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Dedication

For Freya 

(the liquor in our cocktails)




Epigraph

She had been forced into prudence in her youth, she learned romance as she grew older – the natural sequel of an unnatural beginning.

Persuasion, Jane Austen
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1

Harefield Hall, 1819

‘Come now, Eliza, surely you can manage one tear?’ Mrs Balfour whispered to her daughter. ‘It is expected from the widow!’

Eliza nodded, though her eyes remained as dry as ever. However many years she had spent playing the part of obedient daughter and dutiful wife, weeping upon command was still beyond her. 

‘Recollect that we may have a fight on our hands today,’ Mrs Balfour hissed, sending a meaningful glance across the library to where the late Earl of Somerset’s relations sat. Nine months after the funeral procession, they had all gathered again at Harefield Hall for the reading of the will, and from the frosty glances being sent their way, it seemed Mrs Balfour was not the only one preparing for battle. 

‘Eliza’s jointure was agreed in the marriage settlement: five hundred pounds a year,’ Mr Balfour reassured his wife in a whisper. ‘Somerset has no reason to dispute that; it’s the veriest fragment of the estate.’

He spoke with bitterness, for neither he nor Mrs Balfour had fully reconciled themselves to Eliza’s severely changed circumstances. A decade ago, the marriage of timid, seventeen-year-old Miss Eliza Balfour to the austere Earl of Somerset – five and twenty years her senior – had been the match of the Season, and the Balfours had reaped its rewards quite comprehensively. Within a year of the wedding, their eldest son had married an heiress, their second had been secured a Captaincy in the 10th foot, and Balfour House had been recarpeted entirely in cut-velvet. 

But no one had expected the earl, with so strong a constitution, to succumb so quickly to an inflammation of the lungs last spring. And now, widowed at seven and twenty years, and without a child to inherit the title, Eliza’s position was far less desirable. Five hundred pounds a year … Persons could and did live on far less, but on this subject Eliza agreed with her father. Ten years of marriage to a man who had shown more affection to his horses than his wife, ten years of near isolation in the cold, forbidding Harefield Hall, ten years of yearning for the life she might have had, if only circumstances had been a little different … Given exactly what – given exactly who – Eliza had been forced to give up, five hundred pounds a year felt a pittance. 

‘Had she only given him a son …’ Mr Balfour bemoaned, for perhaps the fifth time. 

‘She tried!’ Mrs Balfour snapped. 

Eliza bit her tongue, hard. Miss Margaret Balfour – Eliza’s cousin – pressed her hand under the table, and the clock struck half past twelve. They had now been waiting half an hour for the new earl, whose presence would allow the reading to begin. Eliza’s stomach clenched in anticipation. Surely – surely – he would arrive soon. 

‘Disgraceful,’ Mrs Balfour muttered, her face still fixed in placid, smiling repose. ‘Nine months late already, and late today, too. Is it not disgraceful, Eliza?’ 

‘Yes, Mama,’ Eliza said automatically. It was always easiest to agree, though the unnatural delay was truthfully the fault of the old earl, not the new. For it was the old earl who had stipulated his will not be read until all parties named within it were assembled. Since the new Earl of Somerset – Eliza’s husband’s nephew, previously the heir presumptive Captain Courtenay – had been stationed in the West Indies when his uncle died last April, and since sailing conditions in’18 had been unprecedentedly slow, his delayed return was understandable. Torturous, but understandable. 

All assembled in the library had already been waiting many months and the lateness of the hour today was taking its toll: the Honourable Mrs Courtenay (sister-in-law to the old earl, mother to the new) had her eyes fixed on the door, her daughter Lady Selwyn was tapping her fingers impatiently, while Lord Selwyn sought to soothe his own nerves by regaling the room with various tales of his own superiority. 

‘And I said to him: Byron, old boy, you simply must write the thing!’ 

Beside him, at the centre of the room, the Somerset attorney, Mr Walcot, shuffled and reshuffled his papers with a pained smile. Everyone was impatient, but of all of them, surely none more so than Eliza, who felt – with every tick of the grandfather clock – her nerves reach new, dangerous heights. After ten years – ten long years – today she would see him again. It did not feel real. 

He might still not come. A lifetime of disappointments had taught her the virtue of preparing for the worst: perhaps he had mistaken the date, or perhaps his carriage had suffered an awful crash, or perhaps he had decided to return to the West Indies rather than have to see her again. It was unlike him to be late, he had always been so punctual. Or, at least, the gentleman Eliza had once known was punctual. Perhaps he had changed. 

Finally, however, as the clock struck quarter to the hour, the door opened. 

‘The Right Honourable, the Earl of Somerset,’ Perkins, their butler, announced. 

‘My sincere apologies for the lateness of the hour,’ the new Lord Somerset said, stepping into the room. ‘The rain has made the roads treacherous …’ 

Eliza’s reaction was instantaneous. Her heart began to beat faster, her breath became laboured, her stomach clenched, and she stood, not because it was polite, but because the force of recognition reverberating through her meant she simply had to. All the months she had spent imagining this moment – and she still did not feel at all prepared for it. 

‘Oliver, darling!’ Mrs Courtenay hurried over to her son, eyes shining, Lady Selwyn close behind, and Somerset embraced his mother and his sister, in turn. Mrs Balfour clucked her tongue in disapproval of this breach of etiquette – he ought properly to have addressed Eliza first – but Eliza paid no heed. In many ways, he appeared the same. He was still very tall, his hair was still very fair, his eyes the same cool grey as the rest of his family, and he still carried himself with an air of calm assurance that had always been decidedly his own. Under the effects of a decade-long naval career however, there was a greater breadth across the shoulder which had not existed in him as a younger man and his pale skin had darkened under the sun. It suited him. It suited him very well. 

Somerset released his sister’s hands and turned to Eliza. She was suddenly horribly aware that the years had not been nearly so kind to her. With a small stature, brown hair and uncommonly large and dark eyes, she had always resembled some sort of startled nocturnal animal, but now she feared – with the all–black ensemble of her widow’s weeds, and a figure drawn and tired from the uncertainty of the past months – that she appeared positively rattish. 

‘Lady Somerset,’ he said, bowing before her. 

His voice was the same, too. 

‘My lord,’ Eliza said. She could feel her fingers trembling and fisted them in her skirts as she curtseyed shakily, bracing herself to meet his gaze. What would she see in them – anger, perhaps? Recrimination? She did not dare to hope for warmth. She did not deserve it. They rose from their bows as one, and at last, at very long last, their eyes met. And as she looked into his eyes, she saw … nothing. 

‘My most sincere apologies for your loss,’ he said. His words were civil, his tone neutral. His expression could only be described as polite. 

‘Th-thank you,’ Eliza said. ‘I hope your journey was pleasant?’ 

The pleasantries tripped off Eliza’s tongue without thinking, which was a good thing indeed, because at this moment she was not capable of thought. 

‘As much as could be, with such weather as we have had,’ he said. There was no evidence, in his manner or deportment or tone, that he was sharing in any of the turmoil churning through Eliza’s mind. He appeared, in fact, totally unaffected by seeing her. As if they had never met before. 

As if he had not, once, asked her to marry him. 

‘Yes …’ Eliza heard herself say, as if from a great distance. ‘The rain … has been most vicious.’ 

‘Indeed,’ he agreed, with a smile – except it was not a smile she had ever seen directed at herself before. Polite. Formal. Insincere. 

‘Good to see you, old boy, good to see you indeed.’ Selwyn had come forward, hand outstretched, and Somerset reciprocated the handshake with a smile that was suddenly warm again. He moved towards the middle of the room, away from the Balfours – leaving Eliza blinking after him. 

Was that it? After all their years apart, all the time Eliza had spent wondering over his whereabouts, his happiness, poring over every memory of their time together, of all the hours spent regretting every single one of the events that had conspired to keep them apart – this was to be their reunion? A single, short exchange of commonplaces? 

Eliza shivered. The January chill had pervaded the air all morning – her late husband’s diktat that fires remain unlit until nightfall had outlived him – but now it seemed to Eliza veritably icy. A whole decade of existing literally oceans apart and yet Oliver – Somerset – had never felt more distant to Eliza than in this moment.

‘Shall we begin?’ Selwyn prompted. Even before Selwyn had married the late earl’s niece, the two gentlemen had been close friends, for their lands shared a border – but for the same reason their relationship had also been temperamental. Indeed, their last business meeting before the old earl’s death had deteriorated into a quarrel loud enough to deafen the whole household – and yet, from the eagerness in Selwyn’s face, he was clearly expectant of a great bequeathment today. 

Nodding, Mr Walcot spread out the papers in front of him, and the Balfours, Selwyns and Courtenays watched from their respective sides of the room, wolfish and hungry. The scene would make for a dramatic tableau. Oils, in high colour, perhaps. Eliza’s fingers twitched for a paintbrush. 

‘This is the last will and testament of Julius Edward Courtenay, tenth Earl of Somerset …’

Eliza’s attention faded as Mr Walcot began to list the many ways in which the new earl was about to become very, very rich. Mrs Courtenay looked about to cry in delight, Lady Selwyn was biting back a smile, but Somerset was frowning. Was he daunted at the vastness of the hoard, perhaps even surprised? He should not be. Even despite the late earl’s austerity, Harefield Hall was still a veritable shrine to the family’s affluence: from its walls of horns, hides and hunting trophies to its exquisite porcelain tea sets, from the parade of Persian helmets and Indian swords along the great staircase, to the oil landscapes displaying sugar plantations they had once owned, Harefield wore its loot proudly. And in the work of a few short sentences, this new Somerset owned it all. He was now one of the richest and most eligible men in England. From this moment on, every unattached lady in England would be falling at his feet. 

Whereas Eliza … After today, she could remain at Harefield, to act as the new earl’s hostess until he married, remove to the Dower House on the edge of the estate, or return to her childhood home. None of these options was particularly thrilling. To return to Balfour to live under her parents’ watchful eye once more would be ghastly, but to remain here, in such close proximity to a man who clearly felt nothing for her, while she had spent a decade yearning for him? It would be its own kind of torture. 

‘To Eliza Eunice Courtenay, the Right Honourable Countess of Somerset …’

Eliza did not even focus her attention at the sound of her name – but from the way Mr Balfour had leant back in his seat, whiskers relaxing, it was clear that everything Mr Walcot had reported was in line with the marriage settlement. Her future – such as it was – was secured. In her mind’s eye, the years stretched out ahead of her, grey and uninteresting. 

‘In addition, and in respect to her duty and obedience …’

How depressing, to be described in such terms, as one might a faithful hound, but her mother visibly perked up, eyes brightening with greed, clearly hopeful that the old lord had bequeathed Eliza something additional – an expensive jewel from his collection, perhaps. 

‘… and conditional upon her bringing no dishonour to the Somerset name …’

How like him to attach a morality clause to whatever small bequeathment he had thought appropriate – ungenerous to the very last. 

‘All my estates at Chepstow, Chawley and Highbridge, for her use absolutely.’ 

Eliza’s mind came to sudden attention. What had Mr Walcot just said?

All at once, a room that had been quiet and still became very loud. 

‘Repeat that last, would you, Walcot? Must have misheard!’ Selwyn boomed, taking a step forward.

‘Yes, Mr Walcot, I’m not sure that can have been right!’ Mrs Courtenay’s voice was high and piercing as she raised herself from her chair. Mr Balfour stood, too, hand reaching out as if about to demand to read the document himself. 

‘To Eliza Eunice Courtenay,’ Mr Walcot repeated obediently, ‘in respect to her loyalty and obedience – and conditional upon her bringing no dishonour to the Somerset name – I bequeath all my estates at Chepstow, Chawley and Highbridge for her use absolutely.’ 

‘Preposterous!’ Selwyn was having none of it. ‘Julius was to bequeath those lands to our younger son, Tarquin.’ 

‘He told me so, too!’ Lady Selwyn insisted. ‘He promised me.’

‘Lady Somerset’s jointure was agreed at the marriage settlement, was it not?’ Mrs Courtenay added. ‘There was no mention of this, then!’

‘Are the Somerset lands not all entailed on the title?’ Margaret said, puzzled, only to be loudly shushed by Mrs Balfour. 

‘If that is the late earl’s bequest, if it is in the will, then you can have no issue with it!’ Mr Balfour insisted to the room in general. 

They seemed to have entirely forgotten Eliza was there. 

‘The estates at Chepstow, Chawley and Highbridge were inherited by the earl through his mother’s line, and therefore were his to do with as he wished,’ Mr Walcot said calmly.

‘Preposterous!’ Selwyn said again. ‘That cannot be the correct document!’

‘I assure you, it is,’ Mr Walcot said. 

‘And I’m telling you it is the wrong one, man!’ Selwyn said heatedly, all pretence of joviality gone. ‘I saw it before – and it named Tarquin, I saw it!’

‘It used to,’ Mr Walcot agreed. ‘But the late earl instructed me to amend this line only a fortnight before his death.’

Selwyn’s puce face turned white. 

‘Your quarrel,’ Lady Selwyn whispered. 

‘We were discussing a loan – it was just business,’ Selwyn breathed. ‘He cannot have, he would not have—’ 

Ah, so that was why they had argued: Selwyn had requested a loan. Eliza could have warned him against such foolishness – indeed, Selwyn must have been desperate for he would most certainly have known that the incurably frugal and exceedingly proud late earl considered appeals to his purse the very height of impertinence. 

‘I assure you that on this – and every other matter – the late earl was quite clear,’ Mr Walcot said calmly. ‘The lands are to go to Lady Somerset.’

Selwyn rounded upon Eliza. 

‘What poison did you whisper in his ear?’ he snapped. 

‘How dare—’ Mrs Balfour was swelling with indignation. 

‘Selwyn!’ Somerset’s voice rang out, cold and remonstrative, and Selwyn took a step back from Eliza. 

‘My apologies – I did not mean … A – a regrettable lapse in manners …’ 

Lady Selwyn was not cowed. ‘What of the morality clause? Did my uncle give any other elaboration – any indication of what kind of behaviour was meant?’ 

‘I do not see how that is relevant,’ Mrs Balfour said, ‘given my daughter’s reputation is unimpeachable.’

‘Given that my uncle felt it appropriate to include in his will, it feels very relevant, Mrs Balfour,’ Lady Selwyn said sharply.

‘We intend no disrespect,’ Mrs Courtenay interjected. ‘Lady Somerset knows we are very fond of her.’ 

Lady Somerset very much did not know this. 

‘All the late earl specified is that the interpretation of the clause is at the discretion of the eleventh Earl of Somerset – and no one else,’ Mr Walcot said. 

Selwyn, Lady Selwyn and Mrs Courtenay all opened their mouths to argue, but Somerset interrupted. 

‘If the bequeathment was my uncle’s wish, I certainly do not have an issue with it,’ Somerset said, voice firm. 

‘Of course, of course,’ Selwyn had clawed back some geniality. ‘But, my dear boy, I think it would behove us to discuss what sort of behaviour would constitute—’

‘I disagree,’ Somerset said, speaking in a quietly confident manner and seeming not at all bothered by the glares of his family. ‘And unless Lady Somerset has changed a great deal since I was last upon British soil, she is incapable of causing even a raised eyebrow.’

Eliza looked down, her cheeks reddening. In times past, while she had admired Somerset’s conviction, in her he had bemoaned the opposite. 

‘Exactly,’ Mrs Balfour agreed, her voice satisfied.

‘But given the unusual nature of such a clause,’ Somerset went on. ‘I think it ought to remain amongst us, only. None of us would want to cause any gossip, after all.’ 

There were nods of agreement from around the room – the Balfours enthusiastic, the Selwyns reluctant, while Mrs Courtenay looked about to cry again. 

There was a long, long pause. 

‘How much income do the estates yield yearly?’ Selwyn asked. 

Mr Walcot made a brief reference to his notes. 

‘On average,’ he said, ‘they yield an income of just above nine thousand pounds a year. With her jointure, altogether it is an income of ten thousand annually.’

Ten thousand pounds a year. 

Ten thousand pounds. Every year. 

She was rich. 

She was very rich. 

Richer than Lady Oxford or Lady Pelham, those celebrated heiresses, the diamonds of their respective seasons; richer than many of the lords in Whitehall. Could it really be true? Her husband had never given any indication that Eliza was anything other than a perpetual disappointment to him. Inferior to his first wife in every way, and yet similarly unable to give him a son. And yet now, his spite – his displeasure at Selwyn’s behaviour – had caused him to show Eliza a generosity that she had never felt in his lifetime. Ten thousand pounds a year. He had made Eliza a very wealthy woman. 

Eliza felt as if the thread tying her to normalcy had just been cut, and she was spinning away and away. She could not have repeated a single thing else that happened in the rest of the reading, only registering its conclusion when everyone began to stand and, mechanically, she too followed suit. The refrain of ‘ten thousand pounds a year’ was rebounding around her mind like the loudest of echoes, preventing her from thinking of anything else. 

‘Ten thousand pounds!’ Margaret whispered excitedly in her ear, as they filed out. ‘Do you understand what this means?’

Eliza twitched her head, whether in a nod or shake, she did not know. 

‘It will change everything, Eliza!’
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The following afternoon found Eliza standing upon Harefield’s front steps, ready to bid her guests farewell. Only Margaret, who had acted as Eliza’s companion since the earl’s death and would continue to do so for a fortnight longer, was to stay, and Eliza could hardly wait for Harefield to be their own again. Eliza heard her parents before she saw them, Mr Balfour barking commands to the footmen, Mrs Balfour reprimanding the maids, and as they appeared through the oak front doors, she took in a fortifying breath. 

‘You can do it,’ Margaret whispered in her ear. It had been plain, in the hours since the will reading, that Mr Balfour fully expected to hold the purse strings of Eliza’s new fortune. This would be Eliza’s final chance to disabuse her parents of this notion. 

‘We shall see you in a few weeks, of course,’ Mrs Balfour said. 

‘You mustn’t tarry, the roads will only worsen,’ Mr Balfour instructed. 

‘I wondered if—’ Eliza began tentatively.

‘By then, all your most pressing financial business will be managed,’ Mrs Balfour said. ‘Won’t they, husband?’ 

‘Yes, I have already spoken to Mr Walcot.’

This being the most heartfelt farewell Mr Balfour could muster, he gave Eliza a sharp nod and disappeared down the steps, leaving Eliza with her mother – the more forbidding opponent. 

‘I thought perhaps …’ Eliza said. 

‘We think it best if you make Hector’s boy your heir,’ Mrs Balfour said briskly. 

Hector was Eliza’s youngest brother. 

‘I don’t know that—’ 

‘Rupert, I think, would benefit most,’ Mrs Balfour’s voice overrode Eliza’s. 

Of all her brother’s entitled weasels, Rupert was the worst. 

‘I think I would prefer—’ 

‘Mr Balfour can organise the papers as soon as you return home.’ Mrs Balfour patted Eliza’s cheek in a concluding sort of way. 

It is not yours, Eliza might say to her mother, if she were braver. It is not your fortune to spend, or to assign or to organise out of my reach. 

‘Yes, Mama,’ Eliza sighed, defeated. 

‘It is decided. Goodbye, then – we shall see you anon. And recollect that you are still the countess, darling: you oughtn’t to allow those Selwyns to run roughshod over you.’

The irony of Mrs Balfour issuing such advice was not lost upon Eliza – nor Margaret, who only barely suppressed a choke of laughter – and with this final instruction delivered, Mrs Balfour left. 

‘I know she is your mother and my aunt,’ Margaret said, as they watched Mrs Balfour climb into the carriage. ‘But if I saw her balanced precariously upon the edge of a cliff – perhaps about to fall into the ocean – I would hesitate to act. I wouldn’t push her, but I would most definitely hesitate.’

Unlike Eliza, Margaret’s general manner of conversation was to say exactly what she thought, at exactly the moment she thought it, a trait their family deemed as the reason she had never married. Eliza was just sparing a moment of thanks that Mrs Balfour was at least no longer in earshot, when a quiet cough had them both turning. Somerset had appeared in the doorway and, by the humorous cast of his expression, had overheard Margaret’s less than respectful remark. Eliza flushed pink on Margaret’s behalf. 

‘Ah,’ Margaret said, not sounding particularly worried. 

‘I shall pretend I did not hear that,’ Somerset responded, amused. In their youth, he had stood upon friendly terms with Margaret and it appeared his indulgence of her incivilities remained. 

‘If you could,’ Margaret said. 

Somerset grinned, his smile breaking through his reserve just as the sun shone through clouds, and Eliza’s breath caught – but then he turned toward her, and the warmth vanished as swiftly as it had appeared.

‘Your father has informed me that you intend to return to Balfour, my lady,’ he said, and though he was making direct eye contact, Eliza felt as if he were gazing straight through her. 

Look at me! Eliza wanted to shout at him. I am here, look at me! 

‘Yes,’ she said instead, voice as quiet as a mouse. ‘I do.’

Ladies did not shout, no matter the provocation. 

Somerset nodded, his expression giving away nothing. Was he relieved? He must be. 

‘If that is what you wish,’ he said. 

It was not. It was not what she wished at all. But what other choice was there?

‘You may of course have any of the carriages for the journey,’ he went on. ‘And if you wish to take any of the household servants …’ 

‘That is kind,’ Eliza said. 

‘It is nothing,’ he said, and he sounded as though he meant it. Could there be anything more excruciating than this apathy?

‘Nevertheless, you have my thanks,’ Eliza pressed. 

There was a pause. 

‘You need not thank me,’ Somerset said quietly. ‘It is no more than my duty, as head of the family.’

A remark which was, in fact, more excruciating than his apathy. Duty. Family. The words burned.

‘Farewell, my dear Lady Somerset!’ Lady Selwyn sang with affected sweetness, as she swept through the doorway. ‘We cannot thank you enough for your hospitality.’

‘Farewell, my lady.’ Mrs Courtenay, not so skilled an actress as her daughter, did not smile. 

‘You behave yourself, now!’ Selwyn said, wagging a finger in Eliza’s face. ‘We wouldn’t want to take that fortune away from you, would we?’ 

‘Selwyn!’ Somerset said, in sharp remonstration. 

‘Lady Somerset knows I am only funning!’ 

‘Of course she does,’ Lady Selwyn agreed. She looked from Somerset to Eliza, and her expression tightened. ‘Somerset – may I borrow your arm to climb into the carriage?’

‘Will your husband’s arm not serve, Augusta?’ Somerset suggested mildly. ‘I have a few matters to discuss with Lady Somerset.’

Lady Selwyn shot Eliza a stinging glance, as if this were her fault, but reluctantly retreated with her husband and mother. 

‘I will be in town for the next fortnight,’ Somerset said to Eliza. ‘If there is anything at all you need assistance with, please do not hesitate to write.’

Eliza nodded. 

‘Good day, Lady Somerset,’ he said, bowing his head over her hand. 

‘Lord Somerset,’ she said in return. There was something dreadfully ironic about their sharing the same name, now. Fate’s cruel jibe at what they might once have shared, had Eliza’s mother not been so eager to secure a title for her daughter – and had Eliza’s will not been so very easy to bend. 

As Somerset raised his head from her hand, their gazes met. And whether Somerset had lowered his guard, now that he was about to leave, or whether he was simply surprised by the sudden proximity of her face to his, as their eyes met, his neutral mask slipped. His polite expression turned abruptly arrested, even stricken, and his gloved hand tightened convulsively upon hers. And Eliza felt, at last, truly seen. 

Not just looked through, as if she were some peripheral stranger, or looked upon, as if she were a mildly inconvenient duty, to be resolved, but seen: she as Eliza and he as Oliver, two people who had once known each other as deeply as it was possible to know someone. And though the moment could not have lasted for more than two seconds – the length of three quickened heartbeats – it was as if someone had thrust a hand directly into Eliza’s chest and squeezed. 

‘Somerset! Do hurry up, old thing!’

And then it broke. Somerset dropped her hand as if it had burnt him. 

‘Farewell, Miss Balfour,’ he said hurriedly. ‘Though I would wish it to be under happier circumstances, it was good to see you both.’

He ran quickly down the steps and into the carriage. 

‘And I you,’ Eliza whispered to the empty space he had left behind – as ever, a little too late.

‘Shall we go inside?’ Margaret said quietly, her eyes watchful on Eliza’s face. Eliza nodded. 

They retreated to the first-floor parlour. It was the least grand of all the rooms, its drapes moth-eaten and brocaded carpets faded, but Eliza’s favourite, for upon the wall hung a seascape that had been painted by her grandfather. An artist of superior talent and some renown, the painting – of a tiny boat sailing through cold, unfathomable ocean – had been brought to Harefield by the previous countess and it was a daily comfort to Eliza. An enduring reminder of the golden afternoons she had spent with her grandfather, learning to paint, in the simpler days of girlhood, before her skirts had been let down and her hair put up, when Eliza had naively believed she might follow in his artistic footsteps. 

‘Would you care for a pot of tea, my lady?’ Perkins asked quietly. 

‘Oh, I think we need something considerably stronger than tea,’ Margaret declared, as she wrenched the lace cap from her red hair and the satin slippers from her feet. ‘A drop of brandy, if you will!’

Not by a flicker of an eyebrow did Perkins betray any surprise at such an unladylike request, and he returned promptly with a tray bearing the late earl’s finest cognac. 

‘Thank you,’ Eliza said, as he poured them each a ladylike tipple. She would miss Perkins, when she left for Balfour. 

‘Famous!’ Margaret agreed, though as soon as Perkins departed the room, she was reaching for the crystal decanter and liberally topping up both glasses. 

Eliza would miss Margaret most of all. The last nine months, trapped within Harefield’s walls for strictest period of her mourning, might have been interminable, had not Margaret been sent to accompany her. Having her cousin – her dearest friend – at such close proximity after so many years apart, had been an unexpected joy, but now … 

‘Are we to toast our imminent return to the loving bosoms of our families?’ Eliza asked, accepting a glass. 

‘Certainly not,’ Margaret said. ‘I think it a terrible idea.’

‘I know,’ Eliza said, for Margaret had made this opinion quite plain. ‘But I cannot remain here, Margaret. He was perfectly civil – but I think I might have preferred hostility to such nothingness.’

Eliza did not have to clarify who ‘he’ was. 

‘It has been ten years,’ Margaret said. ‘Surely you cannot still …’

Eliza sipped at her glass. The brandy burnt her throat on the way down. 

‘I know it is foolish,’ Eliza said. ‘But when I saw him again …’

She remembered the jolt that had run through her, body and soul, as soon as he had stepped into the room. 

‘I might have been struck by lightning,’ she said, flushing to hear herself speak such a high-flown sentiment aloud.

‘How uncomfortable,’ Margaret observed. ‘It makes me rather glad I have never been in love. Did he look the same as you remembered?’

‘Better,’ Eliza said morosely. ‘Unnecessarily handsome, in fact. Could he not have returned just a little ugly?’

‘Are you sure he is handsome and not simply very tall?’ Margaret asked. ‘I have often noticed the two are confused.’

‘I am sure,’ Eliza said, taking another draught of the brandy. 

‘The Dower House is a little way from Harefield,’ Margaret said. ‘You might easily avoid him from there. Could you truly not abide that?’

Eliza shook her head. 

‘To linger on the outskirts of his life,’ she said. ‘Always wishing I were sharing it with him, while he thrives and marries and has children with someone else? No, I cannot.’ 

Yet once more, as she considered the alternative – Balfour with her mother – she shuddered.

‘But to return to being badgered and bullied by my parents,’ she said. ‘I – I think I will simply disappear. There is not enough of me left to endure it.’ 

‘Have you truly been so miserable, these past years?’ Margaret said quietly.

Eliza did not answer. She had avoided telling Margaret, in their weekly letters and infrequent visits, details of her marriage, not wanting to be thought dramatic or spoilt. And, truthfully, while the late earl had not been the husband she would have chosen, nor life as Countess of Somerset one she enjoyed, the years had not been without their pleasures or joys. It was just that, in a life spent trying to please a man whose natural inclination was to disapprove, Eliza had had to find small pleasures, quiet joys. Until she had begun to worry that she herself had become so small and quiet that she might easily be tidied away into a cupboard with the crockery – and left there until she was required to adorn the table once more. 

‘There is no point worrying over it,’ Eliza said, after a pause. ‘I shall return to Balfour. I have no other choice.’

She felt a pathetic, forlorn figure and hoped Margaret might say something appropriately soothing, perhaps while stroking her hair. 

‘I must say, I think you are making a great cake of yourself,’ Margaret said acidly. 

This was not at all what Eliza had in mind. 

‘Excuse me?’ 

‘Have you forgotten that you are now one of the richest women in England?’ Margaret sat up and flapped an accusing hand at Eliza, who watched its progress with some alarm – it was straying dangerously close to a very expensive Ming vase. 

‘I have not forgotten,’ Eliza said, ‘but I am not sure it makes a difference, Margaret. I am just as trapped as I was before.’ 

‘Then the fortune is wasted on you, if you are going to act so damnably defeatist,’ Margaret said, shaking her head. 

‘Where else would you have me go?’ Eliza demanded. She had thought Margaret understood.

‘Anywhere!’ Margaret snapped back. ‘You can most certainly afford to set up your own establishment, now. Have you never considered it?’

In truth, Eliza had not. Mrs Balfour had always said the only unmarried women who set up their own establishments were either very eccentric, very elderly or both. Eliza was neither. 

‘Margaret, be serious.’

‘I am perfectly serious,’ Margaret said. 

‘What would I even do?’ Eliza asked. 

‘Oh, only anything you want, Eliza!’ Margaret said. ‘Have you really become so downtrodden that you do not want anything anymore?’

Eliza stared at Margaret, shocked at the venom in her voice. 

‘Not want anything?’ she repeated. ‘Not want anything? Margaret, I want … endlessly.’

‘Is that so?’ Margaret asked, sounding so dubious that Eliza began to lose her temper.

‘It is so,’ she insisted. ‘I want to wear gowns of my own choosing – I am sick of being such a dowd – and I want to paint all day if I so choose. And I want to spend money as frivolously as I like!’ 

Eliza could not seem to stop, the words spilling out of her. 

‘I want to light fires in the daytime and to go where I please, and most of all – most of all, Margaret – I want to have married the man I loved, not the one duty required. But I did not. And nothing can change that, so you’ll forgive me if, after a lifetime of being denied every single one of my desires, I seem defeatist now.’

Eliza gave an angry swipe at her eyes. Mrs Balfour had her wish for tears at last, but it was far too late for them to be of any use.

‘Well,’ Margaret said, after a short silence, ‘you may not be able to achieve all of that, but in your own establishment, you could certainly try—’

‘They would never let me,’ Eliza interrupted. ‘I am a widow in my first year of mourning. The rules …’ 

‘E–li–za,’ Margaret said, drawing out each syllable in remonstration. ‘You are not mousy little Miss Balfour, anymore. You are a countess. You own ten thousand acres of land. You are richer than our whole family put together. Isn’t now the time to break the rules?’ 

Again, Eliza found herself staring at Margaret. Nothing she said was wrong, exactly, but the way she had arranged the facts, to make it seem as if Eliza now held some power … It did not feel true. 

‘This is your chance to finally have a life of your own,’ Margaret said. ‘I cannot bear you to waste it – oh, what I would do for such an opportunity!’ 

Margaret was leaning forward now, her hands clasped tightly before her, and Eliza wished, suddenly, that the fortune could have been gifted to Margaret, not her. For Margaret, braver, cleverer – and certainly more outspoken than Eliza – would surely make the most of such a chance. She deserved it, too. Deserved more from life than being shipped around the family to look after their various children, overlooked and unimportant – trapped, indeed – as the last unmarried sister. It might not be said aloud, but Eliza knew their family considered Margaret irredeemable, on the shelf: a spinster. It was not fair. 

The injustice of it all began to burn in Eliza’s chest, hotter than the brandy. ‘Obedient and dutiful’, her husband had called her in his will. ‘Incapable of causing a raised eyebrow,’ Somerset had announced to the whole room. And that is how everyone had always seen her. It was the chief reason the late earl had wanted to marry her in the first place, perceiving Eliza’s timidity to be proof of her malleability – and in all the years of their marriage, Eliza had never once given him reason to disbelieve this. But perhaps Margaret was right. Perhaps now was her chance. Perhaps now was their chance. 

‘I could not do so alone,’ Eliza said slowly. ‘To live alone would be most improper.’ 

‘Oh, society is positively riddled with spinsters and widows that you might invite to act as your companion,’ Margaret said, dismissing this at once. ‘Any respectable female would add to your consequence – I would come, but Lavinia is with child again.’ 

‘Lavinia is a shrew,’ Eliza pointed out. 

‘But a very fertile shrew,’ Margaret said. ‘As soon as the child is born, she will require me, and my mother will insist I go and – and that will be the end of that. You will have to do this without me.’

Without Margaret, Eliza’s resolve would crumble within a week. 

‘When is the child expected?’ Eliza asked. 

‘Mid-April, all being well,’ Margaret said. She looked at Eliza contemplatively. ‘Though … Lavinia will not need me until then.’

‘If I wrote to your mother,’ Eliza said, ‘begged your company for three more months …?’

‘Just until the baby comes,’ Margaret said, a smile beginning to form around her lips. ‘Three more months is not so great a request.’

A silence lay between them for a moment. 

‘We would have to be very, very careful,’ Eliza said. 

A veritable grin now spread across Margaret’s face. 

‘I am serious, Margaret,’ Eliza said. ‘If the Selwyns catch a whiff of impropriety, they will start caterwauling about the morality clause. We need to think of a reason we are not going to Balfour – one everyone will accept.’ 

‘Where shall we go?’ Margaret asked. ‘London?’

‘London …’ Eliza said wistfully. Eliza had barely visited the metropolis since her own first (and last) Season. She imagined herself and Margaret living there, free and independent to take in as much art and as many museums as they liked. In May, it would be the opening of the Royal Academy’s Summer Exhibition, a sight Eliza had not seen since she was seventeen … But no. 

‘It cannot be London while I am in full mourning,’ Eliza said. ‘We would be in immediate disgrace.’

‘Another town, then,’ Margaret suggested. ‘A town, with enough entertainment to occupy us, even if you cannot attend any public occasions. What about Bath?’

Bath. Eliza considered it. 

‘Yes,’ she said at last. ‘For I believe there is entertainment to be had there of a quiet nature and I could say I had been prescribed a course of the waters by the doctor. No one would know it was a lie.’ 

‘I will visit the libraries, and attend concerts, and meet interesting new persons,’ Margaret said, voice dreamy. 

‘Yes, indeed,’ Eliza said. ‘And I will … I will …’

Eliza’s voice faltered, doubt crept in. In her mind’s eye, all at once appeared Mrs Balfour’s disapproving expression, and Eliza wilted under the imagined glare. She would be so disappointed. Her father, too. Eliza bit her lip and looked up to her grandfather’s painting, hanging upon the wall – that tiny, brave boat that remained afloat only by overwhelming effort. Margaret made a gentle encouraging noise, as one might soothe a spooked horse and Eliza took a deep, deep breath. 

‘While I will become … a lady of fashion?’ Eliza suggested. 

‘Yes,’ Margaret said at once.

‘And I will paint,’ Eliza went on, firmer now. 

‘All day if you should choose it.’

‘And – and I will never again marry for duty!’ Eliza said, throat very dry all of a sudden. ‘That – that is behind me, now.’ 

Across from her, Margaret swept her glass up into the air. 

‘Now that is a toast I like,’ she said. ‘To Bath!’
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In her seven and twenty years, Eliza had done very little to offend, displease or even surprise polite society. There was something exceptionally thrilling, therefore, about their escape from Harefield Hall; although it took two weeks to plan, though each member of the Balfour family had been warned by letter of their decision, and though they were to travel in a sedate Somerset carriage, it still felt to Eliza quite as illicit as if they were hightailing to Gretna Green on a mission of elopement. 

‘Did your mother write again today?’ Margaret asked, as they climbed into the carriage, Eliza’s lady’s maid, Pardle, following behind. As the journey was not long – under twenty miles – and the February morning so bright, Eliza had opted to have the barouche deliver them to Bath, so they might enjoy the warmth of the sunshine upon their faces. Their luggage had gone ahead of them in the company of Perkins and two housemaids, who were the only other members of the household Eliza had taken with her. Having deprived Harefield of its butler – which she should not have done had Perkins not specifically requested it – she had felt too guilty to claim any more of the hall’s servants than this. 

‘There will certainly be a letter waiting for us when we arrive,’ Eliza said.

Predictably, none of the Balfour clan had been pleased with their decision, but bolstered by Margaret’s rallying and the fictional excuse of a doctor’s recommendation, Eliza had remained steadfast. And when none of Mrs Balfour’s letters – ranging from the scolding to the pleading – had proven effectual, permission for Margaret to accompany her had been given, however reluctantly, until Lavinia’s child emerged and Margaret would be fetched away. 

‘And have you had anything yet from Somerset?’ Margaret asked. 

Eliza did not reply, pretending to arrange her skirts around her. With hot bricks at their feet and blankets upon their laps, they would be comfortable until they paused for refreshment, but Eliza had still worn her warmest – and dowdiest – dress for the journey: another black robe, long in the sleeve and high in the neck, with a thick woollen cloak and an unwieldy travelling bonnet that made it rather difficult to turn her head. 

‘You still have not written to him?’ Margaret guessed. ‘Eliza!’ 

‘I will!’ Eliza promised defensively. Somerset’s approval of the scheme was, of course, of equal importance as Mrs Balfour’s, for only he had the power to remove her fortune; and yet, though Eliza had sat down to pen the letter a dozen times, on each instance she could not write a single word. How was one supposed to write a formal note to a gentleman with whom one had once exchanged love letters?

‘I will write as soon as we arrive,’ Eliza vowed. 

She took one final look back at Harefield’s intimidating sprawl. She could remember, vividly, how alarming it had appeared to her, on the first time she had arrived – seventeen years old and trembling with nerves, worrying that she might be murdered within it. But she had survived and today she was emerging not as the timorous Miss Balfour, nor a diffident wife, but as the independent Lady Somerset. 

‘Let us go, Tomley,’ she instructed with as much command as she could muster and they set off at a brisk, slightly lurching pace. Eliza’s usual driver had been taken ill, and the more youthful Tomley had a more cavalier way with the reins – Eliza winced a little as they jolted over a divot in the road; it was a good thing neither she nor Margaret were prone to travel sickness. 

‘What are you desirous of doing first?’ Eliza asked Margaret a little way into the journey, as she opened her portfolio. It was expected that any lady of quality should cultivate accomplishments, but under the influence of her grandfather, a respected member of the Royal Academy, Eliza had received an unusually advanced artistic education – though it had not equipped her to draw in a barouche that was bumping over every irregularity of the road. 

‘Of course we will be severely limited by your mourning – not that I blame you, of course …’

‘Your understanding is appreciated,’ Eliza said absently. Ought she to advise Tomley to slow down? This would be the first significant journey she had undertaken without either her father or her husband to manage proceedings, and she was not sure how involved she ought make herself. The road had truly become very narrow – surely such speed was inadvisable?

‘… but that still leaves a great deal open to us. The Sydney Gardens, of course and the Pump Room – I say, Tomley, look out!’

There was a large pothole in the road ahead, just ahead of a sharp turn. Tomley pulled the horses wildly to the right in order to avoid the pit at precisely the same moment a post chaise came thundering around the corner. The collision was at once fast and slow: Tomley wrenched the horses round and other driver tried desperately to pull his to a stop, but it was too late, contact was inevitable. Their wheels scraped sickeningly together, splinters of wood flying into the air above, and Eliza and Margaret grasped desperately onto each other as the barouche ricocheted in the opposite direction, and their seat cushions, blankets and reticules went flying over the sides. 

The barouche teetered once, twice, and seemed on the point of turning completely … Before it at last righted itself with a resounding crash. Both carriages came, at last, to a standstill, and there was silence – save for the comically peaceful noise of birds twittering in the trees above. 

‘Are you all right?’ Eliza gasped.

‘I – I think so,’ Margaret said, reaching up to adjust her crooked bonnet. 

‘Pardle? Tomley?’

‘Yes, milady,’ Pardle whispered, clutching the sides of the barouche with white knuckles. 

‘My apologies, milady, my apologies,’ Tomley babbled, as he leapt from the carriage to see to the horses, who were dreadfully spooked, their eyes rolling and their mouths frothing. Across the road, the other driver was doing the same. 

Eliza ran her hands down her arms, as if – nonsensically – to check all her limbs were intact. Miraculously, both she and Margaret appeared uninjured, though Margaret was pale under her freckles and Eliza felt herself begin to shiver violently. 

Into the silence came the slow creak of a door being opened, and a man stepped out of the other carriage. He was tall, with dark curling hair and a brown complexion and – unlike Eliza and Margaret’s dishevelment – the only evidence of the crash upon his person was the angle of his hat, which had slipped from rakish to precarious. He looked about the scene with an expression of mild astonishment, taking in first his driver, then the barouche and then, finally, Margaret and Eliza. 

‘Do you mean to rob me?’ he asked, more curious than alarmed. ‘Is this a stand-and-deliver moment?’

Eliza stared at him. Had she hit her head in all the commotion? 

‘N-no, of course not!’ she stammered out. 

‘Do you mean to murder me?’ he asked. 

‘Certainly not!’ Eliza said. What on earth …? 

‘Then what the devil do you mean by it?’ the gentleman said, brows furrowing. ‘I was in the middle of a very peaceful nap, you know.’

Eliza gaped at him, speechless. Who on earth was this man? His skin suggested Indian descent – unusual in so rural a setting – and the private chaise spoke to affluence, so perhaps he was a wealthy merchant, en route to a nearby city? But a merchant would not speak to her in such a way. 

‘We did not intend to!’ Margaret said indignantly. 

‘He was driving at a shocking pace, milord!’ The man’s driver, having calmed his horses, was now jabbing an accusatory finger at Tomley. 

‘So were you!’ Tomley retorted. 

‘Shall we agree the fault was shared?’ Eliza suggested hastily, before tempers could rise any further. 

‘That verdict feels a trifle premature,’ the gentleman said, a smile beginning to curl his mouth, as if he were tempted to find the whole incident rather amusing. ‘Ought the jury not properly hear the evidence before we deliberate?’

‘I am glad you are finding this so entertaining, sir!’ Margaret said tartly. 

‘As am I,’ the man agreed. ‘A sense of humour truly is man’s greatest treasure.’

Eliza reached up to adjust her bonnet, dazed. This was not at all the serene journey she had planned, and if she had thought tears would help matters, she might have begun crying already. By now they ought almost to have reached Peasedown and be looking forward to a restorative repast – not stranded in the middle of nowhere, having conversations with a strange gentleman so unusual as to border upon the lunatic. 

‘Tomley?’ she said. ‘Are we able to continue?’ 

The coachman shook his head. 

‘The spokes on the left wheel are quite snapped,’ he said, examining them with a critical eye. ‘But not to worry, my lady, Peasedown is only three miles away. I shall take one of the horses and return directly with a wheelwright!’

‘And leave us here?’ Margaret said. Even if Eliza were not in widow’s weeds, it would not be ideal to be left stranded and unprotected on an open road – as it was, it felt distinctly improper. But what choice did they have? Eliza raised her eyes to the heavens. 

She would not weep. She would not weep. But why was it today that such a disaster had to occur, just when she had resolved to make a new start?

‘Far be it for me to insert myself,’ the gentleman’s voice interrupted her reverie. He still, infuriatingly, sounded a little amused. ‘But as my carriage seems to be wholly intact – indeed, mortifyingly so – may I offer you ladies transport to, ah, Peasebury or Peaseton, where you might rest out of the cold?’

It was tempting, and even as Eliza considered it another shiver ran through her – as if her body was in agreement with him – but she shook her head in refusal. 

‘You are kind to offer, sir, but I cannot accept,’ she said. 

‘I am kind to offer,’ the gentleman agreed. ‘And I am afraid – and I beg you will not think me boorish – I must insist. I cannot leave you here upon the road.’

‘But you must,’ Eliza said. 

‘I cannot,’ he said. ‘It is against the gentlemanly code of honour they made us all memorise at Eton. “One shalt not leave damsels on the road, to be eaten by bears”.’ 

Eliza wondered vaguely if she was concussed. 

‘There are no wild bears in England,’ Margaret pointed out. 

‘You will have to take that up with Eton,’ the gentleman said gravely. 

‘You are a stranger to us,’ Eliza said. ‘It would not be proper.’

‘Why, that is easily resolved with an introduction,’ the gentleman said, sweeping a magnificent bow. ‘I am Melville.’

Margaret gave a start. Tomley made an audible choking noise. 

Oh. Of course. 

The Melville family was one of the oldest lines in British aristocracy, and each new generation seemed to eclipse the last in infamy: the seventh earl, ‘Mad Jack’ was famed for frittering a fortune away at cards; the eighth earl for first running away upon his eighteenth birthday and then for returning a decade later with an Indian noblewoman for a wife. In keeping with family tradition, the ninth and most recent Lord Melville’s romantic entanglements appeared almost weekly in the gossip rags, yet he and his sister, Lady Caroline, had become just as renowned for their literary exploits: Lady Caroline for a loosely fictional political novel and Melville for the romantic verses that had held women throughout the ton spellbound.

Eliza looked Melville over, deciding that he was certainly as handsome and as well-formed as so often described, though not – as she had always imagined – carrying a cutlass. She could see now, too, that while he was dressed casually rather than elegantly, the exquisite cut of his riding coat, the shine of his top boots and the high crown of his beaver hat all proclaimed the beau monde. Her eyes travelled back up to his face, at which point she realised, from the raise of his eyebrows, that in her shock she had made no attempt to mask her obvious perusal of his person.

‘Well?’ Melville said, spreading his arms as if to encourage inspection. Eliza flushed. ‘Do you accept my benevolent and generous offer?’

‘My lady, if I may – I do not think it proper,’ Tomley said in hissing undertones. Pardle gave a fervent nod of agreement. 

Eliza hesitated, at an utter loss. On the one hand, association with such a notorious flirt – one might even say rake – was certainly undesirable. On the other, they could not very well linger here on a public road, in the cold, for the hours it might take Tomley to return. She looked over to Margaret, who gave a tiny, helpless shrug. It was up to Eliza to decide, then. 

‘His late lordship would not want—’ Tomley pressed, which clarified matters. 

‘His late lordship is not here, however,’ Eliza said. ‘It is my decision, and … and I would not like to tarry any longer. Tomley, if you would help us alight from the carriage you may follow with the horses and procure the wheelwright’s services.’

‘Allow me …’ The earl offered Eliza his hand and, in a trice, both the ladies and Pardle were handed into the chaise which was blissfully comfortable, and after a brief pause Melville followed, handing Eliza her mud-splattered portfolio before settling himself in the seat opposite. 

The carriage drew off. There was silence, as Eliza and Margaret stared at Melville. Eliza cudgelled her mind for something of interest to say but drew an utter blank. 

Fortunately, Melville seemed more than able to carry the conversation. 

‘Where are you ladies travelling today?’ he asked politely. 

‘Bath,’ Margaret supplied. ‘We are removing there for the remainder of my cousin’s mourning.’

‘Oh, of course – I ought to express my sympathies,’ Melville said. 

Eliza was not yet sure how to respond to such condolences. To make a parade of loss, when her grief so differed from society’s expectation, felt crass – and yet to make no display at all would be considered unseemly. 

‘Thank you,’ Eliza said after a pause. ‘And where are you bound, my lord?’ 

‘Oh, hither and thither,’ he said. ‘Today, of course, it has been more thither than I should like – you are an artist, then, my lady?’ 

Eliza did not immediately comprehend the change in subject, until she followed the direction of his gaze to her portfolio.

‘I should not describe myself in such lofty terms,’ she said. 

‘Whyever not?’ he said. ‘You clearly have talent.’

‘However do you suppose that?’ Eliza asked, surprised. 

‘The book was open,’ Melville said. ‘I could not help but see. You capture the likeness of …?’ 

He paused, a questioning lilt in his voice, and Eliza realised with a jolt of mortification that they had not introduced themselves. 

‘My apologies!’ she said, her cheeks reddening. ‘I am Lady Somerset, and this is my cousin, Miss Balfour.’

Melville inclined his head. 

‘You capture Miss Balfour’s likeness very well,’ he said. 

Eliza did not know what to say to this, so opted instead to change the subject. 

‘We admire your poetry very much, my lord,’ she said. 

It must be the thousandth time he had been told such a thing, but Eliza was not literary enough to think up a more insightful compliment.

‘How marvellous of you to say so,’ Melville said courteously. 

‘We are most impatient to read your new work,’ Margaret added, a cajoling note in her voice. ‘Do you know when …?’

Melville had published Persephone in’17 and Psyche in’18 – both romantic retellings of ancient texts – and all were on tenterhooks for his next publication. 

‘It appears your flattery was simply a ploy to incite me into a revelation,’ Melville said. ‘I am afraid my answer will not please you: I have not written anything new.’

‘Why not?’ Eliza asked before she could prevent herself – an impertinence she immediately regretted, for Melville’s brow was now raised. 

‘Inspiration eludes me,’ he said briefly. 

‘Perhaps you might be inspired by today’s adventure,’ Margaret suggested slyly. ‘And we will find that your next volume begins with a carriage crash – or a chariot crash, I suppose.’

Eliza shot Margaret a remonstrative look. Could she not see that Melville wished the conversation at an end? But Melville appeared more comfortable with Margaret’s line of questioning than Eliza’s. 

‘Oh, even a chariot crash should be too pedestrian for my heroines,’ he said, amused. ‘Perhaps after the chariot crash they might be rescued from a murderous mob by an erstwhile warrior? If my fair lady will forgive the artistic licence?’

He looked toward Eliza, lips curled and eyebrows raised in playful enquiry. Eliza stared. Was he flirting with her? Surely not. Regardless, he seemed to expect a reply, waiting expectantly as if he thought Eliza about to pull a suitably amusing, or coy – or even interesting – remark out of thin air, but alas … 

‘I am not fair,’ she said. 

‘So you are not,’ Melville agreed. ‘Though you will forgive me for not being able to tell, under such – ah – magnificent headwear.’

He gestured towards Eliza’s hat. Beneath it, she flushed, feeling dowdier than ever. 

A thump on the roof of the carriage had them all looking up. 

‘It appears we are drawing into Peaston,’ Melville said. 

‘You have our thanks for the aid,’ Eliza said, in a concluding sort of way. 

‘Oh, you shan’t be rid of me so easily, my lady,’ Melville said. ‘I shall escort you inside to see you settled, while your man sees about this wheelwright.’

They drew to a final stop and Melville made as if to leap out. 

‘No, no,’ Eliza said hastily, for as much as she truly had appreciated the rescue, she still did not think it wise that they be glimpsed by the whole village in the company of an unmarried man – and certainly not one with such a storied reputation. 

‘No, we shall not delay you any longer. We are perfectly capable of arranging matters ourselves,’ she said. 

Melville looked consideringly at Eliza for a moment. 

‘Very well,’ he said, leaning back in his seat. ‘If that is what you would prefer.’

Margaret opened the door, and a postboy sprang forward to assist them down. 

‘I hope,’ Eliza added, as Margaret and Pardle climbed down from the carriage, ‘I hope we may count upon your … discretion regarding today’s events.’

Melville’s eyebrows flew upwards again. 

‘Do you think me likely to gossip?’ he asked gently and Eliza felt abruptly sure she had offended him, now. 

‘N-no – it is just that,’ Eliza stammered. 

‘I assure you, my lady,’ he said. ‘If I am to appear in the gossip rags this week, it shall not be for so dull a reason as this.’

Eliza’s face flushed at the edge in his tone and hurriedly accepted the postboy’s arm. Melville pulled the door shut behind her. 

‘Good day,’ he said out of the window. ‘And safe travels.’ 

His driver set the horses off, before Eliza could respond. 

‘Goodness,’ she said, feeling stunned. 

‘I shall write to my sister as soon as we
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