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Chapter 1

Northallerton, Yorkshire 
March 1765

 

He was drunk, but could still see well enough in the dimly lit street. Well enough to detect ruffians at work. And that the victim was a woman.

Catesby Burgoyne grinned, drew his sword, and charged. At his battle cry the ruffians whirled toward him, eyes white rimmed, mouths agape. And then they fled.

Cate staggered to a halt, flailing his sword. “Come back!” he roared. “Come back, you scum, and meet my blade!”

Only their fleeing footsteps answered.

“Damn your blasted eyes,” he muttered. “A bit of slaughter’s just what I need.”

A breathy sound made him turn, sword rising again, but it was only the woman, leaning against a house wall, staring at him.

The narrow street was lit only by two feeble householder lamps, so all he could see was pallor and shadows. Pale face surrounded by loose, pale hair. A dark gown that covered her neck to toe. Gown was respectable.  Hair wasn’t. Couldn’t be respectable, could she, out alone at night?

He shoved his sword back into its scabbard. “You must be new to the trade, sweetheart, to dress so dully.” Damnation, where were his manners? No need to be crass because she was a whore and he was at odds with the world.

He bowed. “Catesby Burgoyne, ma’am, at your service. May I escort you to your destination?”

She shook her head, mute.

He walked closer to see her better. She tried to shrink back, but the wall was relentless.

“Please . . .” she whispered. A thin hand clutched a shawl at her chest as if it could be a breastplate.

Cate was trying to come up with reassurance when a door opened nearby and a flat Yorkshire voice asked, “Wot’s going on ’ere, then?”

The stocky man carried a candle that illuminated his face and straggling hair more than them. Even so, the woman turned away as if to hide her face.

She had a reputation to lose?

“The lady was attacked, sir,” Cate said, striving to hide all trace of gin from his voice. “The villains have fled and I’ll see her safely home.”

The man peered, but like all sane people, he didn’t go looking for trouble. Probably Cate’s aristocratic tone helped him along that path. “Good night to ye, then,” he said, and shut his door.

Cate turned back to the woman. She still stared at him, but the intervention of someone from the ordinary world seemed to have restored her voice.

“I must thank you, Mr. Burgoyne,” she said on uneven breaths. “But, please, there’s no need to delay you longer.”

A well-bred voice. Her left hand bore no ring. Where was her father or brother to permit this?

“I may not be the most perfect of gentlemen, ma’am, but I cannot leave a lady to walk the night streets alone.”

“I live very close by. . . .”

“Then this will delay me little.”

He gestured her onward. He’d commanded men in battle. Surely he could command one ordinary woman. She did move forward, stiff with wariness.

Or anger?

Now, that was interesting. He assessed her as best he could in the gloom. Hard to judge her looks, but her features seemed set in . . . resentment. Yes, that was it. Resentment. She might have reason to be wary of him, but why in Hades should she resent him? She was also dawdling, but he would not be put off.

“Your direction, ma’am?”

She quickened her steps as if she might outpace him—a thin, sour thing, all sharp angles and antipathy.

He kept up without effort. “Unwise to venture out alone so late, ma’am.”

“I merely wished to walk.”

“I have no pressing engagements. If you desire a stroll, I could escort you for miles.”

Her angles became harder, which vaguely amused him. A blessing that, on such a dismal day.

They’d arrived at the main street of the town. He saw no one else on foot, but this was also the Great North Road, lined with inns, all still open, hoping for late trade. A coach rattled by and turned through the arch to the Golden Lion, the best inn in town.

To the left lay the Queen’s Head, a mangy, ill-run place where he’d failed to drown his sorrows. He’d escaped into fresh air, but fresh March air was cold up  here in Yorkshire, and the next London coach didn’t pass by until early morning. He’d need a bed for the night somewhere, but could only afford to share a room with others.

The woman was simply standing there.

“Forgotten where you live, ma’am?” he drawled.

She turned sharply to face him. “Why are you walking the streets at night?”

“A man is allowed to, ma’am. Especially one with a sword, who knows how to use it.”

“Men are allowed anything, whilst we poor women have no rights at all.”

Ah. “What man in particular has offended you? I have a sword and know how to use it.”

She gave a short laugh. “You’ll not call out my brother.”

“He wouldn’t fight?”

“Only in court. He’s a lawyer.”

“The lowest form of scum.”

He meant it as the general, common gibe, but she said, “He is indeed.”

What had the fraternal scum done to her? Something he could avenge? He was done with war, but at this moment bloody violence would be immensely satisfying.

“His name and location?” he demanded.

“You’re ridiculous.”

“Perhaps he has an excuse for scumminess if you flail him with such a razor tongue.”

“You’d be sharp if . . . Oh!” It was pure exasperation. “I suppose, being a man, you’ll insist on having your way. Very well.”

She marched across the street and into a lane lined by rows of small cottages, where she stopped by the fourth door. “Good night, sir.”

The breathy hiss was angry, but cautious. So, she didn’t want to alert the neighbors to her improper behavior. The only light here escaped from a couple of shuttered windows, but Cate could tell her small house probably had only two rooms on each floor. From her bearing and speech, she’d come down in the world.

“Is your brother inside?” he asked quietly.

“No, thank God.”

“Will he be back soon?”

“Live here? Aaron?” She laughed, but quickly covered her mouth with her hand.

Something was wrong here, and he found lame ducks so hard to ignore. It was the bane of his life.

“If you were to invite me in, ma’am, perhaps I could advise you.”

“Invite you in?” She looked around frantically, seeking listeners. “Go away.”

“I’m not planning a rape. You need help, but we can’t discuss your situation here.”

“We can’t discuss it anywhere. Go away or I’ll scream.”

“Truly?”

She hissed in a breath. “You wretched, drunken—”

A door opened nearby. “Whosur? Woyeruptuh?”

The old man’s accent was so thick Cate could hardly understand the words, and he was Yorkshire born and bred. The meaning was clear enough, however.

He pressed down the latch and pushed her inside. He followed, having to duck to save his head, and shut the door. They both froze in place, listening, and Cate was aware of her bony angles conflicting with a sweet smell. She took the trouble to store her clothes with herbs.

A dog whined.

Cate turned to face new danger, but the small dog looked to be a spaniel, a gentle breed. Hard to tell its  mood when it stood in front of the candlelit back room, but dogs didn’t whine a threat.

The woman pushed past Cate and hurried to the dog. “It’s all right, Toby.” She fondled its floppy ears and the tail wagged.

Woman and dog went into the kitchen and so Cate followed, instinctively hunching, even though the beams cleared his head—just. The floor was beaten earth, the air damp, and the front room held only one dip-seated chair.

Had all the rest been sold off so she could survive?

What was the story here?

He ducked into the kitchen—to face a knife, held firmly in a bony hand. It was only a short kitchen knife, but probably sharp enough to do some damage.

The dog only whined again, the cowardly cur, but she, with her weapon and her fierce, determined eyes, pale hair glowing in the candlelight—she was magnificent.

Cate raised both hands. “I intend no harm, ma’am. My word on it.”

“And why should I trust your word? Leave. Now.”

“Why?” he asked, taking evidence from the room.

The tallow candle gave too little light and too much odor, but it illuminated poverty well enough. The tiny kitchen, like the whole house, was cold. If there’d been a cooking fire in the hearth it had long since burned to ashes. He saw no sign of food.

The only furniture here was a deal table with two chairs at it, and a rough sort of sideboard holding cheap pottery. Alongside pots, however, sat a few pieces of pretty china and glass. Remnants of the better life that showed in her well-bred accent and proud demeanor?

Why was this goddess alone and in such desperate straits? Why was she bedraggled and dressed so poorly?  Her encompassing gown was a particularly dismal shade of black, her knitted shawl an ugly brown.

Had she truly been out on the streets attempting to earn some pennies in the only way available?

Her thinness told of hunger, but it etched strength into a face worthy of a Roman empress—high brow, long straight nose, perfectly curved lips, and a square chin. Not a face to conquer the fashionable world, but, by God, it was in danger of conquering him.

“Go!” she commanded again, but without confidence. The cowardly cur whined again, somewhere amid her skirts.

He realized his height was frightening her and sat, placing his hands on the table. Holding her eyes, he said, “I admire your courage, ma’am, but you won’t scare me away, and if it comes to a fight you’ll give me no more than a scratch. Simpler by far to sit down and tell me your story.”

She tried to hold on to her strength, but her lips quivered.

Oh, ’struth.

Cate quickly took the leather flask from his pocket and put it on the table. “Have some of this.”

“What is it?”

“Dutch courage.”

“What?”

“Geneva. Gin.”

“Gin!”

“Have you never indulged? It can sweeten bile.”

She changed her grip on the knife. Startled, he half rose to defend himself, but then she drove it, two-handed, deep into the rickety table.

“My, my,” he said after an appreciative moment. “Do please sit, drink, and tell.”

“You’ve already had too much to drink, sirrah.”

“It’s never too much unless I’m unconscious. You have glasses, I see. We could even be elegant.”

Suddenly she laughed. It was ugly, but a release of sorts. She pushed straggling hair off her face, then took two glass tumblers and slammed them on the table. She went back to open a low cupboard and returned with a bottle.

“Brandy,” she said, putting it beside the glasses. “My mother’s medicinal supply. I’ll get some water.”

“Seems a shame to dilute it.” Cate picked up the bottle and unstoppered it. “Your mother is abed upstairs?”

“My mother is dead.”

“My condolences.”

“Four months ago.”

Cate cursed his drink-blurred mind. He was being tossed pieces of a picture but couldn’t quite put them together.

She sat down opposite him, straight and proud. “Pour me some, then.”

The knife stood upright between them. Some vague reference to the sword of Damocles struggled to form, and failed.

He sniffed at the brandy. Not good stuff, but perhaps not atrocious. He poured half an inch into one glass and pushed it over to her. He poured the same into the other. He’d normally take more, but even half an inch might be enough to send her under the table. He didn’t want her sozzled, only loose tongued.

And in his arms?

No, he had no place in his life for folly like that, but he’d help her if he could.

The spaniel appeared at his knee, whining again, but this time begging for attention.

“Away with you, coward.”

“Don’t be cruel,” she said. “Toby, come here.”

The dog slid away and only then did Cate notice that it was missing a hind leg. Devil take it, a lame dog to add to a lame duck—though falcon seemed more worthy for the goddess. He picked up his glass and drank, knowing he should leave before he was entangled.

She sipped and grimaced. But then she sipped again, thoughtfully. A woman willing to explore new experiences. Another hook in his heart.

“Will you give me your name, ma’am?”

“No.”

“I’ve given you mine.”

“Then I’ve forgotten it.”

He hesitated, for the Burgoyne family home, Keynings, was less than twenty miles away, but he preferred honesty.

“Castesby Burgoyne, at your service.”

She cradled the glass as if it might warm her. “An odd name, Catesby.”

“My mother’s family name. Yes, the line of Robert Catesby who led the papist Gunpowder Plot to blow up King James the First and take his Parliament with him.”

“The Guy Fawkes affair? A strange heritage to pass on to a son.”

“I’ve often thought so, but she sees the name as representing one who stands firm to his principles.”

“Are you papist, then?”

“No, and nor is she, or her parents or grandparents.”

Her lips twitched, and humor sparked in her heavy-lidded eyes. Another hook. Or rather, two. A ready sense of humor and striking eyes. Would she laugh during the passion her eyes promised? That too was what he liked.

He toasted her. “I didn’t claim my mother was a rational woman. Does your name have such grisly connotations?  Judith, perhaps, who cut off the head of invading Holofernes? Boadicea who led her armies against the Romans?”

She merely smiled.

“You hold your silence? Then I christen you Hera.”

“Wife of Zeus?”

“Queen of the gods.”

“By virtue of marriage, however. I would rather be Judith, who acted on her own.”

“There’s a man you wish to behead?”

She merely sipped more brandy, but all humor had left her as she contemplated the knife.

“Your brother, perhaps? A lawyer—and a gamester?”

She looked at him, startled. “What made you think that?”

“Poverty.”

“Aaron’s not poor.”

“Then he’s unkind.”

She took another sip of her brandy. She’d be swigging it soon, but it hadn’t loosened her tongue. He poured a little more into her glass and topped up his own.

“I have a brother,” he said to encourage her, “but he’s a prince among men. A tender son, a devoted husband, a loving but firm father.”

“You’re fortunate, then.”

“I’m sure I am.”

She cocked her head. “He’s not all that he appears?”

“He is.”

“But you resent it. Because you are none of those things?”

As sharp as her knife, damn her, but it added to his admiration.

“Your brother?” he insisted. “How can he see you in this state? You were clearly born to better things.”

“He doesn’t see me. He doesn’t visit. Not since  Mother died, and we lived elsewhere then.” She drank more brandy and then cradled her glass, staring at the play of candle flame on spirit. “I thought him a tender son. A good brother.”

The brandy was doing its work at last. Cate could dimly remember when such a small amount had made him babble. Long, long ago.

“Until?” he prompted.

“Yesterday. Yesterday, I still clung to hope. Today I received his letter.” She looked at an unfolded sheet of paper lying on the floor. “He sent it by a traveler. Thoughtful, perhaps, to spare me the pennies of the usual post, but it came late. Everything always seems worse at night.”

“What does it say?”

“That the responsibilities consequent to his upcoming marriage make it impossible for him to increase the amount he sends me for my support.”

“That doesn’t seem entirely unreasonable.”

“Does it not?” Her eyes met his over the knife. “He sends three guineas a month.”

“That is very little,” he agreed.

“While writing of the fine house he will soon have, and the carriage and pair for his future wife.”

“Ah.”

She slammed her glass down on the table so hard that brandy splashed. “He owes me a decent life. He owes it to me. And to my mother if she were still alive. Everything he is, everything he has, is because of our unstinting labor and sacrifice over ten long years. We’ve gone without every elegance and indulgence, and often without necessities as well.”

Cate was almost breathless at her warlike intensity.

She swept her hand around. “I live here. Once we had a lovely home, but . . . we’ve moved to poorer and poorer  places in order to support him. My sweet mother died in poverty. All so my brother could be educated and establish himself in his profession. So that he could return Mother to a decent, comfortable life. So he could help me make a good marriage.”

“And now?”

“Now he throws money away and says I must wait.”

“You went out tonight to visit him?”

“He lives in Darlington.” She took another drink, seeming to savor it now. “When I read that letter I couldn’t believe what he was saying—wait, wait, wait. This place was supposed to be only for a little while. For my first mourning, and while Aaron completed his training. He’s practicing law. He’s soon to make a good marriage to a woman who brings money. What need is there to wait? I was shocked. Then angry. So very, very angry. It felt . . . it felt like this brandy makes me feel.” She stared at the knife as if envisioning a deadly purpose for it.

Plague take it. Shock he could believe, tears he would expect, but her anger was of another order, especially when it drove a blade deep into wood. She might be headed for a madhouse, or even the gallows.

“But why go out? What did you intend?”

She blinked at him. “Intend? I simply couldn’t stay inside. I was suffocating in here, surrounded by darkness, dampness, and evidence of all our privations. Remembering the tender promises he made to my mother, his tears at her graveside because his prosperity had come too late. It was partly Mother’s fault. She always resolutely made the best of things, even when . . .”

Cate poured a little more brandy into her glass, wishing she’d complete that sentence. This wasn’t a new tragedy. What were the roots?

“He was always so grateful for the extra coins we’d  scrimped,” she said, “but he never realized their cost. Mother would have us dress in our best and serve him tea from the few pieces of china. There was decent furniture then, but I had to sell it to pay for the funeral. Mother made me promise. Aaron mustn’t pay, not when he needed every penny to set up in business.”

“Then perhaps he can’t bear all the blame.”

“If he had an ounce of sense, if he ever looked beyond his own comforts . . . But I never imagined. I read that letter, and it was all too much. I was choking. I needed air. I simply walked the streets. . . .”

“Until you were attacked.”

“Until then.”

Fire quenched, she put a thin finger into the spilled brandy to trace a pattern on the table. A work-worn finger with a broken nail. Three guineas a month. It would pay her rent, and buy fuel and food, but little more.

“What do you think to do about your brother?”

“Do?” She straightened. “I shall write to him again. I’m at fault for following my mother’s pattern and not making the situation clear.”

“And if he doesn’t respond as you wish?”

“He must.”

She couldn’t be as certain as she tried to sound. She had no weapons in this fight and must know it. Out of sight, out of mind was a powerful force, and if her brother chose selfishness, she would live here like this forever.

Something about her caught him so powerfully that he wanted to sweep her away to a better life, but what did he have to offer? He had no profession. He’d been forcefully advised to sell his commission in the army and told he wouldn’t be welcome back there. His history in other enterprises was dismal.

His brother might have given him an allowance if  they hadn’t almost come to blows a few hours ago. He could never return to Keynings now.

His only course seemed to be to find a rich wife. He didn’t have much to recommend him to a family of his own class, but perhaps being the second son of an earl would count with a rich merchant or such.

No, he had nothing to offer Hera.

“Wouldn’t you be better off as a governess or companion?” he suggested.

“Become a servant? Never. I will have my right. I will be a wife with a home of my own.”

“Boadicea,” he said with a grimace. “She led her armies against the Romans—and was slaughtered along with nearly all her people.”

“I hardly think I’m in such danger, Mr. Burgoyne.”

“I hope not. But you must know that our world isn’t kind to demanding women, no matter how just their cause.” Cate downed his brandy and rose. “I regret your situation, ma’am, but there’s nothing I can do to assist you.”

She rose too, needing to steady herself on the back of her chair. “I never expected it, Mr. Burgoyne. I thank you for driving off those ruffians and wish you well.”

Her hand was so thin and she was so alone. There was one small way to help. He took two shillings out of his pocket.

“I have only enough money to get me to London on the stage with the simplest food and lodging along the way, but I can spare this if you’ll let me sleep here. I’ll have privacy and less fear of fleas, and you’ll double your day’s allowance.”

She eyed the shillings, licking her lips. The coins held value to him at the moment, but he had money in London and could earn shillings, and even guineas, in any number of ways. She, being a woman, could not.

“What if anyone found out? I’d be ruined.”

Those licked lips could lead to her ruin if he were a different kind of man. Dammit, she shouldn’t be alone and unprotected. Perhaps he could seek out her brother. . ..

Insanity. He didn’t know the man’s surname or location, and had no means of forcing him to do the right thing. And he wanted an uncomplicated life from now on.

“I promise to leave early and carefully,” he said.

She bit her lip, clearly fighting with herself, but brandy was a great loosener of standards.

“Very well.” She picked up the candle. “I’ll show you to my mother’s room. I regret that the bed is unaired.”

“I’ve slept rougher.”

Before leaving, Cate grasped the hilt of the knife and began to work it out. She stepped away from him, eyes fearful, but he simply freed it and put it down.

“A lesson for you, Hera. You’d have found that hard to do. Be sure you can deal with any results of your angry actions.”

She turned and led the way up steep, narrow stairs, resentment in every line of her back.

The road was never smooth for a brave, rebellious woman.

They arrived in a tiny hallway between two doors, dangerously confined in the small space. She opened the door on the right and went in, allowing him to breathe again. Damnation, he hadn’t felt such instant, powerful attraction to a woman in years.

She lit the stub of a candle to reveal another almost bare room. The narrow bed would be too short, but it would do.

“Thank you. If I’m gone before you rise, I wish you well, Hera.”

“As I do you . . . Catesby.”

The flickering light of two candles played strange games with her features and with his mind.

“My friends,” he said, “call me Cate.”

That ready humor showed. “Does that not cause you embarrassment?”

“I have a sword, remember, and know how to use it.”

Again, humor died. “Lucky man.”

He wanted to lead her onto primrose paths. Back onto them. She’d been light and merry once; he knew it. Back before whatever disaster had brought her family low. He wanted easy days for her, and frivolity, and ready laughter.

In that, however, he was impotent.

She hadn’t left. Cate became breathless again, half hoping, half fearing her intent. Desire stirred, and in that he wasn’t impotent at all, but she promised nothing but trouble, and a liaison with a stranger would be disastrous for her.

When she raised her chin and looked him in the eyes, he was still frantically fighting his baser nature.

“Will you kiss me?”

Devil take it, Cate. Don’t do this.

“I thought you saw me as a threat.”

“We’re drinking comrades,” she said flippantly, staring at a wall, but then met his eyes again. “I’ve never been kissed, you see, and now it seems I never will be, so I thought . . .”

He couldn’t resist her gallant need.

“The men of Northallerton are fools.”

He took the candle from her hand and placed it with the other, and then cradled her face with his right hand. He’d like to run his fingers into her loose hair, but she was already tense and he was too desirous, so he simply kissed her.

One of her hands gripped his wrist, but she didn’t protest. Too late he realized she might panic and cry rape and he’d have no defense that anyone would believe.

But she didn’t, and he wanted to give her this.

He had no idea how much of a kiss she wanted and doubted she did, either, so he kissed her again, teasing at her lips, hoping she’d open them. She pressed her lips back against his but clearly had no notion what to do.

He could use his thumb to coax her jaw down, to open the way, but instead he simply played his lips against hers. She relaxed, but showed no sign of wanting more. At length, he slid his lips to kiss her cheek, intending to end it there.

Some instinct made him draw her into his arms.

Perhaps he needed that as much as she did.

She was stiff—until she suddenly slumped against his chest, her head tucked down, strength gone. He stroked her back, feeling the thinness of her spine and shoulder blades. It was the gauntness of chronic hunger and it infuriated him.

There’s nothing you can do, Cate.

He gently separated them, making sure she was steady on her feet.

One of her hands rose, perhaps to touch her lips, but instead went to her hair, as if she feared it had run wild. “Thank you,” she said, not meeting his eyes.

“We should celebrate your first kiss with a feast. I’ll go and get some food from one of the inns.”

Her eyes shot to him. “You can’t come and go,” she insisted in a whisper. “People on this street notice things.”

“When did you last eat?” he asked.

“A few hours ago.”

“You don’t eat enough.”

“Are you being uncomplimentary about my appearance, Mr. Burgoyne?”

Her high-and-mighty manner made him want to laugh, but none of this was funny.

“I want to help you. Tell me your name and I’ll send you money from London.”

That had her straight-spined again. “You will not. I’m no charity case, especially of yours. It is for my brother to assist me, and I’m sure he will.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“I’m managing, and will continue to do so.”

He wanted to shake her.

“Then good night,” he said.

“Yes. Good night.”

Despite her firmness, she hesitated, and Cate wondered what he’d do if she asked for more, perhaps even for everything.

But she grasped her candle and hurried out, closing the door behind her.

Damn her for a proud, imperious queen, but it was better so. He needed no more trouble in his life.

He pinched out the precious candle, doing his best to pinch out all tender feelings at the same time. A budding Boadicea was no business of his.




Chapter 2

Prudence Youlgrave extinguished the candle to save it, but then sat on the edge of her bed for a long time. All the pain and fury of her brother’s betrayal still roiled in her, but on top flowed the soothing sweetness of that kiss.

It had meant nothing. She knew that and didn’t wish it otherwise, but it soothed like ointment on a burn. Perhaps the magic came from its being her first kiss, or even from the brandy. If so, she could become addicted.

Perhaps the true magic had been the embrace. Such a feeling of being safe, of warmth within strong arms and a tender hand stroking her.

Her mother had held her tenderly when she’d been a child, but that had ended as she’d grown older. Unhappily, she remembered, at about the time they’d been exiled from paradise. Mother had embraced a positive attitude like a weapon. Perhaps hugs would have weakened her.

In the last months of her mother’s life, in nursing her, any tenderness, any protectiveness had been for her to give. In the four months since, she’d relished her independence. She’d lived her days completely as she wished, at no one’s beck and call, free to read and to  take country walks as she passed the time before joining Aaron in Darlington.

Now she had to face the truth. She wasn’t independent at all. She was very dependent on Aaron’s three guineas a month. Without that she’d be in the workhouse—if she were lucky. They didn’t harbor the healthy, so either they’d find her menial work or she’d be on the streets, surviving the only way women did in that situation.

Aaron would never let it come to that, but then, she’d never imagined he could refuse her direct appeal.

She had to press her eyes to stop tears.

Only brandy tears. She’d probably wake in a bad state as payment, but she couldn’t regret the comfort it had brought. Or the scandalous contact she’d petitioned from that man.

She hadn’t realized how sensitive her lips could be, that they could tingle like that. She’d not expected the effect when her lips had parted a little, when they’d breathed together. When something—something tightly coiled inside her—had stirred in a most disturbing way.

She’d wanted to press closer then, to try to kiss more deeply. Thank heavens he’d stopped. But then he’d drawn her into his arms. Oh, it was heaven to feel so safe and secure for the first time in ten years. Perhaps, in that particular way, for the first time in her life.

“A foolish illusion,” she muttered, shocking herself out of madness with sound. Impoverished, drunken Catesby Burgoyne was no source of security.

That embrace, however, was a reminder of her purpose.

She would have a husband. That was her right, the unspoken debt that Aaron owed her. She would be a married woman, with a respectable position in decent society, a home to manage, and children to cherish.

And a man to protect her, kiss her, love her, and embrace her. A sensible, worthy man, she reminded herself as she undressed down to her shift and got into bed. Not a drunken adventurer. A solicitor like Aaron. A doctor or clergyman. She might not mind a merchant of the more respectable sort.

A gentleman of the gentry, with a country property? A country property like the one in which she’d once lived . . .

No, she would not be a foolish dreamer. Those days were gone. A decent gentleman of Darlington would suit her very well.

 

She woke to sunlight shooting through the ill-fitting shutters. Awoke to awareness of complete folly. She’d let a man into the house. Let him stay in the house overnight! She must have been brandy-mad to do that.

And to do the other.

She touched her lips as if they might be different, but then rushed into her simple clothes and peered out. The door of the other bedchamber stood open and the room was empty. A pang of sadness brought the sting of tears.

Idiot!

The question was, what had he stolen? Or was stealing now—she heard a noise below.

She crept downstairs armed with only her wooden candlestick, but there was no sign of the dangerous Mr. Burgoyne. Only Toby, wagging his tail.

Rather than stealing, her scandalous guest had added to the two silver shillings that lay on the table. She picked up the silver tiepin, turning it in the sunlight. The head was formed like a tiny dagger.

She studied it as if it could reveal something about him, but if it did, it was only that he enjoyed violence.  She should be angry that he’d left it when she’d declined his charity, but she closed her hand more tightly around it—almost as if it were a loving gift.

A rascal and probably a gamester to be in such straits, but . . . at the awareness he was gone, never to be seen again, something pressed inside her that was almost like pain.

Cate Burgoyne.

A ne’er-do-well, but so tall and strong. So fearless and quick with his sword. The memory of him racing to the attack still made her breathless. So handsome.

What created that quality, handsome? Clean-cut features, a firm mouth, lean cheeks—but it was more than that. It was the whole of him, including the confidence in every line.

He claimed to be short of money, but he wasn’t accustomed to poverty. His clothing was finely made and in a good state, including a neckcloth trimmed with expensive lace. She knew the value of lace, having slowly sold all they had. He could probably pay his way to London in luxury by selling his bits and pieces and didn’t know it.

She shook away all thought of him, put the shillings in her pocket, and hid the pin in the back of a drawer. Then she built a small fire in the hearth to boil the kettle. After some bread and a cup of dandelion tea, she took out one of her last sheets of writing paper, trimmed the pen, and sat to compose exactly the right letter to Aaron.

She’d completed only one careful sentence when Hetty Larn came in through the back door. “Here’s yer bread, Miss Youlgrave.”

Prudence put her letter aside. “Thank you, Hetty.”

“It’s no trouble, miss.”

Hetty was slim and homely, but had a brightness about her that astonished Prudence. How could anyone  be bright when living in the poverty of White Rose Yard? Perhaps Aaron saw it as draped with roses, even in March, but the name came from the property on the High Street whose land this was.

The tavern called the White Rose.

Hetty lived next door with her husband, Will, and her two young children, who were grinning from against their mother’s skirts. Toby trotted over, tail wagging. Giggling, the children knelt to play with him.

Prudence’s mother had had a kind heart, but even so, wherever they’d lived, she’d insisted on keeping a distance between them and their lower-born neighbors. On her own, Prudence had been unable to be discourteous. This row of cottages in White Rose Yard all backed onto a narrow common area where some grew vegetables or kept chickens, and everyone hung out washing. Front and back doors stood open in fair weather, and neighbors came and went.

The day after Prudence had moved in, Hetty Larn had knocked at the front door. Prudence had learned that was appropriate for a first visit. There was etiquette, even in White Rose Yard.

Hetty had offered a small pile of fresh haverbread, the oat pancakes eaten by the poor here more often than wheat bread. Prudence had been taken aback, but she’d known it was kindly meant, so she’d accepted the gift with thanks.

From there she’d slid—downhill, her mother would say—into familiarity. It was a kind of business arrangement, however. Hetty baked extra haverbread for her, and Prudence looked after her children for an hour or so now and then.

She’d found children a surprising amount of work and had come up with the idea of teaching them their  letters to keep them out of mischief. To her surprise, they enjoyed it, and the boy, Willie, was quick and clever. Hetty was over the moon.

Prudence took down the package of teaching materials she’d made, and the children ran over to scramble up onto two stools at the table.

“It’s good of ye to teach ’em, miss.”

“It’s good of you to bake for me, Hetty. I’ve never quite found the way of it.”

“ ’Tis easy enough. I could teach ye.”

Prudence smiled, but it covered a spurt of outrage. She’d never need to know how to make haverbread, or any sort of bread. She was destined for better things.

“I could teach you to read, Hetty.”

“Me! Lawks, miss, there’s no point in that. But there’s likely other parents here who’d be happy for ye to teach their little ’uns.”

“Set up a school?”

Hetty stared, as well she might when she had to know Prudence’s poverty. But to set up a school would be even worse than becoming a governess. It would confirm eternal, scrimping spinsterhood. It would be defeat.

“I don’t expect to be here much longer,” Prudence said. “Now that the first part of my mourning is over, I’ll soon be moving to live with my brother in Darlington.”

“Oh, that’s a shame, miss.”

Prudence bit back a response and turned to the table, where she unfolded the package to reveal the alphabet. Each square of paper held a letter and a little picture. There were other pieces of paper with words on them.

She gave each child a word. “Now find the letters that make up the word, dears.” She put a brown pottery dish in front of each child, sprinkled it with flour, and put a  pen-size stick beside it. “When you’ve made your word, try to write it in the flour.”

Willie immediately took the stick and carefully formed “cat.”

Hetty looked on adoringly. “Such a treat t’see them making letters, miss.”

“They’re both clever children.” In fact little Sarah showed no great signs of cleverness, but Willie was clearly capable of achievement if he’d been born into another station in life.

“Oh, I meant to ask,” Hetty said. “Are y’all right after last night?”

Prudence froze and turned slowly to face the other woman. “What do you mean?”

“We ’eard old Mr. Brown calling for sum’un to stop what they were doing. Will looked out, but there was no one to be seen. But this morning old Brown said as ’e were sure people ’ad been lurking in the shadows outside our ’ouse and whispering as if up to no good.”

“Truly?” Prudence said, eyes as wide as she could make them. “Has anyone’s house been broken into?”

“Not so far as I know, miss, and I’m glad you weren’t disturbed. Well, I’ll be off. Some jobs are so much easier without little ’uns around. You be good, young Willie and Sarie!”

She left and Prudence blew out a breath. She’d been slow in writing her letter because her mind had wandered so often to dashing Cate Burgoyne, but he’d been part of her insanity. Last night could so easily have left her with a tarnished reputation, which would have meant the ruination of all her hopes.

She sat down with the children, resolved to think no more of him. She’d finish her letter and send it off. Aaron would see the justice of her complaints and invite her to  live with him in Darlington after his marriage. There, she would be able to find a suitable husband.

A good, worthy man of her own station, not a highborn wastrel like Cate Burgoyne.

 

Two weeks after she’d sent her letter, Prudence accepted that her brother was ignoring it.

Now she couldn’t see why she’d thought he’d do otherwise. He’d always been able to put inconvenient obligations out of mind. The number of times she’d had to nag him into doing his schoolwork!

She’d never imagined that he could ignore her plight, however.

When he’d attended their mother’s funeral, he’d been disparaging about their little house on Romanby Court, as if its limitations had been their fault. When he’d made a similar remark about the furniture, she’d told him directly that the better pieces had been sold to pay the doctor’s fees.

His response? That she should have managed better.

Prudence knew now she should have demanded more at the time, but she was accustomed to “investing in his profession,” as their mother had put it, and she’d been sure it would be for only a little while. . ..

She’d moved to White Rose Yard—the cheapest place she could find—to wait out the earliest months of mourning and the final months of Aaron’s training. She’d been careless with money until recently, when Aaron’s silence had begun to worry her.

Toby, always sensitive to trouble, whined, looking up at her so sadly, so fearfully. She didn’t know if he’d been timid before the accident that had taken his leg, for that was when she’d given him a home, but he now seemed always to fear the worst. She would not be a Toby. She’d write again. Aaron had always needed things put  straight to him. She took down the writing materials, but Toby whined again, eyes pitying.

“You’re right. What point in repeating myself?”

But where did that leave her? Scraping by in White Rose Yard on a guinea a month, or setting up a dame school, where she’d teach the rudiments of letters and numbers in her home and be paid in eggs, bread, and cabbages.

“Y’all right, miss?” Hetty asked cheerfully, in the universal local greeting.

Prudence brushed away tears. “What are you doing here, Hetty?”

Hetty flinched at the sharp tone. “I just popped in with some extra greens from me dad.” She was holding a big spring cabbage.

Prudence almost snapped something about charity cabbage, but manners stopped her, and after that, common sense. She needed charity.

“I’m sorry, Hetty. I was just . . . upset. Thank you. You’re very kind.”

“It’s not much, miss. Growing well this spring, the greens.” She cocked her head. “I don’t mean to intrude, miss, but is there anything I can do to help?”

Prudence deflected. “Where are the children?”

“Me mother came with the greens. She’s ’appy to look after them. Have you had bad news?”

Prudence wanted to say no, to smile, to protect her pride, but the truth burst out. “I’ve had no news. My brother is ignoring me.”

“Yer brother? The one in Darlington?”

“He’s a solicitor.”

Prudence had said it with defensive pride, but instantly saw her mistake.

Hetty’s jaw dropped. “Why’re ye living ’ere, then?”

Prudence wanted to pour out her grievances, but pride, burdensome pride, made her say, “He doesn’t  have room at the moment. He’s to marry and then he’ll have a house provided by his father-in-law.”

“Still an’ all, ye should be living better than this.”

“It’s costly to set up as a lawyer.”

“I suppose that’s likely, miss. But he’s to marry, you say. All’ll be right then. He and his wife’ll welcome you there, especially when there’re little ’uns.”

“You mean they’ll want an unpaid nursery nurse.”

“Family to ’elp out and be company,” Hetty explained.

“Would you?” Prudence asked.

“Have one of me sisters living with us? Or Will’s sister? It’d be company, wouldn’t it, whilst Will’s at work, and a sharing of the tasks. But they’re all settled on their own—all but little Jessie, who’s a maid over at the ’all.”

Impossible to explain that life for Prudence in her brother’s house would not be such a cheerful blending. She’d be happy to be company for his bride, a Miss Susan Tallbridge, but not to be a poor relation, destined to be grateful and to prove it by taking on any task given her.

“When’s the wedding, then?” Hetty asked.

Another startling question. Prudence had no idea. “Soon,” she said, but with growing excitement.

The wedding! Why hadn’t she thought of that? Aaron would have to send her the money to travel to the wedding and to buy new clothes so she wouldn’t shame him. The wedding would correct everything. She’d mingle in the best Darlington society, for Aaron’s bride was the daughter of a well-to-do merchant.

Her lighter spirits made her sorry for being sharp earlier. “Will you call me Prudence, Hetty? And would you rather I call you Hesther?”

The young woman laughed. “Don’t ye go doing that, miss. I mean, Prudence. I’d not know who ye meant.”

She was blushing. Was it wrong to suggest such intimacy? “If you’d rather not . . .”

“Nay, I’m ’appy to be ’etty.” Then she giggled. “ ’appy to be ’etty!”

A wife, a mother of two, and still four years younger than Prudence’s twenty-six and able to giggle like a girl.

Hetty cocked her head. “Sorry if ye don’t like me mentioning this, Prudence, but yer ’ands are rough for a lady. Can I give you some of me cream?”

“Cream?”

“Mother makes it. Fleece oil and ’erbs, mostly. A bit smelly-like, but it softens rough skin right well.”

“You already give me enough for the little I do.”

“This is just friendly-like. If that’s not presuming too far.”

When it was put like that, Prudence couldn’t refuse, and she noticed that Hetty’s hands were in better condition than her own. Hetty did a great deal more rough work.

“No, of course not.”

Hetty beamed. “I’ll go and get ye some right now.”

When she’d gone, Prudence smiled with new hope.

The wedding. Her doorway to a better life. When she went to Darlington for that, there’d be no point in returning here. Her life would change overnight.

She’d need a new gown, more than one, but probably Aaron truly was still short of money.

As soon as Hetty brought the pot of cream and left again, Prudence went upstairs to take her one good gown out of the wooden chest where it lay carefully folded in muslin among herbs. She’d plunged all her other gowns into a black dye bath to provide mourning, but held this blue one back.

Her one good gown, but four years old.

She spread it on her bed and considered it. She’d  worn it only for church and for Aaron’s rare visits, so it was fairly well preserved. The hem was worn, but if she turned it up just a little that would be hidden. She held it to the light of the small window. The cloth was faded from the bright blue it had once been, but perhaps that wouldn’t be obvious, and the muted color was more suitable for mourning. It would be less than six months since Mother’s death.

She should stay in black, but the blue gown was plain, and clearly Aaron thought their time of mourning was past. Could she even add some pretty trimming? Braid, beads, and ribbons were expensive, but if she bought thread, she could embroider the gown. Black and another shade of blue.

Even thread and good needles cost money, however.

She took out the shillings, considering them as if they were talismans. Then she nodded, put on her shawl, and went out to the shops.

 

Three weeks later, Prudence stormed out of her back door and in through the open one next door. It was the first time she’d entered Hetty’s house, and she would never have imagined doing so uninvited, but she had to speak to someone.

Hetty was on her knees attacking a big tub of some sort of laundry. She blinked up at Prudence and then began to rise.

“No, don’t . . .” Prudence said, but it was all wrong to have Hetty on her knees. “I mean, please, if you want. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have just barged in.”

Hetty was already standing, wiping her hands on her apron. “Course you should. The blankets can soak.”

“Blankets.”

“Nice warm, windy day. Good for the blankets’ annual wash. Is something up, luv?”

That was still new to Prudence, Hetty’s use of the casual “love.” It seemed to suck her deeper into White Rose Yard, but she’d been so sure she’d soon leave that it hadn’t mattered.

She sat on one of the stools at the plain table. There was only one chair and she knew that would be for Will, the man of the house. Men—the masters of all.

“My brother is married.”

Hetty looked at her blankly, but then gasped. “Without you there! Why would he do that?”

“Why would he not?” Prudence said bitterly.

“But you’ve been working so ’ard on that gown.”

Prudence wished she’d not come here, not revealed her hurt.

Hetty took down a couple of pottery beakers and a stoppered jug from which she poured.

“That’s not gin, is it?” Prudence asked, assailed by memories. Since that night, she’d drunk what remained of the brandy in guilty sips at her lowest moments.

“Gin?” Hetty exclaimed. “As if I would! It’s me mother’s cordial. It’ll raise yer spirits.” She sat down opposite Prudence, pushing one beaker over.

Prudence sniffed and smelled mostly herbs. She sipped and first tasted a sickly sweetness, but then she coughed. “Raise my spirits. It’s full of spirits!”

“Just Mother’s ’omemade wine. It’s the ’erbs that do you good, though.”

Prudence swallowed some more. “I’ll be a tosspot at this rate.”

“Go on with ye. Now, tell me wot’s wot. You ’ad a letter?”

Prudence took another drink. “From, would you believe it, my brother’s wife. Regretting that I was unable to attend, but desirous of relating all the delights of the day.”

“That’s good of ’er, then.”

“Good! It’s a taunt, pure and simple. Every detail of the fine company, the elegant wedding breakfast, her gown, Aaron’s new suit of clothes, their new home . . . All were pins aimed at my heart.”

“Oh.” Hetty sipped more of the cordial.

“It’s true. She’ll have been the one who said who could and could not be at her wedding. She must be the one who doesn’t want me in Darlington.”

“Yer brother could stand up to ’er if he wanted.”

“Maybe not. She brings a good sum of money, and her father’s influential in Darlington.”

“Still, your brother’s the man of the house.”

Prudence sighed. “Am I still making excuses for him? I’m being foolish all around, aren’t I?” She sipped some more of the sweet drink. “I’d pinned hopes on the wedding, you see. I would be a lady there and I’d meet his fine circle. I might even . . .”

She stopped her revelations, thank heavens, before admitting her dream of meeting a gentleman who admired her.

She frowned at her cup. “This is a powerful concoction.”

“Cures a cold nicely, and the rheumatics.”

And a broken heart? Her heart wasn’t broken, however, only battered and bruised. It was her dreams that were shattered beyond repair, taking her hopes with them.

She cradled the cup and drank more. “I don’t want to live like this, Hetty.” She realized that could seem insulting. “I mean . . . it’s not the place or the people I mind, but I want more. I want . . .”

“A husband. Every woman does, and every man a wife. But I know it’s not easy for a lady like you. Ye can’t marry a simple man, but ye need money to marry a gentleman.”

“Did you bring money to your match?”

“I brought some linen and me new clothes. And I’m’ealthy and a good worker, as is Will. He knows ’is trade, and I know how to run a home and care for all in it.”

“I know how to run a home.”

“With servants,” Hetty said, without any apparent intent to insult.

“I run this house,” Prudence protested, but then thought of the bread she didn’t bake, the blankets she’d never washed, and the moth holes spreading in them. She did dust and scrub, but she didn’t make a hand cream, roast her own dandelions for a hot drink, or keep chickens.

“I do know how to run a house with servants,” she agreed. “When we lived at Blytheby Manor I helped run our part of it. I helped to care for the finer items, such as the best linen, the glass and china.”

All of which was gone. Except her mother’s favorite vase, and the two glasses out of which she’d drunk brandy with a rascally rake . . .

Hetty was staring at her, wide-eyed. She topped up their pottery cups. “You lived in a manor house?”

“What? Oh, Blytheby Manor. Yes, but not as you think. My father was the librarian there.”

“How the ’eck did you come to be ’ere? A manor house. Only think on it!”

Prudence did, too often. She thought of the suite of rooms in which her family had lived, and the estate on which she’d been free to wander. She remembered the feeling of belonging there, almost as if part of Sir Joshua Jenkin’s family, and her comfortable acquaintance with the daughters of nearby families. She’d seen herself as part of their society.

After all, though she’d not been born at Blytheby, she’d known no other home. Her parents had moved  there when she was two years old. When Sir Joshua had gambled away his money and shot himself, and her family had had to leave Blytheby with only days’ notice, it had felt like being cast out of paradise.

She couldn’t bear to relive all that, however.

“How did I come to be here?” she asked. “A series of misfortunes.”

“How old were ye when this all ’appened?”

Disaster hadn’t been completed in an instant, but Prudence said, “Fifteen.”

Old enough to glimpse a happy future but not old enough to have embarked on the path. Sir Joshua had promised to hold a party for her when she reached sixteen. Not a ball, of course, but there would be dancing. He’d arranged dancing lessons for her. . ..

She drank some more cordial, swallowing some tears.

Hetty said, “It must be hard to live so grand and ’ave it all taken away. Easier to be where you’re born to.”

Prudence wasn’t convinced that being born to White Rose Yard was an enviable fate, but Hetty had a point. Prudence didn’t envy the great of the land—the dukes and earls with their mansions and vast estates. That wasn’t her place to be any more than Hetty’s would be Blytheby Manor. She simply wanted, needed, to return to her rightful level of society, comfortably one of the middling sort, as her parents had been. If she were a man, like Aaron, she could achieve that through the right employment, but for a woman it must be marriage. The only employment open to her would be the genteel servitude of governess or companion, with no time or place to call her own.

“This is no life for you,” Hetty stated. “So what’re ye going to do?”

Prudence sighed and stood. “Wash my blankets, maybe.”

“I don’t mean that! You don’t want t’live your life’ere and it’s not right that you do. So what’re ye going to do about it?”

“There’s nothing I can do.”

“There’s always summat. Why not go to Darlington and talk to your brother face-to-face? There’s many a man who’ll slide by what’s right until brought face-to-face with it.”

Prudence remembered thinking the same thing.

“It’s sixteen miles. I can’t afford the coach fare.”

Hetty screwed her face up over this. “Will’s uncle Frank drives a cart up there and back three times a week. He’d take ye along for a couple of pence.”

“I couldn’t. . ..”

What if Aaron rebuffed her? She wasn’t sure she could survive such heartlessness, such obliteration of hope.

But she suddenly remembered the Burgoyne man rushing at her attackers. Then later, the way he’d swiftly opened the door to her house and pushed her in, thus avoiding their being caught whispering together in the street.

Fearlessness.

Prompt action.

Attack.

Her innards quivered, and it was probably the cordial speaking, but she said, “I’ll do it, then. I’ll go to Darlington. I will have my justice.”

Hetty grinned and toasted her. “That’s the way of it, Pru. You go and tell ’im wot’s wot.”
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