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CHAPTER 8

It was June 1810, almost a year since we’d last seen Mother, when 
a pair of wine-coloured coaches lumbered up the drive and she 

alighted, fanning herself with a lace handkerchief and exclaiming 
over the heat.

A week later, Isabella Camelleri, with daughters, Catarina and 
Grace, their servants, and numerous trunks and boxes, descended 
on us. Lord Thorncliffe made good his escape to Leeds and left a 
household of women behind him.

Painted and perfumed, Isabella carried herself ramrod straight 
and managed to look down her prominent, aquiline nose at 
everyone – despite her diminutive height.

At 17 years old, Grace was, as her name suggested, quiet and 
serene. She was not especially pretty, but was crowned by the most 
glorious cascade of thick, chestnut hair.

Catarina, by contrast, at 19 years, was consciously beautiful 
with all the attendant confidence. Coolly sophisticated, she was a 
sumptuous example of everything modern and glamorous and, not 
surprisingly, Anne gravitated toward her. Catarina treated Anne as 
one would a pesky child; smiling indulgently from time to time, but 
for the most part ignoring her.
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Maeve regarded Catarina warily, whispering to me one morning, 
“What sort of lady dresses round the house like that? Perhaps she 
thinks the King himself will arrive on our doorstep.”

The Camelleris had been in London for the winter season 
where Isabella’s cousin had presented them at court. Now, they 
intended to pass the summer with Mother at Broughton Hall 
before returning to London for another winter.

Anne’s eyes shone at the prospect and she immediately 
embarked on a campaign to convince Mother that she should also 
go to London for her long awaited coming-out and to be presented 
at court.

“No!” was Mother’s quick and simple response.
“But everyone I know is coming out this season. And you did 

yours at my age.”
“It was different for me.”
“Why? I could become one of the Queen’s ladies.” She leaned 

conspiratorially toward Maeve, “The Prince of Wales will notice 
me and I will become very rich.”

Maeve made a noise of appreciation but Mother was not 
amused. “Alternatively, you could remain right where you are, 
marry Patrick, and become even richer.”

Undeterred, Anne made Catarina her unknowing mentor, 
copying everything; from her manner of dress to the coquettish 
way she tilted her head, when a man – any man, servant, visitor 
or otherwise – was present. She evidently thought Mother would 
change her mind.

July progressed, bringing hot and cloudless days. Each evening, 
the seven of us made a pleasant feminine gathering in the cooling 
shade beneath the Great Oak. Over 50 summers, this magnificent 
tree had spread its boughs over those reclining beneath it, and in 
that time it had housed countless families of birds and squirrels.

Mother, Isabella and Catarina were talking quietly and sipping 
lemonade. I leaned back in my chair to stare into the arching foliage 
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overhead, letting my gaze soften so the green of the leaves melded 
into one. Grace and Maeve were sewing and Anne was dozing.

Suddenly, Maeve’s head jerked. “Visitors!” she announced, and 
then I heard it too – the unmistakable sound of horses’ hooves. 
Maeve and Anne both leapt to their feet and ran to greet our 
unexpected guests as two horsemen appeared around the bend in 
the drive.

Mother tutted and shook her head. “Maeve and her brother 
have both suffered terribly from lack of discipline. It worries me 
not at all, except that Maeve wields such influence over Anne.”

Isabella nodded but her gaze shifted beyond Mother as the two 
girls returned, triumphantly towing one each – Simon and Patrick.

“Oh dear,” Mother murmured, “speak of the devil and he doth 
appear.”

“Look who we have. Home at last – isn’t it marvy?”
In the year and more they’d been away my brothers had 

changed considerably. Simon’s hair was longer and he was tall 
and well-muscled and, if possible, his masculine beauty was even 
more arresting. His eyes scanned our little group and came to rest, 
predictably, on Catarina.

Patrick too was taller, leaner, but broader in the shoulders. His 
hair was sun-bleached to the colour of straw, shorter at the sides but 
long and tousled on top.

“Oh, how tanned your arms are,” Maeve cried to her brother. 
Pat’s loose cotton shirt was open at the neck and rolled up at the 
sleeves, and showed a goodly amount of brown skin.

He put his arm about his sister and squeezed her to him. 
“Indeed. And feel this … we’ve both been in the rowing squad and 
have muscles enough to crush naughty girls.”

She squeaked with delight.
Dragging himself from Catarina’s spell, Simon came to where 

I sat and pulled me into a tight hug. “Muh!” he placed a smacking 
kiss on my forehead. “Miss me?”
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“Not much,” but a betraying grin spread across my face.
“Excellent! I didn’t miss you either.”
Mother interrupted impatiently. “Yes, yes; now, Isabella, may I 

present my son, Sir Simon Broughton, whom I believe you met 
many years ago, and my stepson, Lord Patrick Washburn. Boys, this 
is Senora Isabella Camelleri, and her daughters, Senorina Catarina 
and Senorina Grace.”

As the introductions were made, I noted that while Patrick 
paid no particular attention to any of our guests, Simon’s eyes were 
continually drawn to the lovely Catarina. 

Maeve and Anne elbowed one another and sniggered.
Wondering if  had forgotten our budding 

friendship, I glanced his way and found his appraising eyes on me. 
Perhaps he was thinking I’d changed too, and the heat flooded 
my face. Before I could look away, he sent me a mischievous 
wink that caused my heart to skip. Turning then to Mother’s 
guests, he and Simon bowed politely and excused themselves.

•

I dressed with uncommon care that evening and arrived in the 
parlour just as Emily announced that supper was being served. 
Simon led Catarina into the dining room and, taking his place at 
the head of the table, wasted no time in engaging the Italian girl in 
conversation. 

Though he’d always been completely comfortable in female 
company, there was a new sophistication in his manner that hinted 
his Oxford education included more than mere academia.

Patrick sat beside the tranquil Grace. He finished a glass of wine 
and was pouring another while appearing genuinely interested in 
her quiet conversation, and even as the plates were cleared and 
a large bowl of summer fruits and a second of fresh cream were 
brought in, she continued to entertain him.

Maeve and Anne piled their plates with slices of pear and plum, 
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a sprinkling of grapes and berries, and a dollop of cream, before 
excusing themselves to go outside into the balmy summer night air.

It was customary at this stage for the ladies to leave the table 
but Mother and Isabella were engrossed in their conversation and 
seemed to be disregarding convention. Suddenly Grace laughed – a 
vivid sound that was at odds with her calm exterior. She artlessly 
raised a small hand to brush aside a stray hair, while her other 
hand toyed absently with her dessert spoon. Her complexion was 
petal-smooth and, unlike her sister and mother, she made no use 
of crèmes or powders. She wore an azure-satin gown that flattered 
her small bosom and my initial impression that she was plain was 
belied by her refinement and quiet elegance. She glowed beneath 
the warmth of Patrick’s attention, a fact he had clearly not failed to 
notice, and a sly serpent of jealousy writhed in my stomach.

But then, he caught my eye and threw me his most disarming 
smile and all was right with the world.

•

Mother and Isabella departed to visit with some of Mother’s 
friends in Leeds, and as though coordinated, Gerrard returned the 
following day.

“Hmph, sorry to’ve missed them,” he said, with a cough.
Summer was at her apex now and days of breathless heat dragged 

by, but when evening arrived on a current of cool air, we gathered 
beneath the Great Oak to enjoy wine and pleasant conversation.

Later, as the sky darkened, Patrick and Simon rode down the 
lane towards Wolstone, generally not returning until dawn. They 
were frequently absent from breakfast, sleeping off the previous 
night’s carousal, making their first appearance of the day at the 
dinner table, with faces haggard and shadowed with dissipation.

When I overheard them discussing Molly Starling or other 
village girls, old resentments bubbled within me, but I suppressed my 
jealousies with a new maturity for I understood that my resentment 
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only served to chip away the foundations of our tranquil amity, and 
the fact that the weather was co-operative meant that I enjoyed 
many long afternoons in their company.

Days were spent soothing our hot feet in the river, or strolling 
through the forest, benefiting from its earthy coolness.

Sometimes Cook packed a basket with bread, cold meat, pickled 
onions, cheese and lemonade, and the three of us – always with 
Jemima – spread a rug beneath the trees where we ate and – in 
my case – read while they dozed away the remains of their nightly 
indulgence.

One such afternoon, I sat against a tree, a book of sonnets open 
on my lap. Simon was sprawled in the grass, one arm flung over 
his eyes, a dandelion stem between his teeth. The still warmth of 
the afternoon weighted my limbs and I breathed deeply of the 
summer-scented air. I looked to where Patrick reclined on one 
elbow, head tilted back to watch a bird in a tree. Its wings were held 
wide to gain some relief from the temperature.

As I watched, Pat’s hair fell away from his face and his expression 
was, for once, unguarded. I studied the strong line of his jaw, the 
clear observant eyes, slightly-parted lips, and was spellbound. 
Captured thus, unaware of being observed, he was … beautiful. 
My breath caught in my throat and as he turned and met my gaze, 
I flushed hotly.

But his lips curved into a sleepy half-smile and my heart 
lurched. Returning hurriedly to my book, I was unable to read: this 
enchanted summer, my awakening womanhood had my emotions 
in turmoil.

For Simon made me so inordinately proud of the man he was 
becoming. He had kindness, wit and striking looks. He was tolerance 
itself, with a joie de vivre that was contagious. But beyond that, he 
was good.

And there was Patrick. Reserved and watchful, intellectual and 
humorous, he was gifted in so many ways, yet rarely offered glimpses 
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into his soul. In the two years since I’d met him, he’d shown himself 
capable of extraordinary kindness, while possessed of a cruel ability 
to target weakness – a potent contradiction.

We made a trio, as though Patrick had allowed us entry into 
his world. And when his lips moved in that lazy smile, my chest 
tightened and my stomach twisted in a way that owed nothing to 
sibling fondness. My head advised caution, but my 16 year old heart 
was ripe and ready and I was powerless to heed the warning.

These two captivated me in different ways. Simon, who’d 
previously exploited his looks to wheedle an extra biscuit from 
Cook, or bargain with a market woman, carried a new confidence 
born of maturity and experience. No longer a boy, he was a man 
fully conscious of his allure and made powerful by his face and 
charm.

Patrick, on the other hand, was often aloof and reserved. He was 
an enigma, with a certain remoteness that I recognised, even in my 
innocence, was strangely compelling and, coupled with my growing 
awareness of his maleness, would have been quite dangerous had 
he not been so inaccessible. I was drawn to him, enticed to teeter 
on the edge of peril, and toy with my attraction. I knew his little 
gestures – like a fingertip kiss pressed to my lips, or a casual arm 
draped over my shoulders – were mere flippancies, part of his 
laissez-faire character that held little meaning for him. 

Yet I struggled, that summer, against my reaction to his 
magnetism. I ignored the fact that he regularly drank to excess and 
sported with the village girls, focusing rather on the Patrick who 
recited poems while lying in the grass, who played violin in the 
dark, who challenged me in exercises of verbal thrust and parry; the 
one who was at once entertaining and frustrating.

Meanwhile, he seemed to have one weakness – Maeve. His best 
smiles were reserved for the sister to whom he was endlessly kind 
and affectionate. Clearly, she occupied an elite corner of his heart. 
But I sensed that he was beginning to treat me in a similar manner. 
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Stifling my fancies, I knew it was a combination of brotherly 
intimacy and affected gallantry – an exclusive offering, a privilege 
not extended to Anne.

Simon had always treated Anne kindly but he had no illusions 
about our pretentious and ambitious younger sibling, and it appeared 
Patrick hadn’t either. He rarely spoke with her and seemed entirely 
impervious to her dedicated attempts to beguile him.

My realisation that he regarded me only as a younger sister 
did nothing to deter me, for I was intrigued by him and aware 
that I was playing a game I could not win. Nevertheless, I made 
my way to the stables each day, just before dinner, when he visited 
Equus. Having just risen after sleeping late, he was generally happy 
to be drawn into conversation and, though he typically gave little 
of himself away, he was an attentive listener. I made him laugh by 
describing Meg’s latest antics and relating household anecdotes, and 
our friendship grew steadily.

One morning, I was in the rose garden with Meg when I turned 
without warning and gasped as my nose bumped his shoulder.

He gave a wry grin, “My apologies.”
“No … I didn’t realise you were there. I’m just surprised to see 

you about so early. It must want at least an hour until your usual 
rising time.”

He caught the teasing note in my voice. “I returned early last 
night. Sime stayed out but I’ve had enough for a while.”

“Growing too old for the wine, women and song are we?”
He ran a hand through his unruly hair, tousling it further, and 

laughed lightly. “I shall be nineteen soon and a man must know his 
limitations. What are you doing?”

“Showing Meg the roses.”
He crouched to the little girl’s level. “And what do you think of 

the pretty flowers then, Meggy?”
“Dat! Dat!” she responded waving her arms. He looked up 

questioningly.



92

Karen Turner

“She’s saying, Pat, Pat,” I translated.
“Oh, I see.” He curled an arm round her and rose, as she joyfully 

wrapped her arms about his neck. “I have an idea,” he said to her. 
“Let us see if there are any ripe apples to pick. Then, we shall ask 
Cook to stew them with rhubarb and make us a treat.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” I said. “What do you think, 
Meg?”

“Dat, Dat!” she responded, and began a happy discussion in her 
own childish language.

“Good, that’s settled.” He nudged Jemima gently with his toe. 
“On your feet, doggle!”

Our visit to the orchard paid dividends and later that afternoon, 
Pat and I sat with Clara and Meg in the nursery, each of us enjoying 
a bowl of stewed apple and rhubarb, topped generously with sugared 
cream.

My friendship with Patrick was blossoming. I knew moments 
of immense happiness in his company, yet I was too young or too 
afraid to name the feelings awakening within me. Though Grace 
and Catarina were young, they were sophisticated in a way that I, 
country rabbit that I was, could not match and my painful awareness 
of my lack of social refinement grew.

At the supper table – those rare evenings when Simon and 
Patrick remained at home – Grace’s eyes concentrated on Patrick as 
he spoke. She was animated and gay and not immune to his charm. 
She herself had an appealing manner that made me wonder if Patrick 
found her attractive in return. I pursed my lips contemplatively.

“We’re going out to the park. Will you come?” Maeve 
interrupted my thoughts and I looked up in surprise. She added 
quickly, “Please say you will – it’ll be lovely. Anne has asked Pat to 
bring his violin so we can have music beneath the moon.”

“That sounds nice,” I said, smiling.
“Marvy!”
We made a merry party of ten since we’d collected Janet, 
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Emily and Jeffrey on our way through the house. Maeve and Anne 
scattered a collection of rugs on the lawn and we lay beneath a vast 
indigo-velvet sky.

Simon produced a bottle of Irish mead from which he pulled 
the cork with his teeth. He drank enthusiastically straight from its 
neck before passing it to me.

I’d had mead before but not like this. I put it to my lips and 
took a larger swig than I’d intended. The fiery liquid burned its 
way down my throat and, once again, I demonstrated my lack of 
experience. Once my coughing fit subsided, no thanks to Janet’s 
exuberant back-thumping, I relaxed on the rug and enjoyed the 
sweet honey aftertaste.

When Patrick took up his violin our revelry started in earnest. 
Janet kept time with a tambourine – a gift from a peddler who’d 
once fancied her – while the rest of us lent our voices. The evening 
air fairly rang with the sounds of our merrymaking and the bottle 
was drained and quickly replaced by another.

Giddy with mead and laughter, we jigged and bounded among 
the trees, stumbling into one another, whirling and shrieking for 
pure joy. I know that on this night we were truly enchanted, and 
was not surprised to spy the lady watching from a distance.

Her lovely auburn hair hung loose about her shoulders and she 
was wearing a voluminous white gown that rippled in a soft breeze 
and … and then she was gone. 

Later, exhausted and more than tipsy, I contemplated the 
diamond-studded night sky. I was hoping to see a falling star so I 
could make a wish but my eyelids grew heavy and I let them close.

I awoke as Maeve – staggering, laughing and breathless – flopped 
on to the rug beside me, followed by an equally unsteady Janet.

“Oh Alex,” Maeve gasped, “we must include Janet in our dance 
lessons – she’s sorely in need of training.”

“Strange, Miss Maeve,” Janet slurred happily, “But I’m the one 
with the bruised toes.”
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“Oh tish, I dance like a fairy.”
“Fairy what?” Patrick joined us on the rug. “Elephant?”
Maeve continued, unperturbed by our laughter, “Light on my 

feet, nimble and graceful – that’s me.”
Patrick leaned conspiratorially toward Janet and me, reaffirming, 

“Elephant.”
“I shall ignore you all.” His sister stretched sinuously and yawned.
An uncommonly disarrayed Grace crawled onto the rug beside 

us. She ducked her shoulder beneath Pat’s arm and he shifted to 
draw her into a casual embrace against his side. She had a bottle in 
her hand and he took it and drank from it.

She was giggling tipsily, and when bent his head to whisper into 
her ear, I turned away.

“What a simply marvy night,” Maeve’s voice was thick with 
wine and she was drifting into sleep. “You know Alex, we really 
ought … spend every … night … beneath the stars … and …”

“Is that not so Alessandra?” Grace asked suddenly.
“Er … I’m sorry?”
“Your brother believes that the warmth of my country would 

be more to his taste than the cold of England. I tell him that while 
your English winter is severe, the summer is lovely.”

“In that case,” I said slowly, “the best result would be to divide 
one’s year between the two countries – winter in Italy and summer 
in England.”

“Brava! What better solution than this! È molto bene, si?”
“Perhaps,” Patrick replied with a suggestive lift of one brow. 

“Do you think I’d do well in your country, Senorina Camelleri?”
She chuckled delightedly and snuggled further beneath his arm, 

“I think you would break many hearts, Senor.” She nodded in my 
direction, “the first being your sister’s were you to stray such a great 
distance from her.”

Patrick laughed dismissively. “That’s doubtful. Alex’d be only 
too happy to see the back of me.”
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“Do not be so certain. All the little girls give their hearts to the 
big brother. Always, they are the first love.” She smiled indulgently at 
me and I stiffened with annoyance that she would speak as though 
I were Meg’s age.

“I’m not so little,” I snapped but when Grace merely smiled my 
hackles rose and I added with a sharp edge to my voice, “And don’t 
treat me like a child.”

She looked contrite. “Forgive me, Alessandra. I did not mean to 
tease … it is that you are … come si dice … so fond of your brother 
and you are right – you are not so little. Infatti, I think –”

“Well, you’re right,” I cut her off sharply and said with deliberate 
emphasis, “I missed Patrick and Simon both while they were away.”

To my eternal relief, she shut up and we fell silent momentarily 
allowing the chirrups and hoots from the nearby forest to take over.

“So,” Patrick drank from the bottle again, then, his expression 
unreadable, turned to me, “you would discourage me from moving 
to Italy?” His eyes glinted wickedly in the dark and a vague smile 
twitched the corners of his mouth signalling danger. 

Against my better judgment, I responded to his bantering tone. 
“I find that now you are returned, I did not miss you so much as 
I expected I would, so if you’ve a mind to go to Italy, I should be 
happy to help you pack.”

I smiled sweetly and Grace laughed.
But Patrick was assessing me narrowly and seemed about to say 

something, yet despite his evident drunkenness, he grew solemn and 
appeared to reconsider. Dropping his arm from Grace’s shoulders, 
he said, “Told you so. I’m afraid my little sister is not as enamoured 
of me as you presume, Senorina.”

“It is perhaps that you tease her too much, si?”
“Si!” I agreed firmly.
His changeable, unpredictable mood shifted and he grinned 

mischievously. “Tease her too much? I’ve not yet started.” He picked 
up a discarded cork from one of the bottles and tossed it at me.



96

Karen Turner

I gasped in surprise. “You’ll pay for that Master Washburn!”
“Are you threatening my person, Miss Broughton?” I knew 

he could easily better me in a war of words, but this game had 
suddenly turned irresistible.

“Far be it from me to threaten your person, My Lord, for I 
suspect you would derive an unhealthy pleasure in the planning 
and execution of your reprisal.”

He lifted an eyebrow in response and reached for the wine 
bottle again. “Oh, indeed I would,” he whispered intensely, drank, 
then wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, his eyes fixed on 
my face.

I drew an unsteady breath and glanced quickly at Grace. Her 
expression was one of vindicated satisfaction. She said softly, “Allora, 
vedi ho ragione.”

“Forse ma, chi sa?” Patrick responded. Replacing the bottle on 
the rug, he continued to watch me. “And you, dear Miss Broughton, 
may well derive a rather healthy pleasure from my reprisal.”

I hadn’t known he spoke Italian, but now was not the time to 
explore such discoveries, for I realised with an odd feeling of panic 
that we had slipped into a different game altogether, one at which, 
in spite of his inebriation, he was far more adept than I. 

The confusion must have shown on my face for his tone changed 
once more and he laughed. “Apologies, Li’l Sis, I am teasing you 
abominably. I’m well aware that you are not a child, and in my ill-
mannered way, tested my boundaries inappropriately.”

This speech was delivered with only a hint of irony though he 
had arranged his face into a perfectly respectable expression.

His gaze held mine just a moment longer, but the game had 
lost its appeal and seeking diversion, I broke the spell. “Where’s 
Maeve?” I asked.

“She retired to bed, Miss Alex,” Emily replied. “Perhaps Miss 
Anne went with her, she also is gone.”

“Miss Anne was talking with Jeffrey, last I saw,” Janet said.
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Patrick made a snorting sound and I looked at him curiously. 
He’d been strangely short with Anne lately but I couldn’t imagine 
why. Naturally, his expression gave nothing away.

“There’s no sign of Jeffrey either,” Simon said, strolling over 
with Catarina on his arm and I wondered briefly where they’d 
been.

“Perhaps he escorted them to the house,” I suggested.
“Miss Anne’s wrap is still here.” Janet held a silky shawl.
Simon and I exchanged a weighty look and, as the others began 

to gather rugs and the numerous empty bottles, Simon whispered, 
“You go that way – I’ll start over there. If you find her, return here 
– and make sure she doesn’t make a scene.”

The forest was alive with the calls of assorted night creatures 
and, listening intently, I heard a rustling nearby and paused. But an 
owl launched itself from a branch and disappeared into the night 
and, though quite tipsy, I plunged deeper into the woods – I had no 
fears, for Simon and I had wandered through this forest all our lives.

Suddenly I heard it. The sounds sprung directly from my distant 
past: the unmistakable, disembodied sighs and murmurings of lovers. 
Before I could gather my thoughts, I came upon my 15 year old 
sister, backed against a tree, her bodice unbuttoned and exposing 
her young breasts like any common trollop, and pawing at her, his 
mouth on her throat, was Jeffrey.

I sobered in a rush.
“Anne!” My outraged cry bounced sharply off the trees. She 

reacted calmly, though Jeffrey leapt like a scalded cat and immediately 
vanished among the shadows.

“What on earth are you doing? And with a servant!”
Remorselessly, she took her time adjusting her clothing. “Oh be 

still, Alex.”
“And carrying on like … like some peasant slut!” I stood before 

her, my hands on my hips.
“Oh, don’t be so prudish!” She brushed off her gown and 
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tucked her hair into place. “Everyone’s doing it but you, Alex – oh, 
and Maeve – and I mean everyone. Simon was in the scullery with 
that new kitchen wench last week – the one from Harrogate – saw 
them myself.”

“I don’t care about Simon. We’re talking about you!”
“You’d care had you seen them. I reckon her titties were giving 

that table a fair polish!”
Disgusted, I grabbed her arm and spun her round. “Come on.”
She resisted and yanked free. “You’re jealous because you’re 

already turning into a dried-up, frigid old maid. Your tits will shrivel 
into raisins and … ouch!” 

The sound of my hand on her self-satisfied face hung in the air 
and we both froze in surprise. 

First to recover, Anne wailed, “You hit me!”
“Where’ve you been?” Simon appeared, stepping over a log.
“Oh God, not you as well,” she said with a resigned sigh.” 

I might’ve known – where there was one, there’d be the other.”
“I found her with Jeffrey … dress pulled down … he was all 

over her.”
“Thank you, Alex,” said Anne, “I was doing no worse than you, 

brother dear.”
“It’s very much worse. For starters, I can’t get with child and 

foist some bastard brat on the family.”
“He only wanted to kiss me.”
“You think he’d stop at that?”
“Hmph!” She twitched her skirt at him and made to walk away 

but he grabbed her arm.
“How do you hope to find a suitable husband if you’ve done 

the rounds of the tower?”
“That’s my business so both of you can take your long noses 

out of it.”
With that, she jerked out of his grip and stalked off towards the 

house.
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Simon turned to me, shrugging. “We’d better rejoin the others. 
What are you looking like that for?”

I grimaced. “She told me about you and that maid – Jane Carter, 
was it?”

He shrugged again. “So?”
“Sime, you can’t do something like that and then preach the 

opposite.”
“It’s different for men.”
“You’re not a man yet.”
“Tell that to Jane Carter.”
“Simon!” I thumped his arm and he laughed.
“Don’t take things so seriously, Zan,” He draped his arm across 

my shoulders. “C’mon, silly, the others will wonder what’s been 
going on.”

•

The next morning Simon spoke privately with Lord Thorncliffe and 
Jeffrey was promptly dispatched to watch over Lord Thorncliffe’s 
London address. The fact that homeless people were breaking into, 
and living in houses left vacant over the summer months, proved 
convenient, and nothing more was said of the incident in the 
woods. In fact, Anne gave no indication that she’d even noticed 
Jeffrey’s departure.

Meanwhile, I gave considerable thought to the changed tone 
of the banter between Patrick and me and so, evidently, had he, for 
as our paths crossed in the hall he stalled me with a light hand on 
my arm.

“Alex, I must apologise for my behaviour last evening.”
Something in me was dismayed by this but I said nothing as 

he went on, “In my own defence, I can only say that I had perhaps 
imbibed rather more wine than was suitable, and was tempted to 
tease you as … as I shouldn’t have.”

“I … I didn’t know you spoke Italian,” I said lamely.
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He smiled. “I don’t very well. My violin teacher was Italian.” 
Then, gesturing dismissively, “Alex, there are sides of me that are not 
pleasant … it is not my intention to expose you to them – without 
provocation, of course,” he added with a glimmer of humour, but 
I was unhappy that he evidently thought me young and in need of 
shelter from drunken innuendo.

“Having attracted your less pleasant side in the past, I’m fully 
aware of it. I thought we were friends, though.” I added sarcastically, 
“I didn’t mean to provoke you.”

“You didn’t. And I remembered for a moment that you are not 
truly my blood sister.” With that, he was gone and I was left to 
ponder the meaning of his words.

•

The weather was turning blustery and hot winds whipped dust about. 
It was not conducive to outdoor activity, so Clara and I remained 
indoors to indulge our common interest in poetry. I visited the 
nursery daily, taking Masters Shelley, Keats and Wordsworth with 
me. They were all the rage during this time, though I definitely 
preferred the works of William Shakespeare, despite feeling a little 
old-fashioned for doing so.

One particular day, armed with a compilation of Shakespeare’s 
sonnets, I could hear Meg chattering in her childish language as I 
approached the nursery, and then I witnessed something I am never 
to forget.

Meg was in bed, supposedly taking her afternoon nap, and 
leaning over her was the lady, shimmering incandescently, and 
smiling down at the angelic girl. The child seemed transfixed by 
the vision and was waving her little hands about, attempting to 
touch her visitor.

At that moment my presence became known and the lady simply 
evaporated before my eyes. A magical moment, and for some long 
seconds after, I remained awestruck.
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The spell broke as Clara bustled into the room with a plate of 
oat cakes, fresh from Cook’s oven.

•

Later that day, Patrick joined us. He came in quietly, aware that he 
had intruded on an intensely feminine domain. He didn’t speak but 
sat cross-legged on the rug and set about re-stringing his violin.

I watched his graceful hands work lovingly and deftly, winding 
and tightening, stretching the strings, plucking to tune by ear and, 
if he glanced up and caught my eye, he smiled and returned to his 
work.

During those last humid days of summer, he joined us regularly 
and a new routine was established. I looked forward to his visits and, 
as he became more at ease in this womanly gathering, he related 
funny stories or recited rhymes he’d made up. He was a relaxed and 
pleasant companion – quite the opposite from the detached cynic 
he often appeared.

By the time August ended, afternoons with Patrick took on 
greater significance as his return to Oxford drew imminent. As the 
weather offered a few considerably milder days, we returned to 
spending our afternoons in the grass at the edge of the forest.

Full fathom five thy father lies;
Of his bones are coral made:
Those are pearls that were his eyes:
Nothing of him that doth fade,
But doth suffer a sea-change
Into something rich and strange.
Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell:
Hark! Now I hear them – Ding-dong bell.

Clara was reading Shakespeare from my book. Bees were humming 
busily in a knot of lavender in a garden bed beside the drive, and 
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a gentle breeze stroked the lush grass. I was lying flat on my back, 
eyes closed, enjoying the sun’s warmth on my bare arms – my heart 
was quiet and my mind at peace.

“That’s a little mournful, Clara. Pray, find something more 
cheerful, woman!” Pat berated in mock displeasure. “Master 
Wobbledagger wrote many lighter pieces. Read one of those.”

“Hmm, let me see.” Clara searched through the book.
I rolled on to my side in the grass watching Patrick playing with 

Meg. His hair fell into his eyes as he flopped on his back and lifted 
the giggling child in the air above him. His shirt sleeves were rolled 
up above the elbow and, with his tanned skin, he looked more like 
a farmer than the son of an earl. Then he spoke slowly, considering 
his words,

Soft as cotton in bales on high
The clouds scud ’cross the summer’d sky
Whilst day grows old on stealthy feet
Maketh bales of gold like harvest wheat

“What’s that?” Clara flicked through the book.
“Something you won’t find in there,” he replied.
“It’s not Shakespeare?”
He rolled over, placed Meg in the grass between us, and winked 

mischievously at Clara. “That, my dearest woman, was a Patrick 
Washburn original.”

He picked a purple larkspur – they grew wild along the edge of 
the park at this time of year. Meg chuckled happily and snatched at 
the flower that her brother dangled before her.

Catching my eye, he smiled lazily. Something was growing 
between us; something familiar yet unknown – a feeling, a solidarity, 
something more honest than double-edged repartee. Leaning 
forward, he tucked the fragrant flower behind my ear, then, jumping 
explosively to his feet, he scooped Meg into his arms and held her 
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high in the air. Jemima danced about excitedly, barking and eager 
to join the game.

“Shh, Jem,” Patrick balanced Meg on the dog’s back and the 
child shouted with delight, looking as though she were riding a 
hairy pony. 

“What in heaven’s name is going on here?”
In our excitement, we hadn’t seen Mother’s approach. Now she 

stood glaring imperiously at us, and Clara and I scrambled to our 
feet. “Clara, you are employed here supposedly for your sense of 
responsibility. Please return that child to the nursery immediately.”

“Yes, my lady,” Clara bobbed deferentially and took Meg from 
Pat’s arms.

“You know, Clara did nothing wrong, and Meg was enjoying 
herself,” Patrick said reasonably.

Mother’s eyes widened with horror. “You question me before 
a servant?”

“Question you?” He snorted rudely. “Where to begin?” Clara 
turned and hurriedly waddled up the lawn toward the house. 
Meanwhile I stared transfixed as Mother flushed unbecomingly.

Her voice rose in anger. “Go to the house and wait in your 
room until I tell your father of your behaviour.”

Pat stood his ground. Adopting Mother’s imperious pose, he 
stood a full head taller and responded, “No.”

The air crackled with tension as they faced one another. 
Mother’s complexion was glowing with anger, while Patrick’s stony 
face revealed no expression. “Sooner you are gone from here the 
better, you … you are the most audacious … disrespectful …”

Patrick held her eyes steadily and replied, “And you, Madam, are 
the most repellent – and you know why.” Mother’s hand clutched 
her breast and I was worried that she was about to swoon but as 
she opened her mouth to respond, Patrick bowed with supreme 
arrogance and returned to his seated position on the grass.

I remained open-mouthed in shock. Mother herself seemed 
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unusually confused. Her hands trembled, and her bosom rose and 
fell erratically.

Finally she turned to me and took a deep breath. “Alexandra, 
I sought you out because I wish to speak with you. I came myself 
because the afternoon is so lovely.” She fanned her hot face with 
a fluttering hand and glared at  but he had stretched 
out on his back with his eyes closed. The rudeness of his attitude 
was not lost on her but she ignored him. “I was mistaken. Come 
and see me in the drawing room at teatime.” She turned and 
walked briskly up the lawn.

I watched her straight back as she marched away. “Wonder what 
she wants.”

He moved to a sitting position. “Who knows – she loves her 
little intrigues, could be anything. Let’s go back to the house.”

As we strolled slowly in Mother’s wake I turned to him, 
“You shouldn’t antagonise her, you know. It is quite unpleasant.”

He rounded on me angrily. “Don’t take her part! You’ve no idea 
what’s going on here.”

“I’m not taking her part, but if there’s something going on 
I have a right to know.”

“If you had a right to know – you would know. Stay out of it!”
These were the first heated words he’d said to me in a long 

while and they stung. “I’m only … I thought –”
“When it affects you, then you’ll have a right to think!”
“If you don’t think it affects me, you’re even more pig-headed 

than you appear. When you upset Mother, she takes it out on the 
rest of us – come, Jemima.”

Full of righteous bravado, I stormed off ahead of him, but 
decided to fire a parting salvo. Turning, I waved an admonishing 
finger, “And you shouldn’t be so self-satisfied, it’s not always about 
you!” And then I tripped over my hem and fell flat on my face.

To fuel my intense humiliation, he doubled-up with hilarity 
– laughing so much he held his stomach and was unable to assist
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me – that only added to my anger. Finally, he wiped his streaming 
eyes and hauled me to my feet and when he tried to brush the grass 
from my skirt, I slapped his hands away.

“Don’t touch me!” I shouted.
“I’m sorry … but Alex … that was … a wonderful performance. 

You can be so clumsy … one day you’re really going to hurt 
yourself.”

“Keep it up, Patrick Washburn, if you fancy a split lip.”
That started him afresh.
“Oh do shut up!” I growled in exasperation, and fled home, my 

dignity in tatters.

•

Mother was enthroned on her winged chair with Lord Thorncliffe 
at her shoulder when she delivered the news. My knees threatened 
to give way and I felt sick in my stomach. I must have swayed for 
Lord Thorncliffe put out a hand to steady me.

“Here, Lass,” he dragged over a chair. There was sympathy in his 
eyes but Mother’s expression was inflexible – the decision was final.

“But … I don’t understand.”
“Oh heavens, Alexandra, what is there to understand? Lord 

Elginbury approached me several summers ago. Nothing was ever 
formally agreed, but recently our communications resumed, and 
yesterday a mutually favourable arrangement was achieved. You 
ought to consider yourself fortunate – it’s an enviable position, a 
perfect match that will benefit both families.”

“He has seen me?”
“Yes. The boy visited with his parents several years ago and 

attended the solstice ball. He thought you … suitable enough, even 
if you were in the garden wearing a pair of Simon’s breeches when 
he arrived.”

I cast my mind back to the last summer when my mother’s court 
friends had visited but no-one stood out, particularly not a boy.
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My blood began to boil and Lord Thorncliffe felt my shoulder 
stiffen beneath his hand. “Settle down, girl,” he said gently.

Glaring, I jerked away. “My future is planned without 
consultation and you tell me to settle down!”

“Alexandra, that is quite enough!” Mother was on her feet, 
her mouth drawn to a thin line and her hard, blue eyes glittered 
dangerously. “This is not for discussion. Lord Elginbury would 
prefer you to be nearer twenty. Yet since he’s unwell, it may be 
earlier. Either way, there’ll be time aplenty to become accustomed 
to the idea.”

“I won’t marry him – you’ve not even asked me what I think.”
“And what exactly did you think?” Mother demanded. “That 

you would be supported into your dotage? Don’t be ridiculous! 
You are sixteen – girls your age dream of such a match, you should 
be grateful. Regardless, this is your brother’s house. He will marry 
and have children and there will be no place for you here.”

Under the truth of her words my shoulders slumped and the 
tears that had been threatening finally came.

“There, Lass,” Lord Thorncliffe fished in his pocket and extracted 
a crisp, white handkerchief with a burgundy GW embroidered on 
one corner. “It is a fortuitous match,” he said kindly. “Lord Hamish 
is the Sixth Viscount Elginbury, your betrothed – also Hamish – 
will be the seventh.”

“She has ever been a difficult child. In any case it is done.” 
Mother regally crossed the floor, and left the room without another 
word. 

“You’ll be well, Lass.”
“B … but Mother … she doesn’t care wha … what I would … 

would like.”
“Of course she does, but she’s thinking of the family too. Just 

imagine – to be settled … a household of your own and a baby. 
I hear Lord Hamish has a castle.”

“Oh no … A baby!” I moaned. I was quite certain I didn’t want 
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to do that with some stranger. I began to cry with renewed fervour.
“Oh dear,” Lord Thorncliffe muttered, fingering his ear lobe.

•

It was a short time before supper when I knocked on Patrick’s door. 
Doubtless he would share my outrage; I hoped he would approach 
his father in my support. At the very least, given his animosity 
towards Mother, he would be an ally.

He was seated in the casement watching Maeve and Anne on 
the lawn below hitting a ball between them with tennis rackets. 

He made no comment at the sight of my tear-stained face, and 
when I gave him my news he returned to the scene below.

“Haven’t you anything to say?” I cried.
“What would you have me say? I’m not surprised – why are 

you surprised? Besides, isn’t this what all girls hope for?”
I stared at him in bewilderment. “I … I don’t want to marry this 

… stranger. I thought … I hoped you might help me.”
“Why would you think that? If I recall correctly, not two hours

ago you were wagging a finger at me.”
“You could speak to your father … I don’t want to be married! 

Pat, I don’t know what to do …” My voice ended on a mournful 
wail that even to my own ears sounded pathetic.

“How can I speak for you? As if anything I said would change 
matters.”

“Couldn’t you try? Please …?”
I gazed at him hopefully but he frowned in reply. “Look, you 

may be happy if you give this Lord Whatsit a chance.”
“Hmph! I don’t even know him.”
“Come on, it’s supper time. We’d best go downstairs.” He rose 

and took my elbow, but I irritably pulled away.
“Bastard!” I muttered but he widened his eyes at me.
“Oh dear, such unladylike language.”
He left his room and I thumped grumpily along behind him, all 
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but bumping into him when he paused abruptly at the dining-room 
door. My head was aching dully from emotion, and my eyes were 
brimming again. Regarding me intently, he watched the emotions 
rising in my face, though his own was impenetrable.

With unexpected gentleness he brushed a stray hair from my 
cheek. “You’re so young yet,” he said, softly. “Be brave – betrothals 
are broken every day. Who knows what the future holds.”

His sudden intimacy caught me by surprise, but there was no 
time to react. “Now,” he wiped a tear away with his thumb, “happy 
face,” and propelled me into the dining-room.

•

My brothers were returning to Oxford. They rode out a week later 
and we all, including Mother and Isabella, gathered on the porch to 
bid them farewell in the still, early-autumn morning. Simon came 
over to where I leaned against the balustrade. 

Bending his head, he whispered, “Keep your eye on Anne, and 
look after yourself.” He hugged me tightly before turning to our 
sister.

Mother and her friend needn’t have bothered making an 
appearance for they huddled together on the porch, chattering like 
sparrows.

Patrick was laughing and trying to unwind Maeve’s arms from 
his neck. With an effort, he extricated himself and turned to me. 
I was hugging my cloak tightly to ward off a stiff breeze.

“Alex,” his leather-clad hands took mine. “You know I couldn’t 
help you. When contracts are being settled … others’ opinions 
count for nought. Anything I might have added would not have 
helped.”

“It is done now anyway,” I said unhappily. “It is signed.” I waved 
my hand dismissively. “But … I have enjoyed your company this 
summer. I shall miss you.” An uncomfortable flush crept up my neck.

“And I you. When you lower your quills you can be rather 
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agreeable.” He added one of his wicked grins and kissed both my 
cheeks, then pulled me into a hug against his chest. He smelled of 
some spicy cologne, and I breathed it in, revelling in the strength 
of his arms about me. He released me abruptly and descended the 
porch steps, two at a time.

Simon had kissed Anne and Maeve and now sat on Oliver’s 
broad back while Equus snorted and pawed the ground impatiently 
and nudged at Grace. She waited beside the elegant horse, her eager 
face was turned toward Patrick, and as he approached, he mouthed 
something that made the Italian girl snicker and colour hotly. Then, 
in full view of the gathering, he stood before her and raised her 
chin with his gloved finger. Her head fell back languidly, her eyelids 
fluttered down and he lowered his face to hers.

Patrick kissed Grace’s mouth solidly, lingeringly, their lips 
moving together, and his hand plunged into her glorious mane 
to cup her head. Her arms coiled around his neck and they clung 
together, locked in a timeless lover’s embrace.

My stomach lurched sickeningly. Not for a moment, after all the 
pleasant, companionable hours we’d spent together, had I suspected, 
and now I felt deeply betrayed.

Mother and Isabella had fallen silent with surprise, and Maeve 
whooped and squealed indelicately. Simon was grinning but Anne 
looked fit to commit murder. Her knuckles were clenched white 
and her eyes shot daggers at Grace.

Finally breaking apart, Grace smiled and flushed even deeper, 
pressing her cool hands to her cheeks. Patrick flicked a lascivious 
tongue over his lips causing renewed shrieks from his sister and, 
with a roguish wink to Grace, he swung easily into Equus’ saddle, 
doffed his hat and joined Simon as they rode away.

That evening after supper, Mother and Isabella sipped Muscat 
from small gold-edged glasses, by the window. With heads bent 
together, they talked and laughed in whispers and I wondered how 
they could have so much to discuss.
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Eleanor, of course, sat like a mannequin; seeing everything, 
saying nothing.

Maeve and Grace were sewing while Catarina and I quietly 
read. Catarina’s book was in Italian and I could not even make out 
its title. My own book, A Travelling Girl, was the diary of a young 
woman working as a chamber maid to earn passage to New South 
Wales. There, she planned to be reunited with her father, who’d 
been transported for theft. I was fascinated by descriptions of that 
strange, distant land, populated by dark-skinned natives and exotic 
animals that kept their young in pockets in their fur.

A sudden squeal from the sofa raised my head. Maeve had 
caused Grace to glow pink with embarrassment.

“Grace and Patrick, Grace and Patrick!” she chanted. “Do you 
think he will ask for your hand?”

“We have not spoken of this,” Grace pointed out uncomfortably. 
“Perhaps he’ll write a love letter, or a poem; Patrick writes 

wonderful poetry.”
“He won’t – don’t bother getting your hopes up,” Anne snapped 

with hostility. “He never writes – except to Maeve, that is.”
“Simon said he will write to me,” interjected Catarina 

confidently.
I snorted. “Simon says that to every girl. I wouldn’t take it 

personally.” All four heads swivelled in my direction and for perhaps 
the first time in our lives, Anne’s eyes met mine in solidarity. Irritably, 
I snapped my book shut and gathered my things. “Bother it all, I’m 
to bed.”
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hen 14 year old Alexandra meets Patrick, her handsome and 
notorious step-brother, she is confused and resentful as he 

shakes the foundations of everything she has ever known. Driving a 
wedge between Alex and her brother Simon, he tears apart the fabric 
of her quiet world. Yet she is intrigued by the enigmatic Patrick and 
finds herself increasingly drawn to him.

•

These are the years between childhood and womanhood, during 
which Alex begins to realise that her growing affection for Patrick 
owes nothing to sibling fondness. 

But these are turbulent times for England and Patrick and Simon, 
answering the call of adventure, join the fight against Napoleon with 
devastating consequences.

In a family ravaged by war and deceit Alex finds herself betrayed in 
the worst possible way. 

This is the story of one woman’s passionate struggle for love and 
hope against all the constraints of her time.
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