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When a playful and
blindfolded Lady Flora Chelmsworth collides, literally, with the
arrogant and staid Duke of Malgrave— subsequently manhandling his
person and mistaking him for a butler—it is not an auspicious
beginning. Assuming she hasn't made the best of impressions,
therefore, Flora is shocked and alarmed when he soon proposes
marriage. And with her troubles, she can only decline the
offer. 






For one thing, she's not the
woman he thinks she is. For another, she's not even sure
that she knows who she is. Her past, as she remembers it, contains
blood-thirsty pirates, Covent Garden concubines and a babe in a
hatbox. And that's just the beginning. Or one of them. It wouldn't
be fair to marry this very proper and painfully dignified
gentleman, whose life is loaded with duties and responsibilities,
his past free of mystery, scandal and misadventure.






Rejected by the impertinent
chit, his pride wounded, Malgrave should forget this curious bump
in his usually well-planned path. Unfortunately, getting ahead of
himself—unaccustomed to refusal—he has prematurely commissioned her
palm-sized portrait. Anonymously, of course, for discretion's sake.
Now, hidden in some secret place, where only he shall ever see it,
her replica will serve as both a reminder of that humiliating
mistake and a caution against similar temptations. 






Little does he know that
Lady Flora's miniature portrait will also one day bring her
spinning back to his arms. From a far greater distance than he
could ever imagine. Several hundred years, in fact.
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 Chapter One






She reached up with her hand, fingers
spread against the glowing sun, without which there could be no
life on earth. How strange it was that this great, flaming orb sat
so far away in space and yet she could feel its warmth and see it
there clearly in her sky; so immense in reality and untouchable,
yet now she could fit it in her palm. An illusion of space, light
and time.

All noise was muffled; only her
heart's beat punched out its rhythm and her breath, rising and
falling just a little too fast, suggested she'd been
running.

A memory came to her of a sunset long
ago, long grass in a meadow and her bare feet falling through it as
she chased the frothy white seeds of shattered dandelion clocks.
Knocked adrift by her clumsy, giggling gait, the dancing, downy
filaments had floated and soared all around her, hanging in the
warm, pink air, like spirits released after a long
penance.

Funny how that memory, a sliver in
time, should come to her now. But then, one never knew what the
mind would settle upon next. It was a mystery as great,
unfathomable and awe-inspiring as the celestial world
itself.

Although she was no longer a child,
she still chased after something. Never stopped looking.

Filtered through her fingers, the
sun's rays filled her eyes with floating stars as she stood on the
bow of that ship and, with narrowed gaze, admired her way ahead— to
where water merged with air and made the world a vast, glistening,
cerulean page full of secrets and adventure. Layer upon layer. All
of it hers to explore.

Wind ruffled her hair with the
good-natured teasing of a fond, much, much older relative, while
beneath her feet, the pitch and yaw of that trusty vessel carried
her along with its sails spread full to harness the power of Mother
Nature's breath. One could never predict the violence of that
rhythm, of course— neither the wind's force, nor the swell of the
water, which could change in the blink of an eye— but she rode it
steadily and fearlessly, tasting the salt spray on her lips and the
joy of freedom in her belly.

Ah, to be a pirate, unbound, unruly,
uncatchable. The indefatigable Rosie Jackanapes.

Where would time and the ocean take
her next?

Something glittered upon
the horizon. Was it him
again?

She was about to reach for her
telescope when a cannon blast shook the world around her and she
woke with a rude start.

"Perhaps you would care to
explain this." Thump! A gloved hand had tossed something onto the straw beside her.
"Uncurbed tendencies toward pompous
arsery? So that is what you thought of
me?" Riding boots marched sternly around the makeshift bed of bales
and grain sacks.

Ah. The sound of cannon fire must have
been the feed-store door banging open, the iron handle chipping a
crack in the wall to rouse her.

The invader took swift command of her
awakening senses, his great coat wafting open and swallowing the
air around her, like the wings of a giant hawk restless to take
flight. His face was not immediately visible, for he wore the tall
collar tugged upright against the cold, leaving only a silhouette
of disheveled hair and a mist of angry breath. Not that she needed
his identity confirmed.

Fortitudo Maximilian Fairfax-Savoy,
the Duke of Malgrave.

A mouthful of a name, for a man who
was considerably more than that. She liked to call him "Fred" just
to see him off his guard. Somebody had to bring him down a peg or
two, and who else, but the pirate Rosie Jackanapes, would
dare?

She reached for the item he'd flung
onto the straw bale beside her. An old, tattered, leather-bound
book. "My diary! My most secret and private thoughts and feelings
are not for your perusal!"

"If they are so secret and private, it
might be a good idea not to write them down in a damnable book," he
muttered, turning smartly on his heel to begin another course
around her. "Women! Of all the stubborn, conniving, deceiving—
"

"You're not supposed to
pry!" Oh lord, what had she written about
him? So much. Too much. More than any man should ever know about a
woman's thoughts.

"I did not pry," he exclaimed, all
puffed up as if that would be beneath him, before adding with a
dismissive wave of his hand and a shifty avoidance of eye contact,
"Plumm found it and brought it to me."

"Of course, your ever-loyal dogsbody!
Acting on your orders no doubt to ransack my
possessions."

"I sent him for evidence of your
innocence, and this is what he found."

She clutched the book to her chest.
"You came to save me then?"

"That depends, madam. This
county is not my jurisdiction, but the local magistrate is a
reasonable man and fair. He agreed to let me question you again and
then hear my petition, if
I feel inclined to speak on your
behalf."

Ah, of course. Duke trumps
Baronet by a mile. Thank goodness for friends in high
places.

"So, before I send you off to the next
quarterly assizes—"

So much for that
advantage.

Her ocean vista was gone, as was the
sunshine and that wide-open sky. The most unromantic and unwilling
of romantic heroes had just shattered it.

Now he stormed her improvised prison,
his energy crackling with every forceful step. The scent of balsam,
hot skin, ale hops and old leather invaded the store room, chasing
out the fusty, grave-like atmosphere of doom and replacing it with
life. His bristling and vigorous life.

Over the past few weeks, since
memories of another world first began to creep in, she'd had cause
to suspect this man was merely a construct of her imagination, the
resident character of a strange dream into which she'd wandered by
pure chance. But here he came again, too real a presence. How could
she deny his existence as a living, breathing, thinking,
self-governing man, any more than the startled, volunteer
constable, standing guard at the door, could have barred his way
once he made up his mind to come in? Surely, her imagination could
not have achieved this level of clarity in every detail, right down
to the mud splatters on his coat, the dead, wet oak leaf attached
to his boot heel, and the tiny bead of rainwater wending its
crooked way down his nose to drip from the end.

Why would her brain bother to be so
thorough, if this was merely a dream from which she could wake at
any moment?

All she knew, just then,
was that this was
the world in which she felt alive. Not that other place she'd begun
to remember— the world with great, tall buildings made of glass and
metal, the charmless concrete boxes of giant, monster shopping
emporiums, blocking out sky so that sparse skinny trees were left
cowering orphans in the tarmac. Blaring horns drowning out the
birdsong. That picture seemed so grey compared to this one.
Soulless, empty and dead-eyed.

How ironic, she mused,
that despite the trouble she was in here, this is the world she
preferred. It felt like home. And he, she realized now in this moment,
made it so.

Was it foolish to think he
came, in all this haste, to her rescue? Perhaps he only came to witness the hanging of Rosie
Jackanapes for himself and purchase a souvenir. She'd heard that
such occasions were quite an entertainment, fun for all the
family.

Once he had said he loved her. That
was before, of course.

He had something else in his hand. A
sack. He tossed it down beside her. "I brought you a dress. Thought
you might appreciate a change of clothing." With a clatter he
opened the shutters at the window and two doves, roosting there by
the iron bars in that marbled morning light, took off with a
chortling, feather-spinning commotion.

"You might wait to be announced before
you invade the private chamber of a respectable widow," she
exclaimed, blinking in the sudden glare and feeling as if she'd
lost a few feathers herself. The gown she wore now could definitely
benefit from a laundering, and the stitches were pulled at the
shoulder. She ran a fingertip over that tatty seam now, felt the
grinning threads— another tiny detail that her mind would have no
cause to create. Further proof, surely, that this was all real and
happening.

She imagined Great Aunt
Bridget's words burning in her ear, "Even
awaiting their own hanging, a person should make some sort of
effort." That old lady believed strongly
in the power of appearances and the importance of maintaining them,
no matter what. Which is how all this came about, of
course.

Briskly removing his gloves, slapping
them against his palm, the intruder looked around the store shed in
which she'd been cloistered for three days. "Where is she then,
this respectable widow? I see only a woman charged— depending upon
the accuser— with bigamy, theft, fraud, witchcraft and assorted
murders, and held in the custody of the town constable until the
local magistrate has studied all the evidence compiled in her
case."

Gracious, didn't one's
sins add up? Yes, it did sound rather bad when he put it like
that.

He shrugged out of his
coat and came toward her with a menacing countenance. Must have
ridden at speed to get there, she thought, for he was hot and yet
the morning air was bone-cold. The seasons were changing.
Was the harvest in already or had it been
abandoned? All their hard work wasted?

"I suggest you confess all your sins
in full. Unabridged. Don't make me employ dire measures to extract
this information."

Oh, lord, despite that
crooked nose he was rather beautiful whenever he was in one of
these moods. If she ever found out that this was the dream and not a real
world at all, she would be devastated. They didn't make men like
him anymore in that other place. At least it seemed not.

Having kicked the door shut on the
constable and his half-awakened wife, who poked their heads around
the corner to gawp, he suddenly took his heavy coat and swung it
around the captive's shoulders. Her grateful heartbeat quickened
under the warmth of this gesture. It was as if he'd put his own
arms around her. Once again she was struck by the vivid, tangible
reality that engaged all her senses.

"It was not my fault," she managed
finally. "At least, I did not mean for any of this to
happen."

"Somebody is to blame, madam. I wonder
who it might be?" He briskly wiped a hand over his weary face and
looked down at her. "Now is the chance to explain your masquerade.
Use the time wisely."

"It wasn't
my masquerade. I was an
innocent pawn from the first. I've never been what one might
call... a planner. I sail where the tide takes me."

"Sail?" He pulled up an empty crate
and turned it over so that he might sit upon it facing her. "I
thought you flew through life, propelled by your stocking
garters."

"Through several lives actually. I
think."

Reaching for the diary, he pried it
from her grip. "Might I inquire how long you expected to get away
with this deception?"

"Oh, several hundred and
some odd years?" An eternity, if I can
have you to share it with me.

He looked askance.

With a sigh she shrugged her shoulders
under the comforting weight of his coat. "It is possible, you know,
to tell a lie so oft that you start to believe it
yourself."

"I suggest you start remembering the
truth instead."

"But where should I begin, Fred? I
tried, several times, to tell you, but I did not know where to
start."

There was just a hint of softening in
his expression—a heart-warming sight and one that only she was ever
privileged to receive. Nobody else ever saw doubt on that face;
nobody else ever saw the chink in his armor. That precursor to a
reluctant, doubtful smile caused her pulse to beat faster. It
always had, even when she had not liked him much, even in
—

"The very beginning, perhaps?" said
he, in his best don't-try-to-get-around-me voice.

But which beginning? He might not care
for this truth he sought so badly.

As her very best and dear
friend Persephone would say, "Sometimes a
man is better off not knowing.
A wise lady should no more confess her age at any
particular moment in time, than she would tell what she has spent
on shoes, what she is truly thinking, or where the bodies are
buried."

And hers was quite an age to confess,
as was her collection of footwear. Interesting, really, that she
still preferred to be barefoot.

He leaned forward, elbows resting on
his thighs, hands clasped around her diary. "You may commence,
madam, by telling me exactly who, in the name of hellfire, you
truly are, and what became of the genuine Lady Flora."

Oh, dear. Could she answer those
questions with any degree of certainty? If she told him everything
she now thought she knew, she could end up in the madhouse or
burned as a witch. On the other hand, he deserved an explanation,
and he had come to help her.

"Very well then," she said, "I'll tell
you my story, but I warn you, you'll never believe it."






* * * *






The confessions of Rosie Jackanapes,
pirate and adventurer, are indeed a tale as strange as any I ever
heard, but I relate every word herein exactly as it was once told
to me— with asides from my own humble experience in the matter— and
I shall leave you, brave readers, to think what you
will.

Remember, the ocean of time is wide
and deep, so keep your wits about you. This journey, like a
pirate's voyage, is not for the faint of heart.


 Chapter Two






To tell what she remembers now, she
must go forward in time, not backward, and that alone would confuse
this good gentleman.

She would have to take him on a bus. A
double-decker bus. He wouldn't know what that is, of
course.

Mind the step.

Doors close behind her with a clatter
and as the engine rumbles to life she trips forward to find a
seat.

She checks the time on her phone. It's
8:44 a.m. on a Friday, and she's on her way to the city center with
her friends on an A-level art class trip. While the others chatter
excitedly about their plans for the weekend and how to get this
morning over with as soon as possible, she looks forward to her
time at the museum. A place where everything has beauty in its own
way, soul and meaning; where everything provokes thought and
inspires imagination, breaking the mind out of that somnolent
prison in which the modern, marketing-driven world has tried to
trap it.

She wears tiny ear-buds to hear Mozart
and block out as much noise as she can. Serenade for winds, third
movement. It's music that takes her to another world, another state
of being. It was created simply for the pleasure of listening and
playing, not to sell a product.

Through the bus window she watches
pedestrians on the pavement, all rushing along with their heads
down, clutching their creamy lattes from Costa Coffee in one hand
and their phones in the other. So far that morning, three people
have knocked into her without an apology. She is either
inconsequential, or an irritant. Nobody smiles back at her. Most
will not even make eye contact.

Sometimes she wonders whether she is a
ghost. She expects her hand to pass through the seat in front of
her.

But for these folk on the bus this is
just another working day, grey, noisy and grubby. Hers is one
forgettable face— if noticed even for a moment— among countless
hoards of glum drones buzzing about the city, dodging between the
flashing lights, choking engines, howling sirens, beeping horns and
jangling ringtones. It is a ceaseless, throbbing, churning, sad
noise and the people are swept along, moving with it, under it and
even sometimes thousands of miles above it, cutting through the
clouds. But never escaping the incessant clamor of everybody trying
to be heard at once. Everybody in a hurry to get somewhere
else.

None of that would make sense to the
man now seated before her. Not a word.

But that was almost certainly the day
all this began. The day a mistake was made, and something
accidentally led her seventeen-year-old self back to
him.

She'd almost forgotten it all— the
noise, the bus, the museum —until a few weeks ago, in this year
that was supposed to be 1783, when she had found, in his coat
pocket, something unexpected.

A cacophony of harsh sound had
returned as she held her found treasure. It rushed through her head
like water bursting through a breached dam, bringing with it those
pictures of a strange world: of people on bicycles, traveling in
flocks; of trains rushing through stations, the force of their
speed blowing hair across her face; of neon light tubes twisted
into words and hung in grimy windows; of dentist's drills and
pink-painted toe nails; of hot showers and coffee in Styrofoam
cups. And signs everywhere she looked: Wet Paint; Don't Walk on the
Grass; No Entry; No Trespassing; No Loitering; Out of Service; No
Parking. Stop.

Exit.

Here, in his world, where she thought
she had lived for many years, growing from a girl to a woman, he
had kept this object hidden away like a naughty secret inside his
greatcoat, and he had no idea that it was somehow a key to that
loud, shoving place she'd forgotten all this time.

He, being this eighteenth century gentleman seated before her on
an upturned crate. The Duke of Malgrave, otherwise known to her as
"Fred".

You see her dilemma?

In this moment, he— and the curious,
gently chortling doves that had returned to the window ledge— wait
for her to tell a story that makes no sense. Not even to the woman
who must tell it.

"I think I should tell you the story
Great Aunt Bridget told me, of how I came into being." Anything
else would be too strange for him to comprehend just yet. One shock
at a time.

He nods, sits up straight and folds
his arms. All official now. "Proceed."

Eventually, perhaps, she will tell him
the whole truth, but for now, until she understands it all herself,
this story, this excerpt from her many lives, must
suffice.






* * * *






"I never knew my mother's name, nor
would she ever know mine. She would much rather I did not exist at
all, and so she concealed her pregnancy for the entire duration,
perhaps hoping I might go away, or be nothing more than a stout
case of wind. It was a great inconvenience to her, therefore, when
I insisted on emerging into the world without her permission. Born
on a grassy verge, beside an abruptly stopped carriage, I was
breathed into life by a passing shepherd and immediately placed in
a hatbox, because she did not know what else was to be done with
me. Eager to conceal her misfortune, and being a woman of scheming
mind, she quickly evaluated her situation— what I would cost to
keep, how quickly I would outgrow the hatbox, and how I would
hinder her ambitions. She soon concluded that we would both be far
better off without each other and that she must go on with her life
as if I had never existed. And vice versa.

This, of course, is the
story according to Great Aunt Bridget. In her words my mother was a
ruthlessly ambitious, mercenary harlot, well-known in London and
mentioned in Harris's List of Covent
Garden Ladies as being in possession
of






'exquisite form, a liberal mind and
astonishing talents; a sweet brew, occasionally spiced by a
quickly-ignited, hot and willful temper which, in itself, can be a
challenge pleasing for the sporting gentleman to extinguish. If he
is not put out first.'






Although her origins were of the
humblest kind, my mother had collected a very prominent and
influential clientele. Let us just say that she was not one who
could be had for a supper and two guineas.

As for my accidental sire, Earl
Chelmsworth, a busy man of title and consequence (and wife), he had
scant interest in babes unless they were equipped with that all
important tail for mischief and mayhem between their legs. He had
even less attention to spare for those appendage-less bastards born
to a concubine.

"Another girl," he commented flatly
upon receiving the whispered news of my birth. "'Tis as little use as a dead ferret on a rabbit
hunt."

Had he ever laid eyes on me, I daresay
he would have been all the more disgusted, for I was an
unprepossessing hatbox squid with a shocking amount of red hair— a
Chelmsworth trait, but nothing one wanted to see on an unsightly,
screaming baby. I was, in fact, so hideous to look at that if I
were born in the dark ages, some superstitious nurse maid who still
believed the world to be flat and witches to roam its surface,
would have thought it best and kindest to smother me in my
sleep.

But my father's aunt, Lady Manderby,
otherwise known in my story as Great Aunt Bridget, took command of
the situation. Apparently, she had practice in these unsavory
matters. Put into her hands by my natural mother, who lamented only
the loss of a pretty hatbox, I was to be sent away and raised
elsewhere, before the Chelmsworth family resemblance could be too
marked. After all, these things happened all the time, but one
should always be discreet about it, when possible. If something is
never mentioned, it does not have to be denied. And that was how I
began."

Was it true? Sometimes she thought she
remembered the hatbox, which would surely be impossible at such a
young age. Unless her soul was never that young at all and had
lived for a very long time.

She held the collar of his coat and
tugged it more firmly around her, suddenly sensing that it — and
he—might disappear, leaving her cold and alone again, wrenched from
this world and forced into another.

"That, at least, is how Great Aunt
Bridget explained my existence," she said, the words thin,
struggling for air.

"Go on." He unfolded his arms to rest
both hands on his thighs.

So she swallowed that knot of anxiety
and continued her colorful story. Even if he didn't believe all of
it, he was listening, attentive, interested. He was staying. She
could make it last as long as possible, keeping him enthralled,
delaying the end. Like Scheherazade spinning her stories for one
thousand and one nights. To stay alive.

"The wet nurse, to whom I
was given, called me a scrappy, red-headed
naughty misbegot, who ought to be kept on a leash like a pet
monkey— and so I was named Rosie
Jackanapes.

As you must know, an unwanted, bastard
child is destined for an undistinguished life, toiling among the
servants on a grand estate, or parceled off to a ‘good’ family in
need of a spare pair of hands.

But, as you will also know by now, it
all turned out rather differently in my case. For miraculous works,
however unlikely, very occasionally do come to pass, even for the
most ordinary of nobodies once secreted inside a hatbox.

It happens more oft than you might
believe."






















Act One






Blind Man's
Bluff


 Chapter Three

Castle Malgrave, Suffolk,
England

A sunny spring day, circa
1762






"So, there you are then, Plumm, settle
the matter, won't you? The sooner the better."

Looking down at the list he'd just
been handed, Halfpenny Plumm, long-suffering and most excellent,
devoted legal advisor to the Fairfax-Savoy family, breathed a worn
sigh.

"We daresay you are surprised by our
choice," his master added, noticing perhaps the
hesitancy.

"Indeed, your grace. Just when I think
I have heard it all, there is always another... surprise... in my
path." Like a trap door, a flaming runaway cart, or a falling
ten-ton weight. Or all three. "Still," he added with as much cheer
as he might muster, "these challenges keep us from growing idle in
our autumn years."

"We should hope so too. Can't have
that, can we?"

"Apparently," he sighed, "we cannot,
your grace."

"Then we leave the matter in your
capable hands."

As his master turned away, Plumm
stepped forward and made an impulsive pinching gesture toward the
younger man's sleeve, but did not dare make contact and so his
fingers were left snapping at the air like a nervous crab. He
managed a tight wheeze of warning. "But, your grace, I wonder if
this mission might not be so straightforward as we—"

"No need to make great harvest of
little corn, my good man. With so many demands upon our time today
and this house full of guests— you know how we despise people
cluttering up the place— we rely upon you to get it done. We have
every confidence that you can manage the business efficiently on
our behalf."

Plumm, the dedicated servant, had
never failed at any task with which he was charged, not for this
man, nor for his father before him. So as he watched the master's
fine and noble shoulders walking away, all he could do was turn his
mind to this challenge of getting the duke a bride— this particular
bride that his grace had, most unexpectedly, inexplicably and
unfortunately, settled upon.

The flaming runaway cart.

He stared forlornly at the notes
provided by his master. With this document he was expected to
present a good case to the young lady in question. Oh dear, he
could already picture her expression. Apparently his grace could
not. Of course, the young duke had never known anybody deny him
anything he wanted. Nor had he much occasion to examine the world
from any other person's point of view. His life was ruled by duty
and guided by the constraints of centuries-old
tradition.

As for the incendiary wayward vehicle,
Plumm and his master had only known her for a matter of weeks and
yet it was already patently clear— to one of them at least— that
Lady Flora Chelmsworth grabbed life for herself with both hands,
after she'd run over it, traveling at speed, forward or backward;
that she did not wait for anything to be acquired for her, and she
enjoyed a very lively perspective that was seldom upright and
steady, but taken from all manner of precarious views. Furthermore,
she appeared to have formed opinions of the world and a woman's
place in it, that had no foundation in real life.

And her fiery collision was now
imminent with that sturdy, immoveable, brick-lined icehouse known
as the Duke of Malgrave. Plumm rather suspected the icehouse would
come out of this with the greater injury, and yet it was his
responsibility to keep that structure free from scrapes of any
kind.

How on earth was disaster to be
averted? Just as puzzling: how had it ever come about?

He quite blamed himself. Should have
foreseen the imminent disaster when his master secretly and
anonymously commissioned her portrait in miniature. Plumm was not
supposed to know about that, of course. The young duke had yet to
learn that his faithful servant knew everything— that he was
especially diligent in finding out those things that anybody tried
to keep from him.

But Plumm had dismissed the portrait
as a whim, fervently hoping it was simply a temporary youthful
folly on his master's part. Or a practical jape of some kind to
tease his mama— to get some sort of concerned reaction out of that
aloof, emotionless bolt of starched silk.

Alas, he should have known better.
Fortitudo Maximilian Fairfax-Savoy was not prone to folly. Indeed,
even the purchase of new cannons for his tin soldiers when he was
seven and a quarter had required a list of pros and cons. As for
pranks, he had no taste for them, having been the unfortunate
target of several cruel jests in his early school days.

No, the sixth Duke of Malgrave made no
move without giving every potential consequence grave consideration
beforehand. Usually.

So that damned portrait should have
served a warning; instead, the solicitor had been caught napping.
Unfortunately, the young duke, unlike his father, was so very
upright, dutiful and self-controlled, that in the five years since
he came into his inheritance, the able solicitor's intervention was
rarely needed. Plumm had gradually let himself become complacent.
There were still the occasional problems to manage, but for the
most part the sixth duke steered himself well clear of those
"surprises" that had frequently turned up in his father's
path.

Now this. A rude
awakening. As Plumm had remarked glumly, just when he thought he'd heard it all...

He had not even had his breakfast yet.
Better get something to line his innards. A soldier could not march
into battle on an empty belly, and this could be his last
meal.






* * * *






There appeared to
be a piece of ham attached to his
wig.

She had tried, several times, to
politely draw his notice to it, but the man was too preoccupied by
his earnest speech and after a while she decided it was simply too
late. The moment to save his embarrassment was a slim one, and it
had passed. She had better leave him to discover the random morsel
later for himself, and she would pretend never to have noticed it.
Besides, the presence of that misplaced porcine fragment soon faded
in comparison to the bizarre proposal that spilled haltingly from
his lips.

"His grace believes,
madam, that although you are young, naive, imprudent and somewhat
enamored of yourself as a rebel, even you will recognize the great honor
he bestows upon you with this generous proposition."

She was tempted to look over her
shoulder, just to be certain there was nobody else present to whom
he addressed this strange soliloquy. But no, this was all for her.
They were quite alone and he had engineered it so, to have her
attention in this furtive manner.

The gentleman paused, his gaze cast
down at the floor, but since she was still speechless, he cleared
his throat and once again consulted the crumpled paper in his
trembling hand.

"In light of your reputation, we do
not think it wise of you to assume you'll ever receive a better
offer." With a pained smile at his notes and a concerned tilt of
the head, he added, "Yes, his grace is fully cognizant of your
myriad faults and shortcomings. All drawbacks have been fully
disclosed to the young gentleman. But he vows never to reproach you
for those youthful errors and indiscretions, especially since you
have not enjoyed the benefit of strong parental guidance during
your formative years. His grace is adequate to the task of managing
your wayward tendencies, where others have failed. Be assured that
he has given due thought and consideration to how his own life will
be altered by the presence of one who has yet to fully mature and
find her proper purpose. Over time, no doubt, you will settle to
the duties of a wife and— god willing— motherhood. As it is for
most women once beyond their most trying and awkward
years."

Finally, for the first
time in this entire discourse, the fellow's gaze made contact with
her face. He had spoken to the floor, the ceiling, the note in his
hand, the nearby unlit candelabra, the portrait above the mantle, a
china vase, and the grass stain on her dress. Everything but her
face. From the swaying of his body and the unkempt state of his
wig, she wondered if Plumm was inebriated. That could excuse
his eccentric behavior,
but it did not explain his master's.

"Why does the duke not come to me
himself?" she asked, exceedingly amused. "Where is he?"

"At this time there is no need to
express the extent of your gratitude to his grace in person, dear
lady," the fellow replied somberly. "Rest assured that my master
shall, of course, approach your guardians to make the engagement
official, and then the necessary contractual arrangements can be
put to paper."

The moment her host's odd little
solicitor had stumbled after her with a whispered desire to
"discuss a matter of great import", she knew something was amiss.
Had somebody noticed her naughty rearrangement of the precious
china figurines in the drawing room cabinet, or discovered the
crumbs from her midnight foray to the kitchens? Had they found the
pieces of a once very fine vase that she inadvertently knocked
against in the dark during the aforementioned transgression? Or was
she about to be unmasked as an imposter? After all, she was
surprised this game had lasted as many weeks as it had.

But no, she was not to be chastised
and her dark secret had not been uncovered. She was merely
subjected to a marriage proposal by a man who couldn't even be
bothered to stay in the same room while it happened.

She did not know which part of it all
was the most shocking: this unromantic mode of proposal, or the
fact that Great Aunt Bridget's ruse should have taken them all so
far. Rosie Jackanapes, pirate and imposter, had penetrated the
ranks of society's "elite" to pass herself off as a fine
lady.

Perhaps, she mused wryly, while moving
in these exalted circles, she might teach them all a thing or two
about love. Share a little of her plain, commoner's
wisdom.

But firstly, Great Aunt Bridget— the
architect of this deceit— must never hear about the duke's
proposal. Better for everybody if it be dealt with as quickly as
possible.

"Before you get out your
pen and ink for all those contractual arrangements, Master Plumm, I
think the remainder of this peculiar exchange had far better take
place between the duke and I. No need to put you in the middle.
Now where is he,
if you please?"

He shuffled from one foot to the
other. "I couldn't say, Lady Flora."

"Well, I suggest you try, my good
man."

"His grace was most adamant that he
did not want to be bothered with this matter himself
today."

"Oh, really!" She reached over and
snatched the note from his hand to study it for herself. The paper
was divided by a line down the middle with her attributes listed on
one side of it under the heading "Pros". But it was the other side
of this list, the "Cons", that was thoroughly filled in— almost
overflowing the edge of the paper, sentences marching up the sides
to find space— while her favors consisted of only one.

"Amiable bubbies?" she
exclaimed. "Amiable
bubbies?"

Plumm merely bowed his
head.

"If you cannot tell me where he is,
you had better stand aside and I shall turn this house upside down
until I find where he is hid."

After a few more attempts to stand in
her way and distract her from this action— promising, in vain, all
manner of treats if she would let the matter drop— the solicitor
declared himself "in no state to do battle with young ladies of
such determined nature." With sagging head and pointing arm,
looking as if he might soil his farting crackers, he directed her
down the hall to the library and then collapsed onto the nearest
chair with a series of belches and "alas, pardon me's" to which
there appeared no end in sight.







 Chapter Four






"I think I have broke Plumm," she
blurted.

Flora had discovered her host, with
several other gentlemen and a few ladies, gathered around a giant,
open atlas, all of them feigning interest in some dull tale about
the young duke's Grand Tour, while probably thinking mostly about
their dinner, or else lulled into a blank-eyed drowse by his
uninspired droning. She had not thought it possible for the
description of a gondola ride through Venice to be made as little
interesting and unromantic as a hard seat on a fishmonger's cart,
bumping along the road to market on a wet Monday.

But with her sudden proclamation his
story ceased and their faces lifted to look at her, as she stood
dramatically poised in the doorway, arms now akimbo.

"The poor man just delivered your
grace's message to me, and I'm afraid the effort might have been
too much for him," she added, mischievously. "He looks very grey
about the gills and seems to have sprung a gaseous
leak."

The duke straightened up and turned
slowly toward her. His eyes were faintly annoyed at the
disturbance, but he didn't appear too concerned for his solicitor.
"Lady Flora." He usually said her name like that, as if it was
something heavy he must set down before he could proceed with the
remainder of his sentence. "We thought you were bowling outside
with the other young people."

"I decided to come in and look at maps
with you old people. Aren't I allowed?" Although only four years
her senior, he acted considerably older, as if he had the troubles
of the world on his shoulders.

Her host said nothing to the people he
was with and although a woman standing close to him had begun a
sentence, he ignored her without a hint of polite apology, leaving
the table and his open atlas to walk sternly down the long room
toward her.

"Master Plumm valiantly resisted my
methods of interrogation, your grace," she explained hurriedly, as
he drew nearer, "but I insisted he tell me where you were and— I
know you'll find this a challenge to believe—I can be most stubborn
and awkward. So do not blame him." She knew her face must be
scarlet, as it often turned when her temper was up. In her gown
stained with spring grass, and with the loose curls of her hair
dampened by the exertions of an unruly game of bowls on the lawn,
it was perhaps no surprise that he studied her as if she might be
an assassin leading a peasants' revolt.

He came to a sharp halt before her,
both hands behind his back. "Might we inquire as to your purpose
with this disruption, madam? It's not raining out, is
it?"

"No."

"Somebody afire? Again?"

"I don't believe so. If they are it
cannot be my fault, thank heaven! Besides, Harriet Seton dropped
that lantern on her own skirt and I am the one who had the
foresight to throw her down and roll her heartily in the wet mud to
put out the flames. Not that I received any thanks for my trouble.
I daresay she was hoping for you to put her out." She chuckled.
"With your customary wet blanket."

He regarded her balefully down the
length of his long, crooked nose, taking particular note of the
grass stains. "Have you broken a window? Lost your ball? Thrust
another poor soul through one of our hedges in a
wheel-barrow?"

"If you have never participated in a
wheel-barrow race, you would understand neither the pleasure to be
had in it, nor the skill involved in balancing weight and speed.
I'm afraid, when I saw I was winning, the joy rather got away from
me. For which I apologized most profusely."

"Yes. If only your apologies were
quite as heartfelt and honest as they are colorful and, by
necessity, plentiful."

There was no talking to a person like
this, she decided. His mind was clearly made up about her. But why
then had he sent his man to propose marriage? She'd heard of
gentlemen who liked to punish themselves by beating at their backs
with thorny brambles, but even so...

"What mishap, this time,"
he added with a very slight degree of smug, "has cut short your
entertainments and forced you indoors to our company on such a fine
day? Especially to venture boldly all the way to our library, a
place we would imagine far from your list of pleasures." One eyebrow rose in a
cool arch. "Rather than quiet study, do you not prefer galloping
about in a state of riotous and nonsensical hilarity? As you were
the first time we met."

"You refer, sir, to the game of Blind
Man's Bluff."

"A questionable proceeding at
best."

"It is hardly my fault that you had
never played before and came upon us in the midst. You might have
joined in and learned the game, but no— you had to be an addle-plot
and spoil our fun."

"Join in to be molested by giggling
strangers?" Lips pursed he shook his head, disapproval springing
from every well-tamed hair on his head. "Somebody has to keep their
wits about them. Somebody
has to be in charge."

"Does it always have to be
you?"

"Not all men are made to bear the
weight of solemn responsibility, madam. Some of us are born to the
duty and so it comes naturally to us. Still, we suppose it has its
advantages for a young lady such as yourself to expend her energies
in some...vigorous way... during daylight hours. Outdoors,
preferably. Where there are fewer objects to be
damaged."

"You mean to say I require exercise.
Like your hounds."

He looked at her blankly. "In
moderation. An excess of excitement can be just as perilous for a
young lady's health and well-being as too little."

"Oh, lord save us," she muttered. "I
pity your future bride."

"Beg your pardon?"

With a gusty sigh, she shook her head.
"Which brings me to my purpose in seeking you out, your
grace."

"It does? At last. We await the
subject like a fly in a tar box."

"Is it not obvious?" she
exclaimed. "Plumm's message. What else would I be here for?" She
lowered her voice to a whisper, "Bringing my amiable bubbies with me."

A brief dawning of "ah, that" rose
across his expression before his features returned to their usual
state of mild vexation with the world. Gesturing impatiently over
her head, he then followed her out into the hall, leaving the wide
doors open so that the two of them remained within sight of the
others, but not close enough to be overheard.

"It is not necessary to show your
gratitude in person, Lady Flora. Surely our solicitor explained
everything to you." He bowed his head an inch toward her, as if he
spoke to a six year-old who must be told they couldn't have trifle
and should be satisfied with gruel. "Is there some part of it that
you did not understand, madam?"

"Your grace, I'm afraid I understand
none of it. I have never been so confused in my life, and that is
saying a very great deal, for I've been in some dreadful pickles, I
can tell you. And may we please have an ordinary conversation
between two people? Whenever you refer to yourself as "we", I feel
as if I address an entire battalion instead of one man, and it's
most disconcerting."

He glanced over at the
others inside the library and then back to her. "Very well.
I suppose you wonder why
I am so willing to take you
on as a wife, but a man of my position has many
burdens and responsibilities to shoulder. Marriage is simply
another and the sooner it is done the better. Your family is most
eager to have you settled and their haste suits my plans. Further,
we...I do not ask
for a great dowry, which I believe will please them." He cleared
his throat. "I thought a July wedding, here in the chapel at Castle
Malgrave, would be most convenient. After the London season is
completed and before the grouse shooting. A very small number of
guests—" He paused, frowning down at her. "I am sure this is all
most astonishing and gratifying to a young person such as yourself,
Lady Flora, but please moderate your expression. The folk within
might think me in the throes of an obscene suggestion."

She meant to laugh, but it came out of
her in an unladylike snort. "They wouldn't be far wrong, would
they?"

His scowl hesitated and then deepened.
"I do not have the pleasure of understanding."

"You cannot possibly imagine a
marriage between us would be a good idea. Are you quite mad? You
must be!" After all, she'd done everything possible to dissuade
him, whenever Great Aunt Bridget looked the other way. She thought
it was working wonderfully, until this happened. "Besides, I am far
too young to think of marriage."

"Seventeen is perfectly adequate. Many
women your age are already mothers. There is nothing—"

"But you're not in love with me, are
you?"

"What the devil difference does that
make?"

"Precisely. If you were an ordinary
fellow, who earned his way in life, you would understand. You would
learn that things do not simply happen because you click your
fingers and command them to."

His eyes narrowed, nostrils flared.
She'd seen stallions kept too long in the horse boxes that looked
like that. "Explain yourself, madam."

"Plumm said you mean to manage me.
You, your grace, feel adequate to that task, do you?"

His head tilted slightly, confusion
slowly finding a tighter hold on his countenance. "Your faults are
many, your behavior in need of correction, but it is not solely
your fault. I know your parents died when you were young and of an
impressionable age. Since then your family has neither guarded nor
guided you well. I'm sure the uncertainty must have made life
difficult for you. I can give you discipline, stability and order
where they—what's the matter now? You look as if you might be
sick."

She clutched her throat. "Please say
nothing to my great aunt about this. She'd never forgive me for
spurning such a romantic proposition. Promise me you will say
nothing to her."

Unlike his solicitor, the Duke of
Malgrave was always perfectly groomed. Nothing was ever out of
place or likely to be criticized, but neither was it very
memorable, for the duke's choice of color and unwavering commitment
to a certain style of waistcoat and stock-knot was as dull and
predictable as the stories he told. Of course he had a valet and
countless other folk devoted every day to his person. He would
never suffer a grass stain and would most certainly never find a
piece of meat from breakfast attached to his queue. But now, for
the first time within the short span of their acquaintance, she
observed a slight crack in his polished armor. A face unaccustomed
to self-doubt and rejection could not be prepared with any
expression to hide that moment of panic when he felt the floor
falling out from under his conceited boots. Possibly for the very
first time in his self-assured life, no servant could prevent his
discomfort.

"Am I to understand that
you... you refuse
me, madam?"

"I most certainly do, you poor, dear,
misguided thing."

She looked into the library again and
seeing that they were slyly observed by several pairs of eyes, gave
a jaunty smile and waved. Immediately they all looked away again,
prim and appalled by her casual, irreverent ways.

"I shall not stay for
supper, your grace. I suppose it wouldn't be proper now, but may I
take some cake for the journey and for my brother, Francis, who is
home from school and has so very little enjoyment? Bessie Bentinck
says your cook makes very good lemon cakes. I have been in the
greatest anticipation of tasting the delight since we got here and
yet there were none served last night at dinner with the syllabub.
But I ...I think there might be some in the larder.
I think. Perhaps.
Somebody mentioned something about it..."

The young man before her seemed
suddenly to grow an extra few inches in height and he had already
towered over her. Swallowed up by his shadow she took an uneasy
step sideways along the wall.

"Cakes?" he muttered.

"Yes, you know, the sweet,
sugary—"

"I know what cake is, madam." He
followed her along the passage.

"Surely you cannot deny a girl lemon
cakes, especially not when you keep the best French cook in
England."

"I begin to think that is the only
reason you accepted my invitation to Castle Malgrave."

"Well, I..." She laughed uneasily,
hands clasped before her.

"I see." He raised his chin to look
down from an even greater height. "And in London last week at the
Bentinck's party, when I spoke to you at some length on the subject
of marriage and its benefits, surely you knew what I was about. I
am highly unlikely to strike up a conversation with a young lady
about marriage merely to pass the time of day."

"I assumed you spoke in jest on that
occasion, your grace. That was before I realized all your stories
are very dull. I waited for the good part."

"A jest?" His eyes darkened. "You
stood next to me for seven and twenty minutes anticipating the
conclusion of a joke?"

"I do love a good laugh."

He swayed backward and made an odd
sound, like a bag of flour landing on a hard surface. Two fingers
curled against his brow as if to wipe away an invisible mark. "It
seems I have inadvertently given you one."

She felt sorry then, for although the
Duke of Malgrave was a pompous arse it couldn't all be his fault.
It seemed likely he had never learned to laugh at himself, whereas
she'd had plenty of practice at that sport. At that moment she
actually liked him a little— more than she had done before. Much
more than she would have thought possible just a few weeks ago when
they first met. But although she had gone along with this deception
so far, and enjoyed all the fun of taking Lady Flora's place, to
actually marry this unwitting gentleman would take their masquerade
into the realms of madness and, most of all, be exceedingly unfair
to him.

It was everything for which Great Aunt
Bridget had schemed, but the girl used as that mercenary lady's
pawn could not go through with it. Her conscience would never allow
it.

"Be glad," she said,
giving his coat sleeve a reassuring pat. "I'd make the most
dreadful duchess, and soon you would tear that ruthlessly tidy hair
of yours out by the handful." It still startled her that his hair
could remain so neatly groomed all day. The first time she saw him,
she assumed he wore a wig, but soon realized it was simply hair,
very well cut and maintained, seldom disturbed. Except on a few
occasions when, in her presence, he clawed an impatient hand
through it. "Oh, how you would regret it, if I married you. Better
you find another more pliable to your needs. One you won't have to
train. Even better, find a girl with whom you can fall in love. It
really isn't beyond hope, sir. Love does exist and it can be very
strong, I promise you. It can do remarkable things. I cannot say
how I know that." She shrugged. "I simply do."

He looked at her fingers on his sleeve
and then at her face again. His forehead seemed to crumple a
little, but his eyes were almost black. Were they hurt or angry, or
both? There was something else there too— hot and
frustrated.

Pulling his arm away from her touch,
he briskly adjusted his cuffs. "I do not know what I was
thinking."

"Never mind. We all make mistakes. It
is human nature."

"You would know more about that than
I."

"Why," she teased. "Aren't you
human?"

He did not smile. Of course not. Why
would he? Even while proposing marriage through his luckless proxy
he had taken pains to let her know how frivolous, giddy and
ignorant she was. In his eyes, he granted her family a tremendous
favor by offering his almighty hand in marriage to a silly chit
like her. It was not entirely his fault, because the rest of the
world would see it that way too. He'd never been taught anything
different.

She, on the other hand, had some very
rebellious ideas which, although they frequently embarrassed her
guardians, could not be smacked out of her.

"I meant, Lady Flora, that you are
accustomed to making mistakes. I am not. I hope that you do not
live to regret the one you made today, as much as I regret mine
already." He looked away from her, his jaw tight. "Good god, what
was I thinking? You're barely civilized. I must indeed be
insane."

"Your grace," she replied through
smiling teeth, "I think we had better part now as kindly and
politely as we are able. I would not want us to be enemies. Surely
we need not be."

His gaze snapped back to her lips.
"You said yourself I must be mad to propose marriage to you. I
merely agreed with that assessment. Ah, you are cross with me, I
suppose, for being so frank in listing your faults. Faults of which
you are indubitably and inexplicably proud."

"The next time you seek a wife, your
grace, I suggest you do not batter her over the head with your
disdain and arrogance. I would particularly advise against having
her list of calamitous faults read aloud by your solicitor. With
meat in his hair."

"Meat?"

"I suppose, working for you, he's a
nervous eater. And a drinker. The poor man is much put-upon and
probably as terrified of you as everybody else in this place. But
who am I to judge, being so wretched a creature myself, and one
whose only redeeming feature are her bubbies?"

"You were not supposed to see that
list yourself."

"Did you think it less
insulting if it be read to
me?"

He brushed one stiff hand
across his mouth impatiently, turned his back to the library, and
then, in a low voice, trembling with restrained anger, replied,
"You, madam, are the first to assure the world of each and every
one of your defiant, rebellious and havoc-causing antics —
polishing and showing them off like trophies. Your reputation
preceded you—" He pressed his lips shut in a hard line and glowered
down at her, both hands behind his back again. Finally, his breath
regained, he added in a calmer tone, "And now I shall give
you counsel. Might I
suggest that in future you restrain the urge to insult a man when
he not only feels capable of tolerating your mistakes, but has the
patience to let you live in great comfort under his roof and his
protection, while you grow out of this childish phase. You are in
the right, madam, for you are too young for me. Completely lacking
in sense and good judgment."

"Goodness, imagine me being in the
right about anything."

"Even a stopped clock is right twice a
day."

Oh, now she was annoyed
again and she had almost started to like him. "You can stand before
me like bull beef, scowling with all your might, Malgrave, you
don't frighten me. Nor do I find you the least little bit inscrutable and
enigmatic with your brooding stares and reluctance to say anything
nice. Since we're being honest, you, sir, are an unmitigated bore,
so stuffed full of your own importance I shall be surprised if you
don't burst into a thousand little pieces one day. Well, not all
over me you won't."

"You have said sufficient, madam. I
understand you find me a wretched fellow. As you remarked yourself—
no need to batter me over the head with it."

"I didn't say you were wretched." Now
she felt flustered. With his guard down in anger he showed an
unexpected vulnerability. She wished she hadn't noticed, but there
it was.

The sudden deepening intensity of
balsam scent told her that his temperature was up too, even if he
controlled his tone and did not get all red-faced and ugly, as she
undoubtedly had.

"It is possible to like a person,
despite their faults," she said. "None of us can rightfully claim
perfection. Those that do, tend to be the biggest scoundrels and
mountebanks, sir."

"Is that so?" he muttered
tightly.

"You and I might have been friends, in
fact, but I daresay your pride won't allow that now. Pity, since I
would have been a better friend than any of those pick-thanks and
lick-spittles in there—" she pointed over his shoulder, "—who will
never show you their true feelings, nor challenge you with an
honest opinion."

Great Aunt Bridget's shrill voice
could suddenly be heard calling for her with an eagerness that
bordered on desperation. The ancient floorboards rattled against
their joists as that lady's rapid footsteps marched steadily
closer, just short of breaking into a canter.

"Oh! She must have found Plumm in his
deflated state and immediately assumed that I am responsible in
some way for bursting him." She sincerely hoped the solicitor, in a
weak moment, had not given her aunt any hint of his master's
intention.

"Aren't you responsible?" the duke
replied, looking, for the first time, somewhat amused. "Aren't you
always to blame?"

"Excuse me, your grace. Although I
would like to debate the matter of your unjust accusations further,
circumstances impel me to cut short our discussion and make a hasty
exit. Perhaps another time."

His lips twitched and his eyes warmed
just a little. "Yes. Another time." Then he gave a quick, stiff
bow, as if jerked into it by somebody tugging on his strings to
remind him. "I shall forward the bill for all the things you've
broken over the past day and a half, madam. Including my
solicitor."

"Please do." She bit her lip.
"Although I haven't any money of my own and shall have to beg for
it."

"Should have thought of
that before you went about the place, wrecking things." His gaze
fixed upon some point at the side of her neck, but a quick check
with her fingers discovered only a curl — fortunately not a scrap
of ham. "And moving the fourth duke's porcelain figurines into
compromising positions," he added gruffly, "which cause us to
wonder where the virtuous
young Lady Flora gets her ideas."

What could she say to that? She had no
inkling where her thoughts came from either. It was, however,
necessary to defend herself. "You say the word virtuous as if you
have cause to doubt it, your grace. Greater cause than a few
re-arranged china people. It is not polite to listen to rumors
about a lady, you know. Didn't they teach you that in all your
ducal training?"

"There are, it would seem, many things
I was not taught." His words came out under duress between his
teeth, like puffs of steam escaping a spout. "There was, in fact,
nothing about you in my education. Clearly an
oversight."

She shrugged. "I suppose you were kept
apart from common folk and your lessons were very drear, all
theory. But why take your instruction solely from books? A person
should find a path on their own, live life for themselves. Get a
little dirty."

"Dirty?" One hand paused in the
gesture of patting down his neatly combed hair as he glanced back
over his shoulder. Perhaps he'd never heard the word
before.

"One ought to wander off the path and
experience new things. How can you enjoy a full life if you have
felt only one emotion, tasted only one wine, worn only one style of
waistcoat? If you have always been saved from mistakes," she added
with dramatic fervor, "and never run barefoot through damp grass,
you cannot know the true joys of living, for there cannot be
mountains without shade; ups without downs; achievements without
failures. You should not have to sail a course already chartered.
Where is the thrilling adventure in that?"

He remained unmoved.
"Without following a map one increases the probability of
error. You can
afford to do that, madam. I cannot."

"Really? But you were willing to take
a chance on me. That was surely a greater dare than most men would
venture." She laughed softly. "I do not believe I am charted on any
map drawn by your forebears."

His eyes narrowed as he
looked down at her, brow vexed. "But you are drawn there now, Lady
Flora, on my map," he said, his voice deep and low, striking a sudden,
unexpected blow to her heart. "It seems I put you there and have,
alas, only myself to blame."

Oh, why did he have to say that, and
in such a strange, sad tone?

What would it be like to marry such a
man? The thought fluttered through her mind. Many would envy her.
As the Duchess of Malgrave she would never be short of coin and
pretty things.

But no, it would not be fair to him,
for he believed her to be something that she was not and, despite
his awkwardness and an abrupt manner, he was not a bad person. Just
a very dull one with a superior opinion of himself. He ought to
learn how to love, and be loved in return, by somebody better
suited to his world.

The Duke of Malgrave was far too grand
and pompous for Rosie Jackanapes. He wanted to marry her despite
his admitted disapproval of almost everything about her, but how
long would that last before he grew weary of the challenge he'd set
for himself?

Besides, she valued her liberty beyond
riches and, as she had said to him, she was too young, not ready
for marriage.

He still stared at her and now his
lips parted slowly as if they had something very awful to say, the
words heavy, causing him pain. And she had better not let him say
it, or her resolve just might waver irretrievably. Very slightly he
bent toward her and she felt a startled sigh lifting her
reluctantly on tip toe. His eyes had darkened again, the grey and
green shades deepening like the early descent of dusk creeping
through a forest, and although his eyelids had lowered, she knew
his gaze had fallen to her lips. She felt it there, like the
pressure before a storm.

At such a moment any masquerading
villainess worth her salt knew the best reaction was a corked
tongue and a swift exit.

In a manner later described by
witnesses as "graceless hoofing", she lifted her skirt and ran for
the glass-paneled doors at the far end of the hall, to freedom and
fresh air for as long as it might be enjoyed.

He never did send her a bill, which
was just as well as it would simply have been added to the stack
that Great Aunt Bridget artfully ignored as she scrabbled and
connived her way through a life she could no longer
afford.






* * * *






"Of course, he approaches marriage as a duty to be
dispensed," Flora wrote in her diary the
following evening, practicing her handwriting as instructed.
"It does not matter how little he feels
for his bride, how little he admires in her, as long as she can
provide the requisite, healthy heir. For a man like Malgrave, the
marriage bed is a business arrangement— cold, comfortable only for
brief visits, and not meant to be fun, but convenient, necessary
and, if well maintained, functional. Like the nearest outside privy
in a drafty winter.

Lady Flora, on the other
hand, longs for passion with generous helpings of stolen kisses,
palpitations and perspiration; a desperate, dangerous love affair
that thrills her as much as balancing barefoot along the parapet of
a bridge; the sort of love that cannot be negotiated and bound by
contracts."

The stern Duke of Malgrave, she knew
the moment they met, could not give Lady Flora that. They were
entirely wrong for each other.

She knew it with all the experience
and romantic, fervent enthusiasm of her seventeen mighty and
fearless years.

Although she frequently felt
considerably older. And for that she had no explanation
either.

"Yes. Another time," he'd said, having
no idea what would come to pass, or what already had. Up until
then, of course, his life was linear and well regulated. Unlike
hers.







 Chapter Five

Twelve weeks before. Or
something like.






"Make haste, Rosie Jackanapes. Come
inside directly and tidy yourself, for we have guests."

Our heroine, at that time having no
suspicion of her importance in anybody's story— not even her own—
had been wandering through the garden, humming softly to herself
and so far away in her thoughts that she had not noticed the fog
descending on what was previously a crisp, clear winter morning.
Suddenly she could barely see her hands in front of her face and
had to be guided through the thick cloud by the sound of that voice
calling her name.

For just a moment she felt panic.
Unable to recall what she was doing out there in the garden, she
stared into the greyish vapor and struggled to breathe. An odd
clamminess sank into her skin, she felt light-headed and her pulse
thumped a faster, more erratic rhythm. She'd never experienced such
a deep fog. Now she must rely on senses other than sight to find
her way back.

Her bare feet tripped uncertainly
along the path, and she reached forward with both arms like a blind
man, feeling for signs of other life.

At last.

An elderly lady in a lace cap opened
the door to her frantic knock."There you are! Where have you
been?"

"Out walking."

"In this fog?"

"It was pleasant weather when I left.
I think." Reassured by the other woman's warm, soft hands squeezing
gently around her fingers, tugging her over the threshold, she
offered a breathless explanation. "For a moment I...couldn't find
my way. I thought everything in the world had disappeared. It gave
me quite a fright to find myself lost, even on a familiar
walk."

"But Rosie, look at your feet!
Barefoot in winter? What could you be thinking?"

She looked down at her toes, pink with
cold and damp from the wet grass. Where were her shoes and
stockings?

The other woman closed the front door,
shutting out those curls of menacing fog before they could follow
the wanderer inside. "For pity's sake! Run into the scullery and
dry your feet. There are some clean stockings hanging by the
kitchen fire. Take off your apron, tidy your hair and put on some
shoes before you meet our guests."

This list of instructions was as
comforting as the old lady's hands. It brought direction to her
mind and purpose to what had begun to feel like chaos.

The phrase
"Dragged through a hedge
backwards" came to her thoughts. Yes, she
must look a sight after what she'd just been through. Whatever it
was.

In the kitchen she quickly checked her
distorted reflection in the tea kettle— yes, it was her
uninteresting face, although why she expected another was a
mystery— and tied her hair with a velvet ribbon she found in her
apron pocket.

"Bring with you a bottle of my
raspberry and dandelion wine, Rosie dear."

The pantry was a long, narrow, dark,
windowless room. She took a candle to find her way down the step
and illuminate the two dozen or so bottles of homemade wine, all
neatly marked with labels, lined up along the shelf. Goody
Applegate's Gooseberry and Plum; Goody Applegate's Best Parsnip and
Peapod; Goody Applegate's Cowslip and Comfrey. Each label was
decorated with a tiny watercolor painting of whatever taste the
title promised. Each one unique.

She sorted through them to find the
required bottle, her fingers caressing the labels, lovingly
revisiting each illustration, over which great time and care had
once been devoted. Just to make the bottle pretty. Not many folk
bothered any more with the little details, she mused sadly. No
machine, however advanced, could replicate something so personal
and meaningful. Something made with love from the heart.

But as soon as she had the thought it
was gone. Vanished like smoke from a chimney.

Now she was peaceful again, her pulse
steady.

Rosie loved the tranquility of the
dark pantry. Standing here, all was silent and still, her soft
breath the only draft to tickle the candle's flame. Here she felt
not only calm, but rejuvenated. Slowly she counted the bottles.
There were fewer than she remembered. They must make more in the
summer.

The wine was made from fruit, flowers
and herbs, all grown in the south facing garden behind the house.
Currently, of course, the plants hibernated, preparing for the
first break of bud in spring, the first cluster of blossom. But
that change would come; transformation was the essence of
life.

Oh, that was a profound thought for a—
she glanced at the almanac left open on the kitchen table— Tuesday.
Was it Tuesday? She'd thought it was Friday. Dunderhead!

When she finally stepped into the
parlor some minutes later, balancing the wine on a tray with some
glasses, a very grand couple sat waiting impatiently for her. They
both wore cascades of thickly perfumed, frilly silk and
impractical, embroidered shoes with gleaming brass buckles. The
towering grey wigs they carried atop their proud heads made them
seem like giants in a strange fairytale, or characters in an opera—
too outrageous to be real. Rosie had never seen anything quite like
it. At least, she didn't think she had. At present she suffered the
most dreadful sore head that made her confused, unsteady. Perhaps
she had caught a chill from being outdoors barefoot.

The guests were politely offered
glasses of Goody Applegate's Raspberry and Dandelion Delight, but
that treat, regarded warily, was left untouched.

"So this is she," said the
stiffly-posed, highly-decorated woman. "The girl has a remarkable
Chelmsworth resemblance, especially with all that red hair. Don't
stare with your mouth agape, girl. In polite society one breathes
through one's nose, not one's mouth. That is the purpose of
nostrils."

Rosie quickly shut her
lips.

"At least she is obedient. Thank
heaven." The first of that lady's many, optimistic misconceptions.
"She is seventeen, is she not?"

"Thereabouts, your
ladyship."

"Yes, I believe she will do very
well." The woman nudged her companion, and he made an attempt to
sit up, but even his eyelids appeared exhausted by the slightest
effort.

Underneath all the frills and bows, he
was a wizened, hunched gentleman with yellow eyes, blue-veined
cheeks and a mottled nose that was neither improved nor disguised
by a layer of thick powder and a scattering of "beauty" spots.
Although complaining of a fierce draft upon his neck, this
gentleman also found the heat of the fire too much against his
face. He whined of a dry throat, but refused the offer of
refreshment. Even when given the best chair in the room, he found
it "damnably uncomfortable" and then, with his tall, careless shoe
heel, tore a hole in the tapestry cover of Goody Applegate's
favorite foot stool. And made no apology.

In this way he had quickly proven
himself to be what Rosie called a "Smelfungus", one who could find
nothing that pleased and imagined himself a witty critic. He
apparently knew more and could do better than anybody, although
there was no evidence to prove him capable of doing anything except
lift his limp eyelids and move his lips very slightly. His lady
companion was, by turns, wearily tolerant and uncomfortably
embarrassed by his comments. She was certainly not so amused by him
as he was by himself, but he was apparently an irritant that must
be borne.

Now, having cast his sour gaze around
the room and muttered about "provincial coarseness" he finally
turned his appraisal to Rosie.

"Is there something wrong with her?"
he grumbled. "Are her wits intact? She looks as if she's wandered
on stage for the second act of a play and has yet to learn her
lines."

"Her guardian assures us the girl is
in good health," the woman muttered, directing a hard glare at her
companion without moving her proud, and probably heavy head. "We
have no cause to distrust her assessment."

"As long as the wench is not addled.
She is, of course, a country yokel. No fashion. No delicacy or
prettiness. We have our work cut out for us. Where does one find
such an appalling garment? Dredged up from the local duck pond,
perchance?"

Rosie looked down at her simple, grey
gown to which she'd seldom spared any thought. They should have
seen her a moment ago, barefoot and wild-haired. That would have
given them something to be scandalized about, she mused.

"With a little tidying and polishing
she'll do well enough for our purposes," said the woman. "Beggars
cannot be choosers. Besides, too much beauty has its own burdens to
bear."

"I suppose you are right. We could
hardly expect a goddess. This dowdy goose-herder must
suffice."

Before Rosie could say anything to
defend herself or her looks— upon which she thought it very unfair
to judge a person at first sight, and exceedingly hypocritical
coming from a man who looked like a half-eaten Stilton cheese— the
strangers prepared, with a great rustling and fussing, to depart
again. And they were taking her with them, despite her
shortcomings.

"You are granted a great and wondrous
opportunity, girl," the grim-faced woman announced, rising from the
chair and whacking her companion's leg with her foot to stir him
into activity. "No need to pack any of your things. They will not
be required, and time is pressing. We must be on our way, for I
prefer not to travel in the dark."

The fog, on the other hand, did not
concern anybody. Almost as if none of the others saw it.

Goody Applegate gently explained to
Rosie that these fine people had come to take her to live with them
and meet her family.

At once she protested, "But I would
rather stay here, with you."

"I'm afraid you cannot stay, my dear.
It is time for another adventure. Now, you must be a proper lady
and keep your shoes on. This world to which you go now is very
different to the one you knew before, but you will soon find it
just as familiar."

Did these people who called themselves
her family, mean to help her advance in society somehow? Surely
their plans were charitable or Goody Applegate would not encourage
her to go with them.

But once Rosie was seated
in that fancy carriage, the four sleek horses carrying her away
through the thick cloud of fog, her new guardians began to explain
their true purpose. At least, part
of their plan was revealed.

"From now on, girl, your name will be
Flora. Lady Flora Chelmsworth. I am your Great Aunt Bridget, Lady
Manderby. This—" the lady seated across the carriage jerked her
head at the bitter, shriveled fellow beside her, "—is my eldest
son, Sir Roderick, and you must refer to him as your
cousin."

It was then, as they travelled across
the countryside in a bumpy carriage, that Great Aunt Bridget told
Rosie the story of how she came into being— her ill-prepared birth
at the side of the road, her mother's ambitions to rule London by
squeezing it by the wealthiest tallywags, the hatbox, and her
natural father's disinterest in the matter. Of course, it could
have been any story the woman told her and it must be believed, for
Rosie knew nothing of her history and Goody Applegate, when asked,
would only say that it was not where one came from that mattered,
but where one went and the good one did.

And there was something familiar about
the hatbox.

So now, with the fog enclosing her
like a fleece-lined envelope, deadening all sound but the scratch
of Lady Manderby's voice, she heard, for the first time, that she
was the bastard child of Earl Chelmsworth.

"My nephew's legitimate daughter has
not come up to expectations and so you must take her place, for the
most important social season will soon be upon us, and we need a
horse in the race this year. Do everything that Sir Roderick and I
tell you, girl, and there will be a great reward coming your way.
In the meantime, as Lady Flora you will be well fed, well shod, and
provided with every comfort. Breathe a word about your true origins
to anybody, however, and you will find yourself cast out as a
thieving charlatan. Do I make myself clear?"

"Er...yes, madam?"

"You doubt, girl?"

"Well, how are there to be two Lady
Flora Chelmsworths? Won't it be remarked upon?"

The grand folk seated across from her
exchanged sly glances, as if they were surprised she had the
capability of logical thought. "You needn't worry about that, girl.
Now, as I was saying, you will live a life of comfort for as long
as you do as you're told and remember that you are now Lady Flora.
But if you spoil this for us, you will soon find yourself utterly
alone, cold, hungry, penniless, friendless and quite without
resources."

"And very likely swinging from a
hangman's noose," the smelfungus added, admiring his own unsightly
reflection in the carriage window and adjusting a frail curl upon
his crusty forehead.

"Nobody is ever completely alone and
without resources," Rosie replied solemnly. "We always have what
the good lord gave us."

He sneered. "Without the
Chelmsworth name, girl, what the good lord gave you will only take you as far as the
nearest bawdy house. Like your infamous mama before
you."

"Indeed," said Great Aunt
Bridget with a ponderous nod of her towering wig. "So no further
questions. Do only as you are told and you will be well taken care
of. Now straighten your spine, shoulders back, chin up, and
remember you're a Chelmsworth." After a pause, she added, "I do
think, Roderick, that although she is plain, it is the sort of face
that might, suddenly one day, bloom into something more. When
nobody is expecting it and quite looking the other way."

"If you say so. Not as if there is any
other choice. At least she has a passable resemblance to the
miscreant. I only hope you do not regret taking her in." Already,
you see, it was his mother's fault and he prepared to distance
himself from the entire affair if need be— if it all ended in
disaster.

But at the time, young Rosie did not
think there was any danger in the masquerade. She looked around at
her new circumstances with wide-eyed excitement. What could she
possibly find to be wary of in those dainty, sugary little cakes,
perfumed baths prepared for her whenever she wanted them, and
nightgowns that caressed her skin with hitherto unknown
softness?






* * * *






It did not take her many days to put
the fragments of this story together and understand why she had
been stolen away through the fog to play this new game, dressed up
like a doll and paraded through the aristocratic ballrooms and
drawing rooms of another world.

Her family— as they referred to
themselves only whenever she needed reminding of her "duty" to
them—were desperate.

Lady Flora Chelmsworth was supposed to
make her first formal appearance in society that year. It had all
been planned down to the minutest detail: the most fashionable
gowns were made; invitations were groveled after and accepted with
great sycophancy, and the family jewelry was discretely retrieved
from under horse-hair mattresses, inside tea-urns and the hands of
the pawnbroker.

In short, considerable expense had
been laid out for a stake in this "horse race" and much of that
money had been begged, borrowed or outright stolen. Unfortunately,
the official head of the family was Lady Flora's brother Francis,
Earl Chelmsworth, a twelve-year-old boy. Since his parents had both
died when he was eight, all his affairs were left in the hands of
his guardians who, while the boy was still too young to know
anything about it, had steadily spent their way through a good
portion of the Chelmsworth fortune. Now, as Great Aunt Bridget said
to her son— not knowing she was overheard— it was time to plug the
holes in the dyke, because soon the boy earl would begin to ask
questions and take greater interest in the running of his estate.
Unfortunately it was years until he could make a financially
advantageous marriage to save the family himself, therefore all
hopes were pinned on his elder sister, all resources put toward her
"coming out" this year with the intention of getting her a wealthy
husband by any means and as quickly as possible.

But Flora had other plans.

Rosie learned that the previous earl's
children— even the two who were legitimate— had seldom lived under
the same roof. Francis was the golden child, the much awaited and
needed son and heir, over whom great guard was kept. On the other
hand, Flora, a truculent, angry girl, scrawny-limbed and
ginger-haired, was viewed as a burden to the family accounts.
Nannies and governesses left as quickly as they were hired. After
her mother died, Lady Manderby was called upon to oversee the
household at Wyndham, the family estate. Which is when Flora, with
her penchant for asking questions and refusing to do as she was
told, became an even less welcome presence in her own home. Her
father had no time for her and Lady Manderby no patience. As a
consequence the girl had been sent away, shuttled back and forth
between distant, uncaring relatives. Anything to keep her out of
their hair. When her father also died six months after her mother,
Lady Flora's remaining guardian saw no cause to bring her back to
Wyndham immediately. Instead she found just the place to put this
inconvenient girl, far out of the way until she might be of
use.

Two elderly sisters, old maids, and
distant Manderby relatives, who lived in their deceased father's
cottage on the remote Isle of Skye, quite isolated from any sort of
society, were in need of a young companion. They lived Spartan
lives, were extremely pious, and had been raised strictly by their
tyrannical parson father. It seemed, on paper, the perfect
solution. Flora could be sent there to that lonely spot until she
had outgrown her most awkward, troublesome years. Surely she could
do no harm in that place.

It had apparently never occurred to
the combined great intellects of Lady Manderby and Sir Roderick
that a girl bent on adventure can find it wherever she is
put.

As soon as the opportunity arose,
rather than come home when sent for, Lady Flora ran away to a life
of sin with a lusty young groom.

It turned out that those two old maids
had a distinct disadvantage when pitted against their young charge,
for one was deaf and the other almost completely blind. A little
fact that Flora had carefully concealed in her few letters home to
Wyndham.

Rather than face the scandal of this
escapade, not to mention the loss of so much unsecured investment,
Lady Manderby and her son had been obliged to find a hasty
replacement in order to save the day, hide the truth of Flora's
disgrace, and halt the family's descent into ruin. Thus they sought
out the "by-blow" Rosie Jackanapes, who had almost been forgotten
about until, by chance, she was remembered to be a girl the same
age as Flora, another redhead and, the last time she was seen,
bearing great family resemblance.

It was feasible, Lady Manderby and her
son had decided, that another girl, very similar in height, age,
coloring and looks, could be brought home— as if from Scotland— and
put into Flora's shoes. After all, the clothes were made, and all
they needed was another girl to fit them. A more than fair
resemblance to the real Lady Flora, and some hasty coaching, would
allow an illegitimate half-sister to take her place in society,
thereby successfully preventing any scandal.

Everything was then set for Lady
Flora's grand "coming out".

Much of this, the young imposter
discovered through eavesdropping and prying into the great aunt's
writing desk full of unpaid bills, but a good portion became known
to her through reading the real Lady Flora's diary, which had been
returned from the Isle of Skye in a small trunk of her abandoned
possessions. This secret little book was a treasure trove, stuffed
full of the other girl's ruthless insight into everything and
everybody. It was most enlightening.

Great Aunt Bridget knew nothing about
the diary. When the trunk arrived at Wyndham she was still too
enraged to open it and had simply commanded the contents burned,
but for some reason it was set aside in the girl's old room
instead, as if she might come back one day to claim it.

Rosie had been provided with one
example of Flora's handwriting— a letter written during her time in
the north— and from this she was meant to practice the style of
penmanship and the signature. But she found the diary to be better
practice, taking over the task of writing covertly in it herself
each day, keeping a private record of her own
transformation.

For her this was all little more than
a game, exciting and intriguing. It wasn't as if she passed herself
off as a man or had killed anybody, and she'd never stolen anything
in her life. Sometimes she remembered Sir Roderick's warning about
a hanging or a bawdy house, but decided he must just have wanted to
frighten her for his own amusement. He was an unpleasant fellow in
general, who, being miserably inadequate and talentless himself,
never had anything to say unless it was to dampen somebody else's
spirits. His mother, at least, was the hopeful sort, even if it was
born of desperation and denial. She even, occasionally, was seen to
smile very slightly, although Rosie could never observe that
expression without thinking she heard a faint scream, echoing
through the distant corridors of the house.

According to Great Aunt Bridget, their
student was often as troublesome and waywardly inclined as the
missing Flora— an unavoidable family trait perhaps— but the most
irritating fault she shared with her half-sister was an inquisitive
nature.

"When do you suppose your great niece
will come home, Lady Manderby?" the new Flora asked one day at
breakfast.

"Home? She has no home here now and
had better stay away. She's ruined goods. Soiled. That girl set out
to shame us all, but I refuse to let her behavior scar this family
for good. Not a thought did she give to any of us, or to her poor
brother. Selfish and spoiled to the end, she chose that penniless
cock over her duty to marry well. Now the trollop can lie hungry in
the filthy bed she made. She will never again be recognized by
us."

"But you have managed to conceal the
misadventure. It might never be exposed and she could come safely
back to Wyndham again one day, repentant, and with nobody the
wiser. Surely she must return, and if she does her family must
accept her back."

"Must we? I think not. It
is not merely the affair, girl. That might have been covered up at
one time and the boy removed from her history, cut away like an
unsightly carbuncle, but certain swellings cannot be so well
disguised after a few months."

"Certain swellings?"

The smelfungus huffed sourly behind
his paper. "I fear my country cousin knows nothing of the birds and
the bees."

"Nor does she need to know
yet," his mother replied swiftly. "Time enough for all that on her
wedding night. Thank goodness she is an innocent. That is one
important feature the girls do not
share." Then she turned to Rosie, adding firmly,
"You will take her place and get the job done. You will do as you're told and save
this family from the humiliation. I shall never forgive her. Never!
The girl is nobody to me now and may as well be in her
grave."

"You had better hope she does not come
back, had you not?" added Sir Roderick, not bothering to lift his
head from the newspaper. "If she did, you would be out on your ear,
little goose-herder."

"I would go home to Goody Applegate,"
she replied firmly.

"You have no home there any longer.
That old woman looked after you while she was needed. She was paid
a small annuity to do so. I very much doubt she will want an extra
mouth to feed now that there is no money."

"I can work to earn my
keep."

"Work? A lady of the titled classes
does not work." Great Aunt Bridget smirked and shook her head, the
little pearls that hung from her ears trembling as they often did
when she had to waste her time explaining anything to her young
ward. "But you will soon learn that for yourself. You will soon
find that you prefer this life and all the opportunities now before
you."

Rosie quarreled no more and drank her
hot chocolate. She did not care what they thought, for she was
certain that Goody Applegate would welcome her back gladly. As far
as she was concerned this was all merely a temporary arrangement,
while she held a place at the table for her half-sister and helped
conceal her scandalous liaison with a groom. Once the real Flora
came back, Rosie could return to her own life elsewhere.

In the meantime she would continue
enjoying herself— and this abundance of sweet delicacies that she
had never before tasted— making the most of her
adventure.

Despite the characteristics she shared
with the real Lady Flora, Rosie's spirit differed in that it was
merry, optimistic light-hearted and generous. Perhaps, had she been
born into this life and had to live it longer, she too would have
become as angry and ill-tempered as her half-sister, but it was all
still new to her and she had not yet had time to tire of
it.

One day, while admiring the many
beautiful gowns in her great aunt's dressing room, she was treated
not only to a brief, abridged history on the Manderby and
Chelmsworth families, but also to a glimpse into her new guardian's
amorous past, which was considerably less dry and drear than might
have been expected. The lady, while showing off some jewelry from a
box she usually kept secreted out of sight, told the story behind
each piece, colorfully describing the gentlemen who once gave them
to her. Sparing few details about their person, however
gruesome.

"This necklace," she said,
lifting a stunning set of pearls and sapphires, "was a gift from a
lover whose name I am not at liberty to say." She looked unusually
coy, but pleased with herself. "Certain other ladies with whom he
dallied are still, to this day, poisoned by their own bitter envy
over this gift. One of them in particular claims that these pearls
and sapphires should have been hers, but here they are
mine...mine. It
must kill her each time she sees me wearing them." Her eyes
sparkled with as much intensity as those sapphires as she held them
up to her face and chortled at this victory.

Rosie asked politely, "Were you a
courtesan too, like my mama?"

Great Aunt Bridget's face
turned crimson. "Certainly not! I
am a lady."

She wondered where the differences
might be found, for it seemed to her as if it was always about the
men and what one could get from them. One way or
another.

"I show you these things,
girl, so that you understand. A lady can find her pleasures and her
comforts inside the role she is made to assume in life. She might
have to put up with some unpleasantness from a husband, but the
rewards are considerable, if
she learns how to play the game. Our victories
may not be large, but we ladies must take them wherever they can be
got."

Admiring Lady Manderby's secret haul,
Rosie's first thought was that it ought to be sold, to pay that
pile of outstanding bills. But then she watched the lady's face
change and soften as she held each piece and caressed it with
trembling fingers. And then she realized that this was a collection
of memories too precious to be given up— a beloved souvenir of Lady
Manderby's past that not even her son, Roderick, knew about. Or
else he would have wrenched it from her hands and sold it without
another thought, for unlike his mother, he was not a man of any
sentimental spirit.

With arthritic fingers Bridget
Manderby selfishly clung to these prizes, the one reminder of her
long passed youth and beauty. Meanwhile she had other plans to
improve her finances and repair those holes in the family fortune,
of course.

After several weeks of preparation,
the new Flora was declared ready for exhibit and very soon, they
had their first nibble upon the worm. It took them all by
surprise.

"We have caught the Duke of Malgrave's
eye," Great Aunt Bridget had exclaimed in near breathless hysteria,
waving a letter she'd just received from one of her gossiping
circle. "He spoke of you on Tuesday to Lord Tarleton's
son."

As if she'd been mentioned in military
dispatches, having distinguished herself in battle with tremendous
bravery.

"His grace has returned from a grand
tour of the continent and seeks a bride. How fortuitous! This could
be a splendid chance for us! Oh to see his mother's face! Why did
you not say you had met the duke?"

"I did not think I'd made a favorable
impression, madam," she admitted sheepishly, remembering his
startled, appalled countenance as she removed her blindfold, looked
up, and then, to be helpful, tried removing one of her sticky
fingerprints from his furrowed brow with a dampened thumb. "But
what does it matter to us that he seeks a bride? For sure he is
destined for somebody grander, richer and prettier. He could have
anybody he wanted."

Lady Manderby cracked a thin, painful
smile, and Rosie once again heard that distant, ghostly, screaming
wail. "No matter, girl. It seems your bumbling naiveté has set you
apart in a way I had not anticipated. It has caused you to be
noticed. You just keep on as you have and leave the rest to
us."

The new Flora said nothing to deflate
that lady's smug joy, but she was quite certain that if the Duke of
Malgrave had mentioned her to anybody it was only to remark upon
her imperfections. At that time, they had spoken only once and
then, on one other occasion, shared a dance, the duration of which
he spent pointing out her faults and inadequacies.

Whatever Great Aunt Bridget thought
and hoped for in her wildly unhinged fancies, the little imposter
was merely having fun while all the treats lasted and why should
she not?

Yet not a soul here questioned her
identity. The servants never made eye contact, of course, and many
of them had been replaced over the years in any case, since Lady
Manderby was a hard task master, exceedingly difficult to please
and easy to offend. To the upper classes, servants were no
different to cattle and considered, in some cases, even less
intelligent. Indeed, the little imposter was shocked to see how the
household staff were treated at Wyndham. She tried often, while her
guardians were not watching, to make amends for it.

Other relatives had never taken much
interest in Lady Flora and so her replacement barely registered.
Even her twelve-year-old brother, home from boarding school after
four years away, did not seem to doubt, other than to remark, in
some relief, that she was much nicer to him now than she had been
in the past. He particularly enjoyed the little cakes and
sweetmeats she smuggled home from the parties and balls to which
she was chaperoned. She read to him, told naughty jokes and taught
him games— all things with which his real sister had never
bothered, too tied up in her own unhappiness, busy with her schemes
of escape and vengeance.

But then came that day at Castle
Malgrave, when the girl once called Rosie Jackanapes suddenly found
herself the focus of a shocking marriage proposal. Which is when it
all crumbled, of course, because she knew that getting away with
being naughty Lady Flora for fun, games, pretty gowns, and the
admiration of a newly acquired little brother was one thing, but
agreeing to marry a powerful fellow she had helped deceive was
quite another.

She was, like a fisherman with wading
boots of insufficient height, in too deep.

The reality of her precarious
situation and the fact that this was not, in fact, a game, finally
set in.






* * * *






Great Aunt Bridget soon learned of the
rejected proposal and punished the "ingrate" with a riot of slaps
and screams in her ear.

"Did we go to all this effort, girl,
to have you throw it back in our face? Why else did we fetch you
from that dull mud puddle of a village, dress you up, feed you and
give you lessons in etiquette?"

"Out of the kindness of your
hearts?"

"Kindness!
Kindness? We have
invested a great deal of time, effort and money in this enterprise
and you turn away a duke?"

"You mean to say that I was supposed
to accept his offer, despite the fact that I am not really Lady
Flora? That I was meant to spend the rest of my life deceiving my
husband?"

"Good god! Sir Roderick warned me, but
I was certain that even a naive country girl, however simple
minded, would see the great advantages once the moment was upon
her. I expected you to possess some of your mother's ambition. But
now it is clear we wagered on the wrong horse. Too late now and we
must make the best of it. There will be another offer eventually,
to be sure. We know you have at least one other secret admirer— the
anonymous gentleman who requested that you sit for that miniature
portrait. He paid handsomely for the artist's time. I suppose he
must soon declare himself."

"Do you not think it strange that he
hides his identity? He could be a hunchbacked, drooling madman who
lives in the belfry among the bats."

"Whoever he is, we shall not make the
mistake of giving you too much rein again. You will take the next
suitable man who asks and be grateful."

By "suitable" she meant rich, of
course, whether he lurked in the belfry or not.

"I do not mind helping
you, madam, by pretending to be Lady Flora for a season, but I
cannot be her for the rest of my life. I am my own person. I want
to marry for love. I want a man who can love me for who I truly am. A humble,
good man. One I need not deceive and with whom I yearn to spend the
rest of my days."

"Love? What is love? A mere nothing.
You set yourself up for vast disappointment if that is all you want
in life, girl. Love in a man is as rare as constancy. It is a wisp
of air that does no good for anybody and vanishes as quickly as
smoke from a chimney. Love has no place in a marriage, girl. As for
deception, life is little else but a series of deceits. We all
indulge in the practice. This is business not a fictional romance!
Hard facts and practicality, not whimsy! You must marry for status
and money. Your role will be to provide heirs and manage your
husband's household. That should be enough for any woman. Anything
else you require may be found far outside the marriage bed in good
time— as I told you before— but it is not the sort of thing with
which you need concern yourself until you have first done your duty
as a wife. And you shall
do your duty, girl. You owe us now. You will do
your duty for this family."

As the days passed, this
new Lady Flora became a prisoner of the house and of Great Aunt
Bridget's rules. Against this regime she rebelled, just as the
former Lady Flora had done, but with one important
difference. This Lady Flora came to care a great deal for young Francis, saw
how unhappy he had been, how very much isolated from the simple
pleasures of life, and decided she would not leave him to the
machinations of those bullying, dishonest "guardians". She gave him
her promise to stay by his side for as long as he needed her, and
this Lady Flora always kept her promises.

Here, in this life, she was in a
better position to do more good for others. She came to realize
that as Lady Flora, upon whom great hopes for the future were
placed, she held a small amount of power. Not a vast deal, but
enough. As long as certain folk needed something from her— needed
her to perform in a particular way, like a spaniel— she could win
prizes and benefits for others, such as books for Francis and mercy
for a hapless servant, who would otherwise be dismissed for some
minor error. Yes, she learned how to negotiate, using herself and
the promise of good behavior, as a bartering tool for those in
need.

In time this new world grew up around
her like a blossoming garden, stretching its tendrils around her
limbs until she was a part of it. Her previous life, and any other
lives she might sometimes dream about, were gone, buried in the
earth to feed her roots. As she was to confess much later, "It is
possible, you know, to tell a lie so oft that you start to believe
it yourself."

She soon realized that the most
important thing she had abandoned on the other side of that fog,
along with her old name and dear Goody Applegate, was her freedom.
She would never again take that most precious commodity for
granted.

As for the Duke of Malgrave, it seemed
he was destined never to know that she had saved him from a greedy
scheme, planned by folk who thought him a fool to be mocked,
deceived, used and easily parted from his coin.

No doubt he now despised the young
girl who had saved him from that wicked game of Blind Man's Bluff.
She had wounded his pride and there could surely be no greater sin
against a Malgrave. Especially one with strong, uncurbed tendencies
toward pompous arsery.


 Chapter Six






"I never did care much for red-heads,"
George Tarleton had murmured as they stood together at another dull
drawing-room party, "but that Chelmsworth girl— there is something
about her. Something. I cannot say what. Different."

Until then, the young Duke of Malgrave
had not realized how his eyes followed her around the room. He
thought he hid his interest fairly well. It could be, of course,
that Tarleton merely shared his own thoughts aloud, not having
noticed the direction of the other man's gaze. George Tarleton was,
at the best of times, a self-preoccupied creature who seldom paid
attention to anybody else's concerns.

Now the foolish, idle rake added under
his breath, "I must have her. I shall make a conquest very soon,
Malgrave. I have made a wager on it."

At this amusing boast, the
duke, known to a very, very few close friends— of which Tarleton
was not one— as
Maxim, merely raised an eyebrow and slowly scratched the side of
his brow with one finger.

"Oh, yes, she is ripe for a plucking,"
the ass continued. "Sadly, the Chelmsworth estate writhes in its
death throes as we speak, so there is not enough dowry to tempt me
into marriage. For that I shall put my bid on a calmer mount. A
placid, docile, rich-blooded mare who knows her place and won't try
to toss me at the first fence. Plenty more fillies in the paddock,
as my father says. But a swift ride around the park on that
particular chestnut pony would not go at all amiss in the meantime,
what ho? A delightful plaything to chase off the lingering winter
doldrums. March is so dreadfully dire without a sweet dalliance and
she will, most definitely, warm the bed sheets."

Maxim wondered why the man felt
inclined to tell him all this. It never ceased to amaze him, the
amount of private musings some people shared casually in company.
"And, might I inquire whether the lady in question is aware of your
intention?" he asked softly.

"She soon will be. See how she smiles
at me? That is not the smile of an innocent maid."

Yes, he had seen. It reminded him of
the smile an actress might give to the audience, while her sly
accomplice moved among them to empty pockets of their
valuables.

George Tarleton was passionately, and
not very discreetly, in lust with a new sweetheart every other
week. He was so unsubtle that one did not have to know the man at
all well to be aware of this fact. If he was not firmly trapped
under his father's stern thumb, he probably would have proposed to
half a dozen women already, including "That Chelmsworth Girl",
despite her lack of a good dowry. But for all his bluster, the
young man was deficient in courage. He could do little more than
get up in the morning, without his father's permission. He was also
a weak rider with soft hands. Whatever he liked to think of his own
charms and abilities, he could certainly never have managed Flora
Chelmsworth and made her content.

Maxim, however, was sure
that he could.
The more he considered it, the more keen he became. Privately, of
course. Unlike George Tarleton he did not bespeak his every
thought, but kept them possessively to himself.

"Her family can do nothing with her,"
Tarleton continued, whispering in his ear without the slightest
encouragement from Maxim. "There were rumors of some untoward
business with a groom, while she was a guest of relatives up north,
but she was rushed home and it was all hushed up. According to
Harriet Seton."

Harriet Seton. Which one was she?
Maxim never could get the names and faces straight. They had a
tendency to blur into one amorphous form.

Except when it came to Flora
Chelmsworth. She was unique in so many ways. Disturbingly odd,
enticingly unusual. Different, as Tarleton had called her, was not
a strong enough word.

Some untoward business
with a groom... For the first time in his
one and twenty years he suffered a sharp spur of jealousy. But why
even think of that? What did a mere groom's attentions matter to
the Duke of Malgrave? It was nothing compared to what he could give
her and if she had a brain in her head she would know
that.

A groom was nothing.

Hastily soothing the wound left by
that sudden green prick through the ribs, he turned his thoughts to
a lingering, very pleasurable recollection of her waist under his
palms, for unbeknownst to the idiot Tarleton, Maxim had already
enjoyed an intimate encounter with the scandalous Lady Flora. Been
riotously fondled by her, in actual fact.

He briefly toyed with the amusing idea
of dropping that detail into the conversation and shocking the fool
into silence. But no. It might risk giving away his own thoughts
and feelings in the matter, and he was not ready to expose his
intentions yet. Especially not to Tarleton, the biggest
scandalmonger he'd ever known.

Instead he entertained himself with
the memory of precisely one week before, when he'd walked
unsuspectingly into a candlelit room and found himself thrown into
a most uncivilized and rowdy game of Blind Man's Bluff. Not that he
knew what it was at the time. He'd mistaken the ruckus for some
sort of orgy as he was poked and prodded, whirled about in a sea of
laughing, squealing folk. Flora Chelmsworth, bearing the blindfold,
had run into him almost immediately, so dizzy from being spun about
that he was forced to put his hands on her waist to steady her.
Highly improper. But...not unpleasant. As she fell against his
chest, her questing, ungloved fingers running over his startled
face, Maxim, who had never known an indignity like it, was rendered
irately speechless, until she cried out, "Is it Whitworth, the
butler? Or—oh!— a wooden hat stand? I feel a
protuberance!"

With her laughing breath blowing soft
by his cheek and some very delightful parts pressed against his
torso, Maxim had suffered a most inconvenient reaction.

Setting her swiftly away from him—
removing the temptation— he'd managed a tight reply, "No, madam, it
is the Duke of Malgrave, and might I inquire what you think you are
about, stroking my face?"

At once her blindfold came up and the
laughter was snuffed like a candle flame between two dampened
fingertips. He had a habit of causing that effect. Even among his
peers, Maxim's presence brought the shadow of an older gentleman
come to spoil their game. He didn't know why. Perhaps it was
something to do with his own childhood and the fact that he'd spent
much of it alone, when he wasn't away at a grim boarding school.
There, a "game" consisted of swimming from one end of an ice cold
lake to the other, and, if one came last, receiving ten strikes of
the cane and no supper. Incentive to excel, they called
it.

Never, since then, had he participated
in anything to which there was neither a clear victor nor any
apparent point. Or any sport he could not win.

But this particular sport was new to
him.

Of course he'd had experience of
women— it was a necessity of life— but nothing quite like this.
Nobody who felt quite like this. Nobody who laughed like
this.

The young woman, with those prying
hands tucked hastily behind her back, had let out a disappointed
gasp and then a belated curtsey. "Your grace. Forgive my
impertinence." Then she turned away to chuckle with her equally
addled young companions. She did not look at him again. Not even a
coy glance from under her lashes.

Of course, he was never "pretty" in
the effeminate way that was fashionable for young men of the time.
He did not wear wigs, powder and perfumes. He did not cover himself
in patterned silk, diamond rings and affected manners. That
tortuous boarding school he attended as a boy might have
"toughened" him up, but it did nothing for his social graces, and
nobody else dare attempt to file down his awkward, sharp edges. He
had never been one to waste his time practicing poetry, riddles, or
asinine and "witty" banter. But he had no need for these things,
even as a young man. With his reputation for an uncompromising,
unforgiving temper and ruthless success already in all his
endeavors, nobody looked to Fortitudo Maximilian Fairfax-Savoy for
a joke.

To his relief, the blindfold and the
game had been set aside and respectable, dignified conversation
took over. But Lady Flora and a group made up of the livelier
guests went off to the far side of the room, setting up the card
table for some further entertainment of their own. Much noise soon
ensued from that quarter, and although he successfully fought the
urge to turn and look at her again, he found the husky tenor of her
laughter most distracting.

From then on she had steadily invaded
his tidy world, running through it like a puppy with one of his
gloves in its mouth. Deliberately— or so he assumed— seeking his
attention.

Maxim generally rationed his
attendance at social engagements. "I am too busy and have too many
duties pending," he would say, "to lurk in an over-heated room and
do nothing for several hours but listen to the ramblings of
imbeciles."

He was, however, aware of the need for
a wife and, subsequently, heirs for the estate. It was one of those
"duties pending".

So this year he had put himself out
more often, accepting invitations he would once have consigned
directly to his dressing room fire. Several of his acquaintances
had recently commented on the duke's livelier social calendar, and
he had just realized himself that the change was entirely due to
one woman.

Newly awoken to the novelty of this
strange, unlikely attraction, he began studying Lady Flora
Chelmsworth as wife potential.

Their next encounter came at a ball.
Again, this was an event he generally avoided, but on this occasion
he made the effort to attend. Already this woman disrupted his
routine, he mused wryly, as he made his way through the mob in
search of her distinctive auburn hair. He hoped she wouldn't make a
habit of distracting his attention from more important business
once they were married, but surely by then he would have overcome
this odd fascination and be back to normal. Bedding a woman
generally removed the gauzy veil of enchantment and left him
wondering what all the fuss was about.

That evening he watched her dancing,
enjoying herself in the company of various young men, and he
remembered Tarleton's gossip about the stable lad from "up north."
Having seen the free and easy way in which she threw herself into
joyful pursuits and fondled strangers, Maxim did not doubt the
rumor. The young woman was unguarded. Not her fault. She had little
good example to follow.

Unfortunately, her brother, Earl
Chelmsworth, was only a boy and could have no influence, but
several relatives now dangled Flora all over London in hope of
finding her a lucrative match and restoring the family's status,
which had fallen in recent years. She did not have a large dowry,
but the pedigree was just as ancient as that of the Fairfax-Savoys.
She clearly enjoyed good health and spirits. Indeed, Lady Flora
shimmered with vitality in abundance. More so than past rumors of
her peevish ill-temper had led him to expect.

What she lacked, however, was an
equally hearty dose of practical sense. She also appeared to have
nobody at her side who was without vested mercenary interest.
Somebody to guide her, with an honest, no nonsense hand, around
life's pitfalls.

"Dreadful girl, that Flora
Chelmsworth." One of George Tarleton's female friends murmured from
behind her fan, coyly glancing up at him.

Where the devil had she
sprung from? She moved about silent as a
graveyard specter. In barely concealed irritation, he glanced
around to see whether there was anybody nearby who might be
appealed upon to remove her from his side.

"Such a common little thing," she went
on. "A flirt and completely shameless. I do not know what George
finds so charming about her."

"What?" he snapped.

She began to repeat herself and he
simply walked away, heading for Lady Flora with a confident stride
and single-minded purpose.

Maxim had decided to use
the opportunity of a dance to instill within that much talked-about
young lady an ounce or two of his wisdom. A stern reprimand and
some careful guidance for the future, would surely not go amiss, he
thought. Somebody had to set her straight and clearly her family
were at their wit's end. As far as they had any wits. The Chelmsworths were
not great thinkers, as evidenced by their failure to manage the
family finances. They were spendthrifts, drunkards and impulsive
gamblers, fools distracted by bright, shiny things. Not one of them
had the skills to control and maintain an estate. They seemed to
think that sitting on their arses and looking pretty would get the
task done. And that was just the men.

"You're asking
me to dance?" she asked,
eyes wide and shimmering with mischief.

"We are at a ball. It would seem the
thing to do."

"Well then, as long as it
is the thing to do, I suppose we must oblige. If for no other
reason."

What a strange way she had of talking.
Casual, indifferent. Although, surely she knew the honor he
bestowed upon her with his notice.

But despite the great condescension
the Duke of Malgrave showed by taking an interest in the wayward
Lady Flora's predicament, she appreciated neither his rebuke about
her behavior, nor his attempt at counsel. In fact, she responded to
his advice with a mixture of mild annoyance and amusement. Almost
as if the scandal of her past actions had naught to do with
her.

"Please do not concern yourself with
my reputation, your grace," she said as their dance came to an end.
"Surely you have many more important matters to worry
about."

"We do." Since he inherited the
Malgrave estate very suddenly at the age of sixteen and a half, his
life had been full to the brim with important matters, piled up
around him, cutting out the sunlight.

"Then you probably need
advice and assistance more than I," she said with a smile. "I have
no troubles of the grand sort you must manage. Mine are all
inconsequential matters, as I am an inconsequential person. It must
be a trial at times, to be you."

"We have been well prepared for our
post in life and we know our duty."

"That's alright then, is it not? We
are both content." Another smile.

What did she find so amusing all the
time? Of course she took nothing seriously. A typical family
trait.

"Oh look," she exclaimed,
"macaroons!"

He turned his head. "Shall I get you
some?"

But in the short span of
time it took for him to turn back to her again, she had fled to get
her own treats. Maxim did not even know whether she'd heard him
ask. She was the only woman at the ball brazen enough to approach
the display of dainties by herself, for all the other women present
waited for gentlemen to assist them, none wanting to be seen either
as the first lady to succumb to temptation, or a woman who must
fend for herself in the fray. Which she did admirably, by the way, and
much to his bemusement.

Feeling rather a loose thread,
dangling and abandoned in the midst of the floor, he quickly strode
away, as if he had somewhere else to be. Somewhere of greater
consequence.

In his mind this conversation had gone
very well. She smiled and laughed a lot and he supposed that to be
a good thing, even if he did not always understand the cause of her
merriment. It made a pleasant change from the women who became
stiff and mute in his presence.

Maxim pressed onward with his quiet
marital plans, expecting everything to go the way he intended, not
seeing any possible obstacle. She would, he thought, be delighted
to accept. Overwhelmed, perhaps, but full of gratitude, as she
should be. The woman could have all the macaroons she wanted, once
they were married.

Subsequent encounters over the
following weeks passed in much the same way. He shared his idea
with nobody, not even the trusty solicitor Plumm. It was all his
idea, his desire.

Therefore, when it all fell apart, it
was entirely his own fault and his own pain.

He should have known better. He should
have realized that her smiles had turned him into just as big a
fool as George Tarleton, whom he had, only weeks before, been so
ready to mock. It was humbling, to say the least.

Damn. With hindsight he also realized
he should have mentioned to her the possibility of unlimited
macaroons. That would have been something in his favor.






* * * *






She had asked him to keep the proposal
a secret, and he did, obviously not wanting any greater humiliation
for himself. Yet somehow news of her rejection managed to get out,
as those things often did.

"Flora Chelmsworth?" his mother
sneered into her coffee. "You keep strange company these days. I
must say I was surprised to hear that you had stooped so low as to
look upon that hussy with a favorable eye."

"You do not know her, do you,
mother?"

"I know the family." Her lips twitched
with a spasm of disgust. "I know the great aunt— a toothless,
hairless, jealous whore, riddled with the pox."

"Not a bosom friend of yours,
then?"

"I also hear that the girl she parades
about town like a barrel of overripe apples is seventeen and
monstrously ill-behaved. She is not virtuous, of course. But there
you are. There was a time when nobody could doubt the purity and
innocence of such a young girl, but these flirtatious chits today
are less guarded, less strictly raised than I was in my day. And
young men, it seems," she shot her son a sour look, "are less
fastidious."

He supposed that
seventeen was dreadfully young. But women that age and younger were married
every day and became mothers soon after. His own mother had married
at fifteen, having met his father only twice beforehand. She had
miscarried several times before Maxim was born and when he was not
long out of the cradle she lost twin babies soon after their birth.
That had apparently put paid to her efforts and his father's
interest in siring more legitimate children. Like most aristocratic
couples they lived separate lives once that decision was
made.

"I was put out to grass at one and
twenty," his mother liked to remark, "thankfully."

She had certainly kicked up her hooves
when freed of her marital yoke and released into the
paddock.

But Maxim had grown up
hearing that he had better be strong enough to manage, for there
was no "spare" in case of his failure. It was a formidable
responsibility put upon his shoulders from such an early age. Now,
for the future of the Malgrave estate and the stability of
everybody who relied upon it for their livelihood or social and
financial standing, it was his solemn duty to find a bride from
"Good breeding stock." How many times had he heard that phrase whispered into his
ear?

The more years a woman had ahead of
her for healthy child-bearing the better, of course. Babes were so
fragile, in the womb and out of it. One never knew how many would
survive childhood, which made large families popular. It was
practical to have a young wife, and marriage contracts were little
more than business arrangements. Matters of stud.

Lady Flora Chelmsworth, apparently,
meant to avoid being corralled and covered, until she found "love".
And he was simply in the way.

He might have hoped for some comfort
or guidance from his mother, if theirs was a different sort of
relationship. But from the moment he was dragged out of her body
she kept her son at arm's length. They were little more than
acquaintances who shared the same name.

After Lady Flora's rejection, he told
himself that he was content to put it behind him. It had been a
foolish idea to choose her in the first place and he did not know
what had come over him. Unfortunately there remained the matter of
that watercolor on ivory miniature, which he had— getting ahead of
himself— anonymously commissioned. It was delivered to the house
only days after that failed proposal and it had to be paid for; he
could hardly leave the artist uncompensated and then he could not
bring himself to dispose of it. So he tucked the little oval away
inside a specially made silver case that, if one opened it in the
usual way, revealed a clock face. If one knew the location of a
secret catch, however, it opened to show the little
portrait.

He would keep it in his pocket, he
decided, as a reminder of his one folly. A caution for the
future.

When Plumm offered his apologies for
not bringing this matter to a favorable conclusion, Maxim allowed
hesitantly, "Perhaps...we were too confident. Do you
think?"

The solicitor almost dropped the
ledger he carried and papers slithered to the floor. "Surely not,
your grace."

"Is it true, Plumm, that people tell
me only what I want to hear? That I am surrounded by sycophants who
fear to cross me?"

"I cannot comprehend— no." The fellow
drew back, pale and astonished. "How could that be the case? Who
would suggest such a thing to your grace? What a— no, no! No
indeed. What an idea!"

Maxim watched as his solicitor
hurriedly gathered the spilled papers. "Indeed." He sighed heavily.
"Just as I thought."

Sometimes, when he remembered her
running away from him and toward the sunny, glass-paneled doors, he
imagined running after her. But to bring her back, or to join her
in escape? He couldn't be sure. To bring her back ought to be the
safest option; Maxim was not one for the unknown or unexpected. But
then, even if he brought her back inside, would she always look
longingly toward those doors and make him feel as if he imprisoned
her?

Although she was not the first woman
who ever puzzled him, she was the first he actually wanted to
decipher. He did not know what to make of her. Or of his strange
reaction to her.

She had knocked the wind out of his
sails and it took a long time to get his breath back.


 Chapter Seven






"Your Grace,

I must thank you for the
delightful lemon cakes, which arrived yesterday and were devoured
in due haste. My brother and I had never tasted such a heavenly
recipe and now we are spoiled for any other.

Hearty thanks should also
be extended to your messenger, who succeeded in conducting speedy
delivery without any damage befalling his precious cargo. I am sure
that if such a task were ever left in my hands those delicacies
would have been scattered to the four winds before they reached
their destination. But you must know that. And on that subject I am
enclosing the sum of five shillings which, although princely to me,
shall not, I fear, make much headway in clearing my debt for
damages incurred during my brief stay at Castle Malgrave. Do let me
know the total reparations required.

At least this will show an
intention to pay and you will not think so ill of me...I hope.

Flora."






P.S.

Should you write back,
please address the note to Kate, the Under Housemaid, and she will
see that it gets to me.






"The first Chelmsworth in several
generations I've known to pay a debt," muttered Plumm. "Or even
make an effort. How very curious."

"Yes." Maxim gazed at his window. "She
is rather... unique."

She had suggested they might be
friends, but he considered that idea quite impossible. What need
did he have for a female friend? A young, reckless, unguarded
female friend? No, it could only be a recipe for disaster.
Detrimental to his health. He would be forever getting her out of
scrapes with no reward for his trouble. What was the
point?

"Send the five shillings back at once.
They are not required."

"Very good, your grace. Perhaps...you
would care to write a note yourself? To soften the gesture and make
her understand that you bear no grudge."

"Do we not bear a grudge?" he
grumbled. He certainly felt something unpleasant
lurking.

"No, sir. It is polite in these
circumstances to forgive. It is gentlemanly, your
grace."

"Gentlemanly? Pah! She would not know
a gentleman from a rogue."

"Then it is surely a good service for
you to teach her the difference."

"Oh, for pity's sake. Pass me the
tiresome, bloody pen."

And so he wrote a note with which to
return the five shillings.






Madam,

Do not give the matter
another thought. I shan't. Keep your shillings, for I would not
want to be accused of taking your last coins.

Malgrave.






Plumm, standing behind him as he
wrote, cleared his throat sharply. "Is that what you want to send,
sir?"

"Yes. What of it?"

"Seems a trifle...brusque.
Sulky...even."

"Sulky?" He scowled. "A Malgrave
never sulks."

"No, indeed. And we would not want
anybody to think your grace capable of such childlike action. Would
we?"

Annoyed, he paused to read it over
again and then added a final hasty thought.






I am glad you approved of
the cake. That's something I did rightly, in any case.






It was the best he could currently
manage, and really he did not know why he made the effort.
Sometimes Plumm got above himself. A grievous occurrence that ought
to be nipped in the bud.

Expecting no further correspondence,
within a week he was surprised to receive a reply.






Your Grace,

You are too kind to this
silly and inconsequential girl. But if you do not let me repay you,
I shall be forever in your debt, and that won't do at all. I am
enclosing an envelope of sunflower, hollyhock and lavender seeds
from the garden at Wyndham. They might be planted to help cover the
hole I left in your box hedge. Well, strictly speaking, poor
Georgie Tarleton's head left the hole, but I suppose it would not
have done so without my mischief and the urge to propel him through
it.

I hope these seeds can be
accepted and put to use, for in my humble opinion your gardens are
lacking in a sufficient bounty of color. These are some of my
favorite flowers, and I should like to think I have left one mark
at Castle Malgrave that is not an unsightly souvenir and grievously
regretted.

Flora.






After a day or two, during which he
decided he would not write back, he wrote back.






Madam;

You are not the first
person to be taken with the urge to send Tarleton's face through a
hedge. You are simply the first to succeed. And with considerable
aplomb. He seems none the worse for it, and I daresay my hedge
suffered the most harm.

The seeds will be put to
use somewhere in the garden to relieve the gloom it suffers now
that you are no longer gallivanting colorfully through it. Rest
assured your mark has been made, but we recover. At least our house
was not razed to the ground. Entirely.

Malgrave.






To which she replied,






Dear Sir;

I am thrilled the seeds
are acceptable. You will notice that I do not write your name, for
I fear my great aunt might come in to see what I am up to. Her
hopes are too easily raised, and she has taken to looking over my
shoulder. I am obliged to smuggle my letters out of the house like
a spy confined in the Tower of London.

My brother thanks you for
the book 'Robinson Crusoe', which he is most eagerly reading as I
sit here. I shall encourage him to write his own note of
appreciation as soon as he puts it down and pays heed to
me.

Although you have no
desire for friendship between us, it cheers my spirits to know that
we are not enemies. I do not like to imagine you despising Lady Flora
Chelmsworth. She does not mean ill, and I think it will please you
to know that she attempts now to curb her wicked ways, to have
better sense and cause considerably less havoc. It is an uphill
task, but I bear it.

We might nod when next we
meet?

Yours
cordially,

Flora






And he soon answered,






Madam,

Indeed, a nod would be
acceptable. I am informed a remark about the weather is also within
respectable range, but nothing further should be attempted. A man
such as myself and a woman, such as yourself, simply cannot form a
bond of friendship in any way that would be free of perusal and
speculation. Especially in our circumstances.

I hope you enjoy your
summer and do not cause too many riots among the rhododendrons. I
understand they are beautiful at Wyndham.






The paper seemed empty, so he
struggled for something to tell her that she would not find dull
and dreary.






There is a particularly
noisy chaffinch that comes each day to rattle its beak against my
library window, and steal any string, paper or crumbs it finds,
should I inadvertently leave the latch ajar. Yesterday it stole its
way in and tipped over an entire pot of ink, before it was safely
chased out again. Naturally, I have named the bird in your
honor.

M.






He waited a full fortnight to hear
from her again and then tore the seal open so impatiently with his
knife that he cut his finger.






Dear M;

That looks very mysterious
and somewhat menacing for a salutation, does it not? I am minded to
call you Fred, if you have no objection. It is much easier to write
to a 'Fred' than anything else. There, it is decided, and you are
Fred. Now nobody can know to whom I write and we are safe from the
horror of being Suspected Friends. In "our circumstances"— as you
say— we cannot afford to have our names linked.

Yes, the summer passes
swiftly and with many entertainments. I am to go boating with a
small party. I have no great anticipation of enjoyment in the
company— Miss Harriet Seton will be there and the last time I saw
her she stuck me with a pin, although she denies it— but this is my
great aunt's urging and she is best kept happy. There is not much
time to write as she watches me like a hawk.

I hope you feed your
little, trespassing chaffinch. I'm sure she is well-meaning at
heart, for all the trouble she causes with her visits.

Yours,

Flora.






Fred. She called him Fred. Apparently
none of his many other names were adequate in her eyes.

She had to be different, of
course.

He sensed this strange correspondence
was not a good idea— it was very hard to get one's best, most
discouraging glare across in written words— but his usually
stalwart instincts of right and wrong were, on this occasion,
remarkably capricious. It was not a friendship, and about that they
were both agreed; they had nothing in common. So he could not say
for certain what it was that they had or did.

But it continued
nonetheless.






Dear Lady Flora;






Was the "Dear" too much? No, surely
she would read it as the common greeting for such missives.
Besides, to scratch it out now would seem petty, and he did not
like to waste his best stationary. Or his finest ink. Let her think
of it whatever she wanted. She might not even notice. While reading
his note she could be distracted by merrier company and then simply
discard it to the nearest fire with scarce another
thought.






Do take caution. A great
many foolish folk are drowned each year by disregarding the rules
of boating. It is not a pursuit that should be undertaken lightly.
Had I any say in the matter I would advise against it. But I see
you rolling your eyes even as I write this.

I leave for London
tomorrow on business, so I must ask the housekeeper to feed your
chaffinch in my absence. Although, as a creature of the wild, it
should learn to fend for itself and we do the bird a disservice by
coddling.






It took him half an hour of pondering
back and forth before he finally, under considerable duress, signed
the note,






Fred.






When he returned from London there was
no further letter from her. The communication ended.

"The messenger lad has delivered
nothing personal, your grace," Plumm assured him. "And the post is
all usual business of the estate. Were you expecting something
important?"

"No, no. 'Tis nothing to make a fuss
about, and I daresay it is as well to be done with it."

He would not go running after her like
a boy desperate for attention.

With no encouragement to continue, he
let the correspondence end, rather embarrassed that he had conceded
to her foolish whim regarding his name. Perhaps she laughed about
it now. Doubtless she would be laughing about something and he, if
he chanced to be in her presence, would be just as mystified by the
cause as he had always been.

Maxim was far too busy, he decided
crossly, to give her another thought.

Fred, indeed. The woman was
unhinged.






* * * *






Having waited patiently for a reply
from the duke, Flora eventually resolved to put it out of her mind.
Clearly she had upset him by choosing to call him "Fred". It was,
she supposed, an impertinence that he could not allow. She had
pushed it all too far and should have known better. Now he must
have many more important things to do than correspond with
her.

With such a person one had to very
careful and walk on tiptoe, and she could never keep that up for
long. Sooner or later she was bound to offend him
irretrievably.

She'd heard that he was very
short-tempered, rude, and terribly unforgiving with servants who
slipped in their duties, and although she was not a servant— he
still believed her to be a legitimate lady of the upper classes— he
probably eyed her with just as little esteem. In the opinion of
such a privileged gentleman she too had but one purpose. To
serve.

They had nothing in
common. Even less than he imagined, considering that she was not
the lady he thought, but an illegitimate nobody who once mopped a
kitchen floor and whose true mother had featured in
Harris's List as the
most sought-after crumpet in London.

Still, she felt deflated by the
absence of another note.






"I thought perhaps we had a chance to be better
acquainted," she wrote in her diary.
"Why else would he send me lemon cakes?
But I think now that he merely humored me for a while, as one would
a chattering child that has escaped the nursery to invade a drawing
room party, and runs about evading capture. I read too much into
his gesture. He is a gentleman and I suppose, because I asked for
cakes, he sent them to me. He must have plenty of it, after all,
whenever he wants it— the beauty of being rich—and it is no great
inconvenience to part with some. I almost wish I had never asked,
though. He must get dreadfully tired of folk always wanting things
from him and now I am just another."






She thought of how, after their one
and only dance together, she had gone to fetch macaroons for them
both, but returned to find him gone abruptly without another word
to her. It seemed as if confectionary and her sweet tooth had
caused much confusion during their brief acquaintance.






* * * *






Thomas, the duke's personal messenger
boy, was always an efficient member of staff and there had been no
cause to complain about his promptness or reliability before. But
Plumm thought it very odd that Lady Flora should not have replied
to his master's last communication. It was not like her to fall
silent.

So he watched Thomas carefully for a
few days and eventually his diligence was rewarded. He witnessed
the lad singled out for a quiet word with the dowager duchess when
she came to Malgrave for a visit. It was a brief, secretive
conversation that took place under the arches of the loggia that
ran from the stable-yard to the main house, but he saw the
messenger boy nod guiltily and the dowager smile before she gave
him a coin and moved on.

"Your grace, if it might have a word,"
Plumm called out as he followed her inside out of the drizzle of
September rain. "A matter of some importance regarding the
duke."

She stopped. "What is it, man? I am in
haste. The journey was dismal, and I need my feet soaked." As if
she'd walked there, not ridden in luxury.

"My lady." He bowed and then raised
one hand to tug his wig straight since it had slipped forward on
his brow. "I wondered if you had heard the unfortunate rumor
regarding your son and Lady Flora Chelmsworth."

She huffed. "Of course, I heard it.
There is nobody who has not heard by now. She was utterly
unsuitable for the estate. It is lucky the girl saw fit to spite
her guardians by rejecting the proposal, for which they no doubt
schemed and plotted like the common villains they are. That was
weeks or months ago, surely. What of it?"

"Oh, I quite agree, your grace, that
she is unsuitable. I was exceedingly concerned when the duke told
me of his intentions, but naturally it was not my place
to—"

"There is no cause for anybody to be
concerned now, is there?"

"Well, I...I did think perhaps the
duke might not give up that easily." He knitted his hands together.
"He did seem quite resolved on his course. Quite fixed upon his
strange choice."

She laughed softly. "I can assure you
there is nothing to fret about. It is all over and done
with."

"You have spoken to him perhaps,
madam? Advised his grace?"

"Why would he listen to me? No, no! We
do not talk that much, thank goodness. We keep our dealings to a
minimum. I find that is for the best. But, in any case, a
conversation was not necessary." A victorious shower of bright
sparks short forth from her blue eyes, like a cold wintery sunlight
caught on snow-laden ground. "When I had the opportunity, I saw to
it myself that it was stopped. No need for discussion."

"Stopped, your grace?"

"Thankfully, and for the
good of this estate, I keep my eyes and ears open." Her sharp gaze tracked up and
down his crumpled height. "I know what goes on. You, dogsbody, look
as if you can barely manage your own life, let alone the duke's
affairs."

He put on his most weary and
apologetic face, took out his dirty handkerchief and blew his nose
soundly. "I do struggle to keep up these days and the young duke is
so busy."

"Yet he insists on keeping you,
apparently." She drew back, eyeing the handkerchief with disgust,
bringing both hands to her bosom.

"Indeed, madam." Plumm tilted forward.
"But I am grateful that you were able to put a stop to it, my lady,
and there is no danger of his grace falling prey to that
Chelmsworth girl."

"Quite. You
should be grateful." Now
she fluttered her fingers through the air, as if to dispense with a
sticky cobweb. "You should all be grateful that I saved us from
that mistake. I did not spend twenty years as mistress of this
estate to see it handed over to an unworthy chit with no sense of
decorum or dignity, and no appreciation for centuries of tradition.
She was quite wrong for us. I daresay Bridget Manderby thought to
slyly manage this coup behind my back, but I know how she works her
whorish spells. As soon as I heard the duke was sending letters to
her ward, I knew it was time to intervene. One cannot let these
things get out of hand."

"Letters, my lady?" He drew back,
mouth open as if this was startling news.

"To that red-headed, penniless
Chelmsworth flirt. Her affections switched from a common stable lad
to the the Duke of Malgrave in the space of a few months? I think
not. She would have made us all a laughingstock."

"How did you—?"

"The Setons— new wealth
and no elegance or handsomeness, but exceedingly useful gossips—
were at Wyndham for a house party, at which Bridget Manderby had
the gall to boast, proud as you please, that the duke had sent that
girl cake!"

"And that is significant, madam?
Cake?"

Her eyebrows rose up like two slender
half moons. "Have you ever known him send anything at all to a
young, unwed girl? Langley, my lady's maid, has a cousin in service
at Wyndham, and she confirmed that it was lemon cake, followed by
letters. Several of them."

"I see, madam. I had never thought
cake to be so dangerous a beginning. I shall never look at it the
same way again."

She beckoned impatiently for Langley,
who struggled in her wake with a very heavy trunk. "For goodness
sake, make haste! You do create unnecessary drama out of the
simplest tasks. I do not know why I keep you." Then, turning to
Plumm again, she continued, "When I discovered that Chelmsworth
hussy's attempts to get her foot back in the door, I questioned
your foolish messenger boy. The bumbling creature could barely get
a word out, but once persuaded that I have only the duke's best
interests at heart, he let me intervene."

"Ah."

"The duke must concentrate
on finding a wife and securing the next generation, Plumm, before
he is distracted by the enflamed desires of his trouser-wick. There
will be time for all that later and I do not trust that family of
leeches. Give them an inch and they'll take a yard." She took a
breath, her mighty bosom heaving with the effort of dispensing all
this vitriol. "Now, have the messenger boy dismissed if you wish.
I'm sure I do not care what becomes of him. But you must agree that
the correspondence could not be allowed to go on. I acted for the
good of the estate. Somebody had to, since you were asleep at your post." With
that she swept onward, shouting again for her lady's maid to "stop
fussing with that trunk" and prepare a soothing bath for her
feet.

Asleep at
his post? Where had she
been as a mother for one and twenty years?

Plumm thought carefully on the matter.
He ought to inform the duke. He should also reprimand Thomas,
although the poor lad was probably terrified of defying the
dowager— or else suffering a droopy sort of moon-struck calf-love
for her cruel but undeniable beauty. As she had said, the lad would
naively have wanted to help if he thought his master was in danger
from a "hussy" and she knew exactly how to wind men of all ages
around her finger. A warning, therefore, might do better service in
Thomas' case. It had never been necessary before, because the duke
had never required secretive personal messages carried to any young
lady. They were all new to this development at Castle Malgrave,
caught unprepared, as Plumm had been when his master handed him
that list of pros and cons.

But the duke should not be left to
think he was ignored. That was a grave misunderstanding.

For five years Halfpenny Plumm had
faithfully served the sixth Duke of Malgrave, and for twelve years
before that he had served the young man's father. He had a
reputation for getting things done the way his masters wanted them,
enforcing their every will and fancy — not that there had been many
"fancies" on the young duke's part. It grieved Plumm greatly that
he had not succeeded in getting his master the bride of his choice,
and it smarted further that the dowager thought to interfere in her
son's future happiness when she had never cared a jot about it
prior to this. It was clearly a case of personal grudge against the
Chelmsworths and Manderbys— nothing whatsoever to do with care for
her son.

Before he could take a
step across the hall, however, the dowager turned back, shoved her
lady's maid aside, knocking the luckless woman into a console
table, and marched to where he hovered. "I suggest you keep your
wits about you from now on and report to me should any other
unsuitable women come into the picture. In the meantime, if you
speak one word to him of my intervention in those letters, I shall
expose you, Master Halfpenny
Plumm, with the full story of where you
came from. Let us see how loyal the duke feels toward you then. A
naval deserter and a pirate?" She smiled slowly, with all the
charming warmth of a black adder, coyly delaying its strike. "You
know his temper. You know how very proper he is. How upright and
merciless he can be. His disgust for deceit. He will never trust
you again. You will be cast out, you pathetic little man, and I
wish you the best of fortune finding another place once the news is
out. Perhaps you might take up residency again back at the
Marshalsea and eat rats for your supper, as you did before my
husband was deceived into hiring you." Thus she left him a second
time, once more pushing Langley aside.

Plumm exhaled a slow, leaking sigh.
Well, that was unfortunate. So she knew his dark secret. Part of
it, at least. Naturally, she had little to do other than dig into
other people's misfortunes. Must have been eager to find something
against Plumm for she'd always resented his closeness to her
husband and then her son. Had wanted something to hold over him.
Just in case it might be necessary.

Really, he could not help but admire
her cold-blooded cunning.

But the dowager did not know that this
"dogsbody" and "pathetic little man" had not only a very keen blade
for revenge, but also a vast amount of patience with which to see
his schemes come to fruition.

He was also something of a romantic.
Another thing nobody would guess from looking at the
ex-convict.

Yes, indeed, he needed
this post and his livelihood. And he rather liked his neck free of
a noose. In addition to all that, he would not want young Thomas to
receive the sharp end of his master's tongue, so for now he must
hold his.

But even on rough ground, there was
always somewhere to plant a seed and do some good. A very wise and
generous gentleman— the current duke's grandfather, in fact— had
taught him that.

He made a swift course toward the
lady's maid. "Do let me help you with that, Miss Langley," he said,
taking one end of the trunk with which she still fought,
unassisted.

Her cheeks pink, her eyes damp with
gratitude, she looked up at him and, once assured her mistress was
out of sight, allowed a smile that soon, under his tending, grew
bolder.






* * * *






Maxim was in his study when Plumm came
to find him later that evening.

"Your grace, I wondered whether you
should perhaps write another letter to Lady Flora Chelmsworth, just
in case the last was inadvertently misplaced. I could see it
delivered myself this time."

"Why? Do you have cause to think
Thomas failed in his duty?" The duke turned from his desk,
frowning, the knife he used to open his letters poised in one hand
as if ready to cut somebody's throat.

"No, no, sir! But an error might have
occurred at Wyndham. It occurred to me that with Lady Flora's
reliance upon a housemaid for secrecy and her guardian's
inquisitive habits—"

"It matters not," came the
firm interruption. "We have considered the matter at some length
and concluded that we are better off done with it. Nothing could
come of the acquaintance now. The proposal was a misstep best
forgot. In fact, we would thank you not to mention it, or
her, again. We have put
her well out of mind. Damn and blast!" The duke had spilled ink on
his blotter. He never spilled ink.

Plumm bent his head. He should have
known his master would baulk at the idea of writing again without
the young lady's encouragement. Pride in the Fairfax-Savoy male was
a terrible thing.

"Your lady mother is here, your grace.
She arrived this afternoon."

"Ah. We thought the house was
unusually cold for the time of year," the young man remarked
solemnly.

Even after five years of service,
Plumm could not always tell whether his master meant to be amusing
or was merely so incidentally. His expression seldom gave anything
away.

"What does she want now?"

"To be sure you are not indulging a
fascination for unsuitable women, I believe, your
grace."

Slowly the duke turned again.
"Unsuitable women?"

"She mentioned something of it," he
muttered. "Of Chelmsworth hussies in particular and how their
schemes must be prevented for the good of the estate. She is
prepared to take measures, it seems."

After a pause, the duke lifted his
gaze from the carpet. "Do you think it possible that the dowager
had some hand in the interruption of my correspondence
with—"

"Gracious, no, sir. I would never
suggest such a terrible thing. That the dowager would
meddle."

His master stared at the wall for a
moment, his countenance one moment enraged and then, quite
suddenly, blank. Which was more terrifying than if he had released
his fury. Even Plumm, who had lived many years and seen many
atrocities, had never felt the like of that gale force wind that
blew through his body and drew sharp fingernails down his
spine.

The duke picked up a seal and turned
it in his long fingers, over and over, the motion slow, methodical.
"She need not be concerned for the estate," he said. "We have it
all in hand. We know our duty. It was but a momentary slip. It
won't happen again. We do not engage in sport we cannot
win."

"No, sir. But if you were
to—"

"Do not push your luck, Plumm," the
duke replied swiftly, "or we shall inform the dowager that you've
been telling tales. Believe me, you would not want her as your
enemy."

No, thought poor Plumm, no more than
he would want her for a mother.

"But we do have a communication you
might manage for us," his master continued. "It occurred to me that
even if his sister is averse to guidance, perhaps the very young
Earl Chelmsworth might benefit from our advice. We understand he is
soon to return to school for the Michaelmas term. We thought we
could correspond with him there. We should like to help the boy, if
we can, before the rest of his family manage to run the Chelmsworth
estate into the ground."

Plumm was pleased and heartened by
this idea. "Yes, your grace. It is always a good thing to keep a
foot in the door."

"What, pray tell, is that supposed to
mean?"

"I meant nothing untoward by it,
sir."

"We would hope not. This is nothing
whatsoever to do with That Chelmsworth Girl."

"Of course it is not, sir. How could
it be when you have put her well out of your mind?"

"Quite."

Plumm watched as his master bent over
the desk again. "And what of your lady mother, your grace? She
expects you to join her for dinner, I believe."

The shoulders stiffened. "Tell her
we're out."

"But she intends to stay a while." He
sighed. "According to the size and heft of the trunk she brought
with her."

"It is fortunate then, is it not, that
we possess a very large house and two people can rattle around in
it for months— even years— without ever having sight or sound of
each other? A task she managed well enough for most of our
childhood. Her concerned company now, Plumm, is too little, and
twenty-one years too late. We have nothing further to say to the
dowager."

And indeed he did not. Mother and son
never spoke again. At least, not face to face and not for a very
long time.






* * * *






In the following years much was to
happen for all these characters with whom you are now introduced,
but a large portion of it was very dull and barely worth the
mention, as is the case in most lives.

There was, however, as the duke once
promised a certain lady pirate, "Another time." We shall sail
speedily forward and let the wind carry us to it.







Act Two






Consequences,
Conundrums

and Hot Cockles


 Chapter Eight

Cambridge,
England

A cold Friday morning, one
October.






She turned off her iPod as she mounted
the steps to the museum. The others in her class soon dispersed in
chattering groups, suffering the icy glare of a uniformed guard
beneath Gainsborough's painting of "Heneage Lloyd and his sister,
Lucy."

But she walked slowly and let them all
get ahead of her, while she savored her steps through the past.
There was a new exhibition today, one she'd been waiting to see,
and that was where her feet took her, passing through several other
galleries to follow the signs. Soon the noise of her classmates had
melted away. She heard only the creaking wooden floors and soft
murmurs of more respectful, reverent and appreciative visitors.
Good.

Her phone tinkled before she could
turn it off. She glanced down to read a message.






Letter came. Interview at
King's! Congrats! Smiley face. Dancing monkey. Party
hat.






They couldn't wait for her
to get home and open the letter herself. It had probably sat by the
toaster for all of ten minutes before they gave in to temptation
and ripped it open. Now they already anticipated that she would be
accepted at King's College (Congrats!
Smiley face. Dancing monkey, etc.), even
though she still had to pass the stringent interview process and
achieve the necessary 'A' level qualifications next
year.

So many expectations. But in all
honesty she did not know if that was the direction she wanted to
take. She felt very young, at seventeen, to be plotting her future,
to know what she wanted from life and commit herself to it. At the
same time she felt very old. Too old to imagine she could predict
her own path. Did she want to spend so many years studying? What
was the point of it all?

To be a doctor, of course. Is that not
what she had wanted since she was a child?

Or was it what her parents wanted and
so they had, not so subtly, directed her to it?

Today she would not worry about any of
that. Her mind was in the past not the future.

She turned off her phone and slipped
it back into her coat pocket. A strange excitement had taken hold
of her body, making her skin tingle and every lock of hair spring
new curl.

Here it was, the exhibition she'd come
to see. "Eighteenth Century Lives: Treasures Lost and
Found."

She walked through the archway and
into another softly lit gallery. Why were all these things lost,
she wondered. Who lost them? Who found them again? Perhaps it was
just a title and she shouldn't read too much into it.

Leaning over the display cases,
careful not to mist the glass with her breath, she studied a fan
with faded turtle doves, a glove, a comb decorated with four little
ebony birds, and an exquisitely embroidered dancing slipper. How
lovely they were. So much love and effort put into the decoration.
What would it be like to know that no other soul had a pair just
like them? She walked on to admire a flute decorated with tiny
climbing roses, set beside the velvet lined box in which it was
once given. It looked brand new, as if it had never been used— or
rarely.

There was nobody else in the gallery,
just her, and she took her time in that tranquil place, moving
slowly from case to case, glad to have nobody breathing down her
neck, forcing her along, trying to push in.

One cabinet stood on its own in a
corner. Instinctively, she'd saved it for last, worked her way
around to it as if she didn't notice it there yet, in her
peripheral vision.

But eventually it was the only thing
left to see.






* * * *






Once she'd listened to her friends
discussing the great heroes of classic English literature,
comparing Jane Austen's men with those of the Brontes, Hardy and
Gaskill.

"They don't make men like that
anymore," somebody said wistfully.

"It's all about the clothes. If only
they still dressed that way."

"To be harassed on the tube? Beaten up
by skinheads? Laughed at in the meat section of Tesco?"

"Seriously, you have to be a real man
to get away with a ruffled shirt and sideburns."

She smiled to herself, because they
had their vision of these heroes formed by period drama on
television and in movies. Mr. Darcy, to them, was Colin Firth or
Matthew MacFadyen. That was their reference point.

For some reason she had another
picture in mind when it came to Georgian gentlemen.

"Georgian?" one of her
friends had exclaimed. "Pride and
Prejudice is set during the Regency.
Everybody knows that."

To which she replied, "Jane Austen
wrote the first draft in 1797. The Georgian era. That is when she
began it, no matter when it was finally published."

As usual they all brushed her trivia
knowledge aside, too eagerly discussing actors in wet shirts. They
did not want to hear how extremely unlikely it would have been for
a gentleman like Mr. Darcy ever to be caught outdoors in that state
of undress, which is why such a scene was never written by Miss
Austen.

Her friends found her adherence to
facts boring and mocked her for it.

But it was even harder to enjoy the
paperback historical romances her friends devoured, because she
found herself picking fault with the details. For one thing it was
all far too clean and tidy, sanitized for the easily-offended
modern palate. A few, well-placed dollops of horse shit in the
street did not the eighteenth century make. But not only were the
scenery and costumes too clean and romanticized, so were the
sensibilities of the characters. They were stripped of all those
ideals true to the period, but uncomfortable for the modern reader;
their actions and speeches were purified to meet with politically
correct thoughts of the twenty-first century— unless, of course,
the character was a villain, in which case they were allowed to
retain their narrow, but entirely era-appropriate,
views.

"It's only a romance," one of her
friends exclaimed once. "Don't be so picky."

"If we don't acknowledge how far we've
changed, how can we learn anything from the past?" she
protested.

They all rolled their eyes and stuck
fingers down their throats.

"But it wasn't like that," she
persisted stubbornly. "It just wasn't."

They all laughed at her. "How would
you know? Were you there?"


 Chapter Nine

Sorrento, Italy

1782






For a man who looked as if he might be
falling apart, his stuffing oozing out at the seams and his
clothing possibly rescued from a house fire in a less elegant part
of town, Halfpenny Plumm possessed a remarkably strong sense of
self-preservation and a whip-smart cunning. He knew how to work the
slyest of contrivances to benefit himself and keep his master
contented, all while he seemed— in the eyes of an unfamiliar
observer— to be a patient that wandered by accident from the
nearest asylum.

Today, having wound a tilting,
meandering discourse through the duke's business, he came to the
end of his agenda and the final item, as if he stumbled upon it
quite by chance. As if he almost hadn't thought to mention it at
all.

"Oh, and lastly, your
grace...," sigh, "Darnley Abbey."

Maxim had allowed his attention to
float away outside, like a seagull on the warm updraft. But now he
was forced to lure the wandering bird back again into the cage of
his lazily sprawled carcass.

"What do you intend in that matter,
your grace?"

Although the sun was bright outside,
the curtains remained closed, only a whisper of light finding the
damask edge, but leaving the room shaded as if by charcoal pencil.
When Maxim reached for the brandy bottle, his loose, white sleeve
waved like a torn pennant on a dark battlefield. Glass chinked
sharply against glass.

"Darnley Abbey?" he growled. "Burn it
to the bloody ground, for all I care." He swigged the brandy.
"Now...are we done, Plumm? Surely, by now, my veins have been
sucked dry by the ever thirsty Various and Sundry."

Amongst other matters, they'd already
discussed— or rather, his solicitor had discussed, while Maxim
offered the occasional bark of dissent or snarl of derision— the
following: dreary marriage arrangements for two of his cousins; the
increased expenses for his growing son; a curious divorce suit in
which the duke had been named as one of the co-respondents, despite
the fact that he'd never met the woman involved, nor even been in
the country at the time of their alleged affair; and the matter of
Cousin Hester's corpse. According to Maxim's mother it had no place
in the family crypt at Castle Malgrave chapel, for the unfortunate
woman had dispatched herself with a mixture of gin and rat poison
following a broken romance with a young man, whose gambling habit
had cost her a carriage, two oil paintings and a pair of diamond
earrings— not to mention her dignity. They didn't call her Hester
the Unhinged for naught. Now the family wanted her erased from
their noble history. Maxim possessed no particular fondness for
Hester, but anything to annoy his mother was a worthwhile sport, so
he had decided that she ought to be buried in the crypt after
all.

It was a pity she was gone, actually,
he mused. Hester's antics had always been a bright spot in the news
from home. Relations, or the "Various and Sundry" as Maxim referred
to them, could always be called upon to amuse and irritate in equal
measure.

Usually all this business was handled
via correspondence— dispatches sent almost daily by Plumm from
London and answered by the duke promptly. He may be a long way from
home, but he had not deserted his duties.

Today, for a change, their business
was conducted in person.

The only issue nobody had sent the
solicitor to put before him today was a birthday greeting. Why
would they bother? They all had more important, urgent matters for
his attention.

Yes, it had just occurred to him,
somewhere between hearty gulps of Breakfast Recovery Cognac, that
today was the anniversary of his birth.

The rejoicing was noticeable by its
absence.

But this was a day none would
celebrate and perhaps only his mother would remember. She certainly
had some colorful complaints about the occasion, including the
inconvenience that confinement had caused to her social life— not
to mention the indignity of the birth process and the ruin in which
he, and the forceps for which she held him personally responsible,
left her body. As if his own noble nose hadn't suffered from the
application of that wretched device. When he ran a finger over the
bridge he could feel the bend that had, when he was a boy, got him
teased by his peers. Until he learned to stand up for himself and
after that they wouldn't dare.

If the dowager did pause to remember
her only surviving son today, it would cross her mind merely as a
cautionary birth-chamber tale of horror and dark humor, with which
to regale her lady friends over a game of whist. Maxim may not be
capable of telling an amusing anecdote himself, but he knew he'd
been the subject of many; in childhood to his face, and in
adulthood behind his back.

The cicadas had begun their daily
song, the noise rising in waves with the temperature, soaring and
simmering across the hillside. It was a sound very different to the
haunting cry of a fox, or the pert, busy twitter of English country
birdsong. With his curtains closed to keep out the sun it was the
only thing that told Maxim how far he was from the land of his
birth. Well...that and the rising heat, which added to his sour,
impatient mood today.

"I sense there is more, Plumm. I feel
your beady eyes watching me as I would know the presence of a
spider lurking unseen under my chair. Out with it, man." His growl
rumbled around the room, coinciding with the clatter of horses and
a heavy cart passing in the narrow alley below his windows, shaking
the crystal prisms of an old chandelier above their head. A thin
precipitation of dust spilled drowsily through the air, shining in
a sliver of daylight that reached between the curtains and searched
for life among the shadows.

Plumm adjusted his ill-kempt wig and
slid his gaze sideways to the light layer of grey snow now coating
his shoulder. "Is the villa quite safe, sir? It does seem a
trifle...unsteady on its feet."

"Aren't we all, Plumm? This building
has suffered various earthquakes and tremors over the past several
hundred years. What's your excuse?"

The solicitor swept a finger along a
crooked picture frame and examined the resulting grey down coating
his fingertip. "We do hire a housekeeper for the villa, do we
not?"

"How should I bloody know?"

"Perhaps—" As a stronger breeze moved
the curtains and let more sunlight into the room, the dour fellow
caught sight of the canopy bed, where sheets and pillows cascaded
in a puddle to the floor beside two dirty wine glasses. "—Perhaps
she is distracted from her duties, your grace?"

Ah, it dawned upon Maxim,
belatedly, that the solicitor must be talking of lusty Lucretia.
Handsome, sultry woman, who spoke not a word of English, but liked
to be spanked. He hadn't bothered to ask— and she certainly hadn't
felt inclined to let him know— what she was supposed to be doing in his rented
villa. Under the circumstances, it was a mistake anybody might have
made.

"I had best find another maid for you
while I'm here, sir. Somebody...more adept at her job."

"Hmm? I thought Lucretia was rather
good at hers," Maxim muttered wryly. "But as you wish. Makes no
difference to me."

Plumm glanced warily up at the
shivering chandelier as another cart passed in the lane outside.
Taking out his crumpled handkerchief and wafting it ineffectually
across his dusty shoulders, he muttered again, "In regard to
Darnley Abbey, your grace."

"Hellfire! Are we still talking about
that pile of old bricks and stone?"

"I'm afraid so, sir. But I think
perhaps you mistook my question before."

"Then you'd better explain yourself.
It's taking long enough. I've aged twenty years just sitting
here."

The solicitor cleared his throat and
blew his nose on the handkerchief. "A certain lady recently became
quite taken with the place and wrote to inquire whether it might be
available for purchase. I suppose she assumed that it was
abandoned. It has, after all, been many years since the building
was last inhabited."

"By my grandmother, was it not? Came
to the estate as part of her dowry."

"Yes, sir. Her ladyship did adore the
place, but her daughter-in-law, your lady mother, thought it too
rural and in need of renovation, which your father considered an
unnecessary expense."

"As he considered most things that
came without four legs and a pedigree."

"And your wife—" Plumm's face became
even more rumpled and droopy, "—as you know, favored London and
fashionable conveniences."

"And fashionable fops."

"Darnley Abbey, consequently, has
languished in the Norfolk countryside quite severely untended. This
lady— a charming widow— happened to pass the place and thought she
might take it off our hands."

"Well, as part of the estate's trust
it cannot be sold. Your wretched widow will have to find another
house to purchase for her illicit country affairs. What is she—
some secret paramour of yours, Plumm? Some mopsey you've been
hiding 'neath the bedcovers for those chilly winter
evenings?"

"Gracious no, sir. My good lady wife
would not allow it. Us ordinary folk proceed with the matter of
marriage quite differently, sir, and she insists upon
fidelity."

Us ordinary
folk, indeed. Maxim wasn't fooled for a
minute. "Then why am I to be bothered with this? What do I care
about a stray widow?"

"I did wonder if you might wish for me
to arrange a lease, sir. If the house had a resident again it would
be better maintained, saved from the elements, aired out and
reclaimed from the invasion of wildlife currently taking place. And
at no cost to you. Indeed, you would come the better out of such an
arrangement. A short-term lease drawn up so as to—"

"No."

"I see, sir. You would rather burn the
abbey down than lease it?"

Maxim paused, brandy glass half-way to
his lips. "Is that sarcasm in your tone, Plumm?"

"Indeed, no, sir. I merely attempt to
understand the fluctuations of your grace's mind and
opinions."

"By that you mean my whims and
foibles."

"Sir, the workings inside the mind of
a great man such as yourself contain many intricacies, that I, a
lowly, commonplace, ordinary fellow, can only begin to
comprehend."

"Ordinary?" This again.

"The rest of us, sir. That
are not... you."

"So if I am not ordinary. That would
make me peculiar, would it not?"

"I think we are in danger of drifting
somewhat from our course again, your grace."

He leaned forward. "Well,
compre-fucking-hend this, Ordinary Plumm. No damned Widow Frump
sets foot in that house. Decision made." He fell back into the
chair and propped his heel on a hassock. "What she could possibly
want with the place is beyond me. Is that all?"

Plumm's frail sigh floated through the
shifting shadows, almost smothered now by the mounting chorus of
cicadas. His appearance was more of a shambles than ever, but he
was out of place here in this climate and must be troubled by the
heat. Halfpenny Plumm had the sort of mulligrubs demeanor that
really only looked at home in London drizzle; might have been
created by it, all the lines formed in his face by the constant
drip of rainwater.

Finally the solicitor spoke again,
"Perhaps your grace has plans to return to England soon, in any
case. I know your son would be very pleased to have you back. Then
you might require a place in the country and Darnley would serve
you well, being out of the way, smaller and less ostentatious than
Castle Malgrave. More suited to your grace's desire for privacy,
with only a small number of servants necessary. At least, while you
settle in again. I suppose you will want the abbey available to you
then, without the bother of removing tenants at short
notice."

His response was an unequivocal, "I
have no plans to return yet."

His son. Why on earth would that boy
need him back in the country? The last time he saw Nicholas it was
an embarrassing encounter during which the boy had actually tried
to embrace Maxim. The resulting scuffle almost gave them both a
black eye and led to a very awkward parting. Where the child had
acquired such strangely affectionate manners, Maxim had no idea and
to encourage them would do the boy no favors.

Besides, the moment he set foot in
London again the gossip would start afresh.

There he is— Malgrave—
whose wife ran off with a poet.

It's always been said—look
at Malgrave the wrong way and he'll take out your eyes. The poor
duchess! What a miserable life she suffered at his
hands.

His wife had a great talent for drama
and self-pity, carefully disguised behind a facade of humility and
helplessness, whereas Maxim had no skill of the sort. Any stories
he told might be considered— by some— to be long and tedious, but
he made certain they were always factual in every detail, not
filled with flowery asides about "feelings" or any of that
nonsense, and he said what he thought, when he thought it, and with
no consideration for appearances, manners or subterfuge. As a
result, the adulteress had transformed herself into the romantic
heroine in their story, while he was the villain— the ruthless,
tyrant wolf from whom she, the "innocent lamb", had escaped. For
her own ends, the duchess had easily exploited his lack of social
graces, his reputedly vengeful temper, and the offence or fear that
his brutally straightforward manner engendered in everybody he ever
met.

Almost everybody.

We might have been
friends...

He reached into the pocket of his
coat, which hung over the worn chair arm, and felt the cool silver
watch-case he kept there.

Somewhere in the shadows he heard a
cough as more dust, shaken loose by the vibrations of church bells
from across the square, glittered through a thin shaft of
sunlight.

"You still here, Plumm?" he muttered
wearily, every bone in his body suddenly aching.

"I believe so, sir. Although,
occasionally, one is obliged to doubt." The curtains moved again,
disturbing the shadows of their crypt-like surroundings. "If I
might be permitted to say so, sir— perhaps 'tis time to leave old
ghosts behind and look to the future. To get on with your own life.
The duchess is gone, and it might be as well if she is never
recovered. Let her lie in the bed she has made of her own
choosing."

Maxim sat very still now,
his gaze narrowed sharply upon the dusty outline of that other
figure ambling across the shaft of light. His fingers tightened
around the watch case and then released it to reach for the brandy
bottle again. "Let her get away with it, you mean," he growled.
"Nobody makes a fool of me. Nobody."

Plumm fell silent and bowed his head,
as if he'd spoken beyond his place and was sorry for it, although
only the former was true. The solicitor could look extremely
apologetic and pitiful, but that was probably how he got up in the
morning and was naught to do with having actual
scruples.

"You've taken leave of
your senses, Plumm, if you suggest we return to England
empty-handed and allow the Jezebel to ruin our lives." He paused,
tempered his anger. "If I
return to England."

Plumm meekly raised his
head, his cogwheels clicking back to life. "But do you not grant
her the power to do that very thing, your grace, by remaining here
in this...state of purgatory? Your place is in England, with your
son, and you have much there to do, many responsibilities. You are
needed there. Forgive me for being so bold, but it must be said,
sir, and I believe I must say all this."

"And why you, Plumm? Come to think of
it—" His fingers tapped out an impatient rhythm against the brandy
glass. "What makes you so nonchalant today about the attachment of
your head to its ruddy shoulders? Is it the heat to which you are
unaccustomed?"

"I am a man of a certain age and
decrepitude, sir," the solicitor simpered, his eyes mournful. "It
affords me little, but one value— hindsight. As I look back on my
own life with regret for those chances I missed, I feel it
incumbent upon me to advise others against similar mistakes." He
had the air now of a martyr being led to the stake, carrying before
him a great tall candle that would light the rushes of his own
pyre. "I beg you, sir, bring suit of divorce. Even if you can never
marry again, at least you will be cut free of her anchor, before it
is too late."

"But I have done my best to preserve
Nicholas from the finality of all that. As things stand now, if I
persuade her home again, appeal to her conscience, put this to
rights, the boy can still see his mother. In the case of divorce, I
could not allow him any contact with her and the bond must be
severed completely."

"Sir, with all respect, your son has
long since ceased to believe that his mother is abroad for her
health. He is no more a child and can be sheltered only so much.
Even if divorce has never been contemplated before in the
Fairfax-Savoy line, the ensuing scandal cannot be any worse than
that which the duchess has already caused, your grace. Better for
both you and the Malgrave heir to move onward without her. Save
your life and your sanity. You will be no use to Nicholas without
it."

"My sanity?" Maxim
chuckled dourly, fingers stilled in a claw around the glass. "Too
late. As for the Fairfax-Savoy line, I never asked to be born into
it. I don't want any of it. I've learned in recent years that there
is so much more to life and living. I wish I were plain and simple
Maxim, an ordinary fellow who earns his way in life."

Plumm's heavy gaze lifted
from the floor with what appeared to be immense effort. His jowls
quivered. "You. Don't want. Any of it, sir?"

"No. It's a bloody dead albatross," he
roared. "Good god, to be rid of all that!"

The solicitor bent his head again and
clutched his leather portfolio, as if it were a shield against his
master's rage. Or perhaps he would like to throw it. The tension in
the veins that webbed the back of his hands suggested the
latter.

Maxim continued, "I came
here, Plumm, to find the duchess and bring her home again, not
because I want her back or imagine myself broken-hearted— Christ, no!— but
because her son needs her returned. Preferably in one piece." He
exhaled a hollow gust of laughter. "She will never be a proper
wife, but I'll be damned if I let her desert her duties to that boy
too. He should have at least one parent who cares."

"But he has
you, sir." Plumm's
gentle words blew soft across the room like lingering curls of
smoke. "Evidently."

"I don't count. Children and the
nursery are a woman's domain."

"As I said, sir, Master Nicholas is no
longer a child in the nursery; he is a young man. You would be
surprised to see how he has grown. If you were home more
oft."

"A mother is supposed to possess
nurturing feelings for her children," Maxim sputtered crossly. "It
is the one thing that ought to come naturally to her as a
woman."

"Is it, sir? I cannot say with any
degree of sincerity that my mother had that urge. She much
preferred her gin bottle and, whenever awakened, was quite startled
to find us anywhere in her vicinity."

"Well... my lady mother was never to
hand either." The anger partially deflated as he thought again of
that distant, decorative figure, always appearing in his memories
as a colorful speck through a window or a voice on the other side
of a door— more of a stranger to him than the man who pruned the
roses, or the maid who emptied the chamber pots. He waved his
brandy glass through the gloom. "But then I didn't require
coddling. Nicholas is different. Nothing like me. And a father is
simply...there...somewhere...in the background. In charge of the
funds and letters of credit. He's not needed the way a mother is."
He scowled, feeling agitated. "For the touching. Hugs and
such."

"Hugs, sir?" Plumm's eyelids fluttered
in bewilderment. "Gracious."

"Quite. So you see my point. The boy
seeks out those gestures of affection and I'm not the soft and
squidgy sort," he snapped. "I wouldn't know how to be."

"Squidgy, sir?"

"All...sponge-like and
wet."

"Indeed, sir? I was not familiar with
the term." Plumm tilted his head to one side and rocked a little on
his heels, murmuring, "But I shall be sure and use it in future. As
occasion will no doubt demand."

"The boy is lucky I didn't
send him to the school I
attended," Maxim grumbled, thinking again of that
clumsy embrace Nicholas attempted at the close of their last
audience. "They'd have soon thrashed any softness out of him there,
but now it's too late I fear." He rubbed his cheek with the
knuckles of his left hand. "No. He needs a mother's care and
attention." At the very least the boy ought to have that. One day
he would have nobody else. Even Plumm could not live
forever.

"If I might be permitted to say, sir,
the lengthy duration of your hunt across the continent and its
failure to run the prey to ground, suggests the duchess is most
determined not to be found. A disinterested, uncaring mother is,
perhaps, worse than none at all."

"And it is your view that I should
leave her here. Wash my hands of it, so that she may continue
cavorting carelessly with her opium-addled, limp-faced, sap-sucking
poet. She is my wife and, therefore, my damnable responsibility,
however little either of us like the fact. In the eyes of the law
and the church I am duty bound to try and save her. Even from
herself."

Plumm sighed again, even heavier this
time. "Yes. Duty can be... tiresome. Well then, I depart for Genoa
very early tomorrow, my lord, so I shall take my leave of you." He
hesitated, mournfully regarding his fingers around the portfolio.
"I suppose there is little point writing my bad news in letters
home, as they will not arrive before me and I can relate the
information in person just as quickly."

"Bad news?"

"Your son will be disappointed at your
decision to stay longer, of course. And I must relay your refusal
to Lady Flora Hartnell regarding Darnley Abbey. So if there is no
other business—"

"Nothing more. You are free to return
to London and tell your good wife that I shall try not to take you
from her again."

"Oh, I believe she is quite pleased to
be rid of me on occasion, your grace. She tells me it gives her a
chance to keep the house clean. She is most fastidious in those
matters, and it seems I am an obstacle to tidiness."

Maxim gave a curt laugh. "Ah yes, a
housekeeper, was she not?"

"A lady's maid, sir. To the dowager,
in fact." Plumm smirked and quickly hid it behind his handkerchief.
"I succeeded in poaching her away. I do believe your lady mother
has never quite forgiven me."

"No. She wouldn't. She
complains that good lady's maids are damned difficult to find and
train to her liking. But I cannot say I would want to work for the
dowager either." He hesitated, screwing up his face, suddenly
remembering...I suppose, working for you,
he's a nervous eater. And a drinker. "I
hope it is not too tiresome to labor under my employ, Plumm."

"One does one's best, your grace. It
can, at times, be something like that game the young people play,
sir, when they run about in a small place and one of them wears a
blindfold to try and catch the others. Hot Cockles, is the name, I
believe."

"No, no! Hot Cockles is when a person
kneels with their head in another's lap to be spanked on the
buttocks."

"Really, sir? And this is a game...
performed for entertainment?"

"The idea is to guess the identity of
the person spanking one's behind. That is where the hilarity comes
in. One assumes."

"How curious." Plumm tilted his head.
"I am surprised you are familiar with it, your grace. I did not
think you liked games."

Maxim cleared his throat and gave a
nonchalant shrug. "One hears of these things. But the jollity to
which you refer— with the blindfold and the running about— is Blind
Man's Bluff, or so I was once reliably informed."

"Indeed, sir."

Seventeen and monstrously
ill-behaved.

Wait, just one rotten, wretched
minute!

"Hartnell?" he snapped suddenly, the
brandy glass paused half way to his lips. "You said Flora Hartnell.
The widow of Sir Benjamin Hartnell?"

Plumm had almost reached the door. A
thin shaft of bright light found his face as the curtains parted
again in a stronger ocean breeze. "Sir?" His countenance was the
picture of innocence.

"The bloody woman looking to take
Darnley Abbey. Hartnell. Was she not Lady Flora Chelmsworth in her
youth?" He glanced slyly at his coat again, but kept his fingers
gripped tightly around the brandy glass this time. "Earl
Chelmsworth's sister, is she not?"

"Ah, yes. That is correct, sir. Of
course, you were acquainted with the earl. It had escaped my
mind."

But nothing ever escaped Plumm's
mind.

No mention of the proposal. The
solicitor knew better than to raise the matter of that humiliating
incident.

"I offered Francis Chelmsworth my
guidance on a number of occasions when he was a young man, as you
will now recall," said Maxim. "He had no other assistance from his
family. They were more of a hindrance than a help in his
youth."

"Indeed, sir."

Seventeen and monstrously
ill-behaved.

"What the devil does his sister want
with our property? What's she up to?" he grumbled. "I don't trust
that woman. She breaks things."

"I do remember now, sir, that for such
a small and insignificant person she did considerable damage."
Plumm glanced sideways from beneath his bristling grey brows. "A
great many of your grace's belongings were left in pieces, never to
be properly mended."

Was she small? She certainly did not
seem insignificant in his mind, but hovered like the intoxicating
memory of a sweet-scented, full-bodied wine. That left him with a
grievous, bloody headache.

Maxim drained his brandy glass and
swiftly reached for the bottle again.

The solicitor was at the door; his
fingers stretched for the handle. "Yes, indeed, sir. Lady Flora
Chelmsworth. Well... females are a disreputable breed in general,
and she was quite the worst of them. I shall take my leave of you
then, sir." Plumm now appeared eager to be on his way. As if that
woman was a bomb, set down in the room and with the fuse
lit.

Forgotten the connection, indeed! The
man forgot nothing.

"Perhaps you might think of a gift for
your son, your grace. Something to allay his sadness when he hears
that you have decided to extend your convalescence
abroad."

"Convalescence?" Maxim sat up, almost
spilling his newly-poured brandy. "I'm here to find his damnable
mother. This is no summer sojourn, Plumm."

"No sir, it's been
three summers and will
soon be four."

"Do you infer that I remain here for
my own pleasure, man?"

"I suppose, with the weather being so
fine and having observed your grace in such relaxed surroundings—
enjoying a new bloom of health and vitality, face browned by the
sun, hair and beard grown long and untended as a gypsy, your
garments in casual and easy disarray, your spirit in great strength
and your body well nourished by the bounty of this adopted land,
made me think of all this as a restorative,
recreational...excursion. On the sunny continent."

"I'll have you know I work myself to
the bone six days a week in that vineyard on the
hillside!"

"And have you found any sign of the
duchess under the grapes, sir?"

Maxim glared across the room, hand
clenched around his glass.

"You did say, sir," the
solicitor added hurriedly, "that you did not want
any of this, which I
presume means you would like to be treated like a poor, humble,
low-born fellow. In which case you would be told the truth, sir,
however unflattering to your vanity and pride. You would sometimes
be told no, not
always yes. You
would find folk who disagree with you, not only to your back, but
to your face. Folk who feel free to question your motives and do
not bow humbly before you." He paused, his lips struggling to
restrain another pained, apologetic smile. "I suspect perhaps, the
idea of being a commonplace fellow was a passing thought, your
grace. And now you find it would not be quite so pleasant as you
imagined to be rid of all
this."

Maxim had bitten the inside of his
cheek and tasted blood.

"Forgive me, your grace, but as your
devoted servant it would be remiss of me not to point out to you
how much you are needed and missed elsewhere. Indeed, during this
absence, many members of the Fairfax-Savoy family have discovered
new admiration for your honest, honorable qualities and your good
sense. They realize now that you are the very keystone of their
lives."

"Do they indeed?" he muttered,
scornful.

"Without you as their anchor they are
quite at sea, floating adrift with neither sail nor rudder— as you
saw, they cannot even agree where to bury each other without your
guidance. Your role in this life, even if you were born into it and
feel it is unearned, is an important service, managing a great and
noble estate, creating employment and livelihoods upon which many
folk must rely."

"So now I'm an anchor."

"A most handsome one, your grace, of
course."

Was Plumm unhinged, he wondered; had
the fellow's overworked, scheming brain finally blown a few springs
and cogwheels? Whatever had caused the sudden burst of bravery, if
Maxim was not very much mistaken, his solicitor had just given him
a sturdy kick up the arse. Or a spanking of the sort delivered in a
game of Hot Cockles.

"I beg you to come home, your grace.
My bowel is not one that manages travel with much dignity. I would
not want to make this journey again. Once is enough."

After twenty-five years the servant's
reprimand of his master was, perhaps, overdue.

Maxim always appreciated unhoneyed
honesty and recognized it for a rare commodity. To react with
anger, now, would make him a hypocrite.

In truth he had come to like it here,
where the food and wine tasted entirely different, the world seemed
to turn at a slower more contented pace, and where nobody cared who
or what he was. Here he walked in another man's boots, free to say
and live as he pleased, away from the judging gaze of society;
working with his hands every day, earning his coin, and enjoying a
jug of wine at dusk with his fellow laborers. The temptation to
linger in this place of anonymity had been too much to
withstand.

But his other world and all those
responsibilities, as Plumm pointed out, would always be
waiting.

Now this woman — Flora Chelmsworth, as
she once was—meant to invade that world in his absence. It was as
if she'd picked the lock on a trunk that contained the remnants of
his old life and was determined to open it, even with him sitting
on the lid.

Find a girl with whom you
can fall in love. It really isn't beyond hope. Love does exist and
it can be very strong, I promise you. It can do remarkable
things.

She had been in love with someone else
twenty years ago, he was sure of it. Why else would she reject his
marriage proposal, choosing romance over practicality and prudence?
Why else would she talk of love, unless she had experience of it?
Why else would she abruptly end their tentative correspondence,
which she had begun?

Or had he begun it by sending her
cake, instead of letting the matter drop?

He squinted across the room,
thoughtful. What did she want with Darnley Abbey? Now that she was
widowed, was this part of some contrivance to lure him home again?
Plumm could be a sly old devil— that's why he was the best in the
business, after all. The meek, shambling, on-his-last-legs act, the
stains on the coat, the untidy grey wisps of hair protruding from
his wig, the misbuttoned waistcoat— a pretense at
absent-mindedness— it was all part of the masquerade. He really
knew exactly what he was doing and he was fearless with it. A
consummate card player.

He also saw and knew much more than he
let on, apparently.

Yes, he was up to something with this
Darnley Abbey business. Why else would he take such a long journey
to see his master in person, when he was clearly not made for
extensive travel and most of these matters could have been
undertaken in writing?

Well, then. He'd play
along.

Abruptly Maxim bellowed across the
room. "If she's mad enough to want it. Why not? It's no use to
me."

"Beg your pardon, sir?"

"Darnley Abbey. Lady
Whatever-she-calls-herself-now. Draw up a lease and tell her she'll
be thrown out on her backside if she's ever a day late with the
rent. Spare her no pity, Plumm. I daresay she'll bat her lashes and
flaunt her bubbies at every opportunity, so stand firm. However
harsh the terms, she ought to be grateful. I shouldn't really give
her the time of ruddy day." He sighed, pressing the back of his
head against the chair, heel tapping restlessly, knee bouncing with
fervor. "But you catch me in a mellowed mood."

"Mellowed, sir?" Plumm, standing in
the open doorway, looked doubtful and a little amused. "Perhaps it
is the brandy, sir."

"Yes. I must be drunk or I would
certainly know better than to entertain such an idea. Or to let you
walk out of here with both ears in their place after that
impertinence." He sniffed. "They ought to be ripped off and thrust
up your backside."

"I daresay they ought, sir." Plumm
seemed unusually cheerful suddenly. Perhaps it was the thought of
going home to his wife.

Ordinary
folk, so Maxim had heard, often enjoyed
happy marriages, doubtful as it may be to believe that any marriage
could be described as such. For him— one of the peculiar folk— it was certainly not
to be.

"On my return to England, I shall
inform Lady Flora Hartnell of your generous agreement to lease,
your grace."

"And you can tell her —" Maxim looked
down at his sun-browned, grimy, work-roughened fingers, where they
wrapped around the neck of the brandy bottle. "Tell her that we
will not conduct business with a petticoat. We will only sign a
contract with a fellow man. A dependable, approved, trustworthy
fellow man who can vouch for her."

With a smirk he gazed at those
drifting curtains as the breeze quickened, forcefully moving the
hooks along the rod. More daylight now invaded his suite. Bright
marigold sunlight that refused to let a man sink into gloom. Like
hope, it pushed its way in.

He closed his eyes and saw the
silhouette of a young girl running away from him, heading for
bright light through a pair of glass-paneled doors. Maxim used to
wonder what he would do if he gave chase and caught up with her.
Now he simply wondered why he hadn't; why he'd stood there and
watched her leave. If it happened today, he would not let her run
away from him. Back then he was a boy and she'd taken him by
surprise with her refusal. He'd needed time to patch his torn pride
and get his breath back.

"Thank you, sir, for your
forbearance of this old man and your mercy toward his ears," said
Plumm. "I can only excuse my behavior, again, on my great age and a
softening of the brain that comes with so many, many years of hard
life. A squidginess, I suppose, one might call it."

"Yes, well, go and be old, squidgy and
decrepit elsewhere, before you leave a stain on the
carpet."

Once left in peace, Maxim
set down the glass and reached into his coat pocket, this time
bringing the hidden object out into shifting daylight. He clicked
open the watch case to reveal the miniature portrait inside it. For
twenty years he had kept it there, a secret for no eyes other than
his own. Even she didn't know he had it.

Brandy and cinnamon-colored hair and
eyes that wavered, depending on her mood, between the richness of
hot chocolate spiced with chili pepper, and the softer, soothing
shades of a Provence lavender field at sunset. All of it bound up
in a tiresomely rebellious, know-it-all-and-yet-nothing attitude.
He closed his eyes and could still see her hurtling along his lawn,
laughing fit to burst, pushing a wheelbarrow with some idle,
irresponsible young rake falling out of it, crashing through his
hedge.

Seventeen and monstrously ill-behaved;
his mother was right for once.

His bones no longer ached, for
sunlight shone through his skin and granted new strength. He could
still hear her laughter, even after twenty years. Could feel her
waist beneath his fingers, smell the scent of her hair.

We could have been
friends...

But he had wanted more than that and
because he was the Duke of Malgrave he thought he ought to have
whatever he wanted. Whatever he expressed an interest in was always
given to him. Until Flora Chelmsworth stumbled, quite literally,
into his path and his hands.

Seventeen and monstrously
ill-behaved.

Whenever he made up his mind about a
person, Maxim never changed it, never wavered. But in the ledger of
his memory he had left the page blank under that brief description.
And he had secretly kept her portrait in his pocket for two
decades.

Almost as if he knew their story was
not done yet; that he was coming back to her.

But for what?

A second chance?

Today was his birthday, and suddenly
it felt as if Plumm had given him a gift, after all.

He set the brandy bottle down and got
up to open the curtains.












 Chapter Ten

Norfolk,
England.

One month later.






"There it is, Francis! What do you
think?" Impatient, she stuck her head out of the carriage window,
knocking her hat off in the process. With one hand on the collar of
her brother's coat, she dragged his wincing face likewise into the
fresh air. "Is it not the ugliest, most desperate house you've ever
seen? I am quite thoroughly in love with it."

At her request, the carriage had
rolled to a dramatic pause approximately half way along the gravel
and dust lane that wound its way from a pair of broken gates to the
building itself— a squat, half medieval abbey, half flint stone and
brick Jacobean mansion, that slumbered in the valley. Huddled amid
quilted fields with one eye open, the house's hunched posture and
grimacing facade bore more than a passing resemblance to Flora's
bulldog "Captain Fartleberries".

"Yes, yes, I'm sure it's delightful,"
Francis muttered, tugging his collar from her fingers and
retreating from the view without fully opening his eyes. "I'll look
properly when we get there."

Flora studied him for a moment and
shook her head. "Late night, brother? Then what you need is a good,
brisk walk. Trust me, a dose of fresh air is the best
cure."

"I'll take a stroll later." He
sprawled in a corner of the carriage, his arms out, hands gripping
the upholstery, like a cat resisting an overdue bath. "Now let
these good horses transport us up to this house of which you are so
enamored."

But Flora, unable to wait for the
stately progress of wheels, now opened the carriage door and leapt
out before the step could be lowered. "What better way to see the
property, than to walk up this lane toward it? Yes, then you will
fully appreciate its strange, breathtaking power as I
did."

"I do not want my breath taken. I want
it left precisely where it is."

"Oh, Francis, the very point of breath
is that it is meant to be spent. We cannot, in fact, remain alive
without spending it. As a consequence, our life is measured in
gasps and sighs. Now do come and look."

"Why? What do you need me
for?"

"Because the owner will not conduct
business, I am told, with a female. As all men know, women are
weak, irrational, deceitful, disobedient, prone to corruption and
generally depraved. We need men to calm our frequent bouts of
hysteria, contain our passions and operate our commerce. Good God I
am impatient for the future inevitable revolution of womankind.
Although I doubt it shall come fast enough to save me."

"Sister, I pray you! It is too early
in the day and my night's good sleep was both too short and too
shallow for my aching head to suffer one of your rambling,
nonsensical tirades this morning."

"I merely explain, brother dearest,
why I am obliged to seek your approval."

He slowly emerged from the shade of
the carriage, blinking into the light, a tortoise roused too early
from its hibernation, but now too curious to stay inside its shell.
"You have never sought my approval in all the years of my
life."

"Well, don't let me down now that I
actually need it, little brother." She waited restlessly, hands on
her waist, eyes squinting against the sun's glare. "I may be older
than you and a widow of no small age, but apparently you are
considered worthy of signing this gentleman's contract, while I am
not. I must have a man in charge of the pen and ink, merely to
prevent me from causing myself and everybody else bodily harm with
the pointy nib of the goose-quill."

Finally her brother stumbled out after
her, setting his hat on his head and looking extremely vexed. Even
more so once he fully opened both eyes. "Really, Flora! What can
you possibly want with this place?"

"I feel an affinity with the house. We
two abandoned old ladies, having put our best days behind us and
suffering too many harsh winters, must stick together. I belong
with her. She needs somebody to cherish her bones." With her own
hat left inside the carriage and the summer sun's warmth cheering
her spirits further, she grasped his arm. "But the land itself is
what excites me most of all."

"Excites you?" Digging in his heels,
he eyed her in some alarm, as if this could never be good news.
"What precisely do you plan to do here?"

"Open your eyes, brother
dear."

"They are open, sister, and they smart
from being dragged so early from my bed."

"Orchards!" She pointed.
"Acres of them. And, furthermore, grapevines! The monks who lived
here, years ago, apparently produced their own wine. The vineyard
has fallen into disrepair since then through neglect, but I mean to
bring it back to life, make the fruit trees and vines—and myself—
productive again. The estate solicitor tells me that the current
owner has been looking for somebody to maintain the place, since he
is away on the continent and there is little chance of him
returning for some years. It was actually Persey Radcliffe who
first saw the house, quite by chance, and thought it might do for
me. So then she sought out Master Plumm to ascertain whether it was
indeed vacant, as it appeared, and—"

"But you have a home with me at
Wyndham."

"I cannot stay there forever, can I?
I've thought, for a while now, of finding my own house, a project
of some sort. Great Aunt Bridget's bequest has simply made it
easier."

When Master Plumm first approached her
about Darnley Abbey, at the suggestion of her dear friend
Persephone Radcliffe, she had been wary. Flora had never had a
place of her own, had never thought far into the future. But then
the solicitor pointed out how desperately the place needed tending
and bringing back to order. Nobody in the Fairfax-Savoy family, he
had told her with great sadness, was at all interested in the house
and it was falling to rack and ruin. The next step had been for her
to see it for herself and that was when she fell in
love.

"I can make wine here, Francis," she
exclaimed happily. "Master Plumm thinks that would be a splendid
idea. He says there could be no objection to making the place
fruitful."

"Flora, wine is made in sufficient
quantity, in France, Italy and Spain, surely. Is there a
shortage?"

"I hope not. There must never be! What
would we do without it?" She thought of Goody Applegate's pantry
shelf and the steadily diminishing line of bottles, the anxiety
she'd felt to replenish the store, and the comfort those pretty
labels brought to her spirit. All the work and pride that went into
that wine. She wanted to know that sense of accomplishment for
herself and to her, in a wild moment of optimism, it had seemed
quite feasible.

Francis groaned. "I'm quite certain
our great aunt would never approve. She expected you to marry again
and have children. I'm sure that bequest of jewelry was meant to
—"

"Marry again? My darling
Francis, I adore your confidence in my charms, that fondness you
have for me which renders you quite sweetly short-sighted when it
comes to my multitude of sins, but what man, in his right mind,
would take me on
now? And to have children? I am not the maternal sort and this
coming winter I shall be ...older. To commence birthing babies at
my age would be a grievous mistake." She gripped his arm tighter,
urging him forward again on foot. "Besides, children are all well
and good; delightful creatures, I'm sure. I was one myself once. At
least once. I have nothing against them, as long as they belong to
somebody else."

This girl, once known as Rosie
Jackanapes, had decided many, many moons ago, that babies should be
born of love, not duty, and to couples who actually wanted them.
Whatever the child's gender. Look what had happened to the real
Flora. Passed around between uncaring relatives, unloved and
neglected, she had thrown herself at the first young man who showed
her any attention, trading her life of upper-class privilege for
rural, impoverished anonymity and casting her family into chaos.
Possibly out of vengeance for the way they had always treated
her.

Hopefully she was happy now, all these
years later. Her replacement liked to imagine the first Lady Flora
was content to love and live simply with her groom, that she had
discarded her corsets for many babies, learned to laugh, and never
regretted her choice. That was the romantic version, of course, but
they might never know.

As for this Lady Flora, she certainly had
no intention of acquiring another husband to curb her independence
again. She'd done her part for this family. Now Francis was in
charge, no longer the little boy afraid of his own shadow; Great
Aunt Bridget was dead, and all was well with the world.

With a hearty sigh, she exclaimed, "I
have spent the last decade, brother, doing very little of
importance, just trying to keep you from getting too big-headed and
obnoxious, and having a great deal of shameful, naughty fun
whenever I can."

Francis regarded her in silent
skepticism.

"Probably more fun than a widow is
meant to have," she continued, attempting a deeper tone of apology
that merely caused another crease in his forehead. "But now I mean
to work hard. I shall put my idle ways aside and become a
productive member of society."

"There is only one way
a respectable woman can be productive," he muttered. "I'm sure you could
find another husband if you tended seriously to the matter. You
were considered quite a beauty in your youth—"

"I was? What a pity I was not in
possession of that information at the time."

"And I have been told, on more than
one occasion, that your looks improve even more so with maturity.
Only last week George Tarleton, in quite a fever, called you an
earthly Aphrodite."

"Yes, well, certain
fellows will say anything when they desire a woman's favor. It is
one third nonsense, one third libido and one third port fumes. I'm
afraid Georgie Tarleton owes me money from a card game and thinks
flattery will help me forget. Nothing brings on a
gentleman's fever, quite so much as an excess of port and a loss to his
pockets." She sighed again. "Besides, I truly cannot put on that
silly, empty face any longer. I've been purely ornamental long
enough. Oh, thanks to Great Aunt Bridget's training, I can still
hoist everything together into a corset for a few hours, apply
powder and perfume, and flirt for England if necessary, but it's
far more exhausting now than it used to be. Genuine pleasures, for
an old lady like me, are few and far between, much harder won,
briefer lasting and desperately soon forgotten. I am, therefore,
far less inclined to sacrifice my precious time entertaining other
folk."

"Hmm." Her brother was
skeptical. "I hear about your exhausting antics regularly. For
an old lady, you
still manage to enjoy yourself."

Clutching one hand to her
bosom, she exclaimed, "And how it takes the ballast out of me!" She
lowered her voice and looked back over her shoulder, as if she
thought the horses might eavesdrop as they followed slowly along.
"Certain...parts,
brother, have begun to wilt and whither. As I observed to Persey
recently, if I do not now find a way to make use of myself and
prove I have some actual worth, I might as well throw myself bodily
into the Thames." Another quick sigh preceded a meek, upward glance
at her frowning brother. "'Tis a pity that you must be the one to
identify my remains. I hope you shall not be too moved by the
sorrowful task. Not too
far driven into depression by the regret of not
helping your devoted elder sister when you could."

"I shouldn't imagine there would be
much of you left to identify." He yawned. "Not after the bloating
of gases in the corpse and the pecking of scavenging kites at
tide's edge."

Having envisaged a much less gruesome,
more romantic scene for her final drama— one that involved an
abundance of lilies floating around her Ophelia-like form— Flora
was obliged to amend the ending. "Well, then...I might go abroad...
and join a nunnery."

"God help them. I think you'll find
the doors barred as soon as they hear you coming."

Unable to stay somber for long, and
catching a gentle softening in her brother's features as he
prepared to relent, she laughed and then turned her face up toward
the sun. "Yes, I shall be happy here. I knew it at once when I
drove by the place. I shouldn't be surprised if Great Aunt Bridget
wanted me to find it. She always did work her machinations in...
mysterious ways." She gave a grim smile, knowing full well why the
old curmudgeon had left her that jewelry. In practical terms it was
a fee owed, earned with great suffering and long overdue for
payment. For just this once the old lady had decided she'd better
pay a bill before her final reckoning. Unlikely as it may seem, she
must have felt a thorn of guilt as she prepared to meet her maker.
There was also the fact that she would probably not want her
beloved jewels put into Sir Roderick's hands. For all her faults,
she was a woman who appreciated pretty things and she knew that her
great niece was the same. Unlike Sir Roderick, Flora would not
immediately turn around and sell those treasures to pay a gambling
debt.

But Francis, who had no idea of his
family's dark, scandalous secret and the imposter in their midst,
could not understand why the old lady remembered Flora in her will.
Neither could her children, who were quite put out, all having
hoped that something more might be scraped out of the old lady's
barrel at the last minute, only to find those dregs dropped into
the cup of the "least deserving" Flora. Before Francis could begin
speculating on that subject again, she quickly steered him back to
her reason for showing him this place.

"I need a purpose, brother," she said
firmly. "I have been your guest at Wyndham for ten years, since Sir
Benjamin died. It's time you were free of me." She gave his arm
such a tight squeeze that he winced. "One day soon you will want to
marry and then I shall simply be in the way in that house. Like an
old, unsightly and cumbersome piece of furniture that has been
handed down for many generations, and nobody with a clear
conscience can bring themselves to throw it upon the bonfire,
merely because it was once poor, unlucky, spinster Cousin Fanny's
favorite. Do not let me become an inconvenient piece of family
furniture, Francis. A musty heirloom that nobody really wants,
hanging about the place. I was useful to you once— I saw you
through your most trying years— but now we are so much older and
you should have a wife to look after you. Do not force me to become
Cousin Fanny's Old Trunk."

"What? Who? We do not know a Cousin
Fanny, do we?"

"There is usually one such sad soul in
every family." She gave a glum shrug. "I suppose in this family
it's me."

Francis was no longer listening. He
gazed at the house as if it gave him indigestion. "You cannot live
here. I shall worry about you. The place isn't
habitable."

"A few trusty workmen can soon make it
secure against the elements. With my widow's jointure I can pay for
repairs as needed and then, perhaps, apply to the owner for
reimbursement. In time."

"Repairs." He shook his head. "Might
as well knock the place to the ground."

"They have the summer and
autumn before the weather turns inclement. The left wing, for
instance— the newer building— still has glass of a sort in
most windows."

"It has no roof, sister."

"Roof? Of course it has a roof. Look,
there." She pointed a defiant finger at the end of a very straight,
very determined arm, but before he could say anything, she had
swiveled him around to admire the view across the fields again.
"Can you not imagine those grapevines, brother, growing lushly?
Everything brought back to life?"

"No," he replied flatly. "Those
shriveled sticks are dead, my dear sister. They look rotten and
blighted. Like this entire idea of yours."

"And what do you know about
grapevines?"

"As much as you, to be sure. Flora—"
he gravely patted her arm, "— drinking a vast deal of the stuff at
every opportunity does not make you an expert on wine."

She put her nose in the air. "For your
information, I once knew a very dear, kind old lady who made many
different kinds of wine from flowers, fruits and herbs. I watched
how it was done and assisted on occasion. There was a wonderful
sense of tranquility, patience and achievement about the entire
process. Oh, to see those bottles lined neatly on the shelf with
their pretty labels."

"What old lady was this? When? In
Scotland?"

Flora ignored the
question. "And since then, I have studied the matter in thorough
detail. Please note, young Francis, that in recent years, Londoners
have become the biggest consumers of claret in the
entire world. I read
about it. I see that expression, sir! Yes, I do read books and newspapers. Just
because you were the only one allowed to attend university, do not
imagine I am incapable of study and the retention of facts." With
an airy gesture that almost knocked his hat off, she added, "Ever
since Samuel Pepys wrote of appreciating Chateau Haut Brion, it has
become a drink for more than bishops to enjoy. So, I ask you, young
sir, why should this country not produce more of the wine it's
people consume?"

Francis screwed up his face. "Is it
not something to do with climate and soil and all that dreadfully
tiresome Mother Nature business?"

But Flora was not one to be vanquished
easily. Whenever she had an idea in her head she was determined to
make it work. Another family trait, perhaps. If circumstances got
in her way, she went around them and over them. No reported fact,
law or rule was ever blindly accepted— unless, of course, she
wanted to blindly accept it. This same stubbornness led to a
considerable disregard for regulations and authority of any sort,
as well as a great inquisitiveness which generally got her into
trouble eventually.

But it had also given her the gumption
to step into another girl's shoes when she was needed.






* * * *






After her rejection of Malgrave's
proposal, Lady Flora was confined to her room and fed only pottage
for three days. She was finally let out again when her guardians
realized that their little "last hope" bird wouldn't sing to
attract a mate if she grew thin and ill from lack of food and
sunlight.

Beatings, of course, could still be
administered, but only so as not to damage the parts of her that
had to be shown off at balls and parties. Her great aunt soon ran
out of room for the marks of her cane.

Finally, at the age of one and twenty,
and barely three heart palpitations away from rotting on the shelf—
according to Great Aunt Bridget— Flora had been slapped and
cornered into a "suitable" marriage. She saw that there was nothing
else for it and she had better get it over with. At first she
thought Sir Benjamin Hartnell a handsome, lively, mostly amusing
fellow. A tendency to buffoonery, but on the whole harmless. He put
on a good show during their brief courtship and promised to help
her brother restore the crumbling estate of Wyndham.

Further inducement to marry came in
the shape of Francis, who, about to turn seventeen back then, would
soon have become a target for the ruthless matrimonial schemes of
Lady Manderby and Sir Roderick. She heard them discussing the
benefits of an alliance with various "eligible" brides— always
putting their own needs and wants before anybody's. Particularly
before the happiness of Francis. Flora could not bear to see her
shy, nervous little brother bullied into marriage, for he did not
have her strength to withstand the blows. By sacrificing herself
she could help protect him for a while longer at least. Why else
was she still there if not to guard Francis? She could have run
away back to Goody Applegate years ago, if not for her fondness of
him.

Hopefully, if she married Sir
Benjamin, the family would consider her obligations paid and leave
her, and Francis, in peace.

But soon after the wedding she learned
of her husband's true character. The mask came off once he need no
longer make an effort. It was drink, she saw now, that made him
merry, and there was always a point beyond which the laughter
turned to grotesque sneers, slurred accusations and screaming fits
of temper. Before they were married she had never been long enough
in his company to witness what happened when he imbibed one— or
several— too many. As he did most evenings.

By then Flora was old for a first-time
bride, but Sir Benjamin was no spring lamb himself and on his third
marriage. He needed a son and heir for he had no children at all
and his estate would be lost once he was gone. It was the one thing
that bothered him most— his failure to sire issue— yet he blamed
his wives and would not allow a soul to suggest that it might be
any fault of his. Beneath the laughing, even-tempered, fun-loving
surface he showed to society, he proved to be a stupid, greedy,
spoiled, self-absorbed man. Flora very soon had cause to know his
cruelty too. She suspected that his sudden, violent rages may have
cut short the lives of the previous two Lady Hartnells, but this
time he made the mistake of choosing a woman too physically vital,
too resilient and mentally defiant for his aging grip to handle.
The strength of her common stock was a great advantage against his
inbred aristocratic feebleness.

When he discovered that she had
managed to arrange for all his tradesmen to be paid in full,
organized a wedding for his head chambermaid, and paid for a
physician to attend his gardener's sick baby son— all with coin
from his tight purse, he was furious.

"What else was I to do?" she had said,
facing him calmly as he slowly imploded. "You give me no money of
my own and these people are our responsibility. As are the
bills."

"You do not interfere in the running
of my estate," he bellowed, drunkenly throwing a glass at
her.

"I thought that was my purpose here,
sir."

"Your purpose is to have a child, and
you won't even do that simple task."

"If you ever came to my bed sober,
functioning, and in any way appealing to my senses, I could have
given you one."

"Why, you little whore!" He had
grabbed her by the throat, readying his other fist for her
face.

"By the by," she wheezed, "in two
hundred years or less nobody will even know you existed. This
estate will be broken up and sold off, passed into the hands of
other families and wealthy folk from foreign lands. It will be dug
up and built over. There will be nothing left of your name, because
you have done nothing for those people worse off than yourself,
given no thought to charity and never had a single generous,
selfless thought. Kept to yourself, your money will not help you.
It is, like breath, meant to be spent in order to live a good life.
You will be forgotten. As if you never lived at all. As if you
never breathed." How she knew all this she could not say. Perhaps
she made it up in that angry spur of the moment and sought some way
to cause him as much pain as he caused others.

He froze, eyes popping, face like a
cherry soaked in brandy. Flaming brandy. His hand shook, he
loosened his grip on her windpipe and then fell, choking, to the
floor beside her bare feet and the shattered glass
fragments.

"It was him or me," she'd whispered to
her brother as they stood, a week later, overlooking Sir Benjamin
Hartnell's coffin in the ballroom, where he lay in grand,
black-shrouded state before his funeral.

Although she did like to shock Francis
from time to time, she knew that he was never completely sure
whether she teased. On that occasion, neither was she.

But it couldn't be all her fault that
Sir Benjamin collapsed in a red-faced conniption and never
recovered, could it? Considering the way he pickled his liver in
drink, this incident was inevitable and overdue, in her
opinion.

Widowhood at the age of twenty-six had
opened the door on another new world for Flora. She discovered that
many restrictions under which she'd lived as an unmarried maid and
then as a married woman, were no longer pertinent to her. Enjoying
a certain degree of freedom with her new status, Flora was not only
determined to make the most of it, but to ensure that it lasted.
Great Aunt Bridget's attempts to marry her off again, after a
proper period of "mourning" never bore fruit.

"I married to please you last time,"
Flora had declared firmly. "I'm not a girl anymore, but a woman. I
shall make my own decisions from now on. And if you lay a finger on
me, or Francis now, madam, be sure you'll get more than one back.
Remember, I know where the skeletons are buried."

The old lady argued, "Don't be
ridiculous. Everything I have ever done is for your own benefit.
Where would you be now if not for us? Following your mother into
her trade? A woman like that has no respectability and her status
is ever tenuous, her value lasting only as long as her looks. To be
well settled in life, you need a husband and issue from a decent
marriage! A husband is the only obstacle to sin!"

"Then I shall avoid another at all
costs, for his sake as well as mine."

"But what else can you do without a
husband?"

"Take to the high seas, if I must, for
a life of piracy." She had raised her defiant fist to the plaster
cherubs that puffed down at her from the corners of Wyndham's
grand, but tired drawing room. "Here I come, to sin, debauchery and
plunder! Splice the main brace!"

"You are a despicable wretch. There is
no hope for you. In a moment of desperation I once took you in,
thinking to give you a better life—"

"And an even better one for
yourself."

"But you've been naught but trouble
ever since. You've grown bold and impudent."

"Yes, once I feared I might be blamed
for the deception and I was awed by my grand surroundings. But now
I am wiser and I know that you are both just as complicit in the
matter, just as liable. I was merely your naive pawn."

"A disappointment, that's what you
were and are."

"Have you forgot, madam, how my
marriage relieved you and your son of debt?"

"Oh, he promised plenty and gave
little. Had you accepted your first offer we could all be a great
deal richer. Malgrave would not have been so tight with his
purse."

"Wouldn't you rather be happy, free
and poor, than rich, trapped and miserable, madam?"

"Certainly not. Do you know a poor
person who is happy?"

"Yes. I—"

"Such simple folk know only an
illusion of happiness, because they do not know what it is to be
truly rich. A person who has once known the comforts of wealth
would never want to be poor again."

Married twice herself, Great Aunt
Bridget had nine surviving offspring, none of whom Flora could
tolerate for more than two minutes in the same room. Sir Roderick
remained a soul in whom she could discover nothing to admire. Even
in later years, when his health declined, she found it difficult to
muster much sympathy. He railed viciously at his servants and his
mother for any tiny dissatisfaction. But at least, once he became
confined to a wicker bath-chair, one need only push him out through
a door and close it in order to be rid of him and his criticisms.
He claimed not to have the strength to turn a handle and so would
sit there cursing and whining until a footman came to let him back
in. He always retained the capability, however, to lift a glass of
port. As long as it was the very best kind and served in good
crystal.

Great Aunt Bridget had spent her last
days living in Hertfordshire, looking after Sir Roderick, pandering
to his every shallow need. Francis had found them a small, but
elegant house and politely insisted they move there, having their
furnishings and belongings transported from Wyndham one night
before they could protest. Now that the old lady was dead, Sir
Roderick was tended by a grim-faced nurse who weighed considerably
more than he and stood for no nonsense. Sweet vengeance.

Other members of the Chelmsworth and
Manderby families were scattered about the country, sent hither and
thither with the tide in search of fortune and circumstance.
Occasionally they returned now to Wyndham, looking for a handout
from Francis who, being generally too sweet-hearted and amiable for
his own good, didn't like to turn any of them away. The cousins all
considered themselves too fine to associate with Flora these days.
They found her behavior as a merry widow too wild and their own
precarious reputations threatened by it.

Now, all she had left for
close family was Francis, and she was aware that their great aunt
had tried, several times before she died, to make him sever their
bond for his own good. But Francis, despite occasional bouts of
frustration with his sister had a certain streak of determination
and loyalty within himself too, and, although it was not the
done thing in their
family, he loved her. Even the annoying, troublesome
parts.

"That girl may not mean harm, but she
fancies herself a pirate, sailing through life recklessly wherever
the wind takes her and causing chaos at every turn," Flora once
overheard the old lady lecturing Francis. "She cannot put her mind
to the slightest dutiful, honorable course. It is well past the
time when she should have outgrown that silliness and settled down.
We must get her married again as soon as possible, her ship safely
anchored in another port."

"But has she not already done what you
wanted once before, when she married Sir Benjamin?" her brother had
replied, finally coming into a little boldness of his own thanks to
Flora's example. "Perhaps this time my sister might be allowed to
choose her own husband—"

"Allowed to choose? This is not
Virginia, Francis. This is not the colonies. This is England. And
that girl wouldn't know the best choice in a room full of men if he
walked right up to her and proposed. Which he has done, at least
once to my certain knowledge, when she was barely seventeen. If she
had only seen sense then."

Ah, yes. That.

Flora knew that not all of her past
decisions had been good ones. Yes, with hindsight and maturity she
could agree with that statement. But at the time of their making
she was content with her choice, therefore she refused to have any
regrets. She had been seventeen and full of herself. What more
could she say?

Her great aunt might insist that women
were put on earth merely to produce babies, but Flora felt certain
they were all there to learn and grow from their mistakes. In
short, to live life; to experience failure as well as success. A
well-rounded person must be humbled occasionally too by their own
foolishness. Consequently, there were, by now, no sharp edges left
on her person for they'd all been chipped and filed away by her
many tumbles. She had been tumbling for a long time. Years and
years. Centuries even. At least, it sometimes felt that
way.

On this day, however, standing in the
lane with her brother and surveying Darnley Abbey, Lady Flora
Hartnell was absolutely certain she knew what she was doing. In
this place, at last, she felt as if she belonged, she could stop
tumbling and rest. For a long time she'd been out of step,
wandering and lost. Here she was almost home. Almost.

When she looked at the gentle slope
she imagined it brought to life, all the colors blooming, the
orchards flush with plums, apples and peaches, the fertile earth
producing an abundance of grapes, and busy, jolly workers stamping
away in great barrels with pink stained ankles and feet— just like
the pictures she'd seen once in a French tapestry. Where had she
seen it? Oh, she couldn't remember, but it was a delightful scene
playing out in her mind. She could even hear a fiddle playing and
feel the good, honest perspiration on her skin.

Yes, this is where she was meant to
be.

In her mind's eye she saw shelves and
shelves of bottles, produced by her own hands and all with pretty
labels attached. Her own pictures would not be quite so beautifully
done as those that once adorned Goody Applegate's libations, but
she could make an effort to achieve something similar.

When she was first widowed, Flora had
made several attempts to find Goody Applegate, but Sir Roderick had
flatly refused to help and Great Aunt Bridget's mind was so full of
holes that occasionally she could not remember where she lived, let
alone where anybody else might be found. Flora had studied a map,
trying to calculate how far she must have traveled when her
relatives first took her back to Wyndham, but there were no village
names she recognized within a feasible traveling
distance.

On her deathbed, Great Aunt Bridget
had pretended not to know anything about a kindly old lady by that
name.

"You always suffered a vivid
imagination, Flora," she had muttered wearily, her eyes glazed from
the laudanum.

That much was true. She could imagine
all manner of inventions for the future and had frequently made
predictions that came to pass, leading to several remarkably lucky
wagers. In 1780 her brother won a small fortune at his club when,
on Flora's urging, he wagered that a horse called Diomed would win
the first Epsom Derby. They also won again— somewhat treasonously,
according to some— when she predicted that America would declare
their independence on July 4, 1776.

"I have an instinct for these things,"
she liked to say.

Now, the leasing of Darnley Abbey felt
like another lucky prediction. It was the best decision she had
ever made. She was determined.

Francis suddenly exclaimed, "Wait! I
know who owns this property. It's part of Malgrave's estate. Oh,
lord!"

"Ah, the shilling has dropped. But
that's the beauty of it. Since he's skulking about somewhere
abroad, I can do as I want with the place."

"And what if he returns, Flora? Are
you quite certain he won't object to having his fields and
orchards...messed about with? And you, a woman, making wine on his
property? With his fruit and grapes."

"Better that than his fruit lies
bruised upon the ground and wasted. I told you, his solicitor is in
agreement and he ought to know if his master would disapprove. He
thinks that somebody should take care of the place before it is too
late, and I agree."

"I don't like it, Flora. Malgrave is
not a bear one wants to poke, however great the distance and length
of stick."

"What are you fussing about, Francis?"
He really did seem far too anxious. "How can he be upset by a few
grapevines and some fruit being put to use before it
spoils?"

"You wanted my counsel, sister.
Supposedly. Well, I would advise you not to get on your new
landlord's bad side."

"Dear Francis, like any dutiful
sister, I would happily comply with your counsel, but I fear that
when it comes to sides I'd be hard pushed to find the Duke of
Malgrave's better one."

"Well, then you know that it is
exceedingly unwise—"

"What the eye does not see, the heart
does not grieve after. Besides, he has agreed to the lease, as long
as a man signs for me. So there. It is as good as done."

In truth she was rather surprised the
duke had agreed to let her rent the place. She had quite expected
to be sent on her way in no uncertain terms. He was a difficult
person in general and she ought to know, having once done her best
to get along with the man and failed. But if he was willing to let
her stay in his house, grumpy old "Fred" must not remember her at
all.

Leaving Francis to stumble along in
her wake, she hurried on ahead now, confident that Malgrave, having
endured far worse trouble in his life since their last encounter,
must have other matters to worry about now, including his duchess.
Flora had not laid eyes on him for twenty years. The duke took no
pains to politely tolerate those he disliked and he'd had no time
for Sir Benjamin Hartnell's company, so despite the often
incestuous circles of society, they'd managed to avoid the same
parties with scant effort. Now, of course, he was abroad somewhere,
looking for his runaway duchess to drag her back by the
hair.

As long as he stayed away, landlord
and tenant would get along beautifully.

But, it must be said, she felt a
slight pang about it. And about him. A little one. Sometimes, like
the man himself, it was not so little.







 Chapter Eleven

September 1782






".... I am appalled that
you would see fit to lease Darnley Abbey to a woman of so scarlet a
reputation. Everybody knows Sir Benjamin Hartnell died in
suspicious circumstances, once his money had been used to pay off
the Chelmsworth family debts, and she has worn her way through a
multitude of lovers since then. She gambles for high stakes and
drinks like a man. She has even been seen, on occasion,
in breeches! Flora
Hartnell is a woman who thinks she may do as she pleases with no
care for propriety and tradition. I am told men, young and old, are
deceived and disarmed by her smile, but surely you are beyond that
nonsense.

Who knows what she will
get up to within those walls? She will pollute the place and the
family name by this association that you have condoned...I do not
suppose Plumm has kept you abreast of all the news while you
languish abroad, but there is talk of Flora Hartnell cheating the
great aunt out of a fortune in jewelry, prying her last possessions
from her fingers as she lay dying. No wonder she hides away now in
the country, rather than show her face in any good
society..."






This letter was a rare event indeed,
for under normal circumstances his mother contacted Maxim only with
whinging complaints about her allowance not being quite enough,
messages all delivered via Plumm, with shambling apology and his
wig helter-skelter. Apart from that they had no
communication.

This sudden concern for family honor
and Darnley Abbey was vastly amusing, especially since the dowager
had firmly refused to live there herself when Maxim offered it to
her. No, the abbey, a "drafty, ugly place", wasn't good enough for
her needs and she wanted to be in London with her friends. But now
she felt compelled to take an interest and complain about the house
being put to use by another woman.

As for the family name being polluted,
surely Maxim's wife running off with a poet had already done that.
But the dowager really had a bee in her bonnet about Flora
Hartnell.

The ungrateful woman once
had the gall to reject your proposal. What will people think, now
you give her a house to live in, a roof over her head, a shelter
for her debauchery and whatnot...?

Hmm. Debauchery and whatnot. The mind
boggled. Blind Man's Bluff and Hot Cockles, no doubt. She liked her
games and the rowdier the better.

He suddenly recalled
Plumm's sly remark in the spring. "I see,
sir. You would rather burn the abbey down than lease
it?"

Perhaps that possessive streak ran in
the family. Even Maxim's mother, who didn't want the place for
herself, couldn't bear the thought of anybody else enjoying it. She
would get out her claws over this, just as she did over a lover she
thought was taken from her by Bridget Manderby many years ago. But
he was not supposed to know about that.

So he sent a brief note to
England,






"Find out what That
Chelmsworth Girl is about will you, Plumm? The Various and Sundry
believe she converses with Beelzebub and his minions. Perhaps we
should not put it past her."






He found himself thinking of his
tenant quite often, wondering what had drawn her to Darnley Abbey.
Occasionally he took out her little portrait and questioned it, but
no answer was forthcoming. The wench remained tight-lipped and
saucy, even as he caressed her face with his thumb, trying to pry
her lips apart, imaging their softness yielding. To him.

Ridiculous. As his mother said, he was
beyond that nonsense.

Finally he received Plumm's reply and
learned of Lady Flora's attempts to restore the vineyard and
orchards at Darnley Abbey. That, apparently, was why so many young,
able-bodied men, had been seen about the place stripped down to
their breeches and "cavorting" in her company. They were hired
hands put to work on the property.

His lady tenant struggled alongside
her laborers, according to Plumm's letter, and was often dressed
more like a shepherdess, or a cow-herd, than a baronet's widow and
the daughter of an earl. No doubt the dowager had got her
information second and third hand from her web of gossiping
friends, then pieced one and two together to make a juicy dozen. To
make a scandal out of nothing, just to relieve her
boredom.

Lady Flora, on the other hand, made
wine. Or attempted to do so.

Maxim had never known there were
grapevines and orchards at Darnley. He supposed it must have been
somewhere in the records from when his grandmother's dowry was
handed over to the estate, but he had never bothered to read those
details. He left all that to Plumm.

Grapevines and fruit. So that was it.
That was what drew Lady Flora to Darnley Abbey. And by some strange
coincidence here he was, many miles away, also making use of
himself in a vineyard.

They finally had something in common
to talk about. If they ever chanced to meet again.






* * * *






At night, when the street outside was
quiet, apart from the occasional barking dog, he lay in his bed,
weary arms tucked beneath his head, and let his mind travel into
the past.

A memory fluttered by, of that oily
tick, George Tarleton, sidling up to him in somebody's drawing
room.

"That Chelmsworth girl... there is something about her.
Something...I cannot say what. Different."

Yes, Maxim vividly recalled those
words surrounded by a fog of stifling perfume and the whine of
stilted music on a harpsichord. False smiles and inane
conversation.

She was the one woman who
stood out. He couldn't take his eyes off her and, at first, he had
assumed it was because she was so unsuitable, so unguarded. One could not look
away from the disaster. But it was not long before he was thinking
about her even when she was not in the same room.

Had she married him, she could have
had Darnley Abbey for no rent whatsoever now. But the Chelmsworth
Girl had failed to recognize the advantages of his offer. What is
it she had said to him?

You can scowl at me all
you like, Malgrave, you don't frighten me. Nor do I find you the
least little bit inscrutable and enigmatic with your brooding
stares and reluctance to say anything nice. You, sir, are an
unmitigated bore, so stuffed full of your own importance I shall be
surprised if you don't burst into a thousand little pieces one
day.

At some point she had touched his
sleeve— patted it with her naughty fingers— a daringly casual way
to behave in the Duke of Malgrave's presence. Nobody else ever
touched him as she did without his permission. Nobody.

And it was the second time she'd
touched him uninvited, the first being with both hands on his face
as she, blindfolded, tried to guess his identity, even though
they'd never met until that moment.

In the beginning he did not know how
he felt about her and that uncertainty alone made him irritable.
Maxim liked to know where he was, what he was doing, and what would
happen next. He did not care for surprises or arguments from silly
young women.

Of course, back then he thought he
knew it all. Thought he had nothing left to learn.

In any case, three years after her
rejection — again he saw her silhouette running away from him and
toward the sunlight— he was married, instead, to Amelia Stanhope of
the impeccable reputation, meekly bowed head and appearance of
eager obedience. The very opposite of "That Chelmsworth Girl".
Amelia was a perfect woman, perfect wife and perfect match.
Everybody said so.

Now they all knew how that had turned
out.

A year after his marriage, Flora
Chelmsworth was also forced into an expedient union, arranged by
her family in some attempt to salvage the remnants of her
reputation and their finances. He had read about it in a letter
from her brother and it quite spoiled his breakfast. He heard
rumors of how her family had pushed her into the marriage and that
upset his digestion even more. In his opinion, physical force was
used against women by imbeciles, cowards and the
impotent.

But it was none of his business. She
had seen to that. Did not want his advice or his guidance, or the
shelter he'd offered. Put herself into the hands of another man
instead.

Had she ever regretted
turning him down? If she once thought
Malgrave a bore, what did she make of Sir Benjamin Hartnell?
Ha!

He could have saved her from that
atrocity at least.

Now they all knew how her marriage had
turned out too.

Twenty years was a very great time,
and much must have happened to them both. But what was time? It was
a nothingness. Yesterday could not be changed and the future, as he
now knew, could not be predicted with any certainty. Only in the
present did a man have the power to act and even those chances
slipped by like bubbles popping on the surface of a stream. Every
thought was gone the moment he had it. Like that one. And that
one.

And that one.

His moments were passing too
quickly.

He had been to war in more ways than
one since he last saw Flora Chelmsworth in the flesh.

Maxim made an effort to relax his jaw.
He scratched the scar that itched on his shoulder and turned over,
thumping his pillow.

Why could he not sleep? He must stop
dwelling on the past. Lusty Lucretia's company might have helped
distract him tonight, but he'd sent her on her way with a very good
pension soon after Plumm hired a new housekeeper.

Finally he got up. Draped in the
counterpane like a Roman emperor, he stormed to the window,
throwing the curtains aside and opening the latch. Although it was
autumn and much cooler, the air was still not as crisp as it could
be in England this time of year. At Castle Malgrave in September
the leaves would be changing. In the early morning one's sighs
would linger like smoke. He almost felt a pang of homesickness
then, the first in four years.

Moonlight touched the cobbled stones
of the town square and gently caressed the church tower. A few
candles, dotted here and there, glowed against the darkened walls,
but most windows had vanished in the shadows behind their shutters,
leaving only the bulk of a building against the night's
sky.

This had become a familiar sight to
him now, but of course it wasn't home. It couldn't be, for he would
always be the "strano inglese", as they called him at the vineyard.
He could not quite fit, no matter how he changed his appearance and
relaxed into a more casual way of life. Even if they called him by
another name here and did not know of his title, he still did not
fully belong. He kept telling himself that this life was more
genuine, yet it was, in fact, just as false as the one he'd led
before. He was still missing something.

What was he doing here in this
self-imposed exile?

He was forty-one years of age. At
twenty-one he'd been certain of his place and his future. By thirty
it had all fallen apart. Now he no longer knew where he belonged or
where he was headed. Were he not a Malgrave he would be
terrified.

Suddenly he felt the dusty walls of
his rented villa closing in, the ground sinking under his feet. But
it was no earth-tremor this time; it was all happening within
himself. He could no longer be content here in his living crypt,
letting the time pass.

He was restless. He wanted...he
wanted...

Plumm's voice crept
through the shadows. "Perhaps it is time
to leave old ghosts behind and look to the future. To get on with
your own life."

But how could he do that? How could he
return to the world he once inhabited, when he had found so much
more inside himself? War had changed Maxim. He was a peg that could
no longer fit inside a hole. Ah, but it wasn't all about him, was
it?

"Master Nicholas is no
longer a child in the nursery; he is a young man. You would be
surprised to see how he has grown. If you were home more
oft."

As for his wife; perhaps she too had
found a better side of herself here and that's why she hid so
determinedly. She had recognized her unhappiness and discontent
before he did, fleeing England to escape and find something new.
Here he was now, doing the same, although he had never realized how
much he hated himself in that previous world, until he arrived in
this place and discarded his shell.

Certain opinionated ladies would not
recognize him now. He smiled wryly at his reflection in the warped
glass. Would they not be surprised by all the changes?

He returned to bed, his body still
wound up in the counterpane, and fell heavily to the mattress,
causing a light dust shower in the moonlight.

Now he had a tight, skipping,
suffocating pain in his chest. Thoughts of that woman had an
uncanny knack of causing him discomfort of all sorts, even across
great distance and considerable time. But that was why he'd kept
her portrait; to remember his first and worst failing and to punish
himself for it.

With these and similar, unsquidgy and
unromantic musings, he had soon rediscovered sleep. Whether or not
the scandalous Lady Flora invaded his dreams that night with
"debauchery and whatnot", his grace prefers to keep to himself in
the interests of that lady's honor. Somebody had to care about that
and, surprisingly, for all the trouble she caused, Maxim did care.
Still.


 Chapter Twelve

One month later.






Tired, dirty and deflated, she perched
on the side of the great barrel and stared in at the results of
their first harvest.

"Won't get much wine out o' that sorry
lot," her steward helpfully pointed out. "You can stamp with those
dainty toes until the cows get home, but you'll not get more than
two dozen bottles. And that'll be thin and reedy, unless you throw
in some rough Spanish stuff to make it stretch."

"Yes, thank you, Grey, but we do not
make counterfeit claret in this house."

"We don't make no claret." The old man
sniffed. "That's gnat's pee that is. No good for aught but vinegar.
I told you them vines weren't no good. Never 'ave been and 'tis
only got worse for all the neglect. The grapes are bitter and
small. The land here isn't right for it. I told you from the start.
And those lads you hired knew nothin' about grapevines, whatever
they said."

Her steward was a
mumblecrust, who fussed constantly, as if he were overwhelmed with
work, and yet never actually got anything useful achieved. If
he should be
given a task of any importance he would only make a complete pig's
ear of it and then blame anything or anybody but himself. The one
thing he was able to do with prompt efficiency— apart from eat his
supper, which he managed with startling skill considering his lack
of sturdy teeth— was to point out the dour and dreary obvious. Yes,
his name was most apt. But despite all this she kept him on because
his wife was a sweet, sad old thing who made a wonderful almond
cake and sang herself to tears in the kitchen as she
worked.

Like the drafty windows, the mice
under the floorboards, and the bats under the eaves, the elderly
couple had come with the house, so she kept them, even though they
had no formal agreement. In addition to the Greys, Flora had hired
a handful of workers, found at the local market fair that summer.
But they had all departed once they saw the mistress growing
steadily more short-tempered and impatient, not to mention working
as hard as them— if not harder. Surely, they gossiped amongst
themselves, if the fine lady mistress has to bend her back to the
vines too, that cannot be a good sign.

They thought they could get better
paid work elsewhere— under a "master", of course— and she could not
afford to keep them on through the winter in any case.

Grey tsk-tsked at her between his
gums. "Lass should never have taken on the task. 'Tis too much for
a woman. That sorry lot you brung back from market were out o' work
for a reason when you found 'em. As lazy a bunch o' layabouts and
thieves as I ever clapped eyes on. They only came here to ogle at a
lady with bare ankles and her hair down, no doubt. Filthy pack o'
rogues they were."

"Yes, well, they've gone
now."

"'Tis best you give up on the idea,
knit yourself some thick woolen stockings and just settle in for
winter. Besides, yer a lady, not a farm 'and. T'aint proper to see
you toiling in the earth."

"Settle in? And then who will save all
the fruit and preserve it? Who will get all the vegetables in and
stored before winter?"

His face lengthened as he closed his
eyes and shook his head somberly. "You took on too much, tryin' to
do the work of a man. Now we shall suffer, I daresay, and go hungry
while all of it wastes upon the ground." Eyes open again, he looked
up at the sky, as if he could read omens in the clouds. "Aye, the
season shall be harsh this year. Sacrifice and strife. I knew it
would be, as soon as you tipped up with bows on your shoes, frills
on your sleeves and the cleanest, softest 'ands I ever did see. Oh,
we're in for it now, says I to the wife. Here comes a fine lady to
play at work until the novelty wears off."

But even if her hands were soft, her
head was not. She had begun this enterprise with such hope, and
defeat was not in her nature. She would simply have to bite down on
her pride and admit she needed help from an expert. A real
expert.

With freshened resolve, she said,
"I'll just have to take Persey's counsel, won't I?"

Her best friend, Persephone Radcliffe,
once the Marchioness of Holbrooke and now married to the most
successful landscape designer in England, lived little more than an
hour's ride away in good weather and visited when she could. During
her previous trip to Darnley, Persey had casually mentioned a
recent encounter her husband had with a most interesting fellow in
London.

"An Italian, I believe," Persey had
told her as they dined on the terrace, during one of the last fine
days of the year. "Remarkably clever about grapevines, apparently.
Now he seeks employment in this country. Is that not a wondrous
coincidence? I told Joss I would mention it to you. Of course, he's
probably—"

Flora set down the decanter with a
bang. "I did not mean to concern you both with my problems. I wish
I had never said anything about the paucity of good workers, but
you caught me at a weak moment that day when you were last here. It
was a momentary despair, however, and now it has
passed."

"My dear Flora, the meeting occurred
quite by accident. Lucky accident. Joss happened to be in London
and so did the Italian fellow, who—"

"I do not believe
in lucky accidents. London is a very large place in which to run upon
the ideal person without design."

"But he is—"

"I really do not want to hire another
wretched man, who thinks to manage me." She did not mean to sound
shrill, but she was tired and anxious, trying desperately not to
show it, and Flora was never very good at hiding her true state of
emotion.

Her friend replied gently, "This
Italian fellow is a genuine expert in viticulture."

"Persey, I have taken on
three gentlemen already this year, who supposedly specialized in
the growing of grapes. They came, they saw and they went away
again, leaving my purse a little lighter each time on wasted
effort. They always come here thinking to take charge
and take advantage. A
woman living alone with no man at her side is, apparently, fair
game for any villain looking to cheat and steal from her. And
an Italian? Of
all things."

"What's especially wrong with an
Italian?" her friend had asked in bemusement.

"They pick quarrels and bear the most
fearsome grudges. They are hot-heads, always putting hexes on
people. They are far too lusty for their own good. They're not
manageable."

"Flora, darling, I believe you just
described yourself."

She took exception to that, naturally.
"I am exceedingly level-headed, judicious and forgiving. And
chaste." She had frowned, restlessly rubbing her back against the
chair to vanquish an itch under her corset. "These days." Reaching
for her wine, she added firmly, "I left those failings behind in my
youth."

"Ah, I did not know you then. Our
acquaintance has been but ten years in duration." True. Although,
like most things in Flora's life, the span of their friendship felt
longer. The two women had bonded while Persey was married to the
elderly Marquess of Holbrooke and Flora newly widowed. Being of a
similar age and temperament, they had made much mischief together,
greatly entertaining the old marquess in his winter
years.

Once they were both widowed their
friendship strengthened even further, but time moved on, as did
they. Persey had remarried and begun yet another stage of life with
her new young husband and babies. Now Flora had decided it was time
for herself to have another season, to mature like an oak tree and
be useful. She might not be in a position to make babies— or
acorns— but she could do something.

"I can assure you I was once much
worse than I am now," she muttered. "Ask Francis."

"What about Lord Hargreaves, at whom,
only a year ago, you hurled your slippers from a box at the opera?
I believe he would disagree about your temper being any calmer in
latterly years."

"The entire world, my dear woman,
knows how much he deserved it. He was always an utter cad to his
poor, downtrodden wife. I only wish I had something more hefty than
a slipper to fling at the scoundrel's vast, ham-like head in her
memory."

"And Miss Harriet Seton, at whom you
once shouted that you hoped her nose fell off at an inconvenient
moment? If that is not a long-held grudge and the deliverance of a
hex, I do not know what is."

"Harriet Seton is a despicable,
unconscionable gossip." And she was particularly spiteful lately
since her long-time beau, George Tarleton, had recently proposed
marriage to Flora— an offer she had politely and firmly declined,
not that this fact made it any more palatable for Harriet, who
appeared headed for an old maid's cap. "She blames me for every
suitor she's ever lost, and all I do is laugh at their jests. I do
not want any of her old lovers, but she seems to think I steal them
from her for sport. As for marriage, her father left her a very
good portion in his will and she ought to be content. I do not know
why she frets about having no husband. As I have told her many
times, she's exceedingly fortunate not to need one for financial
reasons. But the only joy she seems to find is in other folk's
scandals and downfalls. She is forever sticking that nose into
business that is not her own. It would do the world a great service
if her proboscis did fall off. Sweetly apt vengeance."

"And yet
Italians are the
hot-heads?" Persey muttered wryly through her napkin. "Is there any
breed of man whose advice you would
listen to, I wonder? They're not just playthings,
you know. Some of them can actually be useful, if they are allowed to
be."

"I shall take your word for it and
withdraw from the debate. Now, let us enjoy our dinner and the fine
weather." She paused, sighed and added with great warmth, "It is
very good of you and Joss to look after me. I am grateful, you
know, that he sought out this Italian, even if it comes to naught.
I did not mean to sound as if I'm not thankful."

"Joss would not offer to help if he
did not want to. He's always honest, never an artificial friend. If
he likes you he'll do anything for you. If he doesn't,
well..."

"He must be tremendously busy now he's
in such demand. Do tell him not to worry so about me. I'm sure I
can find experienced laborers myself. This time I shall know better
what to look for and what to turn away. I'm learning in this matter
as I go." Flora had looked thoughtfully into the distance. "I could
ask the estate solicitor, Master Plumm, to advise me too. He has
been very kind and obliging and seems most interested in my dreams
for this place. It is unusual to find a man who does not judge a
woman for trying to achieve something on her own. I'm sure he might
know some likely fellows to help."

"Well, this was his idea, of course.
If he had not mentioned Darnley Abbey to me and suggested I ask you
about it—"

"I thought it was your idea? I thought
you found the place and had me in mind for it when you made
inquiries."

"No, no! It was Master Plumm who
approached me last winter and said his grace was in need of a
caretaker for Darnley. He said he had heard you might be searching
for a home away from your brother's estate and asked me to suggest
it to you."

Flora sank back against the iron
scrollwork of her chair, frowning. "Really? I could have sworn he
told me it was your idea. I had not thought of leaving Wyndham
until he came to suggest it, supposedly because you had put the
plan into his head."

Persey shrugged. "I do not object to
taking credit if old Plumm has some cause not to want it. Wherever
the idea came from, it was a good one. I've never seen you so
content."

"Yes, I am happy here.
Even with all the hard work." Perhaps because of it, she mused. It felt
good to be busy again, to wake up in the morning with purpose on
her mind. Whatever Grey thought of her inadequacies, and however
often he predicted grim failure, she remained stubbornly
optimistic. In fact, his attitude probably made her more
determined, just for the pleasure of proving the doubter
wrong.

"We must do what we can about all that
work and find you some useful young men to lend a helping hand,"
said Persey.

Flora laughed, reaching
for a strawberry. "Just as long as you don't find me
more young men than I
can manage. And please— none that are too handsome. I am so very
weary of handsome and muscular. At my time of life one prefers the
old, saggy, comfortable and lived-in."

Her friend laughed too. "Oh, I'll make
certain these workers are not likely to distract you. There shall
not be a full set of teeth among them."

"Well...perhaps it is not
necessary that they be too
unsightly," Flora hedged. "An old woman should
have something pleasing to look at once in
a while. Something to keep the blood
running through her veins."

"Of course." Persey had continued to
laugh— on and off— at various volumes, for a good half an hour, but
then she was seldom in a glum mood these days and had much to be
light-hearted about, so this merriment might be nothing to do with
Flora at all. Since Joss Radcliffe was a healthy young man of great
energy and eight years his wife's junior, Persey ought to be
exhausted. But it was not the case, apparently. She was bursting
out of her stays.

So much so that if they were not such
very good friends, Flora might have suffered a little pinch of
jealousy at all that good fortune.

But no, she didn't want another man
commanding her life, no matter what he looked like, how
sweet-natured he was, or how much vitality he possessed. The horror
of marriage to Sir Benjamin Hartnell was still fresh in her mind,
even ten years after his demise. In general, men bored her these
days. Unless they made her laugh— really laugh— in which case she
gladly made a pet of them for as long as they might be tolerated
and until they tried taking charge of her.

For some reason she had always been
resistant to the traditional female role. Where she got her
rebellion from, she could not say. Great Aunt Bridget used to
complain that she must have read it in a book somewhere, but Flora
really didn't think that was the case. Goody Applegate was not the
sort to keep any revolutionary or scandalous reading material on
her bookshelf, only wine, her precious almanac and ledgers full of
recipes.

It had puzzled her for years. Why
could she not settle and be satisfied? Why had she ever envisaged
something more for herself as a woman? Where did the yearning come
from?

Then she had met Persey who was
another lively, pleasure-loving creature, a woman who boldly
reached for her own happiness and did not wait for it to be
parceled out to her in rationed portions— the first female Flora
could actually consider a bosom friend. It was almost as if they
had both felt somehow lost in a foreign land and time, until they
found a companion in each other.

"I believe, dear Flora," her friend
had teased as they sat on the crumbling, weed-strewn terrace that
evening, "you have accumulated most of your information on Italian
men from the plays of Shakespeare and Webster. You should give this
fellow a chance. He comes highly recommended."

"Perhaps you're right," she admitted,
stooping to pick up Captain Fartleberries and give the slobbering
creature a hug that made Persey wince. "We could give him a trial,
could we not, Captain? In any case, when he finds out there's so
little money in it for him, he'll probably leave in a very dramatic
Italian huff."

"You still have Lady Manderby's
jewelry to sell. I'm sure you have no sentimental attachment to
it."

"No. But I do like looking at it.
Those pearls and sapphires cheer my spirits when I'm down." Then
she grinned. "I suppose it has something to do with the fact that
my cousins are so bitterly annoyed by it. They never liked me, and
when they found out about the will— ha!— that was the last straw.
It's a small victory, but we must take those wherever they can be
got, as Great Aunt Bridget herself would say."

If necessary, however— if desperation
struck and all other measures were lost— she must be practical and
sell the necklace. This task she had set herself meant far more to
her now than anything. It was her greatest attempt at true freedom,
and Rosie Jackanapes would not concede defeat. Not ever.

Eventually, if she proved to Malgrave
that she could manage this place, make it function and prosper, he
might be persuaded to sell it. Even though Darnley Abbey was part
of the estate's trust, he clearly did not care about it. There were
routes around most obstacles and, if he chose to, he could probably
let it go. Just as easily as he once let her go.

The Duke of Malgrave could do
anything. If he wanted.






* * * *






Like the footsteps of angels, soft,
morning light fell without pitter-patter through the boards of the
barn roof and woke him slowly, a gentle, silent dance across his
nerve endings.

Surprising how comfortable a
well-padded hay loft could be, he mused, opening his eyes. Had he
slept for long? He felt well-rested, at peace with himself for
once. Apart from that little spinning thing inside his chest: a
pin-wheel of excitement and eagerness that turned faster as he
woke.

There was a time, of course, when he
would have regarded the rising sun and felt its mellow caress with
nothing more than a yawn, followed by the brisk tick tock of
everything to be done that day. He most certainly would never have
paused for any imaginings of ethereal footsteps, or mischievous
anticipation for what the day ahead of him might hold. In the past
his life had been predictable, following a pattern long laid out by
those who came before.

But in recent years he had learned to
slow down, take a gentler pace, observe the beauty in nature and
things he barely used to notice; to look beyond his straight and
narrow path, and wonder where others led. Once a man had stepped
out of his old boots and walked in those of another, he could not
help but change his perspective on the world.

As a certain young lady
once lectured him with considerable cheek, One ought to wander off the path and experience new things.
How can you enjoy a full life if you have felt only one emotion,
tasted only one wine...? If you have always been saved from
mistakes and never run barefoot through damp grass, you cannot know
the true joys of living...

The right words to answer her had
escaped him. He knew nothing of romance and walking barefoot
through damp grass. Another thing his schooling had neglected, and
he had no examples to follow, nobody to guide him in these
matters.

Something else he must make a note to
have Nicholas taught. The list he had begun in his head was
growing, stretching onto another page.

Propped up on one elbow, he listened.
It must have been cockcrow that woke him and now a dog barked
somewhere across the farm-yard. Life stirred. Best be on his way
before they discovered an uninvited lodger in the barn. Leaping
down from the loft, he pulled on his old coat and shook hay from
his hair. He listened again as he approached the door and peered
out, one arm stretched up against the old door frame.

A female voice humming. There she
came, a milkmaid emerging from the cow barn with a yoke across her
shoulders and two filled buckets. When she saw him crossing the
yard toward her, she stopped, her face startled.

"Just a traveler passing through," he
said quietly, raising both hands in surrender and then giving her a
little bow. "Might I beg a sip, young maid?"

She hesitated, looking toward the
house.

"Just a sip," he urged. "I have coins
to pay. Please...I have come so far and have nothing to eat or
drink."

After another moment of cautious
consideration, she set down her buckets and took a metal cup from a
hook around her waist. "Be quick then." Her natural blush deepened
to an even rosier hue. "I daresay one cup shan't be missed, but I
don't want trouble with the master."

He took the cup, dipped it into the
bucket and drank thirstily.

"You're a foreigner, sir," she said
timidly.

"I came from Italy." It was not
exactly a lie, he reasoned. He had just come from there. Better
that than answer other questions. Besides he liked this identity.
It was easy, unattached to any title or estate or expectation. Or
rumor. Or scandal. It was uncomplicated, simple; like his coat, a
little shabby around the edges, well worn and comfortably lived in.
"I seek the Lady Flora 'Artnell at Darnley Abbey. It is not far
from 'ere?"

"A few miles on to the east." She
looked curious. "What do you do there? All you young men what come
and go?"

Young? He smiled inside. "I go to work for the lady. If she'll have
me."

"You came all that way just for
her?"

"I would have traveled farther, if the
lady needed me."

The girl regarded him with sorrowful
eyes as he drank thirstily. "They do say the lady might be mad,"
she said. "They do say she sees the future."

"Is that so?"

"She runs about in a state
of undress, barefoot. You should watch yourself, sir, for there is no telling what
she might do next. And her friend, what comes by sometimes, buried
all her enemies in a rose garden. Some of 'em while still living.
When they meet, sir, 'tis like a coven of witches and the wicked
laughter can be heard for miles. Who knows what spells those two
get up to? The old man Grey says they plot together."

"I see. I shall have to keep my wits
about me then, shan't I? Who is Grey?"

"The steward at Darnley. He says she
won't be there long. He says she'll be out by the new year. Oh,
sir, you should stay 'ere. Ask my master for work. He always needs
an extra hand."

"If Lady Flora turns me away I shall
come back here then."

She looked him up and down. "I wager,
she won't turn you away."

"Oh," he chuckled dourly, "you'd be
surprised."

Having thanked the maid and passed her
a few coins, he was on his way again, climbing a gate and striding
out into the lane, taking a good breath of the new day.

Casting spells? He doubted it. That
woman did not require magical intervention to cause her own
peculiar brand of havoc. But there was something odd about her. He
remembered thinking once, as he watched her in a room full of other
young ladies, that she must somehow have been blown there or
dropped like a seed from a bird's beak, a wildflower growing where
she was not expected and disrupting the neat order of a well-tended
flower bed.

Resistant to being plucked, swaying in
the wind to evade his grasp.

Hmm. On the other hand perhaps she had
already cast her spell upon him, long ago. She would not get the
opportunity again, because he was prepared this time. He would
catch her unawares, as she once caught him in a game of Blind Man's
Bluff.

Only Plumm knew he had returned to
England and Maxim had every intention of keeping it that way for
now. Until he'd had his fun. Then he must shave his beard, put on
his tailored suit of clothes and get back to work, to all the
business that required his attention, the solemn duties of his
estate. Perhaps they would not weigh so heavily once he had got
this matter out of his veins at last. Perhaps.

First, before it was necessary to
shake off this old coat, he would help the unsuspecting Lady Flora.
This time, twenty years later, he would prove himself to have some
worth in her eyes, because apparently she didn't think he could do
anything for her. Other than provide cake.

She'd learn differently
now.

Just a few days ago he received a
letter from her, forwarded by Josias Radcliffe, to his lodgings in
London.






"...I would be grateful, signor, if you could cast your eye upon
my specimens and see what might be done for them. I am assured of
your skill and experience in these matters..."






She still signed her name
simply Flora, with big round vowels and a sweeping, curling tendril at the
bottom of the 'F'. Casual and friendly, intimate even, it might be
said. Definitely improper for a titled lady in a letter to a
stranger. But how like her to write to him directly rather than
rely on another person to communicate on her behalf.

She never did like proxies. Or
formalities.

So in that way she had not changed
much.

The woman would be surprised, however,
to see the difference in him. Once she had roundly criticized him
as very dull, ruthlessly tidy— as if there was anything wrong with
that— and an unmitigated bore. Now he would prove her wrong. And
perhaps, dare he think, a little sorry?

He strode onward down the winding
lane, noting his direction by the position of the rising sun, that
little knot of anticipation tightening in his gut with every step,
as if he was a young man again. Rejuvenated. Spirits brightened
with hope for a new beginning.

Flora Chelmsworth had left a
disturbing blank page under her name in his recollections, and it
must be completed at last or else he simply could not move forward
with his life.
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 Chapter Thirteen






"Somebody new comes! Look
yonder."

Flora was at the water pump in the
yard when Grey shouted. Shading her eyes from the rising sun, she
studied the figure as it advanced over the hill toward them, coming
with the light. They were so far from civilization that it was rare
to see strangers approach, especially with neither horse nor
carriage.

"On foot," she muttered. "Who could
that be?"

"Some crooked beggar looking for
shelter and our food," the old man grumbled, indignant. "Or a
villain out to slaughter us all and steal our bread. I daresay the
rogue has heard yer a wayward mistress all alone and comes with
wicked intentions. I'll chase 'im owt with the
blunderbuss."

"Indeed you shall not. The last time
you aimed that thing you almost shot my dog."

"But 'tis my job to protect
Darnley."

"God help us all then," she muttered
under her breath. Flora was handy herself with a gun, which was
fortunate since her steward couldn't hit a rabbit or a pigeon
unless it was purely by chance. But Grey was very fond of his
grandfather's blunderbuss and seemed to think that mere possession
of it made him a formidable sentinel.

Everybody, she supposed, had to have
something that made them feel special and worthwhile.

She looked again at the approaching
stranger. It could be a man looking for work, she thought. He
walked with a strong, healthy stride. Nothing crooked or beggarly
about it. In fact, he appeared to be well made and broad in
shoulder. A man of whom they could make good use. Perhaps Persey or
Master Plumm had sent him. She dried her hands on her apron. "Leave
this to me."

"But the lady of the 'ouse,
shouldn't—"

"Kindly stop telling me what I should
and shouldn't do. I know you are not yet accustomed to having a
mistress here, and your poor wife, who bites her lip and quivers in
anticipation of your every command, won't say boo to a goose, but
if you cannot hold your tongue I shall cut it out."

"I don't know why I stay to be talked
to thus. You'll be sorry if I leave."

"I would not miss you burning my toast
every morning. I should like to awake without the acrid odor of
cremated bread in my nostrils for once."

"'Tis the woman's fault. She distracts
me by quarreling. Gets in my way."

"Just as her face gets in the way of
your hand sometimes?"

Grey clamped his gums shut with a
mumble and scowled.

"It is lucky for you that Martha will
not admit to me how she got that bruise by her eye. But be wary. I
am watching you."

With supreme effort, he managed a
"Yes, mistress."

"Thank you. Now kindly go indoors and
ask Martha to assemble some food for this weary
stranger."

Muttering under his breath about not
having had his own breakfast yet, he shambled off to do her
bidding. Flora quickly removed the headscarf with which she had
tied back her hair while working. As Grey pointed out, she was, the
current mistress of Darnley Abbey and ought to look as if she was
in charge rather than a housemaid. She just did not care to have
Grey telling her what to do. He was accustomed to ruling over his
poor wife, who must once have been greatly misled and tricked into
marrying the old grumbler, but he would not rule over
Flora.

The approaching man was sun-toasted
with dark hair to his shoulders and a beard. His figure was tall,
his stride long, his confident aura the sort that would fill a room
as soon as he entered it and turn every head, but not in the same
way as one of those loud gassy buffoons like Georgie Tarleton, who
was all huffs and puffs and "what-ho". This stranger had a
steadiness about him, a solid heft that could not be blown about in
a draft. She had described him as "weary", simply because anybody
who came along that road on foot so early in the morning surely
ought to be, but now she saw that there was not much about him that
drooped.

He appeared foreign. Certainly, if he
was local, Flora would have heard of such a man, even if she had
never seen him about.

"Is this the 'ouse of Lady Flora
'Artnell?" he shouted as he drew near, his heavy accent confirming
her suspicion.

"It is, sir."

"Be please to take me to
she."

"Oh, she is me." She held
her headscarf in both hands, and felt a slight tremor of flustered
trepidation as his shadow crossed the yard and fell over her. "I
mean to say, she is I." That didn't sound right either. "I am
she." What the devil was the matter with
her? Anyone would think she'd never seen a man before.

His pace slowed until he finally came
to a halt, keeping the distance of several feet between them. Dark,
cloudy, deep set eyes regarded her with caution. "You...you are the
lady that sent for Massimo?"

Good lord, this must be
the Italian grape expert. "Oh, I...didn't
know to expect you." He had not replied to her letter and she would
never have imagined him to arrive on foot, all alone, in a dirty
old coat, with so little fanfare.

"I come as you asked. I, Massimo the
Magnificent, came to save your vines. All will be well now I am
'ere. You weep sad, womanly tears no more, for Massimo is come to
put right the wrongs."

Oh, wonderful. A chest
thumper. As he stood before her with his
open great coat gently wafting in the breeze, one hand gripping the
rope handle of a tattered sack over his shoulder, she was
momentarily speechless. A giant, man-sized falcon landing in her
yard could not have set her heart into a more startled, echoing
thump.

He looked around. "You 'ave no other
laborers to work 'ere? Or are they all..." He gestured with one
hand pressed to the side of his face. "Riposo? Those lazy, bastard
Englishmens!"

She stared, fumbling again with her
headscarf. "My workers generally rise early, as do I, sir, but
since the bulk of the harvest is over for this year I have let them
go. I cannot afford to keep them on all year, sadly." Might as well
be honest, she thought. Would not want him to think her in
possession of a fat money purse, although from the state of her
today, in this old frock, he could be in no danger of that
misconception. "In fact, I can offer you very little for your
assistance here. I was hoping you would write back to me and give
some idea of the cost. I did not mean to bring you all the way out
here without discussing those terms."

His gaze swept slowly from her toes to
her hair. Something seemed to amuse him. "You are smaller than
I...picture. In my mind."

She frowned. "Does it
matter?" What on earth did her size have
to do with anything?

His right eyebrow quirked and he
rubbed his beard with one hand as he considered her. They might
have been negotiating at a market stall, where they were at
cross-purposes regarding the wares on sale. "I do not know this
yet."

"You do not know yet?"

"A small woman can be much trouble for
a man."

"How so?"

"Little packages," he said, his voice
deep and low, rumbling like the hooves of warhorses over the far
horizon, "can hold most danger."

"I really don't see what—"

"She can have the claws of a tigress
and the bite of a mad dog. A small, angry, mad dog. They are the
worst. The small ones. Noisy. Nippy." He gestured with his snapping
fingers, close to her nose. "Yappy."

She stepped back. "Why would I bite
you, sir? Besides you appear strong enough to defend
yourself."

"Oh, I am not soft. But I
have parts that are tender, eh? Parts I would like to keep
buono stato."

She stared. "Pardon?"

"My vital parts," he added with a
sigh. "That is where short, angry, discontented women bite Massimo,
for it is all they can reach."

Had she wandered into a
comic opera? "I have no interest in your
parts, those that are vital or —as is most often the case in a high
percentage of males— those that are trivial, Master…?"

"Massimo. All women 'ave interest in
Massimo's parts. This is why he prefers to work for a man." He
finally set down his large sack and looked around the yard. "Where
is your 'usband? I talk with 'im perhaps. He make more
sense."

"There is no husband here," she
replied briskly. "So if you don't like the idea of working for a
woman, you'd better take your precious parts and leave
now."

"But if there is no master,"— eyes
opened wide, he scratched his head— "who is in charge?"

"I am in charge.
I am in control." He had
better know that from the start too. "I give the
orders."

Lips pursed, he shook his head, still
eyeing her doubtfully. "No woman give Massimo the
orders."

She frowned. "I am the
mistress of Darnley Abbey. Regardless of my physical size and
gender, you will follow my instructions as a hired member of
staff. If I hire
you."

He took a step closer.
"Excuse, signora, my English very bad. You mean to say, Massimo
work for you and
not a man?"

"I do not know how much plainer I can
say it. The letter you received was from me, was it not? Apparently
you misunderstood."

"I thought you were instructed to send
this letter. By your man."

"Then you thought wrongly.
I am both the mistress and
the master here. Nobody instructs me."

"But women change their minds. They do
not know what they want. Too much with the back and the forth." He
gestured with one arm, waving it from left to right, rolling his
eyes. "Back and the forth. This leaves Massimo—" he curled his hand
into a fist and thumped his chest, "—frustrated."

"I can assure you, I do not change my
mind once it is made up."

"Never? You never have regrets?"
Another step closer, the skepticism clear in his eyes. "Do you know
what you want now?"

"I shan't interfere too much in your
work. You are, after all, supposedly the expert in viticulture. I
am merely a hopeful amateur."

Again he rubbed his beard. "Why you
have no man? No 'usband?"

"I'm a widow."

"Your 'usband 'e dead this
means?"

"Quite thoroughly."
She'd made sure of it.

"But," his gaze swept her with
altogether too much heat for an October morning, "not all men
dead."

"I beg your pardon?"

"You can get other man, no? You are
not quite old hag."

Flora began to feel this conversation
slipping even deeper into the bizarre. "May I ask why
you—"

"Massimo must know where he stands.
You say you 'ave no 'usband. You 'ave no lover either?"

"Pardon me, but I—"

"If I work for you, I work
for you. 'Tis good." He sighed woefully and kicked a pebble by his
foot. "Massimo make do somehow with the arrangement, even if it is
not usual." He paused, holding up one long finger. "But if
there is a man in
your bed, then Massimo suddenly, one day, find that he work for two
masters. For two 'eads, eh?" He grinned slowly. "If you
understand."

"I'm not sure that I do." Every so
often there was something in his gaze that she felt as if she knew—
had seen before. He was always careful to hide it again if he saw
her staring too hard and too curiously, but Flora could not shake
the sensation of familiarity Now she saw a glimmer of hot
frustration that once again claimed some old
acquaintance.

"A woman with a man in 'er
bed is...'ow you say...distracted by the ...cornamusa coperta. And the man might
try to give Massimo orders too. But Massimo works only for one
master."

"Cornamusa Coperta?"

"The hornpipe of the blanket.
Yes?"

Flora had the dreadful feeling that
she'd taken on more than she could handle with this strange,
forward fellow, but if he proved difficult she would send him on
his way. She was no fading lily, afraid to put a man in his place
if necessary. And the truth was, he amused her. She'd always
possessed a rather wicked and bawdy sense of humor, a delight in
pushing the boundaries. There was something about him that she
liked, even though she knew she probably shouldn't.

"I suppose I must make allowances for
the fact that you are Italian and you may have a different outlook
on life, as well as manners, language and etiquette that will not
be the same as my own, but my status as a woman living alone is
hardly significant in this matter. I don't care to discuss the
intimacies of my private life with a hired hand. You are in England
now. We do not talk of such matters."

"Why? In England, the womens do not
like man in their bed? They don't like the good sport? The 'appy
games?"

She studied his face and saw the light
of sly wit dancing in his gaze. In that moment, her heart seemed to
fall a few inches, losing its beat. Then it lifted again, bumping
back to life with fervor.

There was one thing she recognized
when she saw it: a soul enjoying mischief. And yes, she always
enjoyed a good game.

Blinking her lashes, she said coyly,
"By sport you mean cricket, sir? I hope."

His eyes narrowed quickly. "Is that
what you call it, signora?"

"Yes. And occasionally women do play
cricket, so if you don't behave yourself here and watch what you
say, you might find your balls suffering the crack of a firmly
swung willow bat." She smiled sweetly. "I suggest you take care to
learn the nuances of the native tongue a little better."

"Massimo's tongue very
good. Il Migliore." A slow smile curved his lips, and parted them to show a
gleam of strong white teeth. Just the barest tease, before he
feigned solemnity again, chin up and hand to chest. "Tis why he
is esperto with
the grapes."

She folded her arms. "Can you help
with this vineyard or not? I assume you didn't come all this way
simply to question me, with great impertinence, about my widowhood
and any men in my life."

He considered for a
moment, head on one side, fingers tapping slowly against his
chest. A rhythm
that struck her as sultry, sensual. She glanced back over her
shoulder toward the main house, one hand lifted to the tingling
skin on the back of her neck.

Finally he said, "Massimo generous. He
will give you a trial, eh?"

"You will give me a trial?" Oh, he was truly
pushing his luck.

"This is so." He bowed very grandly.
"Now, we eat? I 'ave traveled a great journey to be
here."

"But wait...we have not discussed your
fee."

"No fee until the trial is complete
and then Massimo decide. Depends 'ow much trouble you give
me."

Trouble? Oh, he had no
idea. "I do not know what you have heard
about me, sir, or think you know of me, but I have no patience for
cheek and sauce."

"Cheek and sauce. What is this thing?
Another 'eavy, dry, tasteless, English pie, like the steak and the
kidneys?" He spat the last word, his face a picture of
disgust.

In danger of laughing out loud, she
gestured for him to follow her. "I suspect you know very well what
I mean by cheek and sauce." He certainly had plenty of it. "And I
should also warn you that my steward is itching to use his
blunderbuss, so remember your place."

Her pulse danced with a strange, silly
sort of glee. Definitely not a suitable rhythm for a woman of her
maturity.

She could make good use of this man
and put him to work. At last, real help.






* * * *






An early repast of bread, cheese, pork
pie and apple tart had been laid out on a table in the yard, along
with a jug of cider. Apparently he wasn't deemed safe enough yet—
or clean enough— to be let into the house.

"You can have the quarters above the
stables, since I have no groom at present," she said. "That will be
adequate, I hope? Perhaps you are used to grander
accommodations?"

"Not at all, my mistress.
I can share with the horses. I am not too proud for they are noble
beasts. But you have no groom?" How was
she managing the place alone? She looked a
little tired, he thought, noting dark shadows under her
eyes.

"We only have two plow horses, at
present, and I can tend sufficiently to their needs myself. With
help from Grey."

"Grey?" he muttered
gruffly.

"My steward."

"Hmph." Yes, he'd heard about Grey
already.

"His wife Martha manages the kitchen,"
she added, "and she's an excellent cook, so don't go offending her
by talking of the blanket hornpipe and your irresistibility to the
ladies. I take my food seriously and without her I'd be lost. The
Greys are my only servants here."

Stuffing his mouth with some very good
bread, he could only nod.

"I do everything else myself, which
means that for the sake of convenience only the necessary rooms in
the main house are put to use."

No wonder she looked tired. "And you
have no other labor outside, to help with the farm?"

"Just Grey, although he has seen
better days."

"We need more men to work.
Able bodies." Discreet men who won't talk
about you to the neighbors and aren't simply measuring time until
you leave, he thought crossly. Now he knew
where his mother had got her information, or some of it.

"I'll hire more help in the spring. I
cannot afford to keep strong men fed through winter. What coin I
have must last us through to the next harvest if I am to pay my
rent here."

He studied her slyly, thoroughly.
There was little left of that romantic, impractical
seventeen-year-old girl now, of course, but she still had spit and
fire in her eyes. If anything the sparks were hotter and more
determined. Now they had direction and were not simply scattered
over everything in her view. The girlish softness in her face had
gone, but working in the sun had given her cheeks more color and
gilded the rich autumnal tones in her hair. He felt the urge to
reach up and touch it. Would he get away with such boldness? As the
Duke of Malgrave he would never have considered it. But—

"For now perhaps Massimo is all the
Lady Flora needs," he said. Reaching for her hand, he turned it
over to study her palm. "To save her soft, pretty fingers and keep
her worries at bay."

She slipped her hand away and clasped
the other around it. "I too am being generous today, Massimo. I'm
excusing you a great deal because you have much to learn about our
ways and I understand that you are a stranger in this country. But
I suggest you pay heed to me from now on and remember to mind your
place when—"

"What shall I call you?"

She paused, passing the tip of her
tongue across her full, soft lower lip. Leaving it moist and
glistening and pink. Christ. For twenty years he'd wanted to kiss
that mouth.

He took a huge bite of apple tart,
choking on it in his haste.

"You may call me,
my lady or
mistress," she
replied.

He swallowed hard, eyes watering. "But
you signed your letter Flora."

"Yes, that is how I usually sign my
correspondence."

"Everybody knows who you are then, by
this name?" There could only be one Flora, of course, he thought
wryly.

"Hartnell never felt like my name and
I have not officially been a Chelmsworth for... too many years."
She stopped, a brighter hint of sun-ripened peach color washing
over her face. "Why am I explaining it to you?" she muttered,
swiping her headscarf against the table to dispense with some
pastry and breadcrumbs that had tumbled there. "I sign my letters
Flora and that is all there is to it."

"I use only one name too, Flora. It
is...comfortable, eh?"

She corrected,
"My lady." Mellow
burnished light touched her hair where it lay upon her shoulder and
seemed to set light to it, little flames tickling to life through
the loose locks. He had seen her remove that headscarf as he
approached the courtyard. She disdained wigs, jewels, powder or
ribbons and left her mane untamed. He was glad of it. Glad of it
with a strange intensity. Even as he kept eating he felt hungrier,
his senses heightened by her closeness. "You should chew your food
thoroughly," she remarked, sounding bemused. "You'll choke and get
your stomach in knots, eating at that speed."

But he was ravenous and her apple pie
was not all he wanted to eat.

Flora Chelmsworth was, he thought,
quite something to look at. Her portrait was only a faint version
and now that she stood before him again, the living, breathing,
full color version, he remembered every sensation she'd once caused
him. All the things he'd deliberately tried to forget, tried to
dismiss.

She could have married again. Most
women, widowed young and without children, would have quickly found
another husband for protection. Ah, but did she still wait for
love?

"Love does exist and it can be very strong, I promise you. It
can do remarkable things."

The folly of youth. She certainly
could not have been in love with Sir Benjamin Hartnell. Where were
her fine principles on that occasion?

Speaking of fine principles, Flora
Chelmsworth still had a pert and very lovely pair of breasts. He
wondered how she might react if "Massimo", with his conveniently
awkward command of the English language and etiquette, mentioned
this.

"What's so amusing?" she demanded,
watching him chuckle as she poured cider into a pewter
tankard.

He wiped his mouth on his
sleeve. "Flora."
It rolled off his tongue, sensuous as a forbidden word. "I like it
better than my lady." Taking the tankard from her hand, he added firmly, "I
shall call you this, it is decided." Just as she once decided to
call him Fred.

"You certainly shall not."

Ah, apparently, when the shoe was on
the other foot, it was a different matter. "Why?" he protested.
"You write it so in a letter when you ask for me to come
'ere."

"That is different."

When he looked up she was
frowning. He mimicked her expression, one hand to his chest,
fingers spread. "You write it to me so and I am lured here—
by Florrra. So
sweet and gentle in her plea, Florrra needs me and begs for me to
look over her specimens. But now I am here and you say, oh no,
Massimo must be held at the length of arms. We are not friends and
you will smack me with the cricket bat in the ballocks, if I forget
it."

"You're trying my patience
already. Don't make me regret giving you this trial...
Italian!"

He laughed then. Couldn't help
himself. Hadn't had so much pleasure in...ever. And it could not
last for long, of course. "Massimo must beehive
himself."

"Behave!"

He shrugged. "It is so if you say it,
Flora."

"My lady!"

"Yes. My lady. My... mistress."

From the sultry glimmer under her
lashes and those flushed cheeks, she did not know whether the
emphasis was deliberate.

"You do not eat breakfast, my
mistress?"

"No," she replied grandly. "I haven't
the time."

He looked away quickly, concentrating
on his own feast, and after a moment she walked back to the water
pump. A short, sturdy, square-shaped dog with a stout paw at each
corner came scuttling out of the barn at that moment, heading
straight for her, until it noticed Maxim. At once it swerved
course, growling, ears pricked. He prepared to defend himself in a
fencing pose, his only weapon half a loaf of bread.

"Halt!" she called out crisply. The
dog stopped, panting, its wet tongue slithering out from one side
of its broad jaw, squashed nose raised to sniff at the air. "Good
boy, Captain Fartleberries. This is Massimo, an Italian. He is
harmless, but I know you will ensure that he stays that
way."

Maxim gave her a look and she laughed.
The dog approached until it was two feet from where he now sat
again and then it slowly lowered its belly to lay watching him,
while nonchalantly licking a large paw.

"Good dog," he muttered, tearing off a
piece of pork pie and tossing it to the ground. "Massimo
friend."

But the dog made no move toward the
morsel until it's mistress gave her approval, and even then it kept
an eye on Maxim while sitting up and chewing noisily on the pie
crust.

"Captain Fartleberries looks after me,
as you see," she called out. "He is my trusted guard dog. We look
after each other. He is all the companion I require."

So this was the only male
in her life now. Unless, of course, she lied. Wouldn't be the first
time a woman fibbed, would it? Really, why would she tell
him— a stranger, a
foreigner, a hired man? He could have asked Plumm to make enquiries
in the matter, but he didn't want his solicitor to get that
knowing, smug look in his eye again.

Maxim wanted to know what she was
doing there on his property. Why she had lured him back and whether
it was deliberate. More than that. Now that he'd seen her again he
wanted to know all about her, everything he'd never taken the time
to learn before. To fill that empty page in the ledger of his
thoughts and memories. He would find it all out for
himself.

As soon as he had seen her again he
had known the same immediate reaction as he suffered the very first
time they collided during a game of "Blind Man's Bluff".

He wanted her.

He wanted this woman more than he'd
ever wanted anything in his life. All of her.

And he wanted to give her all of him
in return.

It couldn't be explained. It simply
was. Just as it had been the first time around. The difference now
was that he knew what to do about it. He'd wasted enough
time.

He watched as Flora swept her hair
back with both hands and a bead of water, gleaming like a diamond
in that autumn morning sunlight, trickled slowly down the curve of
her neck. A lady shamelessly barefoot, her skirt hem just high
enough to show an inch of slender ankle. Aha! There was her
impractical vein— still in evidence. She was always a woman of
impulse, unbound by rules. He smiled.

No wonder his mother and the gossips
who fed from her web had been so appalled by this woman's residence
at Darnley. They did not like rebellion, even if it came from one
of their own. They felt threatened by it. Women, he mused darkly,
could be thrice as deadly to each other as men on the
battlefield.

But what was this? If his eyes did not
deceive him her toenails were painted! Bright pink as the petals of
sweet peas. But then she turned, the sun's rays moved, and he saw
that it was just a faint red hue from the grape pressing. A trick
of the light. She saw him steadily watching her and tripped against
the bucket, splashing water on her skirt and the ground.

He heard a soft curse fall from her
lips as she nursed her blushing toes.

Vengeance, he thought smugly. Not that
it was anything like the pain she'd caused him. Still caused
him.

Lady Flora barefoot, bare-headed and
quite delightfully discombobulated by his arrival was a satisfying
picture to behold, and an exceedingly tempting one.

If he'd known what was waiting for him
here, he would have returned much sooner.


 Chapter Fourteen






He got to work immediately, inspecting
the vines. His verdict was a stern, "The grape will not grow sweet
here. The earth and the climate is not sufficient."

"But the monks made wine here on this
land two hundred years ago."

He shrugged. "Very bad wine, I think.
Perhaps they did not know the difference then. Your Englishmens,"
he shot her a sideways look, "will drink anything."

"I am told it had medicinal
properties," she replied, prim.

"For some poor souls the hastening of
death is a blessing. I suppose the wine was popular in times of
plague and the death that is black. To get the job done quicker—
here, drink our wine and no longer will you suffer."

She groaned in frustration. "Can we
not add something to the earth and improve the grapes?"

He looked askance. "And call upon the
sun to make it shine more, eh? Command the rain to stop and start
only when we want it? To forbid the shriveling frost? To chase the
winter back with nothing more than a stern frown? The earth cannot
be commanded like your dog." Then he pointed at the leaves changing
color. "Soon the earth will harden and all will lie dormant then
for the winter. I can prune the wood of the vines for you. I can do
whatever is possible to encourage the good and fruitful bud break
in spring, but I cannot promise success. Even I, Massimo the
Magnificent cannot do that. Not with these vines. Whoever sold you
this place has cheated you."

"They didn't sell it," she replied
sharply, glaring at him. "The owner refused to sell. This is a
lease arrangement."

"He must have known the ground will
yield little bounty. Who is the owner? What sort of man is
he?"

"Hmmm. How to describe his grace, the
Duke of Malgrave?" Flora folded her arms and sternly perused the
gathering rain clouds. "He is the sort of fellow who thinks that he
knows everything, all the time. So I daresay, if he found out about
my plans, he would try to intervene." Now she fixed her gaze
intently upon his. "Come to tell me what I do wrong and why I will
fail without his wondrous guidance."

Massimo looked away from her. Yawning
and stretching, he gazed out over the horizon. "You do not like
this man?"

"I find him... exasperating." She
paused, shot him another quick look. "Do you know the
word?"

"I have heard it, madam."

"I thought you might have. He and I
could have been friends once, you see, and he did not want to try.
He thought me too giddy and only good for one thing. "

"A man and a woman, just
friends?"

"That's right. Imagine my gall to
suggest it."

"Perhaps he wanted more and could not
be satisfied with only friendship."

She laughed. "Oh, I know
what he wanted. A brood mare for his estate. Although I have no
inkling why he chose me of all the people he might have picked for
the service. I daresay, as a friend, I would have complicated his
life intolerably. He would have nowhere to put me in his careful
order of how things should be." Flora felt his warmly quizzical
gaze now returned from the distant view across the fields to look
at her again. She faced him boldly. "Well, that's that then. I
suppose I must be grateful for your honesty about the health of my
vines. Some men would have strung me along just to bolster their
fee. Or for a jest."

"A jest?"

"Yes. You have those in Italy, do you
not?"

When she turned back to walk down the
rows, his footsteps soon followed her. "You will give up this idea
now then? The grapevines and the wine? You will go back to your
other life?"

"Good lord, no. Just because Massimo
the Magnificent cannot help me? I'll continue trying myself, thank
you very much. Flora the Fabulous can manage this alone if she
must. I took this project on and I will make it work somehow. I
promised myself and I keep my promises."

"But Flora—"

"My lady. And I still have orchards,
vegetables and the extensive herb garden. All of which I shall use
to make wine, whether the grapes here grow in abundance or
not."

With Captain Fartleberries plodding
along at her side, she took their guest to the orchard next, keen
to show him the trees and bushes, some of which were newly planted
that spring, soon after she moved in, and would take a few years
yet to produce fruit. The other, well-matured trees— cherry, plum,
apricot, apple, pear, quince and peach— were, in some cases, thirty
years old or more. With more tender care than Grey had managed in
the past, she hoped they would go on producing even longer than
they had in their partially neglected state. In addition, there
were overgrown brambles of blackberries, raspberries and
gooseberries that she had spent the summer untangling. The
blackberries in particular were large and juicy and would continue
producing until the November frosts. But although she had hoped to
impress "Massimo the Magnificent" with her efforts there, he seemed
more interested in her than in her orchards.

"What brought you here, Lady Flora?"
he asked, shoulder leaning against the trunk of an apple tree. "It
is so far from town and entertainments of the sort most fine ladies
enjoy, is it not?"

"My good friends, the
Radcliffes, are less than an hour's ride away and my brother is
only a day's ride in obliging weather. Besides I have no time
for entertainments, do I?" She put her chin up. "I had my fill of fun and games
in the past, and now I have more important things to do. I am an
old lady now and well beyond that life of fashion and
frivolity."

When she thought she heard a snuffled
laugh, she turned to look at him, but he was all solemnity, his
gaze on the ground at her bare feet. "Suitors must be very eager to
come so far."

"I have no suitors. I told you
already."

There was a pause. She almost expected
him to accuse her of lying. As if he might have heard about the
recent marriage proposal from Tarleton— amongst other, less formal
suggestions from gentlemen of her acquaintance, all of whom had
tried persuading her against retreating from society and taking on
this project.

"Lady Flora," said he
suddenly, "where the devil are your shoes?"

"The truth is I do not possess a great
many pairs of footwear suitable for this way of life." None, in
fact. Her last ten years had been mostly playful and carefree,
involving a large number of impulsive, but very pretty, expensive
and dainty shoe purchases. Not that he need know that. Now that she
was a country lady, of course, she wore her old riding boots to
work on the land. Otherwise, if expecting guests, she kept her
ladylike shoes on and stayed out of the dirt as much as
possible.

But he had arrived unexpectedly, while
she washed her feet at the water pump and her toes enjoyed the
freedom they so relished. There had been no time to fetch a
respectable pair from her collection. Besides, this man would
hardly be impressed by the latest design in footwear and she was
more eager to show him all her hard work. To prove herself
something more than the creature of fashion he expected.

And her bare feet clearly unsettled
him. She always took sly delight in leaving people unsettled,
keeping them in wonder of what she might do next.

"It is not safe," he muttered, still
eyeing her naked toes. "You must have proper shoes to work the
land."

Flora began to feel as if she exposed
more than that to his demanding gaze. "I often find I think with
greater clarity... without shoes," she replied archly.

"Is that so?" And he finally looked up
to meet her gaze. "Massimo also find he has his best ideas when
naked."

What could a lady say to
that?

"But certain activities
demand that the body be covered for practicality and its own
protection," he added, "and to limit... diversione."

Turning swiftly she hurried onward
again, heading back toward the great hall. His long stride followed
her across the yard and inside, not waiting for an
invitation.

"You are stubborn and determined," he
said. "To work 'ere alone, you must be."

"Everybody fully expects
me to fail, even my friends," she explained. "But I shan't give in.
You see, I've never actually produced anything worthwhile, or been
able to point to one particular thing and say, I did that." Then she paused,
placing a palm to her brow, wondering why she felt the urge to
confide in him. "You would not understand, being a man. Men are
allowed to do it all, are they not?"

"You mean they must work hard to
provide for the women and little ones. They have all the
responsibilities and troubles and accountability. They cannot run
about barefoot, playing in the dirty. They must be serious and
somber, and putting on the boots."

"Extraordinary," she remarked wryly,
stopping to pick up her dog. "Your English is really very good when
you make the effort."

"I learn hasty."

"My point, Massimo, is that nobody
questions and doubts a man when he strives for something. Nobody
pats him on the head and tells him to sew winter stockings instead!
They admire him for his mettle and they cheer him on."

He watched her thoughtfully, hands
leaning on the back of a chair. "A woman is supposed to produce
children. That is her domain. That is supposed to satisfy
her."

"An admirable pursuit, but really is
that to be the only thing of which she is capable?"

"Yes."

She scowled.

"I suppose some can cook," he added,
blinking. "Some can wash and mend my shirts. Now, what else would I
want from a woman?" He raised his fingers to count. "La cucina, la
lavanderia—" he grinned broadly, "— and most of all, la camera da
letto."

A translation was not required. His
expression told all.

"They think that way in Italy too, do
they?"

"It is a fact acknowledged all the
world over, Lady Flora. I am sorry for you if you want more, but
you cannot 'ave it. 'Tis so."

Of all the cheek!

"Well, here, in my country— the
Republic of Flora— women can do anything to which they put their
minds. They are not confined to kitchen, laundry and bedchamber.
They make their own rules."

He smiled slowly and in a way that
made her skin tingle, like the first prickle of rain after a dry
spell. "Even though it is your country, I cannot let you struggle
alone here. I am a signore, a gentleman, so I must stay. Even Eve
needed Adam."

"I think you'll find it was the other
way about. Adam would have led an excessively uneventful, tedious
life without Eve."

He shook his head, still
smiling.

"And you just said you won't help me
with the grapevines," she added, planting a kiss on the dog's stout
head before setting it down again, "so why stay? You may as well
know that I have no use for a man who is merely ornamental and full
of himself. Those days are behind me."

"I said that I could not promise
success. I did not say I would not try to help. As long as you are
here with your little pink toes, and so determined to work, Flora,
Massimo sees...possibilities. But you must not forget yourself and
fall in lust with Massimo for he must concentrate his attentions on
the grapevines. The mistress must keep her hands off the hired man.
Do you think you can beehive yourself too?"

She laughed. "You are either an
exceedingly brazen fool, an irrepressible optimist, or simply have
your addled head in the clouds."

"Ah, but Massimo is not dull, eh?
Never dull."

No, she could not say he was dull. He
had been there for less than a full day and had already set her in
a spin. She felt hopeful, as if he had come along to lift a weight
from her shoulders. But on the other hand she did not want to be
treated like a weak female who needed to be saved. She did not know
what to do first, slap him or kiss him. She could well imagine
Persey laughing at her.

"I told you I have very little money
to pay you," she said, swiftly returning to business. "So there is
not much profit in it for you, particularly if the vineyard
requires so much of your time and effort that it keeps you from
other work on estates elsewhere."

"I will work solely for you, as a
favor to my new friend Signore Radcliffe. You shall have my
attention most complete."

"Goodness gracious," she replied
wryly. "Am I not fortunate? Such a great favor you do for
me."

"Yes," he replied with a nonchalant
shrug. "But Massimo is generous to the ladies."

"I'm sure he is."

He strolled around the chair and then
sat heavily, swinging one long leg up to rest his heel on the table
with a thud. "You truly think it is always easy for a man to get
what he wants?"

"I beg your pardon?"

"You said a man is always to be
cheered on in 'is efforts. That nobody ever says 'e is wrong to
try."

"That is correct." She swiped at his
foot to get that muddy boot off the table. "Especially in this
world."

"But." He looked up at
her, frowning. "I thought this
was the Republic of Flora?"

"Yes." She straightened her shoulders.
"Yes. It is."

"And here women rule. Men are lowly
beasts."

"Yes. So beware."

"You make life difficult for men 'ere
in the Republic of Flora, I suppose, eh?"

"I try."

"'Tis why none stay. None but your
dog, who must follow commands, but is rewarded with food and your
affections." The wicked rogue squinted, hiding the direction of his
gaze, although she could still feel his curiosity caressing her
face. "I, Massimo, will stay too. Like your dog. For your food and
affections."

Hands on her waist, she scowled as
fearsomely as possible.

"Massimo make the jest, mistress," he
added, arms swung out, head back, grinning at her.

"Massimo is the soul of
hilarity."

One shoulder lifted in a half shrug
and his smirk did not diminish.

"You agree to follow my orders?" she
demanded coolly.

"Massimo will beehive. And by his
almighty presence he will make Flora's world even
better."

"I wager you say that to all the
women."

"No. Even Massimo the
Magnificent cannot please all
women." He laughed lazily, one hand reaching up
to sweep hair back from his tanned brow. Dark brown, but peppered
through with a few grey strands, those heavy locks hung in thick
waves to his shoulders, unkempt and probably unwashed. The lines
that spread like sun rays from his scrunched eyes were deeply
ingrained with dirt, as were his fingernails. She had already noted
a number of scars. This man had seen adventure and traveled a
thorny path.

"You need a bath after your journey,"
she said, trying her best to stay practical and bossy. "And a
shave."

"Shave off my fine beard, Flora? I
think not."

"My lady," she corrected
again.

"Does my lady mistress think to bathe
and shave Massimo the Magnificent with her own fine hands? Perhaps
then I shall reconsider."

"I'm afraid your employer, Flora the
Fabulous, has other work to do. You'll find the sheep dip and a
besom in the yard, however. Grey can provide you with a currycomb
from the tack room if needed."

His laughter continued softly,
unoffended, melting into a deep, sensuous chuckle as he looked up
at her. "We shall do well together, eh? Perhaps we do not need more
workers. We have enough 'ere. One man and one woman, working side
by the side on this good land. Together. Plain and
simple."

"Good land? I thought you said it was
poor."

"We will make it richer. 'Ay—" He
threw out his arms. "— 'Tis already richer for having Massimo 'ere.
With his greatness."

She looked away quickly rather than
explode with laughter. Yes, her prospects felt considerably
brighter with him there. Her lips were smiling as they had not done
for some weeks and her shoulders lifted without aching.

But she must simply think
of him as a work hand and nothing more. Do
not get distracted, Rosie! Alas, she
should have followed Goody Applegate's advice and kept her shoes
on, because the way he looked at her toes was not at all the way a
"work hand" should observe the feet of his employer.

"I shall go and inspect my 'umble
quarters, mistress," he said. "If it is agreeable to you, of
course," he held a hand to his chest, "that I do so
now?"

"Yes, please do. If there is anything
you require to make the rooms more comfortable, let me know. We do
not have many luxuries, but I will see what I can do for
you."

"Luxuries, my lady mistress, are not
necessary. I am a man who lives modest, to keep my soul cleansed
and free of mercenary burdens."

"How monk-like," she replied
drily.

"Ah." He leapt to his feet again.
"Massimo is not a monk. It would be a waste of this fine specimen,
if Massimo should shut himself away in 'oly orders. Women
everywhere would weep in despair."

"Well, I am glad your magnificence
does not go to your head."

Remaining solemn, he gave her a grand
bow and then she watched him stride out through the door and away
toward the stables, hens dashing out of his commanding
path.

Flora followed as far as the door,
where she leaned her shoulder against the frame, arms folded.
"Massimo," she called out.

He turned, brows raised.

"Thank you for coming here. For
helping."

Again, feet together, he bowed deeply.
"It is to be my pleasure, Flora."

This time she did not correct him.
After all, she had once dared to call him Fred, had she
not?

Fred. Did he really think he could
fool her for more than the briefest of moments? Apparently, yes.
But then he probably never had appreciated her for her
mind.

She had not forgotten that "amiable
bubbies" were her one saving grace in that man's
opinion.






* * * *






That night she dreamed of her ship. It
was not the first time such a vision had come to her in sleep and
it was familiar to her. But tonight there was something
different.

The pirate Rosie Jackanapes was being
pursued. By a very determined Commander in a naval ship that bore
the royal standard of the House of Hanover. King George II had sent
another of his adventurers to capture her. The ship continually
popped up behind her. In daylight its sails sliced into the cool
blue layer that marked the horizon in her wake; in moonlight the
vessel was a raven's shadow cutting out stars and looming like an
omen.

Perhaps they would follow her all the
way to Tortuga, which is where she headed now to replenish her hold
with good bounty for trade— mangoes, yams, tobacco, coconuts,
bananas, figs, sapodillas, custard apples and wild boar.

"He's fast on our tail, Captain." The
quartermaster pointed. "The king must have put a price on your head
again."

"Thank you for the bleedin'
obvious."

"This one ain't giving up. He's stuck
to us like a leech."

"You don't say."

"The men are anxious, Captain. They
fear for their necks."

She looked up at the sky. The air felt
heavier suddenly. A mist was descending. The ocean had lost its
glistening sheen and gone dull. All was very quiet. Eerily
so.

Something tugged at her sleeve and she
looked down to see the cabin boy, a skinny lad of ten or eleven,
beaming up at her. "I ain't afeared, Cap'n," he declared proudly.
"We'll see 'im off, like we always do."

He had started life on her ship as a
stowaway, but she'd kept him because he had a quick mind and a
fearless spirit. More so than the majority of her crew, who were,
for the most part, pure villains simply looking for escape and
bounty. Loyalty among thieves was a fallacy.

This boy, however, she could trust. He
followed her about like a faithful mutt, ready to sink his teeth
into anybody who tried to harm her.

She smiled. "Thank you, Plumm. Good
lad."

The mist thickened and began to cling
around the masts of her ship.

"Tis foul weather come upon us," the
quartermaster observed, yet again as if she had not eyes to see for
herself. "A fog of bloody doom, that is."

Rosie Jackanapes looked out into the
grey whorls of vapor and felt the insidious, cold moisture seeping
into her skin, heard it whispering in her ear.

"I've been through worse," she said.
"Let's see where it takes us."


 Chapter Fifteen






He was up very early each day, and at
work before the mistress of the house appeared. Much to her
apparent frustration. No matter how early she came rushing out of
the house, she found him already hard at it. He saw her face fall
and heard her quick, irritable sigh.

"There you are. Finally,"
he would say, hiding his smile. "Dormiglione."

It further annoyed her
that the dog was soon following him about as if he was the master. On more than one
occasion she emerged from the house to find Captain Fartleberries
laid contentedly in the shade of a tree, watching Massimo and only
greeting her with a lazy wag, not even bothering to get
up.

"I cannot 'elp it if your dog loves
me," he said with a shrug. "Massimo 'as this effect on women and
beasts alike."

"Have you been feeding him treats when
my back is turned?"

"Certainly I 'ave not!" he
protested.

"I shall know if he gets any
fatter."

"Any fatter and the creature will
roll." Maxim looked at the happily panting beast and winked. The
dog wagged its stump rapidly in reply and then keeled onto one
side, offering that plump belly for a good scratch.

There was much pruning of the vines to
be done, but it was still too soon— better to wait for later in the
winter when the leaves were all gone and the plants dormant. So for
now Maxim tidied the rows and mounded soil and straw around the
base of the vines. Looking ahead to spring he also set up braziers
in the vineyard, ready for burning garden waste and keeping off the
late frosts.

Meanwhile, in the orchard they cut
back dead branches and cleared the ground of remaining fallen
fruit. The last of the apples and pears were pulped and pressed
into cider and perry. There were vegetables that needed to be got
up off the ground and stored before winter too. With so much work
on their hands the days passed quickly.

They ate meals in the kitchen, where
food was prepared by Martha Grey, a kindly old woman who fussed
around Flora as if it she was her own daughter. The long trestle
table in the great hall was not used, his mistress clearly
preferring the warmth and informality of the kitchen. To keep both
fires lit, of course, would call for more wood to be chopped and
they were short handed.

As the weather cooled and the days
grew shorter they worked ever harder in the condensed hours of
daylight to prepare the land and the small farm for
winter.

In his spare moments, he drew up a
plan to show her what needed to be done each season in the
vineyard. "Just in case I cannot be 'ere."

"Why? Where are you going?" She looked
up at him, wide-eyed suddenly, as if it had not occurred to her
that he couldn't stay forever.

He shrugged loosely. "Sometimes a man
does not know what might 'appen."

"I hope you're not the unreliable sort
that will up and leave without warning one day."

At least now she saw his worth, he
mused. It was the closest he might ever get to having her admit she
needed him. Even if it was only for a bunch of grapes. "I will
stay, mistress, as long as you need me. Unless I am struck down by
the reaper who is grim."

Her eyes glimmered with dubious
amusement. "I've never met anybody less likely to be struck down.
You have far too much..." Averting her gaze she abandoned the
thought in mid air.

As she rested her hands on the table
and leaned forward to study the plan, he slyly admired her profile.
She wore her hair pinned up today, her neck exposed, but for a few
curling tendrils of copper and bronze. There was a light scent of
violets, which he drank in greedily, moving closer, pretending he
needed to point out something on the paper. The graceful arch of
her bare neck seemed as sensual suddenly as a naked thigh, and his
fingertips itched for the chance to stray slowly over the curve of
skin. Then for his tongue and lips to follow. Inch by
inch.

"What is this word?" she was saying,
pointing to the paper.

"Violets."

"I beg your pardon?"

He scratched his beard and coughed.
"Your fragrance."

She took a step to one side and looked
at him. "I distill it myself. Is it too strong? Your eyes
look...misty. Cloudy."

"No, no. Very...nice." That was the
best he could do at that moment. He wished she would come back
again and stand close, but now she remained a few feet
away.

"What is this word?" she repeated.
"Calyptra?"

So he forced himself back to the
present and explained, "The Calyptra is a fused cap of petals on
the vine in spring. Once it opens and falls, the pollen is
liberated and the plant fertilized so that the flower can begin its
transformation to the berry."

"But we are a long way from
that."

"Yes. We are all the way back...here."
He took her hand from the plan, lightly holding it, as if it was
quite a natural thing to do, and moved her pointing finger along
the paper. "Here is winter, when pruning must happen. But not too
soon. In the spring, the soil warms, pushing water and minerals up
through the roots to be expelled through the cuts made in the
plant. Then buds form with shoots that sprout leaves, and these
produce energy to quicken the growth. But if the buds break too
soon, there is a risk of frost damage."

She nodded, her gaze on their joined
hands. "Yes, I see."

"The grapevine is a tender plant. More
tender than it looks."

"Hmm." She did not look up.

"It requires nurture and encouragement
to flourish. Like a child."

"Yes."

"It demands patience."

"Uh huh."

"Love," he murmured. "It needs
love."

Finally she took her hand from his and
looked up. "Are you saying I'm not capable of delivering these
requirements, because I am not a mother?"

"This I did not
say." How on earth did she surmise that to
be his meaning? Women. Let one word slip out and they could make an
entire paragraph of nonsense from it.

"Because there is nobody more patient
and nurturing than I," she exclaimed.

Hmm. Seemed to have
touched a sore point. "And loving? You
know about love, eh?"

"I do. I know what it is." She turned
back to the paper, her voice softer. "I've been waiting for it long
enough."

Waiting for it. So she had
not yet found it. Ah. Hope.

Then she added, "And you, Massimo?
What about you and love? Is there a special woman in your
life?"

"There is," he replied.

"Oh." Now he had her full attention
again, but she moved around the table, putting greater distance
between them. "In Italy?"

"No."

"Where is she then?"

"'Ere."

"Here?"

"That's why I came. To find this
woman."

A warm brush of color dusted her
cheeks. "Well, I hope the work here at Darnley does not keep you
from her."

He smiled. "She is patient. She
assures me of it. For Massimo she will wait, of course." He reached
across the table as if to take her hand again. He saw her lips
part, heard her breath escape in a startled gasp as his arm brushed
her sleeve. But he took two ratafia biscuits from the plate sitting
there, stuffed one into his mouth and went back outside to get on
with his work.






* * * *






"Oh, Martha, look at this gown!" Flora
stood before her mirror in a frock that was once her best, and
stared forlornly at her reflection. It was some time since she'd
had cause to wear the garment and now that she finally looked at it
again, there were visible wine and soup stains, as well as pulled
threads and a drooping hem. In places, the silk had also been
nibbled on by moths, or mice while kept folded in her trunk.
Turning this way and that to examine the damage, she groaned. "Like
me it has truly seen better days."

She was unfashionably tanned by the
sun, and Great Aunt Bridget— if she could see them— would be
horrified at the rough state of her protégée's hands.

"What a shame, my lady," said Martha.
"Such a pretty thing it is, too."

"Yes, I have a lot of pretty things,
but they are no use to me now."

"You remind me of the dowager duchess,
madam. The old one, I mean, madam. The current duke's
grandmama."

"You knew her well?"

"Aye, madam. She was my first mistress
when I came here as a young girl to work in the kitchen. Such a
kind lady she were to me. Never had a harsh word and always put me
at my ease. Talked to me as if I were just like her. Made me feel
at home."

Flora watched as the old lady ran her
hands over the skirt of her lovely gold silk and rose velvet gown.
Martha always seemed happier and more talkative when her husband
was away at market, as he was that day. Her shoulders went down,
her spine straightened and even the songs she sung in the kitchen
were a little less sad.

"She sounds like a wonderful lady,
Martha."

"She was. And you are very like her,
madam, in some ways. She did not care what other folk thought of
her either. Gave up wearing all her pretty things after the duke
died. Folk used to say she was a bit mad too."

"Oh, is that what folk say about me?
That I'm mad?"

Martha blushed, realizing her slip. "I
do not heed what they say, madam. For sure I do not."

"You can tell them that I prefer the
term eccentric. If they must talk of me at all."

"I wish they would not. 'Tis not
kindly."

"It is human nature,
Martha. People have to talk about something. As a very wise woman
once said, I care not what they say about
me, as long as it isn't true."

Who had said that? She couldn't
recall.

Martha seemed confused rather than
amused or comforted by this statement. Hastily changing the subject
back to the dress, she said, "Perhaps we can cut it up and use the
material for something, madam. Pillow covers, basket liners,
lavender bags, or some such."

"Excellent idea. To be sure we can put
it to some use."

A sudden shout in the yard, drew them
both to the window of her chamber and Flora was pleased, at first,
to see her brother Francis. But then she recognized the other man
in his company. "Oh, good lord. Georgie Tarleton. What does he
want?"

Descending the carriage, the gentleman
looked up and waved to her with his hat. "What ho, Lady Flora, you
minx! Here I find you, still buried away in the countryside. Your
brother and I were certain you would be done with all this by now
and ready for some excitement again, so here we come to enliven the
proceedings."

Under no circumstances must they see
"Massimo", she thought anxiously. Tarleton would very likely
recognize his old friend at once, blurt it out, and the game would
be over. So she hurried down to apprehend them, not bothering to
change out of her once-fine frock and keen to be rid of her guests
as soon as politely possible.






* * * *






Maxim had recognized that voice. He
came around the side of the barn and stopped when he saw Flora
dashing across the yard to greet her visitors. Backing up a few
steps, he watched in growing anger as that idle rake, Tarleton,
kissed her hand, flattered her oafishly and made a great and stupid
fuss over the length and discomfort of their journey.

"I would not have believed you took up
residence in such a place, had I not come all this way and seen it
for myself. My poor, dear woman, what can have driven you out here
to the back of beyond?"

"Georgie, how... lovely to see you.
And Francis!" She embraced her brother with warmth, turning him, as
she did so, toward the great hall. "But I do wish you had written
first. I am so very busy and we're not prepared for guests. I have
very few staff and we live simply."

"I wanted to surprise you,
sis—"

"I remember that gown," Tarleton
exclaimed, talking loudly over her brother's reply. "It was always
one of my favorites. Such a charming color. You wore it at the
Grosvenor's ball last year, the last time we danced together. But,
Lady Flora, where are your shoes?"

Laughing, she explained, "You caught
me as I sorted through my old things to see what might be used for
the parish charity. This dress is no use to me now."

"If you think that, m'dear, it seems I
have come at the right moment to save you. I cannot have you
throwing away your ball gowns. It will not be borne!"

She was looking around the yard,
acting guilty, Maxim thought. Then she herded both men
indoors.

So Tarleton was still sniffing about
her skirts, was he? Well, Massimo would put a stop to
that.






* * * *






"What brings you all the
way out here, Georgie?" Flora asked, throwing another log on the
fire. "I did not think you liked to travel and
we—I am so far
from town." In other words she thought she was safe here, away from
the gropers, gossips and pushers. Apparently nowhere was far
enough.

"I think you know why I came." He
strode across the hall, shaking a finger at her, as if she were a
child to be reprimanded. "I gave you time to reconsider my request
and surely by now you have done so. Living out here alone, by all
reports working like a farm-hand. The novelty, I said to myself,
must have worn off by now."

It took her a moment to understand,
but after he had blundered on a little more in his usual way,
enjoying the sound of his own voice, she realized that by "request"
he meant his marriage proposal, delivered before she last left
London. Although she had given him her answer already, he
apparently imagined she'd have a different one for him now, after
thinking it for a few months.

"Oh, Georgie, I sincerely hope that is
not the only reason you took this long journey. You'll be
disappointed."

"But surely this is a phase," her
persisted cheerily. "Like that of hiring a hermit to wander about
one's grounds and designing Roman ruins for the lawn. It is a
folly. A masquerade. 'Tis becoming something of a fashion in
France, I hear, for fine ladies of the aristocracy to play at
peasantry."

"This is not a hobby, George. Not for
me."

"What else could it possibly be for
the daughter of an earl?"

"A way of life. A true, satisfying,
useful existence."

He pouted, jowls drooping like the
pulled hem of her skirt. But within the next breath he was beaming
again. "You saucy minx! How you do tease."

Realizing she wasted her energy, and
having far less of that to waste these days, she finally shrugged.
"Even old ladies must have some entertainment, George, and teasing
you has always been one of mine."

Although she made a jest of it, she
was truly annoyed. Her brother she was pleased to see, but
Tarleton's noise she could well do without. There was a time when
she found him amusing, but she'd outgrown him, she knew now with
certainty He was tiring at best, obnoxious at worst.

She was also wary of giving him any
encouragement because she did not want to make an even greater
enemy of Harriet Seton. That feud was something else she had
outgrown, but her happiness was clearly still an irritation to
Harriet, who took every opportunity to spread gossip and wicked
speculation.

Almost immediately George wanted a
bath to scrub off the "filth of country travel" and she had to
explain to him the difficulties with so few spare hands to heat and
carry water. "If I want a bath I have to prepare it for myself,"
she said. "Martha and her husband are too old to manage great pails
of water. But we have a stream that runs through the property, just
beyond the orchard. You are welcome to bathe there."

He drew back in horror. "In a stream?
But it will be cold."

"It is not too bad when the sun has
been on it all day. The water is not deep. Just take care not to
fall and scrape your knees on the stones beneath." Her hired hand
managed in the stream, she thought with a sigh, feeling her face
heat up at the memory of seeing him through the apple boughs. Quite
by chance, of course. And there was considerably more of "Massimo"
than there was of George Tarleton— all of it firm, well-exercised.
Taut. Rampant, one might say.

But George shook his head violently
and decided he would make do with a "light wash of the essentials"
with a basin of warm water. Flora longed to ask him what he meant
by "essentials", because she really did not think there was
anything about him that could be described as such, but she kept
that to herself and asked Grey to show her guest to the scullery.
While he was gone, Francis suggested a tour of the house and
grounds, and she was glad to show off. Especially glad to do so
without Tarleton interrupting and being his usual loud, garrulous
self.

It was months since her brother had
seen the place and he was impressed by the changes.

"I'm proud of you, sister," he
remarked as she showed him the well-stocked barn and the cider
press. "You've done well here. And all alone."

"Not quite all alone," she admitted
sheepishly.

"Oh?"

"I have hired an Italian to help me
with the vineyard."

"An Italian? Where is he?"

"Out. I expect. Working in the field.
Somewhere. He's very busy." She grabbed an apple from the pile and
rubbed it on her once-best gown. "Joss Radcliffe found him for me.
He's an expert in viticulture. Works very hard."

Her brother looked at her
oddly.

She took a large bite from the apple
and chewed.

After a moment he said, "No word from
the duke then?"

Oops. That chunk was a little too
large and swallowed so fast it now headed down the wrong pipe.
Almost choking, she replied huskily. "I've had no letter.
Why?"

"I just wondered what he would think
of all this. It would surprise him to see how hard you've worked
here."

"I daresay we could surprise each
other these days."

Francis walked around the press,
admiring it as if he knew anything about cider-making. "I worried,
when you first came here, that you might do something to make him
angry, after all he's done for us."

"Done for us?" She coughed on another
bite and swallowed painfully, eyes smarting. "What do you mean,
Francis? What has Malgrave done for us?"

Reluctantly he replied,
"When I was a young man he offered me assistance on several
occasions, steered me from bad investments and pointed me to
better, found me a reliable bank, advised me on the purchase of
horses, carriages....and other matters a young man ought to know
about...you know, that sort of thing." Hands behind his back he was off again on
another stroll around the barn.

Her shock passed into
something warmer, a cautious curiosity. "No, Francis. I do not know
the sort of thing you might have to discuss with the Duke of
Malgrave. Enlighten me further, if you please." Hmm...but did she really want to know? The answer was a resounding yes.

"I would not wish to corrupt you,
Flora. It is the business of men."

"Unless you desire me to fetch the
blunderbuss and aim it at your large head, I suggest you proceed
with the corrupting."

"There were things I could discuss
with nobody else, sister," he muttered, flushing slightly. "I had
no father to help me, did I? Should I have taken my advice from
Cousin Roderick? Great Aunt Bridget? I think not. Malgrave
understood my challenges, for he inherited his estate when he was
just sixteen, only four years older than I was when father
died."

"Matters of the estate
then," she murmured, deflated. Dull
business and nothing naughty.
Might have known.

"Of course. What did you think I
meant?" But his eyebrows were a little too guilty. "He took me
under his wing, taught me a great deal that was beneficial. And the
odd thing was...he always had time for me, always had patience. The
very opposite to what I expected. To what I had always been told
about him."

She stepped closer, studying his face,
knowing he could never keep the truth from her for long. One finger
pressed into his waistcoat she demanded, "Tell me all, brother.
There is something more. I see it in your eyes!"

"He loaned the estate twelve thousand
pounds to keep us on our feet."

"What?" She almost dropped her
apple.

Now that she had poked a hole in his
barrel, and the leak had begun, it could not be halted. All rushed
out on a great, heaving breath of relief.

"Sir Benjamin Hartnell had promised
the money after your marriage, but it never came. Malgrave stepped
in to save us, or I would have lost the house. At least, I would
have had to begin selling it off, piece by piece."

"We owe him twelve thousand pounds?"
It was an enormous sum; it blocked her throat just as the apple had
done moments before.

"I have been able to pay most of it
back since then. Thanks to the farming and efficiency improvements
he suggested, our estate is now more profitable, and, of course,
the business investments and retrenchment measures he advised have
paid off—"

"Why did you never tell me any of
this?" she demanded. "You should have told me that Sir Benjamin
reneged on the financial arrangements after our marriage. That
villain!"

His eyes widened. "The Duke of
Malgrave asked for my discretion. Thought it would be best managed
between the two of us." Then he became defensive. "You may be my
elder sister, Flora, and a woman who thinks she knows everything,
but I need not tell you all my business."

Oh, how he had grown up, she thought
suddenly. He was such a shy, frightened boy, like a skittish
kitten, peering at her from behind a wing-backed chair in the
firelight, when first laid eyes upon him. Now he was confident and
capable. She wanted to think she had some part in his
transformation, but it seems she was not the only one.

"Of course," she said softly. "I was
merely surprised to hear all this. I wish I had known."

"He would not want you to know. I wish
it had not slipped out today."

Smoothing a hand over her
bodice, she glanced out through the open barn door. No sign of
"Massimo". Good. He did well to hide himself from her. Meddler.

He was still doing it, coming there to
Darnley to see what she was up to, Flora mused.

But without his help Wyndham would
have been lost. The thought of him seeking out Francis and offering
assistance, despite the way she had rejected him, brought her pulse
to a slower canter. Once he had tried to lecture her about her
behavior and she, being seventeen, had taken umbrage at his
high-handed manner, not thinking it possible that he simply meant
to help.The duke had gone to great lengths for a family with no
connection to his own. Why? He had problems enough, surely, without
taking on those of another house.

"So, since the duke has been your
friend and confidant all these years—"

"I do not know that he would describe
himself as such, Flora. We correspond via the post, and we met a
few times, when he was in London."

"But during your, whatever it is, has
your secret mentor ever mentioned me?"

His eyebrow quirked. "Why would he
mention you, Flora?"

Her heart felt as if it had been
kicked and now it tumbled painfully down a rocky slope. "Not even
once?"

"We had more important matters to
discuss," he said proudly. "I cannot give you any details. It would
all go over your pretty, rumpled little head, in any case. Business
for men to manage."

"Well, really! I do think I might have
come up once or twice!"

"You were conspicuous, sister dear, by
your absence in our conversations." Then he smirked. "I had better
see what Tarleton is up to. It is never wise to leave him on his
own for long. Good thing you haven't any maids here for him to
torment."

She groaned. "Why did you bring that
oaf here to Darnley?"

"As soon as he heard of my plan to
visit, he insisted upon joining me. Since his father died he has
become quite impossible, insists upon going everywhere I go, and
will not take no for an answer."

"Perhaps he doesn't quite know what to
do with himself without his father's instruction, so he follows
you."

Francis laughed. "I think I am his
conduit to you, sister. He's quite adamant that he means to win you
over. He claims you broke his heart."

"Nonsense."

"But you
can be dreadfully
flirtatious, Flora."

"It was only a game. It was only ever
a game with all of them."

"Apparently, Tarleton took it
seriously. Now that he no longer has his father leading him by the
ear, he means to get what he wants. His blessed Aphrodite. Although
I cannot imagine what he sees in you."

"Thank you, brother, for the warning."
She reached up to tweak his chin, but he ducked aside
smartly.

"Now tell me more about this
mysterious Italian of yours."

"I'm afraid I cannot give you any
details, little brother."

"Why ever not?"

"You're too young and
innocent." She took another bite of apple, twirling out of his
reach. "I would not want to corrupt you." She grinned. "It is
business for a woman to manage."






* * * *






At dinner, George was his usual
annoying self. Now that she was accustomed to the peace and quiet
of Darnley, and the company of "Massimo", Flora found her unwanted
guest worse than ever before. She wondered how she had ever
tolerated this hot air balloon for longer than five
minutes.

"So where is this enigmatic Italian
fellow?" he demanded after his fourth glass of wine. "Your kitchen
wench was full of his wonders. Yet it seems he hides from
us."

"He has a great deal of work to do,"
she replied crisply. "And he does not care much for company. He
keeps to himself."

"Rather uncivil and unsociable
then."

"Not really. I quite understand his
solitary urges. I feel them myself from time to time."

Tarleton dabbed his lips with a
napkin. "Really one can never trust a foreigner. At any moment he
could turn on you and cut your throat while you sleep."

Flora speared a sprout on her fork.
"But you forget we are all foreigners to somebody."

Ignoring the comment, he mumbled
through an impolitely full mouth, "You need more servants here. It
is thoroughly uncivilized to live this way." He turned to Francis.
"I am shocked you let your sister continue with this foolishness,
scrabbling in the dirt, what ho! You see the state of
her."

They both looked down the table at
Flora, and she swallowed a chuckle at their pitying, sorrowful
expressions. She still wore her "best" frock, but perhaps that only
made the contrast between what she once seemed and what she was now
all the more dramatic and poignant. She had been too preoccupied
that afternoon, following her guests about and making certain they
did not run into Massimo, to find any time for changing her
dress.

"Flora has always been stubborn,
Tarleton, as well you know. She goes her own way."

"Your sister has simply not found the
right man to take her in hand and get the bit betwixt her teeth."
He quaffed his goblet of wine and looked for another before those
plump and greasy lips had left the rim. "But if she is allowed to
decline much further, it will be too late and nothing may be done
to save her."

Flora set down her fork, before she
might feel the need to get up and sink its prongs into his well-fed
flesh. In that moment he reminded her, sickeningly, of her dead
husband. Perhaps it was the blood red of his stained lips and the
wine dripping from his chin, where he was too drunk to feel it.
Those who wasted excellent wine by drinking it simply to be
intoxicated, never taking the time to savor the taste and
appreciate all the work that went into it, quite sickened her.
These were the same folk who would march through a meadow,
trampling daisies and buttercups without even seeing them, too
intent on getting somewhere else.

But she put on a brave face. "So what
news of London? What have I been missing? Pray tell me all. I
cannot wait to hear it."

He launched eagerly into the subject,
convinced she wanted to know, when in actual fact there were few
things she cared less about. At least it stopped him asking about
Massimo.

As the dinner continued she noted the
candle flames wavering in a wild dance several times, as if a cold
draft blew through the hall. But there was a good fire in the
hearth and all the windows were closed. The door, sunk into dark
shadows, ought to be closed, but she could not see that it was from
where she sat.

There was a definite prickle in the
air, storm tension, but the men at her table did not seem to feel
it.

"Hardy Seton is holding a house party
next week at the hunting lodge," George continued merrily. "Anybody
of consequence shall be there. Here's an idea, what ho! Why do you
not come with us? Take that opportunity to reinstate your place in
society, Lady Flora! Show everybody that you have not lost your
wits and turned into a country bumpkin hayseed. If you make a good
show for the Setons, all this can be put behind you. Come back to
the real world. Come back to warm baths, for pity's
sake."

She cringed at her
sprouts, unable to think of anything less appealing than a house
party hosted by the insipid Hardicanute Seton, his new, very young
bride, and, of course, his spinster sister, the ever-spiteful
Harriet who still lived with them. Cousin
Fanny's Old Trunk, she mused
darkly.

"Seton always puts on a very fine
feast and spares no expense on the entertainment. You must
come."

"How do you propose I do that,
George?"

"Put up your hair, put on some shoes
and come with us in your brother's carriage, of course."

"And what about the work here? The
farm? The house?"

He blinked stupidly. "They managed
before you came, did they not?"

"No," she replied flatly. "Hence the
ruin you see around you. Which is an improvement upon what it was
when I first saw the place. I have restocked the animal pens, had
the roof patched, re-dug the vegetable garden—"

"Such a waste of your time and coin.
Clearly Malgrave does not care for the place or he would have put
his own fortune to its maintenance. You are only leasing, is that
not so? This is all temporary until he throws you out."

There went the draft again, ruffling
her sleeves and tugging on the candle flames. "The duke has many,
many other things that demand his time and attention. I suppose,
George, if you ever did anything other than attend house parties,
horse races and card games, you might find your time stretched thin
too." She forced a broad smile. "You would have to choose your
battles."

"Hmph. If you ask me, that fellow has
run away from all his."

"What can you mean, Tarleton?" her
brother exclaimed.

"Wandering off to the continent and
abandoning his responsibilities here."

She could hardly believe her ears.
This waffling came from a man who knew nothing about
responsibilities and never had.

Fortunately Francis spoke up, before
she got her tongue to move. "That is rather harsh, Tarleton. You
should be wary of what you say, when you do not know the facts
behind a matter. Malgrave is not the sort of man to abandon his
responsibilities."

"What's amiss with you,
Chelmsworth?"

"I merely caution you, dear
friend."

"I'm not afraid of Malgrave," George
scoffed. "What is he to me?"

Francis remained polite. "One should
tend one's own concerns and be certain everything there is above
fault, before casting judgment on the dealings of
others."

Flora had never felt prouder of her
little brother than she did at that moment. "Or to put it less
graciously," she added with a wry smile, "mind your own business,
George."






* * * *






Her unwanted guest was even further
disgruntled by his "uncivilized" surroundings, when he learned that
the only water closet was outside and across the yard. Had he known
this he might not have drunk so much wine at dinner.

But it was lucky for Maxim, who waited
patiently for the buffoon to stumble out of the house, looking to
relieve himself

In the moonlight he crept up behind
Tarleton and, with one swift move, had him around the neck. A
single swipe of the foot, and he succeeded in tripping the drunken
sot, forcing him down on his belly against the cobbles. Before the
man could make more than half a shout of alarm, Maxim had an arm
wrapped around his mouth, muffling the outraged protests. Pinning
George down on his front, he hissed softly in his ear, "You are not
welcome here, sir. You will leave tonight and never come
back."

The fellow squirmed violently, kicking
and biting at Maxim's coat sleeve.

"Lady Flora does not want you here,
and you embarrass yourself chasing after her. She is too polite to
ask you to leave. I am not. Save what little pride you have left
and depart now. If you do not, I will slit your throat from ear to
ear. You know how we foreigners are, yes?"

Tarleton managed to get his mouth
twisted free just far enough to spit out a furious breath. "How
dare you! I shall have you thrashed! Insolent
farm-hand!"

"Who will thrash me?"

"I shall do it myself."

"Try."

But the harder Tarleton fought to get
out of his hold, the more it tightened. Wrestling was another sport
Maxim had learned at school, another sport at which he excelled.
Eventually, humiliated and exhausted, Tarleton sagged and whined
piteously under his weight.

"You will leave this place now. Tell
Francis you must go at once."

"Who the
hell are you to order
me?"

"I am nobody until you cross me. Then
I am your most heinous nightmare. One from which you cannot
wake."

"You think I would leave Lady Flora
here alone, at your mercy, you cur!"

"Better at my mercy than at yours. I
can protect her as you never would."

"You shall pay the consequences for
manhandling my person, threatening me in this outrageous
fashion!"

"Nevertheless, I give you one hour by
the glass to persuade Francis that you must leave tonight." Then he
put his mouth closer to George's ear and whispered. "If you lay
down your head here to sleep you will not wake to see another
morning, Signor Tallyton."

Again he cursed and spat, vowing his
revenge for this effrontery.

"But that is not a threat," Maxim
whispered. "It is a promise. For there is nobody here to help you.
Nobody for many miles who can come to your aid." Then he played his
final card. "Even if I took pity on you and let you go with your
throat intact, I might find it necessary to inform Miss Harriet
Seton, and her brother, of your attempted dalliance here. I believe
you are on your last chance with that comfortable arrangement, are
you not? Always a welcome guest in their home, always going there
with the hint of a possible engagement floating in the air— just
enough to earn you the best guest room, the honored seat at dinner,
a loan of the finest horse at the hunt. Why do you not marry that
woman after all these years? Is that placid mare not rich enough?
Or is it simply that she knows better and wouldn't take you on
under more permanent terms? Perhaps you are a convenience for each
other, a familiar port in the storm."

"What do you know of— of Miss Seton?"
George's eyes popped.

"Go now, back to your safe port, and
you need not worry about what I know, eh? Or who I might tell of
your embarrassment 'ere."

George went silent. One could hear the
cogwheels spinning.

"Lady Flora is not for you," Maxim
hissed. "Never was and never will be."

"You think she is yours?
Then you're a fool. Whoever
you are."

"Do not concern yourself with me.
Leave this place and do not return, if you value your
life."

"Oh, I'll leave," the other man
grunted into the cobbles. "But you ask her about Ned Godfrey. I
think you'll find she was his long before any of us laid eyes upon
her."

At the time, Maxim barely heard those
words. His temper was too hot, his focus on the removal of this
disruption.

Only later, sitting up in his hayloft,
bathing his bloodied knuckles in a basin of water, did he consider
those words in depth.

Who the hell was Ned
Godfrey?

Tarleton was an ass. A man rejected
and thwarted. His comment was probably nothing more than a baseless
accusation, yet another rumor.

And what was any other man to
him?






* * * *






Flora rose the next morning to find
her guests departed early. Her brother left a note to say that
Tarleton suddenly had not felt well during the night and decided
they ought to return to "civilization" in case the attentions of
his physician were needed.

Probably all the wine he drank last
night, she thought. The man ought to take better care of himself,
or find a wife to do it for him.

Very odd that they should leave so
suddenly without even waking her to say goodbye, but Francis knew
how little she had wanted George there, so perhaps he had expedited
their departure to save her further trouble.

She would make it up to Francis the
next time she saw him, but as for George, she was indeed relieved
by his absence. He had been an unwanted reminder of the old days
and her frivolous life. Best left in the past.

And now that he'd left, Massimo
magically reappeared.

"You did not come out to greet my
guests yesterday," she said, walking up to him as he sharpened axes
at the whetstone.

He kept his gaze on the work at hand.
"I was not invited to join the fine gentlemen."

"Had I been able to find you," she
said carefully, "then you would have been introduced."

Nothing. When he removed his gloves,
she noticed grazing on his knuckles and a little dried
blood.

"They've gone now," she added. "They
left very suddenly, before I was up. You would not know anything
about that, would you?"

"Me, mistress?" He lifted an axe and
checked the blade edge with his fingers. "What would I know?
Massimo is just the hired hand."

"You did not have a confrontation of
any sort? With George Tarleton?"

"Who? I do not know the
man." Nonchalance would drop from his pores if it took liquid form.
"What is confrontation?"

Flora turned away, but had only taken
two steps when he called after her.

"The dress you wore
yesterday— for your guests—in it you are bellissimo. But not for Massimo's
eyes, eh? I am not worthy."

"I did not wear it for my guests.
Anyway, it's an old gown to be donated to charity."

He sighed and readied another blade to
be sharpened. "'Tis pity. I like it. I like you in it, Lady Flora
of the Pink Toes."

"That is not the sort of thing one
should say to one's mistress."

"Is it not?" He looked at her over his
shoulder. "I speak what is true. Should I lie?"

She sighed. "Don't let me distract you
from your work." Walking away, she felt his gaze fixed upon her,
like a beam of sunlight.

But the sky was overcast, a storm
brewing.

Flora had no doubt that he had done
something to make Tarleton leave in haste. But why would he risk
being recognized when he went to all this trouble to trick her?
Surely he knew that if George recognized him the news would be all
over the county in days and all over London within a
fortnight.

In a fit of that infamous, but seldom
witnessed, Malgrave temper had he done something he would later
regret?

"Oh, Martha," she said that afternoon,
when the old woman came to help her finish sorting through her
garments, "I have changed my mind about the rose and gold gown. I
think I'll keep it after all. It only requires a little
mending."

"Very good, madam. It is lovely, and a
lady ought to have one lovely thing at least. She never knows when
she might need it."

And so it was folded by her sewing box
and almost everything else from her merry widowhood was packed up
for the parish charity. She did not know exactly what she was
saving that dress for, but there might, as Martha said, be a
suitable occasion one day and then she'd be sorry she gave it
away.

Not everything from her past was
closed off. Not everything was lost.







 Chapter Sixteen






"Why not come in and sit a while by
the fire," she said to him one evening as it grew too dark to work.
"You can tell me about life in Italy, Massimo."

So he did. Good thing there was plenty
he could tell her about his work there without revealing his true
identity.

It was quiet and comfortable by the
fire with her, and he found it easy to tell the stories of his
years abroad. For once he did not struggle with the words, because
it was actually a story he wanted to tell, not one he felt obliged
to relate for a group of people he knew did not really care and
were merely being polite to the Duke of Malgrave. And this time,
when she fell asleep as he talked, at least he knew it was caused
by physical tiredness and not boredom from his droning. She even
struggled a while to keep her eyelids open, but in the end she had
to give in, her head dropping to the arm of her chair.

He let her sleep, watching over her
from his chair on the other side of the hearth, while he mulled
over his plans. Now that he'd been there a while he knew that the
first thing he must do was buy her some sturdy, warm and practical
footwear. Those little feet must be protected and her riding boots
were not sufficient.

When Grey came in to put more wood on
the fire, Maxim quickly shooed him out again, taking the wood in
his own arms to restock the grate, not wanting her disturbed by the
old man's clattering.

Eventually, as her snoring deepened,
he took matters literally into his own arms again, by taking her up
to the second floor of the house. There he carried her from room to
room until he found the chamber that was clearly hers and then he
laid her carefully on the bed, removed her riding boots, and pulled
up the patched counterpane.

Had everything in the place worn out
so badly since his grandmother lived there, or was it always this
way? He remembered that she had never liked society and preferred
quiet pursuits such as reading, sewing and cataloging plants; she
had never been one for finery. What, he wondered, would that
no-nonsense old lady think of Lady Flora's rebellious ideas?
Somehow he knew she would approve.

While his hostess snored gently, he
found paper and ink in a small writing table by the window and sat
down to write a quick letter to Plumm and then one to Nicholas. He
would have to wait until market day, when the plow horses were
harnessed to the cart, and take his letters to the nearest town
then. There was nobody here waiting at his beck and call to carry
his messages.

He opened his silver watch-case to
look at the time. It was midnight, the twelfth hour. He stared at
the numbers on the watch face, the gentle click of tiny cogwheels
now the only sound in the room apart from her soft snores. His
moments were still passing at that steady, unalterable pace. He
could not adjust the rhythm, could not stop the clock or make it go
back. They could only go forward.

The letter to Plumm, which was meant
to be a short note, turned into a much longer one, as his ideas
were suddenly abundant and detailed. He wanted to get everything
right this time.

Before he left her chamber, Maxim
thought of planting a kiss on his employer's forehead, but that
would probably be pushing his good fortune. Or "Massimo's", rather.
Not to mention the temptation it would cause him. So, after shaking
his head at a cupboard full of highly impractical shoes with tall,
pink heels, velvet bows and embroidered roses, he made his way out
of her room with his sealed letters and left her sleeping
peacefully.






* * * *






"Madam;

I do not know what you
think you are about, bringing your infamous behavior and
continental, gypsy lovers to Darnley Abbey, but I feel it incumbent
upon me to inform you that his grace fully intends to have you
removed from the premises forthwith. I would suggest, to spare your
family any greater shame than inevitable, that you flee now of your
own volition and take your foreigner with you, before my son sends
an enforcer to have you physically and publically evicted. You have
taken advantage of his grace's absence abroad no doubt, but he has
been well informed of your actions and the disrepute into which
your shameless, immoral behavior has brought my dearest
mother-in-law's precious Darnley."






She had woken that day
feeling a little out of sorts, not sure how she ought to feel about his uninvited
conveyance of her person up the stairs to bed the previous evening.
He had the manners not to mention the incident, of course. But she
was surprised that "Massimo" did not tease her about it, for
Massimo dared where his twin, the duke, would not allow himself to
venture.

However, Massimo was subdued and said
nothing of his physical strength or gallantry— both things she
would have expected to hear him boast about all morning.

"You 'ave a letter?" he muttered,
pretending only to glance at it, although he must have recognized
the handwriting for she saw him pale a little under the
sun-browning. "Something that makes you frown, eh?"

"The mother of my landlord assures me
I am about to be evicted. One assumes she has it on good authority,
but I have had no notice from the duke."

Clearly the dowager duchess was
unaware of her son's masquerade as that "continental gypsy". And if
he meant to have her evicted, what was he doing living there with
her, working by her side every day? Being all...helpful?
Befriending her dog, entertaining her with interesting stories and
putting her to bed when she fell asleep by the fire?

He shook his head. "I would ignore it
then, Flora. Burn the letter. This old lady must be," he tapped his
knuckles lightly against his temple, "soft 'eaded. Why would you be
evicted from this place?"

"Because I'm here with you and
indulging in all manner of wickedness under the Duke of Malgrave's
roof."

"You are?" He flashed a
quick grin that looked rather guilty. "We are?"

"So she thinks. You know
how tongues gossip. They have that in Italy too, I'm sure. And you
cannot have forgotten my recent guests, one of whom knows how to be
discreet and the other who cannot even spell the word, I fear. The
guests of the hunting lodge to which he repaired shortly after must
have been agog to hear his stories." She paused. "You
were responsible for his
midnight departure, were you not?"

That hint of amusement was now gone
from his expression.

"Never mind," she added hastily. "As
you say, until I hear from the duke himself, why should I concern
myself with his mother's letter?"

His eyes had gone black,
two fathomless pits of cold fury— the sort of holes into which men
once thrust their enemies to be starved and forgotten about.
Oubliette. Yes, that was
the name. Translated it meant, a little place for forgetting.
"Those who spread gossip should have their tongues cut," he
muttered. "As in the old days."

"That is rather extreme, is it
not?"

"No."

"There is not always malicious intent
in the start of a rumor, Massimo. These little chirping birds tend
to take on a life of their own once they are freed into the air,
and they cannot be recaptured. I forgive. Everybody makes
mistakes."

Then, seeing his angry frown deepen
and his jaw tense, she added cheerfully, "I am quite used to
gossip. I do not require my honor defending. As long as the Duke of
Malgrave does not mind that I am here, all is well. It will take
more than a few unpleasant insults and suppositions to chase me
off. Remember, this is the Republic of Flora. We do things
differently here. I only care about the opinions of those I love,
or those who have earned my respect."

He looked at her steadily, until she
began to feel as if he searched inside her for something. In
effect, rummaged through her drawers, she mused. The darkness in
his gaze ceased to be so cold and deep and forbidding. Instead it
opened to her like a hidden closet of secret treasures and she was
tempted to step inside.

"What sort of woman are you?" he
muttered. "You are not like any other."

"I'm a pirate, sir," she replied
proudly. "I always have been. I do not sail under any flag but my
own, so the usual rules do not apply."

Suddenly he reached over and placed
his palm around her cheek, warming it. Her heart almost stopped and
she was dizzy, the ground under her toes heaving like the deck of a
ship on a stormy sea. Even the wind picked up, tugging on her hair
and her skirt.

"So they will talk about us anyway,"
he murmured. "Whatever we do or do not. Is that so?"

"Except we are
beehiving ourselves,"
she reminded him.

"What happened to the pirate so bold
and fearless?"

"She's trying to sail this ship and
keep it off the rocks. At her age, she's been through enough
storms."

The autumn breeze carried with it the
scent of burning from the fields and a very light spittle of
cooling rain. A few dead leaves blew around her skirt and across
the yard Captain Fartleberries dug a hole to bury one of her best
handkerchiefs. Somewhere in the distance Martha Grey wept as she
hummed a country ballad and her husband cursed his rheumatism.
Having bathed in a puddle by the water pump, a handsome crow now
perched on the weathervane above the stables, lifted a wing, and
used its beak to comb the gleaming black feathers. You might wonder
why any of that is mentioned, but Flora would remember it always—
marking every tiny detail later in her diary. For this was the
moment he first kissed her.

He did not ask permission.

She barely had time to exhale a
startled, "Oh, no!" before the deed was begun, his lips claiming
hers with the same hungry intent as she had seen them devour
breakfast on the day he arrived. As he drew her up against his
chest she felt his heart beating just as fast as her own. He had
been hard at work for hours already and perspired through his
shirt, his coat and waistcoat long since discarded over a fence as
he labored. He might as well have been naked.

"Now why on earth would you do that?"
she exclaimed, breathless. "I shall have to dismiss you, shan't
I?"

His eyes gleamed down at her, his arms
holding her waist in a tight grip. "Try."

She raised a hand to the back of his
neck, under that long hair, where his skin was hot against her
fingertips. "Just as soon as I—"

And then the villain kissed her
again.

So much for Captain Fartleberries, her
"trusted guard dog". On muddy paws he now chased a hen around the
yard, with a light-hearted lolloping gambol that suggested he
enjoyed the thrill of pursuit rather than any chance of capture.
Not once did he look over to see the fate of his mistress at the
hands of her insolent hired man.

Well, not strictly hired, since he
hadn't taken any payment yet.

Or was this how he meant to collect
his fee?

Fortunately— or not— the interruption
of wheels and hooves brought an abrupt halt to the second kiss.
Stepping away from her in haste, both hands at his sides, lips
pursed now in a soft, easy whistle, he went back to his work. As if
his lips had only meant to make that tune in any case and her mouth
had got in the way.












 Chapter Seventeen






"Good lord!" Persey
squinted at the distant figure as he pulled a cart of manure around
the side of the stables. "That
is the Italian? Joss did not describe him very
well at all, but that's men for you. They never know which details
are important. Hopeless!" She paused. "The fellow will catch his
death outdoors without a coat this time of year."

"I daresay he does not feel the cold.
He must be...sweat...sweating. Look how hard he works." And they
did look. Both of them. For a while. Until it began to rain and the
strapping fellow disappeared into the stables.

Flora could not help feeling rather
proud of her "hired hand". He may not be as young as Josias
Radcliffe, but he could certainly keep up, she thought, biting her
lip to hide the hint of a smile. Her heart's beat had still not yet
returned to its steadier rhythm. She wondered if her lips looked
swollen. Pinker than usual. It felt as if they might be. She felt
that way all over; her pulse throbbed and she struggled to catch a
breath.

Whoever would have guessed that his
grace, the Duke of Malgrave, could kiss like that?

"He is used to a warmer climate," said
Persey as they went indoors. "You must take care of him, Flora. Are
you sure the rooms above the stable are quite warm enough and free
from drafts?"

She released a chuckle then at her
friend's motherly concern. "You make him sound like a racehorse.
I'm certain he's capable of taking care of himself. When he's
hungry he eats, when he's thirsty he drinks, and when he's cold
he'll come in by the fire." And when he did not like her guest he
sent him off without delay and by some method that she, as a lady,
probably should not want to know about. "That's how it works. He's
a grown man, not a baby." In fact, she would not dare try to manage
him. Where would one even begin? He was a man who took charge of
everything himself. She hugged her arms, suddenly feeling a shiver
across her skin, but not of cold.

Persey was looking at her
oddly.

"What now?" Flora demanded. "You know
I'm not the fussing, maternal sort."

"You are when it comes to Francis.
You've always taken good care of your brother."

"That is different.
Francis needs me. Needed
me. Massimo the Magnificent does not." Suddenly
aware that she was pacing in a tight circle before the fire, she
stopped. And then felt oddly adrift, her feet and hands having
nothing to do. "He is entirely too capable. I do not believe he
needs anybody. Least of all me. What could I possibly do for a man like
that?"

Her friend's eyebrows lifted in high
arcs. "I have never known you lack confidence when it comes to the
opposite sex."

"That is not what I meant." But she
did not know what she meant.

"No wonder you've been too preoccupied
to visit us, or write these past few weeks, Flora. I thought I had
better come and see for myself that you had not worked yourself
into exhaustion, or come to blows with the Italian. Now I see it is
an entirely different calamity to any I had imagined."

"Calamity? What calamity? As you see,
all is well. He's most...helpful. More so than I expected. He has
thrown himself into every aspect of work here, not just the
vines."

"Yes. So I see." Persey set down her
muff and unpinned her bonnet. "But what of the rumors? Even at
Holbrooke we have heard about your handsome new acquisition and I
can promise you that the news did not come from Joss or myself.
Tongues are wagging."

"Massimo is merely my hired man! I am
appalled...nay, disgusted," she thrust her pointed finger skyward,
"that an elderly widow cannot pay a man to work for her without it
causing a maelstrom of scandal. If I were a man— a widower— hiring
maids to clean my house or milk cows, nobody would bat an
eye."

"I suppose not. But we both know how
the world works. Sadly."

"As I said to Massimo when he arrived,
this is the Republic of Flora. I am in charge here."

Persey reached over, with a gloved
finger, and wiped a smudge of dirt from Flora's cheek. "That is all
well and good, but do not go out of your way to make war with the
neighboring countries. War is costly in more ways than one. Do not
fan the flames."

Her friend was always wise, a voice of
calm reason. But today Flora could think only of the touch of his
hands. Of his bold kisses. What did it mean? The Duke of Malgrave
had always been so very proper and dignified. Now this. Oh, he had
to go and complicate matters, didn't he?

"But what of the Italian's
fee, Flora? You can afford his services then?"

"We are...discussing the
matter," she replied primly. "It is private. Between us. And do not
look at me in that manner. It's not as if there is anything going
on. Of that nature. Ours is a business arrangement. I do not know why
people must assume otherwise. He is pleasant enough, but there is
nothing...good gracious, I am not a silly girl whose head can be
turned by sight of a few well-hewn muscles."

"You're most on edge today." Persey
now removed her gloves, looking thoughtful. "You seem nervous.
Guilty, one might say."

"Really?" She laughed lightly, airily,
brushing fingertips casually across her mouth. "I cannot think
why."

"It is not like you to be anxious and
twittery about a man. You generally get directly to the point and
put them in their place. It does not take you long to either make a
conquest or cut them ruthlessly adrift. You have never been so
unsure."

"I am not anxious. Twittery! The very
idea!" she scoffed, putting her chin up.

"I hope you're being very cautious, my
friend. Here, all alone, so far from anybody, with a man like that
under your roof."

"And the Greys. Do not forget the
Greys. Besides there would never be anything between that man," she
pointed out toward the yard, "and I. We settled that a long — as
soon as he came here."

Persey's gaze traveled over her face
with unguarded wonder. "What's the matter? Does he resist your
charms? I never thought to see the day when—."

"What makes you think I find him at
all attractive in that way? I said he is pleasant, hard-working and
capable. That is all."

Her friend merely looked at her, lips
pursed, brows arched high.

She finally lost her
patience. Seething with it, she had to tell somebody. "If you must
know— I rejected him. This will surely prove to you that there is nothing of that
nature between us, because there cannot be. That man out there—" she
paused for a deep breath, "is the Duke of Malgrave. So there. Now
you know. Kindly keep it to yourself, of course. I only tell you
because I know you can keep secrets."

Persey's eyes grew very large and
round as her lips parted in a gasp. "Malgrave? The man himself?
You're teasing! You must be, wicked woman! This is another of your
games."

"No, it is not. He thinks he's playing
a trick upon me. As if I could be fooled! As if I would not know
him almost instantly. Almost." She shook her head. "For
approximately two minutes I believed his little act. The beard, the
hair and the outrageous accent."

"Why would he pretend to be somebody
else, for pity's sake? What cause would such a man have to do
that?"

She thought about it for a moment.
"Don't we all put on an act sometimes?" After all, she'd been
pretending since she was seventeen, plucked out of the fog to wear
Lady Flora Chelmsworth's shoes. While she kept them on her feet, of
course.

A new look passed over her friend's
face, those elegant green eyes turning glassy. She looked away.
"Yes, I suppose so. We all have to be somebody else from time to
time. To get away. To escape something."

Occasionally Flora
wondered about her old friend's secrets. There were many of them,
she was sure, but Persey kept her cards close to the chest.
A wise lady should no more confess her age at any
particular moment in time, than she would tell what she has spent
on shoes, what she is truly thinking, or where the bodies are
buried, as she would
say.

Quickly changing expression again, her
friend exclaimed, "But the Duke of Malgrave! After all this time. I
can scarce believe it. Still, they say war changes a
man."

"I daresay he had to come back
eventually. He is a creature of duty and he has an estate to run.
He is not the sort to leave that in the hands of a steward for too
long." No, he liked to be in control and manage people.

"What about his wife?"

Yes, there was that, she thought
glumly. He was still married, no matter who he pretended to be. No
matter how he looked at her. Or how he made her pulse race. "I can
hardly ask him about that, can I?" There were many reasons why she
could not.

How long could he keep up the
masquerade? While he was not the stiff and pompous arse, he was
good company. In a mischievous way. But it could not last, could
it?

A man who once shrank from her touch
had just placed his hand to her face with something
like...tenderness? Her heartbeat quickened again as she thought of
his kisses. Shocking that he would take that chance, when they
might have been caught.

Perhaps the moment had swept him away,
as it had done to her.

As her friend said, war changed men,
and he was certainly altered in many ways, not the least of which
was his inattention to grooming and that risqué sense of humor. She
used to imagine it would be good for him to loosen his seams and
have his hair ruffled. Now she did not know what to think. It might
be good for him, but it felt very bad for her. The last thing she
needed, in her new state as a mature, hard-working woman, was
temptation and distraction of this sort.

"Please be wary, Flora," her friend
whispered. "Folk do like to talk, as we both know. The lively widow
and a tall, handsome fellow, living and working here together? It
is dangerous grist for the gossip mill."

"Gracious, Persey, you advised me to
hire the fellow!"

"I didn't think he would be the only
laborer here, or that he would be quite so...so...well, you know!
He is not the uncomplicated fellow we expected, is he? Something
tells me that he has surprised you in more ways than
one."

She blinked innocently. "I have no
inkling of what you might mean."

Persey's lips bent in a slow smile.
"That was a man's thumbprint on your cheek, and I'm quite certain
it was not left there by Grey."

"It does not—"

"You regret rejecting the duke's
proposal," she stated flatly. "Admit it, woman."

"Why? Why would I regret anything?"
Just because she'd thought about him almost every day since that
fateful encounter, did not mean she would do anything any
differently. Some things simply were never meant to be.

"I always knew there would be a fellow
one day to upset your merry, carefree applecart, Flora. But I did
not know he would come out of your past. I had no suspicion of it.
You hid it so well."

"Oh, for pity's sake, for the last
time, there is nothing whatsoever like that between us. There
cannot be, can there?"

Persey merely looked, her eyes
gleaming saucily, lips quivering with restrained
amusement.

Finally Flora added with a gusty sigh.
"I daresay you want to meet him."

"Now that would be fun!"

"But you must not give the game
away."

Her friend smiled. "You know that
there is nobody on earth who can hold her tongue better than I. His
secret is quite safe with me." The smile broke into a grin. "As is
yours, darling."






* * * *






It rained hard that afternoon. Maxim
enjoyed a rare moment of rest in the hayloft when his mistress came
to find him.

"I think you should come inside for
dinner," she called up to him. "My friend Persephone Radcliffe
cannot stay long, but she is very keen to meet you."

He sat up, boots dangling over the
edge of the loft. "Would that be proper, my lady?"

"I believe in most societies it would
not be, but here in the Republic of Flora we are lax about our
dining company. Besides, I don't want to hear you complaining again
that you were overlooked by my guests."

When he leapt down to join her, she
held up a hand and frowned.

"And don't think I have forgotten your
earlier impertinence. I shall address the incident as soon as my
guest has gone."

He put on a wounded face. "You did not
like the kiss?"

"Like it? What has that to do with
anything? You took without asking and in complete disregard for my
opinion of the matter."

"But I thought you
wanted thrilling
adventure, madam."

She stared.

"I guessed that you did," he added
hastily. "Being a pirate, etcetera..."

"Did you indeed? If you must know what
I thought of your kiss...I found it ..." she pointed at his beard,
"prickly."

Maxim scowled. "That is
all?"

To that she gave no reply, but took
his waistcoat from a nearby hay bale and handed it to him. "Try to
look respectable for my guest. We eat tonight in the great
hall."

He bowed, taking the garment from her
outstretched hand. "Then Massimo shall be on his best
beehivier."






* * * *






He had never met the former
Marchioness of Holbrooke, but he had heard how she enlivened the
final years of the old marquess. It was not unusual, of course, for
elderly men to take much younger brides, but it was rare for the
arrangement to be mutually agreeable. In their case, it seemed, it
had been. Persephone spoke fondly of her deceased husband, of his
kindness and generosity.

"I know my friend Flora was not so
fortunate in her marriage," she said. "I was one of the lucky few.
What about you, Massimo? Do you have a wife and family in Italy? A
sweetheart, perhaps?"

"I do not have sweethearts," he
muttered, avoiding the other half of her question. "I left nothing
behind that I would miss." He turned the conversation to his work
in the vineyards, not eager to hear more about Flora's marriage. It
still turned his stomach to think of it, and he was certain the
distaste would show in his expression.

A lively discussion then followed
about wine-making, for it turned out that Persephone Radcliffe had
knowledge of medicinal, herbal recipes and she and Flora had an
idea to combine their efforts and produce wines capable of
providing healthy benefit. It seemed as if Flora had put more
thought into her endeavors than he first realized. He should not
have underestimated her.

As he watched his "mistress" chatter
with her friend, occasionally turning her eyes to him for a nod of
approval or a word of advice, or merely to include him in the
conversation, he felt a great warmth steal through his body. It was
like the sun coming out after a grim, rainy day. How determined she
was, full of ambition and passion. He told her he had never met a
woman like her and he meant it.

He understood now why he had come back
there to her. She felt like home.

The two women seemed almost to forget
about his presence after a while, laughing and talking excitedly
together about their business plans. The words flew off their lips,
finishing each other's sentences and anticipating the joke before
it came. He had never had such a friendship, and he envied
it.

She'd given him a chance before to be
her friend, and he had foolishly disregarded the offer. His
mistake.

"You see," she said proudly, turning
to him again at last, "if the grapevines fail to flourish, I shall
still make my wine, Massimo. I am undaunted."

"Of course. I believe you
can do anything, Flora." Then, realizing that the other woman
watched them with great curiosity, he corrected himself.
"Lady Flora."

"You were doubtful when you first
came," his mistress teased.

"With your hard work you proved me
wrong."

"You? Wrong?" She chuckled. "Gracious. I
never thought to hear you admit it."

"Not about all things was I wrong, my
lady. "

"Oh?"

"One thing in particular I have known
for a long time and my opinion has not changed. Nor will it ever.
It is a fact I feel in my very bones."

She was flushed, perhaps from the
wine. Perhaps not. That twinkle under her auburn lashes might just
be the reflection of candlelight. "What thing might that be,
Massimo the Magnificent?"

"You are so clever, madam, can you not
work it out for yourself?"

She faltered, looked down, both hands
gripping her wine glass.

"The English weather," he said,
sitting back with a grin, "is the worst, most abysmal, damp climate
in the world. And of that, I am now beyond doubt in my
certainty."






* * * *






Persey climbed up into her carriage,
shut the door and leaned out. "You know, of course, that he's in
love with you."

She caught her breath in a shattered
laugh. "Don't be ridiculous."

"You've known men smitten before. It
cannot be so strange an idea to comprehend."

"But not him. Not
Malgrave."

"Just why do you suppose he would go
to these lengths? As he says, you are clever, Flora. You know why
he's here."

"But he wouldn't. He
can't."

"Oh, but he is." Her friend nodded
earnestly. "I like him. Despite all the terrible things you ever
told me about his grace, the Duke of Malgrave, I find him quite
delightful, even charming."

"He's changed."

"So have you— or so you told me not so
long ago. I seem to remember something about you being
level-headed, judicious and forgiving these days. Oh, and chaste."
Persey smiled.

"He has a wife."

"Who, while he went away to war, was
indiscreet, unfaithful, and finally ran off with her lover,
treating the duke and her son abominably!"

"Perhaps Malgrave treated her just as
badly."

"Do you truly believe those stories?
Does he strike you as a man who could be dishonorable? Now that
he's here, do you think him capable of all those vile things that
are said of him in regard to his marriage? That man who holds out
chairs for you and gets up to tend the fire every time he thinks he
sees you shiver? Do you, in all honesty, think him a potential
villain?"

No. She did not. She always knew he
was a difficult man, awkward, often arrogant, but he was not
deliberately unkind or cruel.

"Regardless of what happened, or how
he might regret it now, he is a married man with a wife still
living." Flora had enjoyed her lovers in the past, but never a
married man. She held fast to that rule. A promise must be kept and
that went for marriage vows too.

Persey patted her knuckles where they
rested against the carriage door. "Well, I must go, dear friend,
and leave you to your dilemma. I shall say just one thing more.
Life is short and unpredictable; happiness is rare. We both know
that, after all the lives we've lived. As you always say, our time
is measured in sighs and gasps."

"That's three things, perhaps four. I
lost count."

"And you, my dear friend,
are overdue the love of a good man. One who is not just a playfellow. Not just a
man for whom you feel only lust, neither great esteem nor enduring
admiration. You need a man worthy of all that you are."

"Five things! Are you yet done? There
is nothing worse than a woman so stupidly content in her own life
that she rides about the countryside preaching grandiose ideas to
the less fortunate."

Laughing, the other woman, waved and
sat back in her seat. "I think you are afraid, Flora darling. Since
I've known you, your affairs have been brief, casual, never too
deep and meaningful. Safe, unchallenging and uncommitted. I think,
despite your brave talk of seizing life and opportunities, you fear
falling in love."

"I have always believed in love," she
protested. "I have waited for it all my life."

"And now it is upon you." Her friend
gasped dramatically, leaning forward again, fingers to her lips,
eyes wide and shining with amusement. "Your bluff has been called.
Sakes! Whatever shall you do?"

She watched the carriage depart as
dusk fell and with it more rain. For several moments she barely
thought of how wet she was getting. It did not occur to her that
she should seek shelter, for there was too much on her mind and her
heart.

Persey was usually very perceptive
when it came to people and their motives, but surely this time she
was mistaken. Surely.

Of all the people in the world, it
would be just her luck to fall in love with Smug-Bob
Prim-breeches.

Not Smug-Bob, she corrected herself,
but Smug-Fred.

Otherwise known as Fortitudo
Maximilian Fairfax-Savoy.

But was he in love with her? She would
not have imagined him capable of falling in love with anybody, for
that would require the man to concede those tightly clasped reins
of his self-control.

Love must be as fearsome a prospect
for him, as it was, suddenly— after all her fine talk—for Rosie
Jackanapes.

Otherwise known as Lady Flora of the
Pink Toes.


 Chapter Eighteen






When she returned to the hall, he was
still there, all the candles extinguished and only the fire left to
provide light.

"Now I know where your neighbors came
by the idea of a coven," he said wryly. "Two ladies of mischief
meeting here alone to discuss their wicked plans and laugh. So much
laughter." Then he saw how the rain dripped from her clothes and
hair. "Good God, woman, come here by the fire."

"I like the rain," she said softly.
"It makes the flowers grow and feeds the earth."

"You're soaked through." He reached
for her sleeve, urging her closer to the fire's glow.

"Don't fuss,
Fred."

Silence. He kept hold of her sleeve,
but stilled. Firelight danced over his face as he looked down at
her, vaguely annoyed. Uncertain. "You knew?"

"Did you really think I would not
recognize you?" she said. "I knew it the first day."

The frown deepened. "I've been
sleeping in that damn hayloft for no reason these past few
weeks?"

"I decided it would do you good. Teach
you a lesson for trying to trick me."

In a huff, he released her sleeve,
went to a chair and dropped heavily into it. Oh dear, would he now
revert to the stiffness and arrogance she had seen in him
before?

"Why did you come back here like this,
pretending to be Italian? Did you think I might burn your house
down, so you came to keep an eye on me in disguise?" she teased
gently, walking over to stand before him. "I am not the clumsy fool
I used to be, you know."

Finally he looked at her again. "The
ever-devious Plumm urged me to come home. Lured me, perhaps, would
be a better word, when he told me you were here at
Darnley."

"Plumm?"

"I begin to see that this was all his
doing," he muttered. "No doubt the grapevines gave him the
idea."

"But why?"

"As my loyal retainer I once asked him
to help in a certain matter that proved beyond our control. To this
day, it seems, he has not conceded defeat. Plumm does not care for
dangling threads."

"I'm a dangling thread?"

He nodded, his lips bent in a wry
smile. "That's one term for it."

Flora knew that the solicitor, Plumm,
had paid a visit to Wyndham after the duke's letters stopped all
those years ago. It was Francis who told her what happened,
otherwise she would never have known. Unfortunately, Flora,
confined to her room as punishment for some misdemeanor, was
forbidden visitors at that time and her great aunt was out, leaving
Sir Roderick to lay down the law.

"Lady Flora is indisposed," the
smelfungus was reported as saying when told of the solicitor's
arrival. "She will see nobody. Send him on his way, whoever he is.
He clearly is not a worthy suitor. He dresses like a costermonger
who lost his wares on the way to market."

"But he is in the employ of the Duke
of Malgrave, sir," the butler had replied.

"Ah. No doubt he seeks some monetary
compensation for the damage she caused in Suffolk this spring. Tell
him we are not at home."

Thus Plumm was sent away and Flora
never knew what he really wanted.

Could it be true that, after all this
time, the solicitor still tried to facilitate a match between
them?

She poured them both another glass of
wine from the half empty decanter and took one to him. "It is good
of you to come here and help me, in spite of everything. To let me
stay here, after the way I once behaved."

"You were young." He gave another
little smile as he took the glass she offered. "We both were." He
paused, his eyes studying her, glistening in the light of the fire.
"You were the first person ever to offer me good advice. The first
who dared say 'no' to me. As you can imagine, it stung."

"Yes. I was extremely full of myself,
wasn't I?"

After a moment he leaned forward and
clicked his glass gently to hers. "Friends now then?"

"Oh." She swallowed. "Yes. Friends. Of
course. I...I am glad." What more could she expect? She had lost
her chance and with a man like him there was no second. In their
current situation this was the best he could offer her. It ought to
be enough.

But his kiss had started something
inside Flora— or awoken it. She did not like this feeling of
wretched confusion.

He seemed so calm, sitting there with
his wine, the complete opposite to what she felt inside. Persey
must be wrong; she must have misread him completely.

"How long can you stay?" she managed
finally. "I suppose you have many more important matters to tend
now you are returned to England."

"I should see my son, but he remains
at school until the end of term. I thought I might," he paused,
watching her above the rim of his wine glass, "invite him here to
Darnley for Christmas. I would like to have a proper Yuletide, the
way ordinary folk do it. I've always been alone for the season. I'd
like it to be different this year."

It amused her the way he referred to
"ordinary folk". But then he had been raised in a strange, rarified
environment, quite distant from the reality faced by nine tenths of
the population. One had to make allowances.

"That would be splendid,
Fred."

"You would not mind having my son
here?"

Flora laughed lightly. "It is your
house, your grace. I am merely a tenant."

His eyes darkened. "You
are not merely anything, madam. Not to me."

Was she still drawn on his map then,
as he once told her she was? "I shall look forward to meeting your
son," she said carefully, trying not to read more into it. Not to
see things that weren't there, simply because she wanted them to
be.

"Nicholas needs somebody like you to
give him honest advice, as you once gave me. I ask you to be a
friend to him. I know I can trust you, as I can trust very few
souls in this world."

It was the highest compliment anybody
had ever paid Flora, and it silenced her for a moment. She lowered
her seat to the edge of a chair, her heart drumming so fast,
shaking the lace trim of her bodice. It was a tremendous
responsibility to bear his trust, not to disappoint.

"Nicholas is important to me," he
added, his voice low and steady. "And I fear I have neglected him.
I mean to make up for that now, before it is too late. Moments pass
rapidly in this life. I do not want to waste any more of them than
I have already."

She nodded slowly.

"He has been abandoned by his mother,
as you know," he continued, setting down his glass, "but he needs
some feminine influence in his life, especially now. I lacked that
myself as a young man, and I suffered for it. Well, you witnessed
my clumsiness in dealing with women. Romance..." he winced, "and
all that dreadful business. I had nobody to advise me on that
score."

Startled, Flora still held her tongue.
He was opening up to her, proving now how much he trusted her, that
it was not just something he said to flatter.

"That is why I tried to bring the
duchess back, before too much damage was done. But she has hidden
herself well away and makes it clear that she wants nothing of this
life. I am sorry for Nicholas, but I see now that he is perhaps
better off without her if she is so disinterested."

"He is very fortunate to have
you."

"Will you be his friend? Teach him how
to enjoy life, how to play games and laugh once in a while? How not
to make a menace of himself with females?"

"Of course!" She would have laughed,
but he remained somber. Studying his expression thoughtfully, she
added, "But in the eyes of most, including your mother, I am not
exactly a paragon of righteousness. I would not want your son to be
tainted by association with me. You must have heard the gossip. I
can only imagine what they will say when it is discovered that
you're here with me."

"Yes, well, that was always your
mistake."

"What was?"

"To think I cared about any of that."
He suddenly reached for her fingers where they rested on her lap.
"Would I have asked you once to marry me, if I cared about
gossip?"

"But—"

"I don't care what anybody
says about me,
Lady Flora. I care what they say and think about
you."

She managed a startled,
"Oh."

"I'm the bloody Duke of Malgrave and
if I approve of you, that's all that matters. They shouldn't
question it. I'll see to it that they don't. I can have you invited
to court if you want to go. I can have you accepted anywhere.
Welcomed anywhere. Let's see what they have to say
then."

She feigned a sigh, her free hand
clasped to her bosom. "It must be terrible to have all that
power."

He grinned slowly. "One lives with the
burdens, one might as well take advantage of the benefits
too."

Flora reclaimed her hand, pretending
she needed it to adjust a curl of rain-dampened hair that had
fallen to her shoulder. "You're not nearly as grumpy and dull as I
thought you were."

"Another of your mistakes and
misconceptions. Hellfire, so many of them! I wonder you can get out
of bed without hurting yourself or breaking something."

"Was that a
joke, your
grace?"

"An observation."

"But I do get some things right. You
said I once gave you excellent advice."

"Good advice," he corrected. "Not
excellent."

She thought about kissing him
suddenly. Let him quibble about the quality of that, she mused.
Then, as if he'd read her mind, he raised a hand to his mouth and
the finger laid across his lips seemed meant to discourage the
idea. Yes, be sensible.

"Is it not strange," she said,
plucking a thought out of the air— anything to stop thinking of his
mouth and his kisses— "that in the future people will want to be
gossiped about. They will pay good coin and hire people to put them
in the newspaper."

"Why, in god's name, would they want
that?"

"Because without the attention they'll
feel as if they don't exist."

Frowning, he shook his head. "Then I
am very glad that I shall not see far into the future."

A pinch of sadness took
her breath away for a moment, but she smiled through it.
Do not think of kissing him. Do not make a fool
of yourself. You're not seventeen anymore.
Have some restraint, woman. "Shall you not
ask me how I know so much about the future? Most people
do."

"I assume it is just another of those
games you like to play."

Yes, it was another game. She did not
know where her ideas came from and that was the safest
explanation.

"I hope, now that you are
no longer playing your game as Massimo the Magnificent, and have returned all your
parts to the Duke of Malgrave's body— upright and proper— you will
not try to kiss me again. Like before. Without my
permission." Damn and blast.
Why did she go and say that? She was not supposed
to be thinking about kissing him. Had she not just had that stern
talk with herself?

He said nothing, merely looked at her
through narrowed eyes, the finger still pressed across his lips, as
if he was lost in deep thought.

"Even dukes," she added saucily,
"cannot get away with that behavior. Not in the Republic of
Flora."

"For a woman averse to rules and
boundaries that curb her own liberty, you are remarkably
dictatorial as the leader of this republic."

"Somebody has to be in charge." She
smiled. "And this time it's me."

She got up, deciding it was safest
then to retreat, before she did something foolish.

"I shall bid you good evening, your
grace. Since you no longer need play the role of a hired hand, why
not take the guest bed above? Tomorrow, if you desire it, I can
move my things from the main bedchamber. It is, after all, yours by
right."

"Mine by right?" He looked up, eyes
full of slow-glowing, sultry sparks. "I think not, madam. I prefer
to earn my place in that bed." Now his gaze dropped to his thigh as
he brushed a hand over it and let his fingers tap out a slow,
sultry rhythm. "With your permission, of course."

She squeezed her own hands together.
"As you wish."

Only later, remembering their
conversation in a steadier frame of mind, did she wonder exactly
what she had given him permission to do.






* * * *






Although rather galling that she had
seen through his deception so quickly, it was a relief not to keep
up the act. He had discovered that he quite liked being himself
after all. However much fun it was to be Massimo for a while, he
was an exhausting fellow to be around.

The next morning he shaved his beard
and, with Grey's help, trimmed his hair, tying it back in a small,
respectable tail.

"Naturally, the Greys must now be told
your true identity," Flora insisted. "They will wonder what
happened to the outrageous accent. Besides, this is your house and
they are, strictly speaking, your staff, not mine."

But he did not want to change the way
she'd been managing the place, so he made it clear to the steward
and his wife that Lady Flora was still giving the
commands.

"Oh, aye!" The old man gave a
conspiratory wink. "Woman is still givin' the orders."

"Indeed she is," Maxim replied
steadily. "She is still the mistress here."

"Aye, the
mistress."

He straightened his shoulders, cleared
his throat and said, "Lady Flora and I are old friends, and that is
all there is to it. Should you hear speculation to the contrary
when you attend the market in Holsham, I expect you to put an end
to it at once."

"Of course, your grace," Martha Grey
exclaimed, bobbing a curtsey between every other word so that she
looked like a little bird pecking at seeds. "It is good to have you
home, your grace. I meant to say...to have you here at Darnley.
Where you have never visited. We are honored, your grace. Your
grandmama would be so happy to know you came here at last, for she
did love this place and oft spoke of—"

"That's enough, woman," her husband
growled. "Don't make an exhibit o' yerself by nattering
on."

"But I were only–"

"I said that's enough out o'
you."

"Please, madam," Maxim intervened. "Do
tell me about my grandmother. I have few memories of her and would
like to know more." He held out his arm for the cook and she, after
a sheepish glance at her husband, took it. "Thank you, Grey. You
may go about your business in the stables. I believe Lady Flora has
need of you there." Then he walked out into the herb garden with
Martha and she told him about her early days at Darnley, when she
was first hired by his grandmother as a kitchen maid. Through the
old lady's slowly emboldened chatter, Maxim was able to create a
picture, in his mind, of how the place once was, with a full
complement of staff, a complete roof and well-tended
fields.

"She often said she wished you would
come to visit, sir. But of course you were no more than a little
lad then and could not choose where you went or what you did. She
used to say that she could see you content here one day. Isn't that
strange, sir, that she would see such a thing and it come to
pass?"

Maxim knew that he should have been
brought here to visit, but his mother did not like to travel so far
into the country and there was little affection lost between her
and his widowed grandmother. They were two complete opposites. As
for his father, the fifth duke spent whatever time he had to spare
for his son, preparing the little boy for future obligations. A
visit to his grandmother— an oddity who had turned her back on
society and talked to plants— was not considered a worthwhile
enterprise for the Malgrave heir.

Yes, his grandmother would approve of
Lady Flora and her bare feet. Perhaps that was why his mother
disliked her so much, he mused.

"It is good of you, your grace, to
come here and help that lady when you must have so many other
troubles weighing upon you."

"My dear Mistress Grey, I have no
troubles that cannot be undone by one of your splendid pies. Had I
known such a treasure was hidden away in this kitchen I would have
poached you away long since to work at Castle Malgrave."

"Oh, but I like it here, sir. Begging
your pardon, sir, but I'm not made for grand places like that. And
Lady Flora says you have a very fine French chef at the castle. She
said you once sent her lemon cakes."

So she was still talking about that.
He laughed. "Mistress Grey, I can assure you that your skills are
just as accomplished, if not more so, than that French chef. You,
after all, have no staff under you and a much less well-equipped
kitchen. The feasts you turn out with your own two hands would make
him slink away in despair."

Later, as he walked with Flora through
the orchard, she said, "I hear you made a conquest of Martha's
heart today."

"I did?"

"To hear her talk of you, one would
think you something betwixt Hercules and Apollo come down from the
clouds to save us all."

He laughed. "You did say I was to keep
her happy, because you take your food seriously."

"Well, I am glad you are kind to her.
She's a good lady."

"Why on earth did she marry that man?
Ordinary folk do not have arranged marriages; Plumm assures me they
do things differently. So why marry him if she is free to
choose?"

"Ordinary folk. There it is
again."

"Yes. Other people."

She made an odd face. "Those not born
into the upper echelons of society, you mean. The non-nobility. The
minions. The great unwashed."

"I know nothing of their bathing
habits," he replied, trying to understand her tone.

"We're all the same species,
Fred."

But of that he was doubtful. He'd seen
the way Grey itched his buttocks on fence poles, despite the risk
of splinters, and heard the old curmudgeon burping out his prayers
on the privy.

With a sigh she explained, "Sometimes
women are tricked by the man they marry. When first they meet— in
the first flush of the acquaintance— a man can make it seem as if
he is the hero in her story, but time and familiarity removes the
mask and then she sees that what she once thought was a shiny,
sweet, ripe apple, is actually rotten, full of bruises and maggots.
By then it's too late."

"The same can happen to a
man."

"I suppose so," she agreed
with a shrug. "It can also happen in an arranged marriage of the
aristocracy. It is not only a misfortune reserved for
ordinary folk."

He sniffed. "At least you and I would
never have been so fooled with each other. We both knew more about
the maggots than the shiny parts."

She burst out laughing. "True. We
could only have been pleasantly surprised over time."

And then, because it was sad more than
it was amusing, they both fell silent and tried to think of other
things to talk about. But there were none and the silence stretched
on, growing heavy.

Suddenly she spoke again.

"I almost wish we were butterflies and
lived but three summer days," she said. "Three such days with you I
could fill with more delight than fifty common years could ever
contain." Then, when she found him quizzical, she smiled. "That's
John Keats."

"Who?"

"A poet."

"Never heard of him."

Her smile faltered. "Oh.
Really?"

"Certain."

"Perhaps you don't know much poetry. I
could have sworn that was his name."

"I know plenty of it, madam, but I
have never heard of a John Keats. Are you sure he's not just an old
lover of yours?" He paused. "Like Ned Godfrey?"

"Who?"

"Just a name I heard once."

"A poet?"

"No. Unless he had aspirations," he
muttered grimly.

Slowly her smile returned, but it was
tempered now, guarded. "Forget poetry then."

"Please let's. It's not like you to be
lost for your own words."

She turned to face him and took his
hand in hers, gripping it tightly. "It doesn't follow necessarily
that we would have been happy, even if we had the past twenty years
together. We were both two very different people then. It is
experience that has changed us, and if it had been different to
what it was..." she shrugged, "well, then. Who knows what might
have become of us. I cannot regret the past now. And, indeed, if
every bad thing that happened has put me here now, then I am
grateful for it. I would live it all again, just to have this
moment now, with you." She faltered and then finished in a rush.
"As friends, of course. Good friends."

She had barely got the words out, when
he gripped her chin and held her fast, lowering his lips to hers in
the same breathless moment. He did not kiss; he plundered,
determined to take all and leave nothing.

He would have gone on kissing her,
despite the rain and the biting cold wind, but then she pulled back
a little, her hands pressed flat to his chest. "What are we doing
here, Fred?" Her eyes were wide, searching, inquisitive.

He slid his arms around her waist,
pulling her close again, keeping her warm. "Raising grapevines.
Making wine."

"As friends?"

"As very, very good
friends."

"Then I feel it incumbent
upon me to advise you, Fred, for your own good, that
friends, in the Republic
of Flora, do not kiss that way."

"How do they kiss?"

"Very lightly to the cheek. Or to the
hand."

"But you are a lady who likes to break
the rules, cross the boundaries, chance the forbidden." He could
feel every breath she took, every sigh, as he tightened his arms
around her.

"Not with a married man," she
whispered.

She was right, of course, to remind
him.

Time to do something about
that.

"Come inside, before it rains," he
said. "Martha has made supper. And cake, so I hear."

He knew how to distract her. For a
while, at least.






* * * *






A cart arrived that day, loaded with
boxes and crates, things he had apparently sent for via letter to
his solicitor. There were all manner of treats for the Yuletide
season, including some of the best brandy and port from Castle
Malgrave's cellars, fish from his lake, packed and preserved in
salt, and a brace of pheasant. But he was most excited about one
gift in particular— a pair of boots.

They were sturdy, brown and went all
the way up to her knee. There was no heel, no embroidery, no bows.
Nothing to make them pretty. They were no-nonsense, practical,
somewhat stiff until worn in. They were the Duke of Malgrave in
boot form.

"There," he said, his eyes gleaming
with satisfaction, "these will protect your pink toes, madam. Now
you can keep up with me."

And because he looked so pleased, and
he had ordered them just for her, she loved those plain, unpretty
boots with all her might.

The next horses to arrive at Darnley
brought a carriage that deposited his sixteen-year-old heir,
Nicholas, who was to stay for the season, and the solicitor,
Halfpenny Plumm, who came only for a brief visit on business for
the duke.

The boy was rather quiet and shy at
first, but Flora had soon put him at his ease, and nobody could
fail to see the joy he felt at being once again in company with his
father. Even more so because Maxim had written, asking him to
come.

"My lord father has never requested my
presence before," Nicholas told her one day, soon after his
arrival. "I was afraid he might have some terrible news for me, but
it rather seems as if he just...wanted me here." Evidently the
young man had rarely felt wanted and he was still getting
accustomed to the sensation.

She saw that there was some
awkwardness between father and son, most of it stemming from
Maxim's inability to set down his guard and be less
formal.

"He is not an associate in business,
you know," she whispered to him one day. "He's a boy. And you don't
have to be afraid of him."

"Afraid?" he exclaimed.
"Nonsense!"

"He's just you, in smaller, younger
form. Can you not remember how you felt at that age?"

"I was already in charge
of the estate," he muttered irritably. "Nobody cared how I
felt about anything. Why
would they?"

"Then here is your chance to make a
difference."

He looked peevish. "I suppose you
recommend hugs."

"One step at a time, Fred. Try a pat
on the shoulder first. We do not want to leap into a full embrace
when we have only just mastered a smile to soften the formal
handshake."

"You exaggerate, woman."

"Remember how pleasant it was to be
Massimo, relaxed enough to put your feet up in my presence? Why can
you not be that way with Nicholas and shake off this hard
shell?"

"That was with you. You're
different."

"How so?"

"You already had a low opinion of me.
Nicholas still thinks I'm a god."

She rolled her eyes. "Just when I
thought we were making inroads on that insufferable
arrogance."

"I was the same with my father. He was
without fault in my eyes." Maxim rubbed his forehead with one hand.
"I always strove to be just like him, of course. I do not wish to
disappoint Nicholas."

Flora would have taken his hand or his
arm, but Plumm was watching from across the room, so she brushed
down his sleeve instead, as if she found a stubborn dog hair upon
it. "I think you'll find it does no harm, once in a while, to let
him see that you're human. And that you love him. He could hardly
be disappointed with that."

After this conversation she was
gratified to see him make a greater effort with Nicholas, even
sitting down with him for a game of chess. But the softening would
not happen swiftly and she did not expect it to. The Duke of
Malgrave remained, in many ways, a victim of his isolated
upbringing. He would argue with her, of course, that it did not
make him a victim; he would say that he survived in the role to
which he'd been born, by putting up his walls and facing the world
as a cold monolith. It was necessary.

Such a man would never come completely
down from his lofty heights to move easily among "ordinary" folk,
as he called them.

Which made it all the more startling
and gratifying to Flora that he spent this time with her. She
mentioned this to him once, only half joking, and he replied
solemnly, "You're an earl's daughter, even though you do try to
disguise the fact. There is not a great disparity in our status.
Your name is just as ancient as my own. The Chelmsworth-Manderby
lineage just as aristocratic as the Fairfax-Savoy's."

She wanted very badly to say, "Ha!
Well, then here is the proof that ordinary folk are not so very
different to you after all, your grace. Because, guess
what..."

But she chose not to correct him. In
fact, she said nothing at all. Nothing at all.

The moment passed and after a while
she decided it was simply too late. Like the moment for discreetly
pointing out a slice of ham hanging from a man's wig.

The Duke of Malgrave would not thank
her for pointing out his error. He was not ready for
that.

Captain Fartleberries took a liking to
Nicholas, as he had to Maxim, and she rose every morning to see the
lad throwing sticks and balls for her generally lazy dog, who had
perked up considerably now that he had men to impress. Typical. All
males together. Good thing she still had Martha for feminine
companionship, for as the weather worsened there was no hope of
another visit from Persey— especially now that she was soon to
enter her confinement.

"My father seems different here,"
Nicholas remarked to her one morning. "Less closed off. Perhaps it
is because this is a smaller house with fewer rooms in which he can
hide away. Here he must be sociable. He laughs more than I have
ever heard him."

"When I first met him I thought he had
no sense of humor, but now I think he was simply very clever at
hiding it."

"And you have brought it out, Lady
Flora. He is at ease around you."

She was amused. "Only
sometimes."

Nicholas wanted to know if she had
children of her own and she explained that she had not been so
blessed during her marriage.

"My mama has gone away abroad. I
suppose you know all that. Everybody does. They tease me at
school."

"Then the boys who tease you are very
wicked and had better hope they have no misfortune in their own
lives."

"I do not think she really wanted me
in the first place, Lady Flora. She told me once that it was my
fault she'd been trapped into marriage to my father. She cried a
great deal and called him terrible things, I remember, but he was
never cruel or unkind to her. Not deliberately. He stayed mostly in
his wing of the house and she stayed in hers, or she went to
London. The times she spent away became longer and longer, until
suddenly she did not come home. My father was away at war then. He
did not know she'd left, until he came home."

Clearly, Nicholas had waited to find
someone to whom he could say all this. It gushed out of him like
blood from a wound, and yet there was a look of relief on his face.
As she listened quietly and with concern, the fear and weariness
left his eyes.

"Marriage can be very difficult," she
said diplomatically. "It can take its toll on both parties and the
children."

"My father does not discuss his
feelings, of course, and has little patience for those who dwell
upon their own. He thinks it is a weakness. My mother, on the other
hand, was always frantic, always on the verge of hysteria, veering
from one emotion to another. They were not well
matched."

For a boy of only sixteen he was
sensitive, intelligent and perceptive. Having witnessed the dark
side of his parents' marriage, the lad seemed to blame himself for
their unhappiness. A heavy burden he took upon his
shoulders.

"Nicholas," she said, putting her arm
around him gently, "I do not know your mother, but I do know your
father and I can tell you that he loves you dearly. He may not know
how to express it, but he is abominably proud of you. The very
first thing he talked about when he came here was you and how
important you are to him, how he wants to initiate changes and make
up for his years away."

The boys smiled shyly. "He
did?"

Flora gave him a squeeze. "Do not tell
him that I told you all that. He'd have my guts for
garters."

His smile widened. "No, he wouldn't.
You could get away with anything. He's utterly smitten. Yesterday
he was watching you from across the yard and he put his boots on
the wrong feet."

When Maxim came upon them both
laughing together he demanded to know what was so amusing and Flora
made up a hasty fib. "I was telling your son about the wheelbarrow
races in which I once participated across the lawns at Castle
Malgrave."

"Kindly restrain yourself from leading
my son astray too," he muttered. "Are you not satisfied with one
Malgrave in your clutches?"






* * * *






Halfpenny Plumm was very interested to
see how her plans for Darnley had progressed and she reluctantly
explained about her poor harvest.

"It was only your first, my lady," he
replied kindly. "You have so little experience of working the land
and matters of horticulture."

"Yes, and I really didn't have any
idea of the task I set myself." She had seen her friend Persey
maintaining a pretty herb garden, and she had memories of Goody
Applegate tending her orchards, so she'd assumed it couldn't be so
very hard. But he was right, her experiences had always been on the
edge, observing others. Usually while she lounged in a chair under
a parasol, sipped wine and nibbled strawberries. Oh, how very
pointless and pampered this life had been until now.

"Finally you have the proper footwear,
my lady," Plumm pointed out. "And the proper person to
help."

She beamed, heartened by the thought.
"Yes. Thank you, Plumm. I know this was your doing."

His bristled brows wriggled. "Me,
madam?"

"Yes. Thank you for bringing him back
to me and giving us a second chance."

He denied it, of course, claiming it
was his master's idea to return and that he'd had no hand in her
finding Darnley Abbey; that the latter was all her friend Persey's
doing. But before she left him to light the candles and lanterns,
as she did every evening, the solicitor suddenly put a hand on her
arm.

"Madam, his grace has asked me to put
the wheels in motion for a divorce."

"Good god!"

"It will be a scandal, naturally.
Divorce has never been contemplated in the Fairfax-Savoy family,
but his grace has finally decided this will be the best solution
for all."

"I am sorry. It must be
very hard for him to consider such a desperate measure." But she
was not that sorry. Her heart picked up a faster pace. It was wicked of
her to wish his marriage dissolved and to think ill of a woman who
had only done what she was probably told to do, forced into a union
much as Flora had been in her youth.

"Indeed." The solicitor bowed his
head. "It was a difficult decision for his grace, but he has reason
now to free himself of that anchor."

"He would be angry if he knew you told
me, Plumm."

"Perhaps. But I know he will need
genuine friends and supporters when the news is generally known. I
thought you should be prepared, Lady Flora."

"You can rely on my
discretion, of course, and my loyalty." We
are very, very good friends.
He said so himself. She
sighed.

He had half turned away, but she
sensed there was more. Then, in a rush of breath, the solicitor
confessed, "You should also know that many years ago his last
letter to you was intercepted and destroyed by his mother. I tried,
several times, to apprise you of the fact, but my efforts failed.
Time and circumstances marched on, as did the duke. But I am now
too old to care what his mother might do to me. So there it
is."

She suddenly wanted to cry, which was
not like her at all. Perhaps the weeks of hard work and long hours
caught up with her in earnest.

"I see," she managed on a slender
breath. "It was a long time ago and I do not suppose anything would
have happened differently. The duke and I were on separate paths
back then."

I almost wish we were
butterflies and lived but three summer days. Three such days with
you I could fill with more delight than fifty common years could
ever contain.

Where did she hear that? Flora was almost
certain it was by a poet called John Keats, but Fred claimed not to
know the name. It had come out of her mouth before she even thought
about it, but now she felt the pain of regret for lost years when
they might have been together. She had wanted to stay cheerful and
sunny that day, even under the menace of rainclouds, so that he
would not see her sorrow, not see her regret. But inside she felt
it dearly.

Whatever time they had together, she
would make the most of it.

She looked at Plumm as he waited by
her window, watching father and son playing with the dog outside.
There was something familiar about his profile and the way he
stood.

How old was Maxim's solicitor? Sixty
at least, perhaps a little older. Plumm: of all the names she might
have dreamed about.

"Were you ever at sea, Master Plumm,
as a boy?"

"At sea?" She could not see his
expression now for he was a shadowy silhouette, with the light of
the window behind him. "I often feel all at sea, I must confess."
He huffed out a short puff of laughter that came from his nose
rather than his mouth. "But I am not one for travel, my lady. I do
not have the bowel for it."

"Ah. I thought I knew a boy once, by
the name of Plumm..." But how could she have known him as a boy? It
would have been fifty years ago, or more.

"You did, madam? Well, 'tis a common
name."

"Is it?"

"In Putney."

No, Plumm the stowaway and cabin boy,
was merely part of a dream. A colorful, remarkably detailed dream,
but a dream nonetheless, a quilt sewed by her imagination from
scraps of experience or— as Great Aunt Bridget had suggested—
things she'd read in books.

He had gone very still, and she sensed
he studied her as she had done to him.

"I had better see if Martha needs my
help in the kitchen," she said breezily.

He bowed. "Very good, my lady." But as
she left him there, Flora was certain she heard him murmur softly,
"Impossible. Surely."

It was a thought she often had
herself.


 Chapter Nineteen






It snowed the day after Plumm left for
London. Flora made the great hall cozy with a roaring fire and
bowers of evergreen and holly. They enjoyed roast pheasant from the
Malgrave estate, potatoes from her own garden, and spiced, mulled
blackberry wine that his tenant made herself. After dinner they
played cards and Fred, despite his reluctance to play, won every
hand.

He wondered if she let him win. After
all, she was rumored to be a highly proficient player.

Amongst all the boxes and crates Plumm
had brought to Darnley, there was one that Maxim had quickly
spirited away out of sight. Now, on each day until twelfth night,
he took a wrapped item from that box and gave it to Flora. Each one
was labeled, as he had requested in his letter, each one another
step in his plan to court Flora Chelmsworth. This time he would do
it properly. As it should have been done before.

The first gift was a tiny box inlaid
with a mother-of-pearl pear tree. Inside it sat a miniature gold
partridge that chirped merrily when his lid was lifted. On the
second day he presented her with a fan, painted with turtle doves,
one of whom winked at the other when fluttered. Similar gifts
followed— a small pillow infused with French lavender perfume and
decorated with three speckled hens; a brush with four "colly" birds
made of ebony on the handle; a gold ring with five intertwined
bands; a bracelet with six geese and their eggs— which were little
dangling pearls, and a silk shawl embroidered with seven elegant
swans, their beaks sewn of amber beads. On the eighth day his gifts
turned slightly more practical.

"A milkmaid's cap?"

He led her outside to greet the
delivery of eight beautiful calves to supplement the two dairy cows
she had brought to Darnley when she first came.

"Now you will have a real herd to
manage," he warned her. "Do you think it too much?"

He knew, of course, what she would say
to that. She was already naming the new arrivals, falling in love
with all eight pairs of big brown eyes.

They would need to hire a milkmaid, of
course— at least one— but she would find that out for herself once
she realized the hard work involved in milking ten cows twice a
day.

On the ninth day, he gave her dancing
slippers with ribbons of pink silk.

"They are lovely, but I do not dance
anymore. I have no time for that."

"We'll see," he replied, finding it
very hard to imagine her giving up all her entertainments. Not
wanting her to do so either.

The tenth day's gift was a pair of
gloves, each finger decorated with the image of a comical leaping
gentleman.

"How clever you are, Fred! I have
never seen anything like them."

"They are unique, of course. Like you.
Nobody else has the same."

"Just for me?" She clutched them to
her bosom, eyes wide and shining. "I shall treasure them
forever."

On the eleventh day, he gave her an
Italian flute with a book of eleven tunes to learn, "So you can
entertain me in the evenings."

"But I am not a very accomplished
musician. I was always too distracted to learn and too lazy to
practice. Besides, is a harp not more ladylike than a
flute?"

"I have patience and can wait for you
to master the instrument. The nights are long now, and I need
something to keep the boredom at bay."

She frowned, waving the flute at him.
"And this was the first thing you thought of asking me to play
upon?"

He turned away quickly before he might
laugh. "Perhaps I have given you too many gifts now, if you are
starting to pick fault, woman."

"Oh, I did not mean to sound
ungrateful. I'm sorry. It's lovely. It's a
lovely...flute."

"It's damned hard coming up with
twelve gifts, you know."

"I didn't ask you to do this. You
needn't have gone to all this trouble, just for me." She walked up
to him. "I don't need presents."

"But you should have them."

"I would rather just have
you."

There she went again, making it seem
so simple. He took a breath, realizing that he'd been holding it.
"I came back here to tell you...that I ...I want you in my life.
However long we have together now. I want you, Flora Chelmsworth."
Good god, had that really come out of his mouth? He was aghast. Did
not know where to look or what to do with himself.

Suddenly her hands were on his face
and she rose up to kiss him so gently that it seemed as if their
lips melted into each other. "And that, my darling Fred," she
whispered, "is the best gift you could ever have given me. That is
all I needed."

"All?" It did not seem possible to
him. But she would not lie about it; he knew that much.

There was nothing more to be said at
that time, for Nicholas came in with the dog, both snow-capped and
in need of refreshment after dashing about in the yard for an
hour.






* * * *






On the fifth of January, Nicholas
returned to school.

Flora sent him off with a parcel of
delights from the kitchen, as well as the promise to send him some
new waistcoats of a more modern style.

"I do not know what use my son will
have for those," Maxim grumbled. "What he has now is perfectly
plain and respectable. He does not require embellishment like a
dandy."

Flora merely gave Nicholas a sly wink
and then stood aside to observe the parting between father and son.
She was pleased to see some greater warmth in Maxim's embrace. He
managed to look slightly less mortified by the young man's
affection than he had been on arrival.

"Write to me when you get to school,
Nicholas, so that I know you are there safely. If there is anything
you require, be sure to apprise myself or Plumm."

"Will you still be here at Darnley,
father?"

"Yes."

Well, she thought, that was
unequivocal.

Nicholas smiled. "Good."

Which was a statement equally short,
but certain and full of meaning.

Once his carriage was out of sight,
they went into the great hall together, both feeling the loss of
his youthful spirit in that moment, the house suddenly quieter.
Captain Fartleberries napped beside the fire, feet twitching—
probably exhausted after the exercise regime imposed by Nicholas,
who had more energy than a thousand spring rabbits. At least it had
got some of the fat off the old dog's frame.

Spying her new silk shawl where it lay
over a chair, she swung it around her shoulders and gave the
graceful swans a quick pat. "You have given me so many lovely,
beautiful things, yet I have nothing for you," she said
sadly.

"Ah, but I have not finished
yet."

"Oh, no." Her shoulders sank. "Not
more surely!"

He looked askance. "That's a fine
thing to say, madam."

"But, Fred! It's too much, and I have
nothing to give in return."

"You have not yet had my twelfth
gift."

So she relented. He had gone to so
much trouble for her. Nobody else ever had. "Twelve drummers
drumming? I hope you have not—"

He took her hand and raised it to his
chest, where he held the palm pressed flat to his heart. "Can you
feel them here, Flora?"

She closed her eyes. Even through his
shirt and waistcoat the hearty thump was evident and very
fast.

"I love you," he said. "I've always
loved you. I just did not know it back then. I did not recognize
the pain. How could I? There were no examples in my life twenty
years ago."

Naturally he had to describe it as a
pain, she mused. "Well, what did you think it was? What did it feel
like?"

"I thought perhaps it was the Fairfax
Disorder."

"And what, pray tell, is
that?"

"A burning in the gullet, a chronic
dyspepsia from which many of my ascendants suffered. The only
relief, according to Doctor Osgood in London, is peppermint tea. I
drank a plentiful amount of it after you rejected me, but the pain
did not ease."

It was both the saddest and sweetest
thing anybody had ever said to her. In any of her many
lives.

"I should have taken the time to know
you better," she whispered, opening her eyes to meet his steady
gaze. "But we have time now, do we not? Now we are alone together?
Just a man and a woman."

She felt him swallow, but he said
nothing, simply lifted her in his arms and carried her
upstairs.

It was all very dramatic, she mused
happily, kicking off her shoes as they went, and even better than
the way she'd always imagined it would be when she finally
succumbed to love.






* * * *






The softness of her skin was finer and
more exquisite than anything he could ever recall touching; the
scent of her hair intoxicated as he breathed it in, and her gasps
of pleasures played a sensual, original symphony in his ear. She
enthralled each one of his senses, enriched them, bewitched them.
Maxim knew he had never felt so besotted as he was with this woman.
It was a weakness he should never have allowed himself, and yet it
began before he was even aware of it. And once he realized the hold
she had over him it was too late.

Terrible.

Terrible that she had done this to
him.

But he forgave her. He was in a
forgiving mood. By all the saints, how could he be anything else
now?

In this moment the sky could have
fallen and he would not care.

Outside the bedchamber window all was
still and white; inside the room there was color and heat— the
glorious flame of her hair against his tanned skin, the
cherry-stain of her lips, the gilded tips of her lashes rising like
the sun's rays on an autumn morn, to show her eyes, in a dreamy
state, violet with dashes of chocolate.

He held her in his arms and made love
to her as if he was just discovering that delight for the first
time, and in a way it was true. He made love that afternoon with
all of himself, not just one part. There were no distractions
preying on his mind, no troubles. Maxim gave her his all and at
last he felt complete.

He had come home.






* * * *






As a girl of seventeen she had once
wondered what it would be like to marry such a man as the Duke of
Malgrave. Later, as she grew older and wiser, she had wondered what
it would be like to lay with him. Her marriage to Sir Benjamin
ought to have given her a severe distaste for the act, but
fortunately he had not bothered her often in the five years of
their marriage and in widowhood she had discovered the varied
talents of other men. They had greatly improved her opinion on the
matter. Thus her thoughts had, occasionally, wandered in Malgrave's
direction with more "ripened" considerations. She had never
forgotten how he made her feel when she thought he might kiss her.
The memory always gave her a little shiver.

Well, now she knew.

Those other men were quickly lost in
the shade. Of course, it was not merely what he did to her that
mattered, but also the fact that she was deeply happy, that they
had more between them than this and she could appreciate Maxim for
much more than his skills in bed. Accomplished and exceptional as
they were

Persey had tried to tell her that men
could be useful in other ways, but she'd never really been able to
see how. Maxim was not just a lover, he was a companion and a
confidant, a man who worked beside her, laughed with her, learned
with her. Shared all with her.

He was the first man she'd ever wanted
to please and impress. Usually they were left struggling to amaze
her and catch her attention, which was seldom focused for long and
always looking for something else, something new and better. Afraid
of missing out on another adventure.

There was no "else" this time. Nothing
could possibly be better.

"Don't be angry with Plumm," she said,
as they lay resting much later, both with a head at opposite ends
of the bed, "but he told me about the divorce petition."

He rolled onto his back, stretching
and reaching for her nearest ankle. "Did he indeed? The interfering
menace."

"He is concerned for you and wants me
to look after you when he cannot."

Lifting her foot to his
lips, he kissed her toes. One by one. "It will be,"
kiss, "a long",
kiss, "and expensive
business," kiss,
"but Plumm," kiss, "thinks it for the best," kiss, "after all this
time."

Eager to show her knowledge of serious
matters, she sat up and tried to reclaim her foot from his
tickling. "You will require an act of Parliament, of
course."

"More than that." He refused to
relinquish her toes and began to tickle them without mercy. "I must
bring suit against her lover first and, should I be able to prove
her adultery, then I must apply to the bishop for a legal
separation."

She slapped him with a pillow until he
finally set her toes free. "But she left you four years ago. Is
that not separation enough and proof of her adultery?"

"Not legally, I fear. After the
ecclesiastical trial for separation, then I can petition for an act
of Parliament." He grabbed her around the waist and they fell back
to the bed together. "Without which I cannot remarry. It could take
years, and the disgrace will be very public. The details of my
marriage— and its failure— will be dragged out and scrutinized by
every Tom, Dick and Harry." He paused. "So you see now what you're
letting yourself in for, by cavorting with me, Lady
Flora."

"Naturally," with her forefinger she
traced the crooked bend of his nose, "you tell me all this when
it's too late and I'm in too far to escape the acquaintance,
sir."

He looked at her solemnly. "It is not
too late, Flora. You are still free. I would never force you to
stay. If you want to leave now—"

She dropped the tip of her straying
finger to his lips and pressed it there to shut them. "I'm not
leaving you. We've wasted enough time as it is. I do not care how
long it takes before we can be respectable and approved of in the
eyes of the entire world. In fact, I do not care if we never are."
She grinned slowly. "I might even enjoy it better this way. So I'm
staying and that's all there is to it."

His dark eyelashes lowered to half
mast, trying to conceal his thoughts, but she knew the gossip
bothered him, whatever he might say. He was not used to being
treated as a social outcast, whereas she had spent most of her life
as a rebel, never quite fitting wherever she was put. She supposed
that was why Plumm considered her the best person to stand at his
master's side through all this. Lady Flora was an expert at havoc.
She was a survivor.

On that day, with Maxim's arms around
her and their bodies entwined at last, so much to explore and
enjoy, she never once thought to tell him the truth about her past.
How could she, when she had conveniently forgotten it herself and
was completely immersed in another woman's life— had been so for
twenty years?

It was, as she would confess to him
later, easy to tell a lie so oft that one believed it
oneself.

Yes, everybody makes mistakes and she
made a very great one that evening.

But the truth was there still,
underneath it all, hibernating in her own personal "Oubliette".
Every so often it stirred, to stretch and yawn. To remind
her.

What would he make of her story? What
would he think of a woman who was the bastard child of a concubine?
It would, doubtless, change the way he looked at her.

He had his faults; everybody did. One
of his was that superior sense of being. He could not help it; he
was born that way.

Just as she was born hers and would
fight anybody seeking to change it.

Two decades ago, when he proposed
marriage, the fact that she played a masquerade as Lady Flora
Chelmsworth was part of the reason why she rejected him. But the
lie was still new to her then, her situation not real. A game. Now
that she'd lived Flora's life for so long, it felt more real to her
than the actual truth. She liked this life— her great aunt had been
right about that, she mused. She liked being sister to Francis and
having Persey for a friend. All things she would not have known as
plain Rosie Jackanapes. And she liked having Fortitudo Maximilian
Fairfax-Savoy as her lover. Rosie, the abandoned, illegitimate
child of a prostitute, would never have crossed his path, except as
a servant at whom he barely glanced.

Surely there was a point when a lie
had gone on too long to be confessed. When the truth would have no
positive benefit in its revelation, but could only cause greater
trouble.

Maxim was no longer quite so stiff and
proper, but as she had already observed in his dealings with
Nicholas and other folk, he would never be a completely carefree
spirit. He was still the Duke of Malgrave and would be until his
death. There was no getting out of it. He would always have those
onerous responsibilities and duties as the head of an estate. That
part of him was locked in an unbreakable cabinet and could not be
touched.

Would it be better, therefore, simply
to continue as they were, to love him as Flora and let him love her
as Flora in return? The emergence of Rosie Jackanapes would only
complicate matters, and they had a hard enough path ahead of them
as it was. Obstacles aplenty.

The only person bothered by the truth
now was herself, whenever she allowed her mind to stray back
through time. Perhaps it ought to stay that way.






* * * *






Maxim lay awake that first night,
holding her with her head on his chest, feeling her soft sighs and
snores blow over his skin, her long hair tickling his chin stubble.
He had never felt so comfortable, so pleasantly exhausted in his
life. Is this, he mused, what an apple felt like when it went
through the cider press? He was definitely pulped, fermenting and
slightly intoxicated on his own fumes. His mind was too busy for
sleep.

Ah, he should never have brought her
into this. The storm of divorce would be brutal, but he had
selfishly wanted her at his side, in his arms. He winced as guilt
ripped through his heart. Maxim had always lived his life by rule
and duty and honor.

Now look what he did.

But he did not want to lose her again.
That was the most important thing just now. He had won her over,
changed her mind about him, and now he must keep her happy.
Whatever it took he must keep her in his arms, never let her
down.

And he did not want her to worry about
anything.

Overcome with emotions he could not
name, torn open and left raw by his need for her, Maxim could only
hold her even tighter and bend his head to kiss the top of
hers.

"I love you, Fred," she murmured
sleepily. "Nothing else matters. Love is all we need."

He grunted. "A typically feminine,
irresponsible outlook."

"Stop fussing, Fred. I shall not blame
you for leading me into sin and debauchery. You forget that I
invented them."

"I am not
fussing. I do not fuss.
I'm a man."

"You're worrying unduly about what
you've just done to me."

"Are you reading my mind, woman?" he
murmured.

"No," she replied, eyes still closed,
lashes feathering his chest. "Your heart."

Yes, his drummers were still drumming,
hard and fast. More vigorous than ever, he realized, as he lay
there feeling the beat himself, especially conscious of it tonight
with the side of her warm face pressed against his bare
chest.

"It was quite ungentlemanly, however,"
she added, with a yawn. "What you just did to me. Not something I
would expect from a peer of the realm— one who previously thought
women should be exercised in moderation, because too much
excitement can be perilous for their health and well-being." He
felt her lips bending against his chest, laughing at him
again.

"Madam," he said firmly, "I have
concluded that you are a unique case."

"Oh?"

"In the matter of Lady Flora it is
safest to exhaust her completely." And he swiftly rolled over,
pulling her beneath him as she squealed. "I've only just begun with
her training."


 Chapter Twenty






"There's things going on in this 'ouse
what ain't proper."

Grey stood before her looking very
peevish, his lips screwed into a tight bitter knot that barely
allowed the words out.

Flora had been going over the accounts
when he came in to demand her attention, after banging buckets and
tools about with steadily increasing noise all morning. Rather than
ask him what he meant by "ain't proper", she sat still and let him
continue.

"I can't stay in a house of wickedness
and yon woman comes with me." He jerked his grizzled head over one
shoulder to where his wife hovered unhappily under the door
arch.

"If you want to leave my
employ, Grey, then you are certainly free to go." She closed her
ledger with a bang. "But I would advise you to think carefully
about where you will go and who will hire you. Darnley Abbey has
been your home for more than forty years, has it not? You are not a
young man, and you are not a very useful man to have about the
place. I have kept you on— and paid you well, incidentally— because
you were here when I arrived and your dear wife is an excellent
cook. Wherever you go next they might not be willing to pay
you so well, or even to
hire you. I fear you will find the world out there much harsher to
you than it has been here at Darnley."

"That's for me to worry
about," he replied with a gelatinous sniff, chin jutting out, one
hand pulling his breeches up at the waist. "I shall go to a
god-fearin' house. Not stay 'ere with a married man and a wench—
not his wife— living together in sin. Co'abitin'. 'Tis immoral.
Havin' amorous congress all night long. Screamin' and shameless.
All hours. Night and day. I never knew the like of it."

She knew, of course, that the old man
would have to say all that eventually, even if she didn't ask him
directly to explain his reasons for leaving. It was bursting to
come out. But where had he heard such words as "co-habiting" and
the term "amorous congress"? Those were not found among Grey's
usual vocabulary.

Ah, of course. Yesterday was market
day in Holsham, and he had gone there on the cart to sell Flora's
cider, his wife's cakes and preserves, and eggs from the Darnley
hens. Apparently gossip had not been hindered on its inevitable
course by the winter weather and he must have heard all this from
other folk. No doubt he'd added plenty of details from his own
spying.

Now he chose his moment to confront
her, while Maxim was out chopping wood.

"Don't want no reference from you,
neither," he added. "That would do more 'arm than good, I daresay.
I knew it were a mistake when you came 'ere with all your fine
ideas and fancy frocks." Then he barked out at his wife, "Come on
then, wench. We'll be orf."

"Just a moment." Flora stood and
walked around the table. "Martha, is it your wish to
leave?"

"'Er wish?
'Er wish?" the old man
growled. "She's goes where I go."

"I address Martha, not
you."

"She's my wife, my property. She's got
naught to say unless I tell 'er." He advanced toward Flora with his
hands in fists, the wrinkles and folds of his face squeezed
together in one ugly lump, like a dirty, wet, old rag being wrung
out. "You leave 'er be. She needs no advice from a whore. If she
stayed 'ere folk would think her no better—"

"I beg your pardon, Grey. I surely
misheard. What was it you just called your mistress?"

At some point, Maxim must have entered
the house and walked silently down the corridor to overhear their
conversation. Now he stood behind Martha, taller than her by a good
two feet, the wood axe resting over his broad shoulder.

The old man mumbled under his sour
breath, but shrank considerably, holding his breeches up now with
both hands, stubby fingers twitching nervously at cloth.

"Grey! I asked you a question." Maxim
gripped the axe and fastened his furious gaze on the rumpled
figure. "Time to use that cadaverous breath of yours for something
more than insults aimed at your wife and Lady Flora. Unless you
want me to expunge the last rancid ounce of it from your lungs,
here and now."

Flora intervened swiftly. "That
doesn't matter now, your grace. I want to know from Martha, whether
she wishes to leave my employ, or to stay here at Darnley." She
sensed the old man seething with anger and hatred against her, but
he dare not speak again in Maxim's presence. "Well, Martha? I am
happy to keep you here, as long as you choose to stay. It is
entirely up to you."

The woman looked alarmed, fingers
clinging to her apron, cheeks pale, lips trembling.

"You will be quite safe with us,"
Flora added calmly, walking over to take her hands. "You are
nobody's property."

"Law says different," Grey shouted,
unable to keep quiet for long.

"You are your own person, Martha,
responsible for your own happiness," Flora urged. "Do not let
anybody make you unhappy, or do anything you do not want to do.
Ever."

The poor lady looked more confused and
frightened at the prospect of being in charge of
herself.

Flora paused, glanced at Maxim over
the old lady's head and then added, "I know our household is a
little ...unconventional at the present, but you know we will
always treat you with kindness and respect. Besides, you have been
here longer than any of us. I think we might need you, Martha, to
keep our feet on the ground. You belong here at
Darnley."

Behind her, Grey bellowed like a bull
with its horns stuck in a fence. "If you stay here. woman, I shall
cast you off as will all decent folk! You'll never see me
again."

Martha finally found the use of her
tongue. "Thank god for that. Go on off with you then. I'm staying,
you wretched old bugger."

Even Maxim looked startled by the
sudden outburst.

Within half an hour, Grey was gone.
Maxim, at Flora's request, took the old man in the cart as far as
the nearest mail coach to Yarmouth where, apparently, he had some
relatives still living.

Martha sobbed at the kitchen table for
a while and then she pulled herself together and began to make
pastry. Before too long she was singing again and this time, rather
than make her weep, the songs she chose made her laugh.

Now Martha was her responsibility. She
had asked the woman to stay; she must make certain she was well
taken care of.






* * * *






They all knew this was only the
beginning of what they would face together. But for now they did
not have to hear or read any of it. The Republic of Flora was too
far away from "civilization" to feel the tremors yet, and with the
roads still muddy, discouraging travel, they were not likely to be
intruded upon by the outside world for quite some time.

Busy with the tasks of a new year's
beginning, Flora and Maxim threw themselves into work during the
day, and each other's arms at night. They avoided talking of other
matters, putting things off indefinitely, knowing they must be
faced in time, but for now living each hour as it came. Each moment
a precious thing, a treasure, that glowed and sparkled like a new
star in the sky.

As the roads improved, letters came,
but all were left unopened except those from Plumm, Nicholas or
Persey.

"And at least we have Captain
Fartleberries on our side too," she pointed out as they lay on a
fleece blanket by the fire one evening, the dog having squeezed his
way between them to present his belly for scratching, all four paws
in the air. "What else could we need?"

"Nobody," he replied.

Flora traced patterns on the dog's
belly with her fingertip. "Let them all talk."

"Quite." But although he smiled, a
crease remained across his brow. A mark of worry that never left
his face.

It was her challenge now to erase that
mark, she decided, to make the Duke of Malgrave cast his cares
aside, at least for a while. If she understood them better, she
might be able to help chase them away. So she sat up, swept her
loose hair behind her ears and said, "Where would you be now, if
you were not here with me?"

"Castle Malgrave, I
suppose."

"Alone in your bed?"

"Undoubtedly." He stared up at the
ceiling. "I was born alone."

"But you would not be utterly alone in
the house." Knees drawn up, both arms wrapped around them, she
added, "There are always servants around, of course."

"Even with servants, one is
alone."

"Why? Do they not matter?"

"They are unobtrusive. A good servant
is neither seen nor heard. You know that."

"You do not think of them as people...
the same as you and I."

"Because they are not,
Flora."

"Not people?" she exclaimed.

"Not the same as you and
I."

"Of course they are."

"You know a lot of them well, do you?"
he asked. "Know them intimately?"

"Don't you see them? Don't you take
notice?"

"Not unless they are significant to
me. Why would I?"

"Oh, lord help us." She hid her face
against her knees for a moment. He could be so very pompous and he
did not even know it. What had begun as a simple effort to
understand his life more completely, now turned into a stark
comparison of their differences.

"I have seen how you talk to folk at
the market," he said, sounding bewildered by it. "I've seen how you
ask about their families and take an interest in everything they
have to tell you. You even remember the names of their children. I
do not know how you do it."

She raised her head again. "It is
easy, Fred, if you make the effort."

"Hmph. If I paid attention to
everybody around me, every day," he muttered, "and paused to
enquire into their lives, I would never get anything done. I would
not get a mile in ten days."

"It does not take much more than a
moment to acknowledge another person in your line of sight. They
are no less important than you, even if they were not born with a
title."

"Oh? Do six hundred and thirty-five
people rely upon them for their livelihood and food upon their
table too?"

That silenced her for a
moment.

"That is the total number of staff
inside and out, in Suffolk and London, permanent and seasonal,
including farm laborers and their families."

"You know the number, but not their
names."

He raised an eyebrow. "Six hundred and
thirty-five names? No. Thrash me for not remembering them all. A
great many of them are John and Sarah."

She supposed he made a
point.

Head on one side, he added, "You look
like a naughty little chambermaid yourself tonight, sitting there
with your hair loose and your cheeks hot." His eyes held a
mischievous shimmer suddenly—the twinkling of sunlight through a
shady grove. "One who knows she has lost an argument."

"A naked chambermaid? What humble
servant has ever sat before you without clothes?"

"It was hypothetical." He chuckled.
"You are permitted to mock me, but I cannot tease in
return?"

"I was not mocking you."

"Then what was the destination of your
quizzical path this evening?" When she said nothing, he added,
"There it is again, madam! That expression on your face! The
countenance of a pretty chambermaid who, guilty of some
malfeasance, has slipped into her master's bed to be
spanked."

"A lowly servant."

"I did not use the term
lowly."

"But you meant it. You
thought it. Servants are ordinary
people, are they not? They fall into that
category. I daresay you would use that theoretical chambermaid without much
thought. She would be one of the advantages of your position. She
would not matter to you."

His eyes narrowed. "No chambermaid
could ever eclipse your beauty in my mind, Flora."

She rested her chin on her
knees. "Now I hear sarcasm in your
tone, sir."

"Not at all," he
protested. "Why would you
ever be jealous of a humble maid?" And then he
gave a little laugh. "How could she even be compared to Lady Flora
Chelmsworth."

"Just because she was born a servant?
Born to a lower class. And I...I was not?"

"There could never be any serious,
enduring relationship of intimate nature between myself and a woman
of that status. You are aware of that. You know how the world
works, Flora. It is best for everybody not to venture beyond their
sphere. It only causes trouble and discontent. I know you like this
game here in the Republic of Flora, playing the farmer's wife and
the shoeless revolutionary, but you are still a nobleman's
daughter. You cannot escape your place in life anymore than I can,
or a chambermaid can."

Ah, but she was illegitimate, the
earl's by-blow, born of a whore. A nobody. A hatbox squid.
Ordinary. Lower than that possibly.

Her heart felt oddly hollow, as if
he'd reached in and pulled something out of it. As if he was in
love with another woman.

And he was, of course. When all was
said and done, the Duke of Malgrave loved a woman whom she only
pretended to be.

He groaned. "You're not going to be
angry with me now, are you? Perhaps I should take issue with your
preference for the servant class, my lady. I believe I once heard
something about a certain groom…?"

She took a deep breath and waited for
her hammering heart beat to ease its anxious rhythm. He had
completely misunderstood her questions and thought she meant to ask
him about dalliances in his past. Perhaps it was for the best not
to get any deeper into this discussion tonight. He was incredibly
frustrating at times, rigid in his views of the world. But she
loved him; she was completely knocked senseless by it. There was
nothing she could do to stop it now. She clung to this man with as
much stubborn determination and unbound hope as she did anything
once her mind was set. His arrogance would not beat her.

"But the past is behind us, is it
not?" he was saying, his words slower, falling heavier. Like rain.
Or tears.

She forced herself to nod, but a smile
would not come. "Yes."

"Then let us not talk again of
anything from the past. There, we are agreed. Look forward, not
back. All is forgotten. Now come down here and kiss me. The damn
dog gets more caresses than I!"

Once again, therefore, she gave up her
chance to tell him her secret. What could be gained by telling him?
It would alter everything between them, change the way he looked at
her and perhaps even injure the feelings he had for her. He would
not be able to help himself from looking down on her and growing
distant. That was the reality and he had let it slip out tonight,
because he did not realize that she was no different than one of
those servants he kept at Castle Malgrave, or at his London house.
Maxim was born a nobleman and everything he'd ever been taught
about life, and his higher place in it, could not be undone and
forgotten just for her. Not in the space of a few months. Like that
line across his brow, it was indelible, wrought by time and
responsibilities.

She was not Cinderella and he was not
Prince Charming. This was not a fairy-tale. They were not made of
card and paper, but had real lives, real struggles, real
faults.

He may not be "Massimo the
Magnificent" anymore, but he was still playing a game here with
her, pretending they could live a simple life without interruption
from the outside world. Playing Lady Flora had once been a game for
her too.

As her friend Persey would
say, "Sometimes a man is better off not
knowing. A wise
lady should no more confess her age at any particular moment in
time, than she would tell what she has spent on shoes, what she is
truly thinking, or where the bodies are buried."

Thus it was done. She kept her silence
out of love. Fierce, stupid, unrelenting, selfish, blind love. The
die was cast.






* * * *






As the weather brightened and the days
grew longer again, there was more work to be done. Maxim went to
market with Joss Radcliffe and came back with a handful of
laborers. The fields were soon a hive of activity. Buds formed on
the vines and from them came shoots that sprouted tiny leaves.
Then, eventually, those small clusters— the Calyptra, as Maxim
called them— appeared. Her precious grapevines flourished, their
progress marked by her eagerly each day as she walked along the
rows and checked what she found against the plan he'd
drawn.

The seasons always turned, of course,
and with them came change, metamorphosis. Time moved on. Life moved
on.

Flora received a letter from Persey
announcing the birth of her second child. She wrote back with warm
congratulations, informing her friend of all the wonderful changes
at Darnley.

"I believe this year we
will have a better harvest..."

It was all due to Maxim, of course. He
brought order to her chaotic attempts, drew plans, made lists. She
was the dreamer; he was the doer.

She hoped there was progress in the
divorce, for his sake. But she dare not ask for details. Whenever
he received a letter from Plumm she let him read it in peace. It
did not matter to her if it never came about. They were together
and happy now. What did she care if the rest of the world thought
them wicked? For Maxim it was different, however. He talked often
of how he wanted her to have everything he could give her, not just
a little of himself, meaning that he wanted her to be his wife. As
he had wanted twenty years ago.

But they did not mention the past
anymore.

And then, one day, after they'd made
love on a sunny, Sunday afternoon and he drowsily asked her what
time it was, she felt for his coat, where it had been left on the
floor by their bed.

She drew out his silver watch-case. At
first the catch was too stiff, but after a few moments of pushing
and turning, it flipped open and she found inside— instead of the
watch face—a miniature portrait of a young lady.

Of herself.

Instantly the room turned upside down
and she saw tall buildings, concrete parks, buses, traffic,
bicycles. A phone buzzed in her pocket and hot coffee spilled on
her hand from a Styrofoam cup with the lid poorly
affixed.

It was but a flash of memory, but it
froze her to the spot, as if a late frost crept unexpectedly among
her vines and weakened them.

Her course was compromised.


Act Four






Schemes, Spider
Webs

and

Too Few
Freckles












 Chapter Twenty-One

Cambridge,
England

Date Unknown






Slowly making her way around the
museum gallery, she had finally reached the last treasure on
display. A glass case stood alone in a corner, carefully lit,
waiting.

She approached on the balls of her
feet, as if that cabinet might suddenly explode.

All was quiet. There was no other soul
in the gallery. Her heartbeat was so fast it seemed to be
spinning.

Get it over with. Look. You know you
have to. You know what it is.

Why was she afraid?

Inside the glass display box there was
a silver gentleman's watch-case, open to reveal a clock face on one
side, on the other another kind of face. A portrait.

The small white card pinned to the
silk beneath informed her:






"Miniature portrait of a
young woman, set in a silver case. Watercolor on ivory. Attributed
to the artist John Smart. Sized and curved to fit comfortably
inside a man's palm. Engraved with the name, Flora. c. 1760."






Her hands were clenched, her palms hot
and sticky.

Was that her phone buzzing? How could
it be? She'd turned it off. Her iPod too was off, and yet she could
hear Mozart again, the soft strains of that Serenade for Winds. It
swept around her like a warm summer breeze, lifting goose-pimples
along her arms.

A woman's voice trickled
through the faint music. "Make haste,
Rosie Jackanapes. Make haste."

She looked around, but found herself
still all alone in room that should have been silent.

Her grandfather used to call her
Jackanapes. He told her that it was the name once given to pet
monkeys or misbehaved children. Yes, she inherited her fascination
with history from him. But nobody had called her that for a long
time.

Her feet were cold.

She stared again at the portrait and
the card beneath it. Circa 1760.

But it was her face.

Suddenly she felt her ankles weaken,
her body being pulled backward. The silver watch-case and the glass
cabinet floated away. There was an odd taste in her
mouth.

"Am I to understand that
you... you refuse me, madam?"

"I most certainly do, you
poor, dear, misguided thing."

No. Go farther back.

Farther.

I don't want to. My feet
are cold. So cold.

"I'm afraid you cannot stay, my dear. It is time for another
adventure. This world to which you go now is very different to the
one you knew before, but you will soon find it just as
familiar."

Bottles, hatboxes, watch
cases.

"I ain't afeared, Cap'n.
We'll see 'im off, like we always do."

She looked down.

"Lady Flora, where the devil are your
shoes?"

Ah. She took them, didn't
she.

Flora. Circa 1760. She took
them.


 Chapter Twenty-Two

London, England

Summer, 1783






"I suggest you tell your master that
he's making a hideous mistake." The dowager duchess sat before him
in her grandest hat and wig. Clearly this was a matter requiring
all her battle armor. "Since he does not answer my letters, I must
rely upon you, Plumm, to see to it that he does not go through with
this."

The solicitor had been about to enjoy
his boiled egg and some toast soldiers, when the dowager descended
on his house. She did not go to his office, probably not wanting to
be seen making a formal visit. If anybody should recognize her
going into his house, on the other hand, the lady could always
pretend she was visiting his wife or making some other harmless
charity visit to the "less fortunate."

Plumm knew exactly how her mind
worked. He also knew she hated him with a passion, so lowering
herself to ask for his help must have cost her dearly.

Excellent. He could barely restrain
himself from rubbing his hands together.

"I was surprised to see you still in
town, madam," he said, making her wait for his reply. "This time of
year do you not go into the country, to Castle Malgrave? I think
I—"

"Shut up, you horrid little man. I did
not come here for polite chit-chat. Don't waste my time. What are
you going to do about this matter?"

"Madam, the duke wants a divorce and
it is my job to get for him whatever he wants."

"But it is not necessary for him to
remarry. He need not take matters that far. Why is a separation not
good enough? Many couples manage with lives discretely spent apart
in private. If he goes through with this act of Parliament all his
dirty linen will be dragged out in public."

"It is what his grace wants, your
ladyship. He is adamant. And he is aware of the
consequences."

Her eyes shot flames through the veil
of her outrageous bonnet. "Well, perhaps the fool will not be in
such haste when he discovers the truth about that red-headed
seductress."

"The truth, madam?" He felt another
sigh ready to ooze out of him.

"Bigamy, Plumm. The woman committed
bigamy when she married Sir Benjamin Hartnell and furthermore her
first husband is still living, so she can never marry the Duke of
Malgrave."

"Madam, I really think—"

"His name is Edward
Godfrey, and she married him when she was barely seventeen. Eloped
to Scotland. That was all a lie, no doubt, about Lady Flora being
sent to relatives up north. No, no, she was never
sent anywhere.
She ran away with
that groom and married him there."

"Might I inquire, your grace, where
you came by this information?"

"No, you may not."

"Then I cannot treat it as fact,
madam. A person bearing the truth has no cause to hide it in their
pocket."

"Ha! That is indeed a sweet morsel
coming from your lips."

"Will that be all, madam?"

"Oh, no, indeed. There is more still
to come." She waited, eyes flaring, lips poised as if to deliver a
Shakespearean soliloquy. As Lady Macbeth, perhaps. "The story does
not end with elopement. Lady Flora abandoned her new husband six
months later. And she left him holding a baby." After a moment,
during which he merely looked at her, she snapped, "Edward Godfrey
has been seeking his wife ever since. Much the same as the duke
looking for his own runaway wife. I'm sure they would have much in
common to discuss."

Plumm gazed out of his
window.

"Well, what are you doing now,
man?"

"Oh, I was just lost in thought,
madam. Wondering why you only take an interest in the duke, when
you have a chance to thwart his happiness. Yet again."

She went stiff with anger, pale even
without her face powder. "My concern is always for the estate. I
imagined yours was the same, but I see now you have some other
purpose."

"Yes, madam. I intend to see his grace
marry the woman he wanted in the first place. That is my purpose.
My last, if it must be."

"Then you're an imbecile. You have
long since ceased to be of any use to the estate. It's time you
were replaced, and I shall see to it that you are."

Plumm smiled politely. "As you wish,
madam. I have been considering retirement of late."

"Retirement? You should be swinging
from a gibbet. Once a villain, always a villain. If you refuse to
help me stop this divorce I shall see to it that the duke knows not
only about Flora Chelmsworth's past, but about yours too, as a
naval deserter, a fugitive traitor who consorted with murderers and
pirates."

"I was eleven, madam."

"That makes no difference. How you
escaped justice and came to serve this family for so many years, I
have no inkling. But to be sure there was subterfuge and the
greatest deceit involved. It is time the duke knew the character of
the man in whom he places such trust." Apparently she'd been saving
this piece, this move, for the most desperate of causes, because
she could have told long before this. But after saving it up all
these years, she finally had to use it.

He said nothing more to defend
himself; she would not hear it, in any case. A woman who cared
nothing for anybody but herself, would never try to imagine the
path walked in anybody else's shoes, not even for a
moment.

"And don't think I have forgot how you
stole away my lady's maid. A petty and personal strike against me,
for which you shall pay dearly."

"It was love, madam," he replied,
grave as an undertaker. "I was quite swept away by my
passions."

"Love? Of all the stupidest
excuses."

"It would not be gainsaid. Perhaps you
do not know the unbendable force of that emotion. One has to have a
heart, to feel it."

Sheer fury must have lifted her to her
feet. "So we have ourselves a war. Which of us shall strike first?
Which of us has the greatest power and the strongest will? We shall
see."

"Good day, madam. My breakfast gets
cold."

With one further gasp of exasperation,
she made her exit with the exaggerated disgust of a very bad
actress.

A moment later his wife entered from
stage left, bringing more toast and the tea urn. "Her ladyship
would not stay then for some tea?"

"I doubt she would put her noble lips
to any cup in our house, my dear."

Now he would enjoy his damned egg,
before he dealt with this matter. Could not go into battle on an
empty stomach, could he?

Plumm sat once again, wafting out his
napkin with a stern flick of the wrist, rattled by the dowager's
visit, despite his calm, unperturbed tone. The past was not a place
to which he often returned for many reasons, but her words had
dragged him back to it so that he could almost smell the
stench.






* * * *






The Marshalsea
Prison

London, 1732






"Well, boy, what have you to say for
yourself?"

It was a grim, rainy day. The sort of
day that made the filth and squalor that surrounded him seem even
more never-ending than usual. The last sort of day in which anybody
in his predicament might clutch at hope.

But here it came.

The gentleman was very finely dressed,
tall and imposing. For some reason he had noticed Plumm among the
grimy, smelly crowd of prisoners and advanced toward him with a
confident step and a booming voice.

"What is this boy's crime?" he
demanded of the guard.

"Desertion, your grace, mutiny and
piracy. Will hang, no doubt."

"He is so small. Can it be true that
he has had time to commit so much villainy in his life?" the man
sounded incredulous, even a little amused. "I have a son not much
older than this boy and trying as he might be, even he could not
find time to accomplish so much wrong-doing."

Plumm looked up at him, wiped his nose
on his sleeve and squinted against the sun. "Who are you then,
mister?"

"I am the Duke of Malgrave, and I seek
a likely boy deserving of an education. Who, young lad, are
you?"

"Plumm. Ha'penny Plumm."

"'Tis a curious name."

"My ma gave it me."

"How old?"

"Don't know, sir."

"Where were you born?"

"Putney."

"And where is your father?"

"Never knew 'im, sir."

"Your mother?"

"Don't know, sir. With her gin bottle,
no doubt." It seemed unlikely she would remember him now, one of
many children born to her when she was not paying
attention.

"Then you are all alone in the
world?"

He supposed it was true. The only soul
who had ever taken care of him was now, apparently, dead. Or so he
was told. Captain Rosie Jackanapes had disappeared when their ship
sailed into the fog and some thought she must have taken her chance
and dived overboard, rather than face capture. But Plumm could not
believe that. The woman he knew would have stood bravely and fought
beside her men.

When she first found him hiding inside
a barrel on her ship and learned that he had been forced into the
navy and then used as a "powder monkey" before he ran away, she
never once talked of turning him in or leaving him
behind.

"As long as you work hard there will
always be a place for you here," she'd said.

Now she was gone.

The Duke of Malgrave had used his
kerchief to make a clean space on Plumm's face, as if he polished
the tarnish from a forgotten teapot. "Yes. This boy will do. He
comes with me today. I shall pay for his liberty and his
education."

"But he sailed with the murderous
pirate Jackanapes, your grace. Can he be trusted?"

"Rosie Jackanapes?" the duke gave an
odd smile, almost sad. "And I always thought she was a product of
fiction."

"No, sir. She's a wanted
woman."

"Still not found?"

"We'll get her one day," said the
prison guard, swinging his birch rod. "She can't hide
forever."

"Yes she can," Halfpenny Plumm had
shouted. "She's the cleverest, fastest, bravest pirate on the seas.
You'll never catch her."

"See what I mean, sir?" The guard
reached for his ear, pinching it hard between meaty, dirt-blacked
fingers. "The boy's a lost cause."

But as he readied his birch rod, the
duke intervened, taking it swiftly from him and ordering that the
boy be released. "No soul is beyond redemption," he said firmly.
"The boy shows loyalty, and there is nothing amiss with
that."

Just like so he was rescued. Of
course, it was not all smooth sailing, for as a charity case at
school he was often teased and bullied, but Halfpenny Plumm was
very much aware of his good fortune in catching the duke's eye that
day. He had seen and lived the other side of fortune and could
appreciate every moment of his new life. When the time came to
repay his benefactor, he was glad to devote his working life to the
next duke, and then the next. He would do anything for the dukes of
Malgrave.

The discontented dowager, striking at
him with the birch rod of her fury, would not change his
purpose.







 Chapter Twenty-Three






"Plumm relates to me another
interesting rumor." Maxim had the letter from Plumm in his hand. He
must have received it some hours earlier that day and spent a while
mulling over the contents, before he came outside to find her.
"That you married that groom when you were seventeen."

Flora felt her pulse jump, her skin
prickle. Everything had been so strange lately, ever since she
found that portrait hidden in his watch-case and started to
remember another world. It had made her doubt so many things in her
life. She began to wonder exactly what was the truth. Which life
really was hers? Who was she really?

So when Maxim came to her with this
information and she hesitated to respond, his face grew tight.
"That you did commit bigamy to marry Hartnell and get his money.
That your family covered up the first marriage to encourage the
second, more profitable union."

She busied herself with the laundry,
throwing a wet shift over the rope that she had strung up across
the yard. "I may have done some questionable things in my day, but
that would be quite beyond even me."

"Yes. I assumed this...this," he
referred to the letter again, "Edward Godfrey is a mountebank of
some kind, looking for money."

"I do not know an Edward Godfrey. I've
never heard that name before." But she knew about a groom, of
course. The real Lady Flora had run off with him and caused Rosie
Jackanapes to be brought into this world as a
replacement.

At least, that was how she remembered
it. So many things about her life seemed wrong, disjointed and
confused now. Occasionally Flora thought she saw odd movements in
her peripheral vision, shadowy ghosts moving about in their own
world, unaware of hers. But when she turned her head to stare
directly at them, they were gone.

"Tarleton," he said suddenly, one hand
to his brow.

"George? What about him?"

"He mentioned a Ned Godfrey. The night
he was here, when I confronted him. Something about Ned Godfrey
having you first."

She shook her head and reached for the
next damp shirt. "Then this is more gossip, started by George
Tarleton and probably embellished by Harriet Seton," she said. "I
knew George would take the first opportunity to get his vengeance.
He may not be the sharpest knife in the block, but it would not
take him long to put two and two together and realize it was you
who chased him away from Darnley that night. As for Harriet, she
would do anything to bring me down. I've known some miserable
people before, but she really is quite in a class of her
own."

He was reading his letter again,
grinding his teeth.

"Whoever this man Godfrey is, he is
looking for money I expect," she added. "As you said."

"According to Plumm, he's
been looking for you. Ever since you ran off and left him with a babe twenty
years ago."

She stood among the breeze-blown
linens, hands on her waist, fear touching her spine with icy
fingertips. "So now I am a woman who would run away, leave a
husband and child, to marry another man for money."

Finally he looked up from the letter
again, his face unusually pale, in stark contrast to his eyes black
with anger.

"It is all nonsense," she
assured him, snatching the letter from his hand. "That is
not me."

"No, of course. Plumm merely wanted us
to know what was being said. To be prepared."

"Prepared for what?"

"My mother is on her way."

He announced it as if she was the Grim
Reaper.

Flora's heart beat tripped forward,
like a careless child grazing its knees. She should have expected
it, seen it coming. They could not remain together like this
forever, not without somebody else invading her brave little
republic. Persey had warned her about upsetting the neighboring
countries and the threat of war.

People did not like their comfortable
lives disturbed and threatened. If they saw somebody trying to be
different they joined forces against the threat and reacted with
weapons drawn.

He went back indoors, steps firm,
pausing only to shout at two farm-hands he saw sitting by the
water-pump, taking out his anxiety on them.

With a curse, she crumpled the letter
and threw it, let the wind carry it to dance across the yard,
chased by Captain Fartleberries.

Now it was all too far. The last
straws at which to grasp were blown out of her hands, beyond her
reach. Her last chance to get out of this with dignity was gone.
She was too deeply entangled in her dreadful deceit, desperate not
to lose the life she'd lived all these years and the man she'd
grown to love. Her heart thumped frantically, wildly.

She knew that the game, the lie, was
finally over.

But Rosie Jackanapes never ran away.
She would stand and fight. She would meet her enemy head
on.






* * * *






"Such terrible things they are
saying," his mother exclaimed, hands fluttering as if she did not
know what to do with them first. "It is appalling."

"Yes," he replied. "Plumm apprised me
of the rumors. If you came here to spread them further, madam, I
must warn you that you waste your time."

She had arrived in a coach and four
with a full contingent of liveried footmen, making up some story of
paying visits in the county and deciding to "drop in". It was some
years since he'd sat face to face with his mother and even longer
since they had spoken directly to each other. She did not appear to
have aged. Perhaps she was preserved in vinegar.

"That is not why I came here," she
said. Her gaze shifted over his shoulder, went misty, and then
returned.

Good god. She was not trying to make
tears, was she? He felt sick at the prospect.

"I know you have been advised in this
divorce matter by Plumm, the solicitor. He has, it seems,
encouraged you in the whole, wretched affair."

"I make my own choices, madam. Plumm
acts on my wishes. Why, precisely, are you here? I'm rather busy
and have no time to waste." He knew she would relish her moment,
take her time getting around to the subject, and he was in no mood
to let her.

She winced, as if she'd swallowed some
of that vinegar. "Firstly, it is time you knew what sort of man you
trust so completely and above all others. Halfpenny Plumm is a
convict who should have met his end on the gallows. He is a
deserter from his majesty's navy, a mutineer who turned his back on
duty and loyal service to sail in the company of murderous pirates.
He is a criminal. A common criminal."

"And why do you bring this to
me?"

"You rely upon his judgment. The
judgment of a delinquent."

"Whatever his past, his judgment was
sound enough for my father."

"Who was as big a fool as you. If not
greater." Then she must have seen the rage in his face and knew
she'd said too much.

He stood. "Is that all you wanted
today, madam?"

His mother hesitated,
mouth open, clearly dissatisfied and puzzled by his calm demeanor
in the face of this information about Plumm. "No. No, there is
more. I endured this two-day expedition for greater reason." She
licked her lips, smoothed a hand over her burgundy coat buttons,
and said, "Plumm assures me that you mean to go through with the
divorce," she said. "For her."

"For many reasons, madam. None that
are any business of yours."

"But it
is my business, since I
am affected by it." For that moment she had become shrill, but now
she curbed her temper again, trying to match his coolness. "In any
case, since you are resolved upon your course, I see we must make
the best of it. Perhaps, if we put on a brave face, hold our heads
high, we can manage this together. We are, after all, family. I
offer you an olive branch."

He stared, incredulous.

"I am at Castle Malgrave for the
summer, naturally. I thought a small dinner party there, for our
intimate friends would be just the thing to show a united face."
Her neck seemed to extend another inch as she exhaled a hard sigh,
squeezed out of her as if it stung. She shivered, fingers
rearranging the lace stole around her neck, her gaze searching
slyly for the cause of a draft on that warm day. "If we are seen to
be getting on with our lives, the spiteful seeds of the
gossip-mongers shall fall on unfertile ground. We must rise above
it. At least in appearance. The rest will follow. In time there
will be other society scandals to take away from this
one."

"You expect me to believe in
this...olive branch?" He spat the words, half laughing. He did not
trust her for a breath, he realized. His own mother and he did not
trust a hair on her head.

"It is the only way forward, unless
you prefer that we go on as we have, until there is a chasm between
us too great ever to be crossed. Nicholas has lost his mother.
Shall he lose his grandmother too?"

Nicholas. When had she
ever concerned herself with Nicholas?

Before he could reply that her absence
in the young man's life would not differ greatly from her presence,
the door behind him opened. He smelled her violet fragrance at
once. She must have been eavesdropping, too curious to stay
away.

"Your grace," she said, "please
forgive the interruption, but, on my own behalf, I accept your kind
invitation to dinner at Castle Malgrave."

"Flora!" He spun around. "Do not
interfere. This is not for you to—"

"For me to meddle in? This affects me
too, does it not? I too was invited, so may I not speak for myself?
We are not bound to each other with shackles." She walked forward
boldly, putting herself between mother and son. Almost as if she
had known he was close to throwing the dowager out of the house and
she came to restrain him. She smiled. "I am nobody's property and I
have a mind of my own, thank you."

"Is that so?" he replied
dully, his head aching. "I am shocked to hear it."
Where the devil were her shoes again?
She seemed to think that warm, dry weather was an
excuse to go barefoot again as often as possible. Or had she taken
her shoes off just to discombobulate the dowager? Maxim knew his
lover liked to shock. Teased him for being predictable.

His mother was momentarily caught off
guard by Flora's sudden appearance and her audacity— not to mention
her humble form of dress. Yes, those frosty eyes went at once to
those naked feet and worked their way up like a butcher's knife
through fresh kill. But she recovered her aplomb in time to answer
Flora's respectful curtsey with a stiff bend of her head. "I shall
look forward to welcoming you in Suffolk, Lady Flora. Shall we say
this Wednesday at eight o' the clock?"

"I am not inclined to travel this
week," Maxim snapped. "It is not convenient."

"Then we'll both have some discomfort
to overcome," his mother replied sharply. "It is only fair, I
think, that we both make a sacrifice if we are to reach an amicable
truce."

Flora remained calm and smiling,
ignoring the tension in the room. "It is an excellent idea, your
grace, and so good of you to come all this way in
person."

Maxim shot her a sour look, but she
ignored that too.

Naturally, he could not let her go
into the lion's den alone, even if she thought herself strong
enough to face her detractors at this heinous dinner his mother
planned. He had no choice but to agree that he would go
too.

His mother sat there looking smug and
victorious. And then she asked Flora to walk out with her to the
carriage. He stepped out of the way, hands behind his back before
they might put themselves around his mother's throat. There was
nothing more to be said.






* * * *






"I understand that Bridget, Lady
Manderby, your great aunt, left you a sapphire necklace in her
will."

Of all the things she'd expected this
woman to remark upon during their short walk across the yard, this
was not one of them. "Yes." Might as well be honest. "I was just as
surprised as most people by her generosity."

"Generosity." The dowager laughed
coldly. "It was pure spite, madam. She knew that by leaving that
necklace to you she threw salt in my wounds."

"Your wounds, your grace? I do not
follow."

"That necklace was mine.
Or it was supposed to be mine. She stole it from me, just as surely
as she stole my lover— the man who gave it to her. He bought it for
me, but we quarreled. Bridget Manderby took advantage of her moment
and stepped into his bed, into my place and into
my sapphire
necklace."

So this, Flora realized in
astonishment, was the woman her great aunt had once laughed about
scornfully, when she first showed her that secret box of
jewelry.

Certain other ladies with
whom he dallied are still, to this day, poisoned by their own
bitter envy over this gift. One of them in particular claims that
these pearls and sapphires should have been hers, but here they are
mine...mine. It must kill her each time she sees me wearing
them.

It was true then that nobody could
hold a grudge quite so long as a Malgrave.

"Now I must see you, an unworthy
trollop, wearing my sapphires. An even greater insult."

Flora smiled broadly. "How nice it is,
madam, that we are all seeking a— what was it you called it?— an
amicable truce."

The dowager threw her a filthy look
and snapped at the footman to open the carriage door. "She blamed
me, I suppose, when her matrimonial schemes for you and the duke
came to naught."

"Oh no, madam, I don't
believe that she ever knew how you
intercepted Maxim's last letter to
me."

The lady's lips parted in a tense 'o',
her eyes flinching.

Flora had overheard the conversation
about Plumm's history. It did not sound as if Maxim believed what
his mother told him, but Flora heard the truth in at least part of
it. Her dreams involving the cabin boy named Plumm seemed ever more
real, but none of it made sense to her. She was seven and thirty,
but clearly had memories, or an awareness, of a life lived fifty
years ago.

Matters were coming to a head. Ever
since she found her portrait inside Maxim's watch-case, she felt
the inevitable tug of a forceful tide sweeping her back out to sea.
Back into the fog.

"Until Wednesday, your grace. Good
day." She dropped another curtsey and walked back to where Maxim
stood, stonily watching the departure with Captain Fartleberries by
his feet.

"Do you not even wave to your mama?"
she asked.

"No."

"Waving is for ordinary, common folk,
I suppose."

He did not answer immediately, too
preoccupied, it seemed, with more important matters. Both she and
Maxim were aware of the dangers to which they exposed their
relationship by attending this dinner party. It would give many the
opportunity to cut them publically, others the chance to criticize
and speculate. A baptism by fire, but they could not hide from it
forever.

As she could not hide from her fate.
Strange, awful, bloody fate. Time and time again.

"This is no olive branch," he
muttered.

No, she— the "unworthy trollop"—
suspected not. Best not mention that to Maxim. She did not want him
fighting her battles.

The first volley of shot had been
fired across the bow. From both sides.






* * * *






She decided to wear her raspberry and
gold gown, with Martha's help to make a few fixes. There was not
time to have a new dress made and this one was the best she had
kept, the one remnant from her life as the merry widow. She would
wear her silk slippers too— those that Maxim had bought for her at
Christmas, with the ribbons. It was not exactly a dancing affair,
but she did feel rather giddy and light-headed when she thought of
walking back into Castle Malgrave, a place she had not been since
she rejected his marriage proposal. It was as if she'd been spun
around a ballroom at speed and then let go. What damage would she
do there, this time?

At first, she thought she would take
Great Aunt Bridget's sapphires, just to see the dowager's eyes
water, but at the last moment she changed her mind. They did not
suit the dress; they did not truly suit her.

Before they left Darnley for the
two-day journey into Suffolk, she took her great aunt's necklace
back out of the trunk and gave it to Martha Grey.

"Keep it safe for me." And because she
did not know how this would all end, she added, "If I should not
return here, the necklace is yours, Martha. Let it be payment for
all your kindness to me and your loyalty in staying by my
side."

"Oh, madam, I couldn't—"

"Master Plumm will help you sell it,
if need be. He can find a discreet buyer, and I'm sure the coin
will be more use to you than the sapphires. Take it and make a new
life for yourself, wherever you want to go. Remember you're a free
woman, Martha. Make the most of it." She was also obliged to leave
her dog behind. "Look after him for me until his grace returns.
Then look after them both, if you can."

"But, madam, surely you'll be back
soon."

She kissed the dear lady on her cheek.
"Yes, I expect I shall. But not quite as you see me now. Not in
these shoes."

She did not know why she thought this,
but she did. Another of her instincts.






* * * *






The journey into Suffolk was
uneventful for the first several miles. They were both quiet, deep
in their own thoughts. Finally, to break the foreboding quiet, she
said merrily, "This is the first time you and I have ever traveled
together in a carriage, Fred."

"Yes."

"I used to imagine that all sorts of
naughtiness went on in such situations."

"You imagined?"

"Well, in books and— oh, don't mind
me. Just thinking out loud." She knew he didn't like that.
Preferred to keep his thoughts to himself and never understood why
others could not do the same.

It was a bumpy ride, the road very
poor and the hired carriage not equipped with a padded seat.
Despite her fevered imaginings about wicked liaisons in carriages,
the most contact she had with Maxim was when they bounced violently
over a rut and she slid along the painted wood to collide with his
thigh.

"I suppose you're missing your
personal carriage at this moment," she muttered, reaching for the
leather strap above the door to keep her insides from being knocked
about like a sack of rocks over a navvy's shoulder. Her teeth
chattered. "I'm sure it's much more comfortable than this
one."

"Hmm."

"Oh, what is the matter, Fred? Do talk
to me. I feel as if I'm going to my execution."

"Well, you wanted to go,"
he growled. "Let's get it over
with, you said."

"If a person extends an olive branch
one ought to accept."

"She has something up her sleeve.
You're no fool, Flora. You know that as well as I."

"But let us be reasonable, Fred. If
you and I are to spend the rest of this life together, we'll have
to deal with her somehow. We cannot pretend she does not exist. Let
her see we are not afraid and that we are happy together. You
cannot lock her up in a dungeon."

"Can't I? I shall consult with Plumm
and see if it cannot be managed. Somehow."

"Don't be daft, Fred." Reaching for
the sash window she tugged it down to let a little fresh air in. It
was awfully hot in that carriage and stuffy. "I heard what she said
about Plumm, by the way. Do you believe it?"

"Yes."

She looked at him in surprise. "No
doubt?"

"None at all." He stared out of his
window, his face unreadable to her.

"Will you...will you dismiss him from
your service?"

He gave a snort. "Of course not. Why
would I?"

"A criminal, your mother
said. A mutineer. Consorted with pirates." With Rosie Jackanapes.

He scratched his cheek and then tore
his gaze from the scenery to meet her astonished face. "I knew of
Plumm's past, Flora. I've known the story for twenty years. My
grandfather took him from the Marshalsea and gave him an education,
thought him worthy of a second chance in life. Years later,
qualifications in hand, Plumm repaid that faith by working for my
father, devoting himself to the Malgrave estate for the next
thirty-eight years of his life. He doesn't know that I'm aware of
this and apparently the dowager thinks she's the only soul capable
of uncovering other folk's secrets."

"But you didn't tell her that it was
your grandfather who—"

"I prefer to let her stew in
ignorance. She does it so well."

She sat back, letting this news
ferment a while.

"The fourth duke," he added, "was a
generous gentleman who never wanted recognition for his charitable
works and sought only to make the world a better place, to share
his own good fortune. He wanted nobody to know what he
did."

"No wonder Plumm is so faithfully
devoted."

"You seem startled," he commented
wryly. "Did you not think a Malgrave capable of
compassion?"

"You believe in second
chances too, like your grandfather?" Hope.

He thought about it, his
head on one side. "I suppose I must. Does that surprise you too?"
He gave a soft laugh and shook his head. "You and I may not agree
on everything, Flora, and I daresay we never shall. You will always
think me an arrogant tyrant, and I shall occasionally think you too
stubborn and puzzling, with your strange ideals of equality, but I
do try to be fair. I try to be just. When I lay down my head every
night, I like to know I've done my best. It is all any man can hope
for. In that, I suppose, we are
all alike."

And she loved him then more than
ever.

Second chances. If he believed in
them, he might forgive her for deceiving him about her
identity.

He would be just and fair and
honest.

Then she ought to be the same to
him.

They had planned to break their
journey on the border between counties, spending the night at the
only coaching inn for miles. She had heard it was a pretty spot,
but since they approached as night fell and a summer storm hung
thick in the air, ready to burst over their heads, there was no
opportunity to see much.

Other folk at the inn looked up from
their suppers, studying the new arrivals with unabashed curiosity.
The hired carriage bore no crest, and they traveled under the names
of Master and Mistress Darnley, but Maxim's bearing and that
commanding manner could not be concealed for long.

"You should have grown your beard
back," she whispered as the innkeeper lead them upstairs to their
room for the night. "And put on your old coat."

He looked at her then as if he really
wished he could.

She took his hand. "But this is time
to end our disguises." Ready to tell him everything now, she was
poised on the brink, already feeling lighter with that decision
made.

But as the innkeeper stood aside in
the narrow corridor, and they entered the room at the top of the
stairs, Flora realized that her words had been prophetic. Although
she had meant to tell him everything tonight, it was no longer
necessary.

They were not alone.

The fire was lit, and two candles
stood upon the round table before it. A supper had been laid there,
presumably for them, but five other people waited in that small
room. It was crowded.

Like a courtroom at the trial of an
infamous highwayman. Or a pirate.

"What the devil is this?" Maxim
exclaimed as the door closed behind them.

His mother was there in a hooded
cloak, along with George Tarleton, who appeared drunk already, and
Harriet Seton. The other two men in the room were not recognizable.
One was very grim, dour; the second looked slightly confused and
uncomfortable, eyeing the roasted beef on the table as if he would
like to sink his teeth into it.

"Since you would never
listen to me, I decided to bring evidence for you to see with your
own eyes and hear with your own ears," said his mother, letting the
hood of her cloak fall back. "Did you really think I would tolerate
that woman at my table? Present her to my friends?"

Oddly enough, at that moment she
glanced at her trunk and thought of her best gown. It would not now
be worn after all. She had looked forward to dressing up again for
one evening. How sad. How terribly sad.

She turned her eyes away from the
dowager's spiteful countenance and saw then a spider's web attached
to a corner of the Tudor linen-fold wall paneling. It looked thick,
as if it had housed a dozen or so families of arachnids during its
lifetime. No maid had touched it with her duster for many a year
and the only thing that disturbed it was a slight draft of air from
the window. Or the chimney. There it lurked, an intricate, sticky
trap, waiting for another victim.

"I knew you were up to something,"
Maxim replied to his mother. But they had not been prepared for an
ambush like this. He had clearly expected his mother to wait until
they arrived at Castle Malgrave.

"I wanted this matter dispensed with
away from the estate," she said. "She will never darken its
doors."

"You refer, madam, to
Malgrave? To my estate."

Now George Tarleton, leaning by the
fireplace, let out a low burp. "I warned you, you blackguard.
Thought you could wrestle me to the ground and send me on my way.
Always thought yourself so much better than everybody," he slurred,
rocking on his feet as he left the safety of the mantle and
stumbled against the table. "I ought to bring suit against you for
this." He pointed a finger at his cheek to a very faint, barely
noticeable white scar.

Harriet put a spidery hand on his arm.
"Let us not forget why we are here." And her gaze met Flora's, her
eyes cold and hateful. "To deal, once and for all, with her
villainy. I am sure Sir Henry would like to proceed."

His mother made the introductions now
as if they were at a dinner party, as if there was nothing strange
about any of it. "This is Sir Henry Mulvey."

"I know Sir Henry," said Maxim, as the
other man bowed.

"You will also know that he is the
Justice of the Peace for this borough."

A few miles before this and they would
have still been within the jurisdiction of the Marquess of
Holbrooke— Persey's step-son. Many miles closer to Castle Malgrave
and they would have been in Maxim's territory. The dowager had
carefully selected this spot so that there was no chance of bias in
Flora's favor. Very clever.

"But what, pray tell, is he doing
here," Maxim demanded, "dragged away from his good supper for this
foolishness?"

Flora had taken a step back, already
feeling removed from the drama, finding the edges of this scene
beginning to fade away to black. But she would not faint. She was
determined about that. Fainting was a poor excuse and one used by
women who wore their corsets too tightly laced. She had got herself
into this and she would face the law, as she always faced her
consequences.

"You will not know
this man, however, your
grace," said Harriet Seton, now drawing the confused-looking
gentleman into the light. "Edward Godfrey." She paused. "Perhaps
you are acquainted with him...Lady Flora?"

Silence, but for the puttering fire
and a few drops of summer rain now tapping lightly at the window.
Maxim went still and kept his back to her. Everybody else turned
their eyes to Flora.

Edward Godfrey was about forty,
stocky, sandy-haired and of florid complexion. He looked to be a
pleasant enough fellow and rather embarrassed to be there at all.
Not to mention hungry. It must have been well beyond his dinner, as
it was for Flora too. Her stomach growled, unconcerned, as ever, by
the constraints of ladylike manners.

"Everybody calls me Ned, ma'am. Plain
Ned. Not Edward. Not since I were born." He removed his cap and
crushed it between two thick hands as he stared across the room and
said, "But that ain't Flora, ma'am. That ain't my wife and the
mother o' my boy."

The air in the room instantly changed.
Smug anticipation of victory became anger, impatience and
incredulity. The dowager urged him closer for another look. "Of
course it is her! It has been many years, remember. This is indeed
Lady Flora— Flora Chelmsworth, as she once was. There can be no
mistake. This is the woman with whom you eloped to Gretna Green.
Think man! Look!"

"This is the woman who committed
bigamy," snapped Harriet, "by taking a second husband while you—the
first — are still living."

George Tarleton, not wishing to be
left out, threw in his own sixpenny-worth, "And now she thinks to
take another. A woman without conscience," he slumped into a chair,
"or heart."

But poor Ned Godfrey, having stepped
closer, half dragged by Harriet Seton, blinked in distress and
mumbled reluctantly, "I'd know my Flora anywhere, ma'am, and this
lady is not her. This is not the Lady Flora Chelmsworth who married
me once." When they all continued to argue with him, he raised his
voice. "'T'aint she. 'Tis like in some ways, but it ain't my wife."
He turned his baleful eyes to Sir Henry. "Sorry to disappoint, sir—
with you coming out on such a stormy night, all for this— but
they're wrong. That is not my Flora."

"Then where is
yours, Master Godfrey?"
the gentleman asked.

"I do not know that, Sir Henry. She
put our babe into my arms all those years ago and walked off into a
fog. The worst fog I ever did see." Lightning flared through the
window behind him, the entire room turning white for a split
second. "And she never came out again. That were the last time I
saw her."

"But you are certain, after all this
time, that you would recognize her again? Her looks might have
altered after so long. Take your time, Master Godfrey. Be
certain."

So again he looked, squinting and
leaning close.

Flora looked back, unmoving and
expressionless, suddenly feeling quite calm. As if she stood in the
eye of her own storm.

Thunder rumbled closer.

"No," said Ned. "'T'ain't my Flora. I
remember every freckle on my wife's face. This lady is a stranger
to me and of that I am certain."

"Ridiculous!" fumed the dowager. "How
could it not be her?"

And Harriet glared. "This is the Lady
Flora I've always known. She must have paid this man off
somehow."

At that, Ned Godfrey took rightful
offence. "I beg your pardon, ma'am, but I would not accept money to
lie for anybody. I didn't take money when her family offered it to
have me gone, twenty years ago, and I wouldn't take it now. I've
got a good business with my son, a farrier's shop. We do very well
with it. And I'm a grandfather now. I'm a respectable fellow and
god-fearing member of the parish. I pay my own way, don't hold with
villainy and schemes of that nature."

"I'm sure you do not, Master Godfrey,"
Sir Henry reassured the fellow hastily.

Flora listened to all this, but as if
through a wall. It didn't seem to pertain to her at all and, of
course, in a way it did not for she was Rosie, not Flora. It was
Flora who was actually a grandmother now, not Rosie.

Did she know that, wherever she
was?

A grandmother.
Tempus Fugit. If
one said it with the right inflexion it sounded like a
curse.

"It appears as if the
dowager and her friends owe you an apology, Master Godfrey," said
Maxim, taking charge as usual. "Also to you, Sir Henry. You have
been brought out here by scurrilous rumor and considerable female
hysteria." Here he paused to glare at his mother and Harriet,
neither of whom could now look him in the eye. His mother looked as
if she might
faint, but sheer fury kept her upright too. Harriet merely twitched
as if she wanted to scratch somebody's eyes out.

George had fallen into a stupor, head
on his chest, feet stretched out. Soon he would probably begin to
snore.

"Perhaps now, we might be left in
peace to enjoy our dinner, before returning to Darnley," said
Maxim. "I assume tomorrow evening's plans are now cancelled. Ah, of
course, how blind I've been. There was no dinner planned at Castle
Malgrave, was there? It was merely a ruse to get us here, to this
inn, where you knew I would break our journey. Here, where there
are no servants to eavesdrop and we would be taken by surprise.
Here, where you hoped Flora would be trapped and removed without
further scandal."

His mother was not yet ready to give
up entirely. "You still mean to keep her?"

"She's not a cat."

"What is she though? If she's not Lady
Flora Chelmsworth, who is she?" A brilliant streak of lightning
through the window made her hair prickle, her nerves stand on end.
"Has that not occurred to you? Clearly, if she is not the Lady
Flora who married Edward Godfrey, she is an imposter."

Perhaps it had not occurred to her
lover. Not yet. He was too relieved by Ned Godfrey's denial. He did
look a little shaken then, however, as this new realization was
thrust to the forefront of his mind.

But he recovered to open the door for
the disgruntled party. "Once again, Master Godfrey, I extend my
deepest apologies for this travesty. Please accept my best wishes
for your future and extend the same to your family."

Godfrey would have left then, but the
dowager pecked and poked angrily at Sir Henry, insisting that there
ought to be further investigation.

"If she is an imposter," Harriet Seton
exclaimed gleefully, "she still has a charge to answer. There has
been a fraud committed here, and clearly she is in the midst of
it."

The dowager gathered these
threads with quick fingers to sew another picture, another crime.
"Sir Benjamin Hartnell died in suspicious circumstances, Lady
Manderby too went to her maker in the presence of this woman, so I
am told. And since we do not know what became of the genuine Lady
Flora Chelmsworth, could the woman who took her place not have had
a hand in her fate too? Who knows of what she is capable? As Miss Seton
says, there has been fraud committed, either by this woman alone,
or by collaboration with the Chelmsworth family." She added
scornfully, "Why I should be surprised by that, I do not know. They
wanted her to marry the duke years ago. Practically threw her at
him. I would put nothing by that family of reprobates."

Bouncing, banging thunder shook the
rafters above and reverberated through the boards under their feet.
Still that spider web clung to its corner. Nothing would shake it
lose.

Maxim spoke directly to Sir Henry,
ignoring the others."You have no proof of anything and no cause to
detain this woman. This tomfoolery has been organized by the
dowager duchess and her companions in a feverish fit begun by vile
jealousy, fear of change and a desire for vengeance."

Sir Henry hesitated and then turned to
Flora. "Perhaps the lady has something to say for herself in this
business? Something to put our minds at ease?" Hands behind his
back, he braced his shoulders and said, in a loud, formal voice, as
if she might not understand the predicament she was in. "Who are
you, madam? Now is the time to say. Speak, do."

More lightning— a savage spear that
ripped through the sky and, by the sound of it, through an oak tree
outside the inn. She could smell the burning, could feel the fierce
heat. The thunder, this time, was instantaneous as the storm moved
directly over their heads.

And in that moment all she could say
was, "I have not the slightest idea, my good man. I hoped somebody
might enlighten me."












 Chapter Twenty-Four






Maxim insisted on being present while
she was examined by a physician. This entire business he blamed on
his mother, but he had known nothing good could come of her
invitation to Suffolk and he should have followed his instincts,
put down his foot, and refused to let Flora go under any
circumstances. The woman, unfortunately, was damned impossible to
control when she made her mind up and she'd been
adamant.

In fact she had been oddly cheerful
about the whole event. To all appearances, fearless. Even in the
mood for a fight.

"It could be, your grace, that the
lady has suffered a concussion of some sort," Sir Henry Mulvey
suggested. It seemed to be the only explanation the poor fellow
could come up with and thus a physician was summoned.

Maxim also sent an urgent message to
Plumm, needing his advice and— since he seemed to be losing his
own—some good sense and reason.

He wanted to take Flora back to
Darnley, but Sir Henry suggested they stay at his house instead,
until any doubt was resolved. One way or another. Certainly, Maxim
wanted the mystery solved, the accusations answered and put to
rest, so he agreed that they would stay a few days.

"I tried to tell you several times,"
she confessed to him when they were alone. "But after so long...I
thought it might never be necessary. I hoped we could go on as we
were. For your sake."

"Then tell me who you are," he
exclaimed, trying to be patient.

She looked at him with wide eyes, the
lavender stalks within waving in a subtle breeze. "I could tell you
so many things, Fred, but I don't know which is fact. I do not know
which is true. Perhaps they all are." Her voice grew distant until
it fell away completely on a weary sigh.

She must be hiding something from him.
Something of which she was ashamed. "It does not matter to me,
where you came from."

"But you said once, that a humble maid
could never be compared to Lady Flora Chelmsworth, an earl's
daughter. That there could never be any lasting affair between
yourself and a woman of the lower classes."

"You're a maid? A servant perhaps from
Wyndham?"

"It is best, you said, for everybody
not to venture beyond their sphere, because it only causes
trouble."

So that was what she dug for that
evening, weeks ago, when he could not understand her purpose. When
they talked of servants and she criticized him for not knowing all
their names.

"You were one of my staff? Long ago,
before you became Lady Flora?"

"No," she replied somberly. "I lived
with an old lady who made wine. Before that...I think I was a
pirate. Or was that after? I remember another world too. Not this
one."

He groaned, scraping a hand through
his hair. "This is not a game, Flora."

"That portrait of me that you keep in
your watch-case," she said suddenly. "Why did you never show it to
me?"

He frowned. "I didn't think of it. I
never showed anybody. Kept it for myself."

"A secret. You were my secret
admirer."

"Hardly secret. I proposed marriage,
remember?"

"Yes, but...I didn't realize then that
you had any feelings for me. You were so stern and proper. If I'd
known about the portrait, things might have been
different."

"Tell me who you are," he insisted,
clasping her hands in his. "Tell me."

"I am a nobody. I am an ordinary,
common person. Insignificant to the Duke of Malgrave. The sort you
would never have noticed."

"That is not true."

"But it is, my darling Fred. You see,"
she sighed, "even when I tell you the truth, you don't believe
me."






* * * *






He refused to see his mother. All he
wanted to know was how she came to be complicit with Harriet Seton
and George Tarleton, and that he could find out through Plumm's
investigation. Not that it mattered now. The accusers may not have
achieved what they wanted, exactly, but they had still caused a
stir and cast enough doubt to bring a cloud over his future with
Flora.

"I find nothing out of
place, your grace," the physician reported, having taken her pulse,
listened to her heart, tried her reflexes and checked her eyes and
teeth. "She seems to be all
there, sir."

"Yes. I rather thought she was, but
she seems in doubt."

Sir Henry applied to Earl Chelmsworth
for anything he might know of his sister, and also to Sir Roderick
Manderby. "If it is true that she is an imposter, one of them will
surely know it and shed some light upon the matter."

The woman he knew as Flora continued
to insist that she was not, that she no longer knew who she was,
but she would say nothing more, as if she feared getting somebody
into trouble. Or else the truth was far worse than he could
imagine.

But Maxim had known her as Flora since
that day, so many years ago, when he walked into the midst of Blind
Man's Bluff and she ran into him recklessly, laughing and giddy,
her fingers straying over his face. Like a thief looking to steal
his valuables. In this case, his heart.

How could she be anybody
else?

To him she was Flora of the Pink Toes.
The one and only. She could be no other.






* * * *






Plumm was able to confirm that Ned
Godfrey was exactly who he claimed to be and that he had indeed
been married at a place called Gretna Green, just over the Scottish
border, in the year 1762, to Lady Flora Chelmsworth.

"But she was only seventeen and not of
legal age to wed without parental consent," Maxim
protested.

Plumm drooped over his papers and
explained, "Lord Hardwicke's Marriage Act of 1753 does not apply in
Scotland, your grace. Perhaps you have forgot. It seems that, since
the act was passed, this small place in the wilds of Scotland,
formerly unnoticed on any map of the region, has become a popular
destination for clandestine marriages. As I have often observed,
your grace, those seeking to break a law will always find a way
around it. Particularly the young, the insane and the
lusty."

Ned Godfrey had never known there was
another woman calling herself Lady Flora Chelmsworth and so, when
his wife disappeared, he simply got on with his life as best he
could, raising their child, hoping she might return one day. He
told Plumm that he once thought of approaching the Wyndham estate
to ask after the lady and whether they had received any word from
her, but he lost his gumption. Fearing they might snatch his child
away, or even take worse measures against him, he changed his mind
and slipped away back to Scotland. He heard nothing more until he
was contacted by Harriet Seton, who had doggedly pursued old
rumors, determined to serve her rival "a comeuppance". All while
pretending that she merely did a service to society, by removing a
supposed bigamist from the scene.

"I never wanted anything from that
family," Ned Godfrey told Plumm. "If I made myself known to them, I
knew they'd think the worst of me, accuse me of some crime, have me
whipped off their property. If I ever heard talk of Lady Flora
after she left me, I would have thought she went back to her fine
life for her own reasons. If she could not love me for what I was,
then I would not want her back. A man has his pride."

Harriet Seton, playing the injured
damsel in distress, had persuaded Ned to travel to Suffolk with her
to "prevent a great crime." George had merely gone along with it
all for revenge against both Maxim and Flora, who had rejected him.
The dowager had met them while making her own inquiries into
Flora's past, and thus they formed an alliance. For "the duke's own
good."

All of this, Plumm reported back to
his master and to Sir Henry Mulvey. But it did not solve the
mystery of two Lady Floras.

As the investigation stretched its
wings, the Chelmsworths and Manderbys chorused in outrage at the
suggestion of an imposter in their midst. But not because they were
ready to deny it. No, their indignation stemmed from the fact that
Flora had inherited jewelry from her great aunt. Now they wanted it
retrieved from the likely imposter's hands. She had no right to it.
They had been cheated out of it. They wanted justice and
recompense. Mostly the latter.

"I do not have it," Flora calmly
explained. "I gave it away. As I had every right to do, since it
was given to me for services rendered."

Sir Roderick Manderby, far too ill to
leave his house, demanded that the inquiry travel to Hertfordshire
so that he might hear all these claims in person. He was horrified,
he assured them, to think that his family had been taken advantage
of by a villainess posing as his cousin. He swore that he knew
nothing of the matter, whatever she said, and was just as shocked
by this turn of events as anybody.

If there had been any plotting to
cover up the real Flora's elopement, he said, then it was his
mother's doing and not his. Or else the girl worked alone to pull
the wool over all their eyes.

"Have you considered that this
imposter might have disposed of my cousin herself, in order to
replace her? If the real Lady Flora cannot be found, surely that is
a possibility. Folk do not simply vanish into thin air. Or fog. No.
I never liked that girl. Never trusted her. Never liked the look of
her. When she returned from Scotland there was something of a
common goose-herder about her manner. I remember telling my mother
that there was something amiss. I knew she would be trouble. And if
she got rid of my cousin for her own advancement, could she not
also have done the same to my mother, to get her hands on that
jewelry? She was the only one near to my mother at the end. She
took over completely, and we were shut out."

When Flora was asked about this, she
replied with a shrug, "Nobody else cared about her, that is why
they were absent. I nursed Lady Manderby as best I could and took
care of her needs. As for Sir Roderick, he was always more
concerned for himself. He never came to visit her sick bed, even
after all the years she'd spent tending to him."

Sir Roderick denied it all, of course,
insisting he was kept away by Flora.

Distant relatives of Sir Benjamin
Hartnell now came forward to claim that they too had their
suspicions about his widow and the circumstances of his
death.

The word "murderess" echoed and
vibrated around them, and it would not go away.

Maxim assured Sir Henry that the woman
he knew as Flora had never done anybody ill. "Whoever she is, she
is not a murderess, or a thief."

"I'm sorry, your grace, but have you
considered that she tricked you too?"

"She is the most honest woman I
know."

"Yes." Sir Henry gave him a pitying
look. "She only lied to you about her name and who she
is."

Annoyed, he exclaimed, "I shall take
her back to Darnley Abbey in the morning. This has gone on long
enough. Surely you are satisfied now that this is all rumor and
supposition."

"On the contrary, your grace. There
are too many questions unanswered. I'm afraid she will be held in
custody until the case can be heard in full. Whatever is not known
of her actions and motives, the one certain fact remains that she
took another woman's place and assumed her identity for a great
many years. 'Tis fraud and deceit at the very least. It could even
be more if the real Lady Flora cannot be found. She must face
justice. She must be held to account."

He discovered that while he spoke that
day to Sir Henry she was removed from the house and taken to a
"secure" place to await trial. They had not even decided yet upon
all the charges. Testimonies were being taken by those with an axe
to grind against her, and there were several.

"I would advise you, your grace," said
Sir Henry, "to distance yourself from this woman and this affair.
Who knows where it might all lead and what may be revealed in
time."

"Abandon her?" he growled.
"Never."

He might be furious with her for
lying, but he would not desert her.






* * * *






Friends came to speak on her behalf.
After the gale of accusations, it was a welcome relief. Persephone
Radcliffe was among the first to step forward. She spoke of Flora's
generous nature and her good heart.

"She is not a woman who would plot to
harm anybody. She has always lived her life with joy and looked to
give others the same. Her loyalty as a friend cannot be faulted,
and I have known her ten years. Without her I would have been an
outsider in society for I was often looked down upon, even after my
marriage to the Marquess of Holbrooke. I was seen as a young
upstart who married for money and consequence. Flora was once the
only person I knew who treated me with warmth and kindness, apart
from my husband. In her company I can always be myself, without
fear of judgment or of having my confidences shared at large. I
fear I cannot say the same of most fine ladies with whom I am
acquainted."

Francis Chelmsworth also
came to her defense. "In my
definition of the word she has been my sister for
as long as I can remember. She has cared for me with greater
devotion than the rest of my family could ever manage. Without her
I would have known a miserable upbringing with people whose first
interest was always their own financial comfort. Flora showed me
that there was more to life, that I could be my own person, out of
their shadow. She taught me that I had nothing to fear. Yes,
she is my sister,
sir, whatever else she might not be. And the whatever else is of no
concern to me, for it does not change her character or her
heart."

And then, according to a report in the
newspaper, Nicholas, Viscount Fairleigh, the duke's son and heir,
made a surprise appearance before Sir Henry to give his own
opinion. Standing proud and tall, his voice never wavering, the
young man declared that "Lady Flora" had made his father content as
nothing else ever had. "My father is a man without fault, sir, but
I do not believe he has ever been genuinely happy. Until now. He is
a man of exemplary judgment and if he sees in this woman goodness
worthy of his time and affection, then nobody should question
it."






* * * *






Flora read the account of these
accusations— which was now expanded to include possible acts of
witchcraft— and the speeches made in her defense, a show of support
and affection that brought tears to her eyes.

She had never known the positive
effect she had on other people's lives here. To know that they all
spoke up for her in this time of need was gratifying and
heart-warming.

"Nicholas insisted on speaking," said
Persey, who had brought her the newspaper. "He came from school to
do so. Even the duke did not know of his plans."

Flora smiled. "He is a sweet, dear
young man." She could not even take issue with that statement about
his father having no faults. Nicholas saw his father through the
innocent eyes of pure adoration. Maxim was a god to him, as it
should be.

And on that subject, where was Maxim?
Was he furious with her, too incensed to see her? She was allowed
visitors, but he had not yet come.

"Why do you not tell them who you
really are?" Persey asked softly.

"I have tried. But there are many
women's lives I recall. Rose, Flora, Ivy, Violet, Daisy, Camellia.
I do not know which is mine. Sometimes I think they all
are."

Looking deeply concerned, her friend
reached over and placed a hand to her brow.

"I am not sick," Flora assured her.
"Not physically at least."

"Don't let them shut you away in the
madhouse. You must take care not to give them any excuse. They do
not need many reasons, as it is, to consign a woman to the lunatic
asylum."

"Oh, I have no intention of that
happening. I'll fight to the death if I must."

Persey nodded firmly. "And I shall
fight beside you."

In that moment, Flora felt sure that
Persephone Radcliffe had brandished a sword at her side once
before. But the idea passed. She must stop her mind from wandering
off into other lives. This is the one she must focus on, because
these people were fond of her. And this is where Maxim
lived.

She did not want to be in any world
without him in it.
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 Chapter Twenty-Five

A Feed Shed in
Suffolk

1783






She paused at last. Her throat was
sore, her voice grown hoarse over the past few hours. "So there you
are," she said. "That is how it all happened."

Maxim had sat very still while she
talked. Leaning forward, elbows resting on his spread thighs and
hands clasped around her diary, he listened without interruption,
without sound and mostly without expression.

"Now you know my humble origins,
according to Great Aunt Bridget."

Finally he spoke."You should not be
ashamed."

"I was not for myself," she explained
carefully, "but I thought you would be appalled. Your view of the
world is not exactly... progressive."

He looked down at his hands and then
cracked his knuckles, making her wince. "Nicholas is not my
blood."

Flora stared. Slowly she pulled his
coat collar further up around her face again, because it had
slipped. "I don't understand."

"Of course, if it was ever known that
Nicholas is illegitimate, he could not inherit the title and the
estate, so I chose to accept him as mine. There is no need to upset
the boy and, in practical terms, I need an heir. My marriage, I
knew, would never produce another." He blew out a heavy breath,
stretched his fingers out. "Amelia was with child when she married
me. I strongly suspect it is the only reason she married
me."

She realized then why he told her
this. "So had I told you of my illegitimacy you would not have been
shocked and cold toward me, as I thought."

"Another of your bloody
misconceptions," he grumbled, lifting his gaze to hers. "You surely
knew how I felt about you."

"How you felt about a woman you
thought was Lady Flora, daughter of an earl. A woman you thought
was always honest, but who had lied to you ever since you
met."

Maxim groaned. "The most frustrating
and challenging of women."

She took a breath, swallowing a sob
that had risen up in her throat. "Where have you been? I thought
you had left me here."

"Plumm and I have been trying to find
Lady Flora and proof of your innocence, of course." He looked
wounded. "You thought I had left you?"

"I do not—" She sagged under his coat.
"No. Not really. I knew you wouldn't." But when she woke to see him
there, that morning, the sheer release of joy had weakened her and
then the tears threatened. She wanted to throw her arms around him,
but not knowing what he was thinking or why he had come, she'd had
to restrain herself. Be patient.

"But what was Bridget Manderby
thinking," he said, "when she undertook this deceit, using you as
her pawn?"

"They were desperate. Great Aunt
Bridget did the one thing she thought might save them from calamity
and scandal. I was just the by-blow nobody thought about until I
could be of use. She and Sir Roderick threatened me with all sorts
if I didn't go along with their scheme and keep the
secret."

"Hmm." He stood, restless now after
sitting still so long, but oddly breathless, as if he'd been tossed
by a horse and landed on both feet. "But through it all you kept
this diary." With one hand he held it up, like an exhibit in
court.

"It was Lady Flora's diary. I
continued filling out the pages to practice my penmanship— make it
resemble hers. I always kept it well hidden, but a girl must have
somewhere to confess her sins or else she might burst at the
seams."

"Especially when she has so many sins
to confess."

She sighed. "Yes."

He nodded, lips tight, looking at her
again, considering, weighing and measuring. "Well, Rosie, I'm glad
you finally told me where you came from."

"You are?" she asked
meekly.

"A man ought to know who he's fallen
in love with, don't you think?"

In love? With
her? Still? Even now
that he knew everything.

Fancy that. And he
accused her of
flying by her stocking garters.

"No need for that expression," he
muttered wryly. "Love does exist. A very determined young lady once
informed me of it."

"I didn't think you listened to
her."

"I tried very hard not to. But she
haunted me for twenty years, damn her." Reaching down for her hand,
he gripped it firmly and pulled her up on her feet. "And I'm not
going to let her get away again."

Her lips met his in a kiss that
suggested neither of them had known for sure whether they'd ever
have another. His rough fingertips stroked the side of her face
with anxious tenderness, as if he feared breaking her. By now he
ought to know she was stronger than that. Resilient. A true
survivor.

"I've missed you so, Fred," she
murmured as he pressed his lips to her forehead. "What of the
harvest and my grapevines?"

"You think of that at such a
time?"

"What else should I think of as I sit
here, but everything that we worked for together since last autumn?
It has been the best year of my life. The very best. Of any of my
lives."

"I'm taking you out of here," he
whispered.

"They'll stop you."

"They can try." His jaw was set firm,
his eyes dark. "This is nonsense, and you shouldn't even be
here."

She reached up for his hand and
brought it to her lips. "The trouble is, they're never going to
find a trace of the genuine Lady Flora, not if she went where I
think she did." Rosie still had not told him of her dream of the
future, a world of concrete, metal and glass, where engines roared
like mythical dragons and giant jackhammers tore holes in the
ground like angry, confused woodpeckers with a grudge. He was not
ready for all that yet. Too many shocks might bring on his Fairfax
Disorder, she mused glumly. "When they don't find her, they'll need
somebody to blame. I'll never be free of the suspicion, wherever I
go."

"Sir Roderick Manderby must be made to
confess."

She arched an eyebrow. "You've seen
the state of him. He'll die before they get any truth out of that
wizened, bitter mouth. No, I'm the scapegoat for their deceit, just
as I was once their pawn."

"Then we'll run away together. Back to
Italy."

"And what about the estate? What of
Nicholas and those six hundred and thirty-five other folk reliant
on you?" She would never let him throw all that away just for
her.

He looked down, shook his head. No, he
knew he could not abandon his duties and the son who needed him.
The idea of escape had been but a moment's fancy.

"Malgraves do not run away," she said
firmly. "Neither does Rosie Jackanapes. We stand up and face our
troubles."

He looked up again to remind her, "You
ran away from me once, through a pair of glass-paneled doors and
out onto my lawn, after telling me that I was an unmitigated bore,
so stuffed full of my own importance that I was likely to
explode."

"Ouch." She grimaced. "I was an awful
brat, was I not? So many mistakes."

He kissed her again, this time on the
tip of her nose. "Nothing we do is a mistake, as long as we learn
from it."






* * * *






"I'm taking the lady out for a
stroll," he announced, striding out of the feed shed with Rosie's
hand clasped in his.

"But, your grace!" The constable, who
had been perched on a little three-legged stool by the door,
smoking a pipe, leapt to his crooked legs. "You can't. I've strict
instructions from Sir Henry."

"Do you know who I am?" he demanded,
imperious.

"Aye, sir. Your grace, the Duke of
Malgrave. Sir."

"Then you know that it is most unwise
to cross me. Stop sniveling. We do not intend to walk beyond that
crest. I am not likely to participate in the escape of a prisoner
who has wronged me, am I?" He hurried her along, one hand under her
elbow.

"But, sir! Your grace!"

He turned on his heel to shout at the
constable. "Shut up, sit down and smoke your pipe. We shall not
venture out of your view. If Sir Henry wishes to object he may take
it up with me."

Flora— no, Rosie, he must
get accustomed to that— stumbled over a tussock of grass and her
skirt hem, but stayed upright by hanging onto his sturdy arm.
"Fancy bringing this gown," she exclaimed. "It's hardly fitting for a
gaol."

But he knew it was her best and a
favorite, and he liked her in it. He had never paid much attention
to ladies' frocks, but hers always made an impression. Probably due
to what came in them, he thought wryly. And the pleasure to be had
from unwrapping the treat within those layers.

"Where are we going?" she demanded,
amused.

"I don't want to sit in that stuffy
store shed a moment longer, and fresh air is good for you. We'll
sit a while under that tree. There." He pointed to show her the
broad oak on the distant crest. "The perfect spot. Or as perfect as
we can find for now."

"But the ground is damp,
surely."

"You can sit on my coat." He was going
to propose to her again. Properly this time. He had chosen that
tree as he rode up this morning, even before he knew what she would
tell him. As soon as the divorce was settled, he wanted her to be
his wife. This other business they would sort out. Plumm was
working on it now— had said something about owing the lady for a
long ago kindness.

The air was thick, warmer than it had
been earlier, and a thin haze rose up from the long grass. Or
rather crept over it with smoky tendrils.

"Harriet Seton came to see me
yesterday," he said. "Quite contrite. Seems her conscience troubles
her finally. Wanted to know if she could help."

"Harriet? Ha! Don't fall for her
wiles. She's probably hoping to comfort you in your time of grief.
She did have her cap set for you when we were young, but you never
noticed her it seems." Her arm slipped from his as she stooped to
pick a fallen leaf from the grass.

"I never noticed anybody but you," he
muttered, lengthening his stride as the ground sloped
uphill.

She followed, twirling her leaf, her
pretty skirt stroking the wet grass. "Why me, I wonder?"

"Because I had never seen anybody like
you. Never heard anybody laugh the way you did. It was as if you
came from another world." The mist thickened here, sliding down the
slight hill to meet them as they made their way up. "You were
unique and, of course," he smiled, remembering his first impression
of her. "Beautiful, but in a different way. Not like a flower
garden or any of that nonsense. Like a storm at sea."

She laughed softly. "So possibly
deadly then."

"Most assuredly not safe to be out
in." Maxim took a deeper breath of the moist, clinging air. "And
not at all in awe of me. Of course I noticed you. It was a game of
Blind Man's Bluff, but you wore the blindfold, not I."

When he turned to grip her hand again,
she was gone.






* * * *






She woke before the alarm and lay a
while, staring up at the ugly light on her bedroom ceiling. The
scent of burnt toast drifted insidiously from the kitchen, followed
by muffled voices as her parents argued again over whether or not
they needed a new toaster. Her father liked his toast cremated. Her
mother liked it soft, barely tanned. She liked to spread her butter
without fearing the bread would disintegrate under the knife's
blade. He preferred the hearty crunch. Why bother using the toaster
at all, he would say, if you only want floppy bread?

"If I want a mouthful of ash, I'll
chew on coal," her mother replied.

It was an argument that had continued
for about five years. First world problems.

What was the life-expectancy of a
toaster, she wondered idly. Really she ought to just go out
tomorrow and get them a new one. But her father claimed they were
too expensive and too fancy these days— nothing new could replace
his old love. Besides, what would they all have to talk about in
the morning if the toast wasn't burnt? And who was going to look
after them, if she went away to university? At seventeen and a half
she was the voice of reason in that house.

Her phone buzzed. She rolled over to
grab it from the bedside table.

Shelly again. Shelly Trent was in her
class at school, had been a sort-of friend since year six and now
seemed to be under the impression that they were both in pursuit of
the same boy's attentions.

"How can you have a sort-of friend,
Cammy?" her mother had scornfully asked. "She's either a friend or
she isn't."

"You don't understand, mum. We've
known each other for a long time and we hang out in the same
places. We have the same circle of friends. But we're just not that
close."

"Looks like a nasty piece of work to
me."

Shelly Trent snapped her gum a lot,
wore push-up bras and make-up to school when she was twelve, and
always had her eyes pinned to her phone. When in a bad mood, which
was often, she called other girls by their full name, drawing it
out and with heavy emphasis on certain syllables as if it might, in
fact, be an alias. Or, in certain cases, too "posh".

"Miss Cam—eee—llia Know-it-all
Snobby-arse." For instance.

Most people shortened it to Cammy. And
no, her last name bore no resemblance to Know-it-all Snobby-arse.
But she was getting used to it by now. Lately she had been caught
in the gum-smacking Shelly's line of sight too often. Amazing,
since the slack-jawed annoyance so rarely lifted her false lashes
to look up from her phone.

But when Shelly Trent liked a boy, she
made certain everybody knew it and then other girls were not
supposed to look at him.

Especially not to laugh at anything he
said.

Lesson learned.

But, unlike Shelly
Trent, she didn't
have time for all that. Boys did not impress her. They were stupid
enough sometimes to make her laugh— at them, however, not
with them— but Shelly,
it seemed, did not know the difference. No, Cammy wasn't interested
in boys. She waited for something special and she would know it
when she found it.

Time to get up. A quick skip of
excitement danced through her stomach as her gaze moved from the
phone to the museum leaflet beside it.

Hidden Treasures: Lost and
Found.

A new eighteenth century exhibit
opened today, just in time for the art class trip. Last night she'd
fallen asleep in a state of agitated anticipation. Other girls her
age thought her crazy, but she would take a trip to a museum over
Alton Towers or a rock concert any day. History was her thrill
ride. Mozart and Bach were her playlist. And her dream
boyfriend...well, she hadn't found his portrait yet, but she kept
looking. She never gave up.

Who knew? Today could be the
day.

As she slipped her feet out from under
the duvet, Cammy spied her toes, painted bright pink last night in
a girly fit. What would her make-believe eighteenth century suitor
think of pink toes?

It would certainly get his
attention.

Her mother called up the stairs. Did
she want some burnt toast?

No time for that. She had a bus to
catch.

She glanced at her window, where a few
spots of rain speckled the glass. The sky was milky and curdled.
This time of year the weather was generally dull and rainy, but
something looked different today. Felt different too. The
atmosphere was heavy and expectant. As if a change was on its
way.

"It's raining out," her mother shouted
again. "You'll need a brolly."

Nobody her age carried an umbrella,
but her parents seemed oblivious to the fact. "Okay," she shouted
back.

It was not as if a little rain would
melt her and she rather liked to feel it on her skin actually. Rain
was good; it made things grow, made the earth fertile. Where would
they be without it?

She got up to brush her
teeth.






* * * *






She had disappeared without a
trace.

Martha told him later, "She must have
known, your grace, that she was not coming back." And she showed
him the sapphire necklace that Flora— or Rosie— had given to
her.

Why would she leave him? She said that
Rosie Jackanapes did not run away. She said she kept her
promises.

But now where was she? He was angry,
hurt and bitter for a while.

There was no word from her, nothing to
prove she remembered him, wherever she was.

"Perhaps she thought it for the best,"
Francis suggested. "She's gone away somewhere until all this dies
down. Then she'll come back. You'll see. She'll come
back."

Persephone Radcliffe and her husband
Joss came to help with the wine-making at Darnley.

"She would never have walked away
without a fight," Persey assured him. "She would never have left
you. She is a loyal friend. Something must have happened that was
beyond her control."

He looked askance. "Such
as?"

Her face, he thought, was a little
guilty, sheepish. "I do not know. I have no answer for that. None
that would make any sense."

Lady Flora was never found. Neither
the first nor the last.


 Chapter Twenty-Six

A Footnote by Ha'Penny
Plumm






In May 1784 it was reported that the
Duke of Malgrave, quite without comment, got up and left a room
when his mother entered it and sat. His friends swiftly followed
suit. Then those who wished to be his friend. Then those who did
not want to be his enemy.

The dowager soon found herself alone
with only a footman in attendance and, naturally, she had nothing
to say to him, nor he to her.

Finally, with nothing else to do, she
got up and left. After that she was never again seen in the same
society as her son, or her grandson.

None of it was her fault, of course.
They were all ingrates, cruel and shameless in their treatment of
her.

Harriet Seton never married George
Tarleton, despite their lengthy, oft-disputed engagement. She
remained in her brother's house, soon donning the cap of an old
maid and busying her days with visits from the local curate. In her
elderly years she was known as a pious, devout lady, by those who
had never met her in youth and those who had forgotten. She even
took in stray cats and made clothes for the poor.

But if anybody ever dared mention Lady
Flora Chelmsworth a flame of rage still lit her eyes from within.
"She stole away every man who ever looked at me. My youth and
beauty was wasted because of her. I had the misfortune to spend the
same thirty-eight summers and winters on this earth as that
wretched woman."

Even to her last years, she was known
to throw china at any woman with the ill-luck to sport red hair in
her presence.

A day came when the Duchess of
Malgrave returned to her husband— not to reconcile her marriage,
but because she was ill. Her poet lover had deserted her in Paris,
as revolutionary fervor brewed in the streets. By the skin of her
teeth, she escaped on a boat to England and slunk home, bruised and
sorrowful, but never fully repentant. Mostly she cried for herself
and her losses. For her own broken heart.

Because she was, by law, his wife, the
duke took her in, gave her back a suite of rooms at Castle Malgrave
and paid for the services of Doctor Osgood, as well as a full-time
nurse to tend her at all hours of the day and night. But her years
of reckless, decadent living had taken their toll. She lingered but
a few more months and died with her son at her side, forgiving her
in the end.

"I do not know whether she heard me,
or whether she cared, but I did it for myself," he told his father.
"I had to forgive her. If I did not, it would be a burden I always
carried."

The duke moved to pat his son's
shoulder then, but the young man swung forward energetically for a
warm embrace instead and, this time, it was tolerated. For at least
fifteen seconds. Nicholas counted every one of them.

Francis Chelmsworth married happily,
for love as well as fortune. He frequently regretted that the walls
of Wyndham held no portrait of his sister. She had never sat for an
artist. At least, as far as he knew.

But Fortitudo Maximilian Fairfax-Savoy
kept her tiny likeness inside his silver watch-case, hoarding it
jealously to himself. With Captain Fartleberries at his side, he
made Darnley Abbey his home, only occasionally visiting Castle
Malgrave, but maintaining it mostly for his ancestors and his
descendants. And for the folk who would, one day, come and tour the
place in little groups, marveling at its treasures, learning about
the past.

The presents he'd once given to the
woman he knew as Flora, were packed away in a box and hidden. In
time they were lost, forgotten about for many years, until, during
a restoration of Darnley Abbey, the old box was found.

Maxim would never look at them again.
Could not bear it. Not until she came back to him. She must.
Surely, she must. His love for her was too great to let her go
forever. Somehow he would find her again.

Martha Grey, you may be interested to
know, took the proceeds from the sale of her sapphires and opened a
most successful coffee shop in Holsham. It was never the
fashionable, pretentious salon that disguised itself as a coffee
shop in London. Martha had a different vision for her small, cozy
establishment and certain members of the nobility were rumored to
travel all the way out into the wilds of Norfolk occasionally, just
for a taste of her legendary cakes and pies.

As for Halfpenny Plumm, well here you
see him now— a man possessed— scribbling away frantically to write
her story. Some of it was told to him; some of it he took from her
diary, found long ago; some of it he knew himself.

"You've toiled over that manuscript
for ages," his wife complains, leaning against his hunched, aching
shoulder with her candle in hand. "What are you
writing?"

"Naught," he mutters, unthinking, lost
in another world.

"When shall you be done
with this naught of yours and come to bed then?"

"Soon," he promises.

But not yet.

The story of Rosie Jackanapes is far
from over.






* * * *






London

1826






"Make haste, my dear, or you shall
miss the mail coach. Make haste!"

As she emerged through the door, Goody
Applegate's gentle urging behind her, she found the fog thick
enough to choke the breath out of her lungs. A typical London
pea-soup.

She could hear the ruckus of people
and trunks being loaded onto the waiting coach, horses hooves
clattering on the cobbles, eager to be off.

"Go forth, my dear," the
lady behind her was already closing the door, not wanting to let
the murky vapor inside. Her voice faded. "Time for another
adventure. Now, you must be a proper lady and
do...do keep your
shoes on this time."

Somebody pushed against her in the
haze and she stumbled, gripping her luggage tighter. Well, of all
the cheek...they did not even stop to apologize and now she'd
twisted her ankle. She paused to check her bonnet with one hand and
quickly assess her feet, or as much as she could see of them in
this blinder. Yes, walking boots on. She felt well equipped to
handle this adventure.

For just a moment though she could not
recall where she was going.

A brisk rumble and rattle warned her
that the mail boxes on the back of the coach were being shut and
fastened down. "Last passengers for Norwich and Yarmouth!" a man
shouted gruffly. "Any last passengers!"

Yes, that was her. Norwich. She
remembered now.

She hurried forward. Her toe hit
something that was sitting on the pavement and she fell forward.
Fortunately two gloved hands shot out and caught her, dropping a
walking cane to do so.

"Madam, do be careful."

"Oh. Thank you." She righted herself
quickly, looking down to see what she'd tripped over. There was his
walking cane. "Let me retrieve that for you, sir." He held on to
her still. Must have moved to save her without thinking, acting on
instinct, despite his need for that cane.

As she passed it back to him there was
a little clearing of the fog and she saw that he tipped his tall
hat. "My dear, that is good of you. I just didn't want you to fall.
My good– " He stopped. "Good god."

"Are you alright, sir?"

He stared at her. Despite his advanced
years, his eyes were bright, intense, not at all clouded or
uncertain. "Rosie?" Leaning heavily against his cane, he looked as
if he might collapse for a moment, but his gaze remained fixed upon
her and then he drew himself up taller, making an effort. "Rosie,"
he murmured. "My...my Rosie. Is it you?"

"Last passengers!" the coachman yelled
again. Doors clattered and thumped all around her.

"I must go, sir," she said, her hand
slipping from his.

"Rosie."There was such anguish in the
word. It cut through her heart like a spear.

"No, sir, that is not my name. I don't
know you. I'm sorry." She hoped he was not out there all on his own
in this dreadful fog, but it was clearing now and he didn't seem to
notice it anyway. His only concern appeared to be her.

"I would know you anywhere," he
said.

"You should go inside, out of this
weather, and get a cup of tea, sir," she advised earnestly. "This
rotten air will lay heavy on your chest."

He had to be in his eighties. Only
those eyes seemed unaffected by his advanced years. Most men his
age would be in a chair, pushed around by a faithful retainer, but
he stood with only his cane for assistance. He was smartly,
elegantly and richly dressed, but not in a showy way. A man of
consequence, obviously. She could see now that he had a very fine
private carriage on the other side of the street, the horses facing
in the opposite direction to the way she meant to travel. A man in
livery stood with the door of it open, respectfully waiting for him
to get in. They must have stopped there for refreshment and a
change of horses.

"Rosie," he said again, sounding
bewildered. "Stay."

"I'm sorry, sir." Looking around for
proof, her gaze alighted on the hatbox, which had just been handed
up to her in the coach. A name was clearly marked there on the
leather-trimmed label. "My name is Miss Ivy Marcheford. See?" She
showed him. "Ivy. You mistake me for another."

"Not possible," he replied steadily,
his gaze unblinking.

The door was shut. She was the last
one in and the other passengers stared at her with
curiosity.

The stranger remained on the pavement
outside the coaching inn, looking at her still. There were tears in
his eyes, she realized, shocked.

"I've been waiting for you," he said.
"Come back to me."

But a trumpet signaled the start of
her next journey and the horses lurched forward.

She hugged the hatbox that
had been put into her lap. It was the same one she'd tripped over
on the pavement. Was it really hers or had somebody in the bustling
crowd merely thrust it in after her, thinking it must belong to
her? Was she Ivy
Marcheford? Suddenly she didn't know. The name sounded odd on her
lips. New. Untried.

Something about the hatbox did seem
familiar, however.

Rosie. Why would a stranger call her that? And be so
certain?

Her head ached.

With trembling fingers she unwound the
silk scarf from around her neck and checked the initials
embroidered along the edge.

I. M.

So that was that. She ought to be
relieved. A moment of madness was passed.

Yes, she was Ivy. Ivy
Marcheford.

But the longer she stared at the
initials on the scarf the odder they looked, until the letters
seemed to be saying "I'm". I am.

Who am I?

She couldn't resist one last glance
back through the window as the mail coach turned out of the
street.

He was still there, surrounded by a
swirl of lingering mist. An enigmatic stranger with eyes that
looked right through her and reached for her heart.

My Rosie. I would know you
anywhere. Come back to me.

Poor fellow. He seemed so genuinely
perturbed. As if she was his long lost love.

Whoever Rosie was, she dearly hoped
that he would find her.







Final Curtain







 Chapter Twenty-Seven

Present Day.






She had slowly and carefully made her
way around the museum gallery, savoring every one of these
treasures. The pretty fan with turtle doves, the flute— so finely
decorated— the dancing slipper with ribbons of silk. What had
happened to its twin? Finally she came to that final cabinet in the
corner.

And there she was.






"Miniature portrait of a
young woman, set in a silver case. Watercolor on ivory. Attributed
to the artist John Smart. Sized and curved to fit comfortably
inside a man's palm. Engraved with the name, Flora. c. 1760."






It wasn't him she found. It was
herself.

She was hot. Couldn't breathe. Needed
air.

Her feet spun beneath her as she
looked around, desperate. There was nobody there. Not a soul. Just
herself with all these things that had belonged to a woman who
lived long, long ago.

She saw it all— his hands passing the
wrapped gifts; his tentative smile as she opened them. It was so
real. She could smell his sweat and the hint of balsam he wore
after he'd bathed, and his hair wet from the rain. She could feel
the heat of his skin, the damp linen of his shirt.

Suddenly she was running through a
field of long grass that scratched and tickled her ankles.
Dandelion seeds rose up in a white cloud as she disturbed them.
Laughter. She tried to catch the seeds in her hands, but they
escaped.

Now, here was that same hand, but
bigger, the fingers leaner. She raised it to shade her eyes from
the sun's glare as she looked out over a brilliant, sparkling ocean
and felt salt spray on her lips.

In the next breath she was
blinded, descending into darkness. Somebody wrapped a black silk
mask around her eyes and giggled. "Your
turn, Lady Flora."

She opened her eyes and began walking
toward the little box on the wall that said "Exit". Had to get out
of here and find fresh air before she fainted. But the faster she
walked the farther away that sign seemed to move.

The floor under her feet was folding
in on itself. She was going down.

No.

No!

Summoning every ounce of anger and
determination, she forced her feet to run.

Run.

Run for the exit.

"Be careful out there, young lady,"
someone shouted. "Mind how you go in that fog. It's like Blind
Man's Bluff out there."

The door banged shut behind
her.

Oh, but this was not where she came
in. Where were the steps? Where was the street, the
pavement?

A thick, heavy fog closed in around
her and all she could hear was her rapid heartbeat and her breath,
gasping, desperate.

She took a step forward cautiously,
hoping not to tumble over the steps that should have been
there.

Just then she felt a rush of heat,
another body brushed against hers, traveling at speed in the other
direction.

"Hey! Look out."

But they were gone.

She didn't look back to see who had
taken her place. Wouldn't be able to identify them anyway, not in
this fog.

Somebody was calling her name, so she
walked onward toward the sound, arms stretched out in case of a
lamp post or any other obstruction.

She could breathe better now. In fact
the air had an unusually clean feeling. The fear drained away and
as she began to hum her favorite Mozart piece, she felt her heart
lift, her pulse quicken.

The pavement had become soft, dewy
grass and she was barefoot, because that other passing soul had
taken her shoes. Had stepped right into them.

So that was what happened to Lady
Flora. But who would ever believe her?






* * * *






The door opened. Goody Applegate was
waiting for her in the hall, reaching with both hands to guide her
over the threshold.

"There you are! Where have you
been?"

"Out walking."

"In this fog?"

"It was pleasant weather when I left.
I think."

"But Rosie, look at your feet!
Barefoot in winter? What could you be thinking?"

She looked down at her toes, pink with
cold and damp from the wet grass. Where were her shoes and
stockings? Rosie. Was that her name?

Once it had been. She remembered
everything now. She understood it too.

For centuries she'd been traveling,
drifting on that vast ocean of time, and in between each adventure
she came back here to be refreshed and sent on her way
again.

The other woman closed the front door.
"For pity's sake! Run into the scullery and dry your feet. There
are some clean stockings hanging by the kitchen fire. Take off your
apron, tidy your hair and put on some shoes. It will soon be time
for another adventure."

But she did none of these things. Not
this time. Instead she took the old lady's hands in hers and said,
"I want to go back to him."

Goody Applegate's eyes
widened.

"I love him. I want another
chance."






* * * *






The old lady poured wine into two
glasses, and they sat before the fire while she dried her
stockings.

"How did this happen, young lady?
You're not supposed to remember."

"I'm afraid I've been compromised,
Goody Applegate. I found the portrait that he kept of me and it
jogged my memory."

"Alas, we try to prevent collisions of
this nature, but sometimes it is unforeseen. Accidents do
happen."

"But why am I here? Why have I had all
these adventures? Does this happen to everybody?"

"Oh, no, my dear, only to those souls
who have work yet to do. My immortal seeds. Spread and drifting all
over time."

"Immortal?"

"Everlasting, reborn time and time
again. You have a wonderful opportunity, my dear, to experience so
many lives, not just one. You are special, one of only a few chosen
from an infinite number. It is a great privilege. One that a great
many others would wish to know."

She closed her eyes and
saw him again, waiting for her. Come back
to me.

"I don't want to go on wandering alone
forever," she said simply. "I want to live just one life with the
man I love." Tears pricked her eyes. "That's all I ask. With all my
heart and soul."

Goody Applegate placed a hand over
hers. "Be sure you understand, my dear. If you go back there to
him— if you choose that life over any others— there can be no more
chances. No more fresh beginnings. That's all you shall have. That
one life. You will give up immortality."

"But I can live that life with
him?"

"Yes. If that is what you choose."
Goody Applegate smiled in her gentle way, her eyes full of tiny
stars. "You are not the first of my seeds to choose one life over
all the many more they might have known. They too have come to the
end of their adventures, the end of the bottles on the shelf. I
shall miss you, my dear, but it is not for me to deny you that
happiness. If you are sure."

Yes, she was sure.

If she went back, some things would
turn out differently, but she could still befriend Francis
Chelmsworth and Persey. She would still be there for them. And what
of Nicholas? Well, as fate decreed, he would be born to Amelia
Stanhope, who did not want him. Rosie Jackanapes, therefore, could
seek her out, make her a handsome offer, and take the child off her
hands, raise him as her own. With Fred, of course. All of it with
Fred.

"But...those other seeds," she asked.
"There are many of them like me? Travelers? Pirates?"

"Only very few. Some you know, in
fact. Or have known."

"And you?"

"Oh, I stay here, my dear, to look
after them all whenever they come home. Somebody has to be in
charge." The old lady gave a hearty sigh and took a large gulp of
wine. "I suppose I had better look for your
replacement."

So that was that. Rosie Jackanapes
gave up all her many lives to live just one and all for the man of
her dreams.

Would you do the same?

"The fog is coming," her guardian
whispered. She did not need to look through the window. Apparently
she felt it. Why would she not, since she had made it all? "Better
put on your shoes. And for pity's sake, keep them on this time.
It's very hard to explain painted pink toes to an eighteenth
century gentleman."

Should she apprise Goody Applegate of
the fact that she did not intend to keep her shoes on for long in
his presence? That things had a habit of falling off her person
when she was alone with him?

Hmm. Perhaps not.

Surely the lady ought to know all that
anyway. From the shake of her head and the resigned sigh as she
held out a pair of shoes in vain and too late, Goody Applegate did
know. All too well.






* * * *






She reached out, fumbling through the
dark. Ouch, she stubbed her toe and hit her knee on something. A
chair? People laughing, getting louder.

Be brave, you're a pirate are you not?
Take another step.

Suddenly she felt the air change, grow
warmer. So many hands spun her around. Faster and faster. Then she
was released and she stumbled up against something tall.

He grabbed hold of her before they
both fell.

Reaching up, she felt a silk stock
knot, a collar, a chin. Firm and square. Lips opened in a startled
exclamation.

"Might I inquire what you think you
are about, stroking my face, madam?"

Her fingertips had grazed his teeth—
or was it the other way about? A shiver trickled down her spine
like the sensual kisses of wicked, trespassing lips. With a gasp
she pulled up her blindfold, just as he removed his hands from her
waist.

Fred. Her darling Fred.

In the fluttering candlelight he was
just as she remembered him. Just as he'd always been. Far more
handsome than he ever realized.

Probably a good thing that he was
ignorant of his own peculiar beauty, she mused.

"Yes," she cried. "Yes, I will marry
you."

Someone in the crowd laughed uneasily.
The others held their breath, not even the candle flames moving
now, nervous and upright as sentinels.

He looked down at her, confused,
startled. But there was a little twitch at one corner of his mouth
and just the glimmer of uncertainty in his eyes. The hint of shy
amusement. Nobody else would see it or recognize it for what it
was.

"Madam," he muttered stiffly, "we do
not know each other. Yet. Do we?"

"Ah. That's what I should have said
the first time you proposed."

"The first time?"

Rosie smiled, so happy to be back
again. "It doesn't matter. We will get to know each other this time
and in a little while you will ask me. You'll see. I just thought
I'd save you the trouble."

Still quizzical, he muttered, "How
kind."

"My name is Rosie, by the way." She
whispered, hand extended in greeting. "Don't tell anybody. I'm
supposed to be Lady Flora Chelmsworth and they'll be angry if they
find out I told. The real one's gone off, you see, and nobody knows
where. You'd better call me Flora. How d'you do?"

Cautiously he took the
hand she offered, gripping only the fingertips. "I fear I'm not
entirely certain how I...do."

"Never mind. You will be. I know we're
going to be very happy together." She beamed. "It's an instinct I
have. I'm excellent at predicting the future."

"And you see us together in it, do
you?" He was looking at her as if he thought she might have bumped
her head.

"Oh, yes," she replied. "In fact, I
see us in it with several babies and an adopted son. And some very
good friends. And a rather fat dog. And a vineyard."

He squinted. "A vineyard?"

"You have one at Darnley Abbey. Didn't
you know? Ask Plumm. He'll tell you all about it."

There, in a roomful of astonished,
scandalized folk, she pushed up on tiptoe and kissed him square on
the lips.

"Who the devil are you?" he murmured,
his hands bold enough now to claim her waist again, this time
deliberately rather than by accident.

"The woman with whom you're
desperately in love, of course."

"Ah. Naturally." Another little smile.
Followed by a frown. As if he couldn't quite decide. His fingers
tightened their grip on her waist.

Well, at least he didn't argue. It was
a good start. A very good start.

He may not be entirely sure yet of who
she truly was, or how she came to be there in his hands, but he
knew he was in love.

She told him so, and the way she said
it could leave him in no doubt.

"But madam," he muttered, looking down
between them. "Where, might one inquire, are your
shoes?"

"I forgot them."

"And your toes are painted
pink."

"Yes, but don't worry. It will fade in
time."

She was right. The color on her toes
did fade, as did all her other memories of lives once
lived.

Because now she had found what she
spent so long searching for, drifting on the ocean with her
telescope in hand. And, just as she promised Goody Applegate, she
lived that one life and that one love with all her
might.






* * * *






Halfpenny Plumm put his book and the
little diary away in a box and locked it. He would never show them
to anybody else, but it was a story he had to write out in some
order for his own peace of mind. Otherwise he would go
mad.

He straightened his wig, poured
himself a brandy, and breathed a sigh of satisfaction.

She might not remember now, but he did
and he would never forget the pirate who once let him sail on her
ship. Other folk had come to believe that Captain Rosie Jackanapes
was mere fiction, but he knew differently. He was there.

And now, so were you.
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