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 Slowly, gently, Myddelton came awake and, savouring the complete 

relaxation that left his limbs heavy and peaceful, looked about.  It was not 

his own bed.  Nor his own bedchamber.  He was at Britwell Park.   

 He had not believed, in the wake of Sir Charles‟ damning 

disclosures, that he could sleep.  But sleep he had.  For those questions 

which had most vexed him, nagging, gnawing at him night and morning, 

had at last been answered by Sir Charles‟ recitation of infamy and honour.  

Myddelton drew a deep breath and found that the too-familiar clutch of 

anxiety did not return.  With a rush of energy, he swung his legs over the 

side of the bed.  Time to rise.  Time to meet her.  He gave a swift tug to 

the bell pull.  

 He told himself as he bathed and dressed that having met Sir Charles 

and having found him all that was considerate and amiable that he no 

longer had anything to fear—that if Miss Heron was anything at all like 

her uncle, they would manage to rub along tolerably well.  But he did not 

convince himself.  He knew of too many families where the parents were 

perfectly affable and their daughters were vain, shallow and grasping.  To 

be sure, he knew of plenty of perfectly charming people whose parents he 

wouldn‟t wish on Attila the Hun.  He drew a deep breath and finished 

buttoning his waistcoat.  And now he was meant to meet her, and 

regardless of liking or disliking, to propose to her.  He adjusted his 

waistcoat with dissatisfaction.  It ought to have been a patterned 

waistcoat—a copper engraved silk perhaps—to propose in.  Or that‟s 

what Hardy would have said.  It was too late to do anything about it now. 

 He was still seeking to reassure himself as he came downstairs.  

Surely a girl brought up in such circumstances of wealth and 

respectability, her family intimately acquainted with those at the pinnacles 

of political power and academic erudition, surely such a girl must be 

suitable in every way.  But then, so surely ought Caroline Lamb to have 

been suitable in every way... and Lord knew her behaviour defied 

description, though suitable was one word that did not apply. 

 The Morning Room doors were shut.  She was on the other side of 

those doors.  Drawing a deep breath, Myddelton paused to take a pinch 

of snuff.   
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 Just at that moment, Jenner emerged, and seeing Myddelton, he 

bowed and stepped back to allow him to enter.  “My lord.” 

 She wasn‟t there. 

 “Ah Myddelton, good man, there you are…”  Smiling, Sir Charles 

set down his cup and rose from his seat.  “Jenner, where is my niece?”  

 “Miss Heron desired me to say that she has gone to the brook to 

paint and will not be taking tea this afternoon.” 

 “She said that?” 

 “She did, sir.  Will there be anything else, sir?” 

 Sir Charles pursed his lips in annoyance.  Had he been alone he 

would have favoured Jenner with a selection from his large though 

generally unused vocabulary of expletives.  However, he was not alone. 

 “If I might…” Myddelton found himself saying.  “That is to say, 

might not I go to discover her there?”  Better surely to meet her privately, 

without the anxious or prying eyes of relatives or servants to gauge or 

guess at his hopes or disappointment.  Of a surety, it would be far, far 

better to propose without witnesses.  ‟Struth, what a thought!     

 “My dear fellow, that is kind of you, but…” Sir Charles began, 

vacillating.  “I had meant to effect the introduction myself…But…” 

 “No, I do assure you,” Myddelton said.  “If someone could but 

point me in the right direction, I should be happy for the exercise.”  

Infinitely better to meet without witnesses. 

 “You are certain?  Right, then…” Sir Charles said, more relieved 

than he cared to admit.  He had not been looking forward to making this 

introduction.  He had not liked the resignation with which Janey had 

accepted this arranged marriage.  Neither had he liked the pricking in his 

eyes when she left the library.  “It‟s quite simple, really.”  He led 

Myddelton to a rear facing window.  “Along the far edge of the wood, 

there is a path…do you see?  You simply follow it to its natural 

conclusion.  That‟s it.  You are sure about this?  I can show you if you 

like.  No?  Fine, good.  I confess, I have some letters to catch up on…”  

 Myddelton told himself that, having been reared in the country, the 

walk would do him good.  But as he strode through the wood, he knew 

this to be yet another ploy to summon up his courage.  It was true, he 
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had noticed that the land of Britwell Park was in good heart.  Indeed, he 

had seen that the gardens were extensive and well kept and the ancient 

wood through which he now walked was clear of choking undergrowth, 

the trees ivyless.  And he knew he ought to feel encouraged.  But he 

found it impossible, given that his stomach continued to tick with dread, 

an unvanquished fear, all arguments as to the suitability and possible 

beauty of his unmet-intended notwithstanding.  Somewhere a nest of 

baby blackbirds was singing with raucous abandon, clearly convinced that 

their extraordinary volume more than compensated for what they lacked 

of their parents‟ musicality. 

  He saw her before she saw him.  Seated on a fallen tree at the side of 

a small clearing, with her back to him.  Beside her lay the yellow dog.  

Myddelton slowed his steps.  All at once, he heard the soft plash and 

gurgle of the brook.  In a moment, she would hear him and turn.  Still, 

amidst the tension that gripped at his stomach and throat, he could well 

understand why she had chosen to come here rather than remain in the 

house. 

 The brook was spattered with shards of light which shone through 

the intertwining branches overhead and the surrounding wood was 

similarly chequered with streams and splotches of blinding brightness.  

Around her small clearing, the wood encroached thickly, a live palisade of 

oak and yew.  She was still, except for the precise movement of her right 

hand, in which she held a paintbrush, shading and perfecting a painting in 

watercolour, filling in the shore with quick light strokes, touching the 

brush to her paints, delineating and refining a clump of leaves.   

 Beside her, the dog slumbered on, his dream of a plentiful rabbit pie 

unmarred by unknown strangers and their city-scent.   

 Myddelton stopped.  She turned.  Great glorious God, it was the 

beauty.  Je ne vis onques la pareille de vous… And then she smiled, sweetly, 

and Myddelton no longer knew what he felt. 

 “Have they sent you to find me out?”  Unfazed by his sudden 

appearance, her composure unmarred, she dropped her brush into a jar 

of water beside her. 

 “Miss Heron?”  Surely, it could not be she.     
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 “Yes.  I am Miss Heron.”   

 “Miss Jane Heron?”  The beauty was his Miss Heron.  She with her 

della Robbia face and those firecracker blue eyes so bright with lively and 

eager intelligence. 

 “Yes.  And you are the Earl of Myddelton,” she said easily, 

completing the introduction.  She kept her voice even.  If there had been 

tears this afternoon, there was no trace of them now.  Her self-

possession, her self-control, was absolute.  She eyed her painting 

critically—it was still too wet to cover.   

 He came closer.  The dog stirred, stretched and yawned, then 

ambled over to sniff at Myddelton‟s boots.  Instinctively, Myddelton 

smoothed the dog‟s muzzle, ears and head before she said, “Lotto, 

come.” 

 With obedience born of rigorous training, the dog left the kindness 

of Myddelton‟s hand and lay down again at her feet.   

 His emotions fluctuating wildly between relief and the tongue-tied 

stupidity he associated with extreme youth, Myddelton drew a deep 

breath and wished he knew why it seemed his London polish had so 

summarily deserted him.  She was nothing like those visions of 

nightmarish vulgarity which had peopled his waking moments during the 

past few days.  She was beautiful, beautiful beyond belief, even if she was 

only the veriest child from the schoolroom.  Then, catching sight of her 

painting, he began to study it, comparing the fusion of colour and 

shadow and line of her work with the woodland which lay beyond the 

brook.   

 “You are an accomplished artist, Miss Heron.”  He hadn‟t meant to 

compliment her.  It had slipped out. 

 She smiled and her face was transformed with that bright 

timelessness which had captivated him before, when he had first seen her 

playing with her dog.  “Thank you.”  

 She glanced at him, her eyes still gauging and measuring, studying his 

face as if to draw it.  “I should ask you to sit but there are no other chairs.  

And I am not at all convinced that the ground is dry.  But perhaps you 

are wishing to return to the house…”  At her feet was a leather satchel 



 
From May 1812, © M.M. Bennetts 2009.  All rights reserved. 

Published by Diiarts.  ISBN 978-1-907386-04-6 (hardback), 978-1-907386-01-5 (paperback). 

 

which she now opened and into which she carefully inserted the 

watercolour.  Efficiently, she collected her brushes, emptied out her water 

pot, closed up her paints.   

 Her ease disconcerted him.  And it was too soon.  He knew it was 

too soon.  He had only just met her.  Too soon and too bald.  But it had 

to be now.  He had no choice.  None at all.  He did not kneel down.  His 

pulse was racing, the words jamming in his mouth.  “Miss Heron?  Miss 

Heron, did your uncle…did Sir Charles tell you why I have come?” 

 She hesitated for an instant in fastening the buckles of her satchel.  

“Yes.  He did.” 

 “He explained the arrangements that were made concerning us?” 

 She nodded and stood to face him.  He thought he saw annoyance 

or distress in her face, though it might have been something quite 

different.   

 “Miss Heron…” 

 She stared resolutely at the ground, willing herself calm. 

 “…I should count myself the most fortunate of men, should you 

honour me with your hand in marriage.”  There.  It was done.  He had 

said it.  

 She said nothing.  Her dog stretched and sat up beside her, ready for 

her command. 

 “I assure you, I shall do all in my power to see that you are 

comfortable, and lack for nothing.  And I sincerely hope that you shall 

suffer no disappointment through this match—that I am breaking in on 

no previous attachment…”  He was wittering.  He knew he was wittering.  

Why did she say nothing? 

 She shook her head.  “No.  There are no previous attachments.”  

She did not smile. 

 “May I hope that you do not, at least, dislike the match?”  He had 

promised to behave honourably, had given his word.  “That if, perhaps, 

this ain‟t what you would have chosen for yourself, that it ain‟t 

displeasing to you?” 

 Even as one part of her mind was clamouring to point out the 

choice was not hers, that it did not matter what she thought, she was 



 
From May 1812, © M.M. Bennetts 2009.  All rights reserved. 

Published by Diiarts.  ISBN 978-1-907386-04-6 (hardback), 978-1-907386-01-5 (paperback). 

 

reaching her hand toward him in a gesture which her uncle would have 

recognised and found hopeful, a gesture which she unintentionally 

reserved for those dearest to her.  She touched his sleeve.  “No, it is not 

displeasing to me,” she said.  “I should deem it a great honour to accept 

your kind offer.” 

 She smiled sketchily and her eyes searched out a glimpse of sky 

through the treetops, before she looked at him again.  “I hope I shall not 

be a burden to you…that is to say, this cannot be what you had planned 

for yourself, and if there were a way for me to do so without injury to 

yourself, I should release you.  But I cannot, and I am so sorry.  So very 

sorry.  I shall try never to be a burden to you.  If you would prefer it, I 

shall remain here, or at one of your country houses—I am very fond of 

the country.”  Her eyelids fluttered with uncertainty as she gazed at him.   

 Myddelton drew himself up.  “I had not realised that my person was 

repugnant or…” 

 She reached out desperately, again touching his sleeve.  “Oh no.  No.  

How could you think it?  I only meant to spare you my presence, should 

you wish to…or not wish to…” 

 Myddelton took her hand, holding it tighter than he intended.  

“Jane.”  It was odd to use her name.  Odd and vulnerable.  “Miss Heron, 

this may not be the match of your choice, but I ain‟t such an ogre as all 

that, I do assure you.”  He drew a deep breath.  “And I ain‟t planning to 

banish you to the country.  Should you wish to live in the country, then 

assuredly you shall.  But I shall never tell you to go.  You have my word 

on it.” 

 “I am sorry.  I had the impression that all this was distasteful to you 

and I thought…” 

 “Miss Heron, please…”  He paused.  The worst surely was now 

over.  He had proposed.  She had accepted.  She had said yes.  The 

firecrackers had gone out.  “I, ehm, I brought a special licence with me.  

Your uncle has agreed that we may be married on the morrow.  To be 

sure, I know this is sudden…but I did not know what else to do,” he 

finished, realising with a shock that this was shabby treatment indeed. 

 “No,” she agreed.  “How could you?”  She gathered up her satchel 
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of watercolours, brushes and paintings. 

 Was she always so compliant?   

 “And then?  London?” she asked.  She had banished any whisper of 

uncertainty from her voice. 

 “Yes.”  The worst wasn‟t over.  “It‟s the Foreign Office, d‟you see.”  

He smiled awkwardly.  It was the poorest of excuses and he knew it.  

Castlereagh would certainly have given him more leave had he known.  

Hell‟s bells, what an infernal cock-up.  

 Seeking a neutral topic for conversation (Were there any?  Any at 

all?) Myddelton drew out his snuff-box, then returned it to his pocket 

unopened.  “My, er, tiger, Kester, tells me that you have a stable full of 

prime horseflesh.”  Anything.  Anything to restore that elusive semblance 

of comfortable normality.  Christ‟s wounds, where were his wits?   

 Her relief was patent.  The shadow of bleakness receded from her 

eyes.  “Does he so?”  Together they began to walk back in the direction 

of the house.  “My uncle would be pleased to hear that.  It is his only 

claim to extravagance…except perhaps for his books.  Shall I show you?”  

She smiled suddenly.  “The stables, that is…not the library.” 

 Myddelton offered her his arm and she took it, though she 

continued to keep her head down, her gaze averted, as they returned 

toward the house.  It seemed the right—the appropriate—thing to do, a 

gesture to cover the inadequacies of the moment. 

 She wished vaguely that she had the gift of inconsequential 

interrogatory chatter.  But how could she enquire „Are you musical?  Do 

you prefer whist to piquet?  Do you farm your land or leave it to your 

agents?  Do you hunt all the winter, or merely in the autumn?‟ of the man 

she was to marry the next day?  These were things she ought to know 

already.  Only, she did not.  She knew nothing.  And had no notion 

where or how to begin.  He was a stranger.  As unfamiliar to her as an 

Iroquois-speaking native of the Americas.    

 


