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      I was intrigued by the concept of the Tragic Characters in Classic Literature Series, and knew instantly which story I wanted to retell—Wuthering Heights. Ever since I first read Heathcliff and Catherine’s story while in high school, I wanted them to have a happily ever after. I pulled out my copy and reread it to determine if my youthful interpretation was still valid. It was, and even more so. Heathcliff’s life was shrouded in mystery, suffering, and longing—with only a moment of happiness. I desperately wanted to give Heathcliff a life of his own, an identity of his own. My story begins right before Heathcliff disappears from Wuthering Heights for three years. I hope you enjoy the retelling of Heathcliff and Catherine’s love story.
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      Loud shrieks stormed through the cracks and crevices of the old house, disrupting Catherine’s contemplation. Annoyance built and all thoughts of her dilemma were drowned out. What could be the matter now?

      With great care not to make a sound—not that it would matter with all the angry words ricocheting off every surface—Catherine opened her bedroom door to listen better.

      Wails from little Hareton echoed from down the hall. She began edging into the dark corridor to discover what the commotion was all about and spied Hindley, her brother, at the top of the stairs dangling something over the railing. She slipped further into the shadows, curious as to what Hindley was about, but desperate to stay hidden. It was as clear as the nose on her face that he was drunk again.

      She squinted, trying to determine what Hindley was…

      Oh no, he’s holding Hareton!

      Fear lodged in her throat as panic rioted within, shaking her entire body. Just then she saw her nephew squirm in Hindley’s arms as another scream surged from the little boy’s quivering lips. Nelly rushed to Hindley’s side, but in the blink of an instant, he went from dangling his only son over the banister to releasing him into the darkness below.

      Catherine’s heart stopped as Nelly’s chilling scream reverberated down the hall before all went silent.

      Long, paralyzing seconds passed before Catherine heard Nelly declare Hareton was safe. “Oh, thank the Lord, Heathcliff caught him.” Nelly’s relief rippled through Catherine as she hurried back to her room, barely able to breathe.

      Hot, angry tears streamed down her cheeks as she slumped against the closed door, and then slithered to the floor. How had this happened? How had her life—all their lives—come to exist in such turmoil?

      When Father was alive, there was happiness and peace. Oh, how she longed for such contentment again, to be free of her brother, and worry. Hindley was the worst kind of monster—always drunk, yelling, and abusive to all who resided within Wuthering Heights. This house, that had never been a home, had become synonymous with suffocating bleakness.

      And then there was her nephew. Poor little Hareton was prone to crying just at the sight of his father. Worse, he was afraid to be alone at night and would only rest if Nelly was holding him. On one occasion Catherine had tried to reason with Hindley, begging him to offer some kindness to his son, but he’d scolded her and locked her in her room for two days. When Hindley discovered that Heathcliff had been sneaking Catherine books, he unleashed his fury, demanding Heathcliff work even longer hours than before, and ordered Nelly not to feed him. After that incident, Catherine kept her mouth shut, and with each passing day, the burden grew heavier, slowly, brutally, extinguishing any happiness that still remained.

      A long sigh escaped her lips. She only had one option. But could she really go through with it?

      She did not know how much time had passed before she realized her room was cast in the darkest of shadows. She struggled to her feet and rubbed her aching limbs. A coldness had crept into her body that had nothing to do with the violent winds howling across the moors.

      What was she to do? She needed to talk to someone.

      Opening her door once again, she listened for any sign of her brother. Eerie silence met her ears, indicating Hindley was probably passed out in his room. Still, she would not take any chances. She crept along the corridor and was halfway down the stairs when a soft, gentle hum reached her ears. She followed the sound of the melody to the kitchen. There, she found Nelly rocking little Hareton, who was asleep in her arms. A nauseating sense of despair settled in her heart. Hareton did not deserve this life.

      “Are you alone?” she asked quietly so as not to startle the housemaid.

      “Yes. Hindley has locked himself away in his room, but not before moaning about his unfortunate lot in life.” Nelly’s reply was laden with sarcasm. They both knew that any misfortune Hindley imagined he had was brought upon by himself.

      “And… Heathcliff?” Catherine questioned with some hesitation as she approached the warm hearth and took a worn seat across from the maid and Hareton.

      “After your brother dropped…” Nelly quickly clamped her mouth as she glanced down at the sleeping child, then cradled him further into her as if to protect him. “Heathcliff went to the barn.”

      Seconds dragged on to minutes, and still Catherine struggled to find her words. If only there was another way to find happiness.

      “Nelly, can you keep a secret?”

      “Depends on what it is,” Nelly said with a hint of moroseness.

      “I must let it out, but you must first promise not to tell anyone. I don’t know what to do and… please, you mustn’t say anything to anyone,” she emphasized again.

      Her words must have struck a chord because in the next moment Nelly nodded. It was the only encouragement Catherine needed to reveal everything that weighed heavily in her thoughts. “I don’t know what to do!” Turmoil coursed within as she worried the edge of her sleeve. “Edgar Linton has asked me to marry him, and… I’ve given him my answer.”

      Nelly’s eyes widened with shock, but her voice remained calm, which only served to further disrupt Catherine’s nerves. “And what answer did you give?”

      “Before I tell you, I want to know what you thought it should have been.”

      “How can I possibly know your heart? Although, this much I will say, after your outburst this afternoon. Mr. Linton is either stupid or a fool.”

      Catherine stomped her foot. “My outburst, as you so kindly put it, was for a good reason⁠—”

      “If you say so,” Nelly remarked, her tone snide.

      “I do say so! And if you continue to speak to me like this, I won’t tell you that I accepted.” Humiliation flooded Catherine’s cheeks at what she had just revealed.

      Wide, shocked eyes stared back at her. “You accepted him?”

      “Do you not think I should have done so?” Catherine struggled to hide her building irritation.

      “Do you love him?” Nelly prodded.

      “Of course, I do.” Didn’t she? It was the same dilemma she’d been contemplating ever since Edgar proposed. “What a ridiculous question! Why would I have accepted if I didn’t?”

      Nelly challenged her words. “Why do you love him?”

      Catherine rambled through the justifications she’d come up with. “Because he is handsome and has a pleasant disposition. He is young and hail.”

      “And those are the only reasons?”

      Nelly’s question settled at the pit of Catherine’s stomach. No, they weren’t the only reasons. Catherine’s mother was at the root of her problem.

      Images of her mama as she laid dying flashed through her mind, dragging her back to the distant past and an uncompromising promise.

      Father had pressed a gentle hand to Catherine’s back, coaxing her toward Mother’s bed. The stale stench of sickness surrounded her, threatened to choke her. She’d been just a child and had not wanted to see her mother in such pain and withered away to sagging skin on frail bones.

      “I want a moment alone with my precious girl,” Mother’s weak voice commanded from the shadows.

      Once Father left the room and closed the door, Mother’s ghostly white hand summoned Catherine to her bedside.

      “There’s something I must tell you,” she wheezed. “I have suffered most greatly being married to your father. He has no status, no wealth. I married beneath my station for what I thought was love.”

      Perhaps Catherine should have been shocked by her mother’s revelation, but she wasn’t. For as long as she could remember, her parents had barely tolerated each other. Theirs was a house filled with arguments over money and lack of luxuries.

      “Love is fleeting.” Mother’s cold, boney hand reached out and grabbed Catherine’s, sending a shiver down her spine. “Promise me you will marry well.” Her tired, dull eyes pierced Catherine’s soul, holding her prisoner. “Promise me you will aspire to be a great lady, one of wealth and status.”

      Catherine remembered nodding her head, not fully comprehending the promise she was making. Those words, that promise, had haunted her for years.

      That was why she could never reveal the truth and say what was truly in her heart.

      It was why she must suffer in silence and never reveal that she was in love with Heathcliff and always had been. He was her life, her confidant, her sharer of dreams and fantasies. As children, they’d spent hours talking about far-off places they would one day travel to together. As they grew, so did her feelings for him. But those dreams crumbled under the heavy weight of reality and a deathbed promise.

      “Well?”

      Annoyance built within at what could never be, erupting in loud, angry words that rolled off Catherine’s tongue to appease that damn deathbed vow. “Fine! He will be rich one day and I will be the greatest woman in the neighborhood. Is that what you wanted to hear? Are you satisfied?”

      “Are you?” Nelly’s gaze held her in place. “You claim to love him for all those reasons, and yet, if he were a pauper, would you still?” She shook her head. “I doubt it.” The words left her mouth on a murmur.

      “You think me so vain so⁠—”

      “Yes. I think you are young and foolish, and unhappy.”

      “I don’t need your permission to marry. I shall marry Edgar and then you will see⁠—”

      “See what? That you are rich, or a great lady, or even happy?” Nelly took in a long breath as she adjusted the sleeping child in her arms. “Your brother will certainly not object, nor will any of the Lintons’. There appear to be no obstacles.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Do what you will.”

      Catherine shot to her feet and circled about the room. “No obstacles? What of my mind and heart!”

      “I don’t understand⁠—”

      “Don’t interrupt me and I will tell you!” Catherine yelled as the frustration within boiled toward the surface. She sat down across from Nelly and let out a long sigh. “There is no happiness for me. If I marry Edgar, I will have all the things my mother instilled in me that are important, but my heart would suffer. However, if I don’t marry Edgar, I fail my mother’s dying wish.” She buried her face in her hands. “What am I to do? The one man who is truly like me— and I am like him—who I truly love, I cannot…”

      A soft cry escaped little Hareton’s lips. Nelly stood and gently rocked the child back and forth until he once again settled into a quiet slumber, then handed the bundle to Catherine. “Here, I need to ready the supper.”

      The moment she took her nephew in her arms, the decision Catherine knew she must make became clearer. It wasn’t just about what she wanted. She had to do right by her nephew.

      Nelly went about her preparations as Catherine continued to cradle Hareton. His features were so sweet and innocent. He deserved more than this miserable existence, in this miserable house. She tried to convince herself that she could do so much good for those she cared about if she married Edgar.

      Marrying him would honor the promise she’d made to her mother, improve her nephew’s lot, and protect Heathcliff. What other match would be available to her? She lived a life of relative seclusion, far from polite society. She had no connections, save a distant great-aunt that she’d never met.

      Who was she trying to fool?

      Yes, she could provide for her loved ones, but she would also be attaining wealth and position—things she had desired her whole life. Still…

      “Having doubts, miss?”

      “I do care for Edgar, and if I marry him, everyone’s lot would improve.” Including your own. She shook that selfish thought from her mind.

      “And what of Heathcliff?”

      Heathcliff. Her wild, beautiful Heathcliff. A stab of guilt lay buried in her breast.

      “I could never marry him. To marry him would be to accept a life of begging and depravity. But when I marry Edgar, I can help Heathcliff. I can take him away from my brother’s cruelty. Don’t you see? I could offer him employment in my own house. He would be treated kindly and⁠—”

      A noise from outside halted her words. Both women listened for a moment before Nelly spoke. “It’s just Joseph. He will be coming in soon, and Heathcliff is sure to follow.”

      Catherine detested the peculiar old servant with his sharp and assessing eyes. “Finish readying supper,” she ordered as she carried the sleeping child to the chair in the corner. She continued to fester over the decision she had to make. If only there weren’t so many obstacles.

      A brief time later, Joseph walked into the kitchen, dirty from work and in a foul mood, but there was no sign of Heathcliff. What was she going to tell him? For the past half hour, her mind had been toying with what to do and say.

      Confess your feelings. Run away from here with the man you love. She shook those thoughts from her mind. She had to think of Hareton.

      “Where’s Heathcliff?” she questioned. Joseph gave her an odd look, then went about his business in silence elsewhere in the house.

      “He’s probably still in the barn. I’ll fetch him,” Nelly said as she walked to the door, leaving Catherine utterly alone.

      Catherine waited in fear. She was dreading telling Heathcliff about the proposal, and worse, that she had accepted Edgar Linton’s offer. The minutes ticked by. She hadn’t realized how tight she was holding Hareton until he let out a little cry.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she cooed.

      “The weather has certainly turned,” Nelly announced as she returned to the kitchen with a gust of wind on her heels, then grabbed the nearest dish towel and patted her face.

      “Well?” The single word echoed off the kitchen walls.

      “I called to him, but there was no answer. I went farther into the barn, and called again, but there was only the howling wind pushing through the cracks in the boards. He must be⁠—”

      “Wh…where is he?” Dread consumed Catherine’s body. She passed the child to Nelly, then ran outside into the cold, brutal night. “Heathcliff!” Rain pelted her face as she raced through the garden gate toward the moors. “Heathcliff!”
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      The icy wind ripped through Heathcliff. He looked forward to warming himself by the fire and conversing with Catherine. Enough time should have passed for that bastard Hindley to retreat to his quarters and drink himself into a stupor. He would endure Hindley’s abuse for the rest of his life, if only to be near Catherine. Not an hour passed when he didn’t think about her, plan for a life with her. One day soon, he would reveal his plans, his love.

      Ever since they were children, Heathcliff had known that, one day, they would be together, and as more than just friends. How could they not? The love he felt for her went beyond explanation or reason. It was as if their souls were intertwined.

      He remembered the day as if it were yesterday when he first realized he loved Catherine as more than just a childhood playmate. They had been running across the moors, chasing the ever-changing clouds, the wind pushing them farther and farther from the unhappiness of Wuthering Heights. They were free and at peace.

      Suddenly, Catherine stopped. She’d reached out her petite hand, and said, “Dance with me.”

      The wind whistled across the moors as the scent of heather encircled them in a dreamy cocoon where anything was possible.

      He’d held her hand many times before, but something had changed. He’d seen it in her eyes, and felt it in his heart. That day, he’d begun to make plans for them.

      “And what of Heathcliff?”

      The mention of his name disrupted his musings. He halted just outside the kitchen.

      “I could never marry him. To marry him would be to accept a life of begging and depravity. But when I marry Edgar, I can help Heathcliff. I can take him away from my brother’s cruelty. Don’t you see? I could offer him employment in my own house. He would be treated kindly and⁠—”

      Begging?

      Depravity?

      The breath was knocked from him as he slumped against the wall. Were his feelings only one-sided? A surge of rage and betrayal—and fear—thundered through his body as a piece of his soul was ripped from him. Is that what she thought of him, as nothing more than an urchin forced upon them by their father?

      Anger boiled in his blood. He’d thought they were friends. No. He thought they were more than friends, that one day they would⁠—

      Marry! She said she was going to marry Edgar Linton.

      Anger and hurt coiled and twisted around his heart. He turned around and stormed back to the barn. He would not live where so little was thought of him. He would not watch her marry another, love another. He would prove to them all just how much he could achieve, and when he did, he would make them suffer.
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      Three years later

      “Isn’t this exciting?” Catherine said as she peered out of the carriage window, gazing at the multitude of vehicles lumbering along the crowded street. After almost two years sequestered in the country taking lessons on how to be a proper lady, she was finally on her way to her first soirée, and in London no less. Her mother would have been so proud.

      “If that is what you want to call it, so be it,” her chaperone, the widowed Mrs. Albin, said in an unimpressed tone.

      Catherine glanced over her shoulder at the irritable older woman. “Where is your sense of adventure?”

      “I’ve never had one,” Mrs. Albin responded with sarcasm, “and you should learn to control yours. This is not your great-aunt’s country estate, and it most certainly is not the wild Yorkshire moors.” The tsks that followed were most disheartening.

      Catherine had fond memories of the moors, of running wild through the heather, sharing adventures with Heathcliff for hours on end, listening to him weave fantastical stories about mythical places, or simply watching him, deep in thought, twirling a lock of raven black hair around his finger. A deep pang struck her heart, causing her to catch her breath.

      Oh, how she missed Heathcliff.

      If only she knew why he’d left, where he’d run off to, and if he thought about her the way she constantly thought about him. The annoyance that had been simmering since he left began to rise again.

      Damn him.

      Why hadn’t he had the decency to write to her, to let her know he was still alive? Did he not care that she took ill searching the moors for him in the bone-chilling rain? Or that her heart had suffered too, and she would not talk or eat for days at a time? Or that she called off her engagement to Edgar Linton because her memories of Heathcliff were too strong and threatened any chance of happiness?

      “Are you listening?” Mrs. Albin’s scold echoed through the carriage. “Mrs. Branwell has grand expectations for you this season. Remember to mind your manners and do as you’re told. Why she ever took you on and is providing you with a dowry is beyond me.” She continued to mutter her grievances, but Catherine chose not to listen.

      Great-Aunt Maria had been most generous over the past couple of years. Catherine’s relative had not hesitated to retrieve her after Hindley wrote, explaining—begging rather—that he could no longer afford the rising doctors’ bills. Although Catherine was humiliated by her brother’s actions, the change of scenery was most welcome. No longer was she constantly reminded of her life with Heathcliff, nor his abrupt disappearance. At her great-aunt’s estate, she was finally able to find some peace—not much, but some. As long as she breathed, thoughts of Heathcliff would forever plague her.

      “I will introduce you to several young ladies who have met with your great-aunt’s approval.” Mrs. Albin turned to Catherine, her eyes firm and cold. “And when you are introduced to Lady Walworth, whatever you do, please do not stare at the large mole on her face.”

      Catherine could not believe a blemish could be that awful, but when, a short time later, she was introduced to Lady Walworth, she struggled to keep her eyes trained on the woman’s brown eyes and away from the dark—and incredibly large—blemish just to the left of her mouth.

      “Good evening, Mrs. Albin.” Lady Walworth glanced between Catherine and her chaperone. “So glad you could join us this evening.”

      “It is a pleasure to be here.” Mrs. Albin placed her hand on her chest and tilted her head to one side, then said, “Mrs. Branwell sends her regrets for missing your soirée this evening, but she is suffering from a megrim.”

      Lady Walworth eyed Mrs. Albin as if she didn’t quite believe her. Of course, Catherine knew the truth. Great-Aunt Maria had made her sentiments known earlier in the day that she did not care for Lady Walworth, and rather than insulting the wife of a viscount, she would simply pretend to be ill and allow Mrs. Albin to chaperone Catherine. Mrs. Albin, on the other hand, had declared that she would not let something as simple as dislike keep her from obtaining the latest gossip.

      Lady Walworth raised a skeptical brow as she turned her attention toward Catherine. “This must be the niece I’ve heard so much about.”

      “Yes, this is Miss Earnshaw.” Mrs. Albin leaned in closer to their host, then lowered her voice, “Poor thing is an orphan—lost her mother when she was just child, her father not long after. Mrs. Branwell has taken on the responsibility of ensuring her future.”

      Empathy glistened in Lady Walworth’s brown eyes. “Oh, that is very admirable of Mrs. Branwell,” she said with a wide smile that made the blemish grow even larger. “I do hope you enjoy the evening, Miss Earnshaw.”

      Catherine smiled and shyly responded, “Thank you.” Lady Walworth seemed a very pleasant person, not at all as her great-aunt had described.

      They followed the crush into a large parlor decorated in various hues of orange. Catherine didn’t care for the colors, but it was quite clear that everything in the room, right down to the elegant orange and gold acanthus leaf rug, was very expensive.

      Chatter swirled through the room, distracting Catherine’s thoughts away from the unique color scheme. She looked around at the ladies and gentlemen. She had never seen so many people gathered in one room. Well, besides at church, but that didn’t count. These people all wanted to be here.

      Once out of earshot from Lady Walworth, Mrs. Albin stated, “Your great-aunt and I believed it was best to remind Lady Walworth you were an orphan to garner sympathy just in case you make a faux pas this evening. The woman has her faults, to be sure, but she is sincere in her affections for those less fortunate.” The chaperone tapped Catherine’s arm with her fan, almost in warning. “Don’t want to ruin your chances on the marriage mart before the season officially begins now, do we?”

      Catherine kept her lips closed tight and simply nodded her head in agreement as she followed Mrs. Albin around the room. Everywhere she turned, she was introduced to seemingly dozens of people whose names she forgot instantly.

      “There is someone you should meet,” Mrs. Albin said over her shoulder as she moved toward a trio of women, two of whom had to be near her great-aunt’s age. “Lady Vance, Mrs. Pannifer, allow me to introduce Mrs. Branwell’s great-niece, Miss Earnshaw.”

      “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.” Mrs. Pannifer said. “Mrs. Branwell has revealed your unfortunate plight.” She tsked several times. “Losing your mother at such an early age, then being raised in an all-male household, and in such a dreary part of the country—it must be a great relief to be around civilized people.”

      Catherine smiled politely and ignored the insult to her family. She was nervous enough as it was without thinking about her upbringing. She’d never met so many important people in her life. Anxious she would make a mistake, all her words seemed to lodge in her throat. And worse, she could not escape the feeling everyone was staring at her, inspecting her. Great-Aunt Maria’s instructions rang through her thoughts: “Don’t forget your lessons and all we’ve practiced, and the ton will accept you.”

      Oh dear, how would she ever survive this evening?

      “You remember my granddaughter, Miss Pannifer,” Mrs. Pannifer said.

      “My, you’ve grown into quite a beauty.” Mrs. Albin certainly knew how to hand out the compliments. Catherine could not recall her chaperone ever speaking to anyone in the past two years in such a pleasant tone, even when she was in a good mood. “I believe you and Miss Earnshaw are about the same age.”

      She and the two other older women eyed Catherine up and down, almost as if they were determining whether she passed muster. After several seconds, Mrs. Pannifer smiled and turned to her granddaughter. “Yes, I believe my granddaughter and Miss Earnshaw will get on splendidly.”

      Catherine breathed a sigh of relief as a sense of acceptance washed over her. It was the first step to truly fitting into this illustrious world.

      “Miss Earnshaw, would you care to join me for some refreshment?” Miss Pannifer said in a polite, sweet tone.

      “That would be lovely.” Plus, she desperately needed a reprieve from her sour-faced escort. She simply could not endure another of Mrs. Albin’s critical glares that only served to heighten her nerves.

      As she strolled beside Miss Pannifer toward the refreshment hall, she could not help but notice just how beautiful the young lady truly was with her petite nose and porcelain complexion, which complimented her stylish blonde hair and emerald green eyes. Catherine suddenly felt like the country bumpkin she was, tottering toward the refreshment hall.

      “Oh, thank heavens,” Miss Pannifer muttered when they were just out of earshot of their chaperones. “I thought my grandmother would never give me a moment alone. Hopefully, it will last for more than that. I do enjoy exploring these events on my own.”

      Catherine was under the assumption unmarried women were always accompanied. “I thought that was how it is in Town?”

      “We are allowed a little freedom,” Miss Pannifer said with a wink. “But my grandmother has become far too protective of me after a certain misunderstanding. Is this your first season?”

      “Yes.” Catherine wasn’t sure how much of her past she should divulge. The words her great-aunt and Mrs. Albin had drilled into her came to mind: “If you must, only reveal that both your parents have died. Say nothing about the lack of quality in the life you lived, and for heaven’s sake, say nothing about your brother.” Catherine’s head started to hurt a little. There was so much to remember. She didn’t know how she would keep everything straight, not embarrass her great-aunt, and enjoy the evening.

      “It’s my first season, too.” Miss Pannifer took Catherine’s arm in hers. “But I have two older sisters, so I know what this game is about.”

      “What do you mean? Game?”

      Miss Pannifer pulled her over to a quiet spot against the wall near a fluted pedestal graced by a gold, orange, and red oriental vase with exotic flowers flowing over its rim. “There’s ever so much you need to know in order to win.” Win? Catherine simply smiled to hide her confusion as Miss Pannifer continued to prattle on, “First, you must choose your suitor well. It simply wouldn’t do to waste all your efforts on a gentleman of little means. Appearance and attending the right social events are a must, but flirting is the most important. You don’t want to send the wrong signals to a gentleman you don’t want to attract. And, it would be even worse if you didn’t let the gentleman you were interested in not know how you felt!”

      Oh dear! Catherine was suddenly feeling very inadequate. She had been schooled in every topic she thought imaginable, but her relative had not discussed any of these things with her. She had so many questions but didn’t know where to start.

      Miss Pannifer shook her head as she whispered under her breath, “Oh, Miss Mann is coming this way. She’s generally quite dull, but makes up for it with the best gossip.”

      A short, rather stout young lady scurried toward them, seemingly bursting at the seams with news, if the grin on her face was any indication.

      “Miss Mann, I was hoping we’d meet again this evening. This is my new friend, Miss Earnshaw.”

      Friend. Catherine’s heart sang with delight at the prospects of acquiring friendships. While growing up, she never had very many friends—only one, to be exact.

      “Are you my friend?”

      “I’ll always be your friend,” Heathcliff’s words brushed across her musings.

      She’d been barely six years old when he’d made that vow, and until three years ago⁠—

      “You’re the orphan everyone has been talking about!” Miss Mann’s pronouncement brought Catherine out of her daydream. Miss Mann then quickly surveyed her and then declared, “You’re not the wild creature I imagined. I think you’ll do well this season.”

      Catherine smiled politely, unsure how to respond. It was true that before being taken on by her great-aunt, she had not been suitable for a season in Town, but just the same, the constant insults to her upbringing were tiresome. It was one thing for her to complain about the moors, and quite another for perfect strangers to tarnish the few happy memories of them that remained.

      Thankfully, Miss Pannifer didn’t seem to notice her displeasure, for she launched into her questions for Miss Mann with great enthusiasm. “What news have you brought me?”

      Miss Mann’s hazel eyes brightened as she began, “There’s a gentleman who’s recently arrived in Town. He’s said to be incredibly handsome, with dark hair like the midnight sky.”

      A slight pang struck Catherine’s heart. She once knew a handsome man with wild, dark hair, who made her heart race and insides tingle. Oh bother! Why couldn’t she stop thinking about Heathcliff? Why did his name constantly linger around the edges of her mind?

      “What’s his name?” Miss Pannifer questioned.

      “Mr. Bell. And from what my eldest sister had told me, his father left him quite a handsome sum, plus a profitable estate. He’s not titled, but his wealth certainly makes up for that shortcoming.”

      Miss Pannifer’s eyes widened with considerable interest. “How wealthy?”

      “His income exceeds six thousand a year.”

      “Oh, my!” Catherine’s new friend whipped open a rose-colored fan and began fanning herself as if the thought of that amount of money would make her swoon. Even though they had only just met, Catherine could see the calculating gleam in Miss Pannifer’s lovely green eyes. “Is he here this evening?” Her casual tone betrayed her true intentions. Clearly, Miss Pannifer was an expert at the marriage game.

      Miss Mann glanced about the room as if her short stature was not a hindrance in spying who might be present. “I don’t believe he’s arrived yet.”

      Miss Pannifer’s features sagged in disappointment.

      “Don’t fret,” Miss Mann began with reassurance. “He has graced many a ballroom over the past few weeks and is certain to make an appearance, if not tonight, then in the coming days. And, let’s not forget Lord Tait and Sir Arnold. Rumor has it that both gentlemen are ready to give up their rakish ways and take a bride.” Miss Mann then leaned in and lowered her voice. “My sister told me reformed rakes make the best husbands.”

      “I’m sure she is right,” Miss Pannifer said as a deep blush tinted her porcelain skin. “Either gentleman would do quite nicely, I’m sure.”

      Just then, numerous girlish giggles resounded across the opulent space. Catherine strained her neck to see who was stirring the commotion.

      “Oh, it’s Lord Tait,” Miss Mann said with excitement.

      Catherine watched as Lord Tait sauntered farther into the room with all the confidence of a prince, but with the physique of a Corinthian. His poised gait seemed to accentuate his broad chest and firmly defined thighs. He was handsome indeed, but not in the same way as Heathcliff.

      Her heart ached with an inner pain. She fought back tears and swallowed the hard lump in her throat. She really needed to learn to ignore these feelings, ignore the memories of him, and think of the future.

      Mrs. Albin rushed to Catherine’s side. “Pardon my intrusion.” And with that rather rude interruption, Catherine was practically pulled away from her new friends and ushered toward an older couple without further word. “Lord and Lady Knolles, allow me to introduce Miss Earnshaw.”

      More names to remember, she inwardly sighed.

      After significantly appraising her, Lady Knolles stated, “She looks just like her mother. It is such a shame she died so young.”

      Lady Knolles knew her mother? Catherine didn’t know that her mother had moved in society. Of course, any questions she’d asked her father, and more recently, Great-Aunt Maria, about Mother had been dismissed.

      “Oh, my nephew has just arrived,” Lady Knolles announced.

      Catherine didn’t know whom she expected to see, but she was quite stunned when she turned and came face to face with Lord Tait, the very same gentleman her friends had just been gossiping about. He was even more handsome up close. His blond hair was cut short, which seemed to accentuate his strong jaw and high cheekbones. And then there were his blue eyes, which were as brilliant as a blue spring sky.

      She quickly turned back to Lady Knolles, who was now introducing her nephew to those around them. For reasons she didn’t want to name, Catherine felt awkward and unsure of… well, everything. And it only worsened a moment later.

      “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance this evening, Miss Earnshaw.” The timbre of Lord Tait’s voice stirred a little tingle within.

      She looked up into his intensely blue eyes and felt… guilty. How could she be looking at another man when thoughts of Heathcliff continually plagued her. It was near impossible to enjoy herself when every thought seemed to come back to Heathcliff and the way his mere presence had made her heart beat rapidly.
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