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Chapter One

Rockwood Castle, March 1874

Adela Blanchard – known by all who loved her as Dolly – was bored. Born to comparative wealth and brought up in an ancient castle, surrounded by a loving family, Dolly wanted for nothing. She was officially ‘out in society’, having somewhat reluctantly undertaken a London season at the age of seventeen. However, the eligible young men who were paraded before her had been a total disappointment to a girl who read romances and aspired to be an opera star like her grandmother. None of her would-be suitors had matched up to her papa, who had been a dashing soldier until he was badly injured in the Crimea, or her kind uncle Freddie. Freddie Ashton, now Lord Dorrington, was her much-loved surrogate uncle. It was well-known within the family that Freddie had wanted to marry Aunt Nancy, but she had chosen Tommy Carey, her childhood sweetheart. Adela remembered their wonderful wedding in the village church one snowy Christmas. She had been a bridesmaid, along with her younger sister, Phoebe, and little May. Many years ago, Aunt Nancy had adopted May and her brother, Jack, into the family and had also rescued a dozen older boys, who had fallen into a life of crime in the backstreets of London. Nancy obviously loved children, and after her marriage she had produced three sons in quick succession. The ‘Holy Terrors’ Great-Grandmama Hester called them, with good reason: Edward, Oliver and Percival Carey were lovable rogues.

Dolly loved her family, but sometimes she pretended that she was an orphan, free from parental control so that she could fulfil her dreams of becoming a diva. There was a thriving theatre just a couple of miles away at Greystone Park, the estate owned by Nancy, which she had brought to the Carey family when she married Tommy. People came from far and wide to enjoy the productions put on by Nick Gibson and Grandmama Felicia, who might be an old lady now, but she still held the reins when it came to choosing plays, operas and pantomimes. It was a family business and yet she, Dolly Blanchard, was excluded. She stood up and stamped her foot. It was a childish thing to do but it emphasised the strength of her emotions.

‘Dolly! What are you doing skulking in your bedroom? You’re wanted downstairs in the drawing room.’ Phoebe had wandered into the room unnoticed. She slumped down on the bed, pouting.

Adela sighed. At fifteen, her sister took after their aunt Patricia in looks, with violet-blue eyes and blonde hair. She had also inherited Aunt Patricia’s volatile temperament, which in Phoebe’s case meant that she was either in high spirits, or in the depths of despair, causing everyone to suffer. Phoebe might have a deceptively fragile beauty, but Dolly was satisfied with her own looks. Her abundant curly golden hair and perfect nose were attributes that would serve her well if she ever managed to fulfil her ambition and tread the boards. The young men who had courted her in London had often remarked on her large cornflower-blue eyes, and Dolly knew how to flutter her long eyelashes in receipt of a compliment. However, no matter how many compliments she received, she managed to keep her head and dismiss the flattery for what it was.

‘I am not skulking, as you so elegantly put it, Phoebe. I just wanted a few minutes away from the family. Great-Grandmama Hester is laying down the law again. Not that anyone takes any notice of her these days, but it does get rather tiresome.’

‘May and I are going to Rockwood House to see Cousin Charlotte. Why don’t you come with us?’

Dolly tossed her head. ‘Thank you, but I’m nineteen; I don’t want to play with little girls.’

‘I’m roughly the same age as Charlotte, and May is nearly sixteen, or so she thinks. It must be odd not knowing your exact date of birth or who your parents were.’

‘It’s not something you should talk about, at least not in her presence if it upsets her.’

Phoebe rose to her feet. ‘You are a grumpy thing today. I came to give you some news.’

‘What news?’ Dolly asked reluctantly. She did not want to give her sister the satisfaction of seeing that her curiosity was aroused.

‘Todd Taylor has returned to the village. He’s qualified now and is taking over Dr Bulmer’s practice.’ Phoebe laughed. ‘I thought that would make you sit up and take notice.’

‘That’s the first I’ve heard of it. Who told you that?’

‘Tilly, if you must know. She’s been visiting her mother in the village. Widow Madge knows everything that’s going on and so do we, as her daughters work here.’

‘What makes you think I’d be interested?’ Dolly demanded, rolling her eyes. Todd was one of Nancy’s street boys, rescued from a life of crime.

‘You were sweet on him before he went away to St George’s medical school. You know you were.’

‘That was a silly, childish infatuation. I’ve grown up since then.’

‘But you said you danced with him at a ball during the London season.’

‘I may have,’ Dolly said casually. ‘I danced with dozens of eligible bachelors.’

Phoebe’s delicate eyebrows snapped together. ‘Well, none of them proposed, so you’ll probably end up on the shelf and be grateful if Todd Taylor gives you a second glance.’ She slammed out of the pretty bedroom in the east tower and her footsteps echoed off the stone staircase.

Dolly sank back on the window seat. Todd was the eldest of the boys that Nancy had brought to Rockwood more than ten years ago. His friend Gus had been hustled off to join the army after an unfortunate incident at Greystone Park when the house was razed to the ground by fire. Gus had later been proved innocent and the perpetrator had been sent to prison, but Gus was a career soldier now. The other boys had all found work locally and some of the younger ones still lived in the Dower House, under the watchful eye of Abel Wolfe, the fierce-looking individual who had cared for Dolly’s uncle, Sir Bertram Carey, the crippled war hero, until his tragic death in a hunting accident.

Dolly went to her dressing table and seized her hairbrush, dragging it through her tangled curls. She had not seen Todd for almost a year, and she wanted to look her best. If she hurried, she would be in time to catch up with Phoebe and May, and she could stroll along the High Street, where he now lived, as if she was simply accompanying the girls. Dolly stood up and went to open the door.

‘Wait for me, Phoebe. I’m coming, too.’

March winds whipped Dolly’s hair from beneath her velvet bonnet as she walked on ahead of Phoebe and May. Their incessant chatter was annoying, and, if she were to tell the truth, Dolly was slightly nervous about meeting Todd again. It was true that she had been attracted to him when she was younger and had made up stories in her head in which she was the heroine and Todd was the hero. She had missed him when he went to London to study medicine, and when she met him by chance at one of the Coming Out balls, the old tug of attraction had still been there. She had become immune to the suave chitchat of her would-be suitors, but Todd was different and their relationship had changed subtly that evening. Now he was fully qualified and about to embark on a career as a country doctor. She did not want to seem too eager, but she was more than a little curious.

It was only when she reached the doctor’s house in the High Street that Dolly had second thoughts. It was ridiculous for Miss Adela Blanchard from Rockwood Castle to be chasing after one of Aunt Nancy’s protégés when she could have the pick of the eligible bachelors in the county. Dolly was about to walk past with her nose in the air when the front door opened and a young man in army uniform stepped onto the pavement, followed by Todd.

‘Miss Blanchard. This is a pleasant surprise,’ Todd said with a charming smile.

Dolly recovered her composure swiftly. ‘Good morning, Dr Taylor. I was just taking the girls to Rockwood House.’ She glanced over her shoulder, hoping that Phoebe would not step in and correct her, but Phoebe and May were gazing admiringly at the man in uniform.

‘Don’t you recognise me, Miss Blanchard? Gus Baker, now Sergeant Baker.’ He swept off his military cap with a flourish.

‘You’ve changed a great deal,’ Dolly said cautiously. Gus the soldier bore no resemblance to the scruffy boy that Dolly remembered. He was taller now, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist. The uniform flattered his honed physique and his skin was tanned from exposure to the elements. He wore his pomaded auburn hair swept back to reveal a wide brow and smiling green eyes. Sideburns and a small moustache made him look older and even more dashing. Dolly tried not to stare.

‘I’ve been on active service in India for the past ten years,’ Gus said airily.

Todd sent Gus a warning glance. ‘I expect you’ve heard that I have taken over Dr Bulmer’s practice, Miss Blanchard?’

‘I believe I heard some such rumour,’ Dolly said casually.

Phoebe stepped in between them, dragging May with her. ‘You look very smart in your uniform, Sergeant. I can scarcely remember you before you went away.’

‘You must have been a very young girl.’ Gus gave her the benefit of his charming smile. ‘However, I was on my way to the castle to see Nancy – I mean, Lady Carey – but perhaps I will walk with you to Rockwood House. With your permission, of course, Miss Blanchard.’

Dolly felt the colour rush to her cheeks and she looked away, suddenly shy, which was unusual for her. ‘Yes, if you so wish, Sergeant.’ She shot a sideways glance at Todd. ‘Congratulations on your new position, Dr Taylor.’

‘Todd, please. We were not so formal at the ball in London.’

Dolly frowned. It was true, but she was acutely aware of Gus, who exuded a personal magnetism that was hard to ignore. She managed a tight little smile. ‘Yes, but we are at home now. I think it best to follow convention.’

‘There, you’ve been put nicely in your place, Todd,’ Gus said, proffering his arm to Dolly. ‘If you’ll allow me …?’

‘On second thoughts, I think the girls can find their own way to Rockwood House,’ Dolly said firmly as she laid her hand on Gus’s sleeve. ‘Perhaps you’d like to escort me home, Sergeant, and then you can see Nancy and Mama. I’m sure they’ll be glad to know that you are doing so well in the army.’

‘What about us?’ Phoebe demanded crossly. ‘I thought you wanted to see us safely to Uncle Walter and Aunt Louise’s house?’

Dolly shrugged. ‘As I said, it’s not far. And I’m sure that Gus has more important things to do.’

Todd reached into the entrance hall and picked up a large leather bag. ‘As a matter of fact, my first visit is to Rockwood House. One of the maids has a fever and Mrs Carey asked me to take a look at her. I’ll see the girls safely there, Miss Blanchard.’

Dolly had little choice other than to watch Todd walk off with her sister and May. This was not how she had envisaged their first casual meeting, but Gus had outmanoeuvred his friend.

‘What are we waiting for, Sergeant?’ She was about to walk off in the direction of home when Gus clamped his hand over her arm so that she had to remain at his side. She was irritated by his proprietorial manner and yet rather flattered.

‘You really are very beautiful.’

‘So I’ve been told,’ Dolly said coldly. ‘Do you always flirt so outrageously with women you hardly know?’

He laughed. ‘What better way to pass the time? To be truthful, I don’t meet too many lovely ladies. You’ll have to forgive a brash military man.’

‘I suppose we are family, in a way.’

‘I don’t follow your way of thinking.’

‘Aunt Nancy more or less adopted you, Sergeant. That makes us cousins, of a kind.’

‘Maybe, but please will you call me Gus? You were only a child when I went into the army, but I do remember seeing you up at the castle.’

‘Well, I remember you, too. I was sad when they sent you away. You used to make me laugh.’

‘I’m a comical fellow when I’m with friends. When I’m on duty I am someone else.’

Dolly relaxed and they fell into step as easily as if they had often walked this way. She was aware of the admiring glances at Gus from the women and girls they passed on the way to the castle.

Jarvis, the aged butler who had served the family for many years, had finally been persuaded to retire to live with his sister in a cottage on the quay, and James, the footman, had taken his place. It was James who opened the door and his eyes widened when he saw Gus. His look of surprise was replaced by one of recognition and instant suspicion. Dolly was amused to see the expressions flit across James’s normally impassive face. There was not one inhabitant of Rockwood village who would not have some memory of Gus and the night of the fire at Greystone Park.

‘Where will we find Lady Carey, James?’ Dolly asked as she slipped off her mantle and handed it to the housemaid, Connie Tuckett, who had been polishing the oak coffers in the entrance hall.

‘I believe she is in the still room, Miss Dolly.’

‘Thank you, James.’ Dolly took off her gloves and bonnet, handing them to Connie with a smile of acknowledgement. ‘Come along, Gus. We’ll give Aunt Nancy a surprise.’ As she walked past the rusty old suit of armour, allegedly worn by her legendary ancestor, Sir Denys Carey during his last and fatal battle, she closed the visor with a gentle pat of her hand. ‘Good morning, Sir Denys.’

Gus laughed. ‘What was that about?’

‘Sir Denys was killed in battle hundreds of years ago, but we all treat him as if he still lives here.’ The armour rattled, making her giggle. ‘Of course, you are here, Sir Denys. I was just trying to explain why we love you.’ She hurried on, lowering her voice. ‘He foretells disasters and the like. We try not to upset him.’

‘Well, I’m blowed. I never heard the like of that before.’

Dolly quickened her pace. ‘It’s just superstition, but don’t say things like that in his hearing – it’s bad luck.’

‘Well, as one army man to another, I’d better salute the old fellow every time I meet him.’

‘I’m sure he will appreciate that.’ Dolly smiled as she led the way through a maze of corridors to the still room.

Nancy looked up as they walked in and she smiled. ‘Gus! What a wonderful surprise. You look so smart and handsome I hardly recognise you.’ She held her arms out and he enveloped her in a fond embrace.

‘You look wonderful, Aunt Nancy. Motherhood suits you.’

Nancy’s pansy-brown eyes twinkled with amusement as she patted her belly. ‘I know it does, Gus. You and Todd and the boys were my first children, but now I have three of my own and another on the way. I know it’s not the done thing to talk about in front of a young gentleman, but we are family, are we not?’

‘Indeed we are.’ Gus held her at arm’s length. ‘You have been more like a mother to us than we deserved. It’s so good to see you again.’

Nancy had been mixing attar of roses with almond oil and other magical ingredients to make face cream. She wiped her hands on her apron. ‘How long are you with us, Gus?’

‘Actually I am staying with Todd at the doctor’s house. I have a week’s leave.’

‘Well, my dear, you must dine with us tonight, and Todd should come, too. We need to celebrate his success and you are obviously doing well. Army life definitely suit you, Gus.’

‘It was Sir Bertram who saved me from a miscarriage of justice, ma’am. I owe it all to him, and nothing would give me more pleasure than to dine with you and the family.’

Nancy gave him an admiring look. ‘That was well said, Gus. Oh, and before I get carried away with making this face cream, will you inform Cook that we have two more for dinner this evening, please, Dolly?’

‘Very well, Aunt Nancy. Come, Sergeant. We mustn’t get in the way. Let’s go and find my mother.’

‘Yes, dear, and don’t forget to pass the message on to Cook,’ Nancy called as they left the still room.

Dolly delivered the instructions to Connie, who promised to pass them on in the kitchen. Satisfied that she had done as Nancy wished, Dolly led the way to find her mother. Rosalind Blanchard was in the morning parlour, seated at a small escritoire. She looked up as they entered the room and for a moment she did not seem to recognise Gus, but then she rose gracefully to her feet and advanced on him, holding out her hands. Dolly had always thought her mother beautiful and now, in her early forties, she brought serenity and a sense of calm to everything in her daily life.

‘Gus. What a lovely surprise.’

He raised her right hand to his lips. ‘I owe everything to this family, Mrs Blanchard.’

‘Aunt Nancy has invited Gus and Todd to dine with us tonight,’ Dolly said hastily.

‘Excellent. You must have many wonderful stories to tell us about army life, Gus. I’m sure that my husband will be more than interested. He may claim to be happy as a civilian but I know he misses the military, although I’m not so certain about my nephew, Tommy. As you might remember, his career was cut short by injury and illness.’

‘I do, of course, ma’am. I look forward to dining with you, although I doubt if the Dowager Lady Carey will approve of me sitting at your table.’

Rosalind laughed. ‘Leave Hester to me, Gus. I’m sure she will be pleased to see that you are doing well for yourself.’

‘Thank you, ma’am.’ Gus bowed from the waist. ‘I know I left Rockwood under a cloud of suspicion.’

‘Proved to be unfounded,’ Rosalind smiled.

‘People in Rockwood have long memories,’ Gus said ruefully. ‘I think they will always associate me with that terrible disaster.’

‘You know, of course, that my grandmother instigated the building of a theatre on the site of the old house?’ Dolly eyed him curiously.

‘Todd did mention it, yes.’

‘Then you must go and see it for yourself,’ Rosalind said enthusiastically. ‘It’s been very well received, even if it doesn’t make as much profit as was first hoped.’

‘I plan to visit it as soon as possible.’

Dolly smiled. ‘I’ll take you there this morning if you wish.’

‘That would be wonderful. Thank you.’

‘There you are then, Gus,’ Rosalind said, smiling. ‘You have a willing guide. I look forward to seeing you at dinner tonight. You can tell us all about army life.’

‘I’ll try not to bore you, Mrs Blanchard.’ Gus went to open the door for Dolly.

She blew a kiss to her mother as she left the room.

‘What I don’t understand is why you didn’t return to Rockwood sooner.’ Dolly gave Gus a searching look.

‘It was Captain Blanchard who suggested that I should keep my distance, even when it was proved that Jeremiah Stewer was the arsonist. I expect Mrs Cottingham still blames me. She’s an unforgiving woman.’ Gus fell into step beside Dolly as she made her way back to the entrance hall.

‘Mrs Cottingham is too busy with her husband’s ecclesiastical affairs these days. She doesn’t mix much in society now, so you have no need to worry about her. Anyway, you seem to have kept in touch with Todd. You’ve both returned more or less at the same time.’

Gus eyed her curiously. ‘He’s a great chap. He stood by me from the start.’

‘We’ve seen very little of each other since he went away to medical school,’ Dolly said casually. ‘Although I met him in London when I endured the Season, and then I believe he worked for a doctor in order to gain experience of general practice.’ She beckoned to Connie. ‘Fetch my mantle and bonnet, please, Connie. If anyone wants me I’m taking Sergeant Baker to see the theatre.’

The Pavilion Theatre never failed to impress Dolly. When she entered the grand foyer she felt shivers of anticipation run down her spine. She led Gus into the auditorium where a rehearsal for the latest opera was in progress. Felicia de Marney, the co-founder of the theatre with their late benefactor, Sir Bentley Crooke, was seated in the third row from the front, watching the rehearsal with a critical eye. She turned her head when Dolly called out to her and her brows drew together in an ominous frown.

‘What have I told you about interrupting a rehearsal, Dolly Blanchard?’

‘I’m sorry, Grandmama, but I’ve brought someone to see the marvellous things you do here.’

Felicia raised a lorgnette and squinted at Gus. ‘A soldier? You do have a familiar look about you, young man.’

Gus snapped his heels together and bowed from the waist. ‘It’s an honour to meet you, Mrs de Marney. You won’t remember me, but I was one of Miss Nancy’s ragged boys.’

‘I do recall something about a boy who had to be shipped off to the army to prevent him going to prison for arson. Was that you?’

‘It was, except that I was innocent of the charge. Sir Bertram made it possible for me to join the army. It was the best thing I ever did.’

‘That’s nice to know.’ Felicia turned her attention back to the stage. ‘No, no, no! You sound like a frog with tonsillitis, girl. Start from the beginning and hold yourself upright. Sing from the diaphragm.’

‘I have a better voice than that,’ Dolly said in a stage whisper.

Felicia turned to her, frowning. ‘You keep telling us how good you are, Dolly. I think it’s time you got up on the stage and proved it.’

‘All right, I will.’ Dolly needed no second bidding. She handed her mantle and gloves to Gus. ‘Hold these, please. I’ll show you what I can do.’ She walked purposefully down the aisle between the rows of seats and climbed the steps onto the stage. Having taken singing lessons from her aunt Patricia, Dolly was fairly confident in her ability to perform, although acting was her real love. However, she resented her grandmother’s casual dismissal of her talent and she wanted to prove herself, particularly in front of the dashing Gus.

She leaned over to speak to the pianist, giving him the title of the song. He nodded and played the introductory bars and without a moment of hesitation, Dolly sang the touching words of ‘Beautiful Dreamer’. She had tears in her eyes when she finished and Gus clapped his hands enthusiastically.

‘Very nice, my dear,’ Felicia said in a bored voice. ‘Just right for after-dinner entertainment at the castle.’

‘I can do better, Grandmama.’ Dolly signalled to the pianist. ‘“Champagne Charlie”.’

‘No, please, Adela,’ Felicia snapped. ‘We’ve heard enough. We have serious auditions to watch.’

But Dolly had already launched into the bright and breezy popular song, complete with actions. She could see that Gus was enjoying her performance. Dolly needed no further encouragement. She did a little dance at the end and blew a kiss to the stage manager as she walked off into the wings where she almost bumped into the girl who had been on stage before her. Dolly could see that the pretty young woman had been crying although she mopped her eyes and turned away quickly.

‘I’m sorry,’ Dolly said in a low voice. ‘You weren’t at all bad, from what I saw. I was just trying to prove a point to my grandmother.’

‘It must be wonderful to be well connected,’ the girl said bitterly. ‘Your sort don’t know you’re born.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Dolly glared at her. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Look at yourself, rich girl. Look at your expensive clothes and your lily-white hands that have never done a day’s work.’

Dolly automatically glanced down at her own perfectly manicured nails and she clasped her hands behind her back. ‘We can’t help which family we are born into.’

‘No, and you don’t have to fight for every last penny or starve. I come down here from London in the hope of getting a part. My grannie lives here in the village. She’s old and sick, living in a damp hovel with barely enough to eat and no coal nor candles.’

‘Surely the Parish will help people in that position?’

‘That’s all you know. I gave up a lucky break at the Grecian Theatre in Shepherdess Walk to come down here and care for her. If I don’t return to London tomorrow I’ll lose the best job offer I’ve ever had, but I’m the only living relation she’s got.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Dolly said warily. ‘If there was anything I could do to help …’

‘I’d like to see you swap places with me for a month. You’d soon learn what real life is like, lady. Try becoming Liza Day – yes that’s me name. You wouldn’t last long if you had to live as I do.’

‘What can I say, but I’m sorry for your troubles.’

Liza ran her hand through her tumbled auburn curls, her blue eyes cold as chips of ice. ‘You think you’re better than me. I heard you from the stage. Well, you go off to the Grecian and see how you get along. You try to live my life and see how clever you are then.’

Dolly met the girl’s angry gaze with a cool look. ‘I’ve never refused a dare. I’ll do it and, what’s more, I’ll send you the money they pay me. We’ll see who comes out of it best, Liza Day.’

Dolly stepped down from the stage to find Gus standing there, waiting for her with a questioning look. ‘What was that all about?’

‘Were you listening? It was a private conversation.’

‘I think the whole auditorium would have heard it had there been anyone other than your grandmother, who was talking to the stage manager.’

Dolly tossed her head. ‘It’s none of your business, Sergeant.’

‘I’m making it my business, Dolly Blanchard. I’ve known you since you were a little girl and I owe everything to your family. Were you serious about changing places with that young woman?’

‘As I said, it has nothing to do with you, Gus Baker.’ Dolly walked out of the auditorium, but Gus caught her up in the theatre foyer.

‘Tell me you weren’t serious, Dolly. Swapping places with Liza Day is the most stupid idea I’ve ever heard.’

Dolly broke free from his restraining hand. ‘Go back to playing at soldiers, Gus. I don’t want to hear another word.’

He glared at her, holding her gaze so that she was unable to look away, and suddenly something changed between them. He wrapped his arms around her and claimed her lips in a kiss that sent her senses reeling. In her confused state she knew she should push him away and cry out in disgust, but it was the first time a man had kissed her in such a way and she found herself responding with equal fervour. She slid her arms around his neck and relaxed against his hard muscular body.

‘Adela Blanchard! What is the meaning of this?’ Grandmama Felicia’s operatic tones rose in a crescendo that made the crystal chandeliers tinkle melodiously.

Gus released Dolly and they sprang apart.

‘You were always trouble, Augustus Baker,’ Felicia spat at him, the words coated with venom. ‘You will leave Rockwood immediately and don’t show your face here again.’




Chapter Two

‘No, Grandmama,’ Dolly cried angrily. ‘It wasn’t his fault. If Gus goes, I go too.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Felicia grabbed Dolly by the wrist. She was surprisingly strong for a woman in her late sixties. Her hazel eyes flashed angrily. ‘Go home. I will speak to your papa about this.’ She turned on Gus. ‘As to you, Sergeant. I meant what I said. You are not welcome here. Kindly leave now.’

Nick Gibson, the former land agent on the Greystone estate and now the theatre manager, hurried to Felicia’s side. ‘What is going on?’ Nick stared at Gus. ‘Gus Baker? You’re the last person I expected to see this morning.’

‘You might be pleased to see him, Nick,’ Felicia said icily, ‘but he’s causing trouble, yet again.’

‘That’s not fair, Grandmama,’ Dolly protested.

‘Well, whatever is going on, I think you should come with me, Gus.’ Nick proffered his arm. ‘We’ll have a chat over a pint of beer in the Black Dog.’

Gus turned to Dolly with an anxious look. ‘Will you be all right?’

‘I can take care of myself, thank you.’ Dolly faced her grandmother with a stubborn lift of her chin. ‘We weren’t doing anything wrong, Grandmama.’

‘Send for my carriage before you go, Nick. I am taking Miss Dolly home.’ Felicia fanned herself with her hand. ‘Fetch my smelling salts, Dolly. My poor heart won’t stand for all this upset.’

Dolly gazed at her grandmother, unsure whether or not it was a ploy to make her do as she was told, but the pallor on Felicia’s lined cheeks was real enough. Dolly hurried to the office where she knew she would find a bottle of sal volatile. When she emerged she found that Nick and Gus had already disappeared and Felicia was reclining in her seat with her eyes closed.

Dolly opened the bottle and waved it under her grandmother’s nose. Felicia coughed and gasped for breath, pushing the bottle away. ‘Are you trying to kill me? Take it away.’

‘I’m sorry, Grandmama,’ Dolly said reluctantly. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. It all happened so quickly.’

‘You don’t have to tell me.’ Felicia rose to her feet, once again her old energetic and domineering self. ‘That young man was trouble from the beginning. I blame Nancy for bringing those street urchins to live amongst decent people. You will not see him again, Adela. Do you understand?’

Dolly could still feel the imprint of Gus’s lips, and the taste of him lingered. The scent of his pomade mingled with a musky male odour had filled her heart and soul with unfamiliar sensations and deep longings. She was, for once, unsure of herself and confused.

‘He will be gone soon,’ Dolly said vaguely. She was not prepared to make a promise she knew she would not keep.

Before Felicia could respond the door to the foyer opened. ‘Your carriage is being brought round to the front, Mrs de Marney.’ Nick retreated before Felicia had a chance to speak.

‘Where is Claude?’ Felicia half rose and then sank back in the chair. ‘My husband is never around when I need him.’

‘Shall I go and find him, Grandmama?’

‘You will not leave my side until we get home. We’ll see what your papa has to say about your promiscuous behaviour.’

‘It was just a kiss, Grandmama.’

Felicia held up her hand. ‘I don’t want to hear another word from you, young lady. Help me up. I am very disappointed in you.’

Luckily for Dolly the carriage ride from the theatre at Greystone Park to Rockwood Castle only lasted some fifteen minutes, and that included getting Felicia in and out of the vehicle. However, during that time Felicia managed to lecture Dolly on her bad behaviour and the money wasted on her education and coming-out season. Dolly did not like to interrupt and tell her grandmother that it was wealthy Uncle Freddie, Lord Dorrington, who had paid for everything. It would have been very unwise to argue, and Dolly managed to look suitably chastened while in her head she was reliving the moments she had spent in Gus’s arms. Her attraction to Todd Taylor seemed to fade into a half-forgotten dream compared to her recent experience with the handsome, dashing sergeant.

Felicia was still berating her when they entered the drawing room at Rockwood Castle. She came to a halt, glaring at Rosalind, who was enjoying a sherry with Hester, the Dowager Lady Carey.

Hester looked up to give Felicia a hard stare. ‘What is troubling you, ma’am? You seem a trifle put out.’

Rosalind put her glass down and rose to her feet. ‘What is the matter, Mama?’

Felicia gave Dolly a none-too-gentle push, sending her tripping over the Aubusson carpet and almost losing her balance. ‘This girl has behaved like a trollop, and I don’t use the word lightly, Rosalind.’

‘It was just a little kiss, Mama,’ Dolly said hastily. ‘Nothing more than a peck, really.’

‘A kiss?’ Rosalind and Hester exchanged worried glances.

‘They were canoodling like common villagers.’ Felicia sank down on a chair by the fireplace. ‘She was obviously enjoying the attention of that Gus creature. The fellow who was sent into the army to escape a prison sentence for arson.’

‘You were kissing Gus Baker?’ Hester stared at Dolly as if she had suddenly grown another head.

‘Well, he kissed me, to be exact,’ Dolly said calmly. ‘Really, Mama, it was just a kiss,’ she added, turning to give her mother a straight look.

‘Which you obviously enjoyed.’ Felicia pursed her lips. ‘She had her arms around his neck. It was shocking.’

Rosalind rose to her feet. ‘You shouldn’t have allowed such familiarity between you and Gus, Dolly. He’s a grown man and is probably used to having his way with women far more worldly than you are.’

‘We didn’t do anything wrong, Mama. It was over in a second and I probably won’t see him again.’

‘I’ll make sure of that,’ Felicia said firmly. ‘I told him to go back from whence he came. We don’t want the family name sullied by scandal.’

‘That’s rich coming from a woman who has made a living prancing on the public stage in revealing costumes.’ Hester curled her lip. ‘You were no angel, as I recall, Felicia de Marney.’

‘At least I didn’t claw my way up from the servants’ quarters by marrying a man in his dotage.’

Rosalind stepped in between them. ‘This will end in tears if you don’t stop insulting each other. Dolly needs us to protect her.’

‘I do not,’ Dolly said angrily. ‘Don’t talk about me as if I weren’t here, Mama. I am a grown woman, not a child.’

‘You were behaving like a spoiled brat.’ Felicia rolled her eyes. ‘You weren’t there, Rosie. Neither were you, Hester, so you had better take note of what I am saying. That young man is after one thing and one thing only.’

‘Please, Mama. There is no need for this.’ Rosalind moved to Dolly’s side and gave her a hug. ‘Believe me, darling, we love you and simply want to keep you from harm.’

‘Lock her in her room until that Gus creature has returned to his regiment,’ Hester said, sinking down onto the nearest chair. ‘I wash my hands of her.’

‘You are not related by blood.’ Felicia shot a malevolent glance in Hester’s direction. ‘I am the girl’s grandmother and I say …’ she paused, frowning at Dolly, ‘… I say send her down to Cornwall to stay with Lady Pentelow and Aurelia. That should keep her from harm.’

‘No!’ Dolly cried in alarm. ‘Why are you punishing me for something so trivial?’

‘From what I saw, it was anything but trivial,’ Felicia said sharply. ‘That young man is a fortune-hunter. You must be protected from men like him, Granddaughter.’

Rosalind shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t go so far as to say that. Gus is a decent enough fellow, I’m sure. However, he should have not have allowed his feelings to get the better of him.’

‘I agree with Felicia.’ Hester folded her arms across her ample bosom, gazing angrily at Dolly. ‘You are an innocent and Gus Baker is anything but.’

‘Well, you won’t have to worry about me much longer.’ Dolly backed towards the doorway. ‘I intend to go to London and earn my own living. I’ll prove to you all that I can take care of myself.’

The looks of horror on their faces made her want to laugh, but Dolly kept a straight face.

Rosalind was the first to speak. ‘You, young lady, will do as your papa and I tell you. If you wish to go to London you will be under the aegis of Lord Dorrington. He will see to it that you mix in the right circles and meet eligible young men. I trust Freddie absolutely.’

‘I didn’t enjoy my coming-out season, Mama. I have no desire to waste my life going to parties, balls and soirées. I know what I’m going to do, with or without your permission.’

Rosalind’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I am so sorry, Dolly. I don’t know where we’ve failed you, but you can’t run off to London and live on your own. You are an innocent.’

‘Go to your room, Adela,’ Felicia said angrily. ‘Your papa shall hear of this behaviour. Look how you’ve upset your mama.’

‘No, Mama.’ Rosalind turned to face her mother. ‘You do not tell my daughter what to do. We will talk about this later, Dolly.’

‘I don’t want to upset you, Mama. You know that I love you and Papa, but this is my life and I intend to live it to the full. I am sorry if my decision hurts you, but please don’t try to stop me.’

‘Dreadful girl,’ Hester said, sighing. ‘You are just like your aunt Patricia. She was always a handful.’

‘Mind your tongue, Hester Carey.’ Felicia bristled angrily.

Dolly took one look at her mother’s distraught face and hurried from the room. There was no point trying to talk sense while Grandmama Felicia and Great-Grandmama Hester were needling each other. Dolly felt sorry for her mother but she was not about to be diverted from her purpose. She had made her mind up to leave home and have a life of her own away from family squabbles.

She went to her room in the tower and threw a few things in a valise. She had made a promise to Liza Day and she intended to keep it. Perhaps if she could catch Gus before he left to rejoin his regiment, they might travel together to London. She would like that more than anything else in the world. It would be the start of a wonderful adventure, and, if all else failed, she could go to Dorrington House in Piccadilly. Uncle Freddie was always ready to lend a sympathetic ear and to help if required.

Dolly left the castle through the music room, which opened out into the fragrant rose garden. She knew she would miss home, but she put all such thoughts to the back of her mind as she made her way to the village, where she hoped to catch up with Gus. She was attracting curious looks from the people she passed in the street, who eyed her case curiously as they greeted her, but were too polite to enquire where Miss Adela Blanchard might be going unescorted and without her maid. Dolly realised that the news of her escape would be likely to reach the castle before she had found Gus, and this made her bold.

She marched into the Black Dog and was met by a fug of tobacco smoke and fumes from the beer and rum being consumed at the bar. Nick Gibson and Gus were seated in the inglenook while Claude, Felicia’s long-suffering husband, was at the bar ordering more drinks. There was a sudden lull in the conversation when the drinkers realised that there was a young woman in their midst, and not just any young woman but Miss Adela from the castle. Claude turned to give her a startled look. He left the bar and hurried towards her.

‘Dolly, my dear, what are you doing in a place like this? Does your mama know where you are?’

‘No, of course not,’ Dolly said stiffly. ‘I am looking for Gus, and there he is.’ She waved to Gus, who leaped to his feet and made his way around the crowded tables to join them.

‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded, echoing Claude’s question.

‘I came to find you.’ Dolly eyed him warily. ‘I need your help.’

Claude glanced nervously over his shoulder as if expecting his wife to materialise like a genie from a magic lamp. ‘You’d best take her outside, my boy. Dolly, go home. You’re making a spectacle of yourself.’

Dolly opened her mouth to retort, but Gus took her by the arm and propelled her out of the inn before she could say anything.

‘What were you thinking?’ Despite his serious tone, his green eyes danced with laughter and his lips quivered.

‘I suppose you think it’s funny. Well, this is what it’s like being Miss Adela Blanchard from Rockwood Castle. I might as well be a prisoner. Anyway, I’ve made my escape. I’m going to London to take Liza’s place at the Grecian Theatre.’

‘No! By golly, you’re serious.’

‘Never more so. I want you to take me, Gus. I can’t go on my own but I have enough money to pay for both our fares.’

‘I can’t do that. You don’t know what you’re doing, girl.’

‘Yes, I do. For the first time in my life I am taking control of my life. I’m tired of doing what I am told and what is expected of me. I hated the London Season and I refuse to go to Uncle Freddie for help.’

‘Do you mean Lord Dorrington? I heard that Freddie Ashton had succeeded to the earldom.’ Gus laughed. ‘Yes, I might have been in India for more years than I care to remember, but I did follow what is going on at home. I always thought Nancy would marry Freddie, until I realised that she was only interested in Tommy, or Sir Thomas, as I should call him now.’

‘You are a constant source of surprise to me, Gus. But is that a yes or a no? If you won’t go with me I shall simply have to travel on my own.’

He studied her face with a mixture of amusement and concern. ‘I don’t know, Miss Dolly. I suppose I should do the right thing and take you back to the castle.’

‘But you aren’t going to?’

‘I need to think about this. Your family were very good to me. The late Sir Bertram saved me from going to prison for something I didn’t do. If Mrs Cottingham had had her way I would have probably ended up in some penal colony.’

‘That’s all in the past. I want to go to London with you, Gus. I’ve never felt like this about any man I’ve ever met.’

He shook his head. ‘Dolly, I’m a sergeant in the army. I’m not the man for you.’

‘Then why did you kiss me like that? You love me, I know you do.’

‘I shouldn’t have done that, Dolly. Not that I didn’t enjoy it – you are beautiful and desirable in every way – but you’re far above me. I know that.’

‘No, that’s not true. I want to go to London with you. You can leave me when we get there and I take Liza’s place in the theatre company, but I need your help. You aren’t going to refuse, are you, Gus? Not after that kiss.’

He ran his hand through his dark auburn hair with an exasperated sigh. ‘What have I done?’

‘You’ve set me free, Gus Baker. You’ve shown me a way out of my dreary existence.’

‘I don’t know, Dolly. If I’m being honest, I think you ought to return home. You simply don’t know what life is like away from the protection of your home and family.’

‘Then I’ll find out. Do I go alone, or are you coming with me? You can’t stop me, Gus. I’m going to London with or without you.’

The warm spring weather had deteriorated during the train journey to London and it was raining when they arrived at their destination. Gus summoned a porter to take their luggage and he helped Dolly into a cab outside the station. Rain pounded on the roof and the horses’ hoofs kicked up muddy water as the hackney carriage tooled through the city streets.

‘Where are we going?’ Dolly asked excitedly. ‘I don’t know this part of London.’

Gus pulled a face. ‘Of course you don’t, my dear. You are used to the smart part of town where the toffs live. This is what they call the East End, where people like humble army sergeants doss down in cheap hotels.’

‘Oh!’ Dolly gazed out of the grimy window at the even grimier streets and shabby buildings. ‘Is the Royal Grecian Theatre near here?’

Gus laughed. ‘London is a big place, Dolly. The theatre you want is in the City Road, at the back of the Eagle Tavern.’

‘I suppose it’s a bit late today,’ Dolly said thoughtfully, ‘but I need to go there first thing in the morning. Where will we stay?’

‘You know, I have a bad feeling about this, Dolly. To all intents and purposes I have abducted you from your home and family. It wouldn’t look good on my army records if the truth came out.’

She smiled. ‘You could marry me, Gus. I would follow the drum. That’s the right terminology, isn’t it?’

‘I thought you wanted a career on the stage, Dolly?’

‘I do, of course. I wasn’t serious. I know it was just a kiss. It didn’t mean anything to a man like you.’

Gus leaned towards her, his expression grave. ‘Don’t say that, Dolly. I could so easily fall in love with you. If I were from your class of people I would go down on my knees and beg you to marry me, but I am not. I don’t know who my parents were or where I came from. I’ve worked hard to attain my rank and I don’t intend to ruin my life, or yours.’

‘You think I would do that?’

‘Not deliberately, my darling. But you will find living outside the comfort of your privileged life very hard. I am trying to be realistic, but if you look at me like that I am going to weaken and kiss you again.’

Dolly moved a little closer. She had not meant to be so forward but Gus drew her to him with an invisible force and she slipped so easily into his arms that it seemed only natural. He kissed her and she responded, ignoring the warning voice in her head that sounded like a chorus from Mama, Grandmama and Hester.

The carriage ground to a halt at the kerb and Gus released her unceremoniously. He opened the door and handed her out onto the wet pavement. The cabby climbed down to lift their cases from the back of the vehicle and Gus gave him the fare, plus what Dolly suspected was a reasonable tip.

‘We’ll stay here tonight,’ Gus said firmly. ‘It’s a respectable inn, but very basic. We’ll probably have to share a room, but I will be a gentleman and sleep on the floor. I haven’t enough money for two rooms. Have you?’

Dolly was shocked but she did her best to look nonchalant. ‘I have, but I want to save my money until I get my wages from the theatre.’

‘If they take you on. And you’ll have to find lodgings, Dolly. Have you thought of that?’

‘I can stay with you until you return to your regiment, Gus.’

He sighed. ‘I should have been more honest with you, my dear. I have only two more days and then we might be shipping out to India. I have no dependants and so I volunteered to return to Bombay. I’m sorry, Dolly.’

The rain had ceased temporarily but now the clouds opened and a sudden shower sent them hurrying into the tavern. Dolly kept close to Gus as he made his way to the bar. She was aware of the attention she was attracting and it was not flattering. The drinkers were giving Gus words of encouragement that made Dolly’s cheeks flame with embarrassment. It was a relief when the landlord lifted the hatch in the counter and escorted them into a back room.

‘This ain’t the sort of place for a young lady,’ he said tersely. ‘What are you thinking of, soldier?’

‘This is my wife.’ Gus slipped his arm around Dolly’s waist. ‘We only have a couple of days before I am sent abroad, guv’nor. We’d like your best room and supper sent up with a jug of ale.’

The landlord’s beady eyes flickered appreciatively over Dolly as if undressing her mentally. ‘All right, sir. The very best for the honeymooners.’ He cackled with laughter as he led the way into a narrow passage and up a flight of uncarpeted stairs to a room on the first floor. He flung the door open. ‘This is the best I have. A fire will cost extra, although you can probably keep each other warm.’

‘We’ll have a fire,’ Gus said stiffly. ‘The room feels damp.’

‘We get the miasma from the river, sir. There’s nothing we can do about that, but you’ll find the bed comfortable.’ With a meaningful grin and a wink, he left the room, closing the door behind him.

Dolly slumped down on the edge of the bed. ‘If this is his best I would hate to sleep on the worst he has to offer.’

‘It’s not too late, my dear. I could take you home in the morning. You would have a lot of explaining to do, but it would be better than the alternative.’

‘You wish to abandon me? After all that kissing and making me feel that you loved me?’

‘Dolly, my darling, what man wouldn’t want to please you? But I never pretended to be in love with you. It was you who insisted on coming to London, and I wanted to show you exactly what you might be letting yourself in for.’ Gus opened his arms to take in the seedy aspect of the room. ‘Money counts for everything here. Without it you are just like a dead leaf tossed about by the wind.’

Dolly shivered. The room was cold and Gus had spoken the truth when he told the landlord it felt damp. Even the counterpane felt clammy, and she doubted that the sheets had been aired or even washed in between occupants. Perhaps Gus was right and she had made a dreadful mistake, but then she remembered her bold promise to Liza and her rebellious words to her mother and the family.

A tap on the door preceded the entry of a small servant girl carrying a bucket of coal and a bundle of kindling. She kneeled down in front of the grate and piled the shiny black nuggets on top of the slivers of wood and twigs, which she lit with a match. Dolly was quick to notice the child’s rough, chapped hands and her ragged clothes.

‘What’s your name, girl?’ Dolly asked tentatively. She knew it was useless to worry about a child whom she might never meet again, but the girl didn’t look even as old as May, one of Nancy’s many protégées.

Startled, the girl dropped a lump of coal on the hearth. ‘It’s Bess, miss.’

‘How old are you, Bess?’

‘I dunno exactly. About thirteen, I think.’

Gus put his hand in his pocket and took out a coin, which he pressed into Bess’s grimy hand. ‘Thank you. That will be all for now.’

Bess scrambled to her feet. ‘Ta, sir. You’re a toff.’ She picked up the scuttle and hurried from the room as if afraid that Gus might change his mind and take the money back.

‘You see how hard life is in the capital? The poor have to work or starve in the gutter. I know because I lived like that before Lady Carey took pity on us boys.’

‘That’s why I want to help Liza, the girl who auditioned with me. I was just showing Grandmama what I can do, but Liza was in deadly earnest.’ Dolly took a deep breath. She needed to be totally honest with Gus. ‘Even more than that, I want to prove to myself that I can do anything I want if I put my mind to it.’

Gus smiled. ‘I’ll hold you to that, Dolly Blanchard. Although I don’t think you’ll find the streets of London paved with gold.’

‘We’ll see.’ Dolly was not going to admit that she was having second thoughts. If anyone found out that she had spent a night alone in the room with Gus, her reputation would be ruined for ever. There was only one way to save face now, and that was to go to the Grecian Theatre and convince the producer that she was talented enough to take Liza Day’s place. If she was successful, the rest would be easy. She did not need Gus to tell her what to do.

‘Where’s that food you ordered? I’m starving.’

Gus settled down in a chair by the desultory fire. ‘I’m beginning to think I made a serious mistake in bringing you here, Dolly. I was carried away by your big blue eyes and your winning ways. It’s a good thing I’m a gentleman, that’s all I can say.’

‘You can leave at any time you wish. I’m sure I don’t want to be a burden to you, Gus Baker.’

He shook his head. ‘Tomorrow morning, first thing, I’m going to take you to your uncle Freddie’s house in Piccadilly. I’d as soon leave a lamb amongst a pack of wolves than abandon you to whatever fate has in store for you in London. I don’t often admit I’m in the wrong, but this is one of those times.’ Gus rose to his feet at the sound of a timid tap on the door and he opened it, taking the tray of food and jug of ale from Bess. ‘Thank you. We won’t be needing anything else.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Bess bobbed a curtsey but her shy smile was wiped away by a look of fear at the sound of the landlord’s voice summoning her to hurry downstairs.

Gus placed the tray on a small, rather rickety table under the window. ‘It doesn’t smell too bad. Best eat it while it’s hot.’

Dolly rose to her feet and went to join him. ‘I’ll eat it because I’m hungry, but I can tell you this, Gus, I am going to the Grecian Theatre in the morning. Neither you, nor anyone else, is going to stop me.’




Chapter Three

Dolly slept surprisingly well, despite the uncomfortable bed and questionable cleanliness of the sheets. She was awakened early by the sound of the brewer’s dray unloading barrels into the cellar, and she sat up in bed, peering at Gus. Thankfully he was sleeping soundly in the chair by the fireplace and she got up, taking care not to disturb him.

She had not pursued the argument last evening, but she had no intention of going to Uncle Freddie for help. This was a situation of her own making, even if she had confused Gus’s obvious attraction to her for something deeper. She stood, for a moment, gazing down at him with a sigh. He was no doubt a fine figure of a man, totally unlike the skinny, gangly boy she remembered. It would be very easy to fall in love with someone so different from the young men she had met previously, but it was not to be, at least not for the present. Dolly had a purpose this morning, and that was to find the theatre and announce her arrival. She put on her mantle, bonnet and gloves, picked up her valise and crept out of the room, closing the door softly behind her.

The taproom was empty, except for a small figure huddled in the corner. The sound of muffled sobbing made Dolly hesitate. She knew she ought to leave immediately, but she realised that it was young Bess and she went over to her.

‘What’s wrong?’

Bess lifted her tear-stained face to reveal a swollen cheek, striped with red weals. ‘Don’t worry about me, miss.’

‘Who did this to you?’ Dolly asked, although she knew the answer before Bess muttered the landlord’s name.

‘Please don’t say anything, miss. He’ll kill me next time. I’ll end up at the bottom of the river.’

‘He won’t lay a finger on you ever again. You must come with me.’

Bess cowered against the back of a chair. ‘Where to, miss? I got no home to go to if you don’t want me.’

‘That’s easy. I am looking for somewhere to lodge and you can help me. Do you know where the Royal Grecian Theatre is?’

‘Yes, miss. On the corner of Shepherdess Walk and City Road. I come from Shoreditch originally.’

‘Good. Then that’s where we’re going. You can pretend to be my maid. But on second thoughts, maybe that’s not a good idea. I’ll think of something. Have you got a coat and hat?’

‘I got a shawl in the back room, but I daren’t go and get it. He’ll have me for sure. I broke a couple of plates and I’ll get another beating.’

Dolly frowned. ‘I don’t think it’s too cold outside. I have a spare shawl you can have.’ She opened her valise and pulled out a woollen shawl that had been a last-minute addition. Packing her own clothes was something she had never done previously and it had been a case of flinging in whatever came to hand. ‘We’d better hurry,’ Dolly added as she rushed to the door to make sure that the landlord was not outside with the draymen. She beckoned to Bess. ‘All clear. Come on.’

She walked off in the opposite direction to the men from the brewery, with Bess running after her. They turned the corner of the street to see a hansom cab pulling away from the kerb. Dolly waved frantically.

‘Cabby, wait, please.’

Dragging her valise in one hand and grabbing Bess with the other, Dolly reached the cab before the cabby could drive off and she thrust Bess into the vehicle, throwing the case in after her.

‘The Royal Grecian Theatre, please, Cabby.’ Dolly climbed in and sat beside Bess, who was very pale and close to tears. ‘Don’t worry. We’re in this together now. I’ll look after you and you can guide me round the parts of London I don’t know. We’ll be fine.’

Bess’s lips trembled. ‘I’ve been at the pub since I was seven. Mr Warren got me from the orphans’ home.’

‘So you haven’t got any family?’

‘Not that I know of, miss.’

‘Well, I can’t have a maid. That wouldn’t fit in with Liza Day’s social standing,’ Dolly said thoughtfully.

‘Who is Liza Day, miss? That’s not you, is it? I mean, I heard the gent calling you “Dolly”.’

‘That’s right. I’m Dolly Blanchard. It’s a long story, Bess. I think it best if we leave it now, but you could pretend to be my younger sister, if asked.’

‘Why are you doing this for me, miss?’

‘You should call me Dolly in private, but Liza in public if we’re to get away with the deception. To tell you the truth I don’t know why I’ve taken you on, Bess. Maybe I’m nervous about being in London on my own. Gus was right about one thing: I don’t know this part of the city. In fact, I lived in luxury and was utterly spoilt. I’m beginning to realise that now.’

‘So why are you here? Why not go home, wherever that is, and live like you always have?’

‘I don’t know, and that’s the truth. There’s something in me that says I can do well without my family. I’m tired of being told what to do all the time. They would like to choose a husband for me, but that’s not what I want.’

‘He’s a handsome gentleman,’ Bess said wistfully. ‘He was ever so nice to me. Are you going to marry him?’

‘Heavens, no! Well, I did allow myself to be carried away by a single kiss, but I realise now that it wouldn’t do at all. In fact, I think I used Gus to get to London. That doesn’t speak well of my character, I’m afraid.’

‘I think you’re very brave, miss. I mean, Dolly.’

‘I don’t know about that.’ Dolly gazed at the buildings on either side of the busy street. She did not recognise a single landmark. ‘It seems like a long way to City Road. I’m afraid this is going to be expensive.’

The cab fare exceeded all Dolly’s worst fears, but she was left with no choice other than to hand the money over with the minimum tip. She was in half a mind to give the grumpy cabby the exact amount, but she had seen other drivers berate mean passengers and she did not want to draw attention to herself outside the theatre.

Faced with the grand exterior and a doorman who did not look as if he suffered fools gladly, Dolly was suddenly nervous. She was no longer Miss Adela Blanchard of Rockwood Castle, about to perform in front of her grandmother; she was Liza Day, a poor girl who would have to prove herself on her own merits.

‘Stage door. Don’t you know nothing?’ The doorman dismissed them with an impatient wave of his hand.

The older man at the stage door was also world-weary and had obviously seen many hopefuls walk past him and out again into a world of obscurity. He eyed Dolly’s attire with a sceptical curl of his lip.

‘Are you sure you’ve come to the right place, miss? You look a bit too fine for a performer.’

‘Yes, I’m Liza Day. You should have my name on a list of some sort. I passed an audition a couple of weeks ago. I was told to report here.’ Dolly was determined to gain admittance regardless of what it took.

He shrugged. ‘Go on in, then. But the young ’un stays outside. It’s more than my job’s worth to let all and sundry in.’

‘My sister is part of the act,’ Dolly said firmly. ‘The producer will be very angry if she isn’t allowed in.’

‘Go on then. But don’t be surprised if he throws you both out.’ He waved them past, and Dolly marched in with more confidence than she was feeling, Bess following her.

They entered the auditorium to find the final auditions in full swing.

‘You’d best sit where they won’t see you,’ Dolly said, pointing to the back row. ‘I’ll leave my case with you.’

‘All right, miss. If you say so.’

Dolly took off her gloves and mantle and left them with Bess. Taking a deep breath, she marched down the aisle to where a middle-aged man stood with a notepad in his hand.

‘Name?’

‘I’m Liza Day. I was here a while ago and told to return for another audition.’

He eyed her keenly. ‘Funny, I don’t remember you.’

‘I expect you see hundreds of


























































































































OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		The Rockwood Chronicles


		Rockwood Map


		The Rockwood Chronicles family tree


		Dedication

 
		Contents


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Read on for a sneak peek of Dilly’s newest heartwarming novel The Lucky Penny


		Keep Reading …


		About the Author


		Also by Dilly Court


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








		vii


		viii


		i


		ii


		iii


		iv


		ix


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462


		463


		464


		465


		466


		467


		468


		469


		470


		471


		472


		473


		474


		475


		476


		477


		478


		479


		480


		481


		482


		v


		vi








OPS/images/logo.jpg
i
—

HarperCollinsPublishers





OPS/images/img_0003.jpg
s~ THE CAREY FAMILY s~

Ludy Hester Careym Vicé-Admirsl Sir Lucius Carey m Lady Prodece Carey
(Nee Dodridge) 1776-1853) (2
(b.1804)

Cloie de Marmey . Pl Caey m Wiled Coy

b 1503) 1506) | (1800-1851)

Simh B (k) Copn Ao . Rl (R —Pics | Wl m Lo Patics () i . S M
g o Blanchard - Cary | Shaw ey Sreptons
At P BT R 1) G530 | 61525 61592 6,182 618 G 1806859

m2.Leo Wider
5.1829)
Tomy Carey Rory* Phoshe.  Adca Dolly) Chatone
b Tos Blanchurd  Blschaed Blachurd

a Carey
1856) (6. 1858) (b 1854) (6.1839)






OPS/images/img_0002.jpg
ca‘c

hO“se

L‘,’

,m,. R

‘—\/’ cottage é% i
% % A

Kecpcr s conage éé ?:%xz
:

‘_,,_“\\“”






OPS/images/img_0001.jpg
High upon the beautiful cliffs of the Devonshire coast, the once proud
Rockwood Castle is crumbling into ruin. Can the Carey family save
their home and their family before it’s too late?

In this spellbinding six-book series, Dilly Court opens a door into Rockwood Castle -
chronicling the changing fortunes of the Carey family. . .

ozer Ca Y )

Abandoned by her parents, headstrong Rosalind must take
charge of the family. Until the appearance of dashing
Piers Blanchard threatens to ruin everything . . .

ook e Wosder el

Christmas is coming and Rockwood Castle has once again been thrown into
turmoil. As snowflakes fall, can Rosalind protect her beloved home?

Itis time for the youngest Carey sister. Patricia, to seek out her own
future. But without her family around her, will she lose her way?

@ o, Cd;w@& NeTA/4

Taken in by the Carey family when she was a young girl,
Nancy Sunday has never known her true parentage.
Now eighteen years old, can she find out where she truly belongs?

The course of true love does not run straight for Nancy. Her life is filled with difficult
choices - but with Christmas around the corner, which path will she choose?

Boolech: O@o/g& Dreane

The eldest daughter at Rockwood, Dolly, dreams of a bigger life
beyond the castle walls. But with the family’s future under threat,
will Dolly’s heart lead her astray - or bring her home?





OPS/images/cover.png
=4
23]
—
=
23]
%)
=
%)
25}
[=al
%)
0






