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"That Stuart monster will never be my king!"

Constance Aiken was no royalist When Cromwell &l lost her
ancestral estate. Then the Earl of Brede arrivedllitis royalist
splendor to take possession of her beloved homer&\as she to
go?

To her amazement the impetuous Earl swept herihttsty marriage
and off to the intrigue-ridden court of CharlesTlhere she struggled
between the dictates of her Puritan consciencegamaling love for
her handsome husband.

But, with such different backgrounds, could theydftrue love?



CHAPTER ONE

LorDBREDE did not usually concern himself with the opiniaisis
servants, and he was not best pleased to havedd attention to
his housekeeper's complaint now. The glint in hye &oded a
comfortless half-hour for his steward, who oughtloyv to have the
servants under better control, and for his haphessekeeper who
was plainly too old for the tasks allotted to hadavhom he had
inherited from his Puritan cousins who had livedml owned Brede
House during the Commonwealth.

"What is the matter with her now?" he demandedpiega tight grip
on his nearly exhausted patience.

"She's in the Long Gallery," the steward answereawed tones.
"She has a somewhat waspish tongue, my lord. Fencahothing |

could say - " He shrugged his shoulders helples3lyis time she
insists on seeing your lordship in person. She idens that my
experience in running a household of this sizedslimited to be of
any use - " The steward, a young man, distantbtedlto the Earl of
Brede and with a strong resemblance to his emplostenggled

manfully on to the end of his sentence despitdbightened colour.
"The Puritan conscience is easily upset, my lord."

The Earl gave his steward a startled glance. "Smderstand,
Frederick, but surely such an ancient crone cadiyhde afraid of
receiving unwelcome attentions from anyone - evaunrself."

Frederick Aiken was taken aback. "Mrs. Goodmarotsexactly old,
my lord," he said.

"Nor a young woman either! My mother rememberswelt when
she and my father were living here, and she semwedousin ever
since the Civil War. | can't say | was surprised didn't feel well



enough to greet me on my arrival here. Weren'tolde she had the
rheumatics, or some such nonsense?"

"My lord?"

The Earl remembered that his young relative hay gihed his
household after he had repossessed himself ofléhieame. It had
been an unexpected stroke of luck that his cousitt tied so
conveniently, making it possible for the King tstare all the family
possessions to the rightful branch of the famihgugh he had to
admit that his cousin had administered the ests®gell as had been
possible during those troubled years when the fuglotvners had
been in exile with their King. His cousin's Roundtieconvictions
had served the family well after all. Many an estatd not survived
the aftermath of the Civil War and the newly crodnéng Charles
had had few rewards to offer his most faithful supgrs.

"In the Long Gallery, did you say?" the Earl muséalid. "I think |
will see her after all. | am curious about our M&bodman. But
remember, Frederick, the discipline of the staffen the female staff
- is your affair. If they think they can appeal oy®ur head to me
every time their consequence is upset, you'll hawepeace from
them."

Mr. Aiken looked downcast, but he cheered up inraute. "They are
beginning to come round to me, my lord. | haveféarer complaints
about the changes we have made now than at fiostr ¥ousin, if |
may say so, was well-liked by your people, everhdéf was a
dyed-in-the-wool Puritan.”

The Earl nodded distantly. "His wife even more dw&"responded,
moving quickly towards the stairs, "or so I've liearfind | know far
too little about her, but at least she will provitie redoubtable Mrs.
Goodman and myself with an unexceptionable topmooiersation.
It should be an interesting encounter!"



The Long Gallery was not a room that appealedd@tiesent Earl of
Brede. He considered it a draughty waste of sp#ue, more
especially as he had no wife or mistress in thesbdo make use of it
by taking her exercise in it during the wet weath®&rhaps once it
had been a pleasant enough room, when it had hdbsetamily
portraits and had been used for dancing, or fgirsgigplays, or any of
the other entertainments the Lord Protector andnfirdons had
banned throughout the length and breadth of Engldisdcousin, as
Puritan in his ideas as his master, had strippedgtlery of its
pictures and ornamentation, leaving two portraitdy cover the
fireplace. The larger one was of himself, his broadmmed hat
hiding the short haircut that had given the Pamiatarians the
nickname of Roundhead, and showed that he too bssepsed the
heavy-lidded look that was such a feature of thkeAifamily.
Otherwise the face had been distorted by the congtan the owner
had suffered from the wounds he had sustainedtiteland which
had ultimately led to his untimely death. The otpertrait was of a
woman, depicting a face full of untroubled humodoattsat oddly
under the hooded coif that most Puritan women workide their
hair from the eyes of men.

Once there must have been a third picture to baldme portrait of
Mrs. Aiken on the other side of the mantelshelft ibhuhad been
recently removed, leaving a dark mark on the wakre it had been.
That was something else Mrs. Goodman could telldbout, the Earl
vowed under his breath as he gained the top ofthies. He was
beginning to think he had a great deal to saysdbusekeeper after
ail, and that if either of them were to regret imsistence on seeing
him, it was not going to be himself.

He paused in the doorway, looking down the longnrowith

displeasure. Mrs. Goodman had her back to him.vi&ieea small,
grey-clad woman, who was either magnificently prese or much
younger than he had been led to suppose. He tetdpdorward and
the floorboard under his foot betrayed his presetacdier. She



whirled round to face him, her hands clenched into fists by her
side.

"Mrs. Goodman!" The Earl of Brede joined her whelge was
standing by one of the windows that looked out s€ithe park that
surrounded the house. His eyes rested on the yobd#de that was
turned towards him and he was hard put to it nédaugh. "Or should
it be Mrs. Aiken?"

She made no attempt to answer, giving him ampleoidppity to

study her appearance more closely. Her dress abVvereneck and
shoulders, giving her a quaintly demure air thad aied by her tiny
waist, the agitation of her breathing, and the lotkopper hair that
had escaped the confines of her hand-embroidenédSte had a
mouth more given to smiling than to disapprovahoae that added
character rather than beauty to her face, andegfir of deep brown
eyes that had widened at the sight of him and weve half-hidden

behind long lashes that were as black as her lzaunwdoubtedly red.

"It's Mrs. Goodman," she said with more decisiamthe found to be
pleasing in a young woman. "You're probably not @t the fact,
but I'm your housekeeper - "

"For the moment," he drawled.

"Really," she replied. "One does not cast off oldd avalued
servants!"

"True," he murmured. "But | have yet to be persdatiat you come
under either category.” He walked deliberately deehe portrait of
Mrs. Aiken and studied it thoughtfully. "Wouldnttbe easier to tell
me the truth?" he suggested at last as she mad#anbto continue
the conversation. He glanced at her over his sleoaldd saw that she
was in a fine rage and was only controlling hersath difficulty.



Amused, he clasped her lightly round the wrist drayged her over
to stand beneath the portraits. "Well?" he prompied

"She's been dead for many years, as anyone cdljate’ she said
at last. "We had the plague locally and she coulmkpersuaded to
stay away from her old nurse who was one of themg They both
died."

"Then who are you?" he insisted.
She lifted her chin. "My name is Goodman - "

"Nonsense!" He put a hand beneath her chin aneduner face this
way and that, his fingers as hard as steel. "Atehgr daughter?”

Her eyes sparkled dangerously. "It has sometimes beught that
Mr. Aiken was my father!"

The heavy lids that drooped over her soft, rounclezeks told him
that this was more than possible.

"Where is Mrs. Goodman? You may as well tell me twwha&ant to
know, or | shall go and find her for myself, whikctancy neither you
nor she will like!"

A glint of amusement came suddenly into her eyls fiot afraid
that you'll find her," she declared.

He sighed. "Is she dead also?"

She nodded. "She's buried in the family vault." &eght herself up
and hurriedly corrected herself. "She rememberedtgo. She was
looking forward to seeing you again. Do you sikelto eat Quaking
Pudding?"



"It's a long time since | tasted it. | was certgifdnd of it as a small
child."

"l could make it for you," she exclaimed. She lodkg at him
curiously. "You haven't received any complaints wbmy work,
have you? If you have, | consider it a great dealldad of Frederick
to bother you with such trivialities. Anyway, yoartt believe a word
he says. The tales he tells about what you didxite eouldn't
possibly be true! Besides, you would hardly confinle beardless
youth whose idea of a great adventure is to siealrusome hapless
girl and kiss her behind the door!"

"Is that what he did to you?"

"Certainly not! But he would have liked to have dbmA certain look
in her wide eyes coupled with the relish of heretonade him feel
some sympathy for his young steward. It was quéardo him that,
Puritan or not, his "housekeeper" was somethirgylwdggage.

"l expect Frederick was trying to live up to thenfly reputation. It
would seem he has some distance to go."

The qirl giggled. "He would need seven league btwtatch up with
you!" told him. A guilty hand crept up in front 6er mouth. "But of
course | know nothing of that. All the King's mere éhe same, I'm
told."

The Earl of Brede scratched his chin. "Were that®urAikens so
virtuous?" he asked.

She nodded with a sigh. "They're quite dull by cangon. None of
them ever sinned grandly that | can remember."

"And how long is that?"



She was on the point of telling him her exact dg#,changed her
mind. "A long time," she said instead. "l was brougp by Mrs.

Goodman, you know, and she knew every detail theas to be

known about all the Aikens."

"That was before you decided to inherit her posfiio

"Yes. | don't know what | would have done otheryisshe
confessed.

"What happened to the under-housekeeper?"

She cast him a suspicious look. "She's still hesteg'said at last with
great reluctance. "She doesn't approve, if you rkogiv. But I'm a
much better housekeeper than she's ever like t&/de.would do
much better to continue to employ me!"

"But somewhat young?"

"Yes, well, you wouldn't have known about that ieéerick hadn't
made me so unspeakably angry this morning. I'd trteastay out of
your way until you took yourself off to London. Yo bound to
spend most of your time at Court with the pew Kamgl then we can
be quite comfortable here again."

"Mr. Aiken said you wished to see me," the Earl eembered drily.

"He said he wouldn't - or, at least, he said youlda't see me. But |
expect you find him as silly as | do?"

"l shouldn't employ him as my steward if | did. &svrelying on Mrs.
Goodman to help him settle in - "

The girl made a noise of contempt in the back aftheat. "Mrs.
Goodman would have made mincemeat of Frederickyelsyou
know!"



"It would be more fitting if you referred to him &4r. Aiken," the
Earl reproved her. "He may be young in years, buids already seen
more than a young man should in my service. Haigled to your
respect, young woman."

"Frederick is? What did he do? Is it true he killechan in France, or
was he only boasting as usual?" Her face lit upainew thought.
"Did you really have two mistresses at the same t@inthe French
court without either of their husbands finding otittfey must have
been incredibly stupid!"

The Earl reflected that he would have to have adwaeith Mr.
Frederick Aiken about keeping a closer guard orntdmgue. It was
not like Frederick to gossip even with girls asdlyvas this one.

"It's not a subject | intend discussing with yolog'said sharply. "I'm
beginning to think I've been misled in thinking tthRuritan young

ladies had better things to think about thanahelit of the servants'
imaginings about their betters! If Frederick thirikgo tell you any

more such tales, | shall rely on you to raise ¢ime tof his mind, as I'm
sure you have been taught to do?"

She flushed. "He made it sound very exciting," tsieel to explain in
a small voice. "Besides, Mrs. Goodman talked abgu often
enough and all the things you did."

"l cannot somehow imagine Mrs. Goodman discussiygfemale
friends with you," he said crushingly, adding f@og measure, "nor
would | expect a well brought-up young lady todisto such things!"

She hung her head. "I'm sorry," she murmured.dh'dithink you'd
mind being talked about. Frederick says you likiedp¢he centre of
everyone's attention." She peeped up at him andheawas still
frowning. "A housekeeper is not a lady," she aduted rallying note,
"well brought up, or not!"



"l think you'd better tell me why you wished to see," he advised.
"It may present you with a safer topic of convamatdon't you
think?"

She was rather legs convinced of that. "It's thangkes you're
making," she said baldly. "I didn't mind the newedurniture, ugly
though it is, because | have to admit it is morenfootable than
anything we have had in the house before. But't edow you to cut
up the Long Gallery - "

"Indeed?"

She could hardly fail to notice the warning in tbate word, but she
sailed into full battle nevertheless, her eyesdifteamly on the spoils
of victory.

"Whoever heard of a house as old as this one withdong Gallery?
We have more than sufficient rooms without havihge¢ more!
There has always been a Long Gallery at Brede béastuse modern
houses are built without a gallery at all, is thaeason for emulating
them?"

"The smaller rooms would be warmer - "

"But my mother - " She stamped her foot to covardip. "Where
else will the ladies take their exercise in winter?

"Your mother?" he insisted quietly.

"l don't remember her," she came back quickly. "@&kd when | was
still very young."

"The late Mrs. Aiken?"

Her face reflected clearly the forces that foughibiv her, one half
knowing that she might as well confess the whol&ito, the other



less timid side of her determined not to give arhifor fear of total
disaster.

The Earl leaned against the mantelpiece and whotdaer to decide
which way she was going to jump. He had always estintourage
and he could detect no lack of it in the small fegin front of him.

Whichever course she chose, she would face theequaeaces
squarely, without begging for any favours from hion,any other
man. He rather hoped that she would choose tohimmsin the end. If
she did, it would save a lot of trouble as far ssdwn plans were
concerned.

"Mrs. Aiken was your mother?" he asked her again.

She squared her shoulders, flinging back her heldk him straight
in the eyes.

"Yes." She gestured towards the painted portraitthe wall behind
him. "Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Aiken. My father and m&thThe third
portrait was of me, but | had it taken down befpoe could see it.
That was when | decided I'd rather be your hougekethan your
cousin and poor relation. And so | would now!" Angears filled her
eyes, but she refused to look away. "My name iss@mte Aiken,
my lord."

Constance Aiken had known more than her fair sbeserrow in her
eighteen years. Her mother had died of plague vémenwas five,
leaving her in the sole care of her father, a mhao aad embraced the
Parliamentary cause with all the fervour of somewhe has nothing
else in his life to interest him. He had consigheddaughter to the
care of his housekeeper with the instructions #ie was to be
brought up to be serious-minded and well educatetiheé Puritan
faith and housewifely duties, and that a stern fateeye should be



kept on any tendency she might have inherited fr@mmother to
find life one long festival of fun.

To Constance, her father had been a stranger. Dinéyr shared
pleasure was Brede Place, which they both loveld aiassion made
all the stronger because it was only by chance ttiatestate had
fallen to their branch of the family and was natl stwned and
administered by the exiled Earl of Brede. There sy one thing
that could have added to Samuel Aiken's satisfaatoliving at
Brede and that would have been to hear that therseranch of his
family had finally died out in France. There wasdoubt in his mind
but that they deserved to do so. They had foughhervrong side in
the Civil War, when every right-minded man knew Guals on the
side of Cromwell and, worse still, they had evemagged to enjoy
some aspects of their exile, judging by the rumalias had filtered
back to Brede, becoming firm favourites of the 8tivonster, whom
Samuel Aiken suspected of everything he most abpisuch as
popish tendencies in his religion and a vast ca&paéiattracting and
being entertained by some of the most beautifuékoh Europe.

Constance could just remember the day on whiclfetieer had given
public thanks in the church on the estate for gt of his cousin the
fourth Earl of Brede. Constance had a vivid memafrythe tight

disapproval of Mrs. Goodman, who had been forcedttend the
service.

"It be a disgrace!" she had said warmly when shte@anstance to
herself. "His Lordship were a fine gentleman. Inth&od he has left
the young Earl to take his place. Master Henry Y&y nice ways
when he was a little lad."

Constant sometimes felt that she knew more abouaistét Henry"
than anyone who was now living on the estate. 8kevlall about the
day he had been breeched and how his mother heat] trinking him
far too young to leave the nursery. She knew ahigtftrst horse, and



the dogs he had smuggled into his bed at nightftsthings he had
liked best to eat. She had thanked God every kelasestly as had
Mrs. Goodman when he had succeeded to the titlastd Henry"
had been an idol to her all through her childhdd¢elwas no enemy
of hers, whatever he may have been to her father.

Shortly after her sixteenth birthday, Constancatedr had finally

succumbed to the wounds he had received in baiteslee had found
herself in sole possession of Brede Place. Folyneao years she
had held things together as best she could, ahdditbeen a good
best. Mrs. Goodman's death had left her more lothalg ever and,
for the first time, she had neglected the affaithe estate in order to
mourn the woman who had brought her up and whasbpglied the

only love and affection she had ever known in hertlife.

It had come as a great shock when she heard thatldim to the
Estate of Brede had been dismissed by the Kinggisttates and
that "Master Henry" in the guise of the fifth EafIBrede had had all
his family's estates and incomes restored to mreome secret recess
of her heart she could not help being glad for o, it had soon
been borne in on her that her own situation wasappy in the
extreme.

"l shall take the name of Goodman," she had anrexinc Mrs.
Petters, the woman who had taken up Mrs. Goodndatiss within
the household. "I doubt my father spoke to Mrs. @oan more than
twice in his life, so why should the Earl ever wishsee me? If he
does want to see his housekeeper, you'll havééotsy place and tell
him I'm confined to my room with the rheumatics."

Mrs. Petters had been horrified by the suggestidlow, now,
Mistress Constance, what future would there baatt'



"All the future | need. Brede is all | have lefttduldn'tleave here -
ever! I'd sooner die! As housekeeper | can pretemdyself that I'm
still mistress here. Nothing will be really changed

"His lordship will be marrying - "

"Not for ages!" Constance had retorted. "He hassress at Court,
you know, but she's married to someone else. dig she's of a
remarkably jealous disposition, which is a goodghior me!"

Mrs. Petters had gone on issuing dour warningssiethad none of
the influence her predecessor had had with herganistress and
she had not been particularly surprised when Coostaad put her
plan into action. When nothing awful had happenedhe day the
fifth Earl of Brede had come to take up residerid@rade Place, the
relief of Mrs. Petters had been voluble indeed.

Constance had watched his arrival from the LondeBalShe was so
anxious to catch her first glimpse of him that $lael very nearly
fallen from the window, but when she had finallgiséim she felt
more than rewarded for her trouble. She could nkage imagined
such a magnificent dress on any man - nor, corttarik of it, such a

magnificent looking man. He had a proud look to hiumich was

reflected in the set of his shoulders and the waywbre his hair,

black like the mane of his horse and as thick dodsy as any she
had ever seen. He had a Ipng, lean face, darkgndtelsun, and a
resolute mouth that caused her a momentary doudit dier own

position in his household. It was a pity, she thdughat she was
unlikely ever to see him close up, but for the motrie had been
enough to stare at the astonishing picture he ptedgefor no Puritan
gentleman would have dared to deck himself outuchssartorial

splendour.

Never before had she seen anything like his highelde
rust-coloured boots, or such a shirt with a lat®fadrawstring and



the sleeves puffing out in three layers finishethvace cuffs. But it
was his coat that gave her the greatest satisfaftirat wascoloured
and intricately embroidered and nothing like thestant black that
all the men of her acquaintance wore. This coatckasry-coloured,
and she was almost sure that the buttons glintesl gold.

It had been a great temptation to go down to theaGHall with
everyone else to greet the Earl, but she had sdlyleefused herself
that pleasure in her new role as housekeeper. $Weahad not been
able to resist was making the acquaintance of yddng-rederick
Aiken for the pleasure of hearing all that he cotdtl her of the
doings of Lord Brede, a subject that never ceaséastinate her.

Frederick himself was a mere boy and she teasedihimercifully,
just as she would have done the brother she hagt hed. When he
had told her that she was the strangest Puritanhdde ever
encountered, she had been pleased rather thartaepehough later
she had made an earnest attempt to concentrateandrer psalter
and less on his descriptions of the various womerd [Brede had
known and loved, both in France and in England.

But then had come the fateful day when Frederick reaealed the
Earl's plans for modernising Brede Place in linthwhe ideas he had
acquired on his travels. Constance had been indigmaen the new
cane-seated and cane-backed chairs had takeratteeqflthe severe
wood of the box-chair, but in justice she had atkdito herself that
the Earl was entitled to sit on whatever kind dadiclhe liked. But his
intention to turn the Long Gallery into three sraaltooms, which
would be warmer and considerably less draughtywiith would
lose all the splendour of the old Gallery, was mibv@n she could
stomach.

She had told Frederick exactly what she thoughhefscheme. "I
won't allow it!" she had ended fiercely. "You mpsit an end to it!"



Frederick had looked decidedly uncomfortable. '‘Brade's steward,
not his master. He's a generous enough employer shouldn't like

to put his patience to such a test as that. I'drbeny way back to
London in the morning."

"You're afraid of him!" Constance had accused him.
"l respect him - " the luckless Frederick had begun

"Well, I don't shiver in my shoes at the sight ohli Constance had
declared. "I shall speak to him myself!"

"What makes you think he'll discuss his plans \withhousekeeper?"
Frederick had asked, aghast. "Though you're pestbugh to catch
his eye, but that's a different thing. If you asg, ryou'd better watch
your step where he's concerned."

Constance had laughed at the thought. "He has s&ess in
London," she had reassured them both. "It seenmetd'm in far
more danger from your attentions, or | would bgoifi had any ideas
beyond stealing a kiss every now and then!" Sheldbd at the sight
of Frederick's furious face. "l don't believe youee enjoy it much!"

"Not with someone as waspish as yourself," he todd sulkily.
"Other girls take me more seriously, let me telllyo

Constance could have hugged herself with glee hdparthey don't
know you're afraid to voice an idea if it runs ctamto '‘Master
Henry's'," she taunted him.

"I'm not afraid! | agree with him!"

"Then tell him that | wish to discuss the mattettwiim. Or don't you
dare do that either?"



But he had dared, and the results were likely to rbere
uncomfortable than Constance liked to admit. Howeval she felt
she knew young "Master Henry", she had no wayllfigehow much
of the boy survived in the man who was the fifthl&& Brede. Nor
had Henry Aiken any reason to tolerate any membdéreo family
gladly. If they had heard rumours of his doingsy#s quite likely
that he had heard of her father's Service of Thginkg on his
father's death. It was a thought that made herdelel inside and,
despite herself, the tears trickled down her cheeks she brushed
them away with an angry hand.

"My name is Constance Aiken," she repeated. "Migdatvas some
kind of cousin of yours."

"My Puritan cousin,"” the Earl agreed smoothly. "Sdousin
Constance, rather than discuss the Long Galleryfantiyer, let us
discuss what is to be done with you."

"Now?" she sniffed.

He held out a startlingly white wisp of cambric dade to her and
watched lazily as she tried to restore order toféee.

"Shall we say in half-an-hour ? In a warmer rooantthis ?" His lips

twitched as she started defensively. "I think tiitdd_Parlour should

suit our purpose,” he went on with a smile that enher ready

objections die on her lips. "And | should like teesyou looking a

little more like my cousin and a little less liteyrnousekeeper. Have
you no coloured dresses?"

She shook her head. "I share the faith of my fdtlsée informed him
proudly. "We don't share your ostentatious ways!"

"Nevertheless - " he began.



"This is my only dress," she burst out, hating femmaking known
to her her long-standing resentment over thatqaai fact. Yet how
many people had more in these days? She washihene to have
to stay indoors in her shift while her dress waadpeleaned from the
worst of the fat and candle- grease she was agpitodown it. "I
have no need of a large wardrobe," she went oningdp persuade
herself even if she couldn't persuade him thatsagtorial poverty
was a part of her religious beliefs.

"You hadno need," he corrected her gently. His smile nreatdneart

tremble within her and she had no hesitation irtipgither hand in

his, damp handkerchief and all. "I can see yowgarmeg to be a great
expense to me," he continued in the same toneioévBut | rather

think it may be worth it. | have a fancy to see w@e feathers can
do for my little Puritan cousin. It would not suigg me to find | have
a raving beauty on my hands! Shall | see you irLitiee Parlour?"

She could not have answered him to save her lifleshf could do
was nod her head and give a little jump for joye 8las beginning to
think that "Master Henry" was just as Mrs. Goodrhad always led
her to believe - the handsomest young gentlem&mgiand!



CHAPTER TWO

UNTIL recently Constance had looked on the Little Parsther own
sitting-room. After her father's death she had gdoe the
extravagance of refurnishing the room to suit hen daste and
comfort. She had bought at vast expense two ofiéwe upholstered
chairs and had herself lovingly embroidered therth wiatterns of
flowers and fruits and with the various heraldidodéams of the Aiken
family. She had polished the floors until they Istidne even in the
darkest corners and had borrowed one of the Persgmthat had
previously graced her father's study to add & l@tlour and to match
the fine tapestries that hung on the walls. Shedvwah thought of
taking down the tapestries and panelling the wallshe modern
manner, but that had seemed an unjustifiable expehen she was
so hard-pressed to find enough money to keep tiodaviiouse going.
But the room had given her great satisfaction agas, and it had
been with regret that she had vacated it when &énehiad come home
to the house that had always been owned by the BBHrede.

When she entered the room now, she felt a littbevglf pleasure that
here, at least, he had changed nothing. On theacgnhe looked
very much at home there, standing by the openl&ioep his velvet
coat reflecting the light of the orange flames hdhim.

Constance had taken the trouble to change hefaodne that she
had made herself and which she thought a greatrdesd elegant
than anything else in her possession. She had @ebed it herself,
with silk and metal thread on linen, keeping ta#tgrn she had been
told had been worn by Cromwell's mother herselfe 8tought it
suited her very well, and she saw with satisfactiat the Earl had
noticed it at once and apparently thought it anroupment also.

Indeed, she had been so busy watching for histekgjineaction, that
she failed to notice at first that Mrs. Petters hadn summoned also



and was standing awkwardly in the illest-lit coreéthe room, her
eyes lowered discreetly to the polished boarde®flbor.

"My lord," Constance murmured, making her curtsey.

"Cousin Constance," he replied on the edge of lergtMrs. Petters
has agreed to be present while we discuss yourefutathought you
would be more comfortable with another woman présen

"Oh yes," she said. "Yes indeed. | didn't know ymew Mrs,
Petters," she added unthinkingly. "She used to Mg Goodman,
you know."

"So she tells me," the Earl acknowledged. "You bdlhappy to hear
she has agreed to look after you until | can makercarrangements
for you. She will be sleeping in your bedroom, iftstance."

Constance said nothing. She cast Mrs. Pettersakisigdook and the
old woman smiled faintly.

"Mistress Constance has had too many responsgiliihnese last
years," she excused her charge. "It's a wonderetohat she is not
more self-willed than she is, not having anyonartswer to. It speaks
highly for her good sense, as I'm sure your logshil have noticed
for yourself."

The Earl rasied his eyebrows in mute mockery. "iggad to hear it. |
was afraid she was bird-brained indeed, judgingdryefforts to turn
herself into a mere housekeeper - *

"There's nothing wrong in being a housekeeper!"dtamce retorted.

"There is everything wrong in Constance Aiken beiaduced to
such a role. A husband is what you need, and a lodry@ur own."



Constance looked at him in horror. "I wileverleave Brede Place!
It's been my home ever since | was born! If hadrigisband means |
have to live somewhere else, I'd rather stay asl'l a

Mrs. Petters made a shocked sound, shaking her dtetheé angry
girl. "I'm sure his lordship will overlook - " shiegegan in worried
tones.

"Why should | leave?" Constance demanded. "I'm ashnan Aiken
as he is! My mother was as well-born, if not beftem than his! He
may have the tide, but my right is as strong as his

The Earl did not look in the least angry. "I hawvee tright of
possession,” he reminded her, "and I, too, was adbBrede Place."

"Yes, | know, and it must have been terrible tcag@y and leave it.
If you remember what you felt then, you'll know wihyave to stay! |
know every inch of the land. I've loved it. | loakafter it as well as
ever my father did! You can't make me go away!"

It was difficult to tell what the Earl was thinkingr if he were
listening at all. He studied her flushed face,rigkine opportunity to
adjust the lace at his cuffs.

"l should be very remiss if | were to take you atiyword," he said at
last. "Has there been no one who has sought yout inemarriage?"

Constance tensed, going very pale. "My father wdsime to marry
Sir Thomas Lucas. He is - was very prominent indistrict, and a
good Puritan also. Only | could not! He is old!"

"And you were only sixteen when your father died?"

"l sent word to Sir Thomas that my father had cleahgs mind,"” she
confessed. "He was not very pleased, for he hadat ghany children
by his two previous wives and he had a mind to lsmveeone young



and strong to look after them. | knew his secorfe wilittle. She was
afraid of him - and | should have been afraid too."

"l take it he was unkind to her?" the Earl enquirégd;, he would be.
| have heard tell of your Sir Thomas Lucas and dustin't wish
anyone of my family to be connected with him."

Constance heaved a sigh of relief. "There is no eise!" she
exclaimed in triumph. "There are few men aroundehar all
conscience."

“There is one other," the Earl said slowly. "Thisrenyself. You may
think | am rather old also, but at least | wouldr@at you - often.”

It seemed to Constance that the room was whirlogyigher. "You}
But you don't want a wife! What about - "

"l really must insist that you forget all Fredericls told you about
my life at Court," the Earl interrupted her drihA young girl should
know nothing about such things."

"But | do know," Constance objected. "Frederick ndictell me
anything that | didn't know already. Even in Bredeheard all about
both you and your father. All Frederick said waattthey were as
beautiful as they had been rumoured to be, and/thatpresent mis -
friend is the most beautiful of them all!"

The Earl looked amused. "They are not a side ofif@yf which |
am particularly proud, my dear. | would prefer tikaederick had
found the time to tell you something which wouldngra blush to
neither of our cheeks."

Constance chuckled. "Have you ever blushed aboythiug,
cousin?" she demanded. She frowned up at him.Héfdl had such a
vast success, | think | should be rather pleasatl ather people
should know of it."



"It ill behoves a gentleman to boast of his contgiesor a lady
either!"

She was surprised. "Is that why you won't talk alb&u?" she asked
innocently. "Buteveryone&nows - "

"Youshould not!"

Her eyes sparkled back at him. "But it sounds duohto make so
many pretty ladies fall in love with one, espegatlit makes their

husbands angry. Being at Court would be terriblyitgpotherwise

or, at least, my mother found it so.""Those weleotimes," he said
with a touch of weariness. "Nowadays it's hardetbdne's enemies
from one's friends, and harder still to tell theemres of the King.

One gathers one's information where one may."

She was entranced by the notion. "But surely ymehaany enemies
- not rpal ones, who could do you any harm, have’yo

"l have my fair share," he answered.

She found that difficult to believe. Her father hiaglen the Earl's
enemy, that she knew, but she couldn't imagine ammyone else
should have cause to dislike him. She was herfatdaughter, but
dislike was not the first emotion that came to mwten she
considered her cousin. Far from it, he pleasec&hemore than any
other individual she could name, and she had fotlnalr first
encounter in the Long Gallery a strangely excitmgrview.

"But they wouldn't want to see you dead!" she mi@@. "They might
be a little jealous - "

"Jealous of my having the King's ear? The Stuarseas not popular
everywhere in England.”



"No, indeed!" She suspected that he had wilfullgumiderstood her,
for he must know that she was far from espousiegkimg's cause
herself. If he had enemies, they were far morelfike be the

husbands of his various female friends. She lookpdat him,

lowering her lids in unconscious coquetry. "Thehris | can't see
why you should want to marry," she confessed. "18fght not like

your paying court to all those other ladies."

Mrs. Petters felt impelled to take a hand in theveosation before
her charge should make any more similarly outrageemarks. "A
lady," she scolded in a hoarse whisper, "wouldnutice, let alone
speak of such things!"

"Well, | think | would notice," Constance objectédhough | must

say | much prefer the conversation of gentlemenethysShe turned

to the Earl, anxious to get to the bottom of thétema"Papa said that
all ladies of the Court were tools of the devil. $#ad they were only
interested to hear compliments to themselves amérniead any

opinions on anything that matters. But then, afrarh Mama, Papa
never spoke to any females at all if he could Ielpre you never

bored with so much feminine society?"

Mrs. Petters opened her mouth to utter anotherkeskout the Earl
stopped her with a slight movement of one handsé¢emed far more
amused by his cousin's remarks than Mrs. Pettarsidered to be
quite proper, relieved as she was that he obviowstierstood that
Constance had little notion what she was talkinguab

"l am seldom bored," the Earl drawled, half-smilifighe rewards of
mixing with the opposite sex are different from g an hour or so
with one's male friends, but | would not be withthgm."

"Oh," said Constance. "l find it much more excitbat¢king with you
than even with Mrs. Goodman - but perhaps that ignte the same
thing?"



His eyes filled with laughter. "Precisely, thattisxactly."

She gave him a shy look. "But then you are the fivan I've ever
talked with like this, except for Frederick and thanister, and they
don't count. And the people on the estate, anddbeit bother with
me now that you have set up a proper office to d&althem.”

"Do you mind very much?" he asked her.

She shook her head. "I'm glad not to have it t6 sloe said frankly.
"But I'd do it again sooner than have to leave Brebhis is my
home."

"It is his lordship's home," Mrs. Petters hissed.

"If you marry me it will be your home for the resft your life," the
Earl added. "Isn't that what you desire most ¢fall

"Yes, it is," she admitted. "But should | like bgimarried to you?
I've never thought about marrying anyone in paldichefore. | don't
know much about it."

The Earl took her hands in his. "l should do mytlhesee that you
liked it. At least there should be little dangermoir ever boring each
other! Besides, the House of Aiken has been divatginst itself for
far too long. Don't you think that you and | wodlol well to unite it?"

That appealed to her more than anything else hedidd"You won't
mind having a Puritan wife?" she tested him.

"No more than you will mind having a Royalist husawill that be
more than your Puritan conscience can stomach?"

Her whole face lit with laughter. "Is it very badl me, but | much
prefer your coats to my father's black ones? Yostrha every bit as



magnificent as Charles Stuart, even though peapkag he is a very
handsome man - "

"You will be able to see for yourself when | takeuyto Court," he
interrupted her, not ill-pleased to be comparethgourably with his
King.

Constance pursed up her lips, excited despite lhetksshall try to
remember he is your King," she said with dignityut'he will never
be mine! Will he mind much, do you think?"

"l think he may win you to his side despite youkSethe Earl
returned, his voice dry. "You may do better to d@itgourself to
Queen Catherine's ladies. Her need of friends mayday be greater
than his."

"But the Queen is a Catholic!" Constance's voiaokla little as she
remembered all she had been told about such pedpid.it is said
she speaks no English at all!"

"She is learning to speak a little. She is a veayé lady - and very
far from her home."

That was something with which Constance could syimga, but she
was beginning to think that life at Court was goiadpe a poor thing
compared with her beloved Brede. "l am sorry fat bat | think, my
lord, that | should prefer to stay here when you@@ourt. | would
only be a drag on and a worry to you and I'd ratteethave anything
to do with the Stuart Monster, even as your wife -

“I'm sorry | can't oblige you in that,” he repliggnguidly. "It's
essential that you should be seen at Court asdheCountess of
Brede. You will not be alone there, Constance. Wani trust me to
look after you?"



She was surprised to discover he was still holtieghands and she
tried to free herself, but he would not allow hrdading his fingers
through hers in a small, intimate gesture thahseteart pounding.

"Won't you trust me, Constance?" he repeated.

She licked her lips with an agitated tongue, tryimgead his thoughts
but not succeeding very well.

"Yes, | do trust you," she breathed. "But we wbaYe to go at once,
will we? We can stay at Brede until we're usedrie another, can't
we? | think we shall always be strangers if we havgo straight to
Court, and | don't like to think of you as a strariy

He kissed her fingers and smiled at her. "l shamiain a stranger to
you for long," he promised. "You shall have youmégmoon at

Brede, but then | must return to the King. Is tbagain, my little

cousin?"

Constance's hands trembled in his and her heasyhidl her eyes
from his gaze. "Thank you, my lord," she whispetédhall try to be
content with that."

Constance had expected that the next few weeksivbmumuch the
same as the ones that had passed since the Eavid at Brede

Place. Instead, they proved to be some of the $lushee had ever
spent - and some of the most delightful also!

Following Mrs. Goodman's good example, she had mausted
anyone else in the household with the care ofitttet-box, with its
flint and steel above and its heap of combustibdgs below. She was
careful to keep a good supply of linen rags, teptirem up herself
and charring them in a closed vessel, making swakethey did not
actually burst into flames. She had suffered froempg tinder



sufficiently often to want to make sure that it vedsways possible to
light the fires and the candles on the cold winternings when they
were most necessary, a fact which the heedlesssmade apt to
forget if the task was left to them.

For the last year or more, she had made her owdiesalso. She had
been shocked by the prices the chandlers charget wiey had
visited Brede Place, and had begun carefully sathiadats frojn the
kitchen, especially the mutton-fat which set thedleat and therefore
made the best candles. If she was feeling moreveagant she would
mix a little wax with the fat, but, even so, theuking yellowish
tallow candles were more suited for the servass'tban that of her
noble cousin. It was clear that they were goingawee to use a great
deal more wax in the future.

Frederick was no help to her at all in her selfiitéd economies. He
thought fivepence a pound for candles a quite ressde price, and
was even willing to spend a shilling a pound on wexm the
bee-keepers.

"What we must have is our own hive!" Constance anged to him.
"There is a woman in the village offering one foreepence. | shall
go and see her myself!"

Frederick swallowed. "There are no need for sudneaies now,
Cousin Constance," he said faintly. "His k.rdshigmit’ grudge a few
pennies spent on candles for the house."

"His lordship hasn't been brought up to considememies at all,"
she retorted. "He will always spend money to sawesélf a little
trouble, like all the Royalists. If he were a Pamihe would soon have
to mend his ways - and you also!"



"But who will look after the bees?" Frederick demed, torn
Between a strong desire to defend himself and imgety not to
offend his employer's affianced wife.

"I shall," Constance said in amazement. "It is bwimant them, after
alll"

Frederick could only stare at her. "Won't you dgscut with his
lordship first?" he pleaded with her. "He won'glii if you're stung -

"Oh, fiddle!" Constance turned her back on hinm'ttiot so cowardly
as to mind a few stings every now and then. Hiddbip need never
know!"

"l shall have to tell him," Frederick said unhagpil'You might
consider me a little, cousin. | am his steward andh decisions
should be made by me. If | prefer to buy in ourdias - "

"Oh, go ahead and tell him if you must, but | shelnange my mind!
And you can tell him that, too!"

She had not thought that the Earl would troubleseiiinover such a
small domestic matter, but in that she was mistaklencame upon
her without warning when she had taken refugeerdgiry from Mrs.
Petters' constant attentions. She was busy pretgwrgtest batch of
cheese, tightening the wooden screws in the moutld & fierce
concentration that was partly joy in finding hefsdbne and away
from the old woman's constant strictures on heabielr.

Her whole being filled with unexpected delightte sight of the Earl
in the doorway and she ran a hand across her adseéd the strange
weakness that seized her, leaving a trail of damgscdown the side
of her cheek.

"My lord?" she stammered. "What has brought yoe®er



He laughed out loud. "Don't look so worried, sweetih | haven't
come to cast the evil eye on your work. | doubauld if | tried!"

"Some people would believe you can," she told him.
"And what do you believe?"

Thus appealed to, she didn't know how to answex nsbre than half
believed that there were evil people who "overlatikbe cattle, or
who could cast spells and prevent the cream froomiieg" into

butter, but common sense made her wonder whatatevBuld gain

from such activities, particularly in his own dairy

"l believe you could do anything if you tried," saaswered at last,
"but as this cheese is for your table you woubldait to spoil it." She
stole a look at him, striving to curb her excitetaiseeing him. "Did
you come looking for me?" she asked in the mossgootones she
could manage.

"l had expected to find Mrs. Petters with you.Héshad been here, |
was going to suggest we took a turn in the garaen aould tell you
about our wedding plans."

"I'm not afraid |p go with you alone. Oh, do letleave Mrs. Petters
behind this once. She will never let me say whaamt to you!"

He looked amused. "I haven't noticed that you aaeiqularly
reticent in her company. You make me wonder whiat $sore for me
when she is not there to curb your tongue?"

She was effectively rendered speechless and sHe fami herself
blushing under the light rebuke. She sighed heavily

"The trouble is I'm not used to going into Socieshe explained,
wishing suddenly that she was as beautiful and el wersed in
pleasing him as his mistress in London. "Nor is .M?stters," she



added with greater spirit. "You will have to be teacher yourself,
my lord, if you don't want me to disgrace you."

He brushed the dried curds off her face, smilinggrat her. “I'm not
afraid that you'll ever do that, my little Puritdim more afraid that |
may fail you." He tucked her hand into his arm &dlher out of the
dairy. "If we stay in sight of the house, perhapaon't be so very
dreadful for us to take a turn together without\lgglant eye of Mrs.
Petters." He shut the door behind them. "Tell mgdear, is it really
necessary that you should do so many of the hoideatimres
yourself?"

"l always have," she answered him. "Recently theree been few
others to do even the most necessary tasks."

"But that is not the case now. | have told Fredetacemploy as many
servants as it needs to keep the house runningad grder. | may
have spent most of my years in exile, but | anmshott of the pennies
you might save me by working your fingers to thed@d

Her eyes kindled. "I am not in favour of unnecegsattravagance,
my lord. Frederick can afford to be feckless witmgone else's
money, but | should think myself a poor housewfilenere to follow
his example."

"l see,” he murmured, "but, do you know, | have ddédest wish to
have my wife put her husband before his househ&dd® is, | never
know where | may find you - today, the dairy; tomooy, tackling an
angry swarm of bees! What is my role to be, my foRemoving the
stings before | may come near you?"

She frowned, puzzled as to what he meant. "Buialimays glad to
talk to you, and I'm not afraid of a sting or twavhatever Frederick
may think. He may be afraid of a few bees, butiettell you, my
lord, that | am not!"



He slid an arm about her waist, drawing her cltse&m not doubting
your courage, Cousin Constance. | wouldn't damerabering that
you are as much an Aiken as | am myself - and dneadled Aiken at
that, which must surely be unique!"

"It's a commonplace in my mother's family," she mured. She felt
quite odd standing so close to him and she onhetdpat she was
not sickening for something. "My mother was Margafeisser

before she married.”

"And closely related to the Palmers, | believe® tarl added. "Did
you know you are cousin to my lord Castlemaine?"

"Mrs. Palmer's husband? | have no love or admmatow her, my
lord!"

"Lady Castlemaine has all the admiration she néema another
source," the Earl said drily. "But the connectioaynhave its uses to
us both. Barbara Villiers is an insensitive wonmamgennobled whore
who could do great damage to the King."

Constance made a face at the mention of CharlestStuhave heard
that he finds delight in her company, and thatQueen was grossly
insulted when he first wanted Lady Castlemaine ¢oohe of her

Ladies-in-Waiting, and then insisted on introdudngg to Catherine.
Was it so very bad, my lord? | don't think | shoodohd very much if

you were to introduce to me those ladies whom yatb associate
with. Perhaps | might like them also?"

"l hope you would not!" He looked down at her wahmixture of
amusement and frustration. "Hasn't it occurredoio yet that as your
husband | may wish to do more than talk with you?"

Constance's face turned bright pink. "I had notugid - " she
stammered. "I have no knowledge of such thingset-paps you
would rather not marry me after all?"



"On the contrary," he said gently, "the prospectdmees more
pleasing by the moment." He put up a hand to hdireitered coif,
pulling it away from her head, and her rich, red Il about her
shoulders and down her back.

"My lord!" she protested. Her breath caught inltlaek of her throat
and she felt as weak as if she had run a couptele$ trying to keep
up with one of the Earl's horses. "It's wickeddorvoman to uncover
her hair!"

“I'm beginning to understand why," the Earl teaked "You're a
beautiful woman, Constance Aiken."

She giggled irrepressibly. "The only beauty thairds is beauty of
spirit," she pointed out. "I'm sadly lacking in thigtues that matter."
She giggled again. "It's terrible to want to webntltes as fine as
yours and one should neveeverconcern oneself with one's looks
but I shall enjoy wearing lovely dresses if it @ea you." She peeped
up at him with a guilty look. "I'm afraid I'm evebjt as sinful as my
father thought me!" she sighed.

He wound a lock of her hair round his fingerswill please me very
much to see you in colours. The autumn shadessuitllyou best, |
think. Shall we order you a dress of gold for yaedding?"

She could hardly believe her ears. "You did say gain't care
greatly for my grey dress," she reminded him, amxito justify this
dream he was holding out to her. "Could | wear dgmidcade at
Court?"

"Once the wedding-knots were removed, | shouldkthtinvould do
very well," he agreed. "You must consult my motakout it. Did |
tell you that | have invited her to come to Bre&&® will be here in a
few days and will stay until after we are married."



Constance thought he knew perfectly well that hénthamentioned
his mother's coming at all. It was probably deldtey for she couldn't
help thinking that the present Countess of Bredelavthink poorly
of having such a drab creature as her daughtexwn-|

"Did she wish to leave the Court just now?" Constamasked,
sounding more frightened than she knew.

"She is very excited that | am giving her a daughtdast," the Earl
said firmly. "Every girl needs a mother when shabsut to be wed
and, as she is about to be your mother indeed,gh&avable to
advise you about your new life in a way that Mrstté&s - or even
Mrs. Goodman had she still been alive - might himwend a trifle
difficult. You have no need to be afraid of her,nS@nce. She has
already taken fright that you will think her frivals and will look
down your Puritan nose at her worldly interests - "

"What have you told her about me?" Constance deethmdth a
mixture of annoyance and wonder. "Nobody has eeenlafraid of
me!"”

"When she sees you, she will love you very much,tbnsoled her.
"It will be hard for her to return to Brede aftérthis time. She was
mistress here before she went into exile with niyda She may find
the changes that have been made by your fatheatnall to her
liking!"

Constance almost smirked at the thought of haviregy &in able ally
as the Earl's mother was like to be. "She will agrgh me about the
Long Gallery!" she exclaimed. "I'm sure she wilheSwill soon put
an end to your schemes to ruin what must alwayes feature of the
house!"

"You will have to speak to her about it," he saidhwa smile.
"Between the two of you, | can see, | shall hagadlife of it, never



being allowed my own way about anything. A poonpecked thing

She stopped him by pulling on his sleeve. "A Puritafe would
never seek to command her husband in anything!" deatared.
"Though | do hope tpersuadeyou to leave the Long Gallery alone!

The Earl bent his head and touched his mouth te imea kiss so
gende that she wondered why her lips should thrnti tve wonder
of it long after he had released his hold on her.

"Is that what you do with your ladies?" she marvelled, digention
completely diverted from his iniquitous intentioass far as the Long
Gallery was concerned. "l never thought I'd likéiss anyone." She
wrinkled up her brow. "I think it must be that yda it very well!"

He kissed her again, a more lingering kiss thatestiher blood and
made her cling to him for support. "Do you mind@"dsked.

She shook her head, struggling to regain her breeith mumbled
something that was quite unintelligible to themhbot

"I hope you may come to like it,” he went on calmilipecause |
intend to kiss my wife as often as she will all@as,is only proper in a
married couple, but not if you are completely rédnt¢, of course?"

The colour came and went in her cheeks. "I'm rejté' gasped out. "
mean | liked it very well! And I've always wanteallte the Mistress
of Brede," she added naively, "so | think I'm goitaglike being

married to you very much!" She would have liked honkiss her
again, but he showed no signs of doing so and sacehered her
confusion by sinking into a deep curtsey. "The fatCountess of
Brede presents her compliments to her lord - "I8bke off as a new
thought struck her. "Do you think it's very sinfid be enjoying

myself so much?" she asked him. "Only, | can't Gaenuch as |



ought because | think | should tell you, Cousin ifethat | find I'm
not reluctant to be kissed by you at all!"



CHAPTER THREE

CoNSTANCEread her psalter often and with resolution bytas she

would, she could not regret a single moment ofithe she had spent
in her future lord's company. Her father would h&een shocked
beyond belief that his daughter could have displasiech a marked
lack of dignified restraint when speaking with aman, even her
future husband, and she had to admit that the mewofdner exact

words gave her a hollow feeling inside herself wavem she thought
about it.

His lordship, though, had not been in the leasickbd. It was,
Constance thought, one of the many things that nfade so
entrancingly different from any other man she haovin. She would
remember till the day she died the exact look @féced as he had
bowed in response to her curtsey and had said,

"The Earl of Brede is flattered by his future wsfebndescension and
will do all in his power to live up to her high oyon of him."

Constance had been overcome by his kindness t8\Wéryou like
being married to me too?" she had asked him humbly.

"Very much! Whatever the gossips may tell you, ragic you are the
only woman | have ever wanted for my wife. Rementbet, if |
should ever give you reason to believe otherwiseé leve no regrets
because | have occasionally dallied elsewhere.ddet of them is
worth as much as your little finger!"

She thought it was the most gallant speech sheshadheard. As
most of the other ladies had been married alrestuly,was sensible
enough to take his protestations with a pinch df &ait she was
intensely grateful to him for treating the littigrey-clad, Puritan
Aiken as though she were something special in bisdw



"I don't care ifitis a sin," she had cried ousgianately, "l want to be
as beautiful as - as anyone else in my dress aff getant to look
beautiful for you!"

"You already do that," he had told her. "How coitlde otherwise
when your hair is the colour of the setting sun godr eyes the
colour of the horse-chestnuts | played with asy?dadhink | should
take you back to Mrs. Petters, my love, beforergéd to guard my
tongue, as you so often do yours, and say someloingre not yet
ready to hear from any man!"

Constance had been curious to know what he wasrigé&pm her,
but she had made no demur when he had led hetd#wk house and
the redoubtable Mrs. Petters, and she had donledsémnot to laugh
when he had tried to explain her loosened haiimoteg she had
caught her coif in a low branch of a tree.

"Whatever would your father have said?" Mrs. Psttead scolded
her, making short work of the Earl's lame excu%&svoman's hair is
the snare of the devil! How often have you heaad Haid, Mistress
Constance?"

Constance, who had never really considered the,peas inclined to
argue. "l don't see it's any worse than wearinggea® the Old Queen
did! And when she was younger, she probably wor@wa hair. Her
pictures always show her doing so!"

Mrs. Petters, like many Puritans, had an intenseotd® to the
memory of Good Queen Bess, and was quite put aenagber at this
criticism of her idol. "I won't hear another wordéhe had said
sharply. "At least nobody could have thought Qué#imabeth a
wanton, as his lordship will shortly be thinkinguyonust be! The
sooner you're married the better, I'm thinking!"



The Earl was on the point of shrugging his showderthe incident
when he had noticed the unshed tears in Constaggessand had
realised that his betrothed was taking the old wossatrictures far
more seriously than he liked. Not for the first ¢inm the last few
days, he had wished he had never heard of hisaRuetations with
their rigid ideas of right and wrong.

"That's enough, Mrs. Petters,” he had said aloudisttess
Constance's conscience is in my keeping now, aridhdve any
complaints | am well able to voice them myseliw#s | who loosed
her hair - against her wishes. Nor do | believet #uaything so
beautiful is of the devil's devising, or it woule lgracing a very
different head!" His eyes were bold and hard asdiouth took on a
bitter twist. "But that is very rarely the way diiigs in this world of
ours."

Mrs. Petters had subsided, affronted, but as sthednd to Constance
afterwards, she would not have been surprised @o that the Earl
frequently consorted with the devil himself. "Ydather would have
known better than to entrust you to such a monsteniquity. |
grieve for you being wedded to such a one as he!"

Constance had tried to grieve over her fate alsb,as a golden
gladness burgeoned within her whenever she comsideer future

life with her husband, she was not very succesahd,even the most
sincere attempts to recall her past sins rapidiyet into daydreams
in which the future Countess of Brede figured ia thost romantic
roles imaginable, rescuing her husband in the afdkme from the

most dreadful circumstances, or contriving in samspecified way

to earn his undying gratitude by her deeds oftiaiteé and daring.

She set herself penances, of course, for wastingrhe in this way,
but she soon came to the conclusion that it waswa@th learning
whole chapters of the Bible by heart if it meardttehe could also



indulge her dreams of Henry Aiken, Earl of Bred&hvan almost
clear conscience.

The imminent arrival of the Earl's mother put tHeole household in
a spin. Constance declared that they would havaradgvashday so
that everything would be clean and fresh for hergd daurned

everything upside down in her efforts to make sha¢ nothing was
forgotten. Damp washing hung in piles in every roamit had rained
without ceasing since early morning, thus driving tenfolk out to
find more peaceful occupations elsewhere. Fredérackgone rent-
collecting amongst the tenant farmers and the lzatltaken himself
off to call on some friends of his who lived nearby

Constance had finished overseeing the wash hedetiking her

tongue over the new soap the maids had made frznafa lye and
which she didn't think had turned out as well eshduld have done,
and was busy making some starch from cuckoo-potsravhen she
heard a fearful noise in the drive outside.

"Whatever can that be?" she asked the only othewpant of the
laundry, a young maid who was the daughter of dnthe local
farmers.

Sobriety, for such was the girl's name, lookedropnfthe mortar in
which she was beating together rose-leaves, lavefideers, orris,
cypress, and Calamus Aromaticus to make a "delwathing ball"
for her mistress.

"The footman will be going to see, I'm thinking,maybe someone
else," she offered hopefully.

Constance swallowed down her irritation and driedhrands on her
apron. She knew that Frederick had done the besbiile with the

staff of servants he had found already in residemB8gede Place, but
the two years they had spent without any mastanswer to had had



their inevitable results. Constance had tried tepk#heir liveries in
good repair, but a certain sloppiness had cregitifito their dress and
then into their manners which she had been helgtessirb. The
result was that, with Frederick known to be awawas unlikely that
anyone would disturb himself in the servants' tmljo and answer
the door.

"There must be plenty who would wish to do an hbdag's work in
these troubled times!" she grumbled. "Heaven knavescould do
with some of them here!"

"His lordship has ordered new livery, so 'tis sa@hbriety told her in
some excitement, "and new dresses for the maidm Eirs. Petters
Is to have one. 'Tis rumoured as we'll be ableganit outside pn the
days we go home, if we looks after them. 'Tis ayltime since we
was envied for working up at Brede Place, but thiisggoing to be
different now!"

Constance hid the hurt which the maid's words desit reminding
herself that she too was benefiting from the mamanges, but it was
hard to know that her own efforts to hold Bredeetbgr had largely
gone for nothing.

As she had suspected there was no sign of anyeddivants in the
hall. She crossed the polished boards, angry trabéloved home
should present such a poor face to the world, atidgthe door open
wide, there to be met by the most astonishing sigher Whole life.

No fewer than five mud-spattered coaches stoodthéndriveway.

Two of them were closely curtained against pryiygse making

Constance's skin crawl as she wondered if the neass because
they contained sickness. It had been years singeases of plague
had been reported anywhere near Brede, but shgsahemembered
that was the cause of her mother's untimely deathsae couldn't
help the canker of anxiety that filled her at tlghs



Wide-eyed, she turned her attention to the man was standing
immediately without the door. His wide-sleeved caats drenched
from the rain and he was plainly in a very bad temp

"Look to it, girl! Are we to be kept standing heal day? Her
ladyship, the Countess of Brede, is here to seemiress."

Constance gave him a frightened look. "The EaBrefde is visiting
friends - " she began.

"Are you deaf as well as stupid?" the man thundextteder. "Her
ladyship wishes to see Mistress Aiken at once!"

"l see," said Constance, not seeing at all. "Weswet expecting her
until tomorrow, but please to bid her to come in @iuthe rain."

"Her!" the man exclaimed, beside himseler ladyship,if you
please!"

"Yes, sir, if you say so," Constance agreed meehkdy, sense of
humour getting the better of her. "Shall | cometoutelp her in?"

He didn't deign to answer, sweeping round on hal,hend going
himself to help his mistress from her coach. Cors#taintrigued to
catch a glimpse of her future mother-in-law betbigt lady could see
her, stood as high on her toes as she could ggieered out into the
driving rain. Her first thought was that the Cowsstenight as well
have been stark naked, so revealing was the cheohandsome
velvet dress, but her ladyship showed no sign dfegrassment at the
way her figure was revealed to the public gazeCsnstance could
only suppose that it was deliberate on her parts ©pinion was
confirmed when she caught sight of the way the eteskirt was
looped up to reveal an embroidered petticoat bantat matched
the long, pointed stomacher and the full, elabdyatenmed sleeves.



"Well, well, what have we here?" the Countess laadgto no one in
particular as she gained the panelled hall, shakiaglrops of water
from her elaborately contrived coiffure. "How Igtit has changed!"

"Oh, my lady, how glad | am to hear you say so,h€lance said,
making her curtsey. "I'm afraid we are offering yawery poor
reception, but we were led to believe from your Huet you were
arriving tomorrow."

The Countess looked suitably guilty. "So | shouédvdn done, but |
began to think about the poor girl he is marryinthwuch indecent
haste and | set forth at once. If | had known that weather was
going to be so wretched, | might have thought tviefore doing so."

Constance blinked. "We - we are a trifle disorgestis "'But of

course you are! Pay no heed at all to me, my dédr I require is a
warm room where | may dry myself and Mistress Alk@ompany as
soon as she can be spared from her household"tasks.

Constance fiddled with the bib of her apron witinvioais fingers. "I
think you njay find the Little Parlour suitable, mgdy,” she
whispered. "And | - | am Constance Aiken, if it gées you."

The Countess very nearly overbalanced as she stoowde her
astonishment at this piece of news. "But you aseguchild!"

"l am close to eighteen years."

The Countess put a hand below Constance's chituamed her face
this way and that, exactly as her son had donengdahe wide,
frightened eyes and the stiff, straightened baekt tefied her to
comment unfavourably on her appearance.

"But of course you are Constance Aiken," she shidsa "How like
your Mama you are, now | come to look at you."



"l am thought to favour the Aikens," Constance engtl.

"With hair you could warm your hands in front of® Kiken that |
ever heard of had other than the black hair! Bat$mot the matter |
came rushing down to Brede to talk to you aboue riath is, my
dear, that it occurred to me that your situatiois wenst unenviable -
are you sure you wish to marry Henry? | love hinartle but he is
really very like his father - But there! | don'tshi to tell you tales to
frighten you! What | am trying to say is that yowsin't think you
have no choice in the matter. If you wish to m&ignry, no one will
be more pleased than myself, for | have always @dat daughter,
but what must | do, but produce one son after arahd all of them
as alike as peas in a pod! But | felt | had to esswou that if you
wished to come and live with me, if you don't wemimarry Henry, |
shall take you back to London with me at once.y®0, see, there is
not the slightest need to force yourself into amghyou don't quite
like!"

Constance's eyes glimmered with laughter. "How kofdyou,
ma'am," she said with real feeling. "But the trigh can think of
nothing | shall like better than to be the Counte#d8rede!"

The present Countess looked distinctly relieveatai't pretend I'm
not glad that you feel that way!" she exclaimedit'\vere necessary,
| should make a stand against Brede, but | hawasloit | am never
quite comfortable when | set myself against hishess"

"I know exactly how you feel,” Constance assured Ké/ith my
father, I didn't mind disappointing him every nomdaagain, but with
his lordship, | should be devastated to lose hadgmpinion of me."

The Countess hugged her with real affection. "I Wae same with
his father,” she confessed. "He was always kindthodghtful for
my comfort, and | know how fortunate | was in evavgy, but
females always hope for more than is wise for thappiness - look



at the Queen! - and it is far more comfortable &kethe best of what
one has." She sighed, evidently recalling somefplanmoments from
the past. "It's no good expectingnstancywhen one has everything
else from a man!"

Constance fussed round her guest, settling her ih& most
comfortable chair in the Little Parlour, seatingd®df on the Persian
rug at her feet. She was thinking hard on what heure
mother-in-law had said and, while she suspectedatlymeat deal of
good advice was concealed in her prattling spestehknew that she
wanted more than that for herself.

"Ma'am," she said at last, "do you know why hisl&ip is marrying
me?"

The Countess didn't answer immediately.
"Is it because he didn't know what else to do \m#f"

The Countess brushed away any such idea with omnatibdly
tended hand. "There are many things he could hawe.dHe could
have let your game of being my dear Mrs. Goodmarmrmoor he
could have lodged you with any one of his marriedthers, or
brought you to me. That he did none of these thoagsonly mean he
meant to marry you from the first moment he seseyeyou. Why he
should want to do so, you can answer better tleaml If he isepris
with you, his mother is the last person he woulld'te

Constance blushgd don't believe it is that - though he did kiss m
once. He seemed more interested that my grandmatiyemother's
mother, had been born a Palmer."

"It may have been that," the Countess agreed, gindbeannot see it
Is of any particular interest myself." Her eyesikied suddenly. "Do
you know that you are the very first Puritan | haver spoken with
intimately. | was so frightened of you, | can't felu! But you are just



exactly what | should have wished my daughter toSmehe kissed
you, did he?"

Constance nodded her head. "l had no idea he vdmutbat - it was
most improper, and Mrs. Petters was angry all ¢se af the day. He
says when we are married he will kiss me quitenoffeerhaps |
should not speak of such things to you, my ladyNins. Petters will
not speak about it at all, and | have no wish t&ereafool of myself
because - because your son doesn't suffer foojsgladly, as you
must know yourself."

The Countess accepted this speech with a mixtuugdrise and
amusement. "If you liked his kisses you have na@tihaworry about.
If you lack experience, one cannot possibly saysdrae for Henry,
and so it is best to leave everything to him. Dok so worried,
child! He has given pleasure to far too many wometto do the
same by you!"

Constance saw at once that the older woman hachdesstood her
anxiety and was more than a little shocked by ttleerts plain
speaking. She blushed to the ears and turned aweyds the fire.

"His lordship - " she stammered. "It is only thatduld not like him
to be shamed by me," she managed to say. "I knawingp of
Society, or the ways of Charles Stuart's suppor&rsee my father
died when | was sixteen, | have been here alonBrede. My
manners - my speech - oh, my lady, you can't know tmuch | want
him to be proud of his wife! | am afraid my Puritarmys may be
misunderstood at Court and that he will sufferifoHe is ordering
new dresses for me, but I shall still be myselfermnéath, and the
Royalist cause is none of mine!"

"Such violence!" the Earl's mother teased her. "lWm understand
that a Puritan gentleman wouldt have kissed you?"



"Certainly not!" said Constance, not having thestedea whether he
would or not, given a like opportunity.

"What a dull lot they must be!" the older woman etved.

Constance repressed a giggle with difficulty. "Biou know my
father, ma'am?" she asked.

"No. He had already cast off his family ties whemarried his
cousin. | remember how surprised we all were wheuar ymother
married him. She was younger than |, of course,quntk the most
beautiful girl | have ever seen. But there, periegrdather was wise
to arrange the match. His own sympathies were ktyaut he often
said the Parliamentarians would be the saving @fidf and that
they would surely win the war. He was right in that any rate,
though the Commonwealth was very un-English to ngy vof
thinking! Imagine making people work on ChristmaasyD

Constance laughed a little. She couldn't rementiegr danyone had
done anything else. She could dimly remember staiéay Poles
and people dancing round them, but her father leah Istrict in his
interpretation of the law and such activities hadrsceased in the
face of his displeasure.

"Mrs. Goodman used to say that the Old Queen woaicer have
tried the patience of the people as the Stuartdfdstie had lived, she
would have won the leaders of both persuasionetside. It was a
bad day when the Stuart Monster came down froml&watit

"Dear Mrs. Goodman! | remember her well. But, algn queens
are mortal, and how many of us now were alive wdtemwas on the
throne? Though | could wish her back with a goodliint meant the
end to the incessant politics which is all we everar about
nowadays!"

"Mrs. Goodman said politics were best left to thenthh



"Unfortunately ambition frequently wears skirtsyetCountess said
drily. "And our sex can be far more ruthless thaasmmen. |
sometimes wish that someone would have the cotoagé the King
as much!"

"Do you dislike my lady Castlemaine also?" Conséaequired.

"My dear, from the moment she joined the King's €auexile, she

scandalised the whole of Europe. But to presentdire Queen was
beyond everything, especially as she was puttialgout that that son
of hers was fathered by the King and not by heband, who was
equally adamant that the boy was his son and hdihas recognised
him as such. Castlemaine had him baptised by atpoiehis own

religion, and then what must my lady do but havea baptised all

over again in the Protestant religion. And thisopefthe King had

been married to Her Majesty for more than two mehioor lady,

it's not surprising she would like to pack her bagd run away from
us all back to that beloved Portugal of hers!" &se to her feet, her
disgust at the situation written clearly on herefatBut that is of

small interest to you, my love. Brede commissionesito bring a

whole wardrobe of clothing for you with my own tgs Shall we go
and see if there is anything there to suit you?"

Constance could hardly believe her ears. "For me?n@'am, is it
very wicked of me to want to wear colours so much?"

"Not wicked at all! With that hair of yours it wallbe a simot to
wear the finest colours we can find for you. Welwibon make
Brede's eyes start in his head!"

That was something Constance would like very mucteed! She
could scarcely refrain from dancing through thed®as she led her
future mother-in-law to the bedchamber which sheild/anhabit
during her stay.



"Oh my!" that lady exclaimed when she saw it. "l dieclare that it
hasn't been changed in twenty years! How longstlieen since we
were forced to flee for our lives in the War - befthey murdered the
poor, martyred King. But where is your own chambé&n® should
not your own maid attend you?"

"l have always slept upstairs with the servantghgtance told her
cheerfully. "My father insisted on it. He didn'tlieee it was good for
the young to have too much comfort." She hesitddgiag her lip and

feeling something of a freak. "I have never hadaadnof my own,"

she added shyly. "Mrs. Petters has sometimes dresgdair, but it

Isn't necessary to have much styling when it isié@idby a coif. | have
never worn my hair as you do. I'm afraid the Eldeosild be deeply
shocked to see you, my lady!"

The Countess laughed comfortably. "No doubt, buti youst
remember that | find their round heads and longedaequally
shocking! | had best send for my own maid, | thiakd she will
advise us how best to transform you into a Royahliste!"

Constance set her face determinedly against giwag to this
delightful suggestion without at least a token ggta. "Charles
Stuart may be your King, but he is none of mindié sleclared. "I
have another King of my own and, if | dress to péeanyone, it will
be to please him."

"If you say so, my love," the Countess agreeditle lpuzzled as to
how to deal with this unaccustomed religious fervdBut, try as |
will, | cannot believe our precious Saviour - " Sheoke off,
astonished by the deep blush that was stainingl@eghter-to-be's
cheeks. She was wise enough to say nothing furth@never,
content with the knowledge that Constance's Pudtarscience had
not prevented her from tumbling into love with h&on. If the
occasion arrived, she thought to herself, she wordg a word in the
Earl's ear, warning him to be gentle with his yobngde, for she had



surprised within herself a quite unusual affectimnthe girl and had
not the least ambition to see her hurt by the wbinthat careless
young man.

There followed the most delightful hour as Constahad her first
encounter jvith the fashions of the Court. The QGessis own maid
dressed her hair and was gratifyingly complimentarthe process,
and was even more so when she laced the tightlgebstomacher
and found that that painful necessity to the triaghionable was
scarcely needed by Constance at all.

The dress of gold was kept to the last. "You w#invto sew on your
own bride-favours,” the Countess decided, "takiage ¢hey can be
torn off without spoiling the cloth. | will help yoif you like."

Appreciating the honour, Constance thanked heredyaVDo | look
nice, ma'am?" she asked, her voice quivering wattely concealed
anxiety.

"See for yourself, child!" The Countess pushedih&ront of the tall
looking-glass she had brought with her from Londod which she
never travelled anywhere without. "What do you kf?ih

Constance saw a stranger before her, her flamiddha# dressed
high on her head and falling in the prettiest ratglabout her
shoulders. And the dress itself! It shone in tha dght that came
through the windows with a magnificence that wdkected in the
pearl-encrusted sleeves and bodice. For the first in her life
Constance knew she looked beautiful.

"I must show it tchim\" she exclaimed. "As soon as he comes home
shall show him how nice | look!"

The Qountess and her maid exchanged glances.didship sent for
some refreshments to be taken to the Oak Parlowe rtiman
half-an-hour ago," the maid told her.



"Then | shall go to him now! Should | carry a falg you think? |
never have before, you know!"

The Countess chose one for her and pushed it ertexcited hands,
praying inwardly that the Earl would greet the usion with
sufficient good humour not to disappoint Constapkasure in her
new appearance.

The Earl, however, was not alone. He turned hisl & onstance's
rather boisterous entrance and smiled across tva & her, thus
reducing her to a shy, tongued-tied silence. Hebeyws rose as his
eyes travelled over her.

"l see my mother has arrived a day early!" he said.

"Yes, my lord." She advanced a few feet into tremo"Are you - are
you pleased with what she has brought me?"

He took her hand and drew her close beside hinty'pleased! And
how does the beautiful young lady feel herself alt@t

"I'm pleased if you are, my lord."

It was only then that the second man in the roookep"Mistress
Constance! Can it really be you? Are you so Idst -

"Not lost, Sir Thomas. Her family have only recgrdlscovered the
acquaintance of our little cousin."

Sir Thomas smote one hand against the other. "Sakiken will be
turning in his grave to think of his daughter ie tRoyalist clutches!
You would have done better to have obeyed his wisimel married
me, my girl!"



The Earl felt the girl beside him shiver with feard a slight frown
appeared in his eyes. "Mistress Aiken is too yotmdhave the
management of a household such as yours," he estyrirasantly.

"She has managed well enough here at Brede. Besigesvould

soon have learned what was needed - to the betierafeher

immortal soul, my lord, which is now undoubtedlysido her! |

should have taught her the duties of a wife in et@oth her father's
conscience. A diet of bread and water and an umgpase of the rod
would make her more amenable both to the requiresmeh her

religion and to myself. It is known that it is ev&rard way for a
female to earn forgiveness for her sins, for simease easily tempted
than her brother, as Eve was tempted before Adamhad any

doubts, my lord, | have the proof of it now! Hows#éga has this

Daughter of Eve fallen from grace!"

Constance cast the Earl a stricken look. "My fativeiuld have
thought so too!" she whispered.

His lordship put a forcible finger beneath her climl raised her face
to meet his quizzical gaze.

"l have never heard it said that our loving Lorded a hand against a
woman," he observed. "Should his followers be Esxitable than
He?"

For a long moment Constance struggled with theesagps of her
conscience, remembering first the rigid unhappiriaswhich her
father had lived his life, and then turning heeation to the contrast
between the two men who were watching the batdewlias going on
within herself. They could not have been more déife. One of them
she loved with all her heart, who had brought waramtd colour into
her life, and whom she couldn't think of as hawsofgl his soul to the
devil. The other was cold, hard, and as miserablaes dealings with



his dependents as ever her father had been. Skeatdeep breath
and looked up at her lord.

"l shall be more than content to follow my husbandligion and to
live as he would have me live," she managed at 'lddt have his
affection or, at least, a small part of it, fordve often been lonely
these - these last few years."

"Have you, sweeting?" The Earl showed not the shigfhconcern for
the apoplectic countenance of his guest. "I thio&r safely promise
you that married to me you will never be lonelyiagdly wife will
always have her own place in my heart."

Constance smiled happily through her tears. "Thamk my lord,"
she said.



CHAPTER FOUR

IT was some time since the Countess of Brede hatbgat to table
anywhere in the English countryside, and thoughdstidver best to
school her expression into some semblance of toterashe was
scandalised by the lack of delicacy that was dyguda She had
forgotten that she, too, had found the manners dbraer era
perfectly acceptable before her sojourn at the GafuicouisXIV in
France. She vowed that she would present Constétita set of the
new two-pronged forks for a wedding gift and wenatlot of trouble
to instruct her in their use and as to how advatag they were in
transferring morsels of meat from plate to mouth.

"l have just the plates for you also," she enthugémiving with her
own generosity. "They are the most beautiful thigga have ever
seen! They have the prettiest designs wrought tipem, and you
must place them on the table so and only turn tbeen when you
wish to use them, otherwise your guests would thisis rare beauty.
In France, it is a long time since everyone atenfeocommunal dish
as you do here!"

"But the food had a lot less to recommend it," $@&m put in. "The
meats come to table smothered in sauces of evedy kalf the time
to conceal the fact that it has been so long imsfrart that it is rotten.
We must compliment our little cousin on the tablee keeps,
especially as Frederick tells me that he has nbfogand a cook to
take control of the kitchens."

Constance threw him a grateful look. "There is g8se for you
which | have made myself to come after the maih.tishe told him.
"l do hope you may like it!"

Even the Earl's mother cheered up and looked eapeathen one of
the servants brought in the dessert and placeuti®table, but her
face fell again when she saw what it : was. It mase than a quarter



of a century since anyone had expected her to kef Quaking
Pudding. She opened her mouth to say as much,dsustenced by a
brief shake of the Earl's head.

"One of my favourite dishes!" he assured her clhdlgri'We have it
on the authority of Mrs. Goodman."

"No, really, she took too much on herself to saghsa thing!" the
Countess exclaimed. "I have no memory of any shicigt"’

"But she was quite certain it was Master Henry'sotaite,"
Constance said. "She told me so frequently."

"And so it is!" the Earl insisted gently.

His mother reflected ruefully, as parents do thele@hvorld over, on

the number of times she had produced a tried astett favourite for

her son's delectation only to be told in the brastjtones imaginable
that while it may have been true that he had likkst week, now the
only really toothsome dish was something quiteed#ht, as surely
even she must have been aware! She changed heratmnd the

need to warn the Earl to be gende with his youndels feelings.

Constance, in the matter of a few days, had appgenverted him

to that view herself, though how she had done senwlio the

Countess' certain knowledge, her son had never theeslightest

need for considering the weaknesses of any feraléhé last thirty

years, was beyond her wistful imaginings. Perhapgn eone as
confirmed in having his own way to the exclusionotifers, as was
the Earl of Brede, was reluctant to dim the spadflpleasure that
shone out of Constance's chestnut eyes.

"l knew you would like it!" his betrothed exclaimedtriumph. "And
so you should when | think of the good things tieate gone into it."
She coloured up a little. "But you did say thereswa need to be as
economical as we have had to be recently, dida'® yevouldn't want



you to think | am being less careful now that ya&ir money we are
spending.”

The Earl grinned at her. "Still hankering after dbdoeehives?" he
teased her.

She smiled back shyly. "It would be a great sawinfyFrederick
wasn't such a coward as to mind a few bee-stings!"

The Countess' eyebrows rose at this familiar wagdufressing her
son's steward. "And how is Mr. Aiken settling in s new
appointment?’

The Earl smothered a laugh. "Well, | think. Wouldytu say so,
Constance? For a beardless boy, of course.”

He helped himself to more of the Quaking Puddinthvapparent
gusto. "What is in this concoction, by the way? Ywre on the point
of telling us, | believe."

Constance obliged, counting the ingredients offhen fingers. "A
full pint of thick cream, ten yolks of eggs, wittirée of the whites;
rosewater; sugar; and fine flour. It must be boiledy fast for
half-an-hour and served with a sauce of rosewateas | did this
time, sack mixed with butter and sugar." She smdetittle. "I
thought the sack would please you better now yeuwyaown up, for
the rosewater sauce can be a little sweet."

"The perfect housewife!" he complimented her, ddtihis glass to
her, an action which pleased her excessively. "My tinmarried
brothers will be green with envy that it was | w&aw you first. |
don't mention my married brothers because they ladready lost
their chance.”



"They will all be here tomorrow," the Countess &dh"It makes me
feel very old when they are all there to tower avex. Imagine, five
sons, and all of them full of their own importarice!

"What of your two daughters-in-law?" the Earl reded her.

The Countess made a face. "Royalist to the backkartle of them! |
could wish they had learned something from ourmebéstory, but
nothing will persuade them that there wereany $aoit the side of
their choosing. | thank God the King is more realithan the half of
his advisers, even if he is too lazy to take a dtan his own
principles. But there, perhaps he is right to giay as often as he
does and to be seen to be doing so." She laugheevér thought to
have a Puritan daughter, but she has far more femséhe others put
together!" She lifted her glass as her son had.ddmmemy favourite
daughter - the most unexpected, and the deargsai¢e our family!"

Constance's own cup was full to overflowing. "Te&e!" she said, a
picture of the house, with its wooden beams andorazk filling in
her mind's eye, a house of Plantagenet beginnimgs Taudor
additions. It must be, it had to be, the very firiesise in the whole of
England!

"The house or the man?" the Earl asked her, hisbkfsying his
amusement at her earnestness.

She averted her face, confused by the gleam tha ead went in his
eye. "B-both," she stammered.

"But you were thinking of the house," he accusead &e odd note in
his voice.

She nodded her head unhappily. "I meant the hoske,tonfessed.
"But | would like to drink to your health also - lgnl thought you

would think it an impertinence in me to do soslstrange enough to
be sitting at the same table as the master ofdbseh My father never



allowed me to eat with him." She glowered at hinddmnly,
resenting his laughter. "It's a constant worry te timat | may not
behave as | should! Nor do | see anything funnyahity

The Earl's amusement died away. "Courage is evagjthhe said
softly. "I think | have every reason to be proudwf future wife, my
dear!"

During tfte Commonwealth most of the old marriagistoms had
been frowned upon and had fallen into decay. Everraligious
character had been lost, first by the substitutibthe Presbyterian
"Directory" for the now illegal Book of Common Pexyin 1645, and
then, in 1652, by taking the solemnisation of nmadmy out of the
hands of the clergy altogether and transferringpithose of the
Justices. Constance had been rendered uncomfortabl¢éhree
Sundays running when she had sat beside her fonotfger-in-law in
the family pew and had listened to her banns bealtpd in such
intimate surroundings. To her way of thinking th&yould more
properly have been cried in the market-place orketaslay, when
she could have happily absented herself from thegadings.

But then the church was no longer as she had knowine panels
bearing the Lord's Prayer and the Ten Commandmeriise gold
script, had been banished from their central pwsiténd the altar had
returned to the sanctuary and on it the candlestacid other such
idolatrous furnishings had taken their place. Camst had made a
muted protest to the Earl about these changesdouetly she rather
admired the new Anglican clergyman to whom the Bad granted
the vacant living, and wasn't at all sorry to berowled in the matter.
A pleasant confusion took hold of her and she édatlong in a daze
of excitement, obeying any suggestion that was ntadeer and
hoping for the best.



It was a busy time. To begin with, the Aiken famalgrived in vast
numbers, straining the resources of Brede Pladwdaking point.
Then there were all the wedding preparations tonbde, most of
which Constance found were ultimately left to Her, though the
Countess revelled in her role as producer and tdirexf the piece,
she was woefully inadequate when it came to neegitear any of
the other more practical arts.

There were not only the bride-favours to be sewn haer
wedding-dress, but scarves to be hemmed, and hegtmwves to be
made, though the Earl had his and those pairshihataditionally
presented to members of his family, friends, anéneto the
officiating clergyman, made for him in London.

"You have enough to do, my sweet," he had tolckiretly.
"Make those idle sisters-in-law of mine do soméheftasks for you!"

"Oh no, | could not!" she had exclaimed. "They scare half to
death, looking down their noses at everything I|"dBhe had
presented him with an exasperated face. "Is itttnageverythingin
France is so much in advance of what we have here?"

"Many things are, but don't let them fret you, dou€onstance.
Most of their chatter is designed to conceal tleaiousy of you.
They would willingly give up their forks and fashiable baubles for
your looks and your pleasure in being alive. Iftpatronise you, you
may be sorry for them, for they have seen, if yauehnot, the way
my brothers look at you!" His eyes twinkled at sotimeught of his
own — "We don't require those beehives of yourBrate. Its new
mistress is a sweet enough attraction in herself!"

Constance had virtuously discounted the complingmising down
the pleasure she found in the Earl's words in sheeshould begin to
believe them or - much worse! - seek to hear more similar vein



from him. It was terrible to think that she hadfaofallen away from
the paths of grace that she was in danger of demegything with an
eye to gaining his praise for herself, instead afrenusefully
preparing for the life hereafter by doing what vpdainly her duty
without any thought of such reward.

On her wedding-eve, she made a determined effoedbher mind in
the way it should go and to prepare herself to mattfortitude the
frivolities that were to make up much of the ergennent the
following day. Not normally given to imaginative nfaes, she
struggled to rid herself of the oppressive feelthgt her father's
disapproval of her marriage was such that he wenidehow arrange
for some harm to come to the Earl through someadf hers. She
could feel his presence brooding over the palletvbich she had
slept since she was a small child. His hatred ¥erghing she had
come to love would not have been changed by hishdear fear was
that he had the ear of the whole heavenly throglaat there would
be no one to speak for the Earl of Brede, or evemérself, and by
the time the first grey light of dawn lit up theséarn sky, she was
shivering and as far from sleep as she had beeunghout the night.

Mrs. Petters brought her a hot posset to her bedoas as the
servants were stirring, an unusual favour thatestpained away by
telling her young mistress that she was obeying pleesonal

instructions of the Earl or she would have expe@edstance to be
up and dressing herself as usual.

"l never thought to live to see the day when sudbsa would be
made over your going to your husband! You had msember that
it has nothing to do with you, Mistress Constarin€,is a penance
you must put up with because you have no choiteamatter!"

"But that isn't quite true, Mrs. Petters," Constaneplied.



Mrs. Petters bridled angrily. "His lordship stamalshe place of your
father and he has the right to bestow your handavhe will," she
sniffed. "You owe him your obedience, but take ¢das¢you come to
think that such attentions are your due, for to fiou will always be
the poor relation he took pity on, despite yourtaarupbringing and
your father's hatred for his. | could wish you aar fate than to lie
in comfort in a Royalist bed with such as he! Go®dat mocked and
will see all that you do, so it behoves you to retbher that a woman
must do her duty always, but that to take pleaisuileshly things is a
snare and a delusion that has been the undoin@gey @ poor soul.
Turn your mind to higher things when his lordshgmes to you and
give your heart only into the keeping of your layiSaviour and He
will reward you accordingly."

"Amen," said Constance, guiltly aware that she hed been
listening to this good advice, but had allowed tmérd to wander to
her coming toilet and the decoration of her sirifably that Mrs.
Petters was so earnestly warning her not to give.in

"It will be difficult to be a Puritan and the Coest of Brede!" she
sighed. "My father - " She shivered and wished tleateyes didn't
feel sandy with lack of sleep. "I felt him in theom with me last
night! Mrs. Petters, I'm sure he hates me too! ld&e$ me for
marrying one of his enemies, but what else wasdb®'

Mrs. Petters' mouth clamped into a straight linelisbpproval. "He
was a strange man, Mistress Constance. It is uraldatuhate your
own child and your own relations, but there, heutita he was doing
right and he did his best to further the cause od @ this part of

England. It is not for us to judge him. Mrs. Goodameould always

have it that he looked on your mother's deathsagrathat he should
keep himself for God only and that to love hisdellman was a
weakness he had to overcome. | only knew that tieheld from you

the affection that was your right from your fathdnave always been
afraid you would seek it elsewhere, but | am gladde you are too



sensible for that. It is right that you should sd@k lordship's
protection and that you give him a wifely devotibaof you would be
deceiving yourself if you wished to inspire anythimore than a
husbandly regard in him in return. It must be erofgy you that he
took you as you are, with no dowry and no prospéftis have much
to be grateful for, without seeking nonsensical nmams of a
romantic nature. Your mother did that, and look kehegot her, poor
soul!"

As Constance hardly remembered her mother, shé #ityw where
it had got her, but she could think of few thingsrenchilling than to
have been married to her father, especially ifwas full of laughter
and in love with life, as her mother's portrait madorded her to be.

She drank her hot posset, torn between a strongedesbid Mrs.
Petters to leave her and the knowledge that thewalohan-was

genuinely concerned for her and that her motivee wething but
kindly.

To her relief, she was shortly rescued by her newale relations
who had come to dress the bride with their own band

"Oh, my love, how well | remember my own weddingy'dathe
Countess declared, taking charge of the proceeduitysall of her
usual flair. "Though | must admit that | didn't loeg in a cheerless
attic like this one! | had the most enchanting roshen | was a girl,
though | did have to share it with my three sistdi®r shrewd eyes
met her new daughter's and she silenced hersdif avidlismissive
gesture. "l should have guessed you would spendigjin worrying
yourself into a limp rag if you had no one with yoand what has that
old witch been saying to you? She's more than dntmgut us all in
a fright!"



Constance gave her a wan smile. "Mrs. Petters megtls She
knows | am missing Mrs. Goodman."

"That's as may be, but you would do well not téehsto her too
closely," the Countess advised succinctly. "Howdablis in here!

Would it upset you if | suggested we went to my-shdmber and
dressed you there? There is a fire lit - and feyt@sts to haunt your

happy day!"

Constance was only too ready to follow this suggaesShe pushed
back the bedclothes and stood up in her shiftbhee feet wincing
away from the cold draughts on the floor. Her fatsisters-in-law
giggled audibly and turned their heads away to pédndehind their
hands. "My dear, she doesn't even have a nightdfdsatever will
Brede think ofthatl"

"Leave everything!" the Countess commanded her,vbare tight
with anger. "The maids will collect anything yousde" She flounced
out of the small, bare attic, leaving the otherf®liow at their leisure.

Constance pattered after her, hugging herselfdp kerself from
shivering, and, at the top of the stairs, the Cessmtvaited for her,
grasped her firmly by the hand, and hurried herrmdtathe warmth
of the lower floor.

"You shall have one of my own nightdresses!" steadted in ringing
tones. "It will be perfect for you! It is the pnetst thing imaginable,
made of pure white silk and simply covered withelaas only the
French can make it!"

"Thank you, ma'am,” Constance murmured. "I have emawk for
myself, but it is plain and not to be compared waitie of yours. I'm
afraid it has a strongly Puritan look, which Mr&tteérs and | may
approve, but - " she cast a look over her shoultteeywill find little
to recommend in it!"



"They are not being asked to wear it!" the Countessrted grandly.

She led Constance into her own bedroom and begargémise the
maids into feverish activity. "Are the other bridesds come?" she
demanded, and nodded in a satisfied way when kaltithey had.
"Bid them come up! And one of you go and fetch Kéiss

Constance's gown and accessories. Now, we hadjeelstsy if we

are all to be ready in time!"

It took more than an hour for the Countess' madréss Constance's
hair to her mistress's satisfaction, but when i§ wane none of the
ladies present could find any fault in it. Therereva few gasps, not
least from the Earl's two sisters- in-law, when @auntess herself
threw the dress of gold over Constance's headastedrfed it for her,

making short work of the fiddling rows of tiny baoitis.

The wedding-knots, in white and rose, blue andesjhgold and
scarlet, spoilt the pure line of the sleeves, badand skirt, but they
would soon be gone, torn off by the guests in thharable and worn
by them to bring them good luck throughout the o¢she festivities.
Constance, anxious that nothing should happenetgdlavn she had
fallen in love with on sight, had attached themhwatsingle strand of
thread which she had left unknotted so they woalde away with a
minimum of trouble. She had made her own garterso,al
embroidering them with tiny seed pearls, but heclahgs she had
bought from a visiting merchant. She had never eefoore silk
stockings and she liked the feel of them. All ih she thought she
made a more stylish bride than she would have \mligossible,
especially as the excitement had brought a waroucaob her cheeks,
taking away the wan, dispirited feeling that haflidéd her all
through the night.

She plucked at the Countess' sleeve with a timidiha



"My lady, | shall never cease to thank you foryall have done for
me," she said, suddenly close to tears. "l hopeayea little pleased
too with your handiwork?"

The Countess smiled. "I would be hard to pleaseviére not!" She
turned to the others. "Have you ever seen a maetibel bride?"

And there was not one of them there who could lsaiythey had; not
the Puritan girls, daughters of neighbours whom Stace had
known all her life; nor the Royalist ladies, cudgedir brains as they
might. With her flaming red hair and sweet, shy respion,

Constance had blossomed into a beauty that wasaglto stand
comparison with any of the noted lovelies who addrKing Charles'
Court in London.

Constance could scarcely hear the musicians playorg the
thumping of her own heart. She took her place & ghocession,
prickling with nerves. She tried to turn her attentto the minute
page who came immediately before her and behinchtiscians. He
was doing his best to carry a gilded branch ofmas® in a silver cup
before him, but it proved to be so large that syha would he could
not see where he was going. Constance wonderedvehe an Aiken
too, and then remembered that the Earl's nephedsi@ces had
joined the family party at Brede Place the day keféthough she
herself had not yet had time to make their acqaaus.

Behind her came the bridesmaids, also carryingyspof rosemary.
They had already fallen into two camps, the Aikadids coming
first, while the soberly clad Puritan girls had bdeft far behind.
Constance was tempted to tell them to hold theadBeup and to
catch up with the others, and had almost decidedd &o when, to her
surprise, her younger sister-in-law turned and beell to them,
smiling at them affably and saying something tarthehich made
them laugh and feel a little better about entethmgy parish church



now that it had been restored to the Church of &wdjlform of
worship.

After that, Constance had eyes only for the EarkrEwhen she was
not looking at him, she could see only him. Andlathéhe made her
vows in a small, shaky voice that betrayed herririright despite

h&r calm exterior, he made his as though it wereweryday affair

and very much to his taste. Try as she would, sluddcot detect

even the slightest reluctance in his tone, andwatsecompelled to the
conclusion that he was enjoying himself more thétila - and very

largely at her expense.

She was sure of it when the parson took as hisfoextis sermon
from St. Paul's Epistle to the Ephesiansyé women submitte
yourselves unto your own husbandes as unto the land the
husbande is the zoyve's head, even as Christeeihi¢hd of the
Church",and he whispered to her, "Did you expect it totherwise,
my sweet wife, married to a Cavalier?"

Her spirits rose dramatically and she rapped hiar@@i over the
knuckles with her fan. "Behave yourself, husbarsthé whispered
back and was rewarded by one of the amused sridelsagl come to
look for from him.

The ceremony over, Constance gave her elaboratebraedered

gloves to the bridesmen, not without some regreisiciering the

many hours of work she had put into them, aftercwlghe and the
Earl drank wine together from a bowl in which roseynhad been
dipped, and ran the gauntlet of the guests whadywipoured wheat
over Constance's head. -

A little breathless, she held on tightly to thelBanand, for she was
quite unaccustomed to being at the centre of thgesand found it
rather a daunting experience to have so many ewishimg her

every movement. It was worse still when eager haedshed out to



snatch the bride-favours as she walked by, witlarailfarity that
shocked her Puritan soul to the core.

It was quite the most exhausting day she had gemtsUnused to
dancing, or to the high heels of her golden slippand especially to
the bawdy humour of the greater number of the guedte felt
battered in body and mind alike.

Her mother-in-law watched her with concern, rememnigenow pale
she had looked that morning, and took her some witteher own
hands, determined to give her an encouraging wotle effect that
nothing, not even one's wedding day, can possasiyfbr ever. But
when she came up to the girl she became more qwatténan ever.
The child looked positively exhausted!

"It's a good thing Henry has promised you some tomgurselves at
Brede before you go to Court," she said franklyouYook like a wet
week, my love!"

"Oh, surely it isn't as bad as that!" Constancgltad. "I'm a trifle

tired, no more than that. No, no more wine, malatimank you. The

room is so stuffy and there is so much colour amdenthat | have a
slight headache. Tell me," she added, her eyeoasxiis it often

like this at Court? Because | don't think | canrey®w accustomed
to such constant excitement. | am used to my owrego- too used,
perhaps?"

"The Court is certainly gay," the Dowager Countdsnitted. "Shall
we take a turn in the fresh air to relieve yourdi#e®ou look so faint,
my love!"

Constance was touched by the offer, for she knewedlsas anyone
that her mother-in-law never set foot outside & slould possibly
help it.



"You are far too kind to me, ma‘'am, but | can jasteasily go by
myself, and, if you are here, there will be feweaqa@ries about my
absence for a few minutes."

She went quickly, breathing deeply the cool, clathat met her as
soon as she opened the door. It was calm and pacéside and she
felt better immediately, even though she was mamscious than
ever of how tired she was and how much she would hiked to curl
up in a ball and sleep the rest of the day away.

The windows of the Winter Parlour, a room that waklom used at
other times of the year, were open and she glamsgde to see that
the Aiken brothers, apart from the Earl, and Fre#tewere deep in
some political discussion. She stopped automajiaadit because she
wanted to hear what they were saying, but becdusepath was
muddy on the further side of the Windows and slaiendit wish to
spoil her slippers by walking through it. Then, dedly, the meaning
of what they were saying was made clear to herslmedran back
inside, intent on speaking to the Earl at once.

To her immense surprise she had no time to sayiagyat all, but
was firmly captured by the bridesmen, who appetwdthve every
intention of removing her garters, whether she Ehoansent or no.
It was a battle she was destined to lose, and unarliation was the
more complete when they handed her over to hee&meaids for the
putting-to-bed ceremony, an ordeal for which shes watally

unprepared. She was undressed in a flash and dlathethe

nightdress her mother-in-law had presented her, &ftbr it, the bed,
and her person had all been searched for any @itnayit being well

known that if one were to be left behind, woe wasldely follow.

She was placed in the bed her father and motheohesl shared and
her husband was brought to join her as the bridember filled up

with people who had come to wish them joy. The dsiden sat on
her side of the bed, and the bridesmaids sat oEkdhlés, where they



amused themselves by throwing their wedding staskiover their
heads, the men hoping to hit the bride and the g groom for, if
they were lucky enough to. do so, it was a sigy theuld soon be
married themselves.

Then, at last, everyone was gone, even the mosorseh the
bridesmaids, whose humour had become quite ribdld &l the
wine she had drunk, and the curtains were drawmtathe bed,
leaving the two of them alone.

Constance struggled against the fatigue that masteldng for
nothing more than sleep. "My lord, | must speakhwybu,” she
whispered urgently. "Your brothers were sayingKimgg is about to
sell Dunkirk back to the French - "

"So it is rumoured,” he acknowledged. He grinnethext "I never
thought to talk politics with you on our weddingyht!"

"But he must not!" she exclaimed.

"It's the sensible thing to do, or so the King'sisgrs would have us
believe. Such a small bridgehead would be imposshtefend - "

"But, my lord, large parts of England are still uetant to

acknowledge the rights of your King. Has no ond tain that that
bridgehead was the pride of Cromwell's redcoatsillitause a great
deal of ill-feeling. Is there no one whom the Kimgsts who could
tell him so?"

He leaned up on his elbow, studying her determiiaed. "At the
moment the King is delighted with the novelty ot/img his throne,"
he said. "There are few he will listen to, and fewtll who can
convert him from following his own whim. It is tH&gench who pay
the greater part of his expenses and they se¢hiialargesse is not
easily forgotten."



"But he listens to you?" Constance prompted him.

"Sometimes," he answered. "If the advice is tddms$e. Do you think
| have not already warned him that every time wengnearer to the
French, the Dutch grow restive? We can't afforcofiend either
party, but the King is not inclined to listen arglib suspicious of any
man who once held Cromwellian sympathies. If heakpavith you,
my dear, it will not be on any such subject as!thite saw her
drooping lids and smiled. "Constance, | do beligea are falling
asleep?" He leaned over and kissed her on the mbuttshe was
already sunk deep in oblivion, her long black Iasiat contrasted so
oddly with her flaming hair, resting lightly agairiser pale cheeks.

The Earl made no effort to awaken her, but it whsng time before
he slept himself. He tucked the bedding in roursdwife's shoulders
and drew her close into the circle of his armsitie lamused by the
childlike depth of her slumber. Such a thing hadendhappened to
him before, he thought with a touch of self-mockdwyt then his
dealings with Constance had been consistent onlyelryg unusual.
He sighed, settling himself for sleep also. It wiadme way he had
expected to spend his wedding-night, and yet hddotubring
himself to hold it against her. Indeed, he was issed to discover a
warm affection for her within himself. He had likeslv women in his
life, though he had loved many, but he was begmninthink he
might come to like Constance better than anyone,she had a
sweetness for him the others had always lacked.

"Il make a Royalist of you yet, my lady," he prized himself,

pleased by the concern his little bride had shoovritie welfare of
the state."And a shrewd Royalist at that, for yoeirgght, someone
must make the King listen!" It was an unexpectespipointment to
that that someone would probably have to be himS&fill you hate

me for giving you Brede and immediately taking yoouay from it?"

he wondered aloud.



But the Countess of Brede had no answer for hinr. tréaad fell
against the pillow of her husband's shoulder arid aiittle murmur
of content she moved more closely against him.



CHAPTER FIVE

SHE would not cry! She would not, even though she toaklold her
breath the whole way to London. It was not as thoslye was never
going to see Brede Place again. The Earl had peahfiser as much,
or at least she thought he had, for she could Zaetr a word he had
been saying what with musicians playing just o@gfteir windows
and yet more well-wishers coming into their bedchamnto see how
they had passed the night.

Not even the arrival of the musicians had wokenflwn the deep,
refreshing sleep of the night. It had been her &nd€ls breath against
her cheek that had first roused her, and she hadeapher eyes to
find him blowing gently in her ear, having despdirgf the more
orthodox methods of waking his bride.

"Good morning, my lady," he had laughed at hehdVe no need to
ask if you slept well?"

She had blushed. It had been strange to see him gt hair
undressed, black hair that made him look youngem thhen he was
fully dressed. Privately, she had thought she f@acinseen anyone
more handsome.

"What are we going to do today?" she had askedshipty. Could
there be anything more heavenly than to have thealt¢o herself in
the home they were going to share together?

"l see that you don't remember what you had tantellast night. We
must leave for Hampton Court as soon as you arssede my love.
What we spoke about last night has brought meg@dmclusion that
the sooner | have a word with my lord Clarendonltéger."

Constance had remembered then what she had sulugglstay
awake to tell him the night before. A burning disamtment that



they were not to stay at Brede after all had maeleamgry with
herself and, obscurely, with him.

"l hate Lord Clarendon!" she had told him roundhhate everything
to do with politics!"

"He is a better First Minister than many who woségve the King,"
the Earl had told her.

"You may think so, if you like," she had retortégkt who was it who
restored the Church of England to being the retigpd the whole
State? We deserved better treatment than that!"

Her husband had lain back and had laughed. "Sagoti approve of
the Clarendon Code! If you are wise, you will kegigh thoughts to
yourself when we are at Court, my dear. It waseaigachievement to
bring the King back to his throne without sheddamy blood. We all
have our difficulties to contend with, but | am thie opinion that
nothing would be worth another war!" He had satsuddenly and
had put his arms round her. "That reminds me, sageethere is
something | must say to you. It will be no secreCaurt that you
were brought up a Puritan and that you are stiftrogited to many of
their ways. There are some people who may try tsyaele you into
taking sides with them, even against the life & King. Listen to
everything they have to say, and then come andntell but do
nothing on your own. Have | your promise to obey methis,
Constance?"

"If he is your King, | have no wish to see the $tionster struck
down," she had answered. "| shall tell them so." -

He had smiled a trifle ruefully. "And will you tefhe everything you
hear, no matter how unlikely the source? | wankriow what the
Dutch are thinking."



Constance had nodded. "Are there many Puritangatt® she had
asked.

"Not nearly enough!" he had sighed. "Most of the® surround the
King are looking for rewards for their loyalty ahdng on his sleeve
as if he had the same depth of purse as his fathauld that he had!
He would be less inclined to become Louis' pengidginbe didn't
have a life of mounting debts to look forward to!"

"He has Catherine's dowry," Constance had poinsed'Surely that
is enough for him?"

"Her portion was a large one - Tangier, Bombay, thedight for the
English nation to trade freely with Brazil and tBast Indies is a
fortune in itself, without the half-a-million pousdsterling she
brought in ready monies - but King Charles' expsse larger still,
and Parliament is in no mind to vote him the fumgsneeds to
maintain his estate."

"Nor would I'" Constance had declared, but her gmdition at the
cost of maintaining Charles Stuart on the throne paledrasgdier
curiosity about another piece of gossip she haddhées it true my
lord chancellor Clarendon arranged the marriage ther King

because Queen Catherine is barren and he wanssitkcession for
his own granddaughters, the children of the Duk¥éark?"

The Earl of Brede looked at his wife with open aermasnt. "How the
world loves to gossip! That such a juicy morseludtddave reached
as far as Brede in so short a time! | hope thoseada/ours will serve
me as well. But Queen Catherine cannot be more tinanty-five

years old now and, as she has never been marriece b must be
quite as likely that she will produce as largeraifg as the Duchess
of York, or larger. It is no kindness to her toibe¢ otherwise, and
this can only be a story her enemies have put abdutrt both her



and the King. | hope not to hear such an incredshle against the
poor lady on your hps again."

It had occurred to Constance that she was yourtifjearsd might be
expected to do the same. She had wrinkled up hew kand
considered her married state with some anxiehadin't seemed very
much different from what her single state had b&ire had been
almost sine that the Earl had been about to bringhe subject
himself but, before he could do so, the door tar thed-chamber had
burst open and the chief bridesmaid had brougin thposset to help
them face the day, to the accompaniment of a trdmenracket from
the pipes and drums of the musicians down below.

Constance went over the conversation again asastiffly inside

the carriage that bore her husband's arms embldzondhe two
doors. She had never been further than a few rindes Brede, and
although Hampton Court was not in London, but haénbbuilt

beside the River Thames, she was afraid that thefpaound and
smell that she had been told hung over the citylavonly be a little

less strong in Cardinal Wolsey's Palace. That fgdlad found out
the hard way not to put his trust in kings, as had@ many others
before and since? Yet he must have been an asaméother ways.
Perhaps he had been astute enough to build hi® hodke kind of
surroundings Constance would have chosen herdedf.cgrtainly
hoped so!

The Earl came close on the huge stallion he wasg@hd he took off
his hat and bowed in the saddle to her with anagleg that made her
heart jump within her.

"How goes it, my love?" he asked her.

"We are quite comfortable,” Constance lied. Shehadsshe was
riding beside him instead of confined inside theching carriage



with only Sobriety, newly promoted to being hergmeral maid, for
company.

"l should like to be at Hampton Court tonight ifistat all possible,
but | have ordered a meal to be made ready fomuigesor two up the
road from here. It is a comfortable inn and we-dagthy the night
there, if you would prefer it?"

She jerked her head up proudly. "If you can ridefthl distance, my
lord, in the saddle, | can travel that far in a é@mable coach. | am
not one of your soft, painted ladies to upset ymans! I, too, would
prefer to spend the night at Hampton Court."

"It's a crowded place," he warned her. "We wouldehaore time to
ourselves at the inn."

She wondered at the strange note in his voicefeathat set her in a
fine tizzy and her pulses drumming as if she hhayh fever. Was it
possible that he wanted her undiluted societyHertight, instead of
that of his friends ? But that was impossible thelve! He had been
So eager to rush off to Hampton Court and backgding, so why

should he hesitate now?

She averted her face from his gaze. "l should priefego on, my
lord."

"Well, if you are sure," he agreed. "I'm afraid ywil find it very

strange at first, my love, and there is little hado to help you. |
should have left you to follow with my mother andat sisters-in-law,
Charlotte and Henrietta. They would have introduged more
gently to the ways of the Court."

She blinked. "I have you, my lord."

His mouth tightened. "And little enough you'll seé me!" He
wheeled his horse away from the carriage, leaviagtb wonder



what she could have said to anger him. But as.emexperience,
gentlemen were frequently angry about nothing ladrad invariably

vented their tempers on the nearest person to Istwediried not to
mind too much, but to put it out of her thoughthal she was less
than successful in this, bothered her more thanesdmat, but she
came to the conclusion that whereas her fathehanhours had been
obviously irrational the same could not be saithefEarl. It might be

better not to ignore his mood but to learn to ustderd him better.
But that was a whole new worry in itself. How didnseone, as
inexperienced and as unused to masculine societhesvas, ever
learn to know, let alone become the confidante awheone as
magnificent and important as the Earl of Brede?

The inn was everything he had said it was. Theiagger rattled
uncomfortably over the cobbled street and undeatble that led into
the yard behind the main building. Sobriety jumpigdand down in
her excitement and Constance spoke sharply toplaetly because
she could have wished to have done the same heaself partly
because the sight of so many strangers to her, speiech subtly
different from the accent to which she was accusthrhad brought
it home to her how far from home and all thingsifeanshe was.

The Earl dismounted and handed his horse overgmam before
coming himself to help her down from the coach.

"l fear you must be stiff from so much travelling® said to her, and
he flicked her nose with his fingers as if she waremall child,
almost making her miss her step. "Is all this kesdl strange to you?"

"l have never been inside an inn before," she e, annoyed that
he could breach her dignified defences with sucpertinent ease,
"but | am not afraid to enter such a place, thogh said they are
much frequented by the kind of travellers one nusstally hope to
avoid on the open road. If - " and her voice tresdba little - "we



should happen to see such a person, would you waindmuchnot
telling me until we are on our way again?"

The Earl threw back his head and laughed. "Whas&oould he do
to you than | have already done? Torn you fronhttrae you love - "

She swallowed hard. "It's your right to say whewanwife shall live,
my lord," she said stiffly.

"Does that make it any better? Is it also my righinake use of you
as bait in a trap to catch some of the big, bad@sht Court?"

"If - if that is your wish," she stammered, deegbset that she should
have made him angry again. "But, if you could el what you want
of me," she continued in a strained voice, "it vddog much easier for
me. When | guess, | always seem to guess wrong" astded
forlornly.

His hand squeezed hers. "I'm a brute, sweetind,dart't mean to be.
The fact is that if | tell you too much you wouldd it doubly hard to
act the part you must if | am to do my duty to keg and to this land
of ours. You must be my ears in places where t gan‘for, at Court,
it is very true that the female is more deadly ttrenmale. But | have
no wish to see you unhappy, or beset by the nagmgingues of a
score of ladies, none of them worthy to be in tame room as
yourself!"

"But | am happy!" she insisted with a touch of dasgpion. "And |

shall be happy - as long as | am able to pleasefmiRoyalist ladies
know all the modern fashions and are well versedha arts of
conversation. You may come to regret your Puritde.tv

"We shall soon be back at Brede," he promised"aed then | shall
show you how few regrets | have! Take courage, tveaet, for
every day that passes will bring us nearer tottha!"



She looked up at him, her eyes clouded with doumsll it be
enough for you? You have so many friends at Court!"

He gave her an impudent glance, calculated to hesepirits. "The
father of a large family can never be dull'" heldesd with a smile.

Constance was glad that the Earl had rented atprremm where
they could eat their meal without the prying eykelkaif the village to

watch them. She noticed that the platters on thie t&ere clean and
that the food was more than palatable and subatamough even for
a man who had spent the greater part of the dtheisaddle.

"l have heard that the Queen customarily drinks &#e said by way
of conversation as she broached the sweet winé&#uabeen poured
into her cup. "Have you ever tasted it, my lordalBHike it if ever |
have to drink it?"

He leaned back in his chair and considered theem&ttou may well
like it." His voice took on a familiar teasing noté has many of the
Puritan virtues. It seems thin and tasteless st faut it has a subtle
flavour that grows on one the more one drinks it."

Constance blushed. "Do you like it?"

"Yes indeed! | assure you if it were a cheaper kye it would

sweep the whole country. It would even take theelaf ale as the
staple drink of the poor as well as the rich. Unfoately, it is like to

remain the drink of Queens at its present price!"

After that, Constance couldn't think of anything#&y to him. She ate
the larger part of her meal in silence, hoping Satriety was being
as well fed downstairs and that his lordship's boan had not made
any remark to her that would put her to the bliShe had little faith

in Sobriety's common sense, and even less in tlie gowers of

resistance if any flattering suggestion were torlagle to her by any
man. It was not a problem she could share witlicdrg however, and



so she resolved to speak to her herself before gsheyld arrive at
Hampton Court, warning her that the primrose pathmatter how
glamorous, was seldom the same as the narrow veayeth to the
Better Life they had both been brought up to sdelva all things.

But these pious intentions were frustrated bydriddhip's decision to
travel the rest of the way in the coach with hifewHe sent Sobriety
back to travel in the second coach with the luggagktook her place
beside Constance, putting the rugs about her knétbshis own
hands and waving his surprised coachman away witleeen
noticing the man's indignant glance at his new nesst

Constance stared out at the passing scenery, ttgingetend to
herself she was alone in the carriage. She could#lp being
conscious of his dominating presence, but she cantddid make
some attempt to school her emotions into not matangnuch of the
contact. He was tired of riding, she told hersatil would not want
to listen to idle, feminine chattef which was dikescould offer him.
Accordingly, she folded her hands in her lap, twgsther fingers
together into a nervous knot, and tried to persusetself that he
wasn't really there at all.

This "illusion was speedily shattered when his ga@aid crisply, "I
trust you're not too sleepy to welcome your huslsgm@sence beside
you today?"

She jumped, her hard-won composure falling from Herd - did
you wish to say something to me?"

He put an arm about her shoulders, turning hertagards him with
his other hand. He could scarcely help noticinguioéence of her
heartbeat, nor the blush that flooded her cheekanswer to the
appreciative gleam she saw in his eyes.



"l hoped, madam wife, that you might have some wafdwelcome
for me?"

Rendered completely tongue-tied by the shynesshhcther in its
grip, she made a half-hearted effort to escapditimegrasp of his
hand on her chin, but he would have none of itifuher closer still,
he bent his head to hers and kissed her lightithenips.

She put up a hand in protest but somehow it lestety and grasped
the cloth of his velvet sleeve instead, returnimgwelcome pressure
of his arm.

"Well, at least you are not asleep!" he murmured kissed her
again with a commanding air that put an end tofartier objections
she might have made. "Have you nothing to say @t?thhe teased
her, patting her cheek in a satisfied way.

"Of course | am not asleep!" she retorted. "Whyusthd be?"

"No reason in the world!" he smiled, confirmed ia bpinion that his
mother had made wretched work of preparing his gdurde for the
responsibilities and joys of marriage. "No reasorthie world!" he
said again, hugging her to him. "Is that more cotafde?"

She buried her face in his shoulder. "I always bletng with you,"
she answered simply. "Isn't it nice that the Aikans united again?
Because, whatever my father thought, | should ihated to be your
enemy. | never could think of young 'Master Heasythat and, now |
know you, I'd much rather have you for my friend."

"Friends may be lovers too," he said in her ear.

She thought about that in silence for a long momein she said,
"It's kind of you to pretend, my lord, but | doafpect to come first
with you, as you must always do with me. | shalldoatent with



whatever you wish to give me. At least, | shallttyybe content with
that!"

He held her the more tightly against him. "My wifeist always hold
a speciafplace in my heart, little one. The CowtelsBrede has
nothing to fear from any other woman. Remember, toaitit may
sometimes look otherwise. The King's courtiershalle to learn to
play strange parts at times, but | shall neverrdarang willingly to
hurt you."

"You are always kind," she sighed.
"And you trust me to make you happy in the end?"

She thought of Brede, and his promise that theulsheturn there to
live and bring up their family. She would be hapipgn! "Of course,"
she said, and put her hand in his to seal the lmarga

Hampton Court Palace was vastly bigger than Constamad
imagined it would be. She quite believed the runtbat it contained
more than a thousand rooms within its red bricdsyaind yet it was
more crowded than any other house she had seeplePagarmed
everywhere, all intent on their own business aritegacurious as to
what anyone else was doing there.

The Earl led his wife through Anne Boleyn's Gatevaayd was
iImmediately recognised by the half-dozen servahis waited there,
day and night, in case they should be needed.

"Is "my lord Clarendon here?" the Earl asked onthem.

"He is with the King."



His lordship gave a quick nod of satisfaction. "Amistress
Simpson?" He pulled Constance further into thetliffake my lady
to her and tell her she will earn my everlastirgtigmde if she will see
her comfortably lodged for the night. It is toodd&b present her to the
Court tonight."

"Ay, my lord. If her ladyship will follow me, | wiltake her to
Mistress Simpson myself."

Constance died a little when she realised she wée tso quickly
abandoned by her husband. She cast him a beseeldokg

trembling with fright at the prospect to having face a bevy of
strangers on her own, but his mind had already govey from her
and his bow was merely a courteous formality befaelisappeared
out of her sight into another part of the gloomylding.

"Who - who is Mistress Simpson?" she asked, stinggWith a
strong desire to burst into tears.

The servant didn't deign to answer. He led her dowmmerable
corridors and then left her without the door a&inecked and entered
himself, conveying his lordship's message to whoesas within. A
white-haired lady came running to the door andwhitewide, her
smile as warm and affectionate as Constance'seguitas fearful.

"My lord Brede is ever unexpected!" she crowed insaft,
country-bred voice. "And who might you be, my déar?

"I am Constance Aiken - "

"Ah, then we are related. | am Brede's aunt. Higheris my sister.
How vast our family has grown, has it not? | amef@r being
surprised that yet another one of us has foundvayrto Court! We
are crowded out, my dear, and that's the truth!IBmall find a bed
for you somewhere, never fear! | suppose you meisirie of Brede's
cousins?"



Constance nodded, determined to make her Puritgm®plain as
soon as she could. "My father was Samuel Aiken - "

Mistress Simpson started and then held out friehdlyd. "Then we
have much in common!" she exclaimed. "I was herélanpton
Court all through the Commonwealth, when Mr. Crorhweas
living here. How glad | am to make your acquain#ritverything is
very different now, | should warn you, with so masxyles back from
France. But there, it doesn't do to complain abelat can't be
changed. One can't help feeling for that poorliRbrtuguese lady,
however. The King has told her today that he iseekpg her to
apologize to my lady Castlemaine for injuring heputation by a
public insult. As if that were possible! What ansapthat caused!
There has been nothing but tears and disputeawll d

Mistress Simpson pushed Constance into the nedrastand took a
seat opposite her, staring at her with undisgutsesity. "How like

your mother you are!" she said at last. "Did yoowrthat we were
bosom friends before her marriage? | never savatier that, for all
my husband's political sympathies were the sameuasCousin

Samuel's. | often hoped that she was happy with fumthere was
something - but | mustn't criticise your fatheytu, must 1?"

"He was very strict in his ideas," Constance saicbmnfortably. "But
| hardly remember my mother. She died of the plaghen | was
small. My father never married again."

"He was a cold, hard, unfeeling man," Mistress Siompopined. "My
husband used to say he was no great benefit t®dhiéan cause,
because there wasn't an ounce of love in him fgpo@, God or man!
Oh dear, now I've said it! You'll have to forgiveymy dear. Neither
my sister Brede, nor I, could ever keep a stilbiosin our heads!"

She jumped to her feet and pulled on the bell-sgeral times with
vigour. "l have no right to keep you up here, goisg with me, when



you must be dead with weariness! | know how Bredeels, my
dear! His mother will never accompany him anywhégessure you,
after the last time he took her on a forced marchoss the
countryside. You should have heard what she hady@bout it!"

Constance, who had only the warmest, most lovinghongs of the
last part of her day's journey, managed a faintesamd said, "He
could not have been kinder, nor more concernehjocftmfort, than
he was today. | assiire you, ma‘am, | should ngthainded if we
had had to come twice as far."

Mistress Simpson gave her a look that made thelyalkieness
between her and the Dowager Countess quite evident.

"You would do well not to break your heart over @&emy love," she

warned. "It is well known where his attention hested these last few
months. She can't compete with you for lookstrtis, but everything

else stands in her favour, with her Continental meas and her light

conscience!" Constance winced. "Is she well like@aurt, ma'am?"

"Well enough. None of the Dutch is very populatheg moment, but

her English is so good one is apt to forget thatdmily supports the

Orange cause. Lady Hartley, she is now, but shebeasa van der

Meer."

"l see," said Constance. She bit her lip, hesigahefore she put the
question. "Mistress Simpson, would you present aneetr? With so
many papists here at Court, | should like to kname Protestants
like myself."

“It's unlikely that she will wish you well, my deaMistress Simpson
returned. "But if you wish it, | shall certainly dsm. She is not a
person whom | see frequently, however. Having to with my lady

Castlemaine is penance enough for anyone with ddaigtws on the
value of the marriage vows, though 'tis my belie¢ guckolds the
King as often as she does poor Mr. Palmer, or miy@astlemaine as



we must now remember to call him!" She pulled oa Kell-rope
again, shrugged her shoulders, and held out het teaonstance.
"Come, | shall find you a bed myself with some gof your own age
for company. The Palace has been upside downyalmz|, for one,
am not surprised!"

She picked up a candelabrum, sheltering the flatierandles from
the worst of the draughts with her hand, and shfieeth out of the
room with Constance keeping close behind her faver of fear lest
she should be left behind in the rabbit warrenooins and passages
that seemed to stretch endlessly in every direction

As they walked through one of the galleries Migr&ampson came
to an abrupt halt, her hand imperiously held oygrevent Constance
taking another step.

"There she is now!" she exclaimed in a harsh whispe

"You will see her clearly as she passes by. Ifati@owledges us, |
shall present you to her here and now, but shensay creature and
Is just as likely to pretend she hasn't seen us."

The backs of Constance's hands prickled with nesvess as the
rather plump, elegantly robed figure came slowhyaals her, her
uneven gait betraying the fact that she had supgibdr too well. She
was not beautiful by any of the accepted standafrttee day, but she
would have been difficult to ignore in any society.

"Mistress Simpson!" she said, followed by a loudgla. "Have you

come to scold the young girls who are not yet id”oNot their own,

nor anyone else's, poor little loves! Ah, | see laue a new addition
to the innocents you take it upon yourself to guded a veritable

dragon! Who is she?"

"May | present Mistress Constance Aiken - "



"Aiken? She must be related to my darling lord Bdéd
"A distant cousin," Mistress Simpson said in frotenes.

"But - " Constance began. "I thought you knew -aia' | think |
ought to tell you - "

"Not now!" Lady Hartley cut her off. "I have no temow!" She made
a strange grimace that passed for a smile anddraelay, a hand held
out before her to prevent her from colliding wikte twall.

Constance took a deep breath. "But what can hadifide in her?"

"She has a greater intelligence than many of thenevo here,"
Mistress Simpson said grimly. "A sad creature! Th&od she is
already married and that we'll never see her asCientess of
Brede!"

"But she has such a peculiar smile!"

The Dowager Countess' sister uttered a delightedl gfelaughter,
"It's been many moons since she dared show hét tele¢ fell victim
to the fashion for usingqua fort isas a whitening lotion for the teeth,
and the effects were all too disastrous in her.dag®y be all right if
used in moderation, | couldn't say, because | heaer tried it
myself, but far from whitening the teeth, one ieelito lose them
altogether if it is applied too frequently! Howeyashe more than
makes up for any lack of a pearly white smile bytla paint and
rouge she puts on her face! | hope you do not niedallow her
example?"

"No, indeed, ma'am!" Constance said hastily. She lbhaen
undeniably disappointed in her husband's mistrasgs athough it
was some time since she had thought she wouldhékdecause the
Earl did so, she was still able to feel disillugdrby the reality of his
choice.



Mistress Simpson rapped sharply on a door, breakmg her
distressed thoughts, and opened it with a briglledior the two girls
who were in the act of disrobing before going td.be

"l have brought you a companion," she told thenilie assurance
of one who is used to being well received. "A youelgtive of mine.
Mistress Constance Aiken." She walked over to @eawat third bed
in the room and patted it to make sure it was corale. "These two
young ladies are Lady Elizabeth Grey and Mistresth€rine Hyde.
You may sleep in this bed, my dear, and your maitn she is sent
to you, can sleep on a pallet beside you. Nowbitl you all
goodnight. Lady Elizabeth will bring you to me hretmorning."

"Yes, but - " Constance said helplessly.
"But what?" Mistress Simpson retorted sharply.

"l think | should tell you that | am not Constan&i&en. At least, |
mean, | am, but | am also the Countess of Bredewafe married
yesterday!"



CHAPTER SIX

THREE pairs of rounded eyes goggled at her, their owoengpletely
bewildered. Mistress Simpson sat plump down om#erest bed.

"l should never have said a word - " she decldiddw could you let

me run on about that woman? To think that my nepBesde should

choose a young, innocent girl when he has neverush as looked at
one before! Married! And my own sister never bredth word of it

to me! | suppose you were wed at Brede Place?"

'In the parish church," Constance told her.
"And did my sister approve the match?"

"l think so, ma'am. His lordship's mother chosedrgss herself and
had her own maid arrange my hair. It was not at&uwedding - but,
oh, everything was as pretty as it could be! Wéahdies everywhere,
and everyone dressed in the most splendid coldyshther would
not have approved, | know, but my lord said it wasvery sinful of
me to want to look my best for him, and | have sisvaeen taught
that one should study to please one's husbandhe"c@me to a
dismayed stop, aware that her audience couldn'silggs be
interested in such personal anxieties. Indeedhsheelf had thought
she had put them behind her, but it seemed theiven't quite true.
She sitill felt at odds with the new image of hdrseat had been
created for her. She loved every one of her newsaieand would
have hated now to have to give them up,' but ndrieean had the
familiar comfort of the useful grey cloth she hadrwall her life.

"You discussed such matters with Brede?" MistresgpSon asked,
quite overcome by the thought.

"Oh yes," Constance answered. "l explained to Miat to want to
wear beautiful things showed a sad lack of virtume, but he wasn't
at all put out. He is always kind, you know. Hedshe thought the



autumn shades would suit me best, and so | wasedarra golden
dress. | have it with me, because | thought | couddr it sometimes
at Court - "

"So my lord Brede knows you are a Puritan?" Mistr&mpson
sounded as though she could scarcely believe h&er"€d course he
must have known it as you are the daughter of Sbaiken, but that
he should havenarried you! Whatever will the King have to say
about it?"

Lady Elizabeth Grey came suddenly to life. "Juddaygvhat we all
suffered today, it will take him several days tdic@anything but his
own troubles! | think it's highly romantic to haaenew bride thrust
amongst us, and there are few families more Cavédan mine! If
we are all quite complacent to have a pretty IRilgitan amongst us,
His Majesty will be panting to meet this new beatyne to adorn
his Court. It might be different if you were notafr sex, | admit, but
even then | would wager on my lord Brede to persuae King of
anything. No, my dear, the worst you will have tdffar is the
jealousy of those whose hopes you have blighteedl®has the most
devastating way with him. Even | have known whas to be elated
by a mere smile thrown in my direction!"

"Lady Elizabeth!" Mistress Simpson reproved her.

"But you have to admit | am rightl" that unreperttgoung lady
retorted.

"Maybe."
"I am! Catherine, you tell her that | am right."

Mistress Catherine Hyde hesitated only for a momefgs, | think
you are." She came forward, a sweet smile on hes. f&ou must
know that | am connected to the Duchess of Yorklardather, my



lord Clarendon, and | shall take the first oppoitiuto present you to
them as a friend of mine."

Constance expressed her gratitude with a shy gigrmat appealed to
all three ladies. "My mother was cousin to the RabnMy lord tells
me that Lady Castlemaine's husband is a relatinairod, but perhaps
his influence is only limited at Court?"

"How stupid of me not to have thought of that!" Mess Simpson
exclaimed. "If my lady Casdemaine can be persusmléile you - "
She broke off, catching sight of Constance's exgowas"No, perhaps
it wouldn't do!" she sighed. "I'll have to talk Bvede and my sister
about their plans for you. Meanwhile, what are weng to do with
you, my dear? You'll have to stay the night heraraanged. Brede
can make what plans he will for your lodging in tm®rning. |
declare | am too exhausted torgmning round the Palace waiting on
his convenience tonight. We will just have to ledhimgs as they
are."

Constance's face fell. She had been pinning heesham being
restored to the Earl as soon as possible, for withes support she
felt completely at sea, and was afraid of drownmg¢he dangerous
currents of the Court before she would be alloveesee him again.

"Yes, ma'am," she whispered.

"Don't look like that, child,” Mistress Simpsonliadl her. "Brede is
more likely to spend the night talking politics thaleeping, but |
shall leave a message for him so that he knowsenjaar are should
he wish to send for you." She rose to her feeingias well as she
could the arthritic stiffening of her joints thaadh made walking a
painful business for her these last few yeard. Bid you ladies a
calm and peaceful night. Pray God the Queen skeamsdly also or
she will weep herself into a decline!" And she veallout, shutting
the door behind her.



Constance's eyes flashed with an inherited indignatit's notTier
fault, poor lady! The Stuart Monster - "

Lady Elizabeth clapped a hand over her mouth. "] you cannot
say such things here! Or, if you must, you mugtadt pretend to see
some virtue in our liege lord! Most ladies manalyat tmuch, you
know, because he is exceedingly charming to anyatiea pretty
face." She uttered an irrepressible giggle. "Thhaégpoor Portuguese
lady's dilemma at bottom. If she looked less likeidding, she would
soon be able to send the Castlemaine about hemdass$iAs it is,
what can she do but mumble prayers in the privddyeoroom and
cry about his treatment of her?"

"He could treat her with the respect to which shentitled ..."

"But Charles doesn't like to be made to feel guilbady Elizabeth
murmured with a light laugh. "He wants to enjoy bketf, and for the
people around him to do likewise. Queen Catheringfsoaches
make him vastly uncomfortable and he would abard®best friend
sooner than face the fact he could be a trifl@alt himself!"

"And you find that admirable?" Constance demandedndalised.
“It's very human," Lady Elizabeth pointed out.

Constance sniffed. "He would be better occupieghamiag for the
day when he shall meet his Maker, instead of rogpimough life
like a spoilt child with too many sweets to cho&sen. He will not
escape the final reckoning by pleading the DivimghRof Kings! It
seems to me he has much to learn from his lady, wiktead of
abusing her merely because she is more virtuousHb#

"Ah," said Mistress Catherine Hyde, "a Puritan iedleBut a hair
shirt like Mr. Cromwell's would not suit the King al!" She opened
her eyes very wide and added gently, "Or my loreldéreither! Have
you thought of that?"



Constance flushed. "l would not presume - " Shaditlip. "No, you
are very right. It is no business of mine, anddusti not be criticising
my husband's King, especially not to you. Perhapswould be kind
enough to forget | did so?"

"No sooner said than done,” Mistress Catherineradsher. "You

may say what you like to either of us, but there @hers at Court
who would gladly see every Puritan in the land foutieath. It is

always well to remember that he who pays the pgadis the tune,

and it is France who is paying most of His Majesag¢counts at the
moment."

"And what of Holland?" Constance asked.

"France's noble ally? If you ask me there will sbentrouble in that
guarter - and they have their allies too! Take myi@e, young lady,
and listen to everyone, but say nothing yoursetiu Will be like to
burst at times when you hear some of the foolishties is spoken in
all seriousness by those who should know bettearthmse are the
very people who are often the most dangerous .oAall you will not
only have your own enemies to contend with, butlongt Brede's as
well!"

"But the Puritans have no power left," Constanagqsted. "Since
the Clarendon Code restored the Church of Englaadiannot even
worship as we please. Our ministers have had teldzeir livings

and reside no closer than five miles to their farfrecks. What more
can be taken away from us?"

"Your lives," Lady Elizabeth said practically, "beware!"

Constance blenched. "Does my lord know what a wedpo has
placed in the hands of his enemies by marrying mk&'wondered.

"He must do!" Lady Elizabeth chuckled and exchangjadces with
her friend. "He must bipris indeed to have taken the risk! Behold u



mad with jealousy that you should have had the doddne to make
my lord Brede lose his heart to you! We never thmutgpossible, did
we, Kate? Never fear, though, he of all men knowws to protect his
own. He will have had some reason for bringing f@mCourt."

Ay, Constance thought, and she knew what that Wath. the Court
so Catholic and French-minded, she was no longerisad that he
should want to know what the Protestants and thé&tDwere
thinking also. Nonconformist opinion was strongtle country, if
not among the King's advisers, and to offend ta@pteagainst it was
to court disaster.

"l hadn't thought before," she mused aloud, "butlady Hartley is
Dutch, isn't she?"

"The less you know about her the better!" Mistré€3atherine
exclaimed. "Anyway, you need not mind her, Constar&s the
Countess of Brede you have every advantage ovaraperson."

"But | was wondering why | didn't like her betterConstance
explained. "I thought | should be bound to like @mg who had been
a close friend of my lord's - "

"Constance, don't you mind at all that she was yousband's
mistress?"

Constance sat down on her bed and nodded her héasl - but |
wish | didn't! And if it were only because her syatines were
Orange Ithink | could persuade myself that | didn't mind - quate
much."

Lady Elizabeth laughed. "I do declare the littleifaun has fallen in
love with her bridegroom! | always thought they eewallowed
themselves any feelings at all! | daresay if wegali to know each
other, Cavaliers and Roundheads, we'd find we weteso very
different after all!"



"No, indeed," Constance agreed quickly. "When the Queen was
on the throne she was proud to be ‘'mere Engligh'the rest of us.
Mrs. Goodman thought very highly of her for that"

"Lawks, can she remember her?" Lady Elizabeth asieldgantly.
"She must be an old, old lady now?"

"Mrs. Goodman? She's dead. But she lived at BréalgeRor more
than eighty years. After my mother died, she wasahly person |
really loved. She used to tell me stories abounhgoivaster Henry'
when he was a boy. When he came back to Bredel idietady knew
him a little. He is just the same now as he was.thke is the kindest
man in the world!"

Kate looked impressed, but for quite another reaSgour Mrs.
Goodman must have been at least twenty years o&hvipueen
Elizabeth died. | never knew anyone who was alvtiose days. Did
she tell you many stories of when she was yourdy?wish | could
have known her!"

Constance smiled. "l shall always be glad thatd."dHer smile
deepened into laughter. "But you might not havediker very much
after all - you see, she was a Puritan too!"

Sobriety's face looked green with fright.

"My lady! Wake up, your ladyship, please! Oh, Mests Constance, |
want to serve you as well as his lordship saidouh have to, but |
don't know where to go!"

Constance felt almost as frightened as her maichveie thought
about the miles of corridor she had traversed itlet iefore.

"Don't worry, Sobriety. Lady Elizabeth and Mistr&3atherine must
have their own personal maids too. They'll tell ymerything that
will be expected of you."



A light giggle from the other side of the room tdiér that Lady
Elizabeth was also awake and, a minute later, aee fappeared
through the curtains that had been pulled clodebutthe bed.

"Is this your maid? We share one between us, Kadd,aand she will
soon show your girl what to do. Bwhatdid you say her name was?'

Constance threw her a warning look. "Puritans lelia calling their
children after the various virtues they hope thely mave, though
quite a few of us have your own name in memonhef®@Id Queen."

It was the beginning of a strange day for Constar@fee was
introduced to more people than she could afterwardssibly
remember, but of the Earl there was no sign atSile became
increasingly dejected as the day went on, and @dfhdher new
friends did everything they could think of to chdesr up, her
flagging spirits eventually cast a blight over th&.

"We must take you to Mistress Simpson before tine for dinner,"
they offered when they had all partaken of a litlead and a cup of
hot chocolate, brought to them by their maids, &dad dressed
themselves with the elaborate care with which dharg seemed to
be done at Court.

Constance smiled briefly. "He has forgotten | amelieshe teased
herself, "or surely he would have sent for me bwy?ib

"Your Aunt Simpson will know the answer to that,"idttess
Catherine said kindly. "Come, let's go to her ateoh

Constance could only marvel at the way the otherdints knew their
way about the palace, and for the moment she fdrgotroubles as
they showed her some of the rooms she would neledlow, such as
the Great Hall where the whole Court customarilydeavn together
for the two main meals of the day.



"Do you wish to see the Chapel also?" Lady Elizal#manded
blundy. "You will be expected to worship there wieatyou will or
no. Only the Queen and her ladies sometimes abisemiselves, for
it was part of the marriage agreement that sheldhmuallowed to
practise her own faith."”

Constance obediently entered and was quite overcbyndts
magnificent fan-vaulted wooden ceiling, with its mgacarved and
gilded pendants, decorated with crowns and othed symbols, and
the great blue vault across which a dusting okdtad been spread
with a liberal hand. Constance shut her eyes teectiut the sight,
wondering how anyone could manage to say theirgssagmidst so
much splendour. She was afraid that she, evidentigaker vessel
than the Cavalier or Tudor ladies had been, woalddully distracted
by so much beauty around her and would find it hadked to
concentrate with proper humility on the edicts ef Maker.

Mistress Catherine, whom Constance had alreadywksed to be
peculiarly sensitive to the feelings of othersdsaMr. Cromwell
worshipped here, you know, when he held Court lieneng the
Commonwealth."

"You have to have a King to have a Court,” Constaabjected,
comforted nonetheless by the thought.

"Do you?" Lady Elizabeth said. "Then why did Mr.oGwell choose
to live in a palace at all?"

Constance had no idea. She supposed it had beercomrenient for
the men who had run the government to gather tegathone place
and that Hampton Court had been as convenienta pkany other.
"It must have cost less to have a Lord Protectan tilo support the
whole Royal Family. | have always understood that tvas so!"



"Then far be it from me to disillusion you," Ladyizabeth drawled.
"But you have my word for it that England cost agtenny less to run
during the Commonwealth, as you can find out fourgelf by
reading the accounts of the Protector's strugglath viis
parliaments.”

"How much you know about these things!" Constanceagmed.
"You must think me very ignorant indeed, but | haeser been away
from Brede before and the management of the estet¢he nearest |
have ever come to public affairs."

Lady Elizabeth laughed. "My family, and Kate's tate bred on such
things when we are still in the nursery, but neitbeus could run

even the simplest establishment without an arnseofants to do all
the work for us. You, I'm sure, are a notable haufgg able to do

everything with your own hands?" She laughed agti@onstance's
self-conscious expression. "No, no, | haven't teeosd sight, |

assure you! The truth is, your maid Sobriety tald maid all about
you, and our maid told us. That's how one hearg thoggs at Court
when one is female and shut out of the meetingeslad our lo?ds
and masters!"

Kate nodded her head and smiled. "Is it true yontedto keep bees
to reduce the cost of wax?" she asked. "How bravenyust be!"

Constance perceived that the gap between courdrioam dwellers
was bigger than she had thought. "Many people kesms in the
country," she said.

"But not the Countess of Brede!" Kate teased her.

Constance blushed, thinking of how the Earl had sa¢y had no
need of bees at Brede for she was a sweet encugtiian in herself.
"My lord forbade it," she told the two girls.



"And you don't hold the decision against him?" Lé&tdizabeth said
with a droll look.

"No," Constance said, surprised at the suggestitewanted to save
me the extra work. No one has ever been kindeetdHea is the finest
gentleman imaginable!"

Thinking about the Earl sent her spirits back itite doldrums. It
would have been more than enough just to catch eighim and to
be favoured by one of his long, slow smiles. Skia'tlivant to ask too
much, and she knew he was expecting her to findWwarfeet in this
strange, new world of the Court, without forevengiag on his
sleeve. The trouble was that she pined for his @myp@nd nobody
else's would do! And, try as she would to put tleemary of his kisses
out of her mind, they lingered in her thoughts imagy she could only
think was wanton and disgraceful though she didtlt understand
why.

When Mistress Simpson remarked that she too haeivest no
message from the Earl, Constance was hard puttd to burst into
tears.

"He could look for me all day in this place and fiod me!" she
exclaimed.

"Nonsense, my dear! If he couldn't lay handsyjonhe knows quite
well wheremyrooms are situated! Nor am | a complete strarmbist
apartment, being a close relative of his."

"Then, please ma‘am, will you show me the way tPie@onstance
pleaded with her.

"My love, | doubt he would be there even if | weeoetake you to
him." She saw the despair written large on the @@untess' face.
"Oh, very well, | will show you the way, so thatwywill know where

to go when he does send for you. But | beg of yaiuamgo uninvited.



You would not bring his anger down on your headdiessly, would
you? He may have a very good reason for not wantgwith him
just now."

"You meanshemay be there?"

That had been exactly what the Earl's aunt had imbah she was
loath to admit as much to his young bride of sdgrsgo days. "He
will refaiember you very soon,” she consoled herkwardly.
"Doubtless he thinks you are busy enough findingr yeay about the
Court."

When Constance saw the assembled Court in the Gedlatvaiting
for the King to give the signal for grace to bedsahe was sure that
the Earl was bound to be there and could scarcehtam her
excitement. At one end of the Hall was a dais orclwlvas placed
the High Table where the King himself was seated.tBere was no
sign of the Earl anywhere at that table, an horebys@sition that
Constance felt was bound to be his by right. Nalddshe discover
him anywhere else in the huge room. She triedtémdito what Lady
Elizabeth was telling her as to how Henry VIl Haekn so impatient
for the building to be finished that the work haekh carried out not
only in daylight but by candlelight as well. Sheragkd the glories of
the hammer-beam roof, and shuddered at the gruedetads of
Anne Boleyn's death, for that ill-fated Queen haat her end before
the building had been brought to a conclusion, whergreat love of
Henry's life, Anne's lady-in-waiting Jane Seymolad taken her
place as consort to that much-married monarchnbttiing could
really divert Constance from her sense of impendiogm as the
meal progressed.

The many and varied dishes had a long way to tréeeh the
kitchens and had already stood for at least an hotie serving
place, later to be known as the Horn Room, and faohsvas not
Impressed to find her food stone cold and the geasgngealed mess



on her plate. The green-goose sauce was maderef, sugar, and
scalded gooseberries, and the fish should have dpa@ndelicious,
being served in a mixture of horse-radish, lemoekpegg-yolks,
butter, white wine, and anchovies, but as the whpolat of such a
sauce was that it should be served piping hotJahg delays had
completely ruined that dish also.

The afternoon that followed was boring in the axiee for whilst
Mistress Simpson had promised to present Constartbe Queen at
the first opportunity, that poor lady was still osering from her fit of
hysteria of the day before and was in no stateesteive anyone.
Constance played a variety of silly games with hew friends,
convinced that she was as much in danger of Idsngnmortal soul
as the few pennies they were likely to win from. ltéer conscience,
already roused, was the more completely upsettmder it was she
who had won their money, and not just a few pengitber, but what
seemed to her incredulous eyes a quite iniquitoasts hazard on a
game of chance.

Supper, a meal customarily taken between the lafwig and nine in

the evening, was as disappointing to Constancheasmtdday meal

had been. By the time she had struggled throughgba half-raw

pigeon and had refused a portion of rabbit pie efeence to her
protesting digestive system, she was left with mgthmore to eat
than some bread and cheese. She was glad, thaugle, offered

some milk to drink, boiled with raisins, which sfoeind a pleasant
change from the usual ale or mead. She was no lanhgerised,

however, that the Earl chose to eat his meals élsmyand made up
her mind to do likewise as soon as she could fimghes way of

making the necessary arrangements.

It was as she left the Great Hall for the secomz tihat day that she
allowed herself one last look across at the mesjjucase she should
have overlooked the Earl, though she knew quitétivat he was not

there. But someone else was! She could have sWwatrsie caught a



glimpse of Sir Thomas Lucas, no longer in Puritaesd, but
indistinguishable from all the other gendemen, inway and
wide-sleeved, embroidered coat. But it could notehaeen! Sir
Thomas would never have come to Court unless hééeal dragged
there, kicking and screaming. His conscience wawdder have
allowed it!

"What's the matter?" Kate breathed, noting Constansudden
stiliness.

"I saw someone | know, I'm sure | did. Sir Thomasas!"

"What if you did?'; Kate asked. "It would be odd/du did not. The
Aiken family must be acquainted with half England.”

"Sir Thomas knew my father,” Constance said in @&e/dhat
quivered. "He has been on the look-out for a thifeé these last two
years and more. But he would never come here! IHe lsver of the
Stuart cause!"

"Then you must have been mistaken,” Lady Elizabstid
comfortably. "Will you come back to our room witk,lConstance?"

But Constance declined. She slipped away from ttherotwo,
leaving them gossiping together in the Clock Caaumpused because
she knew they were only staying there to displambelves to the
young men of the Court as they, too, made their ouayof the Great
Hall. Knowing how easily she could lose herselfpStance retraced
her steps through the Hall and through the SeRimgm, making her
way around the Round Kitchen Court and into thelgBalthat she
was almost sure she recognised as being on thetavthe Earl's
apartment.

Standing in the far corner of the Gallery was Smoias Lucas,
talking, of all things, to a lady whose dress wasarkably similar to
the one Lady Hartley had been wearing the eveningfore.



Constance could recognise her erstwhile suitorseya trifle loud

and more than a little unctuous, as he flirted whthlady he had with
him. She was shocked to notice he had his handt deowvaist and
that the lady was openly encouraging when he lmekiss her neck
and bared breasts.

Constance hurried on at a run, more afraid tham #nat he would
notice her, but, just as she was about to leavéstikery, the lady
shrieked and shrieked again, half crazed with {€anstance ran on
as fast as her legs would carry her, finding hey mare by instinct
than judgement to the Earl's door. She wedged Ilhexgainst it,
shivering with fright and covering her ears agathst screams that
still rang in her ears. Nor could she bring herselfap on the door
and announce herself. She had, she knew, evemtodie there, but
Aunt Simpson's words came back to mock her andedhthe more
guilty for being there unasked. Supposing she leah vrong about
seeing Lady Hartley in the Gallery and she was befere her with
her husband? What should she do then?

But before she could frighten herself still furtitlee door was flung
open and there was the Earl himself standing tH&ne. uttered a
whimper of surprise and found herself enclosed iwitiis strong
arms and half-carried into the room.

"So there you are, sweetness. | had expected gonight! Were you
so afraid to be with your husband?"

"l didn't know where you were, and when you didethd for me - "

"No, you are right!" he admitted. "I've neglectaemiyshamefully. But
| had to see Clarendon at once. When you werergtdremy return, |
presumed you had asked to be lodged elsewhere."

Constance could restrain her tears no longer.cdkdd for you all
day!" she confessed. She buried her damp facesinduk, beginning



to shiver all over again. "Sir Thomas Lucas is heaed I'm afraid of
him!" She peeped over his shoulder, assuring Hersxlno one else
was in the room with the Earl. "He was standingitaj to - to a lady
in the Gallery, and she screamed. | think he maye Haurt her
terribly, but | was in too much of a fright to stapd see!"

The Earl caressed her shaking form, kissing heglchéner eyes, her
lips, with increasing urgency. "I missed my litBaritan wife far too
much last night!" he whispered in her ear. "Butigtwiyou shall not
escape me, now | have you safe in my arms."

"What of the lady in the Gallery?" she objected.

"She need not concern you," he said very gentlhatGallery has
often been called haunted because poor Catherimeatdo before
she was sent to the Tower, was confined withindvem chambers
here. She escaped and ran along there, hopingeéal pbr her life
with King Henry, who was at his devotions in theyRloCloset. Just
as she reached the door that led to the King, she seized and
dragged, screaming all the way, back to her owmbles. The King
must have heard her, but he went on with his psageif nothing had
happened. People have heard poor Catherine's screaan since,
and that must have been what you heard tonight!"

"But Sir Thomas - he would like to hear a womareaan! His last
wife - "

"l know, sweeting, but he has no wife now and ldiaWwon't you
please forget Sir Thomas and all his kind for tbhigt least and
concentrate on my claims to your attention instead?

She found he had already more than half undressedrd that her
outer clothing was in danger of falling to the flo8he allowed him
to take it from her as if in a dream, standing athmg but her shift
and looking up at him with loving eyes.



"My lord - " she began and stopped. "Do you belidgeespirits of the
dead can haunt a place?"

"I know not," he answered, "neither do | care!"

He snatched her shift from her also and pickedipdryodily, carrying
her over to the large, four-poster bed. He didothér with the steps
by which most people climbed into the high bedshef time, but
vaulted in beside her, closing the curtains aboemt Constance hid
herself beneath tjie bedclothes, her eyes darladitite frightened.

"l trust you are not too tired to do your duty tbigening, my beautiful
wife," the Earl smiled down at her. He pulled trezlblothes away,
taking her firmly into his arms, his hands warm &ndng against her
skin. "You'll get little sleep tonight, even if yoare!" he added,
kissing her full on the lips.

"I'm not tired at all," she answered, her breaticluag in her throat.
She put her arms around him and hugged him clodemn®ndering
that his heart should be thundering every bit asllipas her own.
"Oh, Henry," she whispered, "please kiss me somefho



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE Earl watched his wife sipping her morning choa®latith a
well-satisfied air.

"Happy?" he asked her.

He was a little amused to notice that she wasyashbver now that it
was day again. In the night he had evoked a pas®oasponse from
his little Puritan that had startled quite as mashit had delighted
him. He had thought it would take a long time tedk down her
reserve and teach her to take pleasure in his lakieg, but her own
nature had made her an apt pupil, seeking to fdtievevery lead and
finding her joy in pleasing him.

She nodded, her face suffused with colour. "I thuigvas happy the
first time | saw you, when you came riding up thivel at Brede. |
had never seen anyone as handsome as you."

"Were you such a stranger to happiness before?'tAidweght was a
painful one to him, and a little disturbing tooynthat he had made
himself responsible for her future felicity withnhi

"Yes," she said simply. "But now there is you." Sklew on her
chocolate to give herself an excuse not to meeeyes. "l always
thought one was either happy or one was not, bwt Inknow that
iIsn't so. | was happy when | first saw you, but hmuch, much
happier now!"

"Even at the Court of the Stuart Monster?" he tédse, touched by
her naive satisfaction in her new life.

"Yes, because | know Brede is there, waiting fot 88e wrinkled up
her brow thoughtfully. "He isn't really a monsterhe? | wonder why
so many people think he is. | saw him yesterddgmgiat the High
Table. He's just an ordinary man - "



The Earl laughed. "Though more charming and handgban most,
you must agree!" he interposed.

Constance's eyes travelled over her husband'gysirdalligent face.
"He isn't as handsome as you are," she said dgfinit

"You are too partisan in my favour to be a goodgpiti he said,
almost savagely. "Many far more beautiful womemtlyau have
fallen victim to his appeal. My lady Castlemaineni® the first to
catch his eye, nor is she likely to be the last!"

"They make a fine pair!" Constance agreed drily.

He gave her a quick, interested glance. "Indeedirdi't take you
long to catch up with the gossip of the Court! Hgree thought of
your own chances of advancing yourself in the régabur?"

"Me ? With theKing?" A little gasp of laughter escaped her, thoug
she immediately sobered again. "I'm sorry, my |dmat, you cannot
be serious! Charles Stuart had no appeal for mglejle must rove
elsewhere, for | could never be satisfied withbnigf attentions, no
matter what rewards his patronage might bring méjDu imagine |
could be, after knowing you® selfish libertine in the place of the
man who - "

He lifted an eyebrow, his impatience gone. "Whd h& prompted,
plainly meaning to have an answer.

Constance averted her face. "Who is enthroned iheayt," she said,
on a low note. "But | think you already know thay lord."

"It was Henry last night," he reminded her.

"But | could not!"



"When we are alone, my love, it is quite propenyfou to call me by
my Christian name - unless you dislike it?"

"Oh no!"

"It is not as apt as your own perhaps,” he wentemoying the
struggle that was reflected on her face betweemleasure in the
added intimacy of her use of his name and herdepresuming on
his good nature, "but it has been favoured by thgligh for many
centuries past.”

"I-I-like it very much!" she stammered.

"Good. | like yours too. Constancy has had altrt in my life as
happiness has had in yours, but | think | may Hawuad it in my little
Puritan wife who would scorn to be loved by a kihg?

She sat quite still for an instant, wondering ié $tad imagined the
note of appeal she thought she had detected inwvbrsls. She
accepted that he didn't love her as she would liea@ to have been
loved by him, though she would have been a footm&nhow that he
had been pleasantly surprised by the satisfaceonaldl found in his
possession of her. Perhaps, in time -

"It is easy to be constant to the source of onajgpimess," she
answered hastily, catching up her thoughts lestsslolld begin to
hope for the impossible. "But | shall try to undarsl and not - not
criticise if others don't always find it so easy."

He reached across the table and took her hand,imdising it to his
lips. "I make you my compliments, my lady wife. Pau never stoop
to subterfuge? It makes a refreshing change fronstnod my
acquaintance." He smiled right into her eyes, wagter through
and through. "I think | may have maligned you lagght, my little
love. What was all that about Sir Thomas LucasgdainCourt?"



"I saw him -1 saw him twice!" She looked up at hilmpking as
confused as she felt. "Why didn't you believe nst taght?"

His lips curved into a faint smile. "I thought yamight have needed
an excuse to come to me. | know you better now."

She knew herself better too. The day before shebkad a girl, bat
now she was a woman with a new knowledge of life.

"l have always been afraid of Sir Thomas," she essdéd. "It was an
Instinctive fear, but now | can understand whyhife used to cringe
In his presence. A woman is very much at the mefdwer husband."

The Earl's mouth tightened. "Are you afraid of i@enstance?"

She was shocked by the thought. "How could | b&®" lsurst out.
"You're the kindest person I've ever known! You dalways been
kind to me - right from the beginning!"

"l have an ambition to be more than a kindly hushianyou," he told
her in self-mocking tones. "l find you very beaultifmadam wife!"

She was absurdly pleased by the compliment. SHd bawe wished
it was night time again, with herself held closenia arms, but she
had to remember that he would not always want hdr wm, and
that was a thought that brought a burning pairetdieart and a cry to
her hps.

He watched the changing emotions flicker across faee and
thought how very young she was, yet he could noeraber another
woman who had made herself so frequently the ceftnes thoughts
and concern, and some of them had been far morgitutghan she.

"You have no cause to fear Sir Thomas now," he sditd a
gentleness that would have astonished his motlieslina heard him.
"As the Countess of Brede you are beyond his rdfbb.approaches



you, you may refer him to me and | will see thatdoesn't dare to
come near you again. | fancy he would think twiefobe he did
anything to harm my wife!"

She shivered, remembering the screams she had hsardight
before. Perhaps the Earl would wish to protecthtigress also from
Sir Thomas' attentions. It was an uncomfortabledgind and she was
strongly tempted to hold her tongue and leave Liddstley to her
own devices. Yet, if the Earl had a fondness faor Wweuld he easily
forgive her?

"My lord, he was speaking with my lady Hartley hetGallery," she
said in a rush. "It wasn't Catherine Howard | hesmeééaming there. |
am sure it was she."

"My lady Hartley was conversing with Sir Thomas?"

Constance flushed, convinced that he didn't bellese "Yes. my
lord." she whispered unhappily.

"And what would there be in that to make her scr@am

"They were making love," she blurted out. "I didmish to tell you,
for | knew you must be hurt to think of my lady ey with him, but
| daresay it was no desire of hers."

The Earl seated himself on the edge of the tabbssmg his arms in
front of him. "Did you know what they were doingstanight?" he
drawled in a voice that made her realise why mamsicered the
Earl of Brede to be a dangerous man to cross.

"You know | did not!" she responded passionatelyhdd never

imagined that one could do such things. | had neven been kissed
- except by you - before | came here. But | codd that she was
naked to the waist and that he had his arms atsyuind then - and
then she screamed!"



"My lady Hartley?"

She nodded. "I am almost sure it was she, thouwgiuld not see her
face. Her dress is somewhat distinctive though,& sidded
apologetically.

"l have frequently thought so myself," he agreethwi dryness that
made her wonder if he were quite as upset as hadslthe at the
thought that his mistress had been unfaithful to. WAnd may | ask
who it was who introduced you to a lady whose dfuliohorals are a
by-word throughout society?"

Constance sought to avoid the question by exclartiiat she would
never be ready that day if she didn't send for i8gbrundress her.
"The poor girl doesn't even know where | am! Thestwass of
Hampton Court scares her half to death!"

"She is not alone in that!" the Earl retorted. "Yload best tell me
what | want to know, little one, before | abandau yo finding your
own way back to your new friends. Dildeytake it upon themselves
to present Anne Hartley to you?"

Constance shook her head. "l asked to meet hex,5akd in a small
voice.

"And they obliged? | shall have something to sayh&r parents if
that is the case!"

"No, no, not they! They are both great admirergafrs and, whilst
they might talk about her - a little, they only kpaf presenting me
to the Duchess of York and my lord Clarendon. Twewldn't even

countenance my claiming a connection to my ladyti€asine.

Mistress Simpson said you might not like it."

"Ah, Aunt Simpson. | had forgotten her! How did ypersuade her to
make Anne Hartley known to you?"



"She hadn't realised | was your wife - "

"No? And what made her think such a person would lseiitable
acquaintance for a young, innocent girl? A girl,remver, of the
same family as herself?"

"But Mistress Simpson is not an Aiken," Constancimigd out with
exactitude. "To tell the truth, she didn't likentich, but | told her that
with so many papists and churchmen at Court, | @dslo know her
as a fellow Protestant, and she - understood tfeit & little lost. |
believe she does herself!"

"Very likely! But she does not normally consort vitthe

Castlemaines and the Hartleys of this world, noullehe wish to do
so." The Earl rounded on his young bride, graspeg by the
shoulders and forcing her round to face him. "Nen@u so innocent
as to imagine my lady Hartley is cast in the samet& mould as
yourself! So why, Constance? Who told you abou?'her

"I thought if you liked her, | would like her tobut | didn't! | thought
her horrible! | can't understand why she shouldlmbose friend of
yours. | had always heard she was beautiful, ldidri't find her so!"

The Earl received these comments with commendaihte. dndeed,
he looked as if he were hard put to it not to laugh

"Serves you right! You're no match for my lady Hisyt"

"No," she agreed on a sigh. "l fear you will beydisappointed in
me, for | don't see that anyone is like to confidene, and | did so
want to repay you a little for stooping to marry.ntewould have
been different if | had brought you a dowry - "

"l am well content, my love."



She turned searching eyes on him, a smile breatkirgugh her
anxiety. "Did | not say you are always kind? If yame disappointed, |
doubt if I shall ever know it! But truly, my lord, am yours to
command. | am not the Queen to be put about byyohy other - "

"Then you had best learn from the Queen that asviteyyou have
your own dignity to maintain,” he cut her off. " chot wish that you
should learranythingfrom my lady Hartley, or from anyone like her!
Do you understand me?"

"But, my lord - " She gave him a timid glance. "ldaxou - have you
changed your mind about using me as bait?"

"l should never have suggested it in the first @la¢ie ran a hand
across his brow. "I must have been mad to thirduch a thing! As a
plan, it was bound to come adrift, as you havae'faintest idea what
you are about. You are far more likely to fall frammne scrape into
another unless | keep a close eye on you!"

"l don't intend to be a burden to your lordshigye getorted with

some indignation. "Lady Elizabeth Grey and Mistré&satherine

Hyde have already offered to be my patrons at Cand they are not
likely to allow me to fall into any scrapes, as youi it. They are, both
of them, the most charming young ladies, evenayttho come from
Cavalier families. You may safely leave me in tluzire!"

He polled her to her feet and close against histchiehey are, as you
say, quite charming, but the Countess of Brede st a matron to
sponsor her into society, not two young girls whe a@s green in the
ways of the world as she is herself I''.He pushedhair back from
her brow and kissed her lightly on the nose. "Peshaot quite as
green,” he murmured, catching sight of her rebadliexpression,
"but unmarried nevertheless!" He kissed her morerciighly,

wanning to his task and, with a little sound at ek of her throat,



she threw her arms up round his neck and kissedbhrk with an
ardour that made him smile.

"I may be green, but | am not silly or stupid," $bkel him with some
asperity. "ldid see Sir Thomas Lucas and | can think of no reas
why he should be here. Surely that is of inte@ybu? Henry, please
allow me to be of some use to you. You've givensmenuch and |
would not be completely your pensioner. Is thatrwgrof me?"

He put a hand on the small of her back in a possegesture. "Do
you want me to think my Puritan wife has as mudtigoto conquer as
any Cavalier lady?" he teased her.

"Ay, and much more besides," she answered him graiMy pride
is all in being the Countess of Brede."

"The mistress of Brede Place?"

She hung her head. "Brede Place is only a houlse Sa&d at last. "It
IS not as important to me as | once thought - thougust always
think it the most beautiful house in England.”

He forced back her head and kissed her againfigcally the quick

passion that flared between them. The little Pant&nt to his head
all too easily, but he thought she would be lilgpad wine, maturing
well, and he was not afraid she would ever leabadtaste in his
mouth as others, like Anne Hartley, had all to@woftione in the past.

"Then if it is not the house - ?" he went on in slaene jesting vein.

"It must be the man," she finished for him, laughatso. "How could
it be otherwise? | have been brought up to belteae a wife owes
her husband all her obedience and duty, and tleous are often
arrogant in their own cause, don't you think? liammine! | want to
be everything you would have in a wife!"



She was closer to achieving her ambition than sieevkhe thought,
enjoying the look of piquant expectation in her &yidhestnut eyes.
Somehow her very innocence added to the impishlecig@ she
presented to him, for he suspected she was quiteane of her own
attractions, or of the strong desire she had evokédn to keep her
loving heart ruthlessly in his own possession.

He bent his head, meaning to kiss her again, laut s#he surprised
him once m6re. She looked very earnest and detedntMy lord, if
Sir Thomas would harm my lady Hartley, you mustvpré him. |
won't pretend to any admiration for her - " Herowolrose despite her
efforts to look cool and sophisticated - "but | daw admit her claim
on you, and | wouldn't want any particular hurttone to her."

"Then you are more generous than she would evérHehugged
her to him and she could feel his laughter revextiogy in her own
body, so close was the contact between them. Behwie spoke,
there was no trace of mockery in his voice. "Anras er own
husband to protect her, my dear. She has no nesd/afare of mine.
| only regret that she should ever have crossed path - and still
more that you should know her for what she was &o frorget her,
sweeting! Let her go to perdition in her own way!"

But Constance shook her head, her conscience roiisauld not
be well done in you to abandon her to Sir Thomstsg"insisted. "You
must not consider my feelings in this, my lord.duld rather know
that you will not desert your old friends!" Her g¢ei shook badly,
betraying the cost to her of her final remark.it'Mvere anyone else
but Sir Thomas - "

"Are you still afraid of him, my little love?"

"He is- a bad man!" she told him.



"Ay, so | am beginning to think," he answered. Bomoment he
looked like an avenging angel, then his expresslanged and his
eyes grew warm and glinted in a way that was catedl to put all

thought of Sir Thomas and his evil deeds out ofrhierd. "Sobriety

will have to wait a little longer to dress her mests! Come, madam
wife, it is far too early for you to commence ydaoilet and | have

other plans for your entertainment!"

"Henry!" Her eyes opened wide in shock. "We can'tinfitgning!"

"And you are my wife," he reminded her, "and irstlat least, | must
insist on your obedience - "

"Oh Henry, yes please!" she said.

The Dowager Countess of Brede, looking ridiculougbyng to be
anyone's mother-in-law, stepped down from the comith all the

grace of a young girl. She cast an enquiring laokCbnstance's
direction and was well pleased with what she sagv.rt¢w daughter
was evidendy beside herself with excitement, artdemen her best
efforts to maintain her usual calm dignity coulceyent her from
running forward to fling herself into her motherHaw's arms.

"l hope you're not fatigued from the journey, m&ardenry - my lord
said you would be sure to spend the night on thd o order to be
here in good time today. How glad | am to see ysudll well at

Brede?"

"Softly, my dear," the older lady protested, relngnthe embrace
with a warmth and affection that quite surprisedsbi. "Life at
Court seems to agree with you," she added malilgiotisthought
you might be pining for your home, but I've neveers you in better
looks!" She patted Constance's cheek with her didaa. "And
where is Brede? Closeted with my lord Clarend@uppose?"



Constance blushed. "No. He - he was rather lateising this
morning." She lowered her voice to a mere whisghkty lord
Clarendon has been ordered by the King to haveidieace with the
Queen. Aunt Simpson is in a state of collapse emtked, my lady,
the whole Court is quite exhausted with the draifngou had been
here - but Aunt Simpson was called to take youcelbeside the
Queen and sheannotbut disapprove of the whole affair!"

"l do myself," the Dowager Countess said in grimes.

Constance nodded. "Aunt Simpson is to dine witlatusidday and
she will tell us all the latest then."

"Did Brede invite her?" the Dowager Countess askadn't you eat
in the Great Hall?"

Constance wriggled with embarrassment, but heldgheund with
the courage that was so much a part of her. "Iddin¢he Great Hall
yesterday; today, | persuaded my lord we would beemrivate if we
ate in his apartment. Many married couples do! &heme fewer
delays and we can supply our own food." Her eyash#d as she
remembered the meal she had been expected to cemstine Great
Hall the day before. "One cannot condone the wastagl the bad
management in the royal kitchens! And the disheswaree offered
yesterday were inedible for the most part! | wostbn make some
changes, | can tell you!"

"Hush! Don't tell me any more," the Dowager Coustggeaded. "My
credit with the King would never survive an attamk any of his
acknowledged favourites by a member of my family."

Discomfited, Constance blinked at her. "I have satl anything to
anyone else," she said finally, "but, truly, if\eues his digestion he
would employ someone with some notions of propeiskwifery!"



The Dowager's eyes sparkled with delight at Corm&tanndignant
tones. "The High Table is served in advance obthers," she said in
a quick aside, turning her attention to the arriebher two other
daughters-in-law. "Ah, here are the others! | bkgon not to say a
word to them, but | could not put up with their ldelss an instant
longer and made them travel in' a separate coneeytanthemselves.
It was too bad of me, for they are always on edgdmoffend me in
any way, and they succeed in doing so on almosy@geezasion!"

Charlotte and Henrietta both looked a trifle glusntlaey descended
the few steps to the ground.

"l could wish, Mama, that you would occasionallywéa thought for
other people," Charlotte chided the Dowager ingtisaable tones.
"We have been travelling in the wake of the muawhr up by your
carriage for more miles than | care to remembkédd to ask our own
coachman to hold back until you were quite outight$ So if we are
late now, you have only yourself to blame!"

The Dowager gave her an impatient look and Constarearly
laughed out loud to see how little she liked beangin the wrong in
this way. In that moment she looked very like Hdest son!

"And what have you to say, Henrietta?" she askédlgu

The younger daughter-in-law started nervously. 'Hoti's
condition makes her anxious. The delay was of matgmoment to
me." She had a sweet smile, Constance thoughteameimbered that
it had been she who had taken the trouble to pet Rhritan
bridesmaids more at their ease during the processio the church.

"Do you know," she said out loud, "I have misseditg my family
about me, which is strange seeing | never had efard my lord
came to Brede. Hampton Court is so vast, | go anttecline every
time | have to find my way from one place to anothdso | am



relying on you to increase my social life, as thiyawo young ladies
| am acquainted with are not yet wed and my loigkghat only a
married lady will do to sponsor me in society."

Henrietta's kind heart was touched. "He is qugatriOh, Constance,
it will be such fun to make you known to my own tparlar circle,
and | don't care what anyone says - " this withakefol look at
Charlotte - "I'm sure no one will care that youth&xr supported the
Commonwealth! lfzvedo not, nor will they!"

The Dowager Countess, restored to her usual goowimy smiled
benignly on them both. "Henrietta has a lot of geedse about these
things, unlike some others! Besides, there arepiesple who would
wish to offend me, my love, and once it is knowattham your
patron at Court they will all fall over themselviesbe presented to
you. Naturally, you must be presented to the Quagrsoon as
possible - but not, I think, today. We shall seainan be arranged
for tomorrow."

Constance, much pleased by this prospect, gawdeaskip of joy.
"And Mistress Catherine Hyde has promised to pitessn to the
Duchess of York - with your consent, ma'am - andyL&lizabeth
Grey - "

"That baggage? | see you haven't wasted your tinee £oming to
Court!"

"Aunt Simpson made me known to them," Constanaetteém, not
liking to reveal that she had also spent her fiight at Hampton
Court sharing their bedchamber rather than hetdof@hey are the
kindest people imaginable!"

"You see!" Henrietta castigated poor Charlotte.thié Hydes can
recognise the little Puritan, so too surely candven family!"



Charlotte tightened her mouth into a knot of disapgl. "The Hydes
can afford a few eccentricities all the time myddClarendon is
Chancellor and while his daughter Anne is Duché&%dk and wife
to the heir of the throne, but the Aikens are reohappily placed.
Samuel Aiken was not the only Roundhead amongst #dired there
will be many who will be glad to remember it. Ouother Brede is
not without enemies, since everyone knows he thel&ing depends
far too much on France."

Constance lifted her chin. "If they are my lordreemies, | do not
wish to know them!"

Her mother-in-law laughed out loud. "They seldomcldes
themselves in public,"” she said drily. "One's Baehd is often the
most deadly of them all - as many of us discovdradk in '48.
Fortunately, most of my own family were safely wiQueen
Henrietta Maria in France, not that it seemed aalidituation at the
time, for they were having a Parliamentary warh&it own in Paris
in the first days of that year and it was weekoleefve could get any
reliable news from England - and then only whenhmgband came
to join us!"

Constance went white. She had never thought befbet the death
of the first King Charles had meant to those whd bheen close to
him.

"l was not quite four years old," she defended élérSbut | would
never have been your enemy, ma'am!"

"Of course you would not. You are too like your deether to hate
anyone. It was different with your father, but #nene is dead now
too and it is best to let his enmity die with hirBHe hurried them all
through Anne Boleyn's Gate and paused on the thicksbf the
Palace. "Is Brede expecting the entire family teedvith him?"



"l believe so," Constance answered. Her poise tieséer and she
blushed despite herself. "I forgot to ask him," slemfessed. "I
thought I'd never be ready in time to greet younvhe told me you
were coming today, and every other thought wentobuty mind.
Poor Sobriety was in despair that | should notégasr enough time
to dress my hair properly, lest you should thinke $tadn't been
attending when your own maid did it for me."

Her mother-in-law looked amused. "l expect he meardll to come
or he would have warned you not to mention it anfrof your sisters.
His invitations always put them in a flutter of i@igation." She cast a
bland look at her other daughters-in-law, who wsti# arguing
together. "Not much love lost there," she obserViddnrietta is dull,
but seldom malicious; Charlotte is motivated ehtilgy spite, and so
| warn you, my love. She will do no more than hetydoy you and
she sees that as being very little."

Constance nodded. "l like Henrietta," she confislegy.

"There's not an ounce of harm in her," the Dow&ymintess opined.
"If she would only sometimes have an opinion of t(vn!”

Constance slanted a swift smile and laughed. "Sbeldm't dare
voice it to you if she had! You frighten her halfdeath!"

"I do? Why ever should she be scared of me? Dightin you?"

Constance shook her head. "You might have done"asiswered
seriously, "for you are very much tlggande damet times, and |
have never known anyone like you. But | loved yearty from the
first moment | saw you. You see, you said you hade a day early
because you were concerned that my lord shouldioeng me into
an unwelcome marriage. How could | possibly fean wydter that?
Even my own mother might not have done as muchtgrespecially
as | had no dowry to attract other offers for mgpdhay ou might well



have forbidden the match because | am not goodgenioun your son,
my lady, and | know it, yet your thoughts werefaflme, lest | should
be frightened by the sudden changes in my lifeh#d not wanted to
wed my lord Brede, | should still have wished toyber daughter.”

"Then you had best call me Mama as the othersttie,' Dowager
Countess said carelessly. She turned to go, chamgedind and
kissed Constance impulsively on the cheek. "You beas married
to his father,” she explained obscurely, "and | tea&now if Henry
would break your heart. | was never so glad in ifey as when |
realised that you were much more likely to break"hi

And she darted off, her skirts billowing out arouhdr, leaving
Constance to follow more slowly in the company dr Istill
quarrelling sisters-in-law.



CHAPTER EIGHT

CoNSTANCE looked down the table with a satisfied air. Thasted

meats had been bought only that morning, and énesfigh had been
taken from the Thames only the night before. It waite a triumph,

she thought, to have arranged such a repast atskochnotice. His
lordship would be very hard to please if he digtice the high
standards she had set for his table.

It was not the Earl, however, but his mother wha&red over how
the white damask cloth set off the family pewted #re few pieces of
silver that graced the table. Best of all, as fartlae Dowager
Countess was concerned, were the forks that hadflaeed beside
the spoon and knife at every place. Constancedddast, it seemed,
and with that touch of fashionable comfort addeda® much

delicious food as she could find room for, the Dgearawas loud in

her praise.

"I had never believed it possible to eat so wellCaturt!" she
remarked to the party at large.

"Thank God for it," Aunt Simpson said with feelirlg.would have
given anything for you to be here this morningtesisMy lord
Clarendon had audience with the Queen - againsetier feelings in
the matter, as you may imagine - and the poorikgdyore cast down
than ever! | declare she would be on her way badRartugal this
very minute had he not told her that she no lohgerthe disposal of
her own person in her own hands, that she coulegwen go out of
the house, unless it was with the King's approval.”

"My lord Clarendon said that?"

"And a great deal more besides. The King was bedsitself with
rage at the suggestion that Clarendon had madentedrlier that he
should be more indulgent with his Queen. | expeckhows how



well known it is that my lady Castlemaine makes gmdown on his
knees to ask her pardon whenever he offdraisand won't have it
thought that he will suffer any such demands from ather female,
and the poor Portuguese lady has to submit to Hhmsmsy
accordingly."

Constance made a face and, catching her husbgedfseoured him
with a dazzling smile. "So the monster has a tdnste said under
her breath.

"What else did my lord Clarendon have to say?'Bhd asked Aunt
Simpson, putting a warning hand on his wife's knee.

"He was reasonable, thank God, but he offered tee@ very little
sympathy. He may have been afraid he would beetetat another
emotional scene if he did. She refused to see ksteyday, did you
know that? He had to come back again today, amdlbtdout that he
thought he had wasted enough time on the businessdg. If you

ask me, he could have knocked both their headghegevith the

greatest good will!"

Charlotte stirred restively, keeping an uneasy ewyeher new
sister-in-law. "Would it not be better to spealotfer things than the
King's business in the present company?" she steghelder own
husband smiled apologetically at the Earl and shoskead at her.

"It is a family party,” he said. "We may all say athwe please £0
each other, surely?"

"Until now there has been no question as to whardayalties lie!"

Constance raised her head, a flash of temper ieyles: "I am not and
never shall be a Royalist, but my lord knows herhgsvhole loyalty.

| should never, never betray any interest of met-even the more
stupid of his relations!"



Only the Dowager Countess seemed unmoved by thisimi. She
cast an ironic eye in her eldest son's directidaird smile lurking at
the corners of her mouth. "I can vouch that th#téstruth," she said.
"Whilst we all claim Charles Stuart to be our Kir€gnstance has a
liege lord of her own. To please him, she was pexpto violate her
conscience and wear bright colours, and, no dosite, will be
prepared to violate her conscience once again gjmolse the Stuart
cause - at least in public?"

Constance, at once furious and overcome with eragsment,
relapsed into an angry silence. How could her nrethhdaw reveal
her most closely guarded secret to the whole faamly enjoy doing
s0? She hadn't known that she had guessed to wiewesas referring
when she had claimed to have a King of her owrnall been a
childish fantasy, but one that was still preciau$iér, and to have it
laid bare before her brothers-in-law, none of wigire knew at all
well, or Aunt Simpson, who had little sympathy farch frivolous
nonsense, or worst of all the superior Charlottas wore than she
could bear. Her eyes misted with tears and shieebihp, her fingers
pulling resdessly at the corners of her napkin.

It was the Earl who came to her rescue. "The brbathieen Cavalier
and Roundhead will have to be healed if Englanid pgosper. It was
to unite the Aiken family that Constance agreedamy wife, and so
| told the King. He is as anxious as | that ourregke should be
followed by many others in the near future. Ithe best way for him
to secure his throne, and he knows it."

"My lord Clarendon doesn't share your tolerancag of his brothers
spoke up. "He is intent on bringing in further meas against those
who refuse to conform to the rites of the Churckongland.”

"He does the best he can," the Earl responded. atiigce is better
than much which is offered to the King." His hawdight his wife's,



squeezing her fingers between his in a caressvidmhappily hidden
from the others by the table.

"Dunkirk is to be sold back to the French, despiteadvice and that
of others as to the upset it will cause among Creli'swedcoats, not
that we would have had any hope of holding it agfatheir will.
What is more troubling is the reaction of the Dutglnherever we turn
in the world, they are our greatest rivals in tradd commerce, and
although we are both the allies of the Frenchatitbment, they have
no love for King Louis' policies, nor for ours." Heghed, looking
suddenly weary. "We are fortunate to have Chadesgetl with and
not the Duke of York. They share the same purpdsdshe King has
the incomparable advantage of knowing when to giag!"

"Does he though?" another of the Aiken brothersmut suspect he
Is too lazy to care as deeply as his brother.dfdeimfort is affected,
the one can be as stubborn as the other!"

"Il bear witness to that!" Aunt Simpson said witbep feeling. "If |
never live through another day like today, | slthé a contented
woman!"

"Is the Queen still very much upset?" the Dowageur@@ess asked
her.

"My love, | trust | never have to be present athsan interview ever
again! Oh, my lord Clarendon was clever, I'll grgaot that! He had
her tied in knots in a trice and she, poor lady, b@en so sure that hel
own virtue must triumph with him. Instead, he asked if she was
such an innocent she imagined the King would haesgrved his
heart for a consort he had never seen before avieks ago? And
that if an English Princess should be sent to Batfwould she find
that court to be as full of virtuous affectionsGetherine would wish
to find in England? Of course she couldn't claimthimg of the sort,
and was honest enough to admit it. | swear | though had



reconciled her to accept things as they are andake the best of
whatever Charles offered her in the future - wing sven apologised
if she should have seemed unduly tiresome and gi@evivhen what
must the Chancellor do but bring up the subjectnof lady
Castlemaine once again. All the good he had dorseruiaed in a
trice. She would not consent to have the Castleenamongst her
ladies. That was when she said she would retuRottugal sooner
than obey such a command. My lord Clarendon leftin@o doubt
that she was as much a subject of the King as angtse at Court,
but she could not be brought to stomach havingady Castlemaine
constantly about her person. Whereupon, my lorde@Gt#on advised
her not to say as much to the King, but to evadedsue sooner than
to refuse outright, or His Majesty would be provdketo a fine
passion also and she would very likely get the waofrg!

"Heaven knows what may become of it, but the Kiagaiready

reproaching her for her stubbornness and want tf, dnd she is
once again shut up in her chamber in tears, refusibe disturbed by
anyone! And, to make matters worse, what shouldabeatter

between the two of them only, has already reachednany ears to
be kept quiet. The whole Court is reverberatindnwhie quarrel! God
knows how it will end!"

"Never mind how it will end," the Dowager Countegewled, "it
couldn't have happened at a worse time! | had cpaiteany heart on
presenting Constance to the Queen as soon as lpaastbnow there
are bound to be delays. Why couldn't they haveadatfew days to
have their quarrel?"”

The Earl looked amused. "Doubtless you will finé Queen more
composed by tomorrow, and Constance is in no Hortgke part in

the amusements of the Court. The King is to hotchpether masque
this evening - "



"A masque?" Constance exclaimed, bursting withteraent. "Does
he really take part in such an entertainment hifasel

"He does, and the Duke of York also, though witihea less grace
and wit than his brother displays." The Earl's eyeiskled as he
observed his bride's guilty face. "I thought youghi find such

recreations beneath contempt,” he observed, aglthoeiwere about
to dismiss all further thought of such things frévs mind. "You

would not wish to take part in a play or a chargderself, would

you?"

Constance struggled briefly with her conscienceppeg shyly up at
her lord through her lashes. "Do you - do you favauch
entertainment yourself?" she asked him.

"I have never been a Puritan - "

"Because," Constance interrupted him, so anxious sh& to make
her point, "because if you think it unexceptiondboleme to do so, |
should quite like to play in a charade with you."

"I see," he said gravely. "You are making me theples of your
conscience with a vengeance! Well, | make no complan that
score, sweeting, as you well know. | only hope wallfind it all as
enjoyable as you think it will be!"

She smiled prettily up at him. "If you are theresHall enjoy it
excessively," she assured him. "I have often wardlerhat such
things are like. Once, at Brede, some of the \@fadnad a May Pole,
but Mrs. Goodman wouldn't allow me to watch themailag round
it. | was never precisely sure whether she thoiighitked herself, or
whether it was because she knew my father woultkéig, because
she never said a word when | fell out of the tread climbed to see
what they were doing. It was very pretty! With maaogloured
ribbons as well as the pole itself. And there wawme jugglers as



well who did all sorts of clever tricks, but theyere put in jail for
their pains and we never saw them again."

Even Charlotte seemed surprised by this artlessouatc of
Constance's past life. She unbent sufficiently nules hesitantly
across the table and to ask,

"Whatever did you do with yourself all the time?"

"l sewed samplers," Constance smiled back. "Mrodawn taught
me all the crafts | should need to know to run aseo | was glad she
had, too, after my father died, for we had few aats to help us and
it would have been terrible if Brede Place had groweglected and
shabby. As it was, | could do most things myseifj,aalthough the
management of the estate suffered a little in nmg,dhe house did
not!"

Henrietta uttered a little laugh. "But that coutdmve taken up all
your time?"

"I expect I, am slow," Constance acknowledged. f&haever
seemed enough hours in a day to do all that had tone: the dairy;
the laundry; the kitchens and the still room; ekeaping the rooms
clean! Mrs. Goodman and | would fast on Fridays] ather such
penances would take up some hours every day. The&Gunday we
would go to hear the minister preach his sermon Shé went
suddenly white and winced away from her thoughis$ she had lost
the thread of what she had been saying and hee diécl away into
silence.

"What is it, my love?" the Earl asked her urgently.

"Sir Thomas would be there on Sundays, and somstmsewife. His
children too. They would often confess their singublic and he
would promise them a good beating for the goodeirtsouls. My
father - "



"Did he beat you?" the Dowager Countess demandédmounting
indignation.

"No. | seldom saw him," Constance answered. "Anémwhdid, he
never said a word to me, but he - he admired San¥ds very much,
and | was always afraid that Sir Thomas would petethim that he
was neglecting his duty by never heeding what lldauch preferred
it when he didn't notice me, you see, because inaed him of my
mother and he was still very bitter about her dé&he looked round
the table, licking her lips to give her couragenéslied of the plague.
He had forbidden her to visit the sick familiestbe estate, but she
defied him. And then she died. He never forgaveftreleaving him
on his own."

"She could scarcely help dying of plague,” Henaistid reasonably.

"No," Constance admitted, frowning. "l sometimeswdered if even
Mrs. Goodman knew the whole story, but | expeeatas because she
disobeyed him by taking food to the sick. It wasuithe time that
the King was executed at Whitehall and the courteysvas m
turmoil. Mrs. Goodman said one could not go anywherthout
hearing rumours of disaster, or being knocked diier head by
marauding Royalists - even at Brede."

The Earl smiled kindly. "So your mother was a Viergve lady to go
out, whatever her reasons," he said quickly, bedog@ne else could
put in a word. "That is how you should think of hétle one. Never
mind what anyone thought about her, especially yather. You

have every reason to be proud of her!"

She wondered briefly what he could possibly knomwdliher mother,
but then he was always kind and no doubt he wikleednly to have
pride in her parent, the more especially as hefbadd so little to
admire in her father.



She was quite sure of this when they were alonentight and she
mentioned her mother again, asking if he knew wiaat become of
the other members of her family. The Earl was aldéime in
answering. He pulled her closer into his arms ardssed her flesh,
arousing her passion to fever heights.

"Margaret Tusser was a renowned beauty before hatage, as her
daughter is like to be after hers! Her family dis@d her when she
became an Aiken - for several reasons. There iseedl for you to
bother your head about them now, is there?"

"I know so little about her!" Constance exclaimed.

His lordship had been remarkably unsympathetic. th&t moment,
my little love, you would do far better to turn yoattention to my
pleasure - the Tusser claims on you cannot contparene!"

And all thought of her mother's family had slipdeaim her mind in
her eagerness to follow this very good advice. 8as young and
very much in love, and her mother had been dea fong, long
time.

The Royal row grew daily to greater proportionsth@ane's refusal
to accommodate the King over my lady Castlemainebuadstered up
by her conviction that if she were to do so sheldde placing the
King in grave danger of sinning further with thatdy. The King
became more and more furious with her obduracytadated her
with the nonpayment of her whole portion, which la&en delayed,
and had already caused her some mortification. ,Theh content
with this, he insulted her kinsman the Portuguesab@ssador by
referring to his consort in the most slighting terrand then outdid
himself by throwing the Jew, Duarte Silva, intaspn, because as the
go-between in making the arrangements for the Qsiawry he



had not yet paid the sum for which he was answeraiib the

exchequer, although the date for these arrangenerts finalised

had not yet been reached. It seemed there wasgdtki would not

stoop to in order to humiliate her and make heepthis mistress as
her lady-in- waiting.

The Dowager Countess of Brede watched these ewerits
increasing ire and dismay. She herself had no cdifff in
approaching the Queen, but that beset lady reftesatlow anyone
whom she did not already know to be presentedito he

"As if Constance would do other than sympathisehwier!" the
Dowager said angrily to her son. "She has had toupuwith the
sneers of my lady Hartley, after all, and has nea#t a single word
against her in my hearing."

The Earl had looked less than pleased by thisnmdtion. "What has
Anne been saying to her?" he demanded.

The Dowager raised an impatient shoulder. "Shediffisulty in
saying anything very much these days. | would sasas because her
teeth were paining her, but she has the strangeistels on her face
and neck." She allowed her shrewd gaze to fallemsbn's startled
face. "Haven't you been seeing her lately?" shedastankly.

"l have been otherwise engaged," her son replasing an eyebrow.
"The responsibilities of marriage are greater thiaad imagined."

"Beware, you may fall in love with that chit beforeu know it!" his
mother warned, relishing the thought.

Her son gave her a sardonic look. "With Margaretsseu's
daughter?"

"Oh, that old story!" the Dowager muttered disdailyt "Well, I'll
have you know that Margaret was one of the fewlydatautiful



ladies at Court with whom your father did not falllove! It was all
on her side and a great deal of misery it caused assure you, | was
as sorry for her as were all her friends, for she been very strictly
brought up and was as shocked as any of us thastehdd have
conceived such a passion for a man already mawietother. She
thought, poor soul, that Samuel was sufficientke lyour father to
make her happy - though any fool could have seemad quite
otherwise!" Her face softened dramatically. "I haeason to be
grateful to Margaret Tusser, Henry, and if | cgpareher by showing
kindness to her daughter, then so | will."

"You have my blessing in that," the Earl told Hés.she very like her
mother?"

The Dowager chuckled. "Very! She, too, only hassdge the Earl of
Brede, and would as willingly die in his service!"

"And has a sweetness that would tempt the verysairheaven," he
added, enjoying his mother's delighted astonishmiémid | am no
saint, as you have reason to know."

"No, nor was your father before you," the Dowagghed. "He often
made me very unhappy, yet there was never anysed@ me and
he always said | had a special place in his heart."

"l have no doubt of that," the Earl responded. e devoted to you
in his own way."

"l know, but | would wish for more for Constancélis mother burst
out. "Don't hurt her, Henry. Life has hurt her eglouWe must do all
we can to make her feel loved in her new family."

The Earl's smile held a gentleness she had neeer @e his face
before.

"l intend to," he said.



The Dowager Countess of Brede was not a woman teaséy

defeated once she had set her mind on somethimgQtieen could
closet herself in her chamber with her good wilk svould find some
other way of approaching her on her daughter-indawehalf, but
somehow, willy-nilly, the Portuguese lady wouldrbade to receive
the new Countess and to be as gracious as heofi&kglish would

permit.

Queen Catherine was, therefore, astounded to beaged by a
lady whose elegance put to shame her own feelgmpts to achieve
a fashionable appearance in an English dress ¢fdhtitile attraction

for her. Greeted in impeccable Spanish, she foumdelf being

cajoled irresistibly into a better mood.

"I have a favour to ask of you," the Dowager Cosstenurmured
after a lengthy exchange of compliments. "My sdmide, my lady

Brede, has never set foot outside England and edas never had
the opportunity of seeing your famous PortuguesessirHaving

heard so much about your Majesty's beauty in youn aational

costume, naturally she has a burning ambition &y in it for

herself. Would you - could you indulge her wish, oy sake?"

The Queen showed every sign of bursting into teace more. "If
she wishes to gain her sovereign's favour, shedwbabetter to join
the Court of my lady Castlemaine!" she said biterl

The Dowager Countess looked shocked. "I shouldytal, ma'am,

that my lady's sympathies are entirely with your ldenscience
would be outraged by such a suggestion, for she 18rtuous as any
lady you are like to meet in England, and asks tmyopportunity to

tell you in person how willing she is to serve yeiih the deference
and respect your position amongst us must deserve."

The Queen gave her a hopeful stare. "She is atRikaisnyself? |
have my own chaplain with me who confesses me -"



The Dowager Countess almost ground her teeth witioyance.
"She is a Puritan," she said reluctantly, "so simeot look for much
sympathy from those who are closest to the King."

"She is a Puritan and yet you will sponsor her@ir@®"

"She is dear to me, your Majesty. She is unveraethe ways of
Society and little given to the arts of compromise&hich, as you
know, ma'am, is how most of us succeed at Couttm§eambitions
for her are high - "

The Queen's eyes rounded in surprise, all thoulgteaos forgotten.
"You wish meto be her patron?" she accused. Her lips twitetiéul
a mocking amusement "l should have thought | wiialde been the
last person you would have looked to for that!"

The Dowager Countess shook her head. "The firstaimal
discovered in my own marriage that whilst there rnayothers, the
wife must always rank first. | do beg of you toibeé me that it will
always be so in the end."

Queen Catherine considered this, translating thelsviaboriously
into her native Portuguese, for, whilst she undetand spoke
Spanish, she was not truly at home in any langsage her own.
Then she smiled and held out her hand.

"You may present your daughter to me, my lady. nfess myself
curious to see your little Puritan for myself!"

Masking her triumph from the gaze of the assemlielies, the
Dowager Countess summoned Constance at once feoamth-room
where she had been waiting, before the Queen athatige her
mind.

Constance, her colour high, made her curtsey ardrsered out a
few words in Portuguese, which she had made thiet&zah her in



the privacy of their room for this very occasiomelQueen could not
have been more pleased. She lifted her to henidieher own hands
and embraced her warmly, introducing her personallgach and
every one of the ladies present. The Portuguesae@them, touched
by hearing a few words of their own language, erwta over her

and tried out their own broken English until Const forgot her

shyness and made the Queen laugh out loud byiagsetindly that

whilst the Republican cause had always had herastypghe would

be very proud to serve her new Queen, as wagifitinhe Countess
of Brede.

"My lord told me when we first spoke of you thauywere brave. He
counts courage to be the best of virtues and sosk meeds admire
you, ma'am, and so | do!"

"Because my lord Brede tells you to?" the Queeorted, and
laughed again when Constance nodded even beforenerk had
been translated to her.

"My lord is always right," she said.

The Queen brought the audience to an end whenahéold that the
servants were waiting to serve her with her usugl af tea. "You
may visit me again," she said to Constance, "whengeur husband
and your new mother can spare you to me, and ore suitable
feast-day you shall see our Portuguese dresses."

"Thank you, ma'am," Constance said prettily. Sheeraer curtsey
once again and escaped from the chamber on the loéeher
mother-in-law, her mind awhirl with the injusticd bfe and a
consciousness of the real loneliness of the Poesguady, a
loneliness she could not help but recognise - @ $a often been
present in her own life.

"If she were soon with child - " she began as sa®they were alone.



"If this ridiculous quarrel were to be brought toend!" the Dowager
Countess said with asperity. "Still, you behaved/weell, child. I'm
pleased with you!"

Constance thought her mother-in-law looked tirad] guessing at
the trouble the older woman had gone to on herletiee escorted
her to her own chamber and left her in the comparer sister so
that the two of them could enjoy a good gossip atlmuday's events,
whilst she herself went in search of Lady Elizabatid Mistress
Catherine, hoping to persuade them to accompangrhaiturn in the
gardens.

The two girls were much excited when they heartisha had at last
been presented to the Queen.

"Was she as formidable as you feared?" Lady Elittehgked with a
mocking, sidelong glance.

"No, but she is sad. | wish we could do somethimdhelp her. |
couldn't understand her very well, but | liked h8he may be a
Queen, but she is not much older than ourselvesshadnust feel
herself a stranger in a foreign land, even if shearried to the King."

"Or perhaps because of it," Kate drawled. "Theyehaw language in
common, though both of them understand a littlen&ba Did she
like you though, Constance? That's the importangth

"l think so. She asked me to visit her again.”

Her two friends drew great sighs of relief. "Yoe @ success!" Lady
Elizabeth informed her. She laughed, clapping laards together.
"How glad | am | presumed to make your acquaintdrefere you

reached such lofty heights. You can hardly lookdtier way now

when | claim to be your friend and bask in youteeted glory!"



Constance hid her crimson cheeks behind her htrddetween her
gratitude at their generous reception of her navdsheer amusement
at the idea of herself as a leading light in theallar society of the
Couirt.

"Let's go down to the Tiltyard," Kate suggestedwtnder if any
tournaments will ever be held there again.”

"It's wasted as it is," Lady Elizabeth agreed. 'Sewasted acres
without a single knight in sight. When | think obw beautifully |
would present my choice with my favour before hetnadf to joust
some villain in my name, | can only think that sogentleman has
been done out of the great moment of his life!"

Kate looked wise, smiling a little. "'l prefer a s&r contact with the*
gentleman of my choice. What do you say, Constdnce?

Constance averted her face, feeling very matronty eéxperienced.
"It is best of all to be married to him," she ansyge

Lady Elizabeth gave her a droll look, while Katadghed out loud.

"Our little Puritan obviously likes being a Cavaliwife," Lady
Elizabeth teased her affectionately. "And my lorddg looks mighty
pleased with himself also, didn't you think so, é&atvhen we saw
him with my lord Clarendon this morning?"

Kate giggled. "The Aikens are all so handsome!"

Constance stirred herself to make the most unlikéfigr of her life.
"He has two unmarried brothers," she said humldynd'they are
almost as handsome as my lord!"

Her two friends smiled at her with glee. "So thes! &Ve depend on
you to make us known to them - and soon, beforeCitwrt visits
Greenwich for the visit of the Queen Mother."



"Does Queen Henrietta Maria come to England?" Gorcgt asked,
astounded at how the two girls managed to heay#weg that was
going on at Court long before anyone else couldikabit.

Lady Elizabeth put an innocent look on her face andded. "I
happened to hear my lord Clarendon mention it\tery morning,"
she said.

“To my lord Brede!" Kate added, for good measuheé' will be here
by July 28th!"



CHAPTER NINE

CONSTANCE looked at the pouting Sobriety and wished that s
herself was both older and wiser.

"You had best go back to Brede," she said.

"You wouldn't send me away," Sobriety retorted. ifweed me here,
to dress your hair and do all the other thingsdg'éamaid does for
you. If | weren't here, you'd be lost to do thdsads for yourself."

"But if the man is married - "

"Oh, he's married right enough. He was married anEe to a
Frenchwoman. They couldn't rightly talk to one &eof but they was
married right enough."

"Then you must see that | can't allow - "

"| said as how he was married to her, but shésance and he's here.
Now he wants to marry with me!"

Constance righteously quelled the thought thatat tvas what the
man wanted he would have done a great deal bethavie kept quiet
about his French wife. If Sobriety had been ignbi@nhis spouse
there would have been nothing sinful in her livingh him as his
wife, but now that she did know, how could Cons&alttow her to
do any such thing?

"You must think of his wife and children," she sanddetermined
tones. "It is your duty, Sobriety, and quite rigb!"

"His children be as Frenchified as his wife," Setyri returned
sulkily. "They none of them will come to Englandi€sain't a wife at
all! He can't so much as tell the children nothifay, they don't
understand a word he's saying. Besides, | alre@dyhim he could



share my bed and so he does - ever since we carHarpton
Court." She tossed her head in the air defiantlyatl nowhere else to
go, not after that first night! His lordship waswanting me inhis
lodgings, now was he?"

Constance realised with sinking spirits that it whe who had failed
in her duty to the girl. It was no excuse that Bad been lost and
afraid herself, Sobriety had been her responsibiNhy, good
heavens, she had meant to speak to her duringotmaey to
Hampton Court, but his lordship had sent the matean out of her
head. The sin was clearly on her own soul and #gmapce would
have to be hers also. Was it enough to have to geanahout a maid
for the next few days? Constance didn't know, hatfeared not. Her
mouth felt dry, and she would have given anythingtake the
problem straight to the Earl to deal with, but Ehew she could not.
He would expect her to be mistress of her own hmalseand so she
should be! She was not a baby, but a married womlragh she must
behave as such!

"Sobriety, youmustreturn to Brede. You imperil your immortal sou
with this adulterous liaison. As your mistress,anoot allow it!
Indeed, | beg your pardon that | did not preveibeitore it was ever
begun. | am very much at fault also and, if | finthard to manage
without you, it is no more than | deserve. Go tedg you will!"

"And who will take me there?" Sobriety asked hetlpe
"Not my lord's coachman!" Constance told her sharply.

Sobriety's face fell. "But, Mistress Constance -lady, what am | to
do if I am already with child?"

Constance's consternation was equally apparenth&tegiven no
thought to such a possibility, and now that it baén brought to her
notice, she found it hard not to consider her owee¢ inwardly



rejoicing at the very idea that she might hersetirsbe growing
heavy with his lordship's seed ripening within heshe were to have
a son -

"My lady?"

Constance started and pushed the pleasant daydfdeamself giving
suck to the heir of Brede away from her. "That vk your
punishment," she said sternly.

"There's no one at Brede as knows he's marriedadyy | want to be
with him, my lady. There'll never be no other manrhe!"

To Constance's inordinate relief the door of heancber opened to
admit her husband. He threw her a look of enqumy erossed the
room to her, taking her hand in his.

"Now what could possibly be causing that solemnresgon,
madam?" he teased her. "Just now, when the whalet Gotalking
about your success with the Queen!"

"It's Sobriety, my lord."

Sobriety dropped him a pained curtsey and sniffiedgls infuriating
Constance more than ever. It was one thing to kKmenself as guilty
as her maid, but quite another to be alone in hi#ingness to do
penance for the sin.

"Ah, yes," the Earl murmured. "l expect she hasedortell you she
wishes to marry Alfred. Surely you do not objecy, love?"

"l hope you do too!" Constance retorted, stungisychasual attitude.
"Alfred, if that is the name of your coachman, iarned already to
some woman in France. He has children by her! if goe ready to
condone adultery, | am not!"



The Earl looked amused. "He lived with a woman ran€e for a
while, as did many of his betters when all is smd done. | doubt if
they were ever married according to law. The Fremsh the same
word for wife and woman, which is not so strangkeefre are many
such matches made in this country too."

Constance thought that that was very little bettéou must find out
from Alfred if that was the way of it," she flungitoat Sobriety.

"You had best accept that that was how it was,'Bae advised her.
"The woman is unlikely to interfere with him herekngland.”

"If she was married to him, he cannot take anotfeanan to wife!"
Constance decided, deeply shocked.

The Earl grinned at her. "We'd best send the tvtberh to Brede and
let them settle the how and why of it between tHem.

"Certainly not!" Constance decided. "If they g@Bt@de | shall send a
note with them for Mrs. Petters to ensure that tine the knot is
securely tied. | never heard of such a thing! WAitadut those poor
children in France?"

"Hard at work for their stepfather by now! WriteNtrs. Petters if you
must, love, but Alfred is a good man. Sobriety walo' badly with

him, I'll vouch for that, though | fancy she wilbdetter if no one at
Brede should suspect anything of Alfred's past." ddeessed her
cheek, rearranging the curls that framed her fdoeave them to

work out their own salvation, sweeting. Of muchagez moment will

be to find you another maid to replace Sobriety. Mlest ask my
mother what is best to be done."

Constance stirred uncomfortably. "No, my lord. hicat forever be
running to her for advice about this and that. ktrlaarn to manage
my own household. It is clear to me that | havenbeeglecting my
duties and | must take the consequences. | shdlinfiy own maid!"



"And Sobriety shall go to Brede with Alfred?"

"l suppose so," she agreed, aware of the quichk tsriumph in her
maid's eyes. Did the girl have sense of shame? And that, too, ha
to be her fault. She should have paid more atteribahe spiritual
welfare of all those in her employ, instead of iagut first to Mrs.
Goodman and then to Mrs. Petters. When her fatietbken alive he
had insisted that everyone in the house shoulddttes daily prayers
he read aloud, often in the Long Gallery, where dheughts had
plagued Constance all through her childhood, ptayith her skirts
and freezing her feet until she could scarcely eatrate at all on the
long dissertations and even longer prayers thatatieer had thought
proper. After his death, she had insisted on glefere and after
every meal, but she had soon been tempted to takeshlter into the
Little Parlour where, as often as not, she haeifadisleep in front of
the fire long before she had come to the end oéllo&ted portion for
the day.

"But | shall write to Mrs. Petters!" she insisté8hewill soon make
you see the error of your ways for - " She remeedbé&elatedly her
husband's presence and that it would be most insprimprefer to
what had already taken place between Sobriety ancolachman in
the free terms that had at first occurred to Hér-the sins you have
committed here at Hampton Court! It wouldn't suisprime if she
made you fast for a week or more, as well as falibgl you to see
Alfred until you are properly wed!"

"Yes, my lady," said Sobriety.

Constance clenched her fists. "I am ashamed thmaid of mine
should fear the fires of Hell so little - "

But the Earl would not let her finish. He pulled @me of her ringlets
and smiled down at her. "So little and so fiercehlie Sobriety to
Alfred and Mrs. Petters. By the time we return ted® she will be a



sober, married woman with only good things to sbiiey mistress.
Isn't that so, Sobriety?"

"Ay, 'tis, my lord." The girl ventured a pert smiléMistress
Constance don't mean no harm, sir. We've done thk thiat has to
be done side by side too often for me not knowaag $he feels. But
there be some sins that be worth the risk of falimo the Devil's
hands. It isn't at all as we were told by the neri@nd by Squire
Aiken. | won't come to no harm with Alfred. He'le&p the Deuvil
away - he told me so! Takes a long spoon when ps aith the
Devil, he does, and I'm right glad he does, so lEmbe doesn't use it
when he sups with me. It be natural for me to kb Wifred - and |
don't see no sin in that!"

Constance opened her mouth to make a sharp retibithhe pressure
of the Earl's fingers on her shoulders prevented Besides, she
wasn't as convinced as she should have been thgirthvasn't right

in her way. She blushed a little, reflecting thatGod had created
nature, it was hard to see why so much of it waisand deserving
of His censure.

She nodded her dismissal of Sobriety, her moutequuup with the
strain of worrying about her. She turned impulsnel the Earl, her
eyes dark with anxiety.

"l have been dreadfully remiss! | saw exactly howould be when |
saw them together the day we drove here from Biaattk] allowed it
to be put out of my mind. | cannot forgive myself -

"How serious you look, my sweet!"

"But | wanted to be such a good wife to you - ravhe stupid creature
who can't even manage her own household!" Sheddirgwvay her
tears. "You are not to be kind to me about thisJong! | deserve the
very worst that you can say to me!"



"Do you?" His lips twitched irresistibly. "But aswas | who put the
matter out of your mind, | must take my share efltkame, don't you
think?" His mouth fell into a lop-sided smile. Vs | who made you
forget all about that graceless pair, | presume?"

She nodded. "You know it was," she said warmly, $gerits rising

dramatically as he bent his head and kissed hetherips. Her
fingers clutched the folds of his coat. "It isnily Sobriety who
should be doing penance, for it was quite as mugkanit as hers. It
would be no more than my deserts if you - if youente have nothing
more to do with me for some days."

"That might suit your Puritan conscience, but iyssaothing to

mine!" His lips slid along the line of her jaw tdhere her shoulder
joined the neck. "Alfred would have had Sobrietyprser or later,

with or without your consent, whatever advice yad lgiven the girl.

He has been a man this last decade, whereas yatilbaechild and

before you shared my bed had little inkling of whatintended by
her. Forget all about it, sweetheart, and restesdrnthat no one at
Brede will know of their commerce together befdreyt settled down
as man and wife."

Her eyes filled with laughter and she giggled agjaims neck. "You
should know that | am not a child 1 If | am old agh to be your
wife,” | am old enough to shoulder the respongibgi of your
household - but | will not say another word on $iibject, lest you
begin to agree with me that | am a sad wife to youl like it much

better when you pay me pretty compliments and ee to me!"

"You relieve my mind,” he teased her, his fingexplering the

buttons of her bodice and undoing them one by dhgou wish to

play the penitent, my pretty one, you'll get noammagement from
me. | am well content with my wife as she is!"



She covered his hands with her own, peeking uprawiith a roguish
look, as innocent as it was arousing. "You will make conceited,
my lord," she warned him.

His hands spread across her breasts. "You have tadhconceited
about!"

Her pulses throbbed beneath his touch and shedadush she made
another feeble attempt to restore some semblancedefr to her
dress. Recently, she thought, it had become hamdrharder to
remember that he only said such things in ordéetkind, as he had
always been kind to her, and not because he vihs irast danger of
losing his heart to anyone as inadequate as hisgysife, no matter
how securely he might hare taken her own into kBispkng. And it
was the most perverse folly on her part to wish itheould ever be
otherwise!

Constance sat beside her mother-in-law, feastingelges on the
scene before her. She had never imagined thatiagytbuld be so
graceful as the ladies and gentlemen before hayiagy and dipping
as they danced in time to the music. She longgditothem and
attempt the steps for herself, but the dictatesesfconscience had
forced her to refuse the Earl's offer to teachthetbasic movements.

"l find it most improper!" she had declared withr n@se in the air.

"Il wager you five gold pieces that you'll be tirve floor before the
end of the evening!" he had retorted.

"l have no gold to give you!" She had bitten hpr temembering she
had no business to be encouraging him in suchigesv

"I'll take your kisses in exchange," he had saidanear. "Five kisses
against my gold. Is it a bargain?"



She had wrung her hands together, sorely temptgtvéoway there
and then. "But | stand to win both ways, my loghé had felt obliged
to point out. "My kisses are yours to command - "

"Ah, but these you would give me of your own acca@weetheart!"
he had exclaimed.

She had sat up very straight, looking as digniisgossible. "Then
we - we have a bargain, my lord," she had whispered

The look he had given her was with her still, duba had said was,
"Good girl! | salute your courage - as always!"

But, if she had refused to dance herself, she &leehtcare to fulfil
her promise to her two friends by persuading hethars-in-law to
lead them out onto the floor almost as soon asléimee had begun
and she had been amused to notice that both guisitade the most
of their opportunities, flirting outrageously witheir partners for the
rest of the evening. She soon found herself longingpin in the
dance with the others, however, and she eagerlyamsea the steps
they made - just in case she should come to lesedlgain she had
just made with her husband.

The worst moment for her was when the Earl paussidb Lady

Hartley, offering her his arm. She could hardly awatch them

dancing together, and the Dowager Countess, fallgwier tragic

gaze, made a feverish effort to distract her atiarity calling to her

side a series of old flames to whom she wishedrésgnt her new
daughter. The last of these was a merry-lookingviddal, as untidy

as he was fashionable, with his wig constandy slgpfrom side to

side of his head. "Does my lady Brede dance?" kedasConstance
shook her head shyly, wondering who he was. The dgew

Countess muttered a name in her ear, laughinglseef a request
that she should dance with him in Constance's paawkfluttered her
fan to hide her longing to take advantage of hmslloffer.



"Please, Mama, do go with him," Constance begged'hshall be
quite all right here until you get back,"

The Dowager's face lit up, but she held back fonament longer.
"Charlotte will sit with you - "

"No, please don't disturb her!" Constance countergently. "I am
very well alone!"

"Well, it will only be for a minute or so," the Dager agreed, "and
Henrietta is only just over there if you should chéeer." And she

went merrily on her way, her feet already tappingtime to the

music.

Alone, Constance tried not to feel awkward and dbaad. Her eyes
sought and found her husband, his head thrown &sble laughed at
something his partner had said to him. Constantglike of Anne
Hardey increased until it was a physical pain wither. She forced
herself to look at her as though she were a strangganing nothing
to her, but she could still find littie to admirethe other woman. She
had a blowsy,-unwholesome air about her that waesrdaated now
by a barely disguised black eye and some scratoinéer neck that
might well have been made by a man's hand. Perha@as her wit
and her experience that had attracted the Eadrtmtthe beginning,
but what had made him stay? Was it possible thgtteb, went weak
at the knees with love for him whenever he went hed? Constance
doubted it. My lady Hartley was only in love witlerdself, as her
smug expression declared. She was the pivot ab\werexistence.

"It is my lady Brede, isn't it?"

Constance turned her head and was surprised tarsgher lady
seated on her mother-in-law's chair. Dressed freawhto foot in
sober black, she looked as out of place as a cnoangst a flock of
birds of Paradise.



"Yes, yes it is," Constance admitted.

"l hope you will forgive my presumption in speakitagyou, my dear,
but when | saw you were alone | couldn't resistiognup to you. We
are related, despite the silly quarrel between yoather and the rest
of her family. My name is Tusser - your uncle's ovid"

Constance's eyes widened in pleasurable astonishtivgnmother's
brother? | didn't know she had one!"

"Oh, yes, the Tussers were quite a large familyurYimother was
held to be the most beautiful of them all, so mgband used to tell
me. She was as great a success at Court as |teareg like to be!"

"People are kind to me for my lord's sake," Constasaid at once. "I
doubt they would forget that the sympathies of msepts were never
for the King if | weren't married to him." She lcak at the other
woman curiously. "Was my uncle a Parliamentarizol

"All the Tussers were," the woman answered. "AWesgour mother,
Margaret. But there, you will have heard all abtinatt without my
telling you all over again."

"My mother was &royalist ?"

"Until her marriage," the woman nodded, smilingddl believe that
you know nothing about what happened after allhéwdd have

thought - My dear, | do apologise for raising tljsct. Of course,
your father would have wished all your memorieb@fto be as pure
as the driven snow!"

"Tell me about her," Constance commanded blundwalld rather
know what has been said about her all these yWatking can be so
bad that it will change my opinion of her!"



"Oh dear me, | wish now | had never come up to yds!not my
place to revive old injuries! | wish you would ngtuestion me
further!"

"Who else is there | can ask?" Constance demanded.

"No, they would not tell you the truth,” the womadmitted. "It isn't

very bad, after all. Your mother was a little ursyiperhaps, but if
one will not admit the proper restrictions on onetsduct that
religion provides, it is not surprising if one isllmg to step outside
convention in the most brazen way! Your uncle alsvesgtained an
affection for her, but there was little he couldiddhe face of your
grandfather's decision that her name would nevespoden in the
family again. Not even when she married your fathvewld he

relent!"

"But whatever did she do?"

"She became the mistress of the Earl of Bréde fourthEarl. |
suppose if he were alive now he would be your fatimelaw, if he
didn't claim a closer relationship still."

Constance's heart went cold within her. "What ava ymplying,
Mistress Tusser ?" she asked with commendable calm.

"Oh, | don't mean anything, but one can't help mabering the

gossip of the time. Margaret - your mother - waadhever ears in
love with the Earl. It was the talk of the dayskare you! Her family
cast her off for it. But she wouldn't even try foore discretion in her
behaviour. In the end, the Earl himself was emlisagd by her and,
so it was said, arranged himself for her to marsydousin Samuel.
He packed them off to Brede, some said becausedvitrg/as with

child, while he himself stood beside the King utti end. General
Cromwell was quick to confirm Samuel in his posgessf the estate
as he was there already, but that was after youbkad born and



everyone had accepted that your mother -had fownchappiness
with her Puritan Samuel after all.”

Constance sat, frozen to her seat, her wholetifebling about her.
"l don't wish to hear any more, Mistress Tussdng said. "l think
you'd better go now."

"Ay, so | will, niece, as soon as this dance isroBeit there my dear,
you mustn't take on so, it was all a long time agehnted you to
know that | have only your best interests at hddrére are several of
us who have chosen not to conform to the estallisDieurch in
England and we would be very happy to have you gstams. Shall
we see you tomorrow? As your aunt, | shall make kwawn to all
the others and we can praise God in our own waig. \that your
parents would have liked you to do, | am sure af,tmy lady."

Constance shuddered with distaste at the thouyete do you
meet?" she asked.

"In the heart of London, where else? | shall mert gown by the
river at ten o'clock in the forenoon, and we'lltggether in my own
barge. It will be an immense pleasure to me to krloat we are
friends at last. Your grandfather had no right éprive you of your
family, and so | think also! We shall deal famousbgether, as |
knew the first moment | set eyes upon you! So yar mother, but
so much moreestrained as is becoming in a well-brought-up girl!

"Thank you, ma'am," Constance murmured.
"And you will be there in the morning?"

Constance nodded her head, making a great efféroltb back the
tears that threatened to undo her carefully maiathdignity.

"That's right, my love. It would never do to forgeiu were brought
up a Puritan and to worship God accordingly!" Anthwhat she was



gone, clutching her black skirts to her as sheskad amongst the
other spectators who were still watching the damcin

The Dowager Countess returned to her self-imposety of
chaperoning her young daughter-in-law with an ansilwown on her
face.

"Who was that extraordinary woman talking to yog#é asked at
once.

Constance made a helpless movement, willing heirgelfbeing an
Impassive statue without any feelings at all.

"She claimed an acquaintance with my mother," spéad.

"And you believed her?" The Dowager sounded detydedt out.
"My dear, you should never believe that type okpar They live to
make trouble and are best ignored for that vergaed A glance at
her daughter-in-law revealed how close to teargjitievas and she
pressed her fan into her hand so that she coule rmadetter job of
disguising her misery from the world. "If it's beis@ Henry chose to
dance with that ereature you must put it out of your mind, child. He
told me himself he had no further interest in her."

Constance shook her head. "It's not that, ma'aranhot expect my
lord to be permanently at my side - " She sniff@dying the fan
vigorously in front of her face. "That lady was raynt, Mistress
Tusser," she explained in broken tones. "My mosh&ster-in-law.
She was telling me about my mother. | had no icdeahad so much
cause to dislike her."

"On the contrary, | have only the most loving mei@®rof your
mother," the Dowager contradicted her flatly. "Tgbu can't say the
same for most of her family! | must admit | doréimember any
brother, but her father, your grandfather, wasgoted, stupid old
man!"



Constance wondered bleakly if she would ever bgea®rous, as
nobleabout Lady Hartley as her mother-in-law was beaibhgut her
mother.

"l don't know how you can be so kind to me whenwhenged you -

"Margaret Tusser? The only person she wronged eeseh. Her
family made no effort to find out the truth of thmatter, preferring to
believe idle gossip before their own daughter. hiv® her father
myself on her behalf, but he refused to see mangdye was too
ashamed to do so! | may say | disliked him quitenash as I disliked
Samuel! Your father was employed as my husbarelgast in those
days, just as Henry makes use of Frederick's ssvaday - "

"Is that why he married my mother to him?"

"No. He was against the match from the first. Ob,all knew that
Margaret had lost her heart to Brede - when youraeied to a man
like my lord, you soon learn to recognise the signs, anduard
against them as best you may - but Richard wag guitouched by
her. He was sorry for her, but no more than thatwids aghast when
she announced she was to marry your father. Heafvagl it was
because Samuel bore some superficial resemblantienself. But
she would do it, and she went to Brede to live \Wwghhusband there.
We stayed away for her sake as much as for the'indhose first
years. | never saw Margaret again, and Richardmio own
knowledge, saw her but once more, but we both always had the
kindest memories of her. You may believe me ababat, tchild,
because there were many other ladies for whom émleave a kind
remembrance ever!"

Constance managed a feeble smile. "Was | - wamldmmon after my
mother went to Brede?" she enquired with a stuchdifference that



would not have deceived anyone with only half tloeishof her
mother-in-law.

"Not for close on eighteen months. We were told edmately,
because Brede Place was still ours in those dayd:nb ashamed to
say that the events of the succeeding years putepastence out of
my mind until Henry found you again. You have nasmto be
ashamed of your mother, or of your birth. Reallpn€tance, you
must think me the most unnatural creature aliw@if think 1 would
have stood by and allowed Henry to marry you iféheere any truth
in that female's evil innuendoes!"

Constance was saved from having to make any rgpfintding her
husband standing before her, a faint smile onijpgs TCan you resist
putting my lady Hartley in the shade?" He wiped wadear from the
corner of her eye with a gentle finger. He raisiscelgebrows in open
mockery. "Dear heart,

what else can | do if my own wife will not dancethvme?"

"Yes, go on, Constance, before | box your ears ylou!" her
mother-in-law commanded her. "Really, | had forgnthowstupid
young people can be! It makes me quite glad to hefteny youth
behind me!"

Constance droppeddier an apologetic curtsey. 8mysma‘'am,"” she
said.

"So | should hope!" the Dowager retorted and tuimexdface away.

Dancing with her husband was a memorable experié€b@estance
took her place in the line, her hand joined wit, lsurtseying to him
and moving this way and that in time to the musis, she had
observed her friends doing such a short time betmly to feel his
arm about her waist as he lifted her bodily andreyveer round to his
other side.



His eyes were brilliant as he looked down at hé&ive kisses,
madam, you owe me, and I'll have them from you teej@u sleep
tonight!"

Her breath caught in a little laugh, her lasheBngeher chestnut eyes
from his glance. "The pleasure will be mine!" shieispered back,
and moved quickly away, to turn and curtsey to ammoe again.



CHAPTER TEN
"DID you have a pleasant time, my lady?"

Constance stared at the neat figure who was sgmaithe shadows
of her bed-chamber, her hands neatly folded intfobiher.

"Where's Sobriety?" she asked at once.

"You sent her to the country, my lady. Perhaps yadyship has
forgotten?"

Constance sat down on the nearest chair, easin@dieng feet
surreptitiously under her skirts. "But she cantehgone already,"”
she objected. "I meant to write to Mrs. Petterssamd the letter with
her." She frowned at the silent woman, a littleréiged to discover
that for some reason she couldn't put her fingeshendidn't care for
her. "Besides, who are you?"

"Your aunt send me to attend you, my lady. If y@aayship pleases,
my name is Carter."

"l see," Constance murmured. She supposed that iomson had
sent the girl to her, which made it all the moré&wasard because she
had no intention of retaining her in her servidee $anted to choose
her own personal maid, for the last thing she whnrtas to have
someone whom she disliked constantly fingeringthegrgs and her
person. "Do you work for my aunt?"

"l have done so, my lady?"
"But you don't work for her now?"

"Not at the moment, my lady. That's why she sentang®u."



Constance sighed. "l appreciate the trouble shet weeron my
behalf,” she said slowly, "however, | prefer thdtmy servants
should come from my husband's estate. I'm surdl ymderstand
that | can only employ you in a temporary capatity.

"Of course, my lady."

The girl was efficient and quick, Constance hadgdmit that, but
there was none of the laughter that she had shaitbdSobriety.
Carter stripped her to her shift with a few skilfmlovements,
throwing a voluminous nightdress over her headallShdraw the
curtains round the bed, my lady?"

Constance nodded. She did not like to wear het ahifight in the
summer, a decision her husband had warmly endobegdjeither
did she like to make an issue of it with this tfaced young woman
who reminded her strongly of someone else she hee known, but
whom she couldn't quite remember.

She climbed the three steps up into the bed anih sla¢ middle of
the embroidered silk coverlet, wrestling with thestof her shift with
nervous fingers, which was ridiculous. What dichétter if her maid
did catch her at it?

"My lady, have | your permission to accompany youlte prayer
meeting on the morrow?" Carter's voice came thrahghcurtains.
"It was Sobriety who told me you might be goingeirlyg a Puritan
like myself."

Constance's warning instincts flared into life. B8ety told you?"

"Yes, my lady. She had heard that some people pfpersuasion
went to London regularly for the meeting and she stae you would
be going yourself. It is so hard to pray as onenbugthe Palace!"



Constance thought of the ornate Chapel and memtgitsed with her,
The services there were more like magnificent parémces to her
way of thinking. She liked them very well, but theutraged the
simple notions she had been brought up to observe.

"We have to leave very early," she said aloud. fiohsure | shall be
ready in time. The dance went on so long tonighd, ray lord is not
yet come to bed. Perhaps another time, Carter?"

"The Lord doesn't wait on our convenience, my ladye girl said
primly. "I shall wake you in good time, have noriéa

"But my lord - "

"His lordship must take second place to your datydur Maker, my
lady," Carter retorted piously. "Forgive me for akiag plainly, but |
think you must agree with me that it is so?"

Constance tugged angrily at a recalcitrant strind i came away
with a ripping sound that she was sure would b@agter's head
poking round the curtains. When it did not, sheviedaa sigh of
relief, deciding to overlook the maid's impertineme addressing her
more like an equal than her temporary mistress.t Was her
conscience speaking, Constance told herself whyjudged Carter
to be in the right and her own excuses to be larmdedd, and so they
were, but so blunted had her sense of duty becese tast few days
that she was appalled to discover that a few mosriaritord Brede's
company seemed an excellent reason for neglectiagything else
that ought to concern her. Was it so wrong to agammy him to
Church and not to brave the river - a mode of fradech was quite
new to her - in order to listen to a lengthy sernfimm someone
whom she didn't even know? Yes, it was, her conseigeplied
unequivocally. She would have to go, no matter bberhated it, and,
worse still, she would have to keep her intentfoois her lord lest he



should prevent her, as he was bound to do, befinaupporter of
my lord Clarendon and the obnoxious Clarendon Code.

But that Carter should be perfectly right did nothito endear the
maid to her. She wriggled out of her shift at lastl got thankfully
into bed to find that, despite its being summert&dad gone to the
trouble of warming it for her, a kindness that ddduave made her
like her better, but somehow did not.

"Very well, you may come with us," she said, "if$itiess Tusser says
you may. She is the only person | know in the péarty

For an instant Constance wondered if the girl vaaghing, but she
sounded completely grave when she said, "You knoyv laaly
Hartley, madam. | am grateful to your ladyship fgour
condescension. | shall waken you in good time @étforning."

Constance eased her tired limbs into the warm patthe bed and
hoped that Lord Brede would not be long in comiagbed. She
relived the moments of their dance together anti@dghat it could
have gone on for ever. How strong he was, to be @&blift her so
easily! Next time, she would dance with him sooard then he
might stay away from Lady Hartley and she would ioetbothered
with persons like her aunt, Mistress Tusser, whd been at the
bottom of her mother-in-law's displeasure with hvenjch had hurt
her very much, even though the Dowager Countessréladted
when she had gone to her to say goodnight and tsaed her as
warmly as ever.

It had been a strange evening, she thought, jdstéo&lling asleep,
and she had yet to pay her debt to Henry. She @raleerself, glad
that she had not wagered anything more valuabtesiHe might not
have been quite so willing to lose to him, and thatild have been a
pity, for she was looking forward to the paymenhef debt. Nor had
she any idea that dancing” could be such excelaat exciting



entertainment, but then so was everything elselghia the company
of my lord Brede. He had turned her life upside dpfvom a grey
existence into glorious adventure, and so was gusprising that he
should have won her everlasting gratitude as vedtiea love? If only
he would come -

But when he did come she was fast asleep. He Imehkiased her
tenderly on the cheek, moving her over onto her sida of the bed
and slipping under the coverlets beside her. Stmetuinto his arms
with a confidence she never would have shown hadsken awake,
and he grinned to himself in the darkness. One daywowed, she
would come to him as openly in the flail light adyd losing her shy
caution of him. It was a pleasant prospect andtbache dwelt on
increasingly, enjoying meanwhile his self-imposadkt of coaxing
her daily to trust him a little more. It had beenadable step forward
that evening when she had not only danced with bunhad given as
pretty a display of coquetry as he ever hoped ¢p wé&hout a single
thought that he might retaliate with the harshnglss had once
expected from him. A few more days and the lastiérawould be

overcome and his possession of her would be coepletvas a
sweet thought, and he was still smiling as he heldnore closely to
him and, in his own turn, drifted off to sleep.

Constance's reluctance to go to London had notmgfess during the
night. She slipped out of bed, a tight knot of d@splutching at her
stomach, and searched in vain for a clean shiftshkl wear in place
of the one she had ruined the night before. Iretiek she could wait
no longer and tied the torn string as best shed¢aultated by the
added discomfort it caused her.

Carter had been true to her word and was waitinlgarante-chamber
to help her into the plainest dress she had imvbedrobe and to dress
her hair.



"Have you no coif to hide your hair, my lady?" tnd asked her. "It
would be more seemly at a Puritan prayer meeting."

"The Dowager Lady Brede burned the only two | hadghstance
confided with a light laugh. "She said it was mof&a sin to hide my
hair and | must admit it does look well when idressed in the way
she taught me."

"She and her kind will lead you into all mannervahities, if you
allow her to," Carter reproved her. "It would saddeur friends to
see the changes that had already been wroughtuimyplady."

"l had no friends before | married my husband."

"No friends? But, my lady, your father must haved ha vast
acquaintance! Good folks, Puritans like yoursedioge who would
wish you to live according to his ideals and waoudtb you to do so!"

Constance felt as though she were being torn in twprefer the
company of my husband's family," she insisted, Kimigp of Sir
Thomas Lucas.

"Their ways are offensive to God!" Carter burst with surprising
passion. "They would turn our land into another @odand
Gomorrah! You should have nothing to do with them!"

"That is hardly for you to say!" Constance saidegyi "Be thankful

that we may may still practise our faith - thoughliow much longer
with people like my lord Clarendon advising the ¢(imone can say!"
She ought to be grateful for that herself, she ghguand wondered
why she wasn't. The truth was that she didn't tikeeiving Lord

Brede by slipping away to a prayer meeting withostknowledge or
consent. Her flesh was weak indeed, she chideelh&osstiffen her

flagging resolve, if she wanted his approval mbentto do right.



Carter took no joy in dressing her hair, but shelenan efficient job
of it, bringing the tears to Constance's eyes agstied on the knots
as if she relished the pain she was inflicting.

“If your father were alive, he would make you aitur again!" she
spat out in a voice full of righteous wrath. "Hewa have seen you
dead, sooner than have you the Countess of Breaee Mou no
shame?"

Constance turned to look at her, amazed that any sh@uld make
such an attack on her. "What do you know about atlgefr?" she
demanded.

"Only good."

"You'd best keep your opinions to yourself if yoawto serve me -
even temporarily." Constance was suddenly andrar she had ever
been in her life. Her eyes met Carter's and itthvagnaid who looked

away, a faint flush staining her thin, pale cheéksfact, after today

| don't wish to see you again!" Constance addeddod measure. "Is
that quite clear?"

"Yes, my lady." A smile played over the girl's lig was only today
that | wished to serve your ladyship. | knew youndaake me to the
prayer meeting, you see. You could hardly refusetia¢, could

you?"

No, Constance thought wearily, but she would hakedlto have

done. She disliked the whole idea of a semi-seceeting, as though
they were no better than conspirators, and if stielad the courage
she would have changed her mind about going. A€, she could
only hope that Lord Brede would not be too anghwier. Hadn't he
called himself the keeper of her conscience? And/tld not like

her to travel the countryside to take part in itesrthat the King had



clearly condemned. But she had to go. She wasiwaRy birth and
upbringing and she could not turn her back on that.

"Let us go," she said. "My aunt will be waiting."

Although it was summer, it was chilly outside. gHt drizzle was
falling and, judging by the depths of the cloudsuld go on falling
for the greater part of the day. Constance heldgkiets up as high as
she could but, even so, they were drenched byirtieeghe reached
the river and flapped uncomfortably about her aslde she walked
up and down awaiting her aunt.

Mistress Tusser had told her they would travel ddiaa river by
barge, but when she finally arrived she was seatedthing better
than a leaky boat that, had one man to pull orotdre and another
whose task it was to empty the water back intd'tiemes as fast as it
rushed in through the shrunken boards.

"Come aboard, my love," Mistress Tusser cooed adiws water to
her. "Sit opposite me, where you will be more cartafole. Your
maid may sit beside me."

Constance sat down as quickly as she could, nioiglithe rocking
sensation of the boat beneath her feet. Cartemgo¢hind her and
seated herself beside the black-clad, smiling woman

"Do we go?" the boatman asked.

"Nay, we walit for another," Carter answered shatplyall the world
as if the party were of her own organising. "Yoormrsed my lady
Hartley, ma'am," she added to Mistress Tusser la@dwo women
exchanged a strange smile, as though they wenmatdi to one
another's thoughts in a way that surely had toripossible. Funnily
enough, they looked alike too, but it was probat@ymore than that
they were both in unrelieved black, and both hadstime restrained



expression that declared their complete confidéimaeGod's favour
rested on them, and them alone.

My lady Hartley was rather less sanguine abouapeearance of the
boat than any of the other ladies had been.

"We will never reach London alive!" she exclaim&@dould you not
have found anything better?"

"Hush, my lady," Carter remonstrated with her. "Wé&e left you the
seat beside my lady Brede. You have a great deabmmon, |
believe."

"A dislike of leaky boats for one thing!" Constarmg in, holding up
a hand to help her husband's mistress into the boat

"Indeed!" Lady Hartley set a reluctant foot ovee thunwale and
subsided onto the cushioned seat beside Constamash I'd stayed
in my bed!"

Constance smiled at her with real sympathy. "I th@sking exacdy
that myself," she agreed.

Close to, her rival looked older and more raddhethtshe had on the
dance floor last night. She still had yesterdagimtpon her cheeks
and mouth and it had caked hard in the little liresd her lips and
eyes, giving her an unwashed look and accentuatisgme peculiar
way the fact that her head was several times tqe |Bor her body,
like one of the Court dwarfs. Her body smelt alsothe most
unpleasant way, not as everybody did of perspmabat of stale ale
and another odour that was suspiciously like ta tfamice. Her
black eye and the scratches on her neck and Iagerrbunded off
this distasteful picture. Whatever could Bredeisdeer? Constance
wondered.



"I thought you might cry off," Lady Hartley address her,
determined to be pleasant. "My lord Brede is umjilke tolerate your
joining our circle, child."

Constance bit her lip. "Does your husband knowrgolbere?"

"La, no! It is years since he shared my bed, ottlang else. We
agreed to ignore one another's peculiarities langes' Her eyes
filled with malicious amusement. "I share more pleas with you
than | ever did with him!"

Constance flushed and turned away, watching tmefadling on the
dismal waters of the Thames. "My lord Brede hasd keart," she
murmured.

Lady Hartley bridled. "He may be no more than kiad/ou as you
are his wife, but | have known a warmer emotiomfrbim in the
past.”

"In the past | am sure you have!" Constance smiled.

Lady Hartley gave her a furious glance. "Don'tdeeroud, my lady,
or you will fall the further! I may have shared hoyer with you for a
week or so, but he will be mine again when you areng time
gone!"

Constance's heart missed a beat. "I'm not goiny/laene!"

Carter leaned forward, putting an urgent hand odylLHartley's
knee. "You promised not to say a word until we &atved. This boat
Is no place to quarrel! | should have seen to geffyhad | the sense |
was born with, for what use either you or my moth&s been to this
enterprise is beyond me!"

Constance stared at all three ladies. There wamistaking the
family likeness between Mistress Tusser and CaBibe had been a



fool not to see it at once! She licked dry lipspWimng whom they had
both reminded her of the night before. With a lafkfear running
through her veins, she said his name out loud. TBomas Lucas."

Carter nodded her head. "Your father's friend, mgrdHe has only
your best interests at heart, you may be sureatf'th

"Then Mistress Tusser is not my mother's sistdev?"

The lady in black laughed until her face took drlwee tinge and she
was gasping for breath. "l took you in nicely, did@ | never thought
you'd swallow such a simple tale, but Lettice - daughter, you
know - said you were the kind to be hankering ajtaur mother's
family. Lettice is usually right. Didn't you findhvat, my dear, when
you knew her as Carter?"

"Why Carter?" Constance asked, not wanting to know.
"My husband's name was Carter. Lettice doesn'¢belin untruths!"

Constance's jaw sagged. "Her conscience seenwutddrher hardly
at all in other ways," she said drily.

"You're a wicked girl if you think that! Lettice B good woman, I'll
have you know! Not many of us would have gone tasch trouble
to save a stranger from the fires of hell. You $tidae down on your
knees, thanking her, madam, for going to such hengin your
behalf!"

"I'd thank her more heatrtily if she were to restoketo my husband!"
Constance shot back at her.

"But that is what | was trying to tell you,” my hadHartley said
sweetiy. "Brede is not for you. The marriage woulelver have
received your father's consent, as you know full.wée had quite
another groom in mind for you."



"Sir Thomas Lucas? But he changed his mind! | &ildThomas as
much myself!"

"If anyone is a stranger to the truth, | think mshbe you," Mistress
"Tusser" put in. "That was an invention of your Quuas it not? Mrs.
Goodman would never have supported you in thabfidtad she not
been senile, and made the more so by your fattheath!"

"l won't listen to you!" Constance said with as imutignity as she
could manage. "You did me no service last nightwyeu told me
those stories about my mother and you will cerygaly for what you
are doing now. My lord Brede will not thank you ftepriving him of
his wife!"

"You flatter yourself," Lettice Carter retorted. h@re was nothing
else to do with you and so he married you, bubif think he wants to
be tied to a chit from the same family as your motyou must be
wanting in your wits! He will be glad to find yowge at so little cost
to himself. My lady Hartley will soon console hira ahe has every
right to do, being the true love of his life."

"Does marriage count for so little in Puritan cgslnowadays ?"
Constance wondered aloud.

"In your particular circle it does! Your mother s&ovthat! Whoring
after Brede's father like a bitch in heat! Whaternilid she put on her
vows to Samuel Aiken?"

"She was true to him always! The Dowager Lady Bredald know
if it were otherwise, and she herself told me so!"

"Your father could have told you a different stdsjre may have been
Samuel's wife in name, but her heart and loyaltyevadvays Brede's!
She would cry out for him in her sleep until Samealld bear it no
longer and left her chamber for one of his own. btay was his, but
her thoughts were constantly with her lover, ymbibr Samuel's love



for her withered and died and was replaced by e@idor them both
that lasted until his own death! But you will be timstrument of his
revenge, my lady Brede. Your father had to know ttoar mother
committed adultery in her thoughts with the fougtr| every waking
moment of her existence. The fifth Earl will knovs lwife to be in
the care of another man and his pride will forbiih ho do a thing
about it. Will he take Sir Thomas Lucas' housekedyaek to his
bosom as his wife and the mother of his childreoPdven you, my
dear, can have the vanity to think that!"

Constance leaned forward in her agitation, trymghut out Lettice
Carter's vicious words. "What is it to you?" shdeabs the older
women.

"Your father should have married me! It was allaaged that it
should be so, but he preferred a lady from the QGouris neighbour's
niece. No doubt, he thought Margaret Tusser wauwtthér his career
and bring him a fortune for her dowry. But she wi&ther!"

"He could have married you after my mother diedgn§tance
pointed out. "You can't blame her for that."

"l was married to Carter by that time - the young@n of a younger
son. There was no going to Court for me, or arthetreats that have
been yours for the last few days! But they won'ybers againmy
lady Bredellt will be a pleasure to watch you serving youense- as
your father always intended you to do! Not mucheldost between
the two of you, was there? You are far too likerymother for that!"

Constance stood up and the boat rocked dangerouaking Lady
Hartiey scream out loud.

"Sit down, you fool! Will you have us all in the wea?"

"Willingly!"



Lettice Carter pushed her back into her seat wvaitilygih hands. "You
won't escape us, my lady, and the sooner you leado as you're
told, the better 'twill be for you." Her pale eysared deep into the
depths of Constance's chestnut ones with a coldkimg triumph
that made the young Countess shiver. "No one danybe now! My
lord Brede won't even want'to!"

Constance closed her eyes, shutting out the hatfeithe other
woman. Was it true that Brede would abandon hbetdate? Would
he have any choice? He was expected to accompaniitiy to

Greenwich in a few days' time for the visit of {Qeieen Mother.
Would he defy the royal displeasure just becaus@dor relation he
had married such a short time before was missingkiddness to
her had been unfailing, ever since she had firsiknhim, but could
even his kindness be expected to stretch as that

No, she would have to escape on her own. If shkelenanage to get
away from this terrible trio, she could make herywa Brede and
send a message to the Earl from there. He coul@ ¢donher then, or
not, as he chose.

When she opened her eyes, Lady Hartley was leaviagher. "You
don't like the truth when you hear it, do you?" Harghter held a
note of lunacy that made Constance's blood run cold

"Where are you taking me?" she asked, feeling beatenind and
body.

“To my uncle," Lettice Carter told her.
"Your uncle?"

"Sir Thomas Lucas. Whom else did you expect? Swonids has
always wanted to have you in his house."



Ever since childhood Constance had been afraidroft®mas, but
she had never known anything like the fear thathedn its grip at
that moment. Death itself would be preferable tarato live in the
same house with such a man! She would not subnsitith a fate.
She would not!

She pitched her body forward with her whole strentpftosening the

hold Lettice Carter and Lady Hartley had on hestgtiand plunged
over the edge of the boat into the waters of thanids. She had no
idea of how to swim, but her skirts billowed upwand her, keeping

her afloat for the first, devastating moments wiies cold water

struck her flesh and paralysed her brain.

Male hands, calloused by constant work on the rigesisped her
beneath her arms and hauled her back into die 'bidagre, now, my
lady, you don't want to drown yourself, do you?"

"Yes, yes, | do! Anything rather than Sir Thoméds -
"It be a mortal sin - "
" - He will know how to punish you!"

Constance had never had any doubt about that. &henmbered
vividly the pinched, white face of his second wiéad the Sundays
she had stayed at home sooner than show her btmdnto the
world. She remembered, too, Lady Hartley's scraartie Gallery at
Hampton Court and the black eye that was stilntyarisible, as well
as the finger-nail scratches on her neck and face.

"Why was Sir Thomas speaking with you at the P&asbe gasped
out. "Do you know him too?"

Lady Hartley looked amused. She moved her feetitlaaway from
Constance's sodden skirts. "He brings me news Hoftand every
now and then. This time, he told me of his plams/tu."



Constance sat up, feeling sick from the water sl swallowed.
"And what is the news from Holland?"

"They grow impatient, as some of us do in Englasidthe hold
France has over the King. They mislike the fact Wizerever they go
in the world as honest traders, there are the Emgdio, stealing the
best bargains and running down their allies. Theié be war
between us soon - and that will put an end to aettyp King's
pretensions!"

Constance began to wring out her dress, earnihgrp sebuke from
the man whose job it was to bail out the boat ag tient along. Her
teeth had begun to chatter and she knew the taséx of hatred for
the first time in her life.

"l don't know how you can meet a gentleman like,thapecially if
your heart is already given to Brede!"

Lady Hartley laughed. "You have never appreciatedT&omas’
attentions, have you? What a pity! You'll find hasha spice your
husband lacks, my dear. I'd not dare to cuckoid, | assure you,
whereas Brede is too dull to notice what | do."

"Perhaps he doesn't care."

"l hardly think it is that," Lady Hartley said dyil"Let us say that he
Is too well bred to expect constancy from anyone!learned that
lesson at his father's knee!"

Yet he had said he thought he had found it in l@onstance
remembered, and he had seemed proud of her for &mat grateful,
too, as she was for the happiness he had givenThermemory of
that happiness rendered her silent until the baairpfor the bank
and she saw that a coach was waiting for themc8wered her face
with her hands, silently praying for the strengfie svould need to



stand against Sir Thomas Lucas. How very much akedrim, and
these beastly relations of his as well!

When they handed her ashore, a small, bedraggiedefiin her
soaking dress, he came out of the carriage and sheoe, looking at
her, his eyes alight with his evil triumph.

"My lord Brede would think himself well rid of yoii he could see
you now!" he commented. "A drab like you can hope riothing
from him!"

Constance stood up very straight, throwing backiead in a proud
gesture that was borrowed from her mother-in- law.

"If you think that, you have overreached yoursatfeed, Sir Thomas.
My lord will come for me, | am sure of that!"

"Oh? And what makes you so sure?" he roared at her.

"He knows | am afraid of you," Constance said symfand knowing
that, he will not allow me to remain in your compgdar long."



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE weather was as dreary as her mood. Sir ThomassLuaoach
floundered along the muddy roads with none of thrafort that the
Earl of Brede expected from the least of his cgaga Constance had
not appreciated how cosseted she had been oruttmeyofrom Brede
to Hampton Court until she had been bumped up amchdor miles
in something that would have been better namedna ¢art than a
gende- man's conveyance.

Before she had set foot inside the coach she hdd mkast attempt to
reach Lady Hartley's stony heart. "You will telleBle where | am?"
she had pleaded with her.

"I will tell him you went of your own free will!'" Ane Hartley had
retorted.

Constance had not doubted her for a moment. T& thist she had
been gulled into thinking they were going to a prayjeeting! She
doubted if one of them ever gave a thought to rilne $tate of his or
her soul, or they would be more careful in theindgour! A prayer
meeting forsooth! They would be more at home intahes' coven!

She sat further back in her corner, trying to aaritre fit of shivering
that had seized her. Her dress was like a cold oess@mbout her and,
as the coach was the draughtiest she had ever ecross, she
thought she would be lucky to escape pneumonia afieh a
journey.

"Feelirfg less sure of yourself, my lady?" Sir Theshhated voice
broke the silence between them. "Content yourseth whe
knowledge that you are doing your father's willt {ast. He always
meant for us to be together in the end."

"My father is dead,” Constance answered in comniggdsteady
tones. "My husband is my legal guardian now."



"A Royalist? A Cavalier? Any rights he ever had evéong ago
abdicated to me in the eyes of God. | was yourefaHriend!"

"My father had no friends."

"Not many, it is true, but | always counted myselfbe one. |
understood him better than any other man. It wasede confided
the disloyalty of his wife, your mother. When hevsgu shared her
flaming hair and the Tusser arrogance, | was tleetentold that he
couldn't bear to look at you and know you weredasghter! The
parents' sins are inherited by the children andwaes always
determined that you should pay for your motherss lhy marrying a
man who would beat any similar tendency out of yauaited many
years for you to grow old enough to be my wife, Yot thought to
fool us both, didn't you, my lady, with your mageato Lord Brede?
Did you think | was too old to know how to contralwench as
stubborn as yourself? True, | am older than hiddoip by some
twenty years, but that has allowed me to gain [peeence of your
sex, my dear. To have seen two wives into the grand both of
them many years younger than myself, proves hamgtr am. You
will find me amply man enough for you!"

Constance pretended not to have heard him. Sheaeseshdhat any
man would speak thus in the presence of his sasigniece, but then
Sir Thomas was a law unto himself. She was more thalf
convinced he was touched in the head.

"Still as arrogant as ever?" he went on. "No mattenow well how
to bring a spirit such as yours down into the dust!

Constance shivered again, not entirely with cobmembering his
treatment of his second wife.

"My lord Brede will never allow you to touch me!"

"He is not here to prevent me, my dear."



Constance sat back, pretending to sleep. Shettrieahvince herself
that Lord Brede would find some way to save het,dae could not
for the life of her see how he was going to brireg bapture to a
happy conclusion. Because of his talent for speplanguages he
would be needed at Court more than ever in thefeextiays. Queen
Henrietta Maria, the King's mother, spoke no wofdSpanish or

Portuguese, and Queen Catherine, tor daughtewingpoke no

English or French, thus unless they had someomegipret between
them they would not understand even the most corplace

remarks of the other. And the interpreter mustdmeone whom the
King could trust to take his part in the disputéween himself and
the poor lady who was his queen. He well knew hosher's reasons
for coming to visit him at this particular time atigat neither she nor
Catherine would be able to understand one wordhef dther's

remarks. It seemed that only the Duke of York wabd entrusted
with the task, apart from the King himself, unlesg/one cared to
brave his displeasure - and not many would do thadeed,

Constance thought soberly, amongst all the pedptehad met at
Court the Earl of Brede was the only one who passkthat kind of
courage. It was well known the King had a violemhper.

Constance had not precisely disliked the King anrdre occasions
when she had seen him, though she had privatelidened that he
couldn't hold a candle to her own lord. But hisusafl to allow even
the affairs of state to be put before his passion rhy lady
Castlemaine was something for which she did condamnmostiy
because she knew what anxiety it caused to thosehefd his cause
dear to their hearts. She had heard him herselfydbe Queen in
public and when chided for fanning the flames afelpect in which
so many of his Court held her he had claimed torthe following the
example of his revered grandfather, Henry IV ofrféeg who must
surely have managed things very much better thauneprehensible
grandson.



Perhaps she really did fall asleep for a while fog next thing she
knew, the carriage had stuck fast in the mud aaccdachman was
inviting them all to step down into the road talign the load for the
horses. Standing ankle-deep in the mud, Constanicgéd aloud to
see the wheels buried up to the axles.

"The weather is like to prove to be my ally ratiiesn yours!" she
jeered when Sir Thomas swore loudly as the muéléticover the
tops of his boots.

Sir Thomas muttered something about ham-fisted lsonaa and
went to hold the horses' heads, his face flushadetavith frustrated
rage.

"My lord's coachman would not allow a little mud poevent him
from getting through!" she called after him. "Atghate Alfred will
soon overtake us!"

Unless he was already at Brede, and Sobriety with she added
disconsolately to herself. But perhaps Lettice €antad lied about
that as she had lied about so much else. Consthntilered again
and beat her arms against her sides to warm hagalfist the wind.

"Thomas! Are we to be left here to freeze to déa®i? Thomas'
sister demanded in a piercing tone. "My lady Brehbeuld have a
change of dress at least! Call this a summer dag!rore like to
winter with this constant rain and the chilly félthe air!"

"I can't help the weather, sister," Sir Thomas asd her. "If you
wish us to move on, put your shoulder to the caaahpush!”

"Me?" She could not have sounded more astonishddsha been
asked to fly to the moon. "I have never heard chsathing!"



"Come on, Mother, do!" her daughter bade her. "Arake that slut
do her share too! She may be right about Bredeshtoan and then
where will we be?"

Lettice Carter was a strong woman and she heavite aear of the
coach with all her might, while her mother and Ganse stood and
watched her.

"Mind that you do not break the leather,” Constaadgised her
kindly. "It looks decidedly thin as it is, and I@kld hate to see the
coach fall apart, leaving us stranded!"

Lettice let go her hold and the carriage droppedklards, sending a
spray of muddy water up into her face.

"Poor thing!" said Constance, beginning to enjossbk. "You really
should leave such exertions to the men. You wilklsudo yourself
an injury if you go on like that."

"Devil take you - " Lettice began.

"He seems to have his hands rather full at the mbtoebother with
anyone as insignificant as myself," Constance muoedhuher eyes
dancing at the sight of Lettice's furious, muddsefa

Lettice lost her temper completely and came rowanhfthe back of
the coach, tears of rage leaving a trail down hadahy cheeks.

"Mother! If you can't do anything else, at leastiyaould make her
keep a civil tongue in her head!" she wailed. "itlang is always
left for me to do! It isn't fair!"

"Quite right," Constance approved.

"Mother! Make her be quiet!"



Her mother looked helplessly about her. "I shoudairwyou, my lady,
that you will regret antagonising my little girl.eld temper is as
uncertain as her uncle's."

"And you, ma'am? How is your disposition? What eifg you
make, to be sure! | wonder that you remain friemils one another. |
cannot believe that there can be much genuinetafifelsetween you,
but perhaps lam wrong?"

The woman turned a mottled red. "It is true | s¢tto deceive you
last night, but | am persuaded that my brother lswaivat is best for
you. | was never more shocked in my life than ®what went on at
Court! Every feeling was outraged to see a decentdn girl like
yourself being led in the line like that by any mBut that it should
be your father's avowed enemy, the Earl of Bredw should do so
made me feel more than justified for any small dexemy part! My
brother only wishes to save you from yourself! Yshiould be
grateful to him for his interest in you! Who wikscue those other
trollops of the Court?"

"You must forgive me, ma‘am, if | fail to see yduother as a knight
in shining armour, or myself cast in the role ofickes in distress. |
am no virgin, but a married woman, and | owe alldayy to the Earl
my husband. If your brother must go about rescuagsels in
distress, | am sure there must be many who woulgldmskto oblige
him - as my lady Hartley, for example."

"My lady Hartley?" An uncertain note entered theleasl woman's
voice. "What are you implying?"

Constance raised an eyebrow, looking conscioughersor. "Don't
you know? Well, far be it from me to soil my lipstiwthe story of
their relationship. Why don't you ask him to tefluyabout it?" She
suppressed a giggle at the thought of Lord Bredation if he could
have heard her taking such a matronly line - bthages it was as well



he couldn't. She could not expect him to relishkin@wvledge that his
mistress had played him false.

"You speak thus because you are jealous of hettickeaccused her.
"My uncle is known for his virtuous life!"

"Is he?" Constance countered with an ironic smile.

Both ladies looked at her in some dismay, their fidence
undermined by her quiet certainty.

"It makes no difference!" Lettice said at last. "Wave still to get out
of this confounded rut!"

“Lettice! Must you sound like a coachman yourseligr mother
reproved her, sniffing.

"Why not? My father was littie better than a coaapthanks to you
having been deprived of your rightful husband!"

Her mother looked pained. "My lady Hartley has ofggaced our
prayer meetings," she babbled to herself. "Hertipsliare beyond
reproach! It was a hard day for her when she wiaetbinto marriage
with a Royalist who despises her own land. LikeKiveg, he was in
France too long to be a true Englishman!"

"Lady Hartley speaks English so well one is apfamet she is a
foreigner,"” Constance agreed. "She is Dutch, ssr@f"

"l cannot believe any evil of her!" Sir Thomas'tsisconcluded, her
face contorted with the strain of her inward comsdgon. "l could
wish we'd never embarked on this adventure. Itl the fault of the
Stuart Monster, twisting the truth to his own esdghat simple folk
no longer know what to believe and are made strangeheir own
land. Lady Hartley could not feel more a foreigtieain | did last
night! Such ostentation! Such extravagance! Andriet moment



we are told there is not enough money to sustain goacious
Sovereign in the way that is proper for an Engiigbnarch! A little
simplicity would be a good example to us all, watlerything costing
more and more every day!"

Constance nodded wisely. "l am surprised your lerotimaintains his
own coach when | think of the expense it must bleite My father
never would have one, saying it would cost hinoatihree hundred
pounds a year to do so!"

"Three hundred pounds!" Lettice gasped. "And abegolted round
the countryside in acute discomfort! | would soonde my own
mount than submit to such a fate, however richghnbe!"

"We may be riding yet," her mother said with a digging glance at
the despised, shabby coach. Her eyes swivelleddraon her
daughter's face. "You're not still feeling ill imyr stomach with the
travelling, are you?"

Lettice denied that she was. "We are not dressdddeelling except
by coach," she objected. "It is ridiculous thatca@'t get the coach to
move!"

She hurried away to consult with her uncle and doachman,
reflecting audibly that they were now all quite a®t as was
Constance, and that she for one was in no moadderlon the side
of the road any longer.

Faced with his two mutinous relations, Sir Thomagén to bluster
the louder. Constance put in an idle word every raow then,
fanning the flames of their quarrel until all thigfethem were beside
themselves with rage. She found their spite towasatth other rather
shocking, but her father had been cast in the samdd, after all,
and she was quite used to hearing herself abugedms which Mrs.
Goodman had always deplored. Dear Mrs. Goodman! éftem had



she intervened on her charge's behalf, and howt@ureswished she
were there to do her the same service now! Yet Moodman had
been a Puritan too, and more devout than any ®htlonstrous band.
It seemed to Constance that each side of the wabgdivide had

produced its failures and had had its notable ssas and if that
were so she would be more than content to follomhlagsband's lead
in the future and leave all other prayer meetimgthers to attend.

Sir Thomas' loud-mouthed imprecations had a suddeexpected
success and the carriage moved forward severabfeetame to a
halt on firmer land.

"Get the wench inside and we'll be on our way!"sheuted to the
woeful band of women still standing on the bank.

Their good humour only partially restored, the éhfemale members
of the party climbed back into the coach, two @nthloudly praying
that there would be no further delays or they vedireke to die of the
ague and not, as they had previously hoped, chgddin their beds.

Sir Thomas looked wretched himself. He sat dedpsrcorner, his
face an unnatural shade of green, as they jolteth@n way, being
thrown this way and that by the uneven surfacehef ttack that
served as the only road leading in their direct@@onstance began to
feel more than a little queasy herself, a conditramch was not
helped by the damp and cold. She thought longindglthe Earl's
coach in which she had travelled in the oppositection. It had had
a solid wood foot-platform for the driver insteadeapecting him to
to sit on the cross-bar between the two forwarddseds, resting his
feet on the carriage-pole. And the fittings hadrbemarvellously
made to increase the comfort of the interior.

Instead of leather flaps covering the windows, thag actually had
glass just like in a house, an idea which must ltanee from abroad,
for Constance hadn't seen a single one like itenenh at Hampton



Court. It had been painted black, trigged out vailver, and the
coat-of-arms had shone brightly on the door. Hdfegnt from this
poor vehicle! But then how different were the twenmwho owned
the carriages!

The countryside became more familiar and Constksasesd forward

in her seat hoping to catch a glimpse of the gatBsede Place, but it
was too dark to see anything by the time they rmase passed her
old home and rumbled on the last couple of milehéohouse of Sir
Thomas Lucas.

"Get yourselves inside," he croaked at them. "Anwl, wister, see that
the girl is given a decent dress and a coif to cbee hair before the
children see her. The boy is old enough to beestiby such a wanton
display. After that, she can set about preparinggal for us all. We
may as well start as we mean to go on!"

Constance was too weary to do anything else but. &ige allowed
herself to be undressed by Lettice, not even abgethen her shift
was taken from her with an exclamation over tha ta.

"You had best have one of mine," she said with ehrkluctance. "It
will be too long for you, but you can tuck it upurad your waist. I'll
not have it marked by your stepping on it all timeet and so | warn
you! Sir Thomas kept his wife's dresses and you megr one of
those. It'll fit you better than any of mine!"

Constance accepted the gown from her hands, fea$irghhe donned
it that she was taking on all the cares of the deashan also. The
bodice bore the tell-tale marks of the ill- treatihéhat had been
meted out to her by her husband and Constance stedlés she
imagined the blows falling on her own body. And taky shortly
would, she thought wryly, unless her lord shouldcu= her, and
quickly too!



When she was dressed, she was still far from wamd, she went
downstairs to the kitchen without having to be taldecond time,
hoping to find a fire burning in the hearth. Cangya tallow candle in

her hand, she hurried through the bare rooms didhse, the state of
which revolted Constance's housewifely instinctiseré were few

carpets, those that there were being reservedifoffdmas' own

parlour. In the other rooms rushes had been stewthe floor and

had been left to moulder, attracting goodness kmbat vermin into

the house.

The kitchen, too, was far from clean. The hugedbthe back of the
hearth had been allowed to go out many days befodewas now
damp and cold, making the fire virtually impossidie light.
Constance rearranged the fire dogs to give betntilation to the
centre of the fire, and placed a number of billetsgs, and the best
tinder she could find to catch the flame. It waki@alvain. The
tinder-box was as neglected as the rest of theehand she couldn't
get a spark out of it.

Two of Sir Thomas' adolescent children came inédkilchen to stare
at her. Their tousled, beggarly appearance wasna#iractive to

Constance as was everything else in Sir Thomas! &re smiled at
them and encouraged them forward.

"Who has been taking care of you?" she asked tftéow was it that
the fire was allowed to go out?"

The girl, her dress almost up to her knees, bobbadtsey. "There's
no one here but us," she said.

"No," the boy agreed, wiggling his bare toes to enpktterns on the
greasy floor. "There's only us."

Sir Thomas' sister, coming into the kitchen at thatment, was just
In time to catch the full brunt of Constance's agé. "You and that



daughter of yours call yourselves good, religioesn&n and yet you
permit these children to live in a pigsty withouyane to care for
them! Mrs. Goodman would have a deal to say to {oan tell you,
and none of it good!"

"They're no responsibility of mine!"
"You are their aunt!" Constance pointed out unamailg.

"Sir Thomas will never permit me to interfere witis domestic
arrangements," the woman bridled, wringing her Bati@esides he
has you here now - and a great relief it is to mede you setting
about the task with such good will."

"Good will! I have none for any of you!" The chikr cowered away
from her, making Constance feel sorry for thenwdk not speaking
to you," she assured them. "You cannot help hasudh a father. |
know, because | couldn't help having my fatherezith

"Are you here to stay?" they asked her timidly.

"Certainly not! I'll be gone as soon as my lord dx&omes for me."
She turned back to the children's aunt, a healtow @f temper

bringing the warmth back to her chilled body. "Antg'am, when he
sees the state these children are in, he'll makebtiother of yours
wish he'd never been born! And you too, | daresayié added,
taking satisfaction in the thought. "I don't enwyaf you!"

The older woman bowed her head as if in prayerHdss we would
have greater success if we lit the clay oven inwlad. There are
plenty of faggots in the grate to fuel it - "

"Except that the tinder-box is wet," Constance stgH'l suppose |
shall have to sacrifice my candle so that we maselsmething hot
to eat, though there are few enough lights in thesk to be found



either! When we have cooked the food, we shall hawaat it in the
dark. How does that appeal to you,jnadam?"

To her surprise the woman burst into loud, noisgrdeand flung
herself out of the kitchen, probably to seek hergtider's sympathy.
Much good it would do her! Constance doubted ifticethad ever
known a gentle thought in her life!

She bent her back to the task of lighting theifirdhne hearth, aware of
the four eyes of the Lucas children watching h@rgwmovement.

"Are you hungry?" she asked them.
They nodded their heads in unison. "We're starvig@y told her.

She thought that was probably all too true. "lg¢heny food in the
larder? | suppose not. What do you suggest thagat&'

The girl looked doubtful, but the boy took a stepafard. "Yesterday
| caught a rabbit in one of the traps," he volurgde"lt's not a very
big rabbit - "

“It's a lot better than nothing!" Constance encgatkhim. "Do you
know how to skin and joint it? Good, then you dattwhile | get this
fire fit."

It was indeed a very small rabbit. At the bottonth&f huge iron pot it
looked meagre indeed. However, with a variety ofjetables

dropped in on top of it as they could be found, €ance began to
feel that the children at least would have somethot in their

stomachs that night. The adults would have to gaghu- and she
was determined that that would include Sir Thomassalf!

The children, all five of them, sat round the tabléhe glow from the
fire that had finally struggled into life. Theirdas were far from clean
and their hair was a tousled, matted mess that dong over their



shoulders, boys and girls alike. It was a goodghinvas summer,

Constance thought, noticing their torn and patdteds and dresses
which bore the same tell-tale signs as the onéhshgelf had on. It

was iniquitous that children should live in suchgleet, and she

thought how easily it might have been her own et it not been for

her beloved Mrs. Goodman. At least she had beetckegn and tidy

and out of the way of her father's strong right.arm

That the children were afraid of their father wasious and came as
no surprise to her, but she was shocked all thes s@inen she saw
them cower back from him when he came into thénkitic She saw at
once that he had been drinking and turned her twatkm to hide her
revulsion. That was a mistake. His temper, eveetam, flared up
and he seized her by the shoulders, forcing hde &gainst the table.

"Think you're too good to work in my kitchemy lady Brede®e'll
soon have you singing another tune! What are yoingiyour new
master to eat, wench?"

All her old fear of him washed over her and she teadlench her
teeth together to prevent a cry escaping her lpsward! she
castigated herself. He was a bully and a beastf fsedsmelt her fear
she knew he would be more violent than he wouldtherwise, but
she was paralysed with fright and her command beeself was frail
indeed as she stared up into his shadowed face.

"Nothing," she said at last.

"Nothing? When you have something cooking on the hob? I¥ol
have to learn better, my dear. In this house thetena needs come
first. If anyone goes hungry this night, it will inbe me! Bread and
water is all you'll get until your body is chastisato submission, but
a man has need of stronger sustenance!"



"So have your children!" she burst out. "What fdloéere is, and there
is little enough, is for them!"

"Is it for you to say so?" He shook her until heif ¢ell off her head

and her hair came loose, its weight falling downldeek and over his
hands. "You mistake your position here, Constang&em- but then

you were ever too arrogant for your own good. ¢ften heard your
father say as much!"

The children huddled together in a corner of theehan, their
whimpers making it clear that they had been witeeds far too
many scenes like this and that their fear of thaing climax was as
great as her own.

"You're mad!" she spat at him. "Why don't you galodo your
drinking, for that's the only food you, your siséerd your niece, will
get this night?"

Constance barely heard the commotion as doorsflueige open and
shut throughout the house, but she could scarcebydabeing

conscious of the sudden draught that fluttered dooer feet and
skirts as the kitchen door was wrenched open amuhder of people
burst into the room. In the distance she hearaMfany of a horse
and the frightened scream of a woman. She strugagednhst the
hands which held her, resenting more than evewtiyehe had her
bent over backwards across the table.

"Let me go!" she cried out.

"Never!" One hand left her shoulder and smote lcenss the face.
"Never, do you hear me! You were given to me byryfather, and
mine you'll always be!"

Constance shut her eyes, her whole being in rexdieing in such
close proximity with this man she had always hafdHuen, to her
bewilderment, she was free. Her bodice tore anceaamay from her



as Sir Thomas' hands were forced to relinquishr thep on her

shoulders. She lifted her head in a gasp of howondering what

was to come next, and was surprised to see Sodnetyeyes as wide
as saucers, staring back at her.

"Sobriety!" she whispered.

She eased herself up from the table and looked @&y Thomas

lying unconscious at her feet. Behind him stood tgsband, his

chest heaving a little with his exertions, but oitise as cool as ever.
Her eyes met his and she wished it was light endaigiher to see his
expression.

“My lord!"

He stood very straight, giving Sir Thomas a digastprod with his
foot.

"Didn't you expect me, my lady?"

She nodded, quite unable to find the words tohiell how glad she
was to see him. In her mind, she could see hemgsifing into the
shelter of his arms and them closing about hehasgh they never
meant to let her go. In reality, she was frozeth®spot, clutching
her dress to her, more bitterly ashamed that heldlsge her in such
a state than she had ever been, and quite unshes ofelcome.

"Alfred, bring that light in here," the Earl comnthed, scarcely
lifting his voice at all. The coachman did so, pugta lantern down
on the table and going to stand beside Sobrietigimy a comforting
arm about her shoulders.

Constance averted her face from her husband's §aaesorry,” she
said. "Oh Henry, I'm sorry!"



He was silent for a long moment, not moving a ngtien he said,
"That dress is vastly unbecoming, madam. Sobriatsydome gowns
of yours outside in the coach. She will help youidy yourself and
will accompany you to Brede Place in Alfred's categle | finish my
business here."

She made a small gesture of consent. "What will gowvith him?"
she asked.

"l think it better that you do not know," he retadh tight-lipped and
withdrawn. "Go with Sobriety, my love. I'll see yatBrede Place."

She stepped carefully over Sir Thomas, the teabkimg into her

eyes. There was pride in every line of her bodyygt, as she walked
away from him towards the door. Only when she vhaset did she
falter and turn back.

"l never doubted you would come!" she blurted dd¢ - he tried to
tell me you wouldn't, but | knew you'd come!"

The mask that was his face softened for an inst&{ou were right,"
he said. "I'd have come to you if it had takenrdst of my life!"

"Because you knew | was afraid of him?"

"That," he agreed, "and because you happen to bevifey' He
smiled at her, a smile that lit up the whole ro@mter. "My beloved
wife!"



CHAPTER TWELVE
CONSTANCEreturned the pressure of Sobriety's fingers orofar.

"l thought you had already left Hampton Court," siagl in broken
tones. "Why did you allow that dreadful creaaurarmae? You must
have known that | had never seen her before."

"She said your aunt had sent her, my lady. | thoygh were angry
with me over marrying Alfred and didn't want to see again."

"Oh, Sobriety, | was only sending you back to Brdmzause |
thought | ought! Surely you knew that?"

"That's what | thought in the morning, Mistress €@ance, but later -
well, 1 didn't know, did 17Theysaid you'd gone to prayer meeting i
the City, but Mistress Simpson knew nothing ofsd, | told Alfred
and he told my lord. You've never seen such a carrgs there was
then! My, but | never thought the loss of my missgrevould make
such a stir! Even the Queen herself was enquiongdu! Even the
King, so Alfred said."

"But - but did they know?"

"Know, my lady? They knew all right! The DowagerdyaBrede was
running round the Palace like a witless hen, warttincall the Guard
out to search for you. And those friends of youttse-young ladies -
were in a terrible way! Mistress Hyde it was whought to question
my lady Hartley about you, and she was with my Bredde when he
made her tell him that Sir Thomas had taken yoBrede. Lady

Elizabeth - but she will tell you about it herseffhe came in the
coach with me in case you had need of her!"

"Lady Elizabeth is here!"



"She is, my lady. She'd be up here, talking to gow, but she was
overcome by travel sickness almost as soon as fivéhke Palace,
though, she wouldn't hear of us turning round tdgck."

"And my lord?"

"He rode all the way on that great stallion of g went before us,
arranging for a change of horses at every stagecdst! It must have
cost every penny of seven pounds, but he neverldirded. He was
worried, Alfred said, because there was no worgaf along the
road. But then he saw where a coach had falleraikeep rut and he
cheered up something wonderful. Even Lady Elizabedls more
composed when he told her he was sure you werteaar ahead. It
was the darkness that held us up in the end. mbdo#al hard to find
one's way when there be no moon to light the path!"

Sobriety pulled her mistress after her out to tlbact. "Lady
Elizabeth will be ever so glad to see you!"

Constance hung back, looking wildly about her. "Vé¢hare Sir
Thomas' sister and Lettice Carter?" she demanded.

Sobriety chuckled, her scorn only too apparenteylitan away when
they heard his lordship ride up to the door. "Tisy@o be expected of
such as they. His lordship will never rest untihias them all on their
knees before you. He was cold all through with angpy lady. Not

like your father in one of his rages, or violerkeliSir Thomas and
most other men. He was cold and deadly. I'd haea lse scared to
cross him, | can tell you, only he never said ssmword to me, just
that | was to go with him at once. He should haakéd after you
better, he said, and you would need me too."

Constance came to a halting stop. "I'll never ga fwayer meeting
again!" she exclaimed in muffled tones. "Oh, | wistadn't! I might
have known how it would end!"



But Sobriety had no time for any such regrets. &hwenmed her
fingers on the side of the lordship's coach befarding open the
door to reveal Lady Elizabeth's pale, worried face.

"We have her safe, my lady!" she announced. "Hidsloip says she
Is to change her clothes and - "

Lady Elizabeth tumbled out of the coach, flingirgr larms around
Constance's slight form. "My love, you have no iddaat a time

we've had of it! Kate sends her warmest love, amddses the
Dowager Countess. Indeed, | wouldn't be here haotibeen for her
- but I'll tell you about that later. Are you trudyl right, Constance?"
She released her friend and pushed her underghiethiat hung on
the side of the coach, noting her torn bodice arghevelled

appearance. "You are all right, aren't you? Theadful man didn't -

Not for the first time, Constance wondered thatfnends knew so
much more than she about the ways of men althoaghan of them
was wed.

"No," she said flatly. "I don't think that was evas intention. He
wanted revenge - my father's revenge on the HouBe=de."

"Did you tell his lordship that?" her friend askeldntly. "You look
very much the worse for wear, if you won't mind saying so."

The hot tears coursed down Constance's cheeks. 'taold | tell
him anything? And | wanted to so badly! But how barever forgive
me _ mn

"Forgive you? He's beside himself in case you dargive him for
letting Sir Thomas get his hands on you! My deaver saw a man
SO near to despair as was your husband when we aame from
Hampton Court. All he would say was that die sighSir Thomas



had been enough to put you in a quake of fear amdviould you be
feeling now all alone in his company?"

Constance caught her breath in an audible soutitediack of her
throat. "He is th&indestperson | know! | told Sir Thomas so! | told
him he'd never permit me - "

"Kind? Constance, | wish | had some small part afeks wisdom so
that | would know what to say to you, but | nevhad the least bit of
tact, and I'm here and she isn't, and if you dithwk so dreadful

already | swear I'd shake you myself until yourthemttled! Don't

you know that his lordship is head over heels we)avith you?"

Constance' mouth dropped open. "He is kind to e -

"He's silly about you, you little fool! Sobrietygke your mistress out
of my sight before | box her ears! | vow that yand deserve him at
all. I'd be dancing with joy, let me tell you, ifshbrother ever looked
atmethe way he looks at you!"

"His brother?" Constance repeated faintly.

"There now, | didn't mean to say a single word aliountil we had
you safely at home at Brede Place! | was with hagHzr John when
his mother came across us, and she promptly serdfineith his

lordship to find you. She said that if | meant eodne of the family, |
had best start as | mean to go on and learn theokimd of sister to
you you've always lacked. Not a word about herssta€lings, you
notice, let alone mine!"

Constance hugged her with joy. "You mean to manhn? Oh, you
can't know how glad | am! | did so hope you or Kate both of you

Lady Elizabeth giggled. "Kate is less impulsiverthd she warned.
"We can't expect too much."



Fortified by the turn their thoughts had taken,hblatdies allowed
Sobriety to hurry them back into the house andaimatter of
moments, Constance was once more clad in her ownegds and
was looking very much more the thing.

"Please hurry, my lady," Sobriety begged her. "@dfwvill be waiting
to take us to Brede Place and he is set againghtehis lordship
here on his own for too long."

How pleasant it was to step into the Earl's moaerrch instead of
that contraption of Sir Thomas'. Constance sank lmaker seat with

a small sigh of content. To be back home at BrddeePwas like a
dream come true, especially as his lordship wooith$e there also,
and they would be friends again. Her lids droopgairest her cheeks
and, falling against Lady Elizabeth's ready shauldée fell fast

asleep.

The sun was already high in the sky when Constamazke. She
stretched luxuriously, wondering for a moment whsane was. She
had only slept in that particular bed at Brede drefere and that had
been the night of her wedding. Had she fallen asigain on her
husband? She turned impulsively to see if he waslbdier, but there
was no sign that he had slept there at all. Disapga, she drew the
curtains back round the bed and climbed down tdldog, taking a

look at the day out of the window. The steady Hithe day before
had cleared away to be replaced by an almost deadlay and the
warm feel of an English summer.

Sobriety came running in answer to her summonsherbell-pull,
bringing her a cup of chocolate and some delicistibwarm bread.

"You look ever so much better, my lady! Will youtgieessed now?"

Constance nodded. "Where's his lordship? Did heedast night?"



"Oh yes, my lady, but he's been out and round states with Mr.
Aiken while you were still asleep." Sobriety's ey®sone with
excitement. "Alfred and | are to have our own agdta one that Mrs.
Goodman had many years ago. His lordship said ashimide
instructed Mr. Aiken that it was to be made reanlyds as soon as
possible. He said | could come in by the day toaacyour personal
maid, my lady - for the time being, till the chiir start to come, and
maybe even then. | said as how you would prefdraxe me than
another stranger!"

"And so | would!" Constance agreed fervently. "member the
cottage well. You'll be very comfortable there."

"Yes, my lady."

It took Constance a long time to dress that morninbittle shocked
that she should have slept so late, and even nooiteas she should
have been carried to her bed and put into her gagimt without
waking, she was determined that she would look/asr best before
the Earl next saw her. Accordingly, she tried ord ahscarded
practically every dress Sobriety had brought wen, luntil both her
maid and Lady Elizabeth were ready to tear out thair in despair.

"My love, we shall never sit down to dinner if ydan't stir yourself!"
her ladyship said warmly. "You've tried that onéeaist twice before
and the only difference now is that it is more sezhthan it was
before!"

"But | want to look - perfect," Constance said,whng her lip. "You
don't understand! Hesawme in that dreadful garment last night. |
was worse than anything! You see, it used to bdtlmmwhen | wore
my old grey dress and he only really saw me agsopeat all when
his mother brought me something to wear from Londlaion't want
him to remember me like that!"



"No, of course you don't, dear, but you must wsanethingMay |
suggest you wear the pink and have Sobriety regergaur hair into
the new style, flat on top with lots of ringlets?"

"Pink," Constance worried. "With my hair?"

"Certainly with your hair. It will look marvellou®n you! His
lordship will be bowled over at the sight of yoifi ke waits on you to
finally make your appearance after all this time!"

That turned Constance into a whirlwind of activighe meekly
submitted to being trigged out in the dress of gigbenk and never
made a murmur when Sobriety exclaimed over the sthher hair
and brushed the tangles out of it with a heavy hémiked, when
Lady Elizabeth suggested that she should pausedmare her
appearance in the heavy glass on the wall, shesatasfied with a
swift pat to make her skirt sit better and waswalif out of the door
before they could think of anything else to do ¢o.h

She met Frederick Aiken coming up the stairs asvgsegoing down.

"Oh, Frederick, how grand the house is looking!€ slongratulated
him breathlessly. "You must have been busy to lklave so much in
such a short time. Where is his lordship, do yoovkdi'

Frederick grinned at her. "Not all the changes hlbagen here at
Brede!" he exclaimed. "You're looking mighty prigttiMistress
Constance!"

She stuck her tongue out at him with an impertit@oit through her
lashes. "My lady to you," she rebuked him.

"You look one when you behave like that!" he chedklHis smile
grew broader. "You'll find his lordship in what dst® be the Long
Gallery,my lady I"



Her face fell. "Oh, Frederick, no! He hasn't mablarges there too,
has he?"

"You'd best go and see," he advised her.

She turned and mounted the stairs again, her hedddigh with the
indignation that burned within her. Frederick caope behind her
and, bowing low, threw the door open for her toeentlosing it
behind her.

Constance looked suspiciously about her, but theme nothing

changed that she could see. She paused in thédldesvaiting for

the Earl to turn and see her. He was wearing acfdmtttle green and
her heart melted within her at the sight of him.

"Henry," she said tentatively.

He turned and smiled, walking over to the fireplacéhe centre of
the Long Gallery. The only change that she coukl\sas that her
father's portrait had been removed and her motipéaised in the
central position.

"Come over here," he bade her. "l have a gift tar gnd | want to tell
you the story that lies behind it." He nodded hesdh towards the
portrait. "It has to do with your mother."

"But you couldn't have known her!" she protest&tihat can you tell
me about her?"

"Come here, Constance, and you'll find out."

She did as she was bidden, as shy of him as sheveadheen. When
she came up beside him, she lowered her eyes tlotineand waited
for him to speak in a tongue-tied silence. Only wie placed a
necklace of diamonds about her neck and begarasp @ matching



bracelet about her wrist did she look up at hinrpssed by his
teasing touch against her skin.

"But why now?" she asked him.

"They were your mother's," he said. "l think sheulgchave wanted
you to have them. They were one of the few possessihe had after
she married your father."

"Diamonds?"

"The Tussers were a wealthy family in their daye S¥as wearing
these diamonds when that portrait was painted.”

Constance forced herself to look up at the paifded of her mother.
"She was more beautiful than I," she sighed.

He looked amused. "I have to admit a strong pdéstidbr the
daughter, but then you know all about that, doati3/ He touched
her cheek as she shook her head. "Did that brute/bu, sweeting?"

"No! No, | think he would have beaten me, but narenthan that."
Her chin set in a stubborn mould. "I would havéekilmyself before
allowing him to use what must always be yours, arg!'

"I'm glad it didn't come to that," he said gentiywould find it very
hard to do without my little Puritan wife now tHdnow her quality."

"A Puritan no longer!" she declared. "I shall neger to another
prayer meeting in my fife. | shall much prefer t tp Church with
you!"

His mouth relaxed into a smile. "I don't supposairy®uritan
conscience will ever change," he teased her, "nibtemhow many
scrapes it gets you into."



She smiled too, her shyness falling away from héou forget, |
made you the keeper of my conscience! In futusball remember to
consult youbeforel trust myself to anyone -especially those wh
claim to be my mother's relations, no matter howvatcing they
are!"

"Your mother was the last of the Tussers, sweeth&he last and the
bravest of them all!"

"Your mother liked her - a little, I think," Consiee put in.

“That is all part of what | want to tell you abo&upposing you sit
down, my love - "

"Yes, but not if you're going to ruin the Gallerftea all,” she
murmured, remembering her previous anxieties ort Hwore.
"Frederick - "

" - has been instructed that the Gallery is to stegctly as it is now!"

"Truly?" She executed a little dance of joy andchped herself on the
edge of the nearest chair. "You must have yourgbainted too,

Henry, and we can hang it here. You would lookemxely handsome
in oils!"

"A family portrait?" he suggested.

She blushed. "I'd like that," she said demurelywak thinking how
nice it would be - " She broke off, embarrasseactll'fne about my
mother," she commanded.

The Earl sat down beside her, taking her handssin"hthink you
already know that your mother was very much in lovish my
father?"



She nodded gravely. "But Mama said she never reddrdr as she
did some others. She said it was why my motherietamy father.”

"Very likely. There was a certain family resemblartetween them,
as there is between all the Aikens. Even you hhae dertain look
about the eyes that we all havel Be that as it iBayuel Aiken was
my father's steward and agent and she came tatlBe=de with him,

From all that I've heard, he did not treat heripalarly well from the

very beginning. At any rate, she never fell oulooke with my father
and she followed as best she could from a distafides doings in

the service of the King.

"When King Charles was martyred, my father escap®ticame to
Brede as being the place he knew best. Besidgasihear enough to
the coastal towns for him to take boat from theré=rance - or so he
thought. Unfortunately, he fell ill on the way aruy the time he
arrived here, he was in no state to maintain regudse and your
mother was afraid that Samuel would get to hearavhe was. She
took him to Mrs. Goodman's cottage and togethertwme women
nursed him back to health.

"As soon as he was well enough, Margaret drovehemself across
the Marshes to Hyfhe and bribed a fishing vessdiake him to
France. She gave him her diamonds in case he retitaebuy his
way out of trouble before he was reunited withfarsily. That was
the last time any of us saw her. What we didn'tvkneas that my
father had brought the plague with him from Londdns. Goodman
had survived the illness when she was no more dharild and was
immune, but your mother was soon to die of it, iegvyou

motherless and for all intents and purposes alone.

"Your father soon found out what your mother haded&he was not
yet sick - though | fancy it would have made littiéference if she
had been. He sold her into bound service to SimidsLucas and
threw her out of the house. Mrs. Goodman heard wadthappened



and took her in, keeping her in her own bed uh# died a few days
later. Then, despite her age, she moved into Birtalee determined
to bring you up as your mother would have wisheauryfather was
afraid of the old lady, because she had somehovivear, and never
spoke to her if he could help it until the day hedd'

"No, that was true enough!" Constance exclaimed Hdver said
anything to me either."

"Nor did he return Sir Thomas' money to him," tharlBvent on,
holding her hands the tighter. "He said it wasm& fault if Sir
Thomas had come off with a bad bargain! But theimBomas began
to threaten that he would tell about the deal they made and your
father was afraid. There are many people who vaivh upon a man
who will sell his own wife for profit. In the lowaslasses such things
are tolerated, but with Samuel's pretensions th&®&/laster of Brede
Place there would be many who would point the firegehim.

"So he struck a bargain with Sir Thomas. He wowddgkthe money,
which by this time he couldn't return to him anywagd Sir Thomas
would wait for you to grow old enough to take yooother's place.
That is the claim he thought he had on you - ang kéhis still alive

today!"

Constance bit her lip. "My father was - was noglikost men," she
said finally. "I think he was mad - and Sir Thontas!" She fingered
the diamonds at her throat. "What is to becomaraf?h

"Yesterday, | brought with me the King's instrumbanishing him
from the realm for the remainder of his life. Heasescort my lady
Hartley to Holland. She too has thought it wiseletve the country.”
His voice was hard and she had no means of disogvehether his
mistress' departure had hurt him or not.



"Lady Hartley said we would be at war with Hollandhree years,"
she told him, her eyes anxiously searching his.face

"She was always a good source of information,"did drily. "Her
talents in other directions left a lot to be dediite

Her face cleared as if by magic. "You - you dontanher leaving
England? | don't mean to criticise, my lord, bue lalways felt you
would do much better with someone more- more - "

His laughter brought the colour storming up into tigeeks. "It isn't
kind of you to tease me!"

"Then you'd best not mention my lady Hartley to again,” he
warned. "She never did compare to you - in any Way.

She gave him a look at once shrewd and shy. "Yoaninme to
collect information for you too in the beginningdd/ou not?" she
accused him. "You practically said as much, that thas why you
were marrying me!"

"I'm ashamed to say the thought did cross my nbad fwenty-four
hours in your company and | was convinced thatuldoot put you
to such arisk - "

She stiffened. "You thought less of my courage thmnmother's!
Did you not think that I, too, would willingly risky life for the Earl
of Brede?"

He raised her hands to his lips. "It was | who daubt take the risk,
little one. | quickly saw how bereft | should betlaut you!"

"You mean - " she began, determined to get to timin of things
because she was beginning to think that Lady Edittaimight have
been right about the state of her lord's emotionatds her after all.
"You mean you have a fondness for me?"



He laughed, catching her up against him and kissergon the lips.
"Has that aspect of the matter only just occuregdu, my little
love?"

"l had thought you might like me a little," she mured, her head on
one side as she looked up at him. "l thought &y good idea, if you
must know. How much more convenient it must be avehthe
advantages of both wife and mistress centred irperson! If - if you
could see me as that person, my lord, it would Qeeat - happiness
to me."

"You have been that person for some days now,etiened, equally
grave. "l was only waiting to burden you with tlkaowledge until
you could bring yourself to trust me as someoneganudepend on
always, who will always be there to protect youerasts as best he
may. Someone, moreover, to whom you can say arythat occurs
to you, or make use of in any way you wish, in metfior the love you
bear him. Could you see me in such a role?"

"l always have!" she claimed.

"l think, you were a little afraid of me too, thdughat was as much
my fault as yours. | didn't take your fears of Biromas seriously
enough to watch him as closely as | should." His twitched into a
wry smile. "Anne may have screamed, sweeting, assay she did,
but her reactions to Sir Thomas' attentions werdrfan the fright
you credited her with. | should have trusted yastincts more, and
hers less. Will you forgive me for that?"

"You were not to know that | have always been dfcdihim. He was
always there, watching me. Even Mrs. Goodman didlikim - but
perhaps she knew more about the arrangement hadwdel with my
father than I did. My lord, how can you ask my feeness when you
have taken me from such a fate and given me thet beppiness of
being your wife? When [ first heard Mrs. Goodmatsies of young



'‘Master Henry' | used to conform all my actionsateat | believed
would be pleasing to you." She smiled, a swift shgnsmile that
delighted him. "I have not changed with the yeaos,shah | now!"

"My dear, | wish | could have given you the happyladhood you
deserved, but, | promise you, it will be my firsincern to make you
happy in the years to come!"

"As | shall be constant to you - you have my praro$ that also."
She giggled, looking thoroughly pleased with hdrséfs the same
bargain we made once before, but it's nicer thng tiHenry, | love
you so much more than | ever thought | could!" Seided her eyes
from him, her cheeks rosy beneath his gaze. "ltteadad of me to
fall asleep last nighagain - "

"Wasn't it?" he retorted. "But you forget, madam yrave yet to pay
your debt to me for leading you out in the dance!"

She stood up, pulling her hands free of his, hes@jight with mirth.
"And what if I've decided not to pay?" she challedidpim. "You will
have to catch me first!"

She sped across the Gallery and down the staysgpao heed to the
astonished cries of Lady Elizabeth and the senasshe slipped out
of the front door and sought a hiding place froen Harl.

"Really, Constance!" Lady Elizabeth's voice camledpclearly. "We
are about to sit down at table, and some of usiangry even if you
are not! My lord, | protest - "

"You had best begin," the Earl advised calmly. "lslgly Brede and |
have some unfinished business to transact.”

"Indeed?" Lady Elizabeth sounded more amused thgrya



His lordship dallied no longer but came unerringiythe direction
Constance had taken. He pulled her Out from bethiedree she had
chosen to hide behind and enclosed her in his aamiéng down at
her. "Well, my lady?"

"I shall pay - truly, | shall' But, Henry, we hat@decide first what is
to be done with the Lucas children. | was neverersbrocked than
when | saw how littie they had to eat last nightid&heir clothes!"

"Their aunt and cousin are to look after them,tdie her. "It was all
arranged while you wergeepingdast night!"

"But have they enough money?" she objected, iggdhe jibe.

"Probably not. | have told them to make some amarent with
Frederick for their keep."

She searched her mind for another topic of contiersto delay him
further, and triumphandy found it. "How did you peade the King
to let you come to Brede with all the arrangeméatbe made for
Queen Henrietta Maria's visit?"

"I have a new task, my love. One which will suit fitife wife much
better than life at Court!"

She opened her eyes wide. "We are to stay at Brede?

"We are. I'm to be the King's personal represardaii the county. At
last, | think | have persuaded him that his Cosifar from being the
whole country. We must unite Englishman into ontomeagain, and
that is what | mean to do in this county at least."

"I'm surprised they let you go,"” she said. "I thbugny lord
Clarendon would keep you at bis side for ever!"



He chuckled. "Only you can do that, my love. Areiyeady now to
pay your debt?"

The laughter left her eyes to be replaced by samgthf the passion
she had previously only shown in the privacy ofrthed. She slipped
her hands up behind his neck and lowered his headhets.

"Willingly, my lord," she whispered. "Oh, Henry, iewillingly!"



