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The Bride Prize

Allan’s Miscellany 1839


Allan’s Miscellany 1839

It’s 1839, and Lord Eglinton’s tournament in Scotland is the most anticipated event of the year: he and a group of his noble friends will don medieval armor and joust like knights of old.

Does this mean a revival of true chivalry? Miss Florence Marsh thinks it might.

Or is the tournament mere tomfoolery and the greatest folly of the century? Mr. Robert Beaton thinks it is.

But when Flo and Robbie meet at Eglinton Park, they’ll learn that a dash of romance can overcome the greatest differences and that true love might find you in the most unlikely place.


Chapter 1

Milton-Malzor, 7 July 1839

The morning sun shone into the snug drawing room, and a soft breeze carried the scent of roses through the open windows. Miss Florence Marsh sat on the sofa, mending one of her father’s shirts, while at the table, her aunt studied a periodical she had received from one of the neighbors.

Flo loved such leisurely mornings, when—

“Aha!” her aunt exclaimed. “A tournament!”

Frowning, Flo looked up. “A tournament, Aunt Lizzie?” 

The older woman stabbed a finger at a page of the periodical. “That’s what it says here.” She lifted her lorgnette and read out aloud: “‘Much difficulty exists in procuring the requisite number of knights and esquires for the approaching tournament at Eglinton Castle. Those already enlisted meet at St. John’s Wood barracks every Tuesday for practice.’” She lowered the lorgnette and looked at Flo. “Ha! I knew it!” she said triumphantly.

Her sewing lying forgotten in her lap, Flo stared at her aunt. “You knew there was going to be a tournament at Eglinton Castle?” A tournament? In 1839? Surely, by now her brows were touching her hairline. Who had ever heard of such a thing?

“Of course I didn’t know about this tournament,” Aunt Lizzie said impatiently. She stood and scuttled over to Flo. “Do you really think I would have sat idly by if I had known?” She shook her head. “No no. Oh dear.” She went back to the table and picked up the magazine once again. She flicked to the first page and squinted at the paper. “From the 23rd of June. And today is…? Oh dear, oh dear!”

“7 July,” Flo said, still perplexed. Why in all the world was her aunt so excited about this tournament?

“It is too bad—why does Mrs. Wemmingford always take so long before she passes on the magazine? I almost think she might be giving it to Miss Freye before she gives it to me! Oh dear, oh dear.” She sighed. “I will have to ask Mrs. Lowood whether her sister has already sent her last month’s Court and Lady’s Magazine, and you know how Mrs. Lowood is.” She sighed.

The next moment, she straightened and squared her shoulders. “Still, it can’t be helped. I am sure there must be something about this tournament in the Court and Lady’s Magazine. I will have to call on Mrs. Lowood straight away. It is too bad, Flo, my dear, that your father keeps The Gentleman’s Magazine in his study and doesn’t want us to read it. I am sure magazines intended for gentlemen must contain mention of that tournament, too. And if only I had known about it sooner, I could have done something about it. But now it might already be too late, which would be such a shame, wouldn’t it?”

Flo blinked. “Too late for what?” she asked.

Her aunt turned to stare at her. “But, my dear, haven’t you heard a word of what I’ve said? There is going to be a tournament! That would be just the thing for your dear papa!”

Flo suppressed a grin. “I should say he is much too old for taking part in a tournament. And I don’t at all know whether he can ride—”

“Of course he can ride!” Aunt Lizzie threw her an admonishing look. “Isn’t he taking part in young Lord Arley’s hunt?”

“But in full armor?”

“Good heavens, of course Gerald would not actually take part in such a thing as a tournament! The idea is preposterous! Really, Flo, you are too bad to tease me so!” The older woman shook her head at her. “But I know my brother. Isn’t he forever reading those treatises on ancient weaponry and such things? It would be just the thing for him to watch such a spectacle as that tournament at Eglinton Castle! Will you ring for Maisie, Flo? I’ll need my bonnet and my shawl if I want to call on Mrs. Lowood.”

Flo stood and went to the corner to ring the bell. “You want to go now?” She threw a glance at the clock on the mantelpiece. “But it’s not yet midday! Surely Mrs. Lowood, such a stickler for propriety, will think it terribly improper if you call on her now, aunt.”

Her aunt took a deep breath and said in a dignified voice, “Some things, Flo, my dear, just cannot be helped.”

~*~

Half an hour later Aunt Lizzie returned from her mission, triumphant. She spread her treasure on the table in the drawing room. “The Court and Lady’s Magazine and some kind of newish publication.” She pointed. “Allan’s Miscellany—if you remember, Mrs. Lowood’s nephew visited her a fortnight ago, and apparently he left it behind. She doesn’t want it back.” She sniffed delicately. “Mrs. Lowood said it is satirical.”

“Oh dear! We wouldn’t want to let Papa see it then.” Flo’s father was very particular about the periodical press: on several occasions he had expressed a strong dislike of “newfangled” modern magazines, which he considered most inappropriate for the household of Mr. Gerald Marsh, Esq.—after all, the former private secretary of the late Lord Arley had a position to uphold in society (be that society ever so small).

“My dear,” Aunt Lizzie said hesitantly, “do you think… I don’t mean to criticize your dear papa, nothing could be further from my mind, really…”

Smiling, Flo put an affectionate arm around the older woman’s shoulders. “Of course not, Aunt Lizzie.” Her aunt doted on her elder brother, who had taken her in when her husband had died and left her almost penniless.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to believe you anything else, but…” She glanced at Flo from the corner of her eye. “He can be a bit difficult at times, can’t he? He probably read about the tournament and thought it much too awkward to travel all the way to— Do you know where Eglinton Castle is, my dear?—No, neither do I. But you see, if you were to go with him, it would be quite alright.” Aunt Lizzie nodded, apparently warming up to her idea.

“You have so much of your dear mama, God may rest her soul,” she continued. “You haven’t just inherited her beautiful brown hair and those dark eyes, but also your mama’s practical nature. You wouldn’t find it difficult to deal with all the peculiarities of railway travel, would you? I would be of not much help, I’m afraid. We didn’t have any railways when I was young, naturally, and I am quite intimidated by them, I fear. But I hear they make traveling very fast and convenient.” She sighed, then peered up at Flo. “It would mean so much to him to see that tournament, I’m sure.”

She was quite right, Flo thought: her father with his slightly old-fashioned tastes and his interest in the Middle Ages would adore the splendor of a tournament. Flo smiled at her aunt. “Then we shall find out how to get him there.” She gestured towards the periodicals on the table. “Shall we begin our investigation?”

And thus the two women sat down and got to work. Flo left The Court and Lady’s Magazine to her aunt, while she herself tackled the other magazine. Though Mrs. Lowood had exaggerated and not all articles were satirical, Allan’s Miscellany still proved to be exactly the kind of publication Flo’s father detested most passionately as proof of the irreverence of the present generation.

Oh dear. 

At least it contained some charming illustrations, done by one “RB”. It even was forthcoming about the tournament—if rather prejudiced against the event, which the writer called “Lord Eglinton’s medieval tomfoolery”.

We understand that the young noodles engaged in this silly affair will be weighed down by the whole impediments of chivalry, rather than being strapped into boilerplates and saucepans as would befit their nonsensical undertaking. Questions as to the legal situation should any of the flowers of our aristocracy be bludgeoned to death during their medieval venture appear to us to be rather beside the point, considering the utter uselessness of all the parties involved and the absence of any loss to society should any of them succumb to death by chivalry.

Goodness! Could this article be more cold-blooded? Wrinkling her nose, Flo quickly scanned the rest of the text. 

For all that we care, they have our blessing to scamper off to Ayrshire at the end of August and indulge in their penchant for getting their own heads broken. For those interested in the spectacle, we are informed that tickets can be procured by writing to the estate office at Eglinton.

“Ha! Ayrshire,” Flo exclaimed. “That’s in Scotland. Which means Papa could go grouse shooting after the tournament.”

“Scotland?” Aunt Lizzie echoed
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"These books are dang cute. [...]
You just get happy by reading.”

~ Blodeuedd,
Book Girl of Mur-y-Castell





