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         Christmas 1767
 
         ‘Well sir? I understand that you wish to see me on some … important matter.’ Michael, Lord Ashbourne sat easily in the chair behind his desk, rocking backwards gently. His expression as he stared at his sixteen-year-old son was completely unreadable. Most men would have looked upon such a young man with pride. He was an exceedingly handsome boy, tall and upright, his shoulders already broadening into manhood. His straight black hair was gathered into a queue, and his regular features were finely marked. In appearance, he was very like the earl had been at that age.
         
 
         ‘I do, my lord,’ Raphael replied. He had never called this man father. Such intimacy had not been encouraged. Nor had he ever approached him upon any matter if he could possibly help it. On this occasion, however, the case was urgent, and concerned his whole future happiness. He swallowed. ‘I would like to inform you … that I wish to be married.’
 
         To his surprise, his father smiled. It was not a pleasant expression. ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘It is what I have been planning for you myself.’ He stood up. A full head taller than his son, he was very lean, and still a handsome man, although his dark hair was now grey, and there were deep lines riven upon his face. ‘My negotiations with Clement Vyse have been concluded and now that I know how eager you are, your engagement to Miss Vyse can be announced immediately.’
 
         The expression on Raphael’s face changed from relief at his first words to consternation. Lord Ashbourne turned away to take a pinch of snuff. He smiled maliciously to himself. ‘Is that idea to your liking?’ he asked, his tone deceptively mild.
 
         ‘I … I …’ To be in his father’s presence was so acutely unpleasant that for two pins, Raphael would have ended the interview there and then. He remembered in time that another person was affected. He straightened his shoulders. ‘The announcement of an engagement I welcome, my lord,’ he said. ‘It is the identity of my bride on which we differ.’
         
 
         ‘Indeed?’ Lord Ashbourne’s tone remained utterly calm. ‘May one be so bold as to enquire the identity of the young lady who has caught your eye?’
 
         ‘Her name is Dora Whitton,’ answered Raphael.
 
         ‘I see. Is she perhaps the sister of one of your fellow pupils at school? I should like to know her lineage.’
 
         ‘Her family is perfectly respectable,’ Raphael answered.
 
         There was a long silence. Lord Ashbourne sighed. ‘You mean that her family is quite impossible.’
 
         ‘Her father is a farmer,’ said Raphael hastily, then coloured.
 
         ‘I see. So we are talking about a farm wench, are we? I fail to see the purpose of this conversation. If you want the wench, go and make use of her. That is what such girls are for. But pray do not confuse a roll in the hay with a suitable marriage alliance. Now take yourself off, sir. You are beginning to try my patience.’
 
         ‘No, my lord.’
 
         Very, very slowly, the earl turned his head to look at his son. On his face was an expression of icy cold rage mingled with contempt. ‘What?’ he whispered. Ashbourne never raised his voice. He made his anger felt in other ways.
 
         Raphael was as white as a sheet, but he did not lower his head. ‘I am pledged to Dora,’ he answered. ‘I love her and … and she is carrying my child.’
 
         The earl laughed unpleasantly. ‘Then she’s clearly a slut. I suppose I should be glad that you have proved your manhood; but this is where it ends. You will not see the creature again, you will not marry her, and your engagement to Laura Vyse will be announced immediately.’
 
         ‘It does not end here,’ Raphael answered. ‘I will marry Dora with or without your permission, and Laura Vyse can go hang!’ He strode out of the room, banging the door behind him.
         
 
         Lord Ashbourne rang his personal bell, not the one which would summon a footman, but one which brought a burly, brutish-looking individual into his presence. ‘My son needs to be taught some manners,’ he said. ‘Flog him within an inch of his life, but don’t spoil his pretty face, or his … ah … equipment. We don’t want his bride disappointed.’
 
         
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Half an hour later, he wandered down to the stables where his son lay sprawled in one of the stalls, his clothes ripped, his back a bloody mess. ‘I hope you have now learned obedience,’ he said calmly, his expression quite unmoved. ‘If not, I will make sure that your – Dora, was it? – gets the same treatment.’
 
         ‘Bastard,’ Raphael croaked.
 
         ‘Perhaps; but I’m not a fool. To prevent you from making some futile, gallant gesture, I will make sure that your bastard is provided for; but from now on, you will do as I say.’ He walked out and left his son bleeding on the ground.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Dora Whitton did not much care what happened to her after Raphael had deserted her. She had half guessed what must have happened when he failed to communicate with her as he had said he would. A short time later, a message was delivered to her father’s farm by a groom in livery. It informed her that Raphael had just become engaged to be married. There would be an allowance provided for the child she was carrying until it reached the age of majority. She would not see Raphael again. She must not attempt to seek him out, or she would lose the money.
 
         This was the first that her parents had heard of her pregnancy and they were outraged. A respectable family, they had hoped that she would enable them to move up in the world, perhaps by marrying the son of the local squire. Now, the danger was that they would all be dragged down by her disgrace. Carefully they made plans and, in a very short space of time, before the pregnancy had begun to show, Dora was sent to stay with distant relatives, with the instruction that she should be taught to behave herself. The consequence was that she found herself little better than a skivvy.
 
         It was late one Sunday afternoon when the vicar, The Revd Paul Buckleigh came to the house to find out why the family had not attended church. Approaching from the side entrance, he found an enchantingly pretty but heavily pregnant young woman struggling with a bucketful of scraps for the pigs, and he hurried to relieve her of her burden. Kindly brown eyes met weary hazel ones and the vicar was filled with compassion. Just a few short weeks later, not long after her son had been born, Dora Whitton became Dora Buckleigh. 
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         Evangeline Granby was in disgrace and, on this occasion, she really did not think that it was her fault. She had never enjoyed visiting her uncle’s family in Sheffield, because odious comparisons were always made between herself and her two cousins, Phyllida and Deidre.
         

         ‘You never saw such obliging, obedient girls,’ her aunt, Mrs Frean, was often heard to remark. Then she would turn to Evangeline’s mother and add, in pitying tones, ‘What a shame that you cannot say the same. It is your own fault, I fear. You spoiled that girl, now look at her.’

         In her most honest moments, Evangeline was prepared to admit that she had been spoiled, but when such spoiling resulted in pretty dresses, outings to places of her choice, and petting and fussing, she would have been a fool to object. An only child, she had almost died in infancy and, as a consequence, had been indulged ever since. Her father called her his angel and thought that nothing was too good for her. Her mother was not strong enough to exert her will against her daughter. As for her aunt’s opinion, it mattered to her not one whit.

         Phyllida’s engagement had brought about another set of comparisons. ‘What have you been about, Matilda, to allow that girl to be so indulged? How many London seasons has she had? Two, or is it three? And not an engagement to show for it. Phyllida has secured an eligible match without even leaving Sheffield. It is time you put your foot down and insisted that she make up her mind. How old is she now? Twenty? Twenty-one? I’ll not deny she’s a beauty, although perhaps a little too overblown, but she’ll be on the shelf before you know it.’
         

         To such comments as these, Evangeline affected an air of carelessness, but in fact she was deeply annoyed. What business was it of Aunt Frean’s whether she was married or not? The silly woman only wanted to compare her unfavourably with her daughters.
         

         Inevitably, the day of the wedding arrived and Evangeline, effortlessly exerting her own will as usual, contrived to appear in a stunning gown of shimmering pink silk which cast the apparel of every other lady present into the shade, including that of the bride. Even the bridegroom stared at her with his eyes nearly out on stalks. Mrs Frean’s disapproval was obvious, but tempered with satisfaction, since at least she had one daughter safely married.

         ‘And good riddance too,’ Evangeline muttered to herself, as the wedding barouche carrying Mr and Mrs Vernon Battle disappeared out of sight. From now on, they would be living upon Mr Battle’s estate in Wiltshire. As far as Evangeline was concerned, Cornwall, or the Outer Hebrides, would have been even better, but at least she would no longer be within easy reach for purposes of comparison.

         Once the bride and bridegroom had gone, the guests settled down to further conversation, and Evangeline soon found herself being monopolized by a slim, olive-complexioned young man with a ready wit and sparkling brown eyes. They managed to disappear into a corner for a desperate flirtation, which raised Evangeline’s spirits considerably. Unfortunately, the young man in question was the Honourable William Jaye, of whom Mrs Frean had had hopes concerning her younger daughter. Thanks to Evangeline’s behaviour, Deidre was now in her room, crying her eyes out. What did Evangeline intend to do about it?
         

         ‘I shall go out for a walk,’ Evangeline replied. ‘If I am not wanted here, then I shall take myself off.’

         ‘Evangeline, dearest,’ murmured her mother in harassed tones.

         ‘You are forbidden to go,’ said Mrs Frean sternly. ‘Your place is here, with your family. You will apologize to Deirdre and to Mr Jaye, and then you will go to your room.’
         

         Stamping her foot at Mrs Frean would not yield positive results, as Evangeline had learned from experience long ago. She was beyond that now. Instead, she executed a demure curtsy and went upstairs. She did not go to Deidre’s room, however. Instead, she went to her own chamber and rang the bell for Elsie, her abigail. She was not quite sure what to do, but as she had been told to go to her room, she was determined that she should not remain there.

         While she was waiting for Elsie, she picked up a book which she had been given by her friend Lady Ilam at the last wedding celebration that she had attended. This had been the party that had been held at Ashbourne Abbey following the private wedding of Lord and Lady Ashbourne in London. Evangeline had made friends with Lady Ilam when, as Miss Eustacia Hope, she had come to stay in the village of Illingham near Evangeline’s home. It was here that she had met her future husband, Lord Ilam, whose father was the Earl of Ashbourne.
         

         At some point during the festivities, Evangeline had evaded her usual string of admirers and found a quiet place where she sat in rather wistful thought. She was younger than Lady Ashbourne by ten years, and prettier than Lady Ilam; yet they were each married to the man of their choice whilst she remained single. Would there ever be the right man for her?

         Lady Ilam had interrupted her reverie by coming to sit next to her, a book in her hand. ‘I’ve something for you,’ she had said, holding it out to her friend.  

         Evangeline had taken it, pulling a face at the title. ‘A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Sad stuff!’  
         

         ‘Scoff if you like,’ Lady Ilam had replied, ‘but I met and married Ilam soon after it came into my possession. Then I passed it on to Jessie, and shortly after that, she married Lord Ashbourne. She’s given it back to me, so I am passing it on to you. Who knows what may happen?’  

         Evangeline opened it now and idly began turning the pages. Most of it seemed to be saying how silly women were on account of their upbringing. ‘Sad stuff,’ she said again out loud. She was about to lay it down again when her eye lit upon the following lines:

         
            English women whose time is spent in making caps, bonnets, and the whole mischief of trimmings, not to mention shopping, bargain-hunting, &c. &c.
            

         

         ‘Excellent!’ she exclaimed, as Elsie came in. ‘That book has some sensible observations to make after all. We’ll go shopping.’ With Elsie’s help she donned the pretty bonnet and pelisse that she had been wearing earlier, and slipped out of the house with her maid in tow.  

         ‘Where’re we going, miss?’ Elsie asked. She had been Evangeline’s maid ever since the young woman had had an abigail of her own and was her regular co conspirator.  

         ‘Anywhere but here,’ Evangeline replied. For a time she walked briskly, leaving the elegance of Paradise Square and heading for the main shopping thoroughfare. She was furious at the injustice of her aunt’s accusation. She had had no idea that her cousin was interested in Mr Jaye. Had she known she would have kept away from him, for although spoiled, she was a good-natured girl, but the alacrity with which he had born his part in the flirtation led her to believe that the interest was probably one sided. ‘In which case, I have done her a favour,’ she said, speaking her thoughts out loud.
         

         ‘Pardon, miss?’ asked Elsie, a little out of breath. Evangeline was taller than she was and had almost left her behind.

         ‘Never mind,’ Evangeline replied, slowing down. ‘Let’s look at the shops, shall we? If you see a ribbon you like, then you may have it.’

         Elsie smiled. People might say that Miss Evangeline was spoiled, and perhaps they were right, but she had a kinder heart than some. She’d been shopping with Miss Phyllida – Mrs Battle as she was now – and Miss Deidre, and neither of them had ever thought of getting her anything, or considering her wishes in any way.

         It was not long before Evangeline realized that she was attracting some attention. This was partly because she was still clad in her silk dress, a gown that was not entirely suitable for shopping. It also had a good deal to do with the fact that she was a remarkably pretty young woman who would look attractive whatever she was wearing. She was too used to her rather exotic good looks to find the attention disturbing. It was while she was looking at bonnets in a milliner’s window, however, that she felt a prickling sensation in the back of her neck and, turning round, she saw that she was being carefully observed from the other side of the street. A tall, broad-shouldered man with ash-blond hair and rather startling black eyebrows was watching her. He was in black coat and breeches, his shirt open at the neck, the whole covered with a drab grey greatcoat, and with his hat tilted rakishly to one side. As she looked at him, he grinned, took off his hat, and bowed slightly. She had never seen him before, yet there was something about his graceful stance that put her in mind of the dissolute Earl of Ashbourne, with whom she had briefly been infatuated a few years before.

         Evangeline was a well-brought up girl, if overindulged, and she knew that for this unknown young man to acknowledge her in the street was an impertinence which she should most certainly ignore. No doubt she would have done so, had her mind not still been full of resentment at the way that her aunt had assumed the worst of her. With a fleeting thought in her mind that if she was thought to be badly behaved, she might as well be so, she directed a smile at him from under her lashes, looked down, then turned back to the window, to all intents and purposes once more absorbed in the wares on display. Moments later, he was at her elbow.

         
         

         
            *

         

         The Revd Michael Buckleigh had come away from the bishop’s palace in no good mood. He had been summoned thither to explain himself, and was now obliged to kick his heels until sent for.

         It had all started so well. The parish to which he had gone as curate two years before had been one to which he had been recommended by his stepfather, The Revd Paul Buckleigh. The vicar under whom he was serving had been pleasant enough, but he never seemed to be available when advice was needed. Michael could certainly have done with some help with regard to young women in the parish, who were rather prone to take a fancy to the striking young curate.

         The local squire’s daughter was already engaged, but, without the slightest encouragement, she had conceived a passion for the new clergyman. This had resulted in her fiancé picking a fight with him, undoubtedly expecting that he would enjoy an easy victory over his rival. Had that happened, perhaps he would have let the matter rest. Buckleigh, however, was proficient in boxing, for he had been coached by a fellow student at Oxford in return for help in learning Greek. The young lady’s fiancé, therefore, had been laid out unconscious on the grass, his father had complained, and Michael had been removed by his bishop.
         

         The second curacy had seemed to be going so much better. He had now learned how to be friendly whilst at the same time keeping a careful distance, and he had thought that his troubles were over. As time had gone by, Michael had become aware yet again that women, particularly the younger ones, were choosing to see him, the curate, rather than to see the vicar. At first, he had thought that this was simply a recurrence of what had happened before and he redoubled his efforts to be courteous, if a little distant. It was not until one of the young men had confided in him that the vicar, a married man with a family, had become over-familiar with his sweetheart, that he realized, with a sinking heart, that there was a serious problem. With considerable trepidation, Michael had attempted to approach the matter tactfully with his vicar, but had met with a cold response. Eventually, he had found the older clergyman forcing his attentions on a young woman, and he had lost his temper, going so far as to bend the vicar over his own desk, and tan his backside with a yard rule.
         

         The consequence was almost inevitable. The bishop had sent for him and given him a good dressing down. ‘It is not for you to take the law into your own hands, Buckleigh,’ the bishop had said, swelling with indignation. ‘This is not proper behaviour for a clergyman. You have been very much at fault in this matter! Very much at fault! Now, it falls to me to consider what to do with you. Who will have you now, do you suppose? Very few vicars will relish the prospect of having a curate who may lay violent hands upon them. Remember that this is not the first time that you have blotted your copybook through violence. I shall have to weigh this matter very carefully. Very carefully. As for you, you had better wait at your lodgings so that I may consult with my chaplain and others. Whilst you are waiting for me to send for you, I suggest you pray that I do not have you unfrocked!’
         

         It was with some difficulty that Michael had swallowed the hasty words that were on the tip of his tongue. Protesting his innocence would not have done anything other than make the bishop even more incensed with him. Had it just been himself in the case he would have been sorely tempted to tell his superior to go hang, but he had his stepfather and his little sister to consider.

         He had never known his natural father who, he had heard somewhere, he could not remember when, was a nobleman who had deserted his mother before he was born. In order to hide her disgrace, his mother’s family had sent her to distant relatives who had treated her as a servant. It had been The Revd Paul Buckleigh who had noticed the quiet, dainty, angelically fair young woman and, acting in an impulsive way that was very unlike him, had persuaded her to become his wife. He was the only father that Michael had ever known.
         

         The Revd Paul Buckleigh had not found it easy to be a family man. Thirty years older than his bride, he had not expected to marry. He had never encouraged Michael to call him father, although he had given him his name, and his manner towards his stepson had always been that of a firm but kindly schoolmaster. There had only been one child born from the union, a girl whose birth had taken her mother’s life when Michael was ten.

         After her death, the bereaved husband had retreated into his study, leaving the upbringing of the children, and particularly of the new baby, to the servants. As time went by, he had gradually emerged from his isolation and had continued to tutor Michael in Greek, Latin, and mathematics, before sending him to Charterhouse to continue his education. This had been funded by money forwarded from Michael’s father’s family through a firm of solicitors.
         

         Michael had always been informed that he owed his place at Charterhouse to a scholarship, which had indeed helped considerably with the cost. Having no interest in the man who had fathered him, he had not thought to ask any questions about where the money for his remaining needs had come from. When eventually he did make enquiries, he was furious to think that his education should have been partly paid for by a man for whom he had no respect. By then, however, the deed had been done, and he was realistic enough to acknowledge that a good education was essential if he was to make his own way in the world.
         

         At Charterhouse, his good humour and generous nature had gained him some good friends, several of whom went on with him to Oxford. His stepfather had continued to coach him in the holidays. He had also encouraged him to read very widely. The texts that Michael enjoyed the most were those that were to do with foreign countries. He could not imagine how he would ever be able to afford to travel himself, unless he were to gain a position as bear-leader to some scion of a noble house. That did not stop him from reading all kinds of travel writings, and studying maps and drawings of various artefacts. The pictures of ancient ruins, statues and all kinds of pottery were the things that captured his imagination the most. This interest had been nurtured by a most unlikely friendship.

         As a boy of fourteen, he had been sent to a secluded mansion with a message from his stepfather for a reclusive neighbour named James Warrener. He had been told to wait in a room that was full of statuary. When Warrener had come into the room, he had found Michael gently stroking the stone drapery which the artist had carved as a dressing for the statue of a Roman goddess.

         ‘You like it, boy?’ the man had asked gently. His heavily lined face made him seem ancient to the boy, but he could not have been much more than sixty.

         ‘It’s beautiful, sir,’ Michael had replied. ‘I can hardly believe that it’s really stone. It has so much movement in it.’ He blushed, fearing that he had said something foolish.

         There were those who might have told the lad to keep his hands to himself. Warrener, however, having the wisdom to see that here was a fellow enthusiast, had shown Michael all round his collection. Henceforward, he had taught him all that he knew about pottery; had shown him how to handle it correctly and with knowledge. He had also encouraged the boy not to feel sorry for himself because of his circumstances. ‘You don’t know how fortunate you are,’ Warrener had said on one occasion when Michael had been inclined to bemoan his fate. ‘Some of the fellows you attend school with are constrained by their position, and will one day be obliged to rule over estates whether they care to do so or not. You are free from such obligations.’
         

         Yes, he had not been subject to those constraints; but there had been others. It had been partly to please his stepfather that he had decided to take orders, for example, and he had gone to Oxford to study for his degree. There he had kicked over the traces a little, spent some time with a wild set and frightened himself by losing a large sum of money in gaming. The following night, he had managed to recoup his losses and had resolved never to gamble again, a resolve to which he had adhered without ever having been tempted to do otherwise.

         While at university, he had also discovered that he was attractive to women. He was not personally vain, but he could interpret what he saw in the mirror and had begun to realize from his late adolescence that ashblond hair combined dramatically with black, well-arched brows, chiselled features and a fine physique together produced a package that was appealing to women. He might think his looks rather peculiar, but this did not seem to deter them; quite the contrary. For a time, as part of his rebellion after leaving home, he had made the most of his sexual appeal. Then he had discovered that the indulgence of this particular appetite broke hearts. At much the same time, he realized that to be a womanizer was not fitting behaviour for a clergyman. Thereafter he had taken great care to be moderate and discreet in satisfying his physical needs.
         

         He had finally managed to gain a more than respectable degree and had taken up his curacy with the air of a man shouldering an unpleasant duty. To his surprise, he had found much satisfaction in visiting people, listening to their problems and having them refer to him in time of need. He had even found that the creative part of his mind gained pleasure from writing sermons! Then, not once but twice, and not entirely through his own fault, everything had come crashing down upon his head. He had no idea what he would do if the bishop declared that he must be unfrocked. His stepfather would be horrified and he himself would be denied the means of earning a livelihood which would support his sister in time to come.

         Needing to shake off the constraint of behaving like a clergyman, he returned to the modest inn where he was staying and pulled off the high stock that he was wearing. Then, with the neck of his shirt raffishly open, he sauntered out into the street. Everywhere he looked he seemed to see carefree faces. Did anyone have the threat of disgrace hanging over them as did he?

         Suddenly, on this dull day amid the drab stonework and serviceable walking clothes, he saw a flash of pink. An entrancingly beautiful young woman in a most unsuitable gown was walking down the street accompanied by her maid. She had lustrous fair hair and he would have been prepared to bet that her eyes were blue. Her gown and pelisse fitted her admirably, bringing out the sculptured perfection of her figure. The vivid shade of what she was wearing contrasted strongly with her surroundings. It was as if an artist, having executed a pen and ink sketch, suddenly decided to add a perfect rose in oils.
         

         Who was she? Briefly, he wondered whether she could possibly be a streetwalker. He dismissed this idea almost as soon as it came into his mind. Her maid was with her for one thing. For another, her carriage was elegant and graceful rather than bold, and her gown expensive rather than tawdry. Her very loveliness made him want to smile. Then she turned and saw him. He bowed, fixing her with a mischievous grin. What would she do? A street-walker would approach him. A well-brought-up young lady would ignore him. She did neither; but instead, directed a saucy smile at him before looking away. She was wilful, then, and probably eager for a flirtation.
         

         This was only his third brief visit to Sheffield and he was not likely to be recognized. Thankfully forgetting about the bishop and looming disgrace, if only for the time being, he crossed the road and approached her, preparing to enjoy himself. ‘A fine day, Miss…?’

         ‘I do not know whether I should tell you, sir,’ Evangeline replied coyly. ‘We have not been introduced.’

         ‘Then allow me to do the honours,’ he said. ‘Michael Leigh at your service, ma’am.’

         ‘Miss Evan—’ put in Elsie, horrified, but breaking off with a shriek as her mistress stamped on her toe.

         ‘Miss Evans,’ said Evangeline, taking advantage of Elsie’s slip. ‘Jessica Evans.’

         ‘A charming name,’ said Michael. ‘May I have the honour of escorting you anywhere? Do you intend to purchase a bonnet today? I am happy to offer advice, although I cannot believe that it will be possible to find one that would become you better than that charming confection that you are wearing now.’

         ‘Flatterer,’ Evangeline replied, glancing up at him through her lashes. She liked tall men. ‘I am simply looking in the windows today. To tell you the truth …’ She paused.

         ‘Yes, ma’am?’ he prompted her.

         ‘To tell you the truth, today has been perfectly horrid so far and I am anxious for it to improve.’
         

         He laughed. ‘Why, so it has been for me as well. What has been your particular misfortune?’

         She thought for a moment. It was very unlikely that she would meet him again, but she had no wish to disclose anything that might mean that he could identify her. Even mentioning a wedding could do that, for how many weddings would have taken place in Sheffield today? ‘I have been blamed for something that was not my fault, and given no chance to explain myself.’

         He thought about his experience with the philandering vicar and grinned ruefully. ‘You might be describing my own case,’ he answered. ‘But let us forget about that. I little thought when the day began that it would be brightened by an encounter with a beautiful woman.’

         She laughed. ‘I am sure you did not, sir; for my part I could never have imagined that your day would be brightened in such a way either.’

         He laughed out loud, took hold of her hand and tucked it in the crook of his arm. ‘Let us stroll about a little and forget our cares. Then I’ll take you somewhere to have a drink.’ Elsie uttered a squawk of dismay, but could only follow in their wake as they walked together, talking and laughing.

         Eventually, they came to a small inn, hidden away behind some of the shops. ‘Come inside and have some wine with me,’ he said, his tone one of bold invitation.

         ‘Oh, no, miss,’ said Elsie. ‘Think of what your aunt would say.’

         Until that moment, Evangeline had been undecided as to what to do. Conscience told her that she had already gone her length, and that to go into an inn with this young man would destroy her reputation if anyone ever found out. The mention of her aunt effectively killed the voice of conscience.

         ‘You can wait in the hall, Elsie,’ said Evangeline. ‘Come in and find me if … if … well, you know.’

         ‘A private parlour, if you please,’ Michael said to the landlord, ‘and bring us a bottle of claret.’ The landlord showed them to a small room at the side of the inn, furnished with a table, four dining chairs, and two comfortable chairs with arms, set either side of the fireplace in which burned a cheery blaze, welcome on a March day that was not of the sunniest.

         Evangeline was pleased that he had assumed she would drink wine. She was very tired of people like her aunt insisting that she must have lemonade or tea. She was nearly twenty-one, after all!

         When the wine arrived, Michael poured them a glass each, and said, ‘To the future. May those who misjudge us see the error of their ways.’ They clinked glasses, drank, smiled at each other and drank again. Then Michael took Evangeline’s glass from her, set it down on the table along with his own, and, not really to her surprise, pulled her into his arms. She gave a little gasp. He was very strong. ‘Do you mind?’ he asked, slanting his head, and bending towards her, his eyes on her lips.
         

         ‘No,’ she replied, adding daringly, ‘I should mind if you didn’t.’ Then he kissed her, briefly and tantalizingly at first, before covering her mouth with his, and ravishing her senses with a long, passionate kiss.

         Evangeline was no stranger to flirtation and this was not the first time that she had been kissed. Never had any caress been as demanding or powerful as this, however. His tongue running gently across her lips coaxed her into opening her mouth, and then he deepened his kiss, the seductive nature of his caress impelling her to wrap her arms around his neck and return his embrace. When eventually he released her they were both a little breathless.

         Evangeline, realizing the enormity of her behaviour, coloured and turned her head away. He released her, then gave her back her glass, from which she took a deep gulp. He eyed her ruefully. He was aroused enough to feel a strong desire to take her upstairs to bed, but that blush, together with other aspects of their conversation, had convinced him that she was not sexually experienced. She was a young lady – perhaps rather badly behaved, and probably somewhat spoiled but a lady none the less – who was out on an adventure. He could not take advantage of her, much though he might desire to do so.

         He took a sip of his wine, then waited until she was looking at him. ‘Delicious,’ he said, touching his lip with his tongue.

         She laughed self-consciously. ‘Likewise,’ she replied.

         She had only one more glass, leaving him the rest, and while they drank they talked idly of this and that, both of them carefully avoiding personal subjects. Eventually, she said, ‘I think I must leave you, sir. Elsie will be having a fit by now and I may have been missed.’

         ‘I will certainly miss you,’ he replied. He took a step closer to her. ‘One more?’ he suggested. She slid into his arms, and they kissed, not passionately, but tenderly and almost with affection. ‘You have made my day brighter,’ he said. ‘I will not forget you, Miss Evans.’
         

         ‘Nor will I you, Mr Leigh,’ Evangeline replied, before donning her bonnet and leaving the room. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
 
            
               [image: ] 
               

            

         
 
         Michael Buckleigh stood looking out of the rain-splattered window of the taproom and silently thanked divine providence that he had reached the inn in the dry. It was a cold wet evening in March. It seemed as though the weather, conscious that winter was now over, wanted to give of its very worst one last time, as if to warn travellers that they could never hope to win. He himself was particularly vulnerable at present, since his old horse had recently expired and his income did not yet permit him to purchase another.
         
 
         His encounter with the ravishingly pretty blonde had lifted his spirits, encouraging him to believe that good things could be just around the corner. He had therefore returned to the bishop’s palace the following day in a spirit of optimism, on this occasion with his high stock in place, and his hair caught tidily behind his head with a black ribbon.
 
         As he had sat waiting in an anteroom, the bishop’s chaplain had walked through the room and he had sprung to his feet. The chaplain, a tall, thin, fair man – although not as fair as he was himself – had paused next to him and looked curiously into his face. Slightly resenting his scrutiny, although not knowing why, Michael had raised his brows and lifted his chin a little. An arrested expression had crossed the other clergyman’s face before he had disappeared into the bishop’s study.
 
         A short time afterwards, Michael had been called back in and told that he was to be the curate of Illingham village, serving under the vicar, Henry Lusty, who also happened to be the bishop’s chaplain. He had left the palace much relieved. He would perhaps have been a little more wary had he been privy to the conversation that had taken place between the bishop and Mr Lusty.
 
         ‘Well, Lusty, what are we to do with the fellow?’ the bishop had asked, when his chaplain had seated himself at his superior’s behest. ‘He cannot possibly go back to where he was. Pettigrew would not have him, I have been reliably informed.’
         
 
         ‘I am not surprised, my lord,’ Lusty had answered. ‘To offer violence to one’s vicar is very shocking.’
 
         ‘Undoubtedly,’ the bishop had agreed leaning forward, his elbows on his desk, his fingers steepled before him. ‘Were it not for Paul Buckleigh, I would almost certainly have him unfrocked, especially after that last incident. However, I have a good deal of respect for Mr Buckleigh, so I must accommodate this fellow in some way, even though I would much rather be rid of him. Do you have any ideas?’
 
         ‘I think so,’ Mr Lusty had replied, leaning back with a little smile on his lips. ‘I have a suggestion that I believe might at one stroke rid us of Mr Buckleigh, and bring Illingham into your full control.’
 
         The bishop took a deep breath. ‘Then you would indeed be a prince among chaplains, my dear Lusty.’ It had for many years been a source of irritation to the bishops of Sheffield that the gift of the parish of Illingham had to be shared between the church and Lord Ashbourne. In the event of a dispute over the candidate, the earl of the day would have a second vote. Ever since a previous bishop had brought about such a state of affairs through reckless gambling, his successors had resented being obliged to take second place to the earls of Ashbourne. To be able to change this situation in the church’s favour would be a coup indeed.
 
         ‘Have you ever met Lord Ashbourne, my lord?’ Lusty asked.
 
         ‘No, I have not,’ replied the bishop, ‘although I have engaged in very unsatisfactory correspondence with him. I have met his son briefly. Stay, though,’ he added thoughtfully. ‘Was it not Ashbourne who…?’ He paused delicately.
 
         ‘Yes, you are right,’ Lusty answered, a little tightlipped. ‘It was Lord Ashbourne who married Miss Warburton whilst she was still engaged to me. I have met him on several occasions, and I must tell you that I have a suspicion that the young man waiting outside may be intimately related to him.’
 
         ‘Indeed!’ exclaimed the bishop in arrested tones.
 
         ‘It is only a suspicion,’ Lusty repeated, raising one hand. ‘The likeness is not strong, but eyebrows like his are often a feature in members of the Ashbourne clan. In height and build he is very like the earl. Not only that, but when I ventured to look at him more closely, he raised his chin in an arrogant gesture that could not but put one in mind of Lord Ashbourne. I have an inkling that he may be one of his lordship’s – hem – love children.’
         
 
         ‘Indeed! What, then, do you suggest?’ asked the bishop.
 
         ‘Since I have been appointed to the parish of Illingham, I have found myself unable to carry out my duties here in the palace as well as I would like. I wonder whether he might act as my curate there?’
 
         ‘As your curate,’ murmured the bishop, beginning to smile. ‘My dear Lusty, how very Machiavellian. If Buckleigh is indeed related to the earl, then Ashbourne, or his son who resides in Illingham, will recognize this … ah … unofficial relative, and will be anxious to hide the scandal. I will only agree to remove him if Ashbourne signs his vote over to the church of England in perpetuity.’
         
 
         ‘On the other hand,’ Lusty put in, ‘even if I am wrong, young Buckleigh, who seems to have a tendency to blot his copybook, will no doubt entrance some other village maiden with his rather strange good looks and cause another scandal. He will have failed for a third time. Not even Paul Buckleigh will expect you to find him a fourth curacy, so you will have an excuse to be rid of him permanently.’
 
         ‘Don’t put it like that, Henry,’ answered the bishop. ‘You make it sound as if I was going to have him murdered.’ They both laughed. ‘I’m sure I could find some far distant, obscure diocese that would have him, or perhaps some missionary work? I hear that America needs priests. What if he succeeds, though, and proves to be the model parish priest?’
 
         ‘He will be eternally grateful to both of us for giving him another chance and will be falling over himself to oblige us. We cannot lose.’
 
         ‘Well then send him in, Lusty. Let’s break the good news.’
 
         Quite unaware of the scheme that had been hatched against him, Michael had left the bishop’s palace with a spring in his step. From there he had travelled to tell his stepfather and sister what had happened. The Revd Paul Buckleigh was delighted. He had been invited to join a party of academics travelling to Greece to inspect some ancient sites. He intended to give up his parish and take up an academic career in Oxford on his return. Michael’s sister, Theodora, could have no place in such a future, and the older clergyman had been hoping to see her settled with her brother before leaving for the Continent. Thanks to Michael’s new appointment, this might now be possible. Much would depend on the accommodation that was made available for him.
 
         Resolved to save as much money as possible in order to make a home for his sister, Michael had set out to walk to Illingham. On the first day he had had a stroke of luck when a carter had taken him up and enabled him to break the back of the journey. On the following day he had met up with an acquaintance of his stepfather who had given him a ride in his carriage. The day after that he had been obliged to walk. It had been fine to start with and he had made good progress. The weather had begun to deteriorate at about the time when he was thinking of taking shelter for the night, and he had entered The Pheasant with the first droplets of rain standing out upon his hat and the shoulders of his greatcoat.
         
 
         He was feeling rather hungry but, constantly aware of the need to economize, he ordered a bowl of soup, which he decided to eat downstairs rather than alone in the room that had been prepared for him. The only company to be had was that of the landlord himself, for the evening was far too unpleasant for anyone to be out except on essential errands.
         
 
         The inn was rather a small establishment, not really suitable for the entertainment of the quality, for there were not many bedrooms and no private parlour, guests who had no liking for the taproom being obliged to dine in the privacy of their chambers.
 
         ‘Nasty night, Reverend,’ the landlord remarked, setting down the glass of wine that the young clergyman had ordered.
 
         ‘It certainly is; but we have the best of it here,’ Buckleigh replied with a smile, glancing at the roaring fire.
 
         ‘Far to go?’
 
         ‘I am to take up a curacy in the parish of Illingham.’
 
         ‘You’ve another ten miles, then.’
 
         Michael sighed. He did not object to walking and had indeed accomplished the journey from Oxford to his father’s parish on many occasions on foot. A ten-mile walk with a cloak bag on waterlogged roads, possibly with the rain still falling, did not appeal to him very much, however. At least his trunk with his books and the rest of his belongings had been sent on ahead, so he did not need to worry about them. He was about to ask whether the landlord knew of anyone who might be going his way in the morning, when the door of the inn opened, the draught causing the fire to writhe convulsively and the candles to shudder in their brackets.
         
 
         ‘House!’ The voice was undoubtedly that of a gentleman.
 
         Before the landlord could respond, however, a lady added imperiously, ‘I doubt whether there is anyone able to provide for our needs in this shabby hovel, Papa.’
         
 
         ‘There must be,’ the gentleman replied. ‘Mama cannot possibly travel on in this weather.’
 
         The landlord hurried through wiping his hands on his apron. Michael heard him respond to his visitor’s request by asking how he might be of service. He pricked up his ears, for there had been something about the voice of the young lady that had been strangely familiar.
         
 
         ‘My name is Granby,’ was the gentleman’s reply. ‘I was hoping to complete my journey this evening, but the weather has closed in, so I am seeking accommodation for myself and my wife and daughter.’
 
         ‘And a private parlour,’ the young lady added. ‘It is essential that we have a private parlour.’
 
         Michael rose to his feet, a dreadful sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, for with this mention of a private parlour he had recalled where he had heard that voice before. It had not been so imperious in its tones, but it was undoubtedly that of Miss Evans; yet it seemed that she was now Miss Granby. What was going on here?
 
         ‘I have rooms that you can use,’ the landlord was saying, ‘but I fear that I’ve no private parlour. The taproom’s clean, and there’s nobbut a young clergyman in there tonight.’
 
         ‘Then surely he could go and sit elsewhere,’ said the young lady, in the same imperious tone. ‘Papa, you know that I cannot possibly sit in a common taproom, and nor can Mama.’ An inaudible murmuring indicated that the other lady was making her contribution.
         
 
         ‘I am afraid that there really is no alternative, my angel,’ her father replied placatingly. ‘Surely a clergyman must be quite unexceptionable company.’
 
         ‘If you’ll just come this way sir, ladies, I’ll find you something to eat and send missus to make sure the beds are aired.’
 
         As the visitors entered the taproom, Michael saw that Mr Granby looked very much the gentleman in a well-cut coat and breeches surmounted by a greatcoat. He was of average height and probably in his late forties, with light-brown hair and a rather thin face with well-marked features. Leaning on his arm was a lady of a similar age, well dressed and looking rather pale and tired. Their daughter was without doubt the young lady who had introduced herself to Michael as Miss Evans, and whom he had kissed in the inn in Sheffield only a short time before. She was dressed rather more practically than when Michael had seen her last, for she was now wearing a blue carriage dress and a cloak of a darker shade, and a bonnet lined with blue silk. She looked enchantingly pretty and glowing with health.
         
 
         Michael had had warning of her arrival. She had not been so fortunate  and, at sight of him, she paused, instantly recognizing him. Her complexion lost a little colour, and she faltered in her step.
         
 
         ‘Evangeline, my angel,’ said Mr Granby, turning to her concernedly, ‘are you feeling giddy?’
 
         ‘It is quite all right, Papa,’ the young lady responded, glancing quickly up at Michael, then away again. ‘The sudden warmth of the room has affected me, I think.’
 
         What was he doing in here, she asked herself, horrified at this turn of events? That little adventure that she had enjoyed in Sheffield had been a thing of the moment, snatched out of time, an encounter with no past and no future. Now here was the buccaneer whom she had met, but looking somewhat tidier on this occasion. What did it mean, and where was the young clergyman to whom the landlord had referred? It could not possibly be this young man in front of her, could it? Thank goodness that Elsie had gone straight upstairs with her parents’ personal servants and all their belongings. The girl was quite incapable of putting on any kind of an act.
         
 
         ‘Good evening,’ said Michael bowing politely. ‘How wise of you to take shelter from this shocking weather. My name is Buckleigh – Michael Buckleigh.’ He glanced quickly at Evangeline and saw her gaze narrowing.
 
         ‘Good evening, Mr Buckleigh,’ replied the other gentleman, bowing in turn. ‘I am Robert Granby, and with me are my wife and daughter. I trust you do not mind our intruding upon your solitude, but there is no private room.’
 
         ‘Really, Papa,’ exclaimed Miss Granby, her tone a little breathless. ‘Why should he? It is not his personal room after all.’ With half an eye on Michael, she wandered over towards the window, ostensibly to look out at the rain and in so doing dropped her gloves. Buckleigh immediately bent down to pick them up and took them to her. She glanced towards the fire, where her father was absorbed in settling her mother down in a comfortable chair, and took the opportunity to hiss, ‘What on earth are you doing here?’
         
 
         ‘I might ask you the same,’ he responded, also in a low tone.
 
         ‘Are you following me?’ she said suspiciously. ‘Why are you pretending to be a clergyman?’
 
         He was unable to answer this question because Mr Granby’s attention was now turned in their direction, so instead he said more loudly, ‘Have you travelled far, Miss Granby?’
         
 
         Miss Granby, with her back to the room, was not aware that her father was approaching them and said, ‘Don’t be absurd.’
 
         ‘Evangeline?’ questioned her father disapprovingly.
         
 
         ‘I beg pardon, Papa,’ she said obediently, but Buckleigh could see that her eyes were blazing.
 
         ‘It is not my pardon that you should be begging,’ said Mr Granby.
 
         Michael intervened quickly. ‘No indeed, sir, it is not necessary. You heard Miss Granby’s words, but did not see her expression. She was teasing me for forgetting that you had already told the landlord in this very room that you had come from Sheffield.’
 
         Granby’s expression lightened a little. ‘Indeed. Well, that is a different matter, although the teasing of a clergyman is perhaps not quite the thing.’ He frowned briefly, for he could not remember saying anything about Sheffield. In his book, however, the contradicting of a clergyman was just as unsuitable as the teasing of one, so he did not dispute the matter. Besides, they had indeed come from Sheffield, and there was no other way that Mr Buckleigh could have known this unless he, Granby, had said as much. The entrance of the landlord turned his mind to other matters.
 
         ‘Rooms are ready now, sir and ladies, if you care to go up,’ he said. ‘Dinner can be ready in an hour if that will suit.’
 
         Granby turned to his wife who had been sitting with her eyes closed. ‘Our rooms are ready, my dear, if you would care to come upstairs and rest. Will you join us all for dinner, Mr Buckleigh?’
 
         Michael had already resolved not to dine that evening and the presence of the bogus Miss Evans only confirmed his intention. ‘Thank you, sir, but I have just enjoyed a bowl of excellent soup,’ he replied courteously.
         
 
         Granby smiled. ‘You have a substantial frame, sir, and I doubt if a bowl of soup would fill more than a small corner of it. Give us your company, I beg.’
 
         ‘Papa, Mr Leigh has just said that he does not want any dinner,’ Evangeline put in, with a sideways glance at the young man. ‘You must permit him to know his own mind.’
 
         ‘His name is Mr Buckleigh, Evangeline,’ Granby reminded her gently.
 
         ‘Did I mispronounce it?’ she asked, her tone all innocence. ‘I wonder what made me do that?’
 
         Granby turned to the young clergyman. ‘Will you not change your mind, sir?’ he said.
 
         Had it not been for Evangeline’s deliberate use of his assumed name, Michael would have stayed with his original intention, but, as she had spoken her last two speeches, there had been mischief in her eye and he was bound to retaliate. ‘Since you are so pressing, I shall be glad to join you,’ he said. Then, not wanting to be caught at fault, he followed father and daughter up the stairs in order to smarten himself up.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Elsie! Disaster!’ exclaimed Evangeline, as soon as she had closed the door behind her.
 
         ‘Why, what is it, miss?’ The little maid was just finishing setting out the clothes that her mistress was to change into for dinner. ‘Can’t we stay after all? Have we got to go back out in that downpour?’
 
         ‘Worse!’ Evangeline replied, allowing Elsie to make a start with unfastening her, then moving restlessly away before the job was done, obliging the girl to run after her.
 
         ‘Well?’ prompted Elsie, when her mistress said no more.
 
         Evangeline thought for a moment. Elsie was not always the most discreet of mortals, but the need to unburden herself was great, and anyway the girl already knew half the story. ‘You remember that … that blond buccaneer which whom I had my little adventure? The one in Sheffield?’
 
         ‘How could I forget, miss?’ Elsie replied, taking advantage of the fact that her mistress was now standing still to finish unfastening her and help her out of her gown. ‘There I was, waiting for you as you said and some saucy lad wanders over and wants to exchange the time of day.’
 
         ‘Never mind that,’ said Evangeline. ‘He’s downstairs.’
 
         ‘What? Not that lad?’ cried Elsie, looking delighted.
 
         ‘No! Not your gallant! Mine! And masquerading as a clergyman, would you believe!’  
         
 
         ‘My life!’ Elsie exclaimed, allowing the gown to fall to the floor. ‘What wickedness!’  
 
         ‘I’m not at all sure that he can’t be hanged for it,’ Evangeline agreed. ‘So why is he here?’  
 
         ‘He must have followed you, miss.’  
 
         ‘Why would he do such a thing?’ Evangeline protested. ‘I know I let him kiss me, but—’  
 
         ‘You what, miss? Shame on you!’  
         
 
         ‘Well, he is very handsome,’ Evangeline answered, blushing, for she had not intended to tell Elsie about the kiss. ‘Come to think of it, he can’t have followed me, because he was here first. It must be one of those dreadful coincidences.’  
 
         ‘Lucky for you, miss, that he is pretending to be a clergyman,’ Elsie responded, busying herself about her tasks now that she had recovered from her earlier shock. ‘He can’t tell what the two of you got up to, because if he does, you will be able to expose him for a fraud.’
         
 
         ‘Of course,’ Evangeline responded slowly. ‘You’re a genius, Elsie. If only I could have a word with him without Papa’s being present, I could make sure that he knows that.’
 
         ‘Doubtless he’ll guess it,’ the maid replied. ‘These rogues are very quick thinking.’
 
         ‘Yes, and so must you be,’ Evangeline retorted. ‘Elsie, if you so much as breathe a single word about what happened in Sheffield, then I will give that blue gown I promised you to … to Cassie the housemaid.’ Elsie and Cassie were fierce rivals, especially where attracting the local menfolk was concerned.
 
         ‘Miss, you wouldn’t!’ Elsie exclaimed.
 
         ‘See you keep quiet and I won’t have to.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Evangeline was in no danger of being exposed by Michael. He was far too concerned about his own position. He had thought just to have a little harmless fling before learning his fate. No one knew better than he how damaging it would be if the story of his adventure got back to the bishop. What would be seen in a young gentleman as a piece of harmless if rather desperate flirtation would be condemned in a clergyman as behaviour unsuitable to a man of the cloth, especially if that clergyman had already blotted his copybook. There would be no escape from unfrocking on another occasion. He would simply have to rely on the fact that Evangeline’s reputation would suffer as much as his.
         
 
         He looked at himself in the mirror, remembered the moment when his mouth had sought hers, and smiled as he thought about the intoxicating taste of her kiss. Pull yourself together, Buckleigh, he told himself severely. He stood, gave his neckcloth a last tweak, straightened the sleeves of his best evening coat and left his room to go downstairs.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The meal, which was served by the landlord on a table which had been laid by his wife in the taproom, was plain but excellent, consisting of a roast chicken and a beef pudding with cabbage and carrots, followed by baked apples, some jam tarts and bread and cheese.
 
         Mr Granby made his wife’s apologies before they sat down. ‘The journey has worn her out so she begs to be excused,’ he said. ‘Following your recommendation, sir, she is having a bowl of soup in her room.’
 
         Michael expressed his regrets. ‘I trust that a night’s sleep will restore her,’ he said politely. Both Michael and Evangeline approached the table a little warily, for despite the decisions that each had made, neither really trusted the other not to make some embarrassing disclosure. Hunger soon took over from anxiety, however, and Michael, who did indeed have as healthy an appetite as might be found in a young man of twenty-eight, did full justice to his plateful. Evangeline also enjoyed her food and, although pride demanded that she should make unflattering contrasts between the fare on offer at The Pheasant and that which graced the tables of the ton, she ate some of everything that was put in front of her.
         
 
         For a time, the conversation ranged around general subjects such as the meal, the state of the roads, the recent weather and the Derbyshire scene. Eventually, however, Mr Granby said, ‘Are you far from home, Mr Buckleigh? Do you come from this part of the world?’
 
         ‘I was born some fifty miles away from here,’ he replied. ‘My stepfather still lives there with my sister. What of you, sir?’
         
 
         ‘Unlike yourself, we have a mere ten miles or so to travel to our destination,’ Granby replied. ‘We have been in Sheffield for a family wedding.’
         
 
         ‘I, too, have been in Sheffield,’ Michael responded.
 
         ‘How strange it would have been had we caught sight of one another,’ Evangeline remarked, as she picked up her glass of wine.
 
         ‘But we would not have known one another’s identities,’ Michael pointed out. For a moment, she looked at him over the rim and he was reminded most forcibly of the few moments before he kissed her. His gaze dropped to her lips, she coloured and her glance fell away.
 
         ‘Were you in Sheffield on business, Mr Buckleigh?’ Granby asked.
 
         ‘In a manner of speaking. I was paying a visit to my bishop, and I am now travelling to take up a new curacy in this area.’
 
         There was a clatter as Evangeline dropped her fork on to the floor. The landlord was not in the room, so Mr Granby, waving to Michael to sit down, stood up and went to the door to ask for a clean one.
 
         ‘How long are you going to keep up this masquerade?’ Evangeline hissed.
 
         ‘What masquerade?’ Michael whispered back.
 
         ‘This pretence of being a clergyman.’
 
         ‘It’s no pretence: I am a clergyman.’
 
         ‘Then you should be ashamed of yourself,’ she whispered.
 
         ‘I am not in the least ashamed of being a clergyman,’ Michael responded.
 
         ‘What was that?’ asked Mr Granby, who had just returned to the table, and had therefore heard Michael’s last sentence. ‘Ashamed of being a clergyman? I should think not. Whatever were you thinking of, Evangeline?’
         
 
         ‘I was only wondering whether in some circles Mr Buckleigh might find his calling … inconvenient.’
 
         Michael laughed. ‘Inconvenient perhaps, but real none the less,’ he replied.
 
         ‘Indeed,’ said Granby nodding. ‘And where might your appointment be?’
 
         ‘I am to be the curate of Illingham,’ Michael explained. ‘Do you know it? My vicar is Mr Lusty. Perhaps you have heard of him?’
 
         Evangeline dropped her spoon this time, luckily only onto her dish. ‘Oh yes, we’ve heard of him,’ she put in, her tone a little on the cynical side.
 
         ‘You know, this is quite extraordinary,’ exclaimed Mr Granby. ‘We reside between Illingham and Ashbourne, and are members of your future congregation.’
 
         This time, it was Michael’s turn to drop his fork.
 
         Mr Granby glanced from one to the other. ‘Really you young people are exceedingly careless with your cutlery this evening,’ he remarked, then looked self-conscious as he realized that he was criticizing the clergyman as well as his daughter.
         
 
         ‘I beg your pardon,’ said Michael, making a swift recovery. ‘I was simply astonished at my good fortune. You will be able to tell me all about my future appointment.’
 
         ‘That will probably take all of two minutes,’ observed Miss Granby tartly. ‘It’s the dullest place you ever did see and there’s nothing what-soever to do. Although I am sure that Mr Buckleigh will find plenty to absorb him.’
         
 
         ‘I am certain he will,’ said her father.
 
         After a little more conversation, Evangeline stood up. ‘I can see you are going to be talking about Illingham for ever, so I shall retire. Good night, Papa.’
 
         The gentlemen stood up. ‘Good night, Miss Granby,’ said Buckleigh, bowing.
 
         Evangeline dropped a small curtsy and turned to go. ‘Evangeline,’ Granby prompted.
 
         Michael was half expecting her to say that she had already said good night and she wasn’t going to say it again. Instead she said ‘Good night, Mr Buckleigh’, before leaving the room, closing the door behind her.
 
         Granby sighed. ‘I must apologize for my daughter,’ he said wearily, as if it was something that he had either done or thought about doing many times before.
         
 
         ‘There is no need,’ Buckleigh answered politely. Then when Granby’s disbelieving gaze met his, he added, ‘A person of Miss Granby’s age is surely old enough to make her own apology.’
 
         ‘I apologize because it is I who indulged her,’ the other man admitted frankly. ‘My wife has always sought to check me, but, as perhaps you can see, she has never been strong. Evangeline is our only child and, because she was rather sickly when small, she became extra precious to us. Now, with years of hindsight to aid me, I see that I allowed this circumstance to make me foolishly fond and over-indulgent.’
 
         ‘I see,’ Michael answered. He had become used to the fact that his position as a man of the cloth meant that many people chose to confide in him much more quickly than in any other stranger.
 
         ‘You must not allow this evening’s events to make you think the worst of her, however. She can be good-natured and very kind, but she has been visiting cousins, and my sister-in-law is rather apt to make unfavourable comparisons between her daughters’ behaviour and that of Evangeline. It puts her out of temper I’m afraid. Now, to other matters. Let me tell you about Illingham.’
 
         Michael was delighted to find an unexpected source of information with regard to the place where he would soon earn his living. When he looked at the clock some time later, he was amazed to see how late it was. He expressed his sincere thanks to Mr Granby who shook his head dismissively. ‘Not at all, not at all. I am delighted to have been of service. May I ask how you are travelling, Mr Buckleigh?’
 
         ‘On my own two feet,’ answered the clergyman, trying not to sound sorry for himself.
 
         ‘Then you must travel with us on the morrow,’ Granby declared. ‘I fear you would have a muddy walk otherwise.’
 
         ‘Thank you, sir,’ replied Buckleigh. ‘I admit that I was not looking forward to it.’
 
         Soon after this last exchange, the two men retired to their rooms. Michael did not prepare for bed immediately, but stood looking out into the darkness of the inn yard. On the one hand, he could not help being delighted that he had met and been befriended by a prominent member of his congregation. On the other, he had no way of knowing how discreet Evangeline might be. If she chose to reveal what had happened between them in Sheffield, then the consequences could be disastrous, especially if she chose to give the impression that he had somehow forced her to go into a private room. His heart sank at the very thought. He told himself that he would have to behave towards her with the greatest circumspection. Even so, part of him was conscious of a surge of excitement; in anticipation of what, he hardly knew. 
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