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Chapter 1
Mathilde Philpott bustled into the tea shop and took a seat in the corner, pushing some errant hair beneath her boater. She looked rather hard at an old gentleman who was regarding her booted ankles, exposed because she was wearing her bicycle bloomers, and made him retreat behind his newspaper. It was cold today, with the winter slush outside, and she knew that her nose would be tinged with red, but the ride had been bracing and it fended off any feeling of inferiority that the old Matilda Philpott, governess, would have been prey to. She glanced boldly around the room, the epitome of the new indepenence. The waitress arrived in her black and white uniform and took her order for tea and buns, and Mathilde Philpott noticed the lady at the next table with just a cup of tea beside her. The waitress asked the woman if there was anything else she wanted, to which she replied with a "no thank you". Mathilde regarded her covertly, for apart from the force with which she had replied to the waitress, she recognised herself in the woman. She was unquestionably a lady, the accent told her observer, as well as her upright posture. The cuffs of a good wool coat were rather frayed, her pin-tucked blouse rather wilted at the neck for want of starch, her hat a plain one, atop silky brown hair in a simple style. She was gazing ahead with fierce concentration, her eyes so pale they were almost without colour, giving her an otherworldly air that arrested her spy. Miss Philpott thought of her own desperate days, and contrasted it with her confidence as she moved through her busy day today.
'Good afternoon. Might I have a word?' The woman blinked, then took on a polite expression. Miss Philpott dropped her voice. 'I know we have not been introduced, but might I join you if you are not expecting anyone? There is a rather unpleasant gentleman...'
The woman looked past her to the man with the newspaper and smiled. 'Of course.'
'I am Mathilde Philpott.' Miss Philpott said this quite easily. Her days of being dowdy Miss Matilda Philpott, governess, had been cast away behind her.
'And I am Elizabeth Barclay.' The waitress arrived with the tea and buns, diverted to the new table with a sniff, while Miss Philpott requested 'A fresh pot for my friend. Do have some buns.'
'I do not eat a great deal, thank you,' said Miss Barclay, carefully avoiding glancing her way.
Miss Philpott sipped her tea. 'Neither did I, for a long while. Eventually, I found it rather better to fill up where I might.' Miss Barclay's eyes leapt and held hers. The look was humiliation, but Miss Philpott smiled, and Miss Barclay reached for a bun, albeit rather stiffly. She was unable to stop her eyes closing briefly at the first bite, and Miss Philpott silently counted the days that might have caused this degree of hunger.
Half an hour later, Mathilde was leading Miss Barclay to an omnibus, after asking the grumpy waitress to keep an eye out for her bicycle. Afterwards, Miss Barclay was to recall how the advertisement at the back of the conveyance, with its bold colours, seemed so much more vibrant than anything she had been able to see in the last months.
Her name was not Miss Barclay at all, she’d confessed to Miss Philpott in the tea shop, but Mrs Phillips. She was a concert pianist whose manager and husband had cruelly abandoned her in Paris, running off with another woman and leaving her with not a sou to her name. She had scraped up the fare to return to London, but she had no friends or family left there, and her nerves ensured she could no longer play well enough to work. A theatrical agent had been mildly sympathetic and had given her a guinea for old time's sake. He had given her one other piece of advice.
'If you do regain your ability, my dear, you might change your name. If your husband were to hear tell of your return to the stage, he may return — and as your lawful husband...' Would be able to claim her income. She had taken his advice.
Miss Barclay she became, though the state of her nerves meant that she had little hope of achieving the concert stage again. She could no longer muster the concentration and passion needed to perform the greatest, and most complex masterpieces of music. She had lived frugally on the single guinea for some months now, and desperation had her in its grasp. She had only one dress not in pawn and had been sitting with her tea in the shop, in a kind of holy terror that made her numb, having lost her lodgings when Mathilde Philpott had fortuitously arrived.
Now, Mathilde took her to Violette's, because it was necessary to be very careful who knew the address of Francine's agency. Elizabeth Barclay found herself offered, apologetically, a velveteen couch in a tiny back room as a bed for the night. She hardly knew why she was here, only that she had grasped a lifeline held out by the bicyclist, so she smiled her thanks.
'I have stayed there myself, I can vouch for the comfort,' said Mathilde Philpott with her almost shy smile. The room was off a milliner's shop. It was closed now, and the hats on stands around the shop were friendly observers on them, the mirrors glinting as the street gaslights hit them.
Madame Violette, the proprietor, who was dressed in a startling violet and yellow skirt with a high belt, a white blouse with a long neck and extremely large leg of mutton sleeves, made some tea. 'Milk, Miss Barclay?' the milliner asked, in her poshest client voice. A large sob answered the woman, and Violette was at her side in a trice, before even Mathilde could reach her, saying, 'There, there lovey, don't take on so,' and wrapped a hand around her shoulder. 'There ain't a man in the world no better than a worm, and not worth a tear of yours.'
Mathilde Philpott strongly objected to the first part of this statement (her wonderful Gilbert being perfect in every way) but agreed with the second. Madame Violette had become Violet-the-maid in her voice again, a thing Mathilde had witnessed before, when the woman was upset. Generally speaking, her shop-voice betrayed less of the contorted vowels she used to display, and sounded elegant and educated. The formidable businesswoman, who once worked in the Curlew house with Francine (lady's maid) and Gilbert (footman), had, like all of them, prospered since them. All because of Francine, she knew. Miss Philpott needed to consult Francine on what next to do, and so she left Miss Elizabeth Barclay sobbing into the shoulder of the competent Violette whose other hand was touching the cuffs of her visitor's coat, muttering to herself, 'Nice coat, I have some grosgrain ribbon the same colour to trim the cuffs...' Mathilde saw Violette look at the buttons, too. She had no doubt the whole thing would be remodelled by the time she returned. And as Miss Philpott knew, there was nothing better to buck up one's spirits than a new look. But that gave her an idea...
#
Tilly was up to her elbows in soap suds, knowing that enduring this misery again was her own fault.
      Tilly thought, 'If I'd tried harder at the elocution lessons, like what Miss Francine said,  I could have been took on as an upstairs maid, maybe. Gawd knows Miss Francine and Miss Mathilde have tried to get me to speak proper, but me heart isn't in it.' There was nuffin' she couldn't stand more than a jumped-up artificial voice, she reflected, like what Nancy the upstairs maid in this ken was taking on. She chewed on her vowels like she was eating horse steak and then spat them out in any old order like the jackass she was. 'Oi heff day-soy-ded, to wayer moi bloo gawn on moi hoff-day,' she'd said at dinner last night at the butler's table. 
          As scullion, Tilly had to serve at the table before she got to sit, and she'd almost dropped the soup-tureen on her. And the things she planned for the lads who worked here, who thought it fun to kick away the stool she needed to reach the sink to wash the interminable dishes of this large house, or to take her by the legs and threaten to hold her under the pump… Well, she had more than five years of their wages in her stocking drawer, and a better job than them — working for Miss Francine — so she could keep her mouth shut for now. When she left here though, it might be worth a shilling or two to a couple of roughs to show them what bullying really looked like. But no, Miss Mathilde, Miss Francine's kind assistant, would not approve.
She was beginning to think, quite happily, that she might as well go home. A scullery maid spent her time washing dishes and the kitchen floor and other sundry wet and mucky jobs the cook might give her, and was not best placed to know what was going on upstairs. Add to that, the butler here was strict on not speaking about your betters, so the gossip in the kitchen environs was curtailed. But just then, she got lucky.
'You're never!' Tilly heard Nancy (or Fancy, as the boys in this place called her) say in a whisper that hissed down the corridor outside the scullery.
'I am!'
'Whatever would your mum say, Nessie?'
'She'd say take your chance where you get it, my girl,' answered Nessie, airily.
'Not if she knew it was the master. And he's to be married. He'll turn you into one of them that walks the streets, gel. There ain't no respectable life after that.' Tilly noticed Nancy wasn’t attempting no fancy vowels in her urgency to get through to her friend.
'But he really cares for me. He gave me a gold locket with his hair in as a keepsake,' Nessie, a big lass with cow eyes, said hopefully.
Tilly emerged from the scullery, with a happy bustling air. 'Take it to the pawn shop. If you get more than two shillings for it, I'll eat me filfy apron,' she said, taking this offending article off.
'Don't you—' said Nessie between fear and anger. Then, 'You won't tell—?'
'Oh, I'll tell alright, but nobody that need bother you.'
The others were looking at the tiny little girl with shock and awe, since this little person was too sure of herself to be the scullery maid of twelve or so that they'd thought her.
'Give him back his trash, or keep it. But don't meet him on yer half-day. What you need is some el-ocu-tion lessons. If you was to come to the corner on Thursday, then I'll take you to a lady as’ll give you some. And you, Fancy. You've a deal more sense than you look. Or sound,' she added as an aside. She turned and headed for the kitchen door. 'See you Thursday,’ she said airily.
'You leaving?' said Fancy, recovering herself. 'What about your bag?'
'It’s not me real stuff.' Then she thought again, 'Bring it Thursday.'
#
Francine relayed Tilly's information to Mr and Mrs Bentley without emotion. Their future son-in-law was indeed a philanderer, probably marrying for Miss Bentley's inheritance.
'But this was a servant you say?' asked Mr Bentley, while his wife stiffened at his side. 'That is nothing to the point. Any man may do the same.' Mrs Bentley flushed and closed her lips firmly. 'We wished to know if he gambled, or had an expensive mistress somewhere that might cause us shame at another time. A discreet, er, flirtation is all you have come up with, so I see no sense in delaying the wedding.' He shook himself. 'There was nothing else?'
Francine's face was still, her eyes cold. 'No. The gentleman is not rich, but not heavily in debt.'
'Then it will be good for our family to be associated with his family. His uncle owns half of—. Never mind. It will be an advantageous match for my business.'
A noise of something falling behind him made him turn his head. The typewriter, as elegantly dressed as her mistress, had knocked over a vase.
He turned back in time to see Francine incline her head a little. 'That concludes our business, I believe,' Bentley said.
'Yes. I have only to make up your bill now,' said Francine, taking up her pen to write.
'There is no need, send it to me.' He collected his gloves and made to rise.
Francine did not look up. 'Just a moment. I told you my rules were strict on same day payment.'
'I do not wait—' Bentley said, dismissively.
'Samuel, please!' said his wife. 'The sooner we are finished with this foul business, the better.' She saw Francine look up and her frank eyes held on.
'I consider my business sweet rather than foul. We do only good here.'
Those startling eyes turned to Mr Bentley as she held out her bill.
He regarded it — and then her. 'A little more than was stipulated.'
'I can account for each expense, if you wish,' she said calmly.
'No, no,' he said, taking a leather wallet from his jacket. 'Here is your payment.' He threw down some notes and got up to leave.
Mrs Bentley's lavender gloves were on the table. As Bentley rose, Francine knocked one off and kicked it under the desk. Mrs Bentley, seeing this blatant act, looked astonished, and read a message in Francine's eyes.
The couple left the inner office, and her husband had opened the front door when his wife said, 'I have left my glove, Samuel. Pray go to the carriage, I shall be but a moment.' She re-entered the office, and Francine held out her glove.
'Do you have money of your own, Mrs Bentley?' she asked calmly, but in a low voice.
The woman looked outraged, then met Francine's eye. 'Of course not. Nothing now beyond my dress allowance.' Francine continued to look. 'But my mother is widowed...'
'You should take your daughter and your mother on a cruise to escape the scandal of the broken engagement.'
'You heard him. She will never know who her fiancé is until she marries him.' Her eyes dropped. 'I dare not tell her.'
'She knows already, I believe. Or will before you return home,' said Francine, her eyes darting to a large clock behind them.
Mrs Bentley looked up. 'Your secretary—'
'My business partner, yes.'
A ghost of a smile played on Mrs Bentley's face, but then she began to wring her gloves as though she were choking something. 'There will be a scandal as soon as I begin to cancel all the arrangements. And the cost! My husband will be livid.'
'Don't you think you could avoid all that by planning your sailing for the day of the wedding?'
'Leave the blackguard at the altar? And leave my husband to deal with all the...' Suddenly she smiled. 'A sea cruise will do us good. New York would be interesting. If I can just keep Marianne from telling her papa.'
'The last time I saw your daughter she looked a little ill. She's in need of a little country air. I believe she may have been contagious.’ Francine regarded Mrs Bentley’s attentive expression calmly. ‘Your husband would not wish to see her under those circumstances, would he? And if she is to regain her health before the wedding — well, a note to her fiancé should suffice.'
'Yes. He is very careful with his person, as is my husband.' Mrs Bentley grasped the glove. 'You are a dangerous woman, Miss Lestrange.'
'Well, not to you, Mrs Bentley.'
The lady smiled briefly, then dropped her head a little, holding her glove tighter. 'Marianne and I shall have to pay for it when we return.'
'Women frequently worry about the wrong things, I find,' sighed Francine. 'You will have a whole sea cruise to think of how you can make him pay for it. My suggestions for consideration would be his love of social position, his fear of scandal, and his private and business secrets, of which you might know more than you think. If you do not, you may wish to look around his study before you set off.' Mrs Bentley's eyebrows rose. 'It is all about choosing an active rather than a passive life.'
Mrs Bentley laughed. 'I do not know what my husband paid you, but you are assuredly worth double.'
She left the office with her head higher and an amused gleam in her eye.




Chapter 2
'Francine! I have been thinking...' Miss Philpott had already told Francine about Miss Barclay, and Francine had told her she would think about their next move. Miss Barclay's new life was now assured, Miss Philpott concluded.
'Mmmm...?' said Francine, without looking up from the letter she was perusing.
'I have another idea. We teach the girls we find how to speak. But what else would procure them a better position?'
'A bath, assuredly.'
'Of course. But what transformed me into the Fascinating Mathilde?' she laughed, and made a posing gesture with her arm in the air.
'My black and rust striped shirtwaist — I miss it every day,' sighed Francine.
Mathilde, who was wearing it today, smiled. It had inches taken off to fit her smaller stature. 'Yes, the clothes!'
'What are you talking about? I refuse to give up even one of my remaining skirts. I think it very unkind of you to ask me,' said Francine with mock sternness.
'No. Our clothes are too fine,' and as she said it, she remembered the sad dress she had been wearing before Francine changed her life, 'but the clothes of a respectable girl — well, that could take a street urchin to a factory worker or some such.'
'And a factory worker to a shop girl and a shop girl to a typewriter and a typewriter to a-a-duchess, perhaps. One frock at a time.' Francine looked pleased. 'We need a plan.' She took up a quill.
'Do you know who I met yesterday?’ asked Mathilde. ‘A lady doctor. I'm sure she must be just as clever as any male—'
'I'm sure she must be very much cleverer, if she fought through her training and was able to convince men to even let her do so. She must, indeed, be outstanding.'
"Like you," thought Mathilde Philpott, but merely said, 'You are very right. She must have outstripped them all before she was allowed to qualify. But it is inspiring to know that women can do so much more in this new century.'
'But it isn't all about frocks — is it, Mathilde my dear? It is about more than that.'
'Application, of course.' She drew her brows together, thinking of the right word, 'But — flexibility. The feeling that if only you just think of it, there is always something you can do. You taught me that, Francine.'
#
The result of this conversation was that the next day, Tilly was making her way around the pawn shops, buying up some warm coats and good dresses, and collecting them in a pushcart. Some of them were also housing lice, but they would deal with that later. Outside every shop she paid a street cleaner a coin, with another promised, to look after the cart.
Dressing to improve, Tilly thought. Some of the girls they had in training now might just manage it. A good corset and skirt would buck anyone up, even those girls who continually gave it out they never could get better no-how, on account of them being too stupid.
'Can I help you?' said a man with a large handsome head, with laughing blue eyes, well-cut chestnut hair, and a short stumpy body and legs, not four feet five inches from the ground. He wore work trousers, a coarse twill shirt and the leather jerkin of a jack-of –all-trades, which he was, as Tilly knew. He was one of the few people Tilly could look down on an inch, and she looked down her nose at him now. 'Oh, really, is it you again, Albert Layton?' she said disdainfully, 'And what good would a poor midget like you do me?'
He began to push the heavy cart with remarkable ease. 'I'm strong, I is. Comes from having to push through crowds and climb up things to get where I want to go.'
'Yes,' said Tilly, 'I suppose.' She relented a little from her loftiness and became confiding, 'I fink sinks is the worst. I can't stand on a stool to wash up but that someone jerks the stool away for a jest.'
'See how they'd like it. One day I'm going to build a house where all the sinks are the height for me, same as the tables and chairs and the doors.'
'The likes of you is going to build a house?'
'I is Tilly, and you might want to come round some time and sit on seats made for little legs. No one believes me, but I don't care. Just you watch as I get on in this world. You'll see.'
'I know someone who would absolutely agree with you, Albert. She'd point you in some direction to improve yourself, I reckon. Like she did me.'
'I don't want no improving. And in my opinion Miss Tilly, when it comes to you, there ain't no improvement on perfection.'
Tilly sniffed. 'You is a dangerous little person, Albert Layton, and no mistake.'
They reached the accommodation through the back door, and Tilly found Francine within a sparkling kitchen, where she had just finished washing the breakfast dishes, and drying the floor, tasks she had forbidden Tilly to do before she left.
'Aw miss, it ain't right!' had said Tilly.
'Mathilde and I have decided that you shall not wash a dish for a week after our last job for the Bentleys. Scullion is a thankless position,' Francine had answered.
Now, Tilly introduced her companion. 'This is Mr Albert Layton, who helped me with the cart.'
Francine nodded and said, 'you must be thirsty, Mr Layton. We shall have tea.'
There seemed no arguing with her, thought Albert. She was not full of warm smiles or pity, but handsome is as handsome does in his opinion, and tea was just the ticket. Tilly kicked a box at him and he mounted the chair with more dignity than usual. He kicked it back to her and she did the same. What kind of house was this where the well-dressed lady with the cultured voice served the likes of him and Tilly tea? He didn't show his amazement, merely took the tea with an air of an accustomed gent.
'Albert,' said Tilly to Francine, 'is going to build his own 'ouse.'
Albert awaited the derision or pity and stiffened accordingly.
'Do you have a plan, Mr Layton?' said Francine with a cool-eyed stare. 'I always believe there should be a plan.'
'There is,' he said briefly. Tilly snorted. He looked at her and stuck his nose up. 'I have bought a piece of land.'
'And how did someone like you—?' started Tilly.
'I live simple. Actually, in the stables of an ostler chap I know. It's warm there,' he said when Tilly looked shocked. 'I have two blankets hid. And I do some work down the market and gets me victuals there. Anyfing I work for, it’s hid too. So when I saw this little bit of land between the houses, in the city like, I figured it was for me. It has offices all about, see. And there'd be nobody around at night to play throw-the-midget, and if I build towards the back, nobody will likely know I'm there in the day. The man what sold it to me finks I'm nuts. Who'd wanna live there? But I would. A little house is all I need, for me and the wife.' Tilly gasped as Albert's eyes crossed hers.
'What about the children?' asked Francine.
'What children?'
'Why, yours, to be sure.'
'Well…’ said Albert, never having considered this, ‘there'd be room at the back to put up a room or two, I reckon.' But he scratched his head. This was a step beyond his vision, evidently.
'You may have to make those rooms a little larger,' said Francine, sipping tea. 'There is no saying but that your children might be tall.'
'Never fought of that...' said Albert Layton, his eyes wide at Francine. He covered his shock quickly, this lady (for such she was) displayed no doubt of his hopes. His shoulders dropped and he drank on. In another twenty minutes, he was drawing his house plan on paper, adding two rooms for children. Francine and Tilly looked over his shoulder.
'Li’l doors is all very well,' said Tilly, 'but what about visitors? And li’l windows is not to be borne. There'd be no light.'
'Then I'll have bigger doors and windows, with just the handles lowered. If that's what you fink, Miss Tilly,' he smiled ingratiatingly.
Tilly gave her habitual sniff. 'Nuffing to do wif me.' And she began to clear the table.
'Do not wash a dish, Tilly!' Francine decreed without looking up from Layton's drawing. 'I know nothing of plumbing,' she said to Layton after a moment, 'but if you set the house back from the road, which shows sense, you may have to factor in the extra cost of the pipes.'
Albert Layton had spoken only once of his plan to build a house, and that was to his drinking friends and was greeted with outright derision. He had no more than sketched it out in his own mind, never on paper. And here it was, somehow more real than before, even though it was just a sketch done on yesterday's newspaper with an old pencil stump from his pocket. He folded it carefully and put it in his leather jerkin. He left Francine's kitchen feeling stuffed with tea and some heavy cherry cake, and with something else he hadn't believed he stood in need of. Encouragement.
There was something, too, about the way Miss Tilly rouged when he asked her opinion that held him upright. He felt fully five-foot-tall as he walked back towards his stable home.




Chapter 3
'Who are you?' said the gentleman who had burst into the office. Francine saw Tilly scurry away, no doubt for a poker or some suitable implement to hit him with. He was a very tall gentleman, though, and Francine was unsure that Tilly could reach any place high enough to do him damage. Francine remained calm, however. She did not recognise the gentleman, with his tall hat and rather fine, long overcoat and silver topped cane. She paid some attention to the cane, though he set it on the desk with his gloves. She was searching her head for the men that their service had robbed of a wife, and was estimating the cost of his clothing to discard candidates of lesser rank. Yet after the briefest of seconds her eyes had continued to meet his blue ones, letting him guess that she was not to be intimidated. How on earth had he found her address, she was thinking. Must they move once more? Too dreary.
She stood calmly, gesturing to him to sit. 'I am Francine Lestrange, sir. And who are you?'
'Name's Portas,' he said briefly, ignoring the chair and taking a turn around the room. 'What kind of business do you have here?' His hand gestured to her desk.
Francine, who had been so sure he already knew, spotted Tilly behind him with a bed warmer. How creative! The long pole would allow tiny Tilly to accost him most efficiently. She shook her head almost imperceptibly and Tilly withdrew sadly.
'What business is it of yours, sir?'
'I am the man who received this last night!' he threw a diamond bracelet on her desk and those blue eyes once more searched hers. Blue eyes and dark hair: it was unusual. Francine said nothing. 'Well?'  He waited impatiently and then said, voice dripping with distaste. 'I received this,’ gesturing to the thrown bracelet, ‘from a Miss Betty Barclay.'
'Elizabeth,' said Francine.
'I beg your pardon?'
'She prefers to be called Elizabeth.'
'The name on the poster is Betty Barclay.'
'Yes, well, Music Halls managers are fond of a little alliteration.'
'Tell me why she sent it.'
'I have no idea.'
'When I went to her dressing room last night to demand an answer, she told me to refer to you. That you were the only woman who might be able to explain it to me.'
'Really?' Francine set her head to one side, apparently considering.
'What danger am I in?'
'I beg your pardon?'
'I am supposing that you know who I am?' He looked around the room. Though an elegant apartment, it was a little stark, kept that way to give visitors no clues. 'Or perhaps you do not.'
'From the name you gave me, I imagine that you are Sir Hugo Portas, the government minister.'
'Out with it!' he commanded. And when Francine's silence continued, 'Your price. I asked your friend Miss Barclay, but she told me to go away. When I demanded her price to stop the scandal, she told me that you were the only woman in England whom she could possibly expect to make me understand why she did it.'
Francine sighed. 'Did what sir?'
'Sent me the bracelet.'
'Perhaps,' Francine said, as though to a child, 'she did not want it. I suppose you offered it as a gift?'
'It was not me, but my son.'
Francine was momentarily arrested. He had removed his hat and put it with his cane, and now his dark locks tumbled over his brow. He did not look old enough to have a son who sends diamond bracelets to Music Hall artistes.
'He is seventeen.' Francine's brows rose. 'The bracelet was his mother's. Such was his devotion to Miss Barclay, so much had she led him on, that he was moved to raid my dead wife's ...' he raked his hands through his hair. Then he seemed to pull himself together. 'What is your price? I can only suppose that you knew you may get more money than even a diamond bracelet might achieve by applying to me. I suppose you advised your friend so.'
'Certainly not. I should certainly have advised her to keep it.'
Portas issued an unamused bark of laughter.
Francine thought once more, 'Then I might have directed her to break the bracelet up immediately and sell the stones in case someone came after it.'
His jaw dropped. 'Yes,' he said, his eyes raking her form, clad today in a black high belted skirt, waistcoat, and one elaborately fanned lapel to the shirt beneath. 'I can believe that of you. A woman who would advise her friend to take a dead woman's jewellery from a boy not yet out of education—'
'But the point is, she did not take the bracelet. Here it is. My advice, which was not sought, would have been that your dead wife has less need of the bracelet than the use it could be to my friend. As to its sentimental value, I must suppose you to have plenty of other sentimental pieces to remember her by. These,' Francine took them up and regarded them closely, 'might have made some security for a woman's future.' She looked at him coldly. 'But I shouldn't expect that you would care about that.' She held the bracelet out to him.
'But what of your price?'
Francine rang a bell, and Tilly appeared in the doorway, obviously never having left the hall.
'There is no price.' She looked at him disdainfully. 'Can you not just accept that you met a woman who is perfectly honest and did not choose to take advantage of a young man's first passionate stirrings?'
'A woman of that stamp?'
'It is apparent you know nothing of women and nothing of her stamp, except that she has sent back a bracelet that might have secured her future. You are a stupid man.’ He visibly blanched with shock. ‘And as to the lady's reputation, how were you met in Miss Barclay's dressing room?'
Portas thought. 'By a bruiser.'
'Yes — a gentleman by the name of Hurting Harry, once a boxer as you might have guessed by the state of his left ear. A man employed by Miss Barclay to keep importuning admirers at bay.'
'Ah, choosy is she?'
'Merely virtuous. You sir, are an idiot. It is not in my power to explain such as Miss Barclay to you. She is a woman who wishes and needs to make her way in this world independent of the fickle ownership of men. She should have kept the bracelet. It would have saved you the impossible headache of understanding that there are such creatures in this world.'
'So she's a female who has forsworn men? Is that what you would have me believe?'
'I do not care what you believe. I do not know whether she has forsworn men. Perhaps if she meets someone who will not seek to own her, she may choose another life. But meanwhile she is fully cognisant that it is for a woman to make her own way in this world, or otherwise be trampled upon by such as you.' She turned from him. 'Good day, Sir Hugo. Your business here is done. You will receive no requests for money from either me or Miss Barclay.'
'Oi!' said Tilly as he did not move, but stood staring at Francine. 'It's time to go, sir!'
He came to, and took up his accoutrements, looking down at Francine's head, since she was once more interested in the correspondence on her desk. 'Good day, Miss Lestrange.'
She did not look up.
Francine received, by the night mail, a letter with a House of Commons seal.
Miss Lestrange,
I have thought a great deal about our conversation of today, and I have come to realise that I owe, to you and to Miss Barclay, an apology. I have already forwarded mine to your friend, and I hope the seal on this letter assures you of my awareness of my own 'stupidity' as you so aptly called it, and my complete trust in your discretion. I can only offer as excuse a long time in politics, which, as my late wife had often observed, leads a man into arrogance and mistrust in equal measure.
An attack on the reputation of my son, as I interpreted this to be, is an attack on my Achilles' heel, I'm afraid. That it led me to insult such a lady as your friend, however, is beyond humbling. It seems I can no longer recognise an act of kindness to a stranger for what it was. The thought shames me.
I insulted you and Miss Barclay equally, I fear. I deeply apologise. But I received my punishment, did I not? These many years I have stood in the Houses of Parliament and argued, and rarely have I been so defeated. Trounced, bounced and rolled-up by your sharp tongue, my dear lady. If women were permitted to enter politics, I would sponsor you myself. Thank you for the education that you offered me, I shall do my poor best to take it to heart.
There were some hints about the business you are in, some things said by Miss Barclay, which interest me. Might I call by one day, or might you be persuaded to join me for dinner, to discuss the nature of your work? Or mayhap, if you should wish it, for you to expel any insults that you failed to express today. I promise you, I would listen carefully, and take it as my just desserts.
If I can ever be of help to you, please let me know.
Your repentant servant,
Hugo Portas.
Francine raised an eyebrow at this missive, and her lips twitched a little. She composed a reply.
Dear Sir Hugo,
Thank you for your apology, which is accepted. There is really no need for me to express any more insults — ‘stupid and idiotic' seems to cover most men I find, there is no reason to decorate these truths further.
As to my work, my vaunted discretion means I do not wish to discuss it further. There seems then, no reason at all for us to meet.
As to your last sentiment, the nature of my work (neither illegal nor immoral, I assure you) might make you a useful person to apply to for information upon occasion. I may indeed call upon you for such, but I know that pressure of work may not permit you to accept.
Yours sincerely,
Francine Lestrange.
She received a reply by the next post.
Miss Lestrange,
Apply at any time. Address a letter to Hugh Portas, Brnt, Privatem Personem, House of Commons. This Latin conceit is to ensure it reaches my desk promptly, cutting through my mountain of correspondence. Only my friends have that direction.
Your servant always,
Hugo Portas
Francine smiled. She debated filing the letter, but then realised that she could hardly forget the direction. Somehow then, Sir Hugo's letters found their way into a drawer in her nightstand. When she found them some days later, she wondered why she had kept them. 'Easily explained,' she said to herself, aloud. 'They contain the admission from a man that he was wrong. They must therefore be preserved as holy relics!' She put them back therefore, and hoped that his imposing figure and blue eyes were not contributors of her keeping the letters. Francine did not intend to be a mistress to any man, there was too much to do and no man would be allowed to limit her ability to do it.




Chapter 4
The lady who entered the office caused no little consternation on the part of Miss Philpott. Her hat had an enormous brim and the feathers and flowers which made up the decoration almost touched the door frame as she came in. A mink stole was slung over one shoulder and one arm, adding glamour to a perfectly fitting blue kerseymere coat which clung to her tiny waist, was flat at the front, and billowed out over her full back.
'May I help you?' started Miss Philpott, feeling her voice weaken a little as though she had lost her inner Mathilde. She straightened her back. The very blue eyes of this lady looked out from under her hat and swept over her. Miss Philpott, no, Mathilde, raised her brows a little, though she had to clasp her hands together to stop them shaking. The woman dominated the space.
'Are you Miss Lestrange?' she said, in transatlantic accents.
'I'm afraid not. Perhaps I can help you.'
'Are you the secretary who went round to Marianne Bentley and told her about her fiancé's indiscretion before her papa arrived home?'
Miss Philpott blinked. Then she understood that this woman would only know if Mrs Bentley had confided in her. 'I am.'
The lady raised her arm for a handshake which she performed with rather more rigour than Miss Philpott expected. 'Very well done indeed! I wish that I had had the help of such as you before my marriage.' Miss Philpott looked pained, but the lady added briskly, 'Oh, fear not. I am a widow these days. It suits me very well.' She smiled. 'May I sit?'
Miss Philpott gestured. Tilly, who had shown their guest in, was still in the doorway. 'Tea?' she asked shortly. Miss Philpott smiled at her and she took herself off.
'You keep very odd servants,' observed the lady, taking off her gloves.
'Tilly is not my servant, but my friend.' Miss Philpott said it rather proudly, and the lady nodded her head.
'I beg your pardon. I am Mrs Van der Meer.' Miss Philpott recognised the name of a huge department store in New York, (even bigger than Whiteley’s in London that Mathilde remembered before it had burned down) whose late proprietor was famously wealthy.  'My business with you is a little unusual. I need you to work for me, not for a child of mine. I have three suitors, and I wish to know which among them is a suitor for my hand, and not my husband's money. I find myself swayed by feelings, and unable to trust. But I have seen much too much of this world, my dear Miss Philpott, not to know the danger I stand in. My first marriage was ... a nightmare. I do not wish to repeat it.'
Miss Philpott drew some parchment towards her and inked her quill. 'If you give me the names and directions of the gentlemen, madam, we will begin our task soon.'
#
Sir Hugo contrived a meeting with her at last. His emissaries had discovered that Miss Lestrange took a walk in the park each morning before breakfast, and though it considerably overset his morning of reading his correspondence in his robe over breakfast, he was there again about two weeks after their first meeting, holding his hat in his hand as she walked towards him. He thought as she came forward that she might have been of any respectable class by her simple red woollen coat with its modest white fur collar high at the neck.  Yet the coat was sharply tailored, and her hat, sitting atop her shining aurora of hair, was a masterpiece of understatement. Just some carefully furled velvet ribbon to match the coat, a simple feather, yet it spoke distinction. Her bearing, too, was superior. Miss Lestrange walked through the slight snowfall with a confident stride.
She walked straight by him, and after a minute's numbed surprise, he caught up, knocked snow from his top hat and walked alongside.
'I should not have accused you of stealing, it was quite unpardonable,' he said, without preamble, slapping the hat back on his head, since she had ignored the courtesy of its removal.
She continued to look straight ahead, but answered, 'As though I should steal for such a reason as that.'
He laughed his outrage , 'Then there are some occasions when you might do so?'
'There are some occasions when I have.'
There was a pause. He was shocked, but found himself even more intrigued. 'Will you tell me one such?'
Francine seemed to consider, still not looking at him. 'I will tell you of a case where it would be difficult for you to set the police on me, for it was not in this country. It was when I was a lady’s maid.'
'You were a lady’s maid?'
'You interrupt ... in the employ of a beautiful Italian Contessa. We were in Vienna. She was shortly to be married, but an old acquaintance arrived with some letters. He demanded money. I did not believe that he should keep them.'
'How did you—?'
'He was staying at an inn, and it was easy enough to enter his room in the guise of a maid when I knew he was otherwise engaged. The Bundesgendarmerie saw him off after that. A man who speaks ill of a woman with no proof is considered a jealous fool or an extortionist. At least in those circles.'
'And did you have no conscience in disobeying a commandment?'
'What would you have done?'
'I might have shaken the letters from him, if the lady were a friend of mine.'
'Well, I suppose violence breaks the commandments too.'
'You seem to have a very modern view to morality,' he laughed dryly. 'Mine is rather more traditional.'
She laughed too, then. But it was not a pleasant sound. 'That is a luxury that you can afford. You were born with all the essentials that you might need in life. Shelter, food — the means for more than survival. So your morality only need avoid profligacy and you may compliment yourself on your ability to keep the commandments. There are so many others who are born with nothing, and stealing a few pence from the pocket of a rich gentleman would be applauded when such a child came home. Because the family is of low moral character? No — because the family might have bread that night.'
'How come you to speak as you do, to know what you do? You were such a child — were you not?'
They had come to a bench, and to his surprise, she sat down. He swiftly joined her, feeling that they had reached some junction in their relations. He felt her body radiate heat and he shook a little, to his own astonishment. She turned her fine green eyes upon him and he looked at them, feeling himself fall into her gaze, wanting to be even nearer to her, in every way. He stilled himself.
'I had a friend when I was a child,' she told him, holding his eyes, 'a gentleman who had been brought low in life. Sometimes when he was ill, I would bring him bread, the product of theft. When he knew that it was, he refused to eat it — constrained by the moral upbringing that is the same as yours, no doubt.'
'You see? Even in the midst of misery, some men can live a God-fearing life.'
'And starve to death for it.' Her eyes became colder again. 'I think it is men such as you who should fear God. However fast you hold to his tenets, I do not believe He will be glad of the way that you enjoyed yourselves, ignoring the plight of others and despising them for disobeying rules that hardly cause you a sweat to keep, but would mean that they risked death.'
'So we should let the thieves and robbers of London have full rein then? Let them do as they like?'
'No, but you should not judge all equally. Theft for greed or survival are very different things.'
'An elasticity of morality would be required, I believe.'
'It would certainly require more thought and consideration than is now given. Morality of your kind requires no thought at all. Until there is some rule that clashes considerably with your own comfort.'
He looked slapped in the face by this latter remark. 'You are not wrong, Miss Lestrange.'
#
Francine had left Mathilde in the office, where Tilly was going to bring two girls for elocution lessons. This task she left to Mathilde these days, since she was 'to the manor born', so to speak. Francine herself was of course an actress, though she did not think she could sustain her original accent for very long at all these days. Her mentor had done her proud. She thought of him often and now wore his watch chain pinned to her belt in memoriam. Then, of course, there was the French accent she could assume at will, to suggest a superior lady's maid. Having lived so long abroad she was proficient in many languages. She supposed that she should have felt inauthentic, but she had never done so.
This morning's mail had brought her an ethical quandary, which she had been considering before being accosted by Sir Hugo Portas. A letter from the Captain Carstairs who had run off with her former mistress, Lady Elizabeth Curlew, with the help of some rubies. They had belonged to her mistress, but Francine, foreseeing such an emergency, had taken them from the necklace, with no compunction whatsoever, and had them replaced by paste (an expense in itself) for the day her ladyship made her escape. She wondered what the Minister of the Government would have made of that story.
She had given them to the captain, knowing that her mistress was too honourable to take them. Her Ladyship would want nothing her husband had given her and took nothing on her departure but some changes of clothes. Now the gallant captain had made his own way in the New World, and had sent back the price of the rubies to be returned to the cuckolded husband, the obnoxious and cruel Mr Curlew:
This task may be beyond your power to do, without risking yourself, which my lady is most insistent you must not. However I wish no money from him, beyond the start it allowed us. Therefore, do what you will with this, Francine. I have discharged my debt to the scoundrel. We were married here, before God, and we mean to make our lives a testament to His love, though it be not legal. We will face Him on the day of judgement, and trust in His compassion. You, we can never thank enough, and my wife encloses a note. She hopes that you will write to her, Francine, for she says never has she met a more inspiring woman. Perhaps your life might be better here, in the New World, where a strong woman like you might make her way with fewer impediments. You will be welcome to our home at any time, not as a servant, but as our cherished friend.
There was a sweet note enclosed from Lady Elizabeth.
But she still had the bank draft. As she returned to her bedchamber to tidy herself, she considered. What was she to do? She undid the fur collar of her red coat, and took it off. Normally, she was perfectly clear what to do. She had stolen the stones with little or no conscience, but putting the monetary value back was nigh impossible.
The rubies, which had been replaced in their setting with paste, had not been missed. Since Gilbert, Mathilde's intended, was still employed as a footman in Curlew's house, she knew this. Mr Curlew, in his rage, had made a cursory search through her jewellery, but his wife had left everything, including her wedding band. Naturally, the rubies had not been doubted, since she could have taken the more valuable diamond set (necklace, bracelet and hair ornament). The clothes not packed had been ordered destroyed, but most of them, courtesy of Gilbert, had come here, and been used in the commission of their business. And of course, for Mathilde and herself. Tilly did not require 'tarting up' as she put it, and had refused all offers.
Francine was still thinking about what to do with the blasted ruby money when she fell asleep.
What she dreamed of surprised her.
#
Sir Hugo Portas thought long about Francine Lestrange. He had insulted her, and he was gentleman enough to be humiliated by his mistake in insulting the innocent. That he gave less time to considering Mrs Barclay's insult once he had apologised, he did not dwell upon. No, there was something about Miss Lestrange that intrigued him, no less her outrageous name. She might really be Agnes Pickles or Maud Snodgrass, and he wondered if he would be as fascinated by these young women as he was with her. Was it the suggestion of foreign adventure that her name suggested? No —some actor calling himself Prendergast de Quincy would not impress him. It was what went with it. She was a filthy pickpocket from some foul denizen of London's shame, and yet she held herself like a queen.
She was not precisely the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, society's standards for beauty were damsels in white lace and ribbons with dewy eyes and a dreaming expression, or the proud, beautiful sophisticate, holding herself a little removed from the throng. He had married the first and she became the second. Lady Portas, revered by all — a beautiful enigma. An enigma no more, at least to him. But his wife had never looked at him as Miss Lestrange did.
Miss Lestrange's eyes had at first been as removed as those of Lady Portas, but there was more honesty in them. He had an aunt, who had never married and considered men the most contemptible creatures placed upon this earth. She treated him and all his kind like the snivelling wretches she thought them, which had become a kind of a family entertainment. Try and see if you can find a duke, or even some minor royalty to present to Aunt Judith, just to see him wilt beneath her searing contempt. What Francine offered to him, in her fine green eyes, was more startling still. 'Look at me,' they challenged, 'and know me your equal.' It was a look that Hugo Portas, Baronet, Minister in His Majesty's Government, intimate of the Old Queen before King Edward, seldom saw in anyone. Least of all in a female not of his own class.
Even though he’d asked, she'd refused to tell him the nature of her business. He tried to find out, but was rewarded by a stiff note telling him to stop sending emissaries to ruin the discretion of her business. He did. He was a very busy man, and was able not to think about Francine Lestrange for a number of minutes all at a time.




Chapter 5
The kitchen of Francine's premises held an enormous scrubbed pine table, where Tilly also prepared meals and taught Miss Philpott the kitchen arts, which she had not practised all the governess years. As a child, she had learnt some basics from Cook, but as she had been expected to marry someone who would keep at least a cook, the culinary arts were not topmost in her training. No man had offered, so she had become a governess and had no recourse to the kitchens in the large houses where she worked. She had been above the servants in status, but far below the family. For all but the happiest of situations, a governess's lot was a lonely one.
They ate in the kitchen tonight, as was their wont, making life easier for Tilly, and facilitating the washing-up together. Sometimes Francine insisted on all of them dining in the dining room, to accustom their manners, but no more than twice a week. They happily chatted in the kitchen, all three catching up on their days.
'Mrs Van Der Meer quite terrified me, I'm afraid,' said Miss Philpott candidly. 'Her clothes were the most elegant of any I have ever seen. I'm sure her blouse was entirely made of lace, the figuring on her walking coat was so intricate, and her hat was so elaborate that it grazed the doorposts. And Francine, you would die for her boots. The softest red kid and a heel I have never seen before...'
'Yes, dear Mathilde, but what does she want?'
'It is rather unusual. She wants us to investigate her own suitors.'
'I heartily applaud her good sense.'
'Well, yes, but it isn't very romantic, though, is it? When I first met my dear Gilbert, I trusted him with my whole heart.'
'More fool you, miss. There's fings I could tell you about young Gilbert—' sniffed Tilly.
'That will do, Tilly! I'm sure Gilbert has changed his ways since meeting Mathilde.'
'I hopes you be correct. All I say is, the Van der Meer woman is doing the right thing.'
'Oh yes, for I had nothing to fear from fortune-hunters, and she is most fabulously wealthy. When I was starving myself in those rooms, I never thought that money might be a curse, but since I came here, I quite see that it sometimes is. '
'Well I am wealfy too.' Tilly said, referring to the coins hoarded in her infamous stocking drawer, 'and I'm too sly to be taken in by little gentlemen who might have dibs on me money.'
'I cannot see how Albert Layton can have any notion of your largess Tilly, for only Mathilde, I, and possibly Gilbert know of it. Unless you have let it be known elsewhere?'
'Me? Tell others about me fortune? Not bloody likely! And what’s Albert Layton to do wiff anyfing?'
'No cursing at the table, if you please, Tilly.' Miss Philpott had been asked (by the young girl herself) to reprove her slips in decorum.
'No miss, sorry miss. But tell others about my bounty I bloody will not!'
Miss Philpott rolled her eyes and Francine's lips twitched.
They were making a good meal of a meat pie, whose crust had been made by Miss Philpott, anxious to increase her housewifery skills for her upcoming marriage. She watched anxiously as Tilly raised the crust to her mouth.
'Nice and crisp, good taste, maybe overcooked by two minutes or so, but not bad, miss. I wouldn't be ashamed of it if I'd cooked it meself.'
Miss Philpott sighed with relief. One more recipe for her life with Gilbert. She meant to be the best working wife a man could have.
They were interrupted by the entrance of a young man with a head of blond curls under his smart bowler hat, entering by the kitchen door.
'Gilbert!' said Miss Philpott with delight. 'Have you come for dinner? I made the pie my...' Miss Philpott's voice trailed off, for her love's demeanour was too urgent, and he was looking at Francine.
'Bad news, Frankie,' he uttered. 'Curlew is back. And he saw you in the street.'
'He cast me off  from his household — where should I be? Why does he care after all this time?'
'He was drunk as usual. Started raving at his valet, then interrogating Barker, the butler. It seems he's been looking for his wife—' Francine started, for the first time. 'Don't worry, he has no clue where she is — he hasn't even connected her to the captain. Military men come and go as their duty requires, after all.' But he looked concerned, even as Francine retained her calm. 'But when he saw you, he became convinced you must know something, had conspired in some way with Her Ladyship—'
'He's made that connection after only a year? Sharp of wit,' said Francine, with little inflexion.
'Yes,' said Gilbert, putting down his bowler, 'but Frankie, this is serious. He means to pursue you, get you to talk—' Francine gave a derisive laugh, 'and destroy you. You know at least he can do that.'
He could of course. Have her business declared immoral, have her locked up or accuse her of anything that occurred to him. At the very least, he could take away the discretion this enterprise relied on.  And then physically … she knew Curlew had no compunction about violence against women. In fact, he loved it.
Francine's chin lifted a little, as all three sets of eyes regarded her. 'If he finds us.'
'You are not in America, but in London, Frankie. If he pays enough money, he will find you.'
'Oh dear,' said Miss Philpott, 'I suppose we must move again. And just when we were becoming comfortable.'
Francine smiled at her, 'I do not think that moving will answer, my friend. Wherever we go, Mr Curlew will have the resources to find us.' She looked at Gilbert. 'Will this survive his drunken ranting, do you think?'
'He has already ordered Barker to summon an investigating firm for tomorrow afternoon.' He looked around, grasping Miss Philpott's hand. 'I'm sorry, sweetheart, I have to get back. James is covering for me, but I am still on duty. If Curlew hasn't passed out yet, he could miss me.' He smiled. 'The pie looks nice.'
Miss Philpott felt a need to be in his arms, but they were very proper these days, all their kisses were private, and they exchanged no more than handclasps in public. He would not for the world damage her reputation.
Gilbert left, with one last sad look at Francine.
There was a little silence when he left, Tilly and Miss Philpott looking at Francine. It was always this way, thought Miss Philpott, we look to Francine to solve all our problems. It was past time to relieve her of some of the burden.
Tilly talked for all. 'We in the suds then, miss?'
'I cannot see how they can find us for a few days at least,' said Francine with a faint smile, 'and in that time we may make our plans. But for the moment — yes, we are in the suds, Tilly.'
Tilly stood up and started collecting the dishes. 'Well then. We'd best get owt.'
Miss Philpott took a dish from her, laid it down  and clasped her hand, then reached for Francine's. Her friend looked down, then grasped Tilly's other hand and they stood in a circle.
'You are used to being independent, Francine, but this time we stand together.'
They stood this way, exchanging looks, until Tilly pulled her hand away. 'Gerroff wif ye, Miss Mathilde, we'll be alright. Ain't we always?'
#
Francine knew some qualms as she went upstairs. She was aware that her friends looked to her for answers. Curlew could not take from them what they had already achieved, but he could do harm. This business depended on discretion, and though it was not her only enterprise, it was her mainstay, and that of Tilly and Mathilde. Curlew was rich and bitter, and there was no sense in underestimating what a man of that nature might do to a group of women. It was a new century, but there was no love of women's climb to independence among any class. The fact that this business helped women avoid unsafe marriages would do nothing but enrage him.
She shook off her thoughts and took the pins from her shining hair, removing the fillet of padding that allowed for the fashionable wide shape around her head. There was no time to be imagining what Curlew would do to them. It was time to focus on what they could do to Curlew. She continued to do this as she took off her dress and corset and readied herself for sleep. She sat in her bed, her wavy hair tumbling around her shoulders, and clasped her knees. She sat this way for a long time.
#
In another room, in a similar pose, sat Mathilde Philpott. She was at first too suffused with anger to come up with any useful thoughts. All her life she had been subject to the restrictions put upon her by society, put upon her by men. Before meeting Francine she had hardly questioned this, had been a frightened wreck of a woman. Without marriage she had had to take a position that she was not at all suited for, that of a governess. She had the skills to impart, her mother had seen to that, but not the temperament to instruct or control children who despised her position. They were not truly awful, she had felt much sympathy for many of them who craved their parents’ affection in a way that in her own respectable, but not elevated, family home had not been required. Her parents had shown their love for their children every day, and their own Sukie, her governess, had showered them with affection. But the children that she had instructed had longed for affection and hardly saw their parents. And they had been brought up to despise those below them, so accepting the love of a governess was not possible. Her spirit had soon been crushed, and the children had made her suffer. She knew, though, that it was more than that. She should have demanded their respect before she had offered affection. In her new life, with a backbone entirely donated by Francine, Mathilde taught young girls to read, and to speak and act with decorum, girls who were not much less than wild animals to start with. They might be eager to learn, but they were from the worst streets in London, and Mathilde had had to take a hard line. Anyone who needed telling more than once was ejected, unable to return until the next lesson. It worked. Mathilde Philpott knew that she would fare better as a governess now, had she any desire to do so.
But no, now her plan was to one day live in a little house by the sea with Gilbert, and continue to work somehow with Francine. Though it seemed almost impossible, Gilbert and she owned just such a tiny house now, but they rented it out at the moment, and it was building their savings to buy an annuity to keep them simply, with their other enterprises supplying the "cream" as Gilbert called it. Her other enterprises, the first a share in a carter's business that had expanded recently to three carts and horses, and Gilbert's Butler's Agency, (where Gilbert supplied trained butlers for the burgeoning American market) which had prospered during the summer (when Curlew was at his country house and Gilbert had time to run it) were all well enough, but Francine's agency was what she loved and was her primary source of income. It could not be spoilt in this way.
Her rage was not for herself, but for Francine, who had helped so many women, even in the one year she had known her. At first, her old training had been shocked at the women, or girls really, that Francine had brought to them from the convent who had taken their illegitimate children from them. They were fallen women, and while they might deserve compassion, said her old values, they were to be judged as sinners too, and certainly not to be sought out, lest one be contaminated by their inclination to sin. Talking to Madame Violette and Tilly had educated her. There were more ways to be with child than to lower one's morality. Many girls had been forced, either physically or by threat of starvation on the streets. How was a housemaid to survive if, after refusing the master's advances, she had been thrown on to the streets with no character? And even if coercion was not a factor, Mathilde Philpott had known after only one kiss from Gilbert how easy it would be to succumb to warmth and need of another. No, there was nothing in her that judged such females today. As even her mother had said to her, when referring to a young lady of their acquaintance who was disgraced in this way, "Remember Matilda, it is the woman who suffers the shame, for all her life. A man may change his collar, go out and be about his usual business." No, Francine helped every woman she could, and Mathilde worshipped her for it.
So now, when some rich man of bad character was coming to hurt her dearest friend and mentor, she, Mathilde Philpott, would not have it!
Her thoughts could not stretch beyond this point, but perhaps she would think of something tomorrow.
It was characteristic of her life after Francine that she no longer doubted that she would. She snuffed her candle with wet fingers and lay down to sleep.




Chapter 6
Meanwhile, there was the problem of Mrs Van der Meer's suitors. Francine was all business today, so Tilly and Mathilde responded to her mood.
'And Curlew?'
'That is in hand, Tilly,' said Francine calmly. 'We can trust to Gilbert for any new developments.'
Tilly handed her a bouquet of some red hothouse roses surrounded by winter greenery, which had come with a card. It was a folded piece of stiff paper, with a rough sketch of  bird and a tree.
'A partridge in a Pear Tree!' disciphered Mathilde.
Francine read the card. 


I enjoyed our walk. I would like to learn more of you, Miss Lestrange.
Hugo Portas


Two sets of eyes regarded her closely. 'Would you like these for your room, Tilly?' 
She handed them to the little woman, who took  them back saying, 'Who they from, then?'
Francine ignored this, but Mathilde noted that she put the card into her reticule. 'To work ladies!' was all the reply she made. 
They left the office for the various addresses on Mrs Van der Meer's list, Mathilde taking the bicycle she had come to love, Francine a hansom cab, and Tilly the omnibus, which conveyance she absolutely adored. She generally sat on top, looking down in great disdain at pedestrians, the open top giving her the feeling of flying. As all the addresses were in the vicinity of Hyde Park, the ladies were to meet in the tea rooms near there at an appointed time to discuss how best to proceed.
Francine and Mathilde arrived at the rooms first, and Mathilde admired the tranquillity of Francine's face, and sought to emulate it as the waitress arrived with tea and a silver cake stand, loaded with delicate fancies. This place was rather better that their normal corner tea shop, with high ceilings, more delicate starched linens on the many tables, and lattice work screens placed around, giving the cavernous room a cosier feel. As Francine looked through the towering glass windows to the park gardens below, the winter white frosting on the trees seemed like a precious lace of incredible complexity.
'What of Lord Edward Petrie?' she asked, pouring milk into the delicate china cups.
'He had not yet emerged from his bed, so the kitchen maid told me, though she was rebuked by the cook.' Mathilde smiled. 'I took my subscription application for the magazine around to the servants’ entrance, since I've found that applying at the front gets one short shrift.'
'Well done, Mathilde. And did you learn anything else?'
'I pretended to fall up the steps and they took me into the kitchen and raised my leg. They were very kind. I really do have a frightening aptitude for deception these days,’ she added worriedly.
‘All in the cause of good,’ reminded Francine.
Mathilde smiled. ‘Oh, yes!’ she continued her tale. ‘The kitchen maid was rather a chatterbox, even after Cook reprimanded her. I know at least that he has an appointment to dine this evening, and even where it is ...'
'How on earth did you discover that?'
'Well, I asked Cook what she was preparing and she grew a little defensive, I thought, when I looked at the ingredients on the table. She said it was just an Irish stew for the staff, the master dining elsewhere that evening. I thought that we might have to put someone to follow him tonight but then the kitchen maid said, "Oh, he's eating ever-so-swanky this evening," and the cook got defensive again and said, "I'm sure Henri's serves no finer a dinner than the master may find at home," and the poor maid almost fell over herself to say, "Well, of course not Mrs Bailey, only, I hear them places is very swanky inside like. Velvet booths and such," and the cook just sniffed. But it makes it easier to observe him.'
'Did you notice anything else?'
'Well-stocked larder, good morale among the staff. They appear to like him, which they probably would not of course, if their wages were in arrears. It gives every appearance of a prosperous household.'
'Mmm,' said Francine, sipping her tea, 'but appearances can be deceptive. A dinner date at Henri's? We should check that Mrs Van der Meer is not meeting him before we go to the expense of hiring surveillance. Do gentlemen meet there en masse? It seems more likely they would dine at a club.'
'Perhaps a business meeting?'
'We'll see. Mr Hartford might be a tougher nut to crack. His address in Albemarle Street is just gentleman's rooms and there is very little one can discover about the financial worth of a gentleman from that. Apparently, he has an estate in Berkshire and a shooting box in Scotland, so the hall porter informed me. I was in luck. I knew him, and he knew enough of me to know his open mouth would not be discovered by others. But is Hartford as rich as he claims?'
'Well yes, Francine, but is that the main thing?  A man may love a woman richer than he.'
'Indeed. And by all accounts it would be hard to be richer than Mrs Van der Meer. But as always, we begin with the financial motive and look beyond to his character.'
'Well, I feel servants know a man. And the servants in Lord Edward's establishment are almost fond of him.'
Tilly appeared, breathing heavily, and the functionary at the door looked down at her disdainfully, stepping to impede her entry. 'I am a-joining my friend, you! Step owt of me way.'
The gentleman looked around at the table she indicated and moved himself, clearly disgusted. Tilly's tiny form was wearing a good wool coat, but she did not lace herself beyond the minimum, and beneath her boater, her brown hair was escaping her pins. Moreover, her whole person, from the tiny stature to her little pinched face, spoke of generations of poverty, no matter how smartly she dressed herself. If it were possible to look down on someone, while having to strain one's neck to look into his eyes, Tilly achieved it, and moved forward to join the ladies.
'Well, we can cross off mine. Mr Dudley-Parker is a bad 'un.' It had taken her only one second to possess herself of a fairy cake and begin to eat, even before the waitress had brought her a cup and plate. Miss Philpott raised her eyebrows, 'Whatmph?' Tilly asked, with her mouth still full. The waitress appeared with the cup, saucer and plate and laid it before her with ceremony. 'Fffank you!' said Tilly, still full of cake. She looked at Miss Philpott, 'Sorry!' Tilly said, addressing her. 'Wait,’ she said to herself in an admonitory fashion, obviously repeating past strictures, ‘— and don't stuff it all in me mowff at once. I know!'
She waited until some tea was poured for her and chewed the last of her cake. 'I'm late because I been somewhere wunnerful.'
'Yes?'
'The geezer left the ken and I fought, well that is it then, 'cos I couldn't fink off-hand of a reason to knock the door, like.' Miss Philpott looked self-satisfied, having been more prepared herself, but Tilly ignored it.  'Likely I would've, eventually ... but noffink occurred for the moment. And as I was finking, I saw a girl leave the house by the basement stairs. She were dressed like any maidservant, but it wasn't time for a half-day, was it? And then she had a fancy hat. I fought to meself, I fink I knows what that hat means. And I was right.' She picked up another cake but ate only a delicate nibble under Miss Philpott's discerning eye. 'I followed her to a magic lantern theatre. I ain't never been before. It was bloomin' wonderful. There was this train, and it was like it was coming straight at you, I swear, I nearly jumped out of me skin it was that—'
'Tilly!' said both ladies.
'Well, the business was sorted, so I just stayed and watched the show. After that there train there was a tiger, not just out of a book, or in the zoo, but moving right my way. I screamed me head off!'
'Yes, Tilly, but why was your business finished so quickly?' said Francine, sighing.
'It was Mr Dudley-Parker, wannit? Him and the little maidservant kissing in the dark in the back row. No doubt he's gaved her that hat and maybe a little locket from a pawnbroker like that last master did, all to lead her to ruin. I might go back and talk to that maid if I gets the chance. But some gels just don't listen.'
Tilly made hearty use of the cake plate, while Francine said, 'Well, Mr Dudley-Parker will cause no more expense, at least. We are one third of the business done in only a morning. Well done, Tilly.'
'Well, it was 'im what did it, I didn't do nuffink.'
'Yes you did. If we'd had one of the boys watching him, they would not have followed that hat. And probably no one would have considered that he might have an assignation at that time of the morning.'
'Men is all the same,' said Tilly, attacking another cake.
No, they are not, thought Mathilde Philpott. Some of them are absolutely perfect.
#
Later that night, Mathilde, wearing one of Miss Violette's most spectacular hats (borrowed for the occasion), along with a dashing mantua, entered Henri's to enquire if her husband, Mr Daws, had yet arrived. It was an intimate space, with another larger room to her right. Both had white starched tablecloths and tall waiters wearing long aprons gliding between tables. She was listening to the head waiter disabuse her of Mr Daws’ reservation without much attention, but with a vague smile, wondering how she might enter the other salon, since Lord Edward Petrie was not to be seen in this one. She need not have feared however, for the headwaiter caught a passing server to say, 'Remember the Epicurean club is in the private dining room. The whole table has arrived. Lord Edward says to tell Chef.'
Mathilde smiled and pulled on her gloves. 'I do beg your pardon, I believe my husband might have said the reservation was at Cherie's not Henri's. Goodnight.'
The waiter bowed her out respectfully, on account, Mathilde knew, of her magnificent hat. And the first cabbie stopped for her. She enjoyed the drive home, knowing that Lord Edward, whom the cook had mentioned as a gourmet, was doing something quite above board.
By the last post, Francine told Mrs Van Der Meer.
#
Later that evening, Mathilde heard a noise outside the back door as she was washing off the last of the supper dishes, and dropped a plate. She peered into the garden, but it was dark. Was it some investigating agent who had found Francine? It reminded her of the time she had been caught, pretending to be someone else for a case, by a grown-up ex-pupil from her days as a governess. He had followed her bicycle all the way back home in his carriage and it had caused the need to move from that place. It had been terrifying. He could have made a great deal of trouble for her, and for all of them, and would certainly have enjoyed it. On that occasion he had been flummoxed by Tilly, who had no fear. But now, as she strained to hear any other noise in the garden, Mathilde’s heart beat as though she had just ridden her bicycle like the wind. This time it was Francine in particular who might be in danger, and Mathilde was terrified for her friend. Gilbert had told her enough of Mr Curlew to know he was more dangerous than just her mean minded ex-pupil had been.
She screamed, as something made a clattering noise, and then jerked the back door open with real bravery. It was just the neighbour’s cat at the metal rubbish bin. She shut the door, telling herself to calm down.




Chapter 7
Mathilde and Gilbert were being given some limited privacy in the littlest salon that the premises held.
Gilbert had his arm around Mathilde's shoulder, and looked towards the cosy fire.
'Oh Gilbert, are you terribly worried?' said Mathilde. 'You do not look at me.'
He turned around, running his hand across her face in a way that made her shiver. 'Looking at you is just too risky, gel. We'll get ourselves in trouble if I was to look at you too much.' He smiled down at her and she took his face.
'But you are worried, Gilbert?'
'The thing is, Mathilde my love, Mr Curlew's evil. He's got it in for Francine, and there ain't no sense thinking we won't be caught up in this.' He looked back towards the fire. 'Francine taught us to make plans and think ahead, but she can't avoid Curlew's revenge. I hate to think what he'd do to her. He could destroy her business, of course, and all our plans with it, but that's not all I'm worried about. He's a mean man. He might do her harm. Or pay someone to.'
'Gilbert!' Miss Philpott sat up, shocked.
'I shouldn't have worried you, my dear.'
'Indeed you should, Gilbert Daws. We must always share our worries so that we have two heads trying to think about them.' She looked to the fire too. 'We have some advantages. Number one, you are in his household.'
'Number two, none of the servants like him, except for his valet.'
'Yes! So, you must find out who he has contacted to find Francine. We would be better off knowing what he knows as soon as ever we can. And then, he sends footmen, the butler and maids on errands — I daresay there is a lot we can find out before he comes here or sets someone on Francine.'
'His club: he sends messages from there and he's there all the time.'
'Well, I suspect he's horrible to the staff there and we can find a friend to...'
'You don't work in a gentleman's club without learning how to close your lips tight as a drum. We'll get nothing there,' said Gilbert, gloomily.
'Someone further down the chain, Gilbert?' He shook his head. 'Then perhaps we can watch him when he's there. See who visits him.'
'We've both got jobs, and so has Tilly. We can't manage to keep an eye on him all the time.'
'You leave that to me, Gilbert Daws. There are a lot of people who owe Francine and I'm going to herd them together. We'll have a meeting after supper tomorrow evening when Francine is at the new play by Mr Barrie.'
Gilbert grabbed her as she headed for a writing desk. 'I got a right one when I met you, Mathilde Philpott.'
She blushed, and sunk into his arms for a kiss, 'Oh, Gilbert!'
But soon she pulled away, full of bustle and purpose. Gilbert smiled.
#
The next day, a motley crew sat in Francine's dining parlour. A number of them were kitchen maids and footmen who worked on and off for the agency, some of whom owed their jobs to her. There was Mr Snow the carter — and Mathilde's partner in business, Madame Violette the milliner, in her extraordinarily fashionable clothes, her assistant Susan who took her style from her mistress, Miss Betty Barclay who played piano in the music halls of London, elegantly dressed, Hurting Harry the ex-boxer, and a friend he called Ronnie-the-Roller, whose interesting nose shape suggested he might have followed the same profession. Added to this were a number of street children, who had been quarantined to one end of the room to avoid contamination by fleas, and to spare the olfactory sensibilities of the assembled company. 
Miss Philpott had taken centre stage and explained the situation.
'It is only in the direst need that I have brought you here. It is the suggestion, made by Gilbert, who knows him that Mr Curlew may do, or cause to have done, actual physical harm to Francine.’
Miss Barclay gasped. And some others made noises.
'The Curlew household is covered, but when Mr Curlew goes to his club, we know nothing of whom he meets, or what errands servants are sent on. If he meets his investigators there, we may never discover how imminent the threat. We need to place watch on the club.'
Mutterings followed this, and Miss Philpott raised her voice. 'It will likely be for a few hours every day. I do not think much business will be conducted after ten, and Curlew is never out of bed before twelve noon. I have put a sheet on the wall, mapping out the hours of each day from one until ten, and I'd just like you to say what hour or more you might be free, but only if called upon. Curlew's household will have a copy, and they will send word to whoever is free to watch the club and follow anyone Curlew meets there.'
'But how on earth will we know who is visiting Curlew? It is a club after all,' asked Miss Barclay.
'You might need to think of your own answer to that. If I tell you how to find out then your creativity will be restricted.'
Gilbert wondered if his Mathilde was turning into Frankie entirely.
#
Sir Hugo Portas walked the park a great deal these days, no doubt concerned about his constitution. The snow was probably good for his circulation.  He met no one however. Today, he took a detour to the Music Hall that had begun this concern and wandered through to the auditorium, hoping to make an apology to Miss Betty Barclay in person, both to seem less like a boor to her —and to her friend, if by chance she happened to mention to pass his apology along. He was pulled up short by a heavenly noise: Liszt’s Liebestraum No 3 in A-flat major, played as he had never heard it before. He felt his way to a seat, just past the double entrance doors, and set himself down, watching the figure on the stage, her hair on her shoulders and not yet dressed, a loose robe suggesting either a new bohemian style or
déshabillé. He didn't mind which. Miss Barclay, who should certainly be called Elizabeth and not Betty, as Francine Lestrange had indicated, was bent over the piano soulfully, and there was a stillness around her as the glorious sound wafted around the room like so much angel dust.
'That's all very well, Miss Barclay,’ said a loud hectoring voice from the wings, interrupting this idyll, ‘but I'm not hearing 'My Soldier Laddie' or 'The Boy I Love is up in the Gallery', now am I?'
'I'm here before my time Mr Mason, just warming up my fingers for the matinee,' said Miss Barclay, casually.
A stout figure in a loud suit emerged and continued in his harassing tone, 'They sound warm enough to me—'
He was stopped by the emergence of Hurting Harry from the opposite wing. 'Want anyfink Miss?' his gravelly voice enquired,  his eyes on the Mason as he said it.
'No thanks, Harry,' she tailed off as the man Mason quickly left the stage.
Portas moved forward down the aisle as Miss Barclay stood and gathered her music.
'Miss Barclay!' he gasped. 'I must say, I never dreamed that you could play like that.'
She dropped her chin in acknowledgement.
'You could play in the greatest concert halls in the world. What on earth are you doing here?'
'Because of another man with as little imagination as you, sir.'
'The manager?'
'No sir, my estranged husband. Though it was he who abandoned me, any successful return to the concert stage might allow him to demand my wages, a lawyer advised me. But I will be very unfortunate indeed if he visits these halls and recognises the celebrated Betty Barclay, with all her wigs and costumes, as I.'
'It seems such a shame to keep your talent chained here.'
'I do not feel chained. I have trained my musical muscles again, and I have made my way to independence for the first time in my life. It feels wonderful. All at Miss Lestrange’s suggestion, of course.'
‘Kind of her.’
‘Very. However, she claims not to be kind, only practical.’ She smiled at him coolly. 'Why are you here?'
'I came to say I am most truly sorry.'
'You sent me a letter to that effect. I do not at all see why you need come here.'
'I wished you to be assured of my sincerity. I misjudged a kindness for a threat.'
She looked down at him, her brows raised. 'So, Francine has once more done her magic.'
'It seems so, if you mean showing me the error of my ways.' He smiled up at her. 'May I ask how you come to know Miss Lestrange?'
Elizabeth Barclay looked down upon him from the stage with her strange colourless eyes. Then she answered. 'She saved my life. As she has done for many others, I believe.'
'I'm afraid I do not understand. Is this something to do with her work — with her offices?'
'No. In my case it was an act of kindness only, first from her assistant Mathilde, and then from Francine herself. I was lost, and now am found.'
Sir Hugo had by this time joined her on the stage, and the bruiser, Hurting Harry as he'd been called, moved forward, but was gestured back by Miss Barclay. Sir Hugo smiled at him, but the old boxer continued to glower from the wings.
The baronet ignored Miss Barclay’s biblical quote to ponder. 'Her assistant? Miss Lestrange owns the business?'
'Perhaps, sir, you should ask your questions of Miss Lestrange.'
'Miss Lestrange is a remarkable woman, and I feel somehow that I would like to find out more about her. To find a way to show her that I am deeply sorry—'
'Which club do you belong to, sir?' interrupted Miss Barclay briskly.
'I beg your pardon?'
'I take it you do belong-—'
'As a politician, I belong to a number of clubs. But principally Boodles.'
'How fortunate. Miss Lestrange could do with your help.'
'I will give her any aid that she needs. I have told her so.'
'I expect she will keep that ticket to be redeemed in support of someone else. I don't believe she would ever ask for herself.'
'Tell me.'




Chapter 8
Mathilde and Gilbert were in Francine's office, Mathilde regarding the slips of paper in front of her. They had some information at least, but both were cogitating what to do with it. Tilly came in, 'The butcher's boy's just said that a business cove has visited Curlew's club. He heard him ask for Curlew at the door.'
'Why has he come away?' asked Mathilde anxiously. 'Has he not followed the visitor in case he is somehow related to Francine?'
Tilly grinned, 'Don't you a-worry miss. He left after a half-hour and set young Snatcher on him, he won't lose no one in London, that boy won't.'
'But if the gentlemen were to take a carriage?'
'He'll find a way. I gave the two of them half-a-crown from me stocking, miss, in case they need to take a hackney. But they'd rather keep it, I'll be bound, and he's as fly as you like, that Snatcher.'
Mathilde looked at Gilbert for answers. 'Well, my dear, he ain't called Snatch-and-Leap for nothing. He can climb anything, and has been known to crawl the roofs and jump on carts when he wants to get somewhere. Usually somewhere away from the bobbies.'
'I hope we can find him a better job, Gilbert.'
'I tried to get him into service, but he hasn't the disposition.'
'A sailor!' said Mathilde brilliantly.
Gilbert considered. 'Can't say the pay's great, but it might keep him out of prison.'
'And he can climb all them ropes on the ships, I suppose,’ suggested Tilly. ‘Too many of them ropes on boats, in my opinion. But we should be thinking of Miss Francine not that blasted boy. He looks after himself, he does.'
Mathilde was wearing the thinking expression Gilbert had come to love, and might have answered him, but the doorbell rang, and Tilly hopped off the desk and assumed the air of a servant.
'Perhaps we can find out who this last one to visit Curlew is, and if it is another investigating agent employed to find Francine,' suggested Gilbert.
'Yes, but the problem is, even if we find out, what on earth can we do with the information?'
'Let's wait until we know...'
Their thoughts were interrupted by Tilly, admitting a strikingly handsome gentleman.
#
Tilly announced, arms akimbo, 'Sir Hugo Portas, him what tried to give Miss Francine a hard time,' she sniffed, 'as if he could!'
Sir Hugo regarded the strange little maid with fascination and no little amusement. 'You are quite right. She saw me off royally. And now I am here to be of use to her in gratitude.'
'Hmmm!' sniffed Tilly again, unimpressed. She might have stood guard again, a thing Gilbert might take amiss as being his job, if only the back doorbell had not chimed. Tilly disappeared.
Sir Hugo smiled. 'Excuse me,' he held out a hand to an elegant lady, sharply but professionally dressed, some years older than Francine Lestrange, 'I believe you must be Miss Lestrange's assistant.'
'Business partner, if you please, sir,' said the man beside her with dignity, and with less servility than Sir Hugo was accustomed to.
'Oh, Gilbert,' said the lady, 'I'm sure we are all Francine's assistants one way and another. I am Miss Philpott, and I am pleased to meet you, sir. I am afraid Miss Lestrange is not here.'
'Yes, I rather hoped so. Miss Barclay says that you are collecting information about which investigating companies Mr Horace Curlew is talking to. Well—'
Tilly came in with a bit of paper and handed it to Mathilde, while the blond god read it over her right shoulder, one hand on the left. Sir Hugo found himself once more surprised at the quirks of this house's inhabitants, first the strange and insolent maid, and now this. He was a little shocked. Miss Philpott was unquestionably a lady, and the man had the clothes and accent of an upper servant, yet he touched her with such intimacy. Miss Philpott caught his look as she raised her eyes and understood it.
'This is Mr Daws, my fiancé,' she said. Rather defiantly, he thought.
Sir Hugo held out his hand once more and Gilbert, after a moment, took it. He knew who Sir Hugo Portas, Minister of What-ya-Call-It was, and it wasn't every day he shook a nob's hand.
'I'm pleased to meet you,' said Sir Hugo pleasantly. 'Now, I understand you wish to know who Mr Curlew met with today, and I am here to tell you it was—'
'Mr Curzon of Curzon's Detective Agency. We know, we've just been informed,' said Daws.
'Oh,' said Sir Hugo, dashed.
'We have the names of three other investigators too. We don't know which one he is using, I'm afraid,' said Mathilde.
Sir Hugo cheered up. 'I do! It's Curzon alright.'
'But maybe some of the others as well...'
'No, he was heard saying that they were a load of lily-livers since they'd told him they might not be able to find the woman with such little information. But Curzon said he'd take the job.'
'Thank you, Sir Hugo. However did you find out?' Mathilde looked at him approvingly.
Sir Hugo was looking askance at Tilly, whom he'd finally noticed was perched on the desk, swinging her legs. 'I'm afraid I enticed the club servants to talk to me.'
'You've worked a miracle there. Club servants are tight mouthed,’ said Gilbert.
'Their discretion is appreciated. But I'm rather better known to them than Mr Curlew. And I'm not given to asking it of them.'
'Member since time began, I expect,' said Gilbert, 'and your father afore that...'
'Precisely.' Sir Hugo grinned at him. This strange group were the friends of Miss Francine Lestrange, and even if he were mixing with a more unusual crew of people than was his wont, including the unaccountably brilliant Music Hall pianist, he was content to be of use to her.
'We must keep people on Curzon then,' said Mathilde briskly.
'I believe he has a number of investigators. It seems a mighty task, unless you have an army all over London,' remarked the baronet.
'Very nearly, don't you worry about that, me lad.'
Sir Hugo had not been called "my lad" by anyone other than his father, and that at least twenty-five years ago, and certainly not by a person of the lower orders who looked like she might be twelve. But in this room, a strange air of equality existed, and so he smiled down at Tilly. 'May I sit?' he asked her. She nodded regally, and he took a comfortable chair upholstered in ruby coloured leather, that was obviously kept for clients, and crossed his legs. Miss Philpott was standing behind the larger of the two desks in the room, where he had first seen Francine. She sat down when he did, and Mr Daws was perched on the other side of the desk from the little maid.
'Fought your business here was finished,' remarked Tilly. Miss Philpott's eyes gave her a gentle reprimand, and she had the grace to look abashed. Sir Hugo was beginning to enjoy himself.
'I think I have a rather better idea than following the Curzon men. Quicker.'
'Alright,’ said Daws, 'How are you to do that then?'
'Well, Mr Curzon's is a respectable firm. I think I can send a representative to warn him off, since Mr Curlew's intentions to the young lady are suspect.'
'I could go, if I can mention your name,’ offered Gilbert Daws.
'Oh, you must not, Gilbert. If Mr Curzon were to refuse, then he could describe you to his client, and you would be found out.'
'Mr Curlew knows you?' Sir Hugo asked Daws.
'I am his footman.'
'And he has a butlers’ agency,' said Miss Philpott, proudly. ‘His own business.’
'Very enterprising,' approved Sir Hugo. 'I must say, you do all seem to be devoted to Miss Lestrange. As Miss Barclay is.'
'We wouldn't be nuffing without Miss Francine,' said Tilly, simply.
'I don't understand.'
'I was an unemployed governess,’ Miss Philpott explained, ‘nearly starved, when Francine found me. And sooo dowdy, I can hardly believe it.'
'You? Dowdy? It hardly seems possible,' said Sir Hugo, gallantly. But in truth, this elegant little lady seemed far from dowdy.
'But I was!' blinked Miss Philpott, 'and then Francine found me, and said she needed me, and let me live with her, and dressed me and introduced me to Gilbert, and I could never have imagined the life I have now.'
Tilly hrrmmphed. 'I can't even tell you the state I was in when Miss Francine found me. I'd been cast off from my position as kitchen maid.'
'For lip, I imagine!' said Gilbert Daws, cheekily.
'You better watch I don't give you a thick 'un,' remarked Tilly, unfazed. 'I'd drank the last of me money in a gin house…'
'Oh Tilly!' said Miss Philpott, obviously not knowing this.
'And I was at the river, trying to scramble up the wall of the bridge. It was too high for me.' She laughed reminiscently. 'Miss Francine was passing and she stopped and asked if I wanted a leg up to finish the job, or would I rather come home wif 'er.' The little maid smiled, then turned her rebellious face on Sir Hugo. 'Now I got forty-three and a half sovereigns hidden in … well, I’m not telling you. And more to come.' She sighed, 'If we can stop Mr Curlew killing Miss Francine, that is.'
'Oh,' said Sir Hugo in a different kind of voice than the one he had adopted so far. 'Don't worry about that. Mr Curlew will be stopped long before then.' He looked around him once more. 'If you don't mind my asking, what is this business? What do you do here?'
'Why do you want to know?' said Gilbert Daws suspiciously.
'Oh, Gilbert! It isn't a secret, and Sir Hugo has already shown himself a friend. We run an investigative agency of sorts. The nature of the business is rather delicate, however.'
'What do you investigate? It seems to pay well according to Miss Tilly’s largesse.'
‘It only pays well because it saves swells a lot of money,’ Tilly opined, then added the afterthought, ‘and some gels a lot of misery, too. Though that don’t seem to bother some folks overmuch.’
‘However, that does concern us,’ said Mathilde to Tilly. She turned to Sir Hugo. ‘We look into the backgrounds of potential suitors for the parents of young girls.' Sir Hugo's eyebrows rose. 'You understand, if he has been honest about his financial situation, his character, whether he has any other … attachments.'
'I believe I saw the advert in the newspaper, and it occurred to me that it was a needed service,’ he nodded. ‘That is Miss Lestrange’s business? So many young ladies are cruelly deceived in their marriage partner. The same could be said in the reverse.'
'Yes,' said Mathilde Philpott, 'but as Francine says, a man has more power in that situation to live his life at least.  A woman has given over all her independence.'
Sir Hugo nodded. 'What has induced Curlew to search for Miss Lestrange?'
Gilbert said dryly, 'He believes Francine had something to do with the departure of his wife.'
'And did she?'
Gilbert shrugged. 'Mayhap she became tired of bathing my lady's wounds. She was her maid.'
'Bad?' asked Sir Hugo, meeting Daws’ eyes.
'Very bad.' The footman’s eyes held a wealth of meaning.
'So now he wants to find Miss Lestrange to get her to tell him where his wife is?'
'Oh, he knows she would never tell him.' Gilbert sighed.
'Then why on earth does he search for her?'
Gilbert's eyebrows rose and Sir Hugo Portas looked stunned. Miss Philpott gave an audible sob.
Sir Hugo stood. 'Neither Curlew nor any agent of his will lay a hand on Miss Lestrange, I can promise you that.' He collected his hat and gloves. 'I must away. I'll keep you informed. Leave it to me now.'
Tilly was not at all sure she liked his proprietary tone. 'And if you don't mind my asking,' she said, jumping off the table and in his way, feeding his own words back to him, 'What has Miss Francine to do with you?'
He looked down at her gravely. 'I, too, have been reshaped by Miss Lestrange. She reminded me of who I used to be, before life and politics warped me with cynicism. And I hope one day she might be ... a friend.'
Tilly looked up at him just as gravely, then after a moment nodded and let him pass. 'Well,' she said to the others after he went. 'A real man he is. He'll see off whoever. Mark my words, he's got it bad.'
‘You mean, for Francine?’ Mathilde Philpott’s jaw dropped.
‘He’s been hanging around the park for weeks waiting for her to pass him, young Jem says, and he saw them walking together once. No rend-ez-vous, because she don’t come most days. He still hangs about, in the snow, on the off chance, Jem reckons. Instead of running the country, like what he orter.’
‘Well!’ said Mathilde, amazed.
Gilbert, fresh from shaking a nob’s hand, wasn’t quite so surprised as his beloved.




Chapter 9
Francine, by this time having established that the third of Mrs Van Der Meer's suitors owed money all over town, besides keeping a mistress and two boys in shocking conditions in Whitechapel, had to divert herself from the road to Mrs Van Der Meer's hotel because of something she saw from the corner of her eye. She entered an alleyway, and by deft use of a parasol between the legs caused a bulky man to stumble and fall. She put a heeled boot on his spine immediately and leaned on the heel. 'Who has sent you to follow me?'
He groaned, then spoke quickly. His answer caused her to unfurl the parasol and saunter on her way, albeit with a whiff of purpose, rejecting the aid of a gentleman who had seen some of the incident from a distance, with a slight smile. Her large stalker had scampered away.
She arrived at last at Miss Barclay's London flat. If not in the very best area of London, it was in a very respectable one, and in a superb building. It was not the best Miss Barclay could afford, as a celebrated Music Hall Star, but it was a fine set of rooms. Miss Barclay heeded more than Francine's words on her new job, she had taken business advice as well. To live up to one’s present income was foolish, said Francine. Much better to put some of the money to work.
So Miss Barclay was presently helping a talented seamstress, Millie Finch, build a little business for herself in these respectable streets. She was a woman who had previously worked for the theatre, but wished to make something of herself. She was diligent and a fine needlewoman with a flair for design. She had been left by her husband of twenty years with four children to care for, and she had confessed to Elizabeth and Francine that after the shock, she found herself much better placed without his runs on her purse. Mathilde, Elizabeth, and Francine herself were constantly correcting Millie’s vowels, a work in progress. Francine had suggested, for the moment, the employment of a shop assistant with a nice voice, an expense Millie was loath to take on. However, the middle-class young lady did very well in sales, and left Millie (Madame Millicent as she was styled in the shop - Gowns by Madame Millicent) the chance to work more with her parcel of assistants. She known them all from the theatre where they had all been "let go": by an angry star, a grumpy manager, or seduced by some errant boyfriend.
Renting the shop was not cheap, but the profits were beginning to come through. Middle-class ladies desired much for their money, they aspired to the style of the ladies of Berkley Square at less cost, but they were much less likely to fail to pay their bills. The vagaries of the aristocracy could cripple a business, for Noblesse Oblige was nowadays rarer than black pearls. The business prospered, and Elizabeth's investment with it, and Francine approved. But she advised her to look around her again. So many of Elizabeth’s colleagues at the Hall were living it up in high style, forgetting that fame never lasts. The girls, particularly, often squandered their money on feckless men, and seemed to take no thought of tomorrow.
'Oh, Francine, how lovely to see you!' said Miss Barclay, still dressed only in a fetching concoction of gauze and lace over more gauze and lace, obviously only recently risen from breakfast.
'Is it? I thought you might be afraid to see me,' said Francine.
'Oh, you spotted him! And Harry told me that Ronnie-the-Roller would be very discreet.'
'About as discreet as cartload of monkeys. Why on earth did you ask him to follow me?'
'Oh, did you think he meant you ill? Did he frighten you?' Francine's face was still. 'No, of course you wouldn't be afraid. You are the bravest—'
'Do not flummox me, Elizabeth, you haven't answered the question.'
'We are all so worried about what Curlew might do to you!'
'All?'
'Well everyone.'
'Mathilde and Gilbert and Tilly, of course. I might have guessed,’ said Francine, disgusted.
'And the others...'
'Who on earth?'
'Well, Violette, naturally, and her girls. And the pupils from Mathilde's class. And the little boys and girls from the streets you feed when you think no one knows they are not on an investigation at all, and Hurting Harry was very concerned when I explained, and he says he'll plant him a facer and stamp on his neb and a lot of other things I can't remember. Harry is a dear, you know.'
Francine's lovely face was looking grim. 'Everyone concerned...? It is Mathilde, I know it, but I would have thought better of Gilbert. Doesn't he know I can handle Curlew? Have you all gone mad?'
'Francine,' said Elizabeth, playing nervously with a gauze ruffle, 'I should just mention that Sir Hugo Portas came around to apologise again and he too, was most concerned...'
Not trusting herself to speak, Francine swept from the room.
#
Francine had had a different idea of how to deal with Mr Curlew, but in light of the interference surrounding her, she took an omnibus straight to Hyde Park, and went directly to the Curlew residence. She went up the stairs to the front door since she was neither a servant here any longer, nor a person offering services to the household. Barker the butler blanched when he saw her, despite his onerous training. 'Lestrange? You here?' As her ladyship's maid, she had been known only by her second name when working here.
‘Yes, Barker,’ said Francine. Gliding past him despite his obvious reluctance to admit her, she handed him her gloves and parasol, which he automatically took. Francine had always been well-dressed (as a recipient of Lady Elizabeth's cast-offs, made plainer to befit her status) and high in manner, but her clothes today were beyond any she would have been permitted to wear when she worked in this house. She knew his master wished her ill, and he said in a hissing tone, 'What do you want here? It is not safe.'
'Inform Mr Curlew that Miss Lestrange wishes to see him.' She laughed a trifle harshly. 'I think he will admit me.'
Barker looked torn. ‘Frankie,’ he said, descending from the heights, ‘where's Gilbert? At least wait for Gilbert.'
She met his eyes with her own green ones. 'Don't fear, Mr Barker, I have the matter in hand.' It was the same form of words and address as in her days as a lady's maid, yet the tone was full of understanding and warmth. He regained himself.
'I shall enquire, Miss Lestrange.'
He knocked on the green salon door, and Francine heard the bumptious tones of Curlew. 'She dares come here?' as reply to the inaudible introduction.
Barker bowed her in, holding the door and meeting her eye for a brief moment before she passed.
'You!' said Curlew.
'I understand you are looking for me, sir.'
'By God, what spy in this house told you that? I'll discharge him.'
Francine took a chance. 'No one from this house, sir. I believe you have said so to anyone who would listen in several of the most insalubrious taverns in town.'
He was frothing at the mouth, but Francine spotted it. She knew his habits, his loud and incontinent mouth, and she'd been right. 'How dare you use that tone with me?'
Francine took a seat despite the lack of invitation so to do, disposing her green cashmere walking dress more becomingly around her legs. His eyes dragged over her, as he tried to use his bulk to threaten her. She considered for a second that disposal of her parasol before entering this room had been a mistake, but in half a second her eyes had located the fire irons, so she looked at his brutal face with little outward concern. Indeed, she was not concerned, merely alert. Francine had been raised in a harder school than Curlew, and if nothing else, she was faster than his soft fleshy body would be. This whole strategy was a risk, of course, brought on by the action of her friends. But with some luck, she might carry it off. At any rate, unless he murdered her in this room, she was no worse off. She would trust to Barker to delay him if she had to escape, then Curlew would simply have to look for her again.
'Where is my wife?'
'I shall never tell you that, unless you are willing to divorce her.'
'Divorce? The scandal, the expense — never!'
Oh, so scandal did still matter? Since his wife's desertion of him, Curlew had made enough scandals himself. Public rantings, drunkenness, accusing those who beat him at cards to be cheats. All this was behaviour quite beyond the pale in polite society, and however rich he was, Curlew was on a road to social suicide. He was just arrogant enough to deny this to himself as yet, but Francine hoped to enlighten him.
'I think you have accrued enough scandal around yourself in these last months to destroy yourself forever.'
Curlew threw a pot at her, which she glanced away with her hand, neither shrinking nor jumping. She felt sad for the three-hundred-year dead potter, whose work had been so prized by generations, before this childish brute destroyed it. But she was nevertheless flooded with that chemistry in her body that made to wish to run, or do violence. She had felt this many times in her earlier life. Today she chose fight, not flight. 'Why not just set her free? You know she will never come back to this house. We both know why.' Francine’s cold eyes met his hot ones, and she saw him foam at the mouth in his anger.
'I know people who can make you tell them anything I might wish to know. I would do it myself now, if there were not the servants as witnesses.' He laughed, leering down at her, his face ever closer. 'Who would miss you?’ His eyes raked her. ‘Except perhaps the man who bought you that dress.'
Actually, that was he. This was remodelled from one of his wife’s own. She was glad he didn’t recognise it. That might have rebounded on Gilbert. Curlew was an inch from her face now, but stepped back when he received a slap that rocked him on his heels, delivered with all her power.
She stood up while she had the gap. 'I find it unpleasant to talk to you Mr Curlew. I do not know anyone with a differing opinion. I just came to tell you that if you do not release Lady Elizabeth I will make it my business to destroy you even further.'
He came towards her then, and Francine, who had awaited it, could have run. But she wanted to be near him when she made her next threat. He grabbed her arms, lest she hit him again, and Francine was in the process of breaking his left arch with all the force of her heel when Sir Hugo Portas was announced.
Automatically, Mr Curlew stepped back and dropped her hands, turning to the horrified Sir Hugo. Francine's foot landed safely, if noisily, on the floor, and Barker stood stalk still while he enjoyed the satisfying sight of his master being resoundingly knocked down, in his own living room, by a Minister of the Crown.
#
'I was dealing with that myself,' said Francine Lestrange, walking briskly away from the carriage he was gesturing her to. Sir Hugo followed her, making another signal to his driver to go home.
'I could see. You might have broken his foot.'
'I would have, quite possibly. And now I shall never hear the satisfying crunch of his bones breaking.'
He laughed. 'You are quite dreadful. Would it have been so satisfying?'
'To one who heard Her Ladyship's wrist snap, yes. Had she not needed me, I should have broken his head that night, but I did not move. As he left, he looked to see how I took it. I had to be unaffected, or he would have sent me off at once.'
'Was it not satisfying to see me knock him down, then?'
'No,' said Francine, 'for I do not see how you are involved in this at all.'
They were in the park again, and he grasped her arm to stop her. A lady watched and looked away, shocked. With luck she might not know him, but he was past caring. 'You do know how I am involved in this, Francine.' He had no right to use her given name, but he was past caring about that too. Maybe the rules in her strange household had begun to affect him. 'I have thought of you every day since we met. Tell me you have not thought of me, and I will leave now.'
He had dropped her arm, and she looked down at the ground, the first sign of avoidance he had ever seen from her. 'Go, then,' was all she said, but when she moved off it was only to sit on a bench overlooking a pond. It was, he noted, an isolated spot, where walkers on the thoroughfares might not hear them. He sat beside her, and she did not look up.
'What do you want of me?' she asked, as starkly as she could.
'I have thought long and hard of that in the last few days,' he said, looking into the pond, too. 'I want you.' She snorted. 'Yes, as simple as that. It seems impossible to offer to you less than to be my wife.'
'Ridiculous!'
'I know.'
'You would have to resign.'
'I know.'
'Your family would never accept me.'
'Oh, I don't know that. I have an aunt that would certainly think you too good for me.'
Francine finally met his eye, 'Why?' she enquired.
'Well, you're female.'
'I'd like her,' she said, looking away again.
'But you are right. The family would be a problem. One that I would be willing, anxious to overcome but for...'
'Your son's place in society,' she offered.
'No. His lineage is strong enough to weather a different kind of second marriage for his widowed father. So is mine. I don't expect to be blackballed by marrying you.'
'But you are not marrying me. I have never thought of being a wife. I do not wish to be a wife. It seems to me to be a sorry estate for women.' He would have interrupted her, but she asked, 'But I'm interested in the block to that fantasy state that you claim to offer a woman you hardly know.'
'I will discuss that last remark later so that I can answer your question directly. It is my position in government. I still feel I have a deal to do there. It has been for me, a vocation.'
'Like a priest? I do not believe you have been celibate since your wife died.'
He laughed, as it was shocking for a young female to talk so. 'How dare you say so to a baronet of the realm?’ he asked ironically. ‘You are right however. I have only been celibate since I met you.'
'A whole month ago.'
'And ... I have no right to ask ...'
'Another attachment? I never have had.'
He jolted. 'Never? Never courted?'
'I have had my share of offers. I was never interested. I had to protect myself as a child you see, and I suppose it became a habit. I did not meet anyone I felt in the least tempted to marry, or even to walk out with.'
He longed to tease out the background to her life, these hints she now offered him of her past. He was encouraged by these offerings, and he pursued.
'You said that I hardly know you. I would take issue with that statement.'
'You are not in parliament now,' Francine remarked, but he felt some frisson go through her.
'I do not know your past, or what music you like, or the colours you prefer, or who your parents are,' he heard a sound and reprimanded her shortly, 'do not snort. It is vulgar.' Their eyes held in laughter for a brief, wonderful moment before she looked away again. He continued. 'I do not know these things. Also, I have never been a man attracted to women as young as you — what age are you, by the way?
'Twenty,' she said shortly.
'Damn.’ he said, amazed. ‘But I know somehow that you are the elder by far. How that comes to be, I do not understand.'
'What age are you?'
'Thirty-eight.'
‘Damn!' she reprieved him, shockingly, and again that laughing exchange.
'As I was saying, until today I did not know what your business was, what good you have already done in this world—'
'Mathilde!' Francine tutted.
'But I have felt from the first that I know you better than any other I have known in this world. Tell me it is different with you.' He looked round then, and she looked up at him, proud and fierce. They sat so for the longest minute. Then a little gloved hand grazed his leg under the folds of her dress, and his own hand disappeared beneath the fabric to meet it and grasp it. They both trembled.
'I have no idea why,' she said quietly. This was to be all the admission he would get from her, and he cherished it. She got up then, unleashed his fingers, and they walked slowly down the path.
'I love you,' he said.
'Yes,' she said, looking not at him, but straight ahead. But he would strive to take her words as agreement, not commentary.
'We will marry. I shall resign.'
She looked up at him. 'No. It is hard to know just what to do.' she looked off again, with a grim smile. 'I shall never be your mistress, but perhaps I will take you as mine.' 
He glowered at her, but decided to take it lightly. He was on dangerous ground, and he knew it. 'And my duties would be?'
'Oh, the usual. Be available to me whenever I wish. Give up your own life entirely. Keep yourself well-dressed and primped in case I have a moment to spare you. Never complain if I forget about you for days and weeks and give up any plans or even opinions that clash with mine.' Her voice sounded flippant, but somehow disappointed in herself and him. 'I may give you a trinket or two to cheer you. And dispense a kind word occasionally. And I will introduce you only to my least respectable  friends, but never to their wives who would be shocked and appalled to meet one such as you.' 
He stopped once more, and took her arm in his, looking at her with steel in his eyes. 'I shall never  dishonour you so.'
'Men have tried to do so all my life. Or at least since I was ten,’ she remarked calmly. He blanched. ‘It is novel to have a refusal when I make the proposal.'
'Nevertheless, one day you will be my wife.'
'I do not think so. It would require your being really ready to resign, and my being willing to marry, both of which are far from today. What we can be in the meantime to each other is a mystery.'
He looked down at her more gently, holding her eyes with his. 'Perhaps no one has yet invented the  kind of partners we will be to each other.'
Her eyes gazed back into his, shockingly honest. 'Partners. I like that, but I cannot imagine it.'
'Perhaps we could start by my investing in your business—'
It was she who stopped this time. 'Understand this, Hugo. I will take not one penny from you.'
He thrilled to hear his name on her lips, but he could not resist saying, 'And yet you would have advised Miss Barclay to keep the bracelet.'
'Certainly. She was late to the job of securing her own future. It would have been an elegant solution. I, however, have no need of that sort of help.'
'Not even the sort I offered to Curlew today?'
'You foreshortened the outcome, but I had it in hand.'
'I do not doubt it. You are remarkable, but that is not why I love you.' Her sideways glance was his only encouragement to continue. 'I will care for that little part of you that only I can see, that for some reason God has given me the right to protect.'
'I need none of your protection, whatever right you feel God has given you. I protect myself.'
'And many others around you, I now know.' They moved on slowly, and it seemed to him that neither of them could say what it was they sought for, what it was that already existed here between them, but what the world's customs  had no words for. Finally, she spoke.
'But that part you speak of. I think it is only you who can see it, and that makes no sense at all. Just as I see some small part of you, too.' She touched his chest, by dint of pretending to remove a twig or some such from his coat.
'Francine, know this. I will not hide you. I want to take you everywhere with me, introduce you to everyone.'
'And without a ring, they will assume I am who you refuse to let me be.'
'Then I will buy you a ring. The largest emerald I can find, to match your eyes, surrounded by diamonds. People will know it above a mistress's touch.'
Francine laughed. 'They will not doubt my position, only my price.'
'I shall tell some favoured few that you will one day be my wife. They will tell all the world. I have already said. I would not shame you.'
'And what will the ring say, Hugo?’ she said flatly. ‘That I am yours? I cannot belong to anyone.'
'This is a strange conversation. I feel that I am yours, have never been anyone’s so much as I am yours.' His face was open and hurt, and he could see her incline to him, then stop herself.
'I will not deny some unique knowing between us. But is it about possession?'
'Is possession the same as belonging? I don't think so. May I buy you the ring?'
'It seems like a price. As I have thought that, in many cases, a wedding ring is.'
'You have unique views,’ he said, ‘but I can see that your business makes you doubt the sanctity of marriage, the joyful union of two souls. You see the worst of marriage.' He could not stop an edge creeping into his voice, though he had meant it as a plea to her.
'And for you, Hugo? Has there been sanctity and joy?'
He sighed. 'I shall tell you about my marriage some time, but I can't say it felt joyous. But between us I know…'
'Then you know too much. I have not consented. Many people think their union unique, only to find out later that they were mistaken. Perhaps that one or other of them had no such feelings in the first place.'
'In my case, I felt my future wife to be a beautiful enigma, whose petals I could unfurl and discover. With you I feel I know everything important already, and all I have to do is live it.'
'It is strange,' she said wonderingly, and he knew it was an affirmation.
‘You will marry me.’
‘I wonder what that would look like. What you and your world would expect from your wife? Nothing that I expect of myself.’
‘Lady Portas could do what she will,’ he said grandly.
‘And if I were Lady Portas that would certainly be so. But I do not need your ring to do it. And you are not finished yet with your other life, which cannot include an ex-ladies maid as a hostess.’
‘I don’t think I can wait. In every second, my vocation seems less important. Marry me now, Francine.’
‘No,’ but her word was diluted by the look she gave him, so full of the joy he felt himself. It had been running between them now since her admission, which he knew had cost her dear, of their undeniable connection.
It occurred to him, that however they had tried, no onlooker could imagine this a casual stroll in the park. They moved ahead, still behaving properly, disguising the urgency and joy of this whole, revelatory, conversation.
'You only say so because we have both gone temporarily mad,’ she said with her familiar pragmatic air. Then she relented somewhat. ‘Come back to my office so that I can put a stop to Mathilde's master plan before all the children and servants of London are quite exhausted. We can be alone in my drawing room.'
'If Tilly doesn't kill me at the very idea.'
She laughed, and it was the gayest of sounds. 'That is one battle you must win for yourself, but I warn you, look out for warming pans.'




Chapter 10
When Francine and Sir Hugo entered the office using her keys, it was empty. She moved ahead of him down a long corridor to the basement stairs where the kitchen was. They found there, clustered around the scrubbed pine table, Mathilde, Gilbert (his half-day of the month), Elizabeth, and Tilly and Albert Layton bustling with the tea things, with the help of wooden crates. 
‘Ah, the culprits!’ said Francine, as they all looked around. Her voice sounded cross, but Mathilde looked at her face and saw something else there. Something different.
‘I came round to see you, Francine, because I know you are so very angry with me,’ Elizabeth Barclay pleaded, ‘so I said I couldn’t make the matinee because of bruised hands. I blamed Cecil Frobisher for it, because he slammed the piano lid on my hands yesterday, so he might have a solo of his own.’ Elizabeth, so recently guarded and reticent, had turned out to be a voluble companion now that she was confident.
‘Well, I am shocked that all of you confided my secrets quite so easily.’
‘I wouldn’t have. But they was all mowff,’ said Tilly to Albert Layton, as she put some cake on the plate.
‘Yes, well, first things first. Mr Layton, I’m sorry to ask, but might you do me a favour? It won’t delay your tea long.’
‘’Course he will Miss Francine, won’t you, Albert? He’s that grateful since you reminded him about the sewage pipe needing laying before he builds the house.’
Albert Layton muttered amiably, happily accepting Tilly’s translation.
‘And the foundation bigger and deeper than ever you think,’ instructed Francine.
‘Because of the extra rooms for the children. Right miss,’ said Albert, with an air of remembering his lessons.
Tilly enchanted Hugo by blushing, and muttering, ‘As if any mite would marry you.’
‘What was it you wanted, miss?’ asked Albert.
‘Could you just run to the butcher’s shop on the corner and ask the red-headed boy there if he could call off the investigators? All has been resolved.’ He bustled away. ‘And Mathilde, can you write a note to Mrs Van Der Meer tonight? What with one thing and another, I didn’t get to tell her of the end of the investigation. Ask her to call tomorrow.’
‘Was he a bad ‘un, Miss Francine?’ asked Tilly.
‘Two children in Whitechapel.’
‘Men!’ shrugged Tilly in the manner reminiscent to Hugo of his aunt.
‘House building tips, Francine?’ said Sir Hugo, delighted to be sitting at a kitchen table rather than being in drawing room, quite unfazed at being at afternoon tea with tiny people, Music Hall stars, servants, and ex-governesses who were all regarding him closely, and he smiled at them universally. There was a sudden stillness after he used her name so casually, and he added to Francine, ‘Must I ask how you picked up such knowledge?’
She leaned over him to take a cup and saucer from the frozen hands of Tilly, and she leant a hand on his shoulder casually to steady herself. The stillness deepened.
‘Well!’ said Elizabeth Barclay eventually, into the abyss, ‘Where did you two meet today?’
‘At Curlew’s! Where you sent him,’ said Francine, somewhat wrathfully.
This jerked the others into life. ‘Curlew’s?’ said Gilbert, appalled.
‘Oh, Francine, you didn’t,’ said Mathilde.
‘Francine!’ cried Elizabeth.
‘You never…’ said Tilly with an added oath.
Hugo, in the greatest good humour of his life, said, ‘She really did! I went there, in an abysmal attempt at knight-errantry, to deal with the bounder, and found him manhandling Francine.’
‘Oh, my dear…’ sobbed Mathilde, and Gilbert put his arm around her.
‘Lord, love, don’t you know enough to know Francine would take care of herself?’
‘I should fink so!’ said Tilly.
‘Yes, I had in fact just stopped her breaking his foot with her heel,’ said Sir Hugo.
‘Dangerous fings, female boots,’ said Albert Layton, returning and taking a place at the table. He kicked a crate across to Tilly nimbly and she used it to mount the seat alongside. ‘All the pressure on one point, see, and if it catches you in a crowd you knows about it.’
‘Yes, well,’ said Mathilde with less manners than usual, ‘but what happened to Mr Curlew?’
‘Oh, Hugo hit him,’ said Francine. The stillness that had shocked them with his use of her name in Sir Hugo's mouth returned as she used his, so easily it seemed. Undoubtedly something more had occurred this afternoon than the knocking over of Mr Curlew.
Gilbert broke it this time with a pessimistic, ‘He can still ruin you, Francine.’
‘I went over there to establish that. I needed to know if the scandal still bothered him, or if he was too far gone for that. And it did. I was about to threaten him with a newspaper article along the lines of “Mr C, whose aristocratic wife was forced to leave him after bearing the marks on her body of his shocking and brutal treatment of that delicately nurtured female…”
Hugo interrupted, continuing in the same vein, “… was yesterday seen in the vicinity of Whitechapel at night for what purpose this journal cannot speculate upon.”
‘Precisely! But I did not get the chance to say so before Hugo hit him.’
‘Well, Sir Hugo,’ said Elizabeth approvingly. ‘I think you did very well. What happened next?’
‘Oh, then Hugo threatened him with scandal and more. He said that his conduct had already given such disgust that if the whiff of his treatment of his wife ever got to the right ears he would be ejected from every club in London, and no decent man would invite him to his home on any account.’
‘Total social death. Trounced! I wish I’d been there to see it, and the facer you landed him,’ said Gilbert, with relish, passing him the French fancies.
‘I still says Miss Francine could have done it all herself,’ sniffed Tilly. ‘Wiffout Sir Hugo Portas, Minister of Whatever-It-Is, finking he’s better than us all.’
‘Tilly!’ said Mathilde, embarrassed.
‘Call me Hugo, Tilly!’ he said with a laugh. ‘I was brought up to believe I was better than a great many people, I’m afraid, but I hope I didn’t bring my son up in the same way. In this house at least, I shall not be fawned on.’ There were cries from Tilly of indecipherable scorn and from Gilbert of Not bloody likely, and Hugo continued, ‘and I will promise to keep my nose out of the air.’ He looked at Tilly, ‘if you will do me the great honour of forgetting what you think you know about me.’
‘Fair’s fair, Tilly,’ said Albert Layton, putting jam on a scone.
Tilly whacked him on the head, which he took stoically, and she looked at Hugo squarely. ‘You’ll be coming around often, then?’ she asked.
There was a general playing with tea things at this point as all the world pretended disinterest in Sir Hugo’s reply.
‘Oh, yes,’ Hugo said, definitely.
Francine told them all airily, ‘Hugo and I have some plans to discuss concerning — what help he might occasionally be to the agency. We will go into the drawing room after tea.’
Gilbert winked and his Mathilde nipped him.
There was general chatter around the tea table, and eventually Elizabeth Barclay had to go. ‘Else Frobisher will take my spot in the evening, too,’ she breathed, kissing Francine’s cheek in farewell. ‘I think you must be happy with me now, my dear. After all, I gave you the push.’ Francine looked wryly at her.
The couple moved at last to the drawing room, trying for a casualness that belied their urgency. Absolutely no one was fooled.
‘Well, who’d have thought it?’ said Gilbert, collecting plates.
‘I always thought Francine somehow different to everybody in searching for love,’ said Mathilde wonderingly. ‘I never felt it from her.’
‘Lord, she never searched for nothing,’ said Tilly, on the crate before the sink. ‘Ask me, love caught her by the throat and run off with her and there ain’t no escape.’
‘Just like me,’ said Albert Layton, a tea towel in hand as he stood beside her on another crate. ‘You describes it perfickly.’
‘You hold your tongue,’ said Tilly with mock venom.
#
Gilbert and Mathilde took a walk around the square on this balmy late afternoon.
'Oh Gilbert, can Francine really become Lady Portas?'
'I don't see how, old girl. It’s a bit of a leap and no mistake.'
'It is, I know, but if anyone can make that leap it is Francine. It is just that I can't think of Francine being anybody's wife, she too independent, somehow.'
'He might not be offering her marriage.'
'Oh, but she has too much self-respect to—' Mathilde was genuinely distressed, and Gilbert put an arm about her shoulder, fully permitted now they were engaged. 'And he is so obviously in love...' she continued, hopeful.
'A man can be in love and still have dishonourable intentions, my dear,' said Gilbert philosophically. He considered some more, 'In fact, it happens all the time.'
'Oh, no, Gilbert!'
'Don't you worry, darling, we'll look out for her. But I never did see Frankie take a fancy to anybody. It’s bound to be shock to her system.'
'As well as a temptation! No one knows that better than me, Gilbert Daws, sometimes I think if I can't marry you sooner, I might just explode.'
'Well, maybe we can. I'm thinking if things go well, we might waste some money on rent next year. I could jack in service at last. Be done with Curlew and the paltry wages, and work full-time on the business.'
'Oh Gilbert, really? In London, so we can stay working with Francine?'
'I should think so. We're none of us done yet.'
'Oh we must look about us for some other opportunities too, Francine says—'
‘Never have all your eggs in one basket. I know. We’ll keep our eye out.’
Mathilde turned her head worriedly towards the house. ‘Perhaps we ought to go back and interrupt them in case Francine's new feelings should overturn her.'
'Now that's just what we won't do. When have you ever doubted Frankie?'
'Oh, I never would. You are quite right.'
'It is early days for them, my girl. Just let’s see what comes of it. Whatever Portas' intentions, Frankie will decide what happens to her, nobody else.'
'You are right, Gilbert, I know you are.'
#
'Oh, Hugo. I don't feel myself. What are we doing?'
'First we are doing this,’ he said ruthlessly gathering her in his arms, and kissing her.
Her arms drew him towards her with equal power for a moment. 'Hugo...' she admonished him and he let her go immediately. 'We have a lot to discuss.'
'Yes, we have. We need to invent a whole new way of being together, but first, my love oh, please my love.' He sat on her favourite chair and pulled her to him.
She held his face in her hands and whispered 'Hugo, Hugo!' as he kissed her again and again. She pulled back and said in her normal voice, 'Oh no, please don't let us become as foolish as Mathilde and Gilbert.'
'Too late, my love, too late for both of us.'




Epilogue
Francine parted from Hugo that afternoon only to have him ask to come back for dinner. Tilly, party to the conversation in her role as hat-carrier and door-opener said, before Francine could answer, 'It's a roast dinner tonight, miss. It makes no-never-mind to me who was to come over.'
Taking this as the best she could do in the way of approval, Hugo bent his black curls and kissed Tilly's cheek lightly. 'Thank you, Tilly,' he said. Tilly scampered off, nose in the air, and he turned to Francine, 'May I?'
'It seems Tilly is expecting you. Next time it might be polite to await an invitation.' He moved towards her in the darkened corridor, where the gas lamps had not yet been lit, but she held him off, and he left laughing.
As it was, he had forgotten (I can't think why! said his hastily scribbled note) an important division in the House that evening, and had to cry off. He had sent, with the note a small box, tied with scarlet ribbon and a sprig of holly. This she put side, frowning.
Therefore, after dinner Francine avoided Mathilde's desire for confidences because she could not yet explain today's events to herself. She must be vigilant, she quite saw it. The little note had brought her joy and a dip of disappointment so huge that she could hardly believe it. This was how women became soft-headed.
There was much work to be done. Even the thought of marriage, which she had certainly not yet decided upon, made Francine already resolve to hide her hard-won monetary security in a variety of secret places. She could imagine giving herself to him freely one day, but only if she could walk away at any time, knowing that she was not ransomed by Hugo owning all she had worked for. But so it was in this life, and as much as she longed for him, it gave her pause. The two cottages she already owned, all the businesses she had a hand in, her wealth in bonds and coin. A drop in the ocean to him, nothing, but she would still protect it. It was hers, whatever the law said after marriage. You could say what you liked about trust and surrender, the man never had to risk his all financially in taking a wife. She and Hugo would be equal in this, or not at all.
It was more likely that if ever they would part, Hugo would wish to lavish her with luxuries to secure her future, but this was as repugnant to Francine as the other. She would take not a penny from him in that case.
In this day of beginnings, so much thought of possible endings. But this was the life of Francine. If one did not think ahead, and consider all scenarios, how was one to escape the evils of this world? Francine knew all about the evils. 
There was much still to do, and she would fill her life with it and limit the time left to think of him. Mathilde had called her to attention three times during dinner, as she had revisited his every word and caress in her mind. She was disappointed in herself, must she be so weakened by some kisses?
She sat at the small desk in her pretty bedchamber, and pulled forward a sheet of paper, and wrote.
Dear Captain,
I was so pleased to receive your letter, with all the happy news of your new life in America. Please give my fondest regards to your wife, and tell her, as she asked so prettily after my welfare, that I am now a businesswoman and prospering in that concern, as well as in health and friendship.
It was so like you and Lady Elizabeth to wish to be separated from anything to do with Mr Curlew, and I have drawn the cheque that you sent to me. I was, as you can imagine, troubled as to how to return it to him, most especially as my more pragmatic self sees little need to do so. A man as rich as Mr Curlew has absolutely no use for it, except to cast it away on one evening at the gambling table. I believe he has lost prodigious sums there lately, but his fortune is such that he will be dead before he could ever run himself to ground.
I considered ways, directly and indirectly, to return the sum to him. These included it to be secreted in his bedchamber: but a servant being discovered so doing would be instantly imprisoned, being assumed thief rather than benefactor. I had the creative thought that we might set him up at a card game ‘à deux' where the other party could contrive that he win. I will not bore you with my other ideas. All seemed somehow flawed, and I was at a loss.
I understand that you two, who work to a higher standard of morality than I, needed Curlew to be reimbursed. So I have taken a step that I hope you will approve of. Whether you tell Lady Elizabeth or not is for you to decide. I believe if she knew what I had done she would approve, but some circumstances of which she is unaware might still cause her pain. I believe that Mr Curlew should never again be permitted to give her spirit the least wound. Nevertheless, although I know she was ignorant of the events I speak of, she knew him for the man he was and so my tale might assuage some lingering guilt about her departure.
There was a housemaid called Violet in the Curlew household. Her Ladyship liked her, and so, in a different way, did Mr Curlew. She rebuffed him in many rooms in the house, but one day he caught her in his bedchamber, and he forced himself on her. Thus she was with child, and was cast out by him before Her Ladyship could guess.
With some help, Violet thrived as a milliner, and is supporting, by these efforts, her son, who resides with Violet's own mother in the country. Needless to say, no support from Curlew has been forthcoming, referring to Violet as a 'fancy-piece' when he threw her out, and recommending her to the streets. Now I have given the price of the jewel to Violet, to help support her son. The money is thus, at least, in Curlew's family.
I must also tell you that an encounter with Curlew has produced this: he has agreed to seek an annulment to his marriage on the grounds of non-consummation. These grounds may be a falsehood, but it will keep Her Ladyship's name from further speculation. She may even be able, at some later date, to visit England once more to introduce her family to her new, legal, husband. If you do not like the lie in the petition of annulment, remember how much promise truly was unconsummated in that union. Love, decency and gentleness, to name but three.
You trusted me to use my judgement, I hope you approve, and that your blessed union with the loveliest lady of my acquaintance continues to give both of you the happiness you deserve,
With my sincerest respects and affection,


Francine Lestrange






              At last Francine took up the little box and removed the ribbon. It was an old box, bearing the title of Russell and Briggs, Jeweller. She hesitated before opening it, she hardly knew why. There was a concertinaed fold of paper within and she read:


I saw this in my great-grandmama’s portrait today. She was a red-haired Regency beauty, and no one in my family has worn it since. I hope you will.
With all my heart,
Hugo


         She looked at the ring, an oval emerald as long as a joint on her finger with a large diamond on each side. It was indeed the colour of her eyes. Its price was probably more than all her own hard-won treasure, but she did not care for that. She took it from the box and had a mighty prescience that it would fit only her ring finger. She was correct. She looked at it there for a moment before she moved it on to her right hand. It was only a delaying move, she knew, but she needed it.
              There was no denying, though, that in wearing this she was announcing their bond. But wear it or not, she doubted that the finest steel could cut him from her heart. Perhaps, she thought with more of fancy than she usually indulged in, he had always been there, her twin soul.
              Or perhaps she was being as foolish as any of the lovelorn she had encountered. She must stop all this mooning and send her letter to the captain. She bustled up to do so, but stopped and folded the note back into the box, closing it. As she lifted her hand to lower the gaslight, she saw the ring twinkle — and despite herself, she kissed it passionately.
                Someone knew her in a way no one ever had. And she knew him. 
          When Hugo came for breakfast the next day, he gazed at the finger that played with a china cup (supposedly idly) his eyes shining. Tilly bustled about making tea, and Mathilde’s eyes had found the ring, too. Hugo’s gaze rose to meet Francine’s, and they exchanged such a look that the air crackled around them. Seeing the look and feeling it, Mathilde and Tilly trembled too. How had this happened so quickly, Mathilde was thinking? Tilly understood her and shrugged her answer, mouth agape. 
        Francine, unable to take her eyes from Hugo’s, understood. He had sent her the ring, but wearing it, even as it terrified her, was the biggest thing she could do in return. 
        It was her winter’s gift to him.








The first book in the series is here:


GetBook.at/FrancineT
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Author’s Note
Dear Lovely Readers,
 
I usually write novels set in the Regency period (around 1800-1820) and so my first Francine book was a departure. These books are set in Edwardian times  (the first years of the 1900s),  and I fell in love with the period and the character, a true hero in many senses. Find that book here: getbook.at/FrancineT . Many women told me they found her inspirational and I knew that her tale was not all told yet. She has many more women to save.  I do hope my Regency readers love her too.
 
If you have just found this book and like it, please explore my world on
 
Website: https://aliciacameron.co.uk

 
email me at: alicia@aliciacameron.co.uk
 
Twitter: https://twitter.com/aliciaclarissa2
 
Pinterest:https://www.pinterest.co.uk/54d31e94000fa20bc1c8b824e00882/
 
Facebook: https://facebook.com/aliciacameron.100
 
Instagram: https://Instagram.com/aliciaclarissa2

 
To be frank, I spend more time on Twitter and Pinterest than on Instagram (just getting the hang of it) and Facebook (but my news will be there).
 
I do hope that you enjoyed this story. There will be more in the Francine series.
 
With my best wishes for an inspirational life,
 
Alicia
 
P.S. I’ll add a chapter of Book 1 of The Fentons: Honoria and the Family Obligation, just to tempt you to try my Regency novels.
 




Honoria and the Family Obligation:
The Fentons: Book 1




Chapter 1
Blue Slippers
‘He has arrived!’ said Serena, kneeling on the window seat of their bedchamber. She made a pretty picture there with her sprigged muslin dress foaming around her and one silk stockinged foot still on the floor, but her sister Honoria was too frozen with fear to notice.
 
‘Oh, no,’ said Honoria, moving forward in a dull fashion to join her. Her elder brother Benedict had been sitting with one leg draped negligently over the arm of the only comfortable chair in the room and now rose languidly to join his younger sisters. After the season in London, Dickie had begun to ape the manners of Beau Brummel and his cronies, polite, but slightly bored with the world. At one and twenty, it seemed a trifle contrived, even allowing that his long limbs and handsome face put many a town beau to shame.
 
Serena’s dark eyes danced wickedly, ‘Here comes the conquest of your triumphant season, your soon-to-be-fiancé.’
 
Dickie grinned, rather more like their childhood companion, ‘Your knight in shining armour. If only you could remember him.’
 
‘It isn’t funny.’
 
Serena laughed and turned back to the window as she heard the door of the carriage open and the steps let down by Timothy, the one and only footman that Fenton Manor could boast.
 
‘Oh, how did it happen?’ Honoria said for the fifteenth time that morning.
 
Someone in the crowd had said, ‘Mr Allison is approaching. But he never dances!’  In confusion, she had looked around, and saw the throng around her grow still and part as her hostess approached with a tall gentleman. With all eyes turned to her she stiffened in every sinew. She remembered the voice of Lady Carlisle introducing Mr Allison as a desirable partner, she remembered her mother thrusting her forward as she was frozen with timidity. She remembered his hand lead her to her first waltz of the season.  She had turned to her mother for protection as his hand snaked around her waist and had seen that matron grip her hands together and glow with pride. This was Lady Fenton’s shining moment, if not her daughter’s. Word had it that Mr Allison had danced only thrice this season, each time with his married friends.  Lost in the whirl of the dance, she had answered his remarks with single syllables, looking no higher than his chin. A dimpled chin, strong, she remembered vaguely. And though she had previously seen Mr. Allison at a distance, the very rich and therefore very interesting Mr Allison, with an estate grander than many a nobleman, she could not remember more than that he was held to be handsome.  (As she told Serena this later, her sister remarked that rich men were very often held to be handsome, strangely related to the size of their purse.)
 
There was the waltz; there had been a visit to her father in the London house; her mother had informed her of Mr Allison’s wishes and that she was to receive his addresses the next afternoon.  He certainly visited the next afternoon, and Honoria had been suffered to serve him his tea and her hand had shaken so much that she had kept her eyes on the cup for the rest of the time. He had not proposed, which her mother thought of as a pity, but here she had been saved by Papa, who had thought that Mr Allison should visit them in the country where his daughter and he might be more at their leisure to know each other. ‘For she is a little shy with new company and I should wish her perfectly comfortable before she receives your addresses,’ Sir Ranalph had told him, as Honoria’s mama had explained.
 
Serena, when told, had thought it a wonderful joke. To be practically engaged to someone you could not remember! She laughed because she trusted to good-natured Papa to save Honoria from the match if it should prove unwanted; her sister had only to say “no”.
 
‘Why on earth do you make such a tragedian of yourself, Orry,’ had said Serena once Honoria had poured her story out, ‘After poor Henrietta Madeley’s sad marriage, Papa has always said that to marry with such parental compulsion is scandalously cruel.’
 
And Honoria had mopped up her tears and felt a good deal better, buoyed by Serena’s strength of mind. To be sure, there was the embarrassment to be endured of giving disappointment, but she resolved to do it if Mr Allison’s aura of grandeur continued to terrify her. 
 
‘And then,’ her sister had continued merrily, ‘the rich Mr Allison may just turn out to be as handsome as his purse and as good natured as Papa - and you will fall head over heels with him after all.’
 
The morning after, Honoria had gone for a walk before breakfast, in much better spirits. As she came up the steps to re-enter by the breakfast room, she carelessly caught her new French muslin (fifteen and sixpence the yard, Mama had told her) on the roses that grew on a column. If she took her time and did not pull, she may be able to rescue herself without damage to the dress. She could hear Mama and Papa chatting and gave it no mind until Mama’s voice became serious.
 
‘My dear Ranalph, will you not tell me?’
 
‘Shall there be muffins this morning, my dear?’ said Papa cheerfully.
 
‘You did not finish your mutton last night and you are falsely cheerful this morning. Tell me, my love.’
 
‘You should apply for a position at Bow Street, my dear. Nothing escapes you.’ She heard the sound of an embrace.
 
‘Diversionary tactics, sir, are futile.’
 
Honoria knew she should not be privy to this, but she was still detaching her dress, thorn by thorn. It was incumbent on her to make a noise, so that they might know she was there, but as she decided to do so, she was frozen by Papa’s next words.
 
‘Mr Allison’s visit will resolve all, I’m sure.’
 
Honoria closed her mouth, automatically continuing to silently pluck her dress from the rose bush, anxious to be away.
 
‘Resolve what, dearest?’ Honoria could picture her mama on Papa’s knee.
 
‘Well, there have been extra expenses – from the Brighton property.’ Honoria knew that this was where her uncle Wilbert lived, her father’s younger brother. (Dickie had explained that he was a friend of the Prince Regent, which sounded so well to the girls, but Dickie had shaken his head loftily. ‘You girls know nothing. Unless you are as rich as a Maharajah, it’s ruinous to be part of that set.’)
 
Her father continued, ‘Now, now. All is well. If things do not take with Mr Allison, we shall just have to cut our cloth a little, Madame.’ He breathed. ‘But, Cynthia, I’m afraid another London Season is not to be thought of.’
 
Honoria felt instant guilt. Her own season had been at a rather later age than that of her more prosperous friends, and she had not been able to understand why Serena and she could not have had it together, for they borrowed each other’s clothes all the time. Serena’s intrepid spirit would have buoyed hers too and made her laugh, and would have surely helped with her crippling timidity. But when she had seen how many dresses had been required - one day alone she had changed from morning gown to carriage dress to luncheon half dress, then riding habit and finally evening dress. And with so many of the same people at balls, one could not make do - Mama had insisted on twenty evening gowns as the bare minimum. However doughty with a needle the sisters might be, this was beyond their scope, and London dressmakers did not come cheap. Two such wardrobes were not to be paid for by the estate’s income in one year. Honoria had accidentally seen the milliner’s bill for her season and shuddered to think of it - her bonnets alone had been ruinously expensive. She had looked forward to her second season, where her wardrobe could be adapted at very little cost to give it a new look and Serena would also have her fill of new walking dresses and riding habits, bonnets and stockings. If she were in London with her sister, she might actually enjoy it.
 
‘Poor Serena. What are her chances of a suitable match in this restricted neighbourhood?’ Mama continued, ‘And indeed, Honoria, if she does not like this match. Though how she could fail to like a charming, handsome man like Mr Allison is beyond me,’ she finished.
 
‘Do not forget rich,’ teased her husband.
 
‘When I think of the girls who tried to catch him all season! And then he came to us – specifically asked to be presented to her as a partner for the waltz, as dear Lady Carlisle informed me later - but she showed no triumph at all. And now, she will not give an opinion. She is strangely reticent about the subject.’
 
‘Well, well, it is no doubt her shyness. She will be more relaxed when she sees Allison among the family.’
 
‘So much rests upon it.’ There was a pause. ‘Dickie’s commission?’
 
He laughed, but it sounded sour from her always cheerful Papa. ‘Wilbert has promised to buy it from his next win at Faro.’
 
‘Hah!’ said Mama bitterly.
 
Honoria was free. She went towards the breakfast room rather noisily.
 
‘Are there muffins?’ she asked gaily.
 
‘How on earth do you come to be engaged to him?’
 
Honoria was jolted back to the present by Serena’s outcry. She gazed in dread over her sister’s dark curls and saw a sober figure in a black coat and dull breaches, with a wide-brimmed, antediluvian hat walking towards the house.  She gave an involuntary giggle.
 
‘Oh, that is only Mr Scribster, his friend.’
 
‘He you remember!’ laughed Serena. ‘Is he as dull as his hat?’
 
Honoria remembered Mr Scribster’s long, miserable face, framed with two lank curtains of hair, at several parties. She thought it odd that a gentleman so patently uninterested in the events should bother to attend. And indeed her mother had whispered the same to her. Honoria must be present where her parents willed her - but surely a gentleman should be free not to? But Mr. Scribster attended in company with Lord Salcomb or Mr Allison with a face suitable for a wake.
 
‘Yes,’ said Honoria. ‘He never looks happy to be anywhere. And generally converses with no one. Though occasionally I saw him speak to Mr Allison in his grave way and Mr. Allison laughed.’
 
‘Maybe it’s like when Sir Henry Horton comes to dinner.’ Sir Henry was nicknamed among the children “The Harbinger of Gloom”. ‘Papa laughs so much at his doomsday declarations that he is the only man in the county that actually looks forward to him coming.’
 
Honoria spotted another man exiting the chaise, this one in biscuit coloured breaches above shiny white-topped Hessian boots. His travelling coat almost swept the ground, and Serena said, ‘Well, he’s more the thing at any rate. Pity we cannot see his face. You should be prepared. However, he walks like a handsome man.’ She giggled, ‘Or at all events, a rich one.’
 
The door behind them had opened. ‘Serena, you will guard your tongue,’ said their mama. Lady Fenton, also known as Lady Cynthia (as she was the daughter of a peer) was the pattern card from which her beautiful daughters were formed.  A dark-haired, plump, but stylish matron who looked as good as one could, she said of herself, when one had borne seven bouncing babies. Now she smiled, though, and Honoria felt another bar in her cage. How could she dash her mother’s hopes?  ‘Straighten your dresses, girls, and come downstairs.’
 
Benedict winked and walked off with his parent.
 
There were no looking glasses in their bedroom, so as not to foster vanity. But as they straightened the ribbons of the new dresses Mama had thought appropriate to the occasion, they acted as each other’s glass and pulled at hair ribbons and curls as need be. The Misses Fenton looked as close to twins as sisters separated by two years could, dark curls and dark slanted eyes and lips that curled at the corners to give them the appearance of a smile even in repose. Their brother Benedict said they resembled a couple of cats, but then he would say that. Serena had told him to watch his tongue or they might scratch.
 
The children, Norman, Edward, Cedric and Angelica, were not to be admitted to the drawing room - but they bowled out of the nursery to watch the sisters descend the stairs in state. As Serena tripped on a cricket ball, she looked back and stuck her tongue out at the grinning eight-year-old Cedric. Edward, ten, cuffed his younger brother and threw him into the nursery by the scruff of his neck. The eldest, Norman, twelve, a beefy chap, lifted little three-year-old Angelica who showed a disposition to follow her sisters. On the matter of unruly behaviour today, Mama had them all warned.
 
As the stairs turned on the landing, the sisters realised there was no one in the large square hall to see their dignified descent, so Serena tripped down excitedly, whilst her sister made the slow march of a hearse follower. As Serena gestured her down, Honoria knew that her sister’s excitement came from a lack of society in their neighbourhood. She herself had enjoyed a London season, whilst Serena had never been further than Harrogate.  She was down at last and they walked to the door of the salon, where she shot her hand out to delay Serena. She took a breath and squared her shoulders. Oh well, this time she should at least see what he looked like.
 
Two gentlemen stood by the fire with their backs to the door, conversing with Papa and Dickie. As the door opened, they turned and Honoria was focused on the square-shouldered gentleman, whose height rivalled Benedict’s and quite dwarfed her sturdy papa. His face was nearly in view, Sir Ranalph was saying, ‘These are my precious jewels!’  The face was visible for only a moment before Serena gave a yelp of surprise and moved forward a pace. Honoria turned to her.
 
‘But it’s you!’ Serena cried.
 
Everyone looked confused and a little shocked, not least Serena who grasped her hands in front of her and regarded the carpet. There seemed to be no doubt that she had addressed Mr Allison.
 
Honoria could see him now, the dimpled chin and strong jaw she remembered, and topped by a classical nose, deep set hazel eyes and the hairstyle of a Roman Emperor. Admirable, she supposed, but with a smile dying on his lips, he had turned from relaxed guest to stuffed animal, with only his eyes moving between one sister and another.  His gaze fell, and he said the most peculiar thing.
 
‘Blue slippers.’
 
To read on:
getbook.at/Honoria 
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