the attention that beauty brings. However, I suspect Araminta thinks she can have her cake and eat it. You, I am afraid, Mrs. Wendover, will have to curtail dalliances that may harm her reputation.” With another sigh, and a somewhat bleak look at Charlotte, she added, “Araminta, I fear, is her own worst enemy.”
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      Charlotte was disappointed the next morning to be told that Araminta was already out on her weekly ‘visiting to the poor’ when Mrs. Dodson took her to the school room to meet her other charge, Miss Hetty.

      Hetty was a plump, rather plain miss with a pasty complexion and brown ringlets whose ordinary looks were transformed by a gloriously innocent, dimpled smile.

      “I’m so looking forward to learning from someone young and pretty, like you,” the girl said, raising her head from the watercolor she was executing with more enthusiasm than artistry. “Our old governess kept falling asleep. Araminta didn’t mind, for it meant she could try out different fashions for her hair rather than learn her history. But I love learning about all those queens whose heads got chopped off. Araminta thinks she’s like Queen Anne Boleyn. You know what I mean, don’t you? With her proud look and her glossy dark hair? I tell her she’ll end up like Anne Boleyn if she’s not careful. But don’t mind me. I’m inclined to chatter rather a lot, and I expect it’s your job to tell me when to stop. Though you’ll also have to tell Araminta when to stop, too. Right now, she’s on a secret assignation with Mr. Durham, though she told Mama she was going to take calf’s foot jelly to old Mrs. Mason who is poorly.”

      “Perhaps she really is,” suggested Charlotte, sitting down on the window seat after Mrs. Dodson had left them together. If Hetty wanted to color Charlotte’s thoughts on her sister, she should know that Charlotte was impartial and that she did her own research. Siblings, she was aware, could twist the truth to gain leverage over their competition. “For, you know, Hetty, when I saw Cook this morning, she told me she’d given your sister a basket of victuals to dispense on her visit to the poor this morning.”

      Hetty picked up her paintbrush again and began to idly dust a touch of pink to an already over-pink sunset. “Yes, I found the basket under a tree in the woods.” She blushed. “Mama doesn’t like me to have second helpings at breakfast, so I knew if I followed Araminta she’d likely as not leave some food in the woods. She won’t even think to fetch it, or consider that the poor have empty bellies and it might go to waste. I know I should have taken it to old Mrs. Mason, myself, but I was so hungry.” She bit her lip and for a moment Charlotte thought she was going to cry before she blurted out, “What’s the point of not having second helpings when it doesn’t matter whether I do or not, since I’ll always be plain and dumpy and Araminta will always be beautiful.”

      Charlotte blinked in surprise. The girl had gone from chattering happily to sounding close to tears. She tried to console her. “Why, Hetty, at fourteen I was just like you. And I felt just like you do, now. But then, the strangest things happen when one becomes a young woman. And do you know what? I believe you are going to turn into a swan, overnight. And if you are both beautiful and sweet, then you are leagues ahead of the young woman who has only ever been feted for her looks.”

      Slightly mollified, Hetty said, “I suppose you’d know. And you are married.” As if that conferred on her a world of experience Charlotte knew she really didn’t have. She wasn’t going to admit to Hetty that she’d married the first man who’d asked her because she couldn’t think of a good enough reason not to, and besides, it had been expected.

      So, she said, “Just make sure you meet a few nice young men before you decide which one you want to marry. You’re only a couple of years from entering society, and it’s something you should think about, I do believe. Now…” Charlotte rose. “You mentioned that Araminta was meeting a young man? I presume her mama knows about it?” She realized she should have been more alert and asked the question when Hetty first mentioned it. After all, it seemed the responsibility to keep Araminta in check had fallen more fully on Charlotte’s shoulders than she’d expected. And yet, she was still to meet the girl.

      Hetty shrugged. Putting down her paint brush, she pushed back her chair and went to the window. “Araminta went riding out, secretly,” she said, not looking at Charlotte, “so the groom knows, but not Mama or Papa. They’d be very angry.”

      “Are you going to tell them?” With a stab of foreboding, Charlotte wondered how the sisterly relationship worked if Hetty was so resentful of her sibling.

      Hetty shuddered. “If I tell, she’ll blame Jane, and perhaps punish her, even though she knows it’ll be me, but Araminta is spiteful like that. So, I dare not tell, in case someone else gets blamed.”

      “Who is Jane?”

      “Our maid. She’s been with us for as long as I can remember and she’s very nice. But I wouldn’t want to get Jane into trouble.”

      Charlotte considered the dilemma. Rising, she said, with more decisiveness than she felt, “Perhaps I should go after Araminta, in that case.”

      Hetty looked regretful. “She’s gone riding.”

      “I brought my riding habit. It was one of the agreements for my coming.”

      A furrow appeared between Hetty’s brows, but before she could open her mouth Charlotte said quickly, “Hetty, I’m here as a favor to your mother, not in the capacity of governess or companion.” That should garner more respect, she hoped. “I was prevailed upon to accompany Araminta to London as my aunt has friends who know your mama. Now, I’ll change and then you can accompany me to the stables to acquaint me with your groom, who will, I’m told, find me a suitable mount. Your mama mentioned a gentle mare called Satin but I’m quite up to something a little more adventurous if the truth be told. Of course, we may not wish to mention my riding out to find Araminta to your mama. What do you think?”

      Twenty minutes later Charlotte was astride a handsome black gelding with the unoriginal name of Ebony and racing across the dales in the direction Hetty pointed where, she suspected, Hetty’s errant sister was most likely to be found.

      “I do hope you’ll catch her in the act and then she can suffer Papa’s wrath for once. He lets her get away with everything!” Hetty had complained with a mix of excitement and dolefulness.

      After some minutes of hard riding, Charlotte was full of exhilaration but mindful of the fact that her primary goal was to ensure Araminta was behaving herself rather than breathing in the fresh country air.

      When she saw a figure in the distance, she slowed her mount, calling a greeting when she recognized the young girl she’d met the previous day.

      “It’s Kitty,” supplied the girl, twisting a golden ringlet round her finger as Charlotte floundered in her greeting. “And Miss Araminta passed this way about twenty minutes ago. Not long after Mr. Durham.” She slanted an interested look up at Charlotte. “She shouldn’t be seeing Mr. Durham alone, should she? Miss Mayberry, their old governess, couldn’t ride. Miss Araminta found that very useful.” She said no more but her look made no secret of her thoughts on that: Miss Araminta had gotten into a lot of mischief as a result.

      When Charlotte made no rejoinder and was on the point of thanking her and riding on, Kitty said in a rush of longing, “I wish I could see it when you find her. Miss Araminta doesn’t like being told what to do. She won’t listen to her mama, and she never listened to Mayberry.”

      Charlotte wondered how Kitty knew so much about the ladies of The Grange. Perhaps this might be a good opportunity for learning a little that might be useful. Especially since the girl’s older, and more sober, sister wasn’t around. Leaning down from the saddle, she asked, “Does she often see this Mr. Durham?”

      “He’s a recent visitor to these parts. A very handsome gentleman staying with his aunt and uncle, Mr. and Mrs. Collins. Mr. Collins is the local squire. I’ve seen Mr. Durham and Miss Araminta often at the big old elm by the river over there,” she said, pointing. “Well, they have for the past three days, anyway.”

      “You don’t miss a trick, Kitty,” Charlotte said admiringly. “I shall have to ensure that my behavior is beyond reproach.”

      Kitty obviously liked this for she giggled and said, “Since I won’t get the opportunities Miss Araminta and Hetty will, I am working hard to develop my own. Watching and studying people is what I like to do. It’ll make me a better actress.”

      Just as she had the previous day, Charlotte studied the girl’s neat turn-out which suggested she came from a family of middling rank. “An actress? I think you mentioned that your papa was not enamored of the idea. It is hardly respectable.”

      Kitty shrugged and pressed her lips together, her expression suddenly closed. “Papa can hardly object, when it comes to talking about what’s respectable,” she muttered. “Miss Araminta is over there. I see her coming over the rise. I hope you catch her and I hope Papa locks her in her room for a week!”

      There was something in this sentence that made Charlotte blink with surprise but Kitty was already bobbing a curtsy and turning away while Araminta, veil flowing from her riding hat, was galloping down the hill toward the large elm by the river Kitty had pointed out. And where a single gentleman loitered, his horse tethered to a tree branch.

      It was a secluded location—unless one knew about it and could look down from higher ground which Charlotte found was possible as she halted Ebony and shaded her eyes.

      She would have to make herself known, of course, though this required returning to the bridle path and taking a short detour to avoid the wider part of the river; a maneuver that took a few moments before she was on the right side of the river and advancing toward them across a meadow.

      Araminta, looking dashing in a turkey-red riding habit, was now resting against the trunk of the tree, gazing up at a broad-shouldered young man with thick, fair hair and a strong, chiseled face.

      From a distance it was impossible to gauge much more than that the pair of young people were conversing. However, as Charlotte brought Ebony closer, she saw that Araminta’s hand rested on the young man’s forearm in a distinctly familiar manner and that, with her head tilted to one side and her coquettish smile transforming her girlish face into one of womanly knowing, this girl, barely out of the schoolroom, was well aware of her powers of attraction.

      Charlotte was about to announce herself when a look of chagrin suddenly transformed Araminta’s features from beautiful to something quite malevolent before she swung away from the young man’s grasping hands and leapt onto her horse.

      “How dare you, Mr. Durham?” she shouted over her shoulder, digging her heel into the animal’s flank and giving it his head so that she cut across Charlotte’s boughs, heading hell for leather for the woodland in the opposite direction from which Charlotte had come.

      Charlotte watched her go, uncertain as to whether to follow. The young man, who was also staring after Araminta with a bemused look on his face, merely shrugged as he caught sight of Charlotte before making his way toward his horse, clearly unperturbed by his erstwhile companion’s recent ire.

      Charlotte was about to address him. If he had been making up to Araminta, she wanted to ascertain the nature of the relationship between the two before she made clear her own role.

      But as she cast a final glance at Araminta, she was dismayed to see in the distance that the girl’s horse had baulked at the hedge at the bottom of the field.

      Mr. Durham, glancing across the field at the same time, also saw Araminta sail through the air and disappear on the other side of the hedge while her horse, now riderless, reared backwards, before putting down its head to graze in blissful unconcern.

       “She’s taken a fall!” Charlotte cried, in case Mr Durham had indeed not witnessed it, before she, too, dug her heels into the horse’s flank and raced hell for leather across the gently inclining slope, urging her mount to take the jump some distance higher up so there’d be no chance of collecting Miss Araminta on the other side.

      Leaping off Ebony, Charlotte picked up her riding habit and ran the length of the hedge toward where Araminta lay prone in the shadows.

      After a few seconds, she was not alone.

      “You saw it too, sir?” she panted, glancing up at the young man before he overtook her. He was already crouching at Araminta’s side when Charlotte reached the pair in time to overhear their exchange.

       “It would have served you right if I had been killed.” Araminta had raised herself and was now railing at him. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Good heavens, Miss Araminta, I merely said that I may not have time to look you up in London as I had business that was going to take me away around the time of your visit.”

      “But you’ve not lost an opportunity to visit me here.”

      “Yes, you’ve been delightful company. You’ve enlivened my time with my dreary aunt and uncle no end. But now you are going to London where you’ll meet any number of eligible gentlemen.”

      “Like you?”

      Charlotte hesitated as she watched the girl flutter her eyelashes before she made to move, crying out in pain as she tried to get up.

      “Oh, but I can’t walk! I’ve broken my back and all because of your cavalier disregard, Mr. Durham! You led me to believe your intentions were honorable.”

      Charlotte put her hand to her mouth. What trouble had Araminta gotten herself into? And now Charlotte was going to have to navigate the perilous path ahead. Was it possible she had been compromised by Mr. Durham who was about to send her away as if she were just a passing fancy?

      Angrily she marched forwards and knelt at Araminta’s side. Poor Araminta had been badly done by, it was clear.

      “Miss, are you injured? I happened to be passing when I saw your horse bolt.”

      “It wouldn’t have bolted if I hadn’t been so badly treated by this… this gentleman.” With a baleful look, Araminta indicated the young man whose expression was more troubled than embarrassed, it appeared. Up close, he was even more handsome, his eyes clear and interested beneath dark lashes, his features delicately chiseled with a fine aristocratic nose that quivered slightly before he said, softly, “I think the charge a little unfair, Miss Araminta.”

      “What? You do not think you treated me badly? Encouraging me to slip away from my home to meet you in secret? Do you know how harmful that could be if someone were to find out?” She slanted a look at Charlotte as if uncertain whether she’d said too much, before adding, “Although of course nothing happened, but that’s only because I made sure it didn’t. You gave me every indication, Mr. Durham, that our meetings were more than just… clandestine trysts.”

      Her lips quivered and as the young man began to hotly refute the charge, Charlotte said quickly, “She is very young, Mr. Durham. And she is clearly shaken up and perhaps does not quite know what she is saying. Certainly, it’s not something we want anyone else to know. I should mention—as we have not introduced ourselves—that I am Miss Araminta’s new companion and will be accompanying her to London.”

      “You’re the governess?” Araminta put her hand to her lips to stifle a gasp. “I expected you to be old and gray and ugly. Why… you tricked me! I would never have said those things, had I known!”

      “It’s all right,” Charlotte soothed. The girl had been badly shaken up and the extent of her injuries as yet unknown. Perhaps she’d taken a blow to the head, for her riding hat had fallen a little distance away and her mane of glossy dark hair tumbled over her shoulders. Charlotte slid her eyes to see the effect this might have on Mr. Durham who looked more peevish than anything else.

      Charlotte reached for the riding hat and handed it to her. “It’s true that you should not be meeting young gentlemen alone but I think you are not the only one at fault.” She leveled a rather severe look at Mr. Durham who had the grace to glance away before Charlotte said to him, “Please help me see if Miss Araminta can stand, or if we shall have to fetch assistance.”

      “I don’t need any assistance, thank you very much!” Araminta declared, proving that she’d made a very quick recovery as she brushed aside all helping hands while getting to her feet. “And now I must be home in time for morning tea and to meet the new governess under Mama’s direction,” she added, with a speaking look at Charlotte. “I should never have taken you up on your offer, Mr. Durham, to meet you by the river, if you had nothing more on your mind than idle dalliance and if you do not even intend calling upon me in London. That’s rich when I’ve dabbled with such danger by meeting you here and… and acceding to your desires.”

      Charlotte knew she looked as horrified as she felt as she regarded Mr. Durham’s reddening cheeks. “What are you saying, Araminta?”

      But the girl merely tossed her head as she walked toward her horse, her words crisp as they floated on the breeze. “Mr. Durham is no gentleman the way he has treated me. I’m glad I’m going to London. And I’m glad Mrs. Wendover is accompanying me, for I now see that I need a guiding hand if London is to be filled with…” she frowned, “rakes, like Mr. Durham who want to lead a girl astray.”

      This was not a topic that could be discussed in depth before Charlotte had gained a greater understanding from Araminta as to what, exactly, had occurred.

      Alone.

      The girl was suggesting possibilities between the young man and herself that Charlotte didn’t want to contemplate.

      “Please, Miss Partington, I hope you’re not suggesting I—”

      She cut him off, saying with a toss of her head, “You know very well what you did, Mr. Durham. And now I want nothing more to do with you. I just hope the damage you have caused is not irreparable.”

      Charlotte was dismayed by the shock in his expression. “Miss Partington, I never intended—”

      “You intended only toying with me, Mr. Durham. Now good day.” She glanced at Charlotte. “May I lean on your arm, Mrs. Wendover? I believe my horse is just on the other side of the hedge. He was very naughty to stop like that but I can forgive a dumb animal for not following through on expectations.” She cast another meaningful look at Mr. Durham before taking the arm Charlotte proffered and turning her back on him.
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