Cotillion of the Blue Petticoat
“The blaze of reputation cannot be blown out…..”





     Samuel Johnson

“Ed….mund!” The roar echoed up the dim staircase to the upper room where the youth sat reading alone. Sighing in resignation, Edmund carefully marked his page in Mallory’s masterpiece. He walked heavily from the room, descended the stairs and met his father on the staircase. In the Earl’s hand was a creamy card with gilt edges. Edmund could see that it was addressed to him. The large man lifted his face to his son. With a sneer of ambition Lord Dunsmore told the youth, “You have received an invitation to a cotillion.” 
Gesturing, the Earl led his son back into his sunlit room. “As it will be your first, I will make arrangements to have you tutored in all the necessary skills. Your lessons will start tomorrow. Also, I have made an appointment with our tailor for Monday afternoon. We will arrive at mid-day. Make certain you are here.” The Earl stared into his son’s blank face as he continued. “The Sidneys are the perfect family for you to practice upon. They are upstarts, totally out of place in our society. However, the king does welcome Gilbert Sidney’s military counsel. This may be the opportunity I’ve been waiting for to introduce you into society!” John’s light eyes sparkled with glee.

Edmund stood silently. Inside he was cringing. The five years he’d spent in his father’s circle had been one long disjointed dance between the two of them. Arriving in England without any formal education, he had been privately tutored rigorously. Though very quick, he was unable to attend Abingdon due to his age. This absence made it very difficult to enter his expected place in society. His father further explored the invitation. “Perhaps it is your association with Joseph Masterson that has earned you this invitation.” John narrowed his eyes as he looked at his son. “It is possible that I don’t give you enough credit. You seem to naturally attach to those who will do you the most good socially. Calvin Cushing is another example.”
The tall youth gave no outward sign of agreement or displeasure. He continued to stand stiffly just inside the door. With a wave of his hand John Murray turned to leave. His gruff words echoed in the dim hallway. “Don’t do anything to sabotage this opportunity. Be prepared for your tutors.”

Alone inside his airy room once again, Edmund stood gazing out the window at the blazing early autumn sunlight. He watched his powerful father stride toward the waiting carriage. Sighing, he sought escape in the legends of England’s most famous king. He often felt as one of Arthur’s knights. His father believed as medieval society did, that might made right, especially where his son was concerned. Battles were an ever-present possibility when father and son met.
The following afternoon a small, delicate man knocked on his door. The next hour was spent in one corner of the dining hall as Edmund learned a few simple dance steps. The dancing master was surprised at the youth’s natural grace. Jacob Collins knew nothing of his pupil’s mixed blood. He thought the boy’s brown skin a result of unusual outdoor activity. If he had known he would never have believed that Edmund’s sense of rhythm came from generations of Cherokee dancers.
His pupil’s quickness caused a smile to lift the instructor’s lips. He pocketed a large sum from Lord Dunsmore with the agreement that he would have Edmund Murray ready to dance the few hours required at a cotillion before the month was out. He could see that the youth would be ready within a week. His stature as a dancing master would soar as his success became known. So happy was he that he paid his fiddler an additional six-pence, and even slipped an extra half-crown to the young woman who had served as Edmund’s partner.
The etiquette tutor had a more difficult time. The intricate posturings required for social events puzzled and distressed Edmund. He couldn’t stop his mind from producing comparisons with his mother’s simple Cherokee people. Pretense was almost unknown among them. The tutor’s sister had her feet trodden upon, her skirt ripped, her head bumped and her hand squeezed painfully as she assumed the role of young debutante. After almost two weeks of work the tutor was satisfied that his pupil would not disgrace him, or more importantly, disgrace Lord Dunsmore. Gratefully brother and sister left the Oxford room for the last time.
Across the hall Joey Masterson provided the best instruction. Each evening after the exacting tutor left, Edmund would slip into the room Joey shared with Calvin and the two friends would help solidify Edmund’s learning. With great good humor Joey pretended to be a young woman while Calvin demonstrated the necessary societal expectations. Before long, all three were laughing. Though dreading the event with every fiber of his being, Edmund determined to do his best not to incur the wrath of his prominent father.

On the afternoon before the affair the Murray coach came for Edmund. Giving their friend encouraging waves, Joey and Calvin stood watching it disappear toward London. An hour later Joey stepped into his family’s coach and followed. Calvin watched until the coach was gone, then climbed the stairs to his room and spent long moments in prayer for his two friends. 

The following afternoon Edmund bathed, then endured the elaborate process of making him fit for the cotillion. Henry had carefully pressed every article of newly made clothing except the hose. Proudly he pulled the fine linen shirt over Edmund’s head. The satin trousers went on next, the fine silk hose pulled to the knee. A frilly stock was buttoned around his neck. A hip-length waistcoat followed. Finally the long, full coat draped Edmund’s body to his knees. Staring at himself in the full-length mirror, the youth couldn’t believe his eyes. He looked every inch the son of power and privilege. He had to clench his hands tightly to keep from tearing the fine fabrics from his strong young body.
Henry brushed the youth’s thick black hair until it shone and bound it with a black ribbon. Then he knelt to buckle the leather shoes onto his charge’s slender feet. Looking up, the middle-aged man couldn’t help but see Edmund’s tightly clenched hands. Carefully he hid his compassion as he had hid it for five long years. Standing, he brushed the green satin coat one last time, tugging it for a better fit at the shoulders. With a smile of satisfaction, he stepped back. “There, master Edmund, you’re fit for the cotillion.”

Slowly Edmund turned to meet Henry’s eyes. “Am I, Henry? Am I really?” His dark eyes were cloudy with distress. Henry’s smile disappeared instantly. Lowering his eyes, he further stepped into the shadows. 
Booming up the staircase came the Earl’s insistent voice. “Edmund! The coach is waiting. It’s time for you to go.”  John Murray stood at the foot of the stairs. He reminded the youth of a wolf waiting to pounce upon a rabbit. As he passed his father the Earl stopped his forward progress. “Let me look at you. Henry has done himself proud.” His eyes grew hard as he continued. “Many people have worked hard to make you into a gentleman. I’ve spent a fortune on your lessons. Do not embarrass me. Hear me! Do nothing to bring shame upon this house. I’m warning you, and you know I don’t make idle threats.”
Edmund lifted his head proudly. The gesture brought an intense searching look from his father. With a nod of acknowledgement he walked to the heavy front doors. Joseph pulled one open. His light brown eyes met Edmund’s for the space of a heartbeat. Then the door closed. Edmund walked to the waiting carriage, entered through the open door, and carefully arranged his coat before perching upon the leather seat. The whip cracked, the carriage rocked, and seventeen-year-old Edmund Murray was on his way to his first cotillion.

Chapter 2

The coach arrived at the appointed ballroom a few minutes ahead of schedule. Edmund sat in his father’s carriage, his stomach churning. From the safety of the coach he watched a long stream of young men and women enter the fine stone building. The September sunlight was soft, bathing everything in a pale amber glow. Edmund’s eye was caught by a young woman being escorted on the arm of young man. Every line of her body was filled with misery. She was dressed in a rose colored gown. Her light brown hair gleamed without any embellishments other than a small ornament of rose-colored feathers. As she walked Edmund’s eyes roved over her costume. It was created in the latest fashion. The full skirt swayed as she walked, the sack back trailed behind her like a small sail. He could see one elbow-length sleeve hugging her arm before flaring into a series of wide ruffles. A creamy shawl covered her shoulders. Her escort handed her carelessly through the wide double doors. They were absorbed by the huge doorway.

Edmund opened the carriage door and stepped carefully onto the curb. He straightened his waistcoat, stiffened his spine and joined the steady stream. No one spoke to him. Apparently everyone else was as tongue-tied as he was. His eyes on the walkway, he inched forward toward the double doors. At the entrance he produced his invitation with his calling card. The host and hostess welcomed him with mumbled words of greeting. Then the throng swept him along into the echoing ballroom.

Like petals cast from the bracts that swathed the room, dozens of young women flounced along the walls. Opposite them roved the young men. All ill-at-ease, all trained for an elevated niche, they mingled but did not touch. Now and then a light giggle would drift over the assembly. But the greatest sound was the absence of conversation. The large cold room seemed to absorb every essence. Edmund drifted to stand as close to a window as possible. It seemed to him the room was depleted of oxygen. He began to pant. A light cold sweat broke over his skin. He swallowed the bile that kept rising in his throat. In an agony of self-consciousness he clung to the golden light. 

From the corner of his eye he saw Joey Masterson enter the building. A warm relief washed over him. His eyes never leaving his friend, he silently called for the one familiar person in the vast ocean of strangers. Joey walked into the room, greeting young men and women alike. He was at complete ease. His blue eyes were filled with their usual expression of joy. His unaffected laugh brought laughter from a dozen other throats. Edmund stood against the window and watched the wonder that was his friend. Finally Joey arrived at Edmund’s side. Seeing the look of panic in his schoolmate’s dark eyes, Joey stood at his side and started a calm conversation. “I see you have found a likely spot to view the pageant,” he said teasingly. 
“Pageant? What pageant?” Edmund asked anxiously. “There’s to be a pageant?”
“No, I mean this parade before you! I can tell you’re nervous. Try not to let this bother you. Everyone in here is nervous too,” Joey smiled.

“You’re not,” Edmund said, his tone almost accusatory.

Joey eyed the youth beside him for several seconds. “I was born into it, Kerr. I drank it with my mother’s milk. You’ve been thrust into it against your will. That’s a vast difference, my friend.”

Absorbing his school name effortlessly, Edmund thought about Joey’s explanation. “But these people are all…..so……shallow, Joey. You’re not.”

“Not everyone in here is shallow. You’ve just got to find the ones who aren’t.”

Edmund’s eyes sought the rose ball gown. He found it huddled in the corner opposite his position. “Like her? Who is she, Joey?”

Joey followed Edmund’s gaze. “The one in the corner, dressed in pink? I don’t know for certain, but I think that’s Carissa Nicole Bainbridge. I met her once a few years ago. She’s younger than we are, but not by much. She ‘came out’ only last year.”
“Why would she be pushed into this farce? Is her father a peer?” Edmund asked.

“If that’s Carissa, no. Her father is the second son of a wealthy shipping magnate. He completed his social climb with money made in the triangle trade. His name is Gideon Bainbridge. Heard of him?” Joey’s eyes lost their sparkle.
Edmund saw his friend’s expression and frowned. “No. But I detest everything about the triangle trade,” he said sourly.

“As do I,” Joey replied. 

Before they could continue the conversation the host and hostess entered the room. Their nervous daughter stumbled beside them, balanced on her father’s arm. The orchestra launched into a soft, light tune. All over the airy room young men walked to a selected young woman. A bewildered look pulled Edmund’s handsome face. Joey saw and leaned close to explain. “It is customary for a young girl to fill her dance card so that she is not left without a partner when the dancing begins. That’s what everyone is doing now. Remember?”
Ignoring Joey’s effort to stop him, Edmund began to walk toward the girl in the pink gown. She was cowering in the corner, giving every indication that she wanted to disappear. Edmund stood before her and bowed gracefully. “Good evening, Miss Bainbridge. Where is your escort?” he asked. His personal question was unusual. But the young woman did not seem to realize that.

Her intense blue eyes focused on Edmund’s brown face. “I don’t know,” was her agonized answer. Pitched low, her voice quivered with panic. Not understanding that it was totally improper to respond so honestly, she stood with her hands locked tightly together. The words streamed from her trembling lips. “He’s to be my husband in another year. But I don’t like him, and he doesn’t like me!” Her eyes were filled with distress. Hidden within the words was a plea that tore at Edmund’s heart.

“I would consider it an honor to be your first dance partner,” he said smoothly. “I am Edmund Murray.” The young woman stood frozen before him. Gently he urged her. “Put my name on your dance card.”
Shaken, the girl took her card from her skirt pocket. With a small pencil she carefully wrote Edmund’s name. A shy smile lifted her lips, now beginning to show a trace of color. They stood staring into each other’s eyes until Joey appeared at Edmund’s shoulder. With grace he requested the second dance. 
Edmund beamed at him in gratitude. Then, with a hand on Edmund’s shoulder, Joey guided his school mate to another young woman. After a half-dozen other dance appointments Edmund returned to the young woman in pink. She continued to stand in the corner, making no effort to engage anyone in conversation. A low buzz hummed over the large room. The host walked from girl to girl, checking dance cards. It was his responsibility to make certain none of the girls were left out. Before he got to the girl in the corner, Edmund requested the seventh dance. He couldn’t help but notice that the spaces between Joey’s name and his were blank. The host approached and requested the girl’s dance card. Blushing in embarrassment, she reluctantly gave it to him. The host frowned. Shrinking further into the corner, the young woman pressed her lips together in distress. “Put me down in number three, young lady,” the host requested. “Gilbert Sydney. I’ll send some young men over.”

A small squeak escaped the young woman’s lips. Edmund heard it and looked at her understandingly. She turned her eyes to him, seeking his help. “I can’t, Miss,” he said. “I’ve already requested dances two through six. Perhaps your intended can fill the spaces?”

His innocent reply caused quick tears to spring into the young woman’s eyes. Before Edmund could respond the host returned with three young men in tow. The three were able to fill two spaces, but they all had already committed to the fifth dance. Gilbert pursed his lips thoughtfully. He dismissed the three youths. Then he looked at the pale face before him. “You’re Carissa Bainbridge, aren’t you?” 
Mutely the young woman nodded. Gilbert’s face smoothed. “Then you’re promised to Reginald Trotter. Put him in the fifth and sixth place. I’ll go and find him. By rights he should be here with you.” The host sighed impatiently. Edmund heard Carissa’s small gasp. A flush of shame spread over her smooth cheeks. His hands firmly clasped behind his back, Edmund fought to prevent his irritation from showing. Cruelty always angered him, and what Reginald was doing to the young woman in the corner was cruel. He continued to stand beside her protectively until Reginald came insouciantly walking toward his intended. Off-handedly he told Carissa to put his name in the two blank positions on her dance card. Then, roughly, he scolded her. “You’ve made me look thoughtless, Carissa. I don’t appreciate it. Understand?” 
His blank eyes told Edmund the whole story. This was to be a marriage, as most marriages within his class were, to advance the man’s position. There was no affection and little respect between the partners. Reginald spun on his heel. Then he glanced over his shoulder at Edmund. “You’re seeking her as a partner? You must be desperate!” he chortled. Chuckling to himself, the selfish young man strode back to the refreshment table. 

Carissa hung her head, her shredded heart visible to the youth beside her. Edmund leaned over and murmured softly, “He’s the one who is desperate. He’s missing a heart.”

Eyes widening in surprise at Edmund’s bold honesty, Carissa stared up into his large eyes. He gave her a tender smile. Quick tears sparkled in her own. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you.”
Joey reappeared at Edmund’s shoulder. The blond youth beckoned for his tall classmate to bend. “Have you spoken for all the dances?”

“Not yet,” Edmund replied. With a smile of mischief he turned to Carissa. “Miss Bainbridge, I humbly request that you fill the remainder of your dance card with my name.”

Carissa sucked in her breath with surprise. At Edmund’s shoulder Joey frowned. He once again gestured for Edmund to lean down. “That’s not appropriate, Kerr. Carissa is committed to Reginald Trotter.”

“But is he committed to her?” flashed Edmund’s instant reply.

“That doesn’t matter!” Joey returned.

“It does to me, Joey,” Edmund said quietly. Joey saw the resolve in his friend’s eyes. 
Smiling, Joey nodded. “Do what you think is right, Kerr. I’ve known you for two months, and I know that you have a strong sense of justice. I respect you for that,” Joey said. Then he continued. “However, you’ll need to understand that your decision may cause more than a few raised eyebrows. For both of you.”

Edmund frowned. “The blame is mine, Joey, not Carissa’s.”

Joey shook his head. “That’s not how the society will see it, Kerr. Men’s behavior is often forgiven, but a woman’s is seldom.”

“That’s not fair!” Edmund blurted. Carissa stared at him. Several young men turned to look in his direction, frowning at his raised voice. 

Joey urgently tugged at his arm. “Shhhh. Don’t raise your voice. It’s rude. I know it’s not fair, and it bothers me too, but that’s how it is.”

At that moment the music ceased. Gilbert Sydney walked into the center of the ball room with his trembling, blushing daughter on his arm. The girl was obviously ill-at-ease. Gesturing to the musicians, Gilbert turned to his daughter and bowed. The girl curtsied clumsily. A slight titter ran through the room. The girl’s blush deepened. Then the music started and together father and daughter began to dance. Everyone else in the ball room watched them. Snide comments were made behind soft, well-tended hands. After a complete circuit Gilbert handed his daughter to her cousin and reached for his wife. 
Several other couples joined in. Edmund looked down at Carissa and extended his hand. She placed her hand in his and together they were swept into the throng of couples circling the dance floor. Since Carissa was not tall, she had to lengthen her steps to match her partner. Edmund concentrated on shortening his steps to accommodate her. After a few seconds they grew comfortable. Gracefully they circled the floor. Joey spun happily nearby. His blue eyes locked on Edmund’s for several seconds. He gave his friend a beaming smile. Then he was caught in the swirl and disappeared. Edmund and Carissa danced at the edge of the crowd, slowly circling the ball room. The tall youth watched his partner’s pale face grow rosy as she danced. He felt her tense muscles began to relax beneath his hand. Smiling, he allowed the music to flow through him and carry him away.  
Chapter 3

Dances two through six were pleasant. His partners were competent dancers and accomplished conversationalists, trained well in the art of social connections. Edmund bowed correctly, danced gracefully, and replied as expected. When the sixth dance ended he happily walked to Carissa’s side. But something had happened. Her blue eyes were vacant, her face once again very pale. Bending to try and catch her gaze, Edmund frowned in puzzlement. The opening bars of music began and he reached for her limp hand. All animation was gone from her step. Leadenly she circled the dance floor. She felt like a mannequin in Edmund’s arms. She refused to meet his eyes. Naturally quiet, he searched his mind for some innocuous bit of conversation to tease her back into life. “The flowers above the doorway are pretty. I don’t know what kind they are. Do you?”
Carissa responded dully. “They are roses. Everyone knows that. Don’t try and pretend you don’t.”

Taken aback, Edmund almost stopped dancing. But his training took over, and with only one missed step he continued around the floor. Abandoning his effort to be socially correct, he asked the question he really wanted answered. “Miss Carissa, what is wrong?”

She did not reply. The music carried them around the floor twice more before she gave voice to her thoughts. “It is to be expected. I have been corrected by my intended.”

“Corrected? What have you done wrong?” Edmund asked, his voice grown instantly hard.

“Nothing,” she whispered in emotional agony. “I’ve done nothing.”

They made another circuit before the music stopped. All over the dance floor partners changed. But Edmund was on Carissa’s dance card for the remainder of the evening, so they stood waiting silently for the next dance to begin. When it did, Edmund again swept Carissa around the floor. 
They danced in complete silence. He could not think of anything socially appropriate to say to his partner. For her part, Carissa danced with her eyes safely cast down, riveted on Edmund’s center vest button. When the dance ended Gilbert Sidney stood in the doorway and called the assembly to supper. Edmund offered his arm to Carissa. Lightly she placed her hand on his arm and walked with him into the dining room. Long tables were set with modest place settings. Bowls of late summer roses graced the center. A buffet was laid out and couples slowly moved down each side, plates in hand. Carissa walked before Edmund, placing morsels of meat and other edibles carefully on her plate. Her escort followed suit. Then, spying Joey already seated, Edmund nudged Carissa toward his table. 
They sat opposite Joey and his partner, a happy girl named Carolyn who was a schoolmate of Joey’s sister Anora. They chatted easily about mutual friends. Edmund and Carissa sat listening, neither one of them comfortable. Concentrating on leaving no spot on tablecloth or clothes, the two strangers ate carefully. At another table Edmund could see Reginald Trotter sitting beside a tall, dark-haired girl. She gazed at him adoringly. Glancing at Carissa’s face, Edmund instantly saw that his partner knew her intended was behaving inappropriately. It was then that Edmund heard snatches of the conversations swirling around him. “She should be ashamed.” “It’s not his fault he’s saddled with her.” “He’s free to do as he pleases so long as he’s discreet.” “But it’s not discreet to ignore her like he’s doing!”

Edmund looked up, seething. He met Joey’s warning glance. Shaking his head, Joey mouthed the words: “Don’t get involved. It won’t help.”
Beside him Carissa trembled in distress. His decision made, Edmund pushed back his chair. Shall we go?” he asked the wounded young woman beside him. Carissa nodded once and stood as Edmund pulled her chair backwards. After carefully pushing both chairs to the table, he offered her his arm. Strongly he supported her stumbling steps as they escaped toward the tall doors that opened into a small garden. Once outside in the safety of darkness, Carissa could no longer contain her tears. They streamed down her white face. She turned from Edmund and buried her face in her hands. Helplessly he stood, uncertain of how to help. Finally he simply let her cry until all the pain was released from her heart. Then he tenderly helped her sit on a stone bench near the door. Sitting beside her, he watched her dab her eyes with her fine lacy handkerchief. “Miss Carissa, I’m sorry.”

The tender, heartfelt words caused another sob to tear from the young woman’s throat. Mutely she nodded. “Me too,” she whispered.

“No, Miss Carissa. You’ve done nothing that requires an apology.”

“Neither have you! You’ve made this horrible evening bearable. I will never forget your kindness,” she murmured. She fingered the pink petticoat that peeked through the draping scallops of her overskirt. “I hate pink,” she confessed.

A small laugh was her answer. “The color suits you though. You’re a pretty girl, Miss Carissa.”

“You look very handsome in green, Mr. Murray,” she replied correctly.
Again he chuckled. “My father wanted me to wear red. I wouldn’t do it.”

“Why?” she asked. “You’d be very handsome in red too.”

“I didn’t do it because HE wanted me to,” Edmund confessed.

“Oh,” she sighed. Seconds passed. Then she giggled softly. Edmund looked down into her face, surprised at the sound. “I have another confession. I wanted to wear blue. That’s my favorite color. But my parents made me wear pink. So you know what I did?” Edmund shook his head. She smiled mischievously. “I had the dressmaker make me a blue petticoat. I’ve got it on underneath this pink one. Somehow it makes me feel a little more…..secure, maybe? My own small act of rebellion.”

“Wear it,” Edmund suggested instantly.
“What? Wear what?” Carissa questioned.

“The blue petticoat. Remove the pink one and let the blue one show.” Edmund’s eyes caught the candlelight and sparkled with mischief. Carissa saw the expression. Her own eyes began to sparkle.

“I will if you promise you won’t leave me,” she requested.

“I promise. You realize you’ll shake the foundations of this gathering?” Edmund chuckled in delight.

“I know. Everyone is already talking about me. I heard them. They may as well talk about my final act of defiance before I become anonymous,” she agreed. Edmund stood, took her hand and lifted her to her feet. Taking his arm, she walked with him into the large dining hall. They walked past the tables of guests. Outside the room, down the hall, were the small anterooms used as changing rooms. With another smile of defiance, Carissa disappeared into the nearest one. Edmund waited at the end of the hall. 
Moments later Carissa stood beside him. The azure petticoat against her rose ball gown was a distinct statement. Smothering a grin, Edmund escorted his partner into the ball room. As they walked he bent and whispered in her ear. “Your gown looks like a rose against the summer sky.”

Carissa gave him another small smile. This one reached her eyes and they sparkled in the candlelight. One by one conversations stopped as the assembled men and women turned to stare at the unusual sight. Defiantly Carissa walked with her head held high. Edmund wore an expression likewise defiant. Together they walked the length of the room to stand side by side near a velvet-draped window. A buzz began and quickly grew in volume until it was almost a roar. Every tongue discussed the couple standing beside the window. Joey slipped through the throng to join his friend. “Kerr, what are you doing?” Joey whispered urgently. “If Carissa wants to ruin her reputation, she’s doing a fine job of it. But you’re helping her! If you really want to help her, tell her to stop.”

Edmund’s eyes flashed with anger. “Tell her to stop? Why? She’s being used as a pawn, Joey. There’s nothing she can really do about it except make this small statement that she’s a person, a real person. I think she’s right. I’m going to do all I can to support her.”

“Your father will be furious,” Joey warned.

Edmund smiled. “I know.”

Joey instantly understood. His blue eyes clouded. “Kerr, he’s dangerous. He could really punish you.”

“How, Joey? Try to make me into something I’m not? He’s already done that. Remove me from those I love? He’s already done that. Hit me? He’s already done that. Belittle me, verbally abuse me? He’s already done that. What else can he do?” Edmund’s eyes burned in his handsome face.

Very quietly Joey replied. “He can remove you from Oxford.”

Edmund’s burning eyes flamed even more brightly. “He could do that. But he won’t. The Murrays always graduate from Oxford. He tells me that at least once a term. It would ruin his plan if I didn’t. No Joey, he won’t do that.”

The orchestra in the corner began the ninth dance tune. Edmund turned to the pink-cheeked woman at his side. With a smile he extended his hand. “I believe this dance is mine, Miss Carissa.”

They stepped onto the dance floor, completely alone. All around the room other men and women stood, refusing to support Carissa Bainbridge’s foolhardy gamble. Though ill-at-ease, Edmund and Carissa whirled around the floor. As they passed Joseph Masterson, he grasped Carolyn’s hand and spun a few feet behind them. The two couples, alone on the dance floor, danced until the music stopped. Gilbert Sidney strode onto the floor. “Master Murray, escort your partner from the floor,” he demanded.
As Edmund escorted Carissa, he could feel her hand shaking on his arm. He looked down at her and saw her staring at someone near the doorway. Reginald Trotter stood seething, his rage obvious to the entire room. As Edmund approached the edge of the ballroom the other man came forward, knocking innocent men and women out of his way. Immediately Edmund pulled Carissa behind him. He faced the furious man. “Stop right there,” he said warningly.

Reginald froze in place. Then he exploded. “Hand over my intended,” he demanded.

“No.”

The simple word conveyed all the power residing in Edmund’s tall body. The two young men stood staring into each other’s eyes, measuring. Reginald clenched his fists. He balanced on his toes, a preliminary to his first blow. Edmund stood motionless, his entire posture daring the other man to attack. Behind him he could hear Gilbert Sidney’s wooden heels clacking on the floor as he strode to intercept. “Gentlemen!” he urged. “Let’s take this into the hall. There are many ladies present.”

Keeping his eyes on Reginald, Edmund obeyed his host. He gave Carissa an encouraging glance and was gratified to see her small return smile. Joey walked to take her arm, lending his support to her weakening knees. Edmund nodded his gratitude. Then his attention was diverted by Gilbert and Reginald Trotter. “Throw him out!” Reginald loudly demanded.
Gilbert looked from one face to the other. Reginald’s was engorged with rage. Edmund’s was calm though his eyes snapped. Turning to Reginald, Gilbert tried to ease his anger. “Miss Bainbridge has filled her dance card with Master Murray. You did not seem interested. It is her right to do so. Her other option was to leave. She made her choice, as did you.”

“What do you mean by that?” Reginald growled.

“You did not seek Miss Bainbridge as a dance partner, nor a supper partner. It is your failure, not hers. It is not Master Murray’s fault either.” The host made his points quietly but with all the strength of one used to command. Reginald Trotter sputtered uselessly. Edmund stood silently, watching.

“She’s my intended!” Reginald burst out, seeking to make his claim.

“Perhaps so,” Gilbert agreed. “But by your actions you sought to make her an outcast at this cotillion. I can’t imagine why you did that. Your behavior here tonight will not make you many friends, Master Trotter.”

“Friends! I don’t need friends. I’m rich and getting richer. Once I marry Carissa I’ll have more money than anyone I know. That’s all I need,” Reginald crowed.

Edmund couldn’t control his reaction. His voice was deadly quiet as he spoke. “You have a twisted view of the world, Master Trotter. Riches are to be found in people, not things.”
Reginald spun to face Edmund. His face twitched with jealousy. “You have no room to talk. You’re heir to one of the biggest fortunes in these islands. You’re secure for the rest of your life. Yet you’re trying to take Carissa away from me, making her a spectacle before all my peers.”

A harsh laugh escaped Edmund’s throat. “You have no idea how lucky you are. Miss Carissa is a brave girl, braver than most. She is intelligent. She has a heart filled with dreams that don’t depend upon money. If you’d only look at her, really look at her, you’d see.” Then Edmund shook his head. “But maybe not. Maybe you can’t see anything but yourself. What an empty man you are!”

With those words Edmund began to walk back to the ball room. The music was playing another dance tune. Joey was circling the floor with Carissa. Edmund stood watching the blue petticoat bob and weave to the music. “What a brave heart you have!” he whispered to the young woman in Joey’s arms. “I am privileged to know you, Miss Carissa Nicole Bainbridge.” Then he stepped forward, tapped Joey’s shoulder, and reached for the young woman with the blue petticoat. 
Chapter 4

The cotillion ended at twelve o’clock. Edmund reluctantly handed Carissa to Reginald. The other man roughly took her arm, dragging her toward a waiting carriage. He all but pushed her inside, climbed in and angrily thumped the roof of the coach with his cane. Edmund stood watching until he could no longer see it. Joey Masterson came to stand beside his friend. “Your father will know about tonight before you leave for Oxford tomorrow.”
“I know. I’ll face him when I must.” Edmund turned to look into his friend’s eyes. “I did the right thing, Joey. No matter what my father thinks, I know I did the right thing.”

Joey smiled and squeezed his friend’s arm. Without another word he walked to his family’s carriage and climbed inside. Edmund did the same. 
An hour later he was lying beneath the down comforter on his own bed. The waning moon shed little light through the lacy curtained windows. He was taken by the pattern the thin light made of the lace. He had often thought that his own life was without any set pattern. Tonight his mind traced another idea. As he thought about the hours of the cotillion, he began to see that all his actions from the time he met Carissa until the hour he left her formed a whole design. He had been right to do what he’d done. He had told Joey the same thing, but now as he thought he was even more certain. Her treatment had been cruel, designed to crush every vestige of independence from her heart. The same had been tried where he was concerned.

“I won’t stand for it!” he said strongly to the lines on his wall. “Some things are always wrong. Carissa, no matter where I am or what I’m doing, I won’t forget your blue petticoat. Whenever I think of you, I’ll dress you in blue. I promise.” A feeling of unfamiliar contentment settled over him. He knew his father would berate him in the morning. But he would know in his heart that he had done what was right. That knowledge would support him as he endured his father’s wrath.

The huge clock in the downstairs hall was chiming nine when John Murray bellowed for his son. Awake and dressed, the youth had been waiting for the summons. Head high, he descended the stairs. With determination he entered the library to face his fuming father. “The last thing I said was for you not to disgrace me!” John roared as he turned from the crackling fire. “Why are you so determined to ruin yourself?”

“I didn’t ruin myself, Father,” Edmund replied quietly.

“The hell you didn’t!” John shouted as his fist pounded the mantle before him. “You danced most of the night with another man’s intended!”

“He had the opportunity to fill her card. He made no effort to do so. She is a pretty young woman. I saw that immediately,” Edmund said innocuously. His tack began to have the desired effect. John’s steely eyes softened. 

“So she’s a pretty wench, eh? Well, I understand that. But surely you were told she was intended for Reginald Trotter. You took a big risk, Edmund.” John smoothed his red hair. “It will do you no good to consider her. I know her father.” John’s nose wrinkled in dislike. “He’s not in our class. You would gain nothing wedding her.”

“I was not seeking a bride, Father. I was simply trying to be sociable. This was my first dance. I will be more careful at the next,” Edmund added smoothly. 
John stared into his son’s eyes. “Yes, you’re right. Other than your attachment to Miss Bainbridge I hear that you behaved rather well.” John dropped his gaze and cleared his throat. “I am pleased. But make certain you behave better at your next dance. Now you know what to expect. You have a role to fill as my son. See that you fulfill it! Let’s go in to breakfast. I want to hear all about your evening.”

Edmund was not fooled by his father’s sudden friendliness. Keeping his guard up, without lying, he told his father of his experiences from the moment his carriage arrived until he left the event. After the meal he packed his trunk and within the hour was on his way back to Oxford. He arrived at dusk, took the evening meal with Calvin, then went to his own room to read. An hour before lights out Joey Masterson knocked on his door. Blue eyes filled with concern, he sat in Edmund’s desk chair and questioned his friend. “Did your father punish you?” he asked bluntly.

“No. I told him all the facts. He accepted that it was my first dance so mistakes were not unusual.”

Joey searched his friend’s face. “What about Carissa?”

“I have no interest in her beyond friendship, Joey. You know that.”

“Kerr…….you don’t know then?” Joey’s voice was filled with sadness.

“Know what?” Edmund asked, his eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Carissa ran away last night. After Reginald got her home.”

“Why? Joey, does anyone know why?”

“Though I haven’t been around Reginald often, I can imagine what he said to her. Not to mention what he did to her,” Joey amended.

A dark cloud of emotion settled over Edmund’s face. “What did he do, Joey?”
“I don’t know for certain. But you can imagine him saying all sorts of mean things to her, can’t you?” Joey asked.

Silently Edmund nodded. There was a knock at the door. When Edmund opened it the house master stood in the hall, a box in his hand. “This came for you, Master Murray,” he said, his curiosity evident. “It arrived this morning.”

Edmund thanked the man as he took the box from his hands. Inside his room he and Joey stared at the unmarked surface. Finally Edmund reached to untie the string. An exclamation of surprise burst from both boys as they saw the contents. Slowly Edmund lifted the silky garment from the box. It was a blue petticoat. “Carissa’s petticoat!” Edmund exclaimed. He and Joey stared at the shimmering silk. “Why did she send me this?” he asked, blushing. He recognized how inappropriate it was for a young woman to send a young man an article of her clothing.
“Maybe she just doesn’t want you to forget her,” Joey giggled.  “Though a rose bud would have been far more appropriate!”
 “No,” Edmund said, embarrassment tingeing his voice. “I think it’s more than that. She wanted to wear a blue dress. She told me. She had this petticoat made in spite of her parents’ wishes. This is a symbol of rebellion. That’s what she doesn’t want me to forget.” Edmund ran the silk through his long fingers. 

“And the part you played in her rebellion,” Joey added with a smile. 

“I hope she gets away. I wonder where she plans on going?” Edmund mused.

“I don’t know. It’s going to be very hard for her to really get away. She has no money of her own. All she can do is hire herself out. But she has no real skills.” Joey blushed as he thought of her probable fate. Both young men knew how few choices she had and the most likely way she could earn a living. 

Edmund shook his head. “She won’t do that, Joey.”

There was another knock at the door. Calvin thrust his head inside, his excitement obvious. “Kerr, Joey, come here. My father has something he wants to tell us.”

Inside Calvin’s room sat his father, the dominie of Christ Church. When the three youths were settled the man began his tale. “So, boys,” he finished moments later. “I sent the girl back to her father. Kerr, she wanted me to tell you that last night you gave her the courage to face her destiny. I hope you did the right thing.”

“Vicar, I didn’t tell her to do anything. I simply supported her in what I considered to be right.” Edmund looked into the dominie’s light brown eyes. The man could see the youth’s valiant effort to contain his emotions. 
Vicar Cushing put his warm hand on Edmund’s shoulder. “I understand. You were the best thing to happen to that young woman in a long time. I’m glad you gave her good memories to hang on to.”

With a hug for his son, the minister left the three friends alone. They talked the remaining few minutes until the lights-out bell. Then Edmund wished his friends a good night and walked into his moonlit room. Moments later he was stretched out in his bed. He could see the stars twinkling through the filmy English sky. “Carissa,” he whispered. “I hope your life is kind to you. I hope somehow you can make your father see how cruelly Reginald treats you. I hope he cares enough about you to set you free. Then you can find someone who is worthy of you, someone who will love the person you are. I’d be so glad if you could get away from Reginald Trotter.” Edmund sighed as he remembered the shallow man. In the darkness he addressed his peer. “It would serve you right to lose your ticket up the ladder!”
Edmund sank farther into his feather pillow. Moments later he was caught up in a dream, twirling lightly through the stars. In his arms danced Carissa Bainbridge in a sky blue silk gown. He watched as she spun away from him. Seconds later she was part of the stars. Smiling into his pillow, Edmund whispered a faint goodbye. Tomorrow he would give the blue silk petticoat draped across his chair to Joey for his sister Anora. But the memory of Carissa dancing in her blue silk petticoat would remain a part of him the remainder of his life. Forever after, the color blue would be a symbol of courage to him, a reminder of life’s injustice. He would live his entire life trying to right those injustices no matter where he found them.
