Chapter 2
Thérèse hurried outside into the gardens of Greenwich, into the temperate sunlight of the morning. She heard the sounds of a number of good-humoured courtiers at the tennis courts a short distance away, and breathed her relief at this moment of relative tranquillity. The pathways throughout the gardens that divided the verdant lawns and flower beds were empty save for her and a small group of other young ladies further away. Many courtiers had earlier gone hunting with the King.

She started to walk, breathing again the scents of the roses and violets adorning the garden, aware as she did that the group of ladies had stopped to stare at her. She felt their wide eyes upon her as tangibly as fingers brushing the skin above the neckline of her gown. She raised her chin a little, glancing briefly around so as to discourage their unconcealed, gaping looks.


She had doubtlessly caught their attention simply by walking out alone – a lady of high birth, and a maid of the Queen, refraining from spending her time either in the party of her royal mistress or with her mother, all of whom were likely to be observing the tennis game. Thérèse decided at once that it was no use encouraging the gossips; she would pass a few moments here, in peace, before making her way towards some respectable company.

Two days had passed since the audience with her father, and since then, no further mention had been made of the Earl of Purbrook, by any of them. Isabelle, in particular, had remained mystifyingly silent and cheerful; as if nothing at all had come to pass she expected to spend many happy summers yet in her current state. 

Thérèse had held her tongue only with the greatest difficulty. She ached to discuss at length her sister’s predicament, and to offer what comfort she could to her. Still, it appeared, their family was to be allied to this unknown lord without so much as a whimper of criticism or complaint from either the young bride or the Duke’s other, plainer child. He will be pleased by that, Thérèse thought bitterly of her father.

She stopped, suddenly, where she stood, her eyes fixed upon a patch of orchard beyond the Palace. Unexpectedly, and sharply, she was reminded of the parkland surrounding Morstone Castle. The image was warm and vivid, as was the peculiar remembrance of her girlhood there. She pressed a hand to her throat, suddenly choked as it was with emotion. 

If someone were to see her weeping at the sight of the King’s orchard! 


Anxiously turning her head, she met the eyes of two gentlemen who had indeed seen her.


The taller of the two – and the one who held her singular attention for a long moment – was of considerable rank. Had he not been dressed as splendidly as he was, in blue silk slashed with black and trimmed with gold and opals, Thérèse felt that she would nonetheless have known him for a nobleman.


 He approached her, unhurriedly, and she allowed a serene smile to rest upon her lips. Her expression, she silently vowed, would not betray her anxiety, least of all to this impressive stranger. As he favoured her with a low bow, she curtseyed in return.

“Madam, may I introduce my lord, the Earl of Purbrook.” The second gentleman had spoken 
