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        Lady Dorothea’s Curate

        By Caroline Warfield

      

        

      
        Employed at a hotel, Lady Dorothea Bigglesworth has no use for a title. It would only invite scorn, or, worse, pity. Plain Miss Doro Bigglesworth suited her fine.

        Ben Clarke dedicated his life to helping the neediest. It gave his life meaning. He tended to forget the younger son of a viscount went by “Honorable.”

        Neither saw the need to mention it to the other, until they were formally introduced—in a ballroom in York. Shocked.
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        High Harrogate, December 1816

      

      

      One look at dear Mr. Clark, the curate’s, harried expression, and Doro knew she was right to brave the frightful weather. The Hampton Hotel only permitted her one half-day from work each week. She used the time to assist at Pilgrim’s Rest—the rough mission attached to Harrogate’s only place of worship, a tiny chapel of ease—so called because it existed to “ease” the burden of travel to St. John’s parish in Knaresborough for services. Pilgrim’s Rest counted on her. More to the point, its leader depended on her, and she never wanted to disappoint him. She quickly hung her damp cloak and bonnet on a peg by the door and deposited her bundle on the rough table near the hearth.

      “Miss Bigglesworth, thank goodness you’re here!” Mr. Clarke, the curate responsible for the chapel and the mission attached to it, called from the far corner, where a narrow table and some benches had been set up.

      Her stepmother would chastise her for failing to correct him, but no one here knew she should be styled Lady Dorothea or that her late father was the Earl of Seahaven, not that it did her family any good now. Frankly, she would rather the people of Harrogate and of Pilgrim’s Rest never found out, not as long as she earned her bread toiling in a hotel. It would only bring down judgement or, worse, pity, and Doro was proud of her work.

      She watched the curate help an elderly man in thin coat and shabby trousers to a seat. As always, she was touched by the young man’s gentleness with their “guests” as he insisted on calling those who sought his help.

      “Shall I set out the mid-day meal?” Doro asked, glancing around the room. She counted eight guests including two children with sad eyes, many fewer guests than they had in warmer weather. She saw no sign of Mrs. Grigg, the vicarage housekeeper, who usually had a warm meal ready before Doro arrived.

      The building Mr. Clarke named Pilgrim’s Rest had once been a stable, but he insisted that it was being put to better use since he had neither horse nor carriage. It had been cleaned, painted and swept. Doro suspected he did the work himself. Rugs covered the brick floor, and a well-maintained hearth kept the place warm enough.

      Mr. Clarke’s smile of approval warmed Doro even more. “If you would, please, Miss Bigglesworth. Mrs. Grigg did not feel able to come out in this fierce weather.”

      Mrs. Grigg regularly complained of pains. She also complained of extra work, the guests whom she insisted were not pilgrims but beggars, and “Mr. Clarke’s foolish notions.” The curate, for his part, just as regularly reminded her that the poor had maladies the same as the well-off folk who flocked to Harrogate to take the waters. They hoped, he insisted, just as fiercely for relief.

      Doro stayed out of the fray. She might have pointed out the truly wealthy preferred the fashionable spas in Bath or Cheltenham, never Harrogate. She knew that, as long as some of the chalybeate and sulphur springs in Harrogate lay out in the open, free for all who could walk or ride to them, both High and Low Harrogate would continue to attract the low and middling classes. Fine families come on hard times, professional folk, and rising gentry kept hotels in business, but the poor had to fend for themselves. Pilgrim’s Rest could at least provide a warm meal once a day. Doro suspected the curate provided a bit more when he could.

      Doro found two crocks near the hearth. She lifted the lid on one, pleased to see it well filled. If the other held as much, there would be plenty for all, even Mr. Clarke, who was known to do without. A delicious aroma rose from the broth. Mrs. Grigg might disapprove of the mission, but she took pride in her cooking. The soup she sent would be excellent. Assuming donations had been good this week, it would be filling as well. Doro filled the iron cauldron on its hook over the fire and began warming the soup.

      She hummed as she laid out bowls and spoons. She opened the bundle she brought, bread still warm from the kitchens of the Hampton, and laid it on a platter. They had no butter, but she doubted the guests would care.

      “You bring music as well as bread,” Mr. Clarke said, his smile warming Doro down to her toes.

      “It gives me joy to be here,” she answered and was rewarded with a flicker of heat in his deep brown eyes that sent echoing heat creeping up her neck. She had to shake herself to keep from staring.

      You have no business ogling the man, Doro Bigglesworth. You’re well and surely on the shelf, and have nothing to offer a man. Your family needs your earnings in any case, she reminded herself, dragging her eyes away.

      She sliced the bread with care, all too aware that her foolish reaction to Mr. Clarke left her hands shaking. There would be enough to feed their guests and more to wrap in scraps of cloth for them to take with them. The young mother of the two little ones seated across the table watching Doro with solemn eyes would be grateful for it as the day stretched on.

      “Have you come far?” she asked them.

      “We walked ten mile yesterday,” the older one, a boy told her proudly.

      “How wonderful!”

      “Had to,” the boy said, taking a slice of bread and sniffing it with an ecstatic expression.

      “Granda had to take the waters. Mam pulled him in th’cart,” the boy’s little sister added.

      Doro prayed the spa waters helped the old man. Glancing back to where he sat, she doubted it would. Most of those who passed through The Hampton Hotel left looking just as they did when they arrived.
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        * * *

      

      “Going on home now Mrs. Hopkins?” Ben Clarke watched the woman tuck a coverlet around the old man in the dog cart, carefully storing a keg of water from the famous spring and the bread Miss Bigglesworth had wrapped for them. He was gratified to see the Hopkins woman’s color had improved with a good meal, though it appeared to have done little for her father.

      Thank God for Miss Bigglesworth and the hotel kitchens!

      The handful of other guests had already wandered back to the Stray, Harrogate’s common enclosure, where, he suspected, they spent their day sitting under the trees near one of the springs.

      The morning’s sleet had cleared, and the sun peeked between the clouds. He wafted a prayer of gratitude for that as well, as he ran a hand over the head of the Hopkins boy who had leaned against him.

      “Aye, Mr. Clarke,” the boy’s mother said. “We’ll make good time now as you’ve fed us so well.” Her sad smile spoke of courage and strength. She will need it, he thought watching them make their way to the road.

      “Do you think they can make it home before dark?” Doro Bigglesworth had come up beside him, shutting the door to Pilgrim’s Rest.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps the Lord will supply them with help along the way. Did you finish tidying up?”

      “I rinsed Mrs. Grigg’s crocks at the well and left them on the table,” she told him.

      “Excellent. I’ll fetch them for her later.” He bowed to her and offered his arm. “May I accompany you home, Miss Bigglesworth?”

      As he expected, she dipped into a curtsy as graceful as that of any duchess. The formal ritual had become something of a game with them.

      After enjoying her assistance for several months, Ben had begun escorting her back to The Hampton Hotel every week. Five times; today would be six. He knew the precise number because he treasured each one. He had offered to escort her from the beginning, of course, like the gentleman he was, but she demurred. He would look around after seeing to the guests, and she would be gone. He couldn’t say precisely what changed, but he looked up one day to meet her intense gaze, and, when he offered, she accepted his escort. Lately, he no sooner left her at her lodging on Wednesday afternoon, than he began looking forward to the following one. The pleasure of her company had become Ben’s one indulgence, one he couldn’t bring himself to forgo.

      Glimpses of sun warmed what had begun as a dreary December day when they reached the road. “Shall we stay to the road or wander through the parkland?” he asked.

      “My dear Mr. Clarke, are you asking me to stray through The Stray with you?” An impish grin accompanied the silly pun, though local lore would have it that the name derived from folks doing precisely that from the time the land surrounding the springs was pulled from the Forest of Knaresborough and set aside for the use of all.

      He grinned back. “Shall we?” A familiar flicker of guilt fluttered through him as soon as he said it, but he chased it away. Surely, he did penance six days a week. He could enjoy this small pleasure on one of them.

      The woman who had become the light of his life sobered. “It will take less time if we keep to the road. I don’t want to keep you from your work,” she said. Her earnest face and respect meant more to him than he could say. But at her words, his heart sank. He had hoped…

      Just then the clouds moved off, sun glistened off the trees in The Stray, and her eyes gleamed. She was teasing! He felt a smile rise from his heart to bloom on his face. “That sun is calling to us, Miss Bigglesworth. How can we refuse the invitation when such an afternoon will be scarce now that winter approaches?”

      “The paths all lead to Low Harrogate eventually, I believe.” Her widened grin told him she planned to enjoy their walk as much as he did.

      They didn’t speak, content, he hoped, with the sounds of nature. In reality, he couldn’t find an opening for conversation. In previous weeks they had exhausted one subject after another: a shared weakness for cinnamon buns, novels both loved and abhorred, the sad state of the country’s returning soldiers, and always their work. She seemed as eager as he to avoid more personal subjects. The question he longed to ask hung unspoken in the air. He had no right to pay his addresses until he could support a wife.

      They passed one of the smaller springs, deserted today. She broke the silence. “Christmas approaches. I presume that will be a busy time for you. I… I wish I could be here to help you.”

      There. It was as he feared. She planned to leave. “You will go home for the holidays, then?”

      “Yes. I have an urgent request from my stepmother. She wants all of us home no later than Twelfth Night. She particularly requested my help in the kitchen for the duration, so I will depart on December 23rd. Mr. Crowley has generously agreed to let me go for two weeks.”

      Ben snorted. He knew enough about her work to know old Crowley depended on her. She may have been hired as a kitchen helper, but from what she had told him, he could tell she now kept the books and managed the kitchen staff and catering business.

      She gave his arm a gentle punch with her free hand. “He is very kind to me! In any case, I won’t be paid. The wages will be missed, but Patience writes that it can’t be helped.”

      “Your family depends on your wages, Miss Bigglesworth?” It would explain why he had never seen her in a new gown, not that he believed Crowley paid her well.

      “They do indeed, Mr. Clarke. My sisters—particularly the youngest ones—need me.” The pride in her voice impressed him. Kind, generous, hardworking, responsible… Doro Bigglesworth would make a perfect clergyman’s wife.

      Pointless thought, Ben, as long as you refuse any more lucrative living.

      “And you, Mr. Clarke? Will you visit family once the holy days are over?”

      “And the pagan feasts begin?” he teased.

      “Twelfth Night isn’t pagan! At least not much.” She grinned. “Family matters.”

      “You’re close to yours.” He hadn’t answered her question. He wasn’t sure how. His brother didn’t invite, he commanded; Ben avoided. “Do you have brothers as well?”

      An odd expression came across her face. “Goodness no. All girls,” she said.

      Her reaction intrigued him; there was a mystery about Doro Bigglesworth. The mystery captivated him as much as her laughing eyes, perfect features, and lush form attracted him. Everything about her drew him to her. Clergyman be damned. She was the perfect wife for Ben Clarke. If he had means to offer for one. Until he did, he could not ask her. “Tell me about them. How do you celebrate the winter holidays?”

      She did. His Miss Bigglesworth could add storytelling to her gifts. She enchanted him with stories of sisters grown and small, of songs and games and teasing. Of gifts lovingly created. Of pranks and laughter. His own family had never been simple, but there had been joy and affection once, when his mother still lived. He longed to have it again.

      Ben would never remember all the names of what seemed like an entire flock of sisters, but the picture Miss Bigglesworth created of simplicity, joy, and an affectionate family would stay with him. He imagined the house, small, neatly kept, decorated with watercolors and knitted cozies, all made by her sisters, with a kitchen garden and flower beds. He pictured simple hard-working folk, respectable and honest.

      “When will you be back?” he asked, hope almost choking him.

      She looked away; her joy suddenly dimmed. “I plan to come back, but something in Patience’s letters worries me.”

      A desperate fear seized Ben. He couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing her again. “Let’s both hope so, Miss Bigglesworth.” If she did not return, the image of his Miss Bigglesworth in that little house, among her sisters, would be all that kept his lonely heart company that winter.
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      Doro downed the last of the apple cake and sighed in pure bliss. It was Boxing Day. Since they had no servants, Bess, her oldest sister, had declared they must be kind to themselves and one another. And so, they had. The younger girls were in their room giggling over the fashion magazines her sister Susana, who was a dressmaker, brought them. The baby sat on the threadbare rug stacking blocks. The older ones had gone off on a ramble. All was right in Doro’s world—or would be if Ben Clarke wasn’t miles away.

      “Patience, you have to give me the recipe for that one. It will make the Hampton famous throughout Harrogate, if not all of East Riding.”

      “Or course. My secrets are yours.”

      “All of them?” Doro studied Patience pointedly. Exactly the same age as Doro, Patience was more friend than stepmother, almost another sister. “You’ve been fit to burst since I got here. And why did you demand that we all come home, for that matter?

      “Isn’t being together for the holidays enough?” Patience’s outrage almost looked genuine.

      “If that was the entire reason, it would be enough. But it isn’t, is it? Spill it please, dear Stepmama,” Doro demanded.

      Patience drew herself upright and raised her chin, reminding Doro forcefully that Patience was, after all, the dowager Countess of Seahaven, head of their household. It behooved Doro not to forget it.

      The earl’s fifth wife, Patience had given Doro’s Papa another daughter, the curly-haired moppet on the floor in front of them. For her trouble, she received a pittance from the estate, and struggled to care for them all. Patience and each of the sisters, even the eighteen-year-old twins, did what they could to bring in money, the social stigma attached to wage earning be damned, with Patience’s reluctant approval. Doro had enormous respect for Patience.

      “Very well, Dorothea. I’ve had an idea, one that might help all of us, but I’m not ready to share it with everyone just yet. Susana won’t be here until Twelfth Night in any case.”

      Doro leaned forward to listen. “Now I’m frantic with curiosity.”

      Patience unbent. “You might actually help me refine my thinking—and my budget.” She instinctively moved closer and lowered her voice. “I had a letter from my cousin Rose.”

      “The one who plans to jaunt off to Egypt and the Levante?” Doro rather admired cousin Rose. They all did.

      “She left earlier in December. Her town house in York—the most fashionable part of York, I might add—is empty.”

      Doro blinked at her, trying to make out the point. Patience reached into her pocket, pulled out a key and held it up. Doro gasped. “She’s giving you her house?”

      “Not giving. Lending. She suggests we all whisk off to York and give you girls a proper Season. Bess had one, but what with mourning and, well, poverty, the rest of you didn’t. Now the younger girls face bleak prospects if nothing is done.” Patience frowned. “I’m sorry, Doro. It is probably fair to say you all do.”

      Doro waved that away. “I have made a life for myself, Patience.” As to prospects, she had hopes of a certain curate, but didn’t dare say it. “What exactly do you propose?”

      “Nothing major. Merely time in York. A few parties. The races at the end. Perhaps any or all of you—of us—might meet someone.”

      Doro shook her head. “I see no point. There are too many of us, and most are past the marriageable age.”

      “That is absurd, Lady Dorothea Bigglesworth. You are no such thing.”

      Doro smiled, warmed down to her toes, hoping it was true. “Perhaps, but in that world, the social world? If we dissipate our efforts it won’t work.”

      A sly grin came over Patience’s face. “Are you suggesting that we focus our efforts? I had a similar idea. Josefina, Iris, and Ivy are at the most eligible age, and every one of them is a beauty. They would draw the eye of every gentleman in a ballroom. They could take York by storm if we concentrated on them.”

      “Not without a comfortable portion.” Doro tapped a finger on the arm of her chair, biting her lower lip in thought. “The earl made it clear we can split the dowry funds as we see fit,” she said at last. “What if, instead of dividing it among all of us, we invest it in the most eligible three. It might just be enough for them each to snag a suitor.”

      It was obvious from Patience’s expression that she had already thought of it. “Their husbands are bound to sponsor the rest of you.”

      Doro snorted. “Or at least support you and the young ones.”

      “We will see. If they find wealthy husbands even better for all of us. Can we manage it?”

      Doro knew what Patience asked. “First you have to get everyone’s agreement to pool the dowry funds. Then there are the expenses. There’s no point of doing this if we don’t do it right: wardrobes including ball gowns, household expenses, entertainment—a presentation ball at the very least.”

      “But can we manage it?”

      “I’ll have to give it some thought. It will depend on what each of us can contribute. Begin making lists, and I’ll price things out. If working for Crowley at the Hampton taught me nothing else, it is how to keep books and budget. The others have to agree, though. Don’t mention anything to Iris, Ivy, and Josefina until we’re ready, but take the others aside one by one. Perhaps we can figure out how to make it work.”

      Patience waved the key again. “I knew this was lucky the minute it fell out of Rose’s letter.” She sobered again. “I can’t do this without you, Doro. I know you plan to return to Harrogate, but if the sisters agree, there will be detailed planning and arrangements to make.”

      Doro’s heart sank.

      Patience reached for her hands. “Whatever—and whoever—waits for you in Harrogate will be there in June, Doro. I know they will.

      The plan had value. For the younger three. For Patience and the children. For the others. How could Doro say no? She closed her eyes and considered what she might put in a letter to Crowley begging to have her position back in June. She considered writing to Ben Clarke, but there was nothing formal between them. Nothing at all except hope, and that, she feared, entirely on Doro’s part. She would have to cling to that hope alone.
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        * * *

      

      The command, for surely it was no simple invitation, came to Ben on a terrible day.

      The number of guests for Pilgrim’s Rest had slowed to a trickle by the end of February. That should have been a relief, but Ben was left with nothing to distract him or fill his thoughts—aside from the ever-present ache of wishing to see Doro Bigglesworth. There simply wasn’t enough work for a curate at a chapel of ease, and the vicar at Saint John’s demanded with increasing adamance that he focus his attention on the larger parish.

      Ben rarely got mail, but the first Monday in March, an unusual set of two letters arrived, changing everything. Ben accepted both pieces from Mrs. Grigg along with a cup of tea and a short lecture on his untidy ways.

      “Top un’s from the vicar. Best brace yourself,” she added, before wandering back to the kitchen.

      Ben cleared away the sermon he was writing for the handful of dedicated folks that attended the chapel in Harrogate—a smattering of shopkeepers and visitors. He set the teacup down and stared at the mail.

      The one on top indeed came from the Vicar of St. John’s. Ben sighed. “Best get it over with quickly,” he mumbled to the empty room. What he read left him with a sick stomach.

      The vicar informed him that, rather than providing funds to replace the leaking roof of Pilgrim’s Rest, he ordered Ben to close the place entirely.

      “Your little mission is fruitless and unproductive, and I insist that you tend to those who support the parish at large,” he wrote. In case Ben didn’t understand that “support” meant financial contributions, the vicar specifically ordered Ben to call on Lady Spotsworthy at her home above town. The widow, no longer able to get to services, had complained of the curate’s neglect again.

      Ben gritted his teeth. Surely God loves the rich as well as the poor, he reminded himself, but he still couldn’t bear the thought of attending the querulous old woman in her overheated drawing room smelling of camphor in the company of her spoiled pug who found the taste of Ben’s boots irresistible. He would be expected to dun the woman for money, and not for Pilgrim’s Rest. She vociferously disapproved of his efforts there and may have been the voice that convinced the vicar to close it.

      He wondered, not for the first time, if he ought to resign and seek a different position. Manchester, Brighton, and York all had significant populations living in poverty. God knew London did. Perhaps the closing of Pilgrim’s Rest was a sign that it was time.

      He put the vicar’s letter aside and examined the one beneath it. Unlike the vicar’s, this one came on high quality, expensive vellum. “The Honorable Eustace Benedict Clarke, Curate, Harrogate” had been scrawled across the front, and it had been franked with the authoritative signature of Viscount Stanbeck. His brother. Harry. It likely contained a lecture. The day kept getting worse. He put it aside, and returned to his sermon.

      An hour later, frustrated and unable to concentrate, he set down his pen and put away his writing materials. He rose, determined to clear his head with a brisk walk, but stopped at the door.

      What’s the use? A walk won’t make the vicar’s orders go away. If it is decisions you have to make, you best read Harry’s letter too.

      He grabbed up the dreaded missive, positive it contained a lecture if not some demands and a dire threat of consequences, stared at it briefly and stuffed it in a pocket. Walk first. He wrapped his scarf around his throat, informed Mrs. Grigg of his departure, and set out.

      By the time his wandering led him to Harrogate’s small commercial district, one thing had become clear. He couldn’t stay in his current position. Without the work at Pilgrim’s Rest, he had no desire to do so.

      Chilled in spite of his brisk pace, Ben popped into Margaret Wella’s tea shop, requested a warm drink, and set the unopened letter from his brother on the table. Glaring at it, one more decision loomed. Should he accept the living at Hornebury—lucrative, prominent, and utterly dependent on the good will of the viscount, his brother? He had refused for three years.

      
        
        Ben,

        The London Season flourishes this year, and once again you have missed opportunities by refusing to join me.

        You must come to York for festivities, provincial though they may be. Two of my horses run there the end of May, and I have decided to take a house in early April. Don’t even think of refusing. If you wish your quarterly allowance, you will join me to obtain it. Otherwise, nothing.

      

      

      Ben leaned his head back in exasperation. He didn’t care about his allowance from the estate. Most of it had gone to Pilgrim’s Rest as Harry undoubtedly knew. He raised the missive and read on.

      
        
        I hope you’ve finally come to your senses. What good are you doing yourself or anyone else in that miserable little holding? I am quite out of patience with your stubbornness.

        Henry Neville Clarke, Viscount Stanbeck.

      

      

      What good indeed? He had no authority, few loyal attendees and no outlet for service to the needy.

      But what were his choices? The London Mission Society now sponsored people in China as well as Africa and the South Seas. Helping people appealed; preaching did not. He quickly dismissed that notion. You would be rubbish at foisting your faith on others, he told himself.

      Since his brother didn’t mention the holding at Hornebury, the one next to the family estate, this time, Ben supposed Harry had finally filled it with some worthy fellow.

      When Ben was at Oxford an incident occurred that had altered the trajectory of his life. Already bound for the clergy (and likely Hornebury), but not yet ordained, he had been assisting with a ladies’ charitable association. One afternoon they distributed baskets in a poor neighborhood and had come upon a tragedy. People on the ground floor of a building made up of multiple miserable apartments directed them to the top floor to the family in greatest need where they encountered catastrophe. A child had died in the night, though whether of starvation, cold, or illness Ben was never certain.

      Sitting in the cozy tea shop, he could still vividly recall the mother’s utter despair, the tiny body wrapped in a thin coverlet, and the empty eyes of her remaining children. The women who accompanied him reacted in horror. They thrust a basket at the woman, mouthed pious platitudes, and departed swiftly. Ben watched two children tear into the basket, stuffing apples in their pockets and the biscuits in their mouths. They threw the useless religious tracts and linen handkerchiefs onto the floor and began to empty the jam pot with their fingers. All the while the mother stared at the wall. Ben put all his money onto their rickety table and left, shattered by the contrast between real desperation and the smug self-righteousness of the church women, determined to do more, to make the world better.

      He glanced back down at the letter. Beneath its formal signature his brother had scribbled, “I miss you,” and signed it “Harry.”

      What good are you doing yourself or anyone else? his brother asked, and Ben forced himself to consider the question. Home for term holidays that year, the opulence of Stanbeck Hall had shamed him. He kept seeing the eyes of those starving children. The living at Hornebury, comfortable, familiar, and home, would never be enough for him, he had decided. After ordination, he refused the living. His father harangued him about it, and Harry, not yet Viscount Stanbeck, had told him he was punishing himself needlessly. There were people in need everywhere. When he came into the title, he had given Ben three years to change his mind.

      Is Harry right? Were you merely being stubborn about Hornebury?

      He may have been.

      But what good have you done? Some certainly. He consoled himself with memories of weary travelers he had assisted. The image of Doro Bigglesworth intruded when he did, bringing joy entwined with sadness. She had never returned.

      If he accepted Hornebury, he would have a home to which he could bring a wife. If he married, he would come into a bequest from his grandfather that would enable him to support his Miss Bigglesworth. But he felt certain both doors were closed to him. Harry had surely given the living elsewhere and Doro—if he dared call her that—had left him. He didn’t know her location.

      What then, Ben? Will you wallow in tea and self-pity? That seemed the worst decision of all. He would resign, go to York, and request an appointment with the archbishop. Somewhere in the diocese of York there was a place for him. Meanwhile, he could enjoy his brother’s company. He had missed him too.
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      The hackney driver put Doro’s belongings on the pavement in front of cousin Rose’s town house. She paid him and peered up at the imposing facade. She’d grown up in the massive pile that was Seahaven with a sunny bedroom and every comfort, and so the town house didn’t intimidate. After four years in cramped quarters at home and work, she quite looked forward to some comfort, even if it meant sharing a room with a sister. These past three weeks sleeping in the kitchens of the Smithson Assembly Rooms left her eager for a good night’s rest. She had taken the position in exchange for rental of the rooms for her sisters’ presentation ball. She didn’t need to stay there nights, now the family had come to town.

      She complemented herself on having the good sense to hire a hackney, picked up her valise and bandboxes, and stepped up to the door. A footman would have to collect the chest of cooking tools for her. She grinned at the unopened door. A footman! It had been years since they enjoyed that luxury. Will Patience manage it here? She gave the knocker a firm whack.

      The door opened on a solemn-faced butler. A very young, very handsome butler. My! They had fallen into a cream pot.

      “I am Lady Dorothea, I believe my stepmother has taken up residence here,” she said by way of introduction.

      His stern face broke into a welcoming—if un-butlerlike—smile. “We’ve been expecting you.” He glanced over her shoulder at the chest on the pavement. “I’ll see to your baggage,” he said. He left her to carry her own valise and boxes.

      No footman, then. “You may put that in the kitchen,” she told him.

      She walked through the deserted entranceway, dropped her boxes in the inner hall and gazed around. She had only a moment to take in the leaded glass window, parquet floors, and polished banister on the staircase when voices from above echoed around her.

      “I told you it was Doro, Patience. I saw the hackney.”

      “I saw it first, Iris!”

      The sound of tramping, very unladylike, footsteps followed as Merry, Emma, Iris, and Ivy flew down the stairs followed by Patience, Josefina, and Barbara at a more sedate pace. Doro laughed at the chaos engulfing her in welcome and embraces. Patience took her bonnet and handed it to Ivy who also took her cloak, and disappeared through a door at the foot of the stairs.

      “It’s a dressing room,” Iris told her. “Isn’t it clever?”

      “Girls, give Doro room. She’ll want to tidy up,” Patience said.

      “But she only came from across town, and we haven’t seen her in weeks,” Merry complained.

      “Have you seen the butler?” Emma, all of twelve and precocious beyond her years, demanded. “But of course, you have. Isn’t he delicious?”

      “Emma! That is not appropriate.” Patience gave her a quelling look. “Barbara, take Doro up to your room so she can get settled. When you’re ready join us in the drawing room. It’s on the first floor. There will be tea waiting. You can’t miss it. Merry, Emma—back up to the nursery please.”

      Doro didn’t have time to think as sisters swept her up the stairs to the second floor and a sunny little room overlooking the street. Smaller than her room at Starbrook and shared with another, but far better accommodations than she had had in over a year. An hour later she found the sisters around a temporary table set up in the drawing room. Papers, neatly arranged, covered the surface of the table, along with a map of York and environs, a city directory, paper and pencils.

      “Patience is defining roles and assignments, and we’re refining the plan,” Josefina explained. Ivy’s lovely face lost some of its glow, and an uncharacteristically solemn expression came over her. “We won’t fail you, Patience. We are ever so grateful for everyone’s efforts. We’ll make brilliant marriages and do what we can to help all of you, too. See if we don’t.”

      “Of course, you will. You, Iris, and Josefina are absolute diamonds,” Barbara said.

      “And you need not worry about us. We’re content with our lives. You won’t pry Bess out of her work, and I love mine, truly,” Doro added. Her words were mostly true. She didn’t need a brilliant match. The only man who had ever made her long for marriage, an impoverished curate, lived in Harrogate, a distance away and out of her reach. She put thoughts of Ben Clarke out of her mind. At least, she tried.
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        * * *

      

      Ben left the bookshop on Wellington Street with urgent steps. He had promised Harry that he would meet him at The Race Club, a facility famous for its exclusivity based not on title or class but on the quality of one’s horses. Viscount Stanbeck—Harry—was a founding member.

      Crossing the street, he spied four young ladies coming from a fashionable millinery shop deep in conversation. All were lovely, two were exquisitely beautiful and very young. They were no doubt here to try their luck in the York marriage mart. What caught his eye however was the attractive one a few years older. Her looks, so like his Miss Bigglesworth, startled him—guinea gold hair, graceful posture, neatly rounded form… This woman, however, had stylishly cropped hair that peeked from under a smart jockey’s cap and wore a gown far outside his dear friend’s means. None of these young women would ever live in the cozy little house he treasured in his mind and hugged to his heart. It couldn’t be her.

      When they disappeared around a corner, he followed them, feeling foolish. The woman really did look like Doro Bigglesworth. Perhaps they were relatives. Distant relatives. They walked toward one of the wealthier districts and disappeared into a well-appointed town house, not far from the one Harry rented.

      Ben turned on his heels and retraced his steps. Stop wallowing in foolish dreams! Your obsession with that woman gives you delusions. There is no way she could be here in York. Not in that house and dressed like that.

      He reached the Race Club only minutes late.

      “Did you speak with the archbishop?” Harry demanded before they even greeted each other.

      “I have an appointment with him in a week,” Ben replied.

      The major domo who met them at the door kept his eyes fixed on the viscount. Ben had no doubt that he would have been tossed onto the street if he attempted to enter alone, clergyman or not. The man didn’t comment on Ben’s shabby appearance, but led them to the club’s formal dining room, a wonder in dark wood, leather chairs, and paintings of famous horses and their riders. With the racing season approaching, the room hummed with activity. They took a table for two by the windows.

      Harry ordered for them with his usual high-handed assumption that he knew best, not that the Race Club menu had many choices. Ben wondered what Miss Bigglesworth would make of it.

      “His grace the archbishop must be a busy man,” Harry said as the waiter hurried off.

      Ben concentrated on his serviette, staring at the table.

      “Do you think he’s avoiding you?” Harry prompted.

      “Not entirely. He’s a careful man. I suspect he will send a courier to speak to the vicar in Knaresborough about me,” Ben said.

      “Is he a stickler for the chain of command?”

      “Just careful. He likes to have facts in front of him before he speaks. He’ll want to know why I resigned and whether it was voluntary.”

      “Was it?”

      He met his brother’s intense gaze directly. “You know it was. I only accepted the post because of Pilgrim’s Rest. When he ordered it closed, I resigned. I didn’t go to Harrogate to dun contributions from irritable countesses and pompous industrialists.”

      Their eyes held until both brothers squirmed in the awkward discomfort between them, and Ben expected a lecture on his foolish notions about a clergyman’s role.

      Harry grunted and looked away, silent for moment while a footman filled their glasses. “Excellent claret,” he murmured a moment or so later.

      Ben agreed and let himself enjoy another luxury he had missed these past three years. He fiddled with the stem of his wine glass with little to say.

      “I made an appointment with a tailor.” Harry dropped that gauntlet on the table without warning, and went on before Ben could object. “You can’t make morning calls, much less attend a ball in that suit. I thought the major domo was going to swallow his tongue when he saw you.”

      Ben had no defense. “Thank you.”

      Harry’s stunned expression tickled his brother. “No argument?”

      “None. It may help my standing with the archbishop, if I appear in a decent black suit.” He waved off Harry’s attempt to interrupt. “And I promised to socialize. I will. Perhaps not morning calls but at least a Venetian breakfast and a ball or two. You could have brought the formal clothes I left at Stanbeck Hall.”

      “They would never fit. I’m guessing you’ve engaged in physical labor since I saw you last.” The viscount gave a dramatic shudder, causing Ben to laugh.

      “You know I have. A new suit and evening clothes it is.”

      “Two suits and formal wear—I won’t even take it out of your allowance. I’ll never get you married off dressed like that.”

      Married. There it was at last. “You’re the viscount in need of an heir. You marry.”

      “I will. Eventually. I don’t have to marry to come into my inheritance. Your bequest from our grandfather requires that you do.”

      Ben let the challenge go; the words were true enough. He wasn’t ready to confide in his brother about the one woman who had caught his eye.

      “I heard there’s a decent crop of debutantes out in York this year. You might take a look at the Seahaven Diamonds.”

      Ben snorted. “No, thank you. I found female ‘diamonds’ to be as hard and cold as the gemstones when you trotted me around London four years ago.”

      “For heaven’s sake, Ben. Don’t judge the young women before you even meet them.”

      “My distaste isn’t for young women, Harry. It is for society and the way it forces them to hunt for husbands.” Besides, Ben feared he’d already met the only woman he wanted to marry. He doubted he would find another.

      “What are your chances at the races this year?” Ben asked. His shoulders relaxed when Harry took the hint and began to describe the three horses he had transported to York.
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      Doro knew how to manage time well. Most days she finished her work at Smithson’s Assembly Rooms by noon, leaving her free to make her share of morning calls, which of course were done incongruously in the afternoon. The sisters divided up the calls so as not to overwhelm hostesses and rotated their new day dresses so that no one Bigglesworth wore the same dress twice in a week.

      Patience assigned Lady Garner’s at home on Tuesday to Barbara and Doro, judging fewer gentleman would be there and needing the eligibles—Iris, Ivy, and Josefina—at more productive households. She directed the older girls to beef up the guest list.

      Lady Garner’s visitors nattered on as one did during morning calls, bouncing between fashion, the weather, and the social calendar. When the last gentleman took his leave, conversation veered into opinions and description of various gentlemen that skirted ever closer to the edge of improper. Doro caught Barbara’s eyes and saw the same reaction there. She prayed her sister didn’t succumb to brewing whoops of laughter until they got home.

      “Don’t you think, Lady Dorothea?”

      She paid so little attention she not only didn’t know the topic, she failed to recognize the voice of the speaker. If Barbara bites her lip any harder to keep from laughing, she will draw blood.

      The arrival of a refreshed tea tray saved her, and the conversation moved on. Doro entertained herself by judging the cakes and biscuits. In this case, none were worth noting. On other occasions she had found creative or particularly delicious ideas and scribbled them in her notebook. Once she even slipped into the kitchen to ask the cook for the recipe, using the need to visit the necessary as a ruse.

      Ten days in she found the entire exercise tedious. She suspected Iris and Ivy would be astounded to hear she preferred the company in Harrogate. They would laugh at her sudden interest in attending church. She wasn’t about to tell them about her curate.

      A distraction arrived just when she needed one most. Viscount Tavistock and his sister Chloe arrived for the Season, and Doro greeted them with delight. Merry and Emma’s half-sister on their mother’s side always added to fun, though Martin, the viscount, tended to be stern. No sooner did they arrive in York than Chloe roped Doro into an adventure.

      It wasn’t the first contretemps Chloe caused, but this one began innocently enough over tea. Chloe waved a broadside describing a lecture about the suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act. “It is an outrage, you know it is! Parliament overstepped this time!” Chloe bounced in her seat.

      “The entire business was an attempt to squelch any effort at much-needed reform,” Doro replied, mentally reviewing her calendar. “When is it, again?”

      “Tomorrow. Do say you’ll come.”

      “What does Martin think?”

      “What my brother doesn’t know won’t hurt him. Or me.”

      That ought to be a warning, but Doro ignored it. She agreed to attend, forgetting Chloe’s tendency to act before thinking through the possible repercussions of her actions. Doro’s first inkling she might have made a mistake came when she arrived at her friends’ town house to find Chloe carrying a monkey in a basket. A live one. “You can’t take a monkey to a public lecture!”

      “Rosario will be ever so good. I won’t let her out of this basket,” was her friend’s response. Doro started to object, but Chloe kept chattering on about the poor dear and Martin’s determination to drown it. Doro couldn’t make sense of the details, but Chloe clearly saw the monkey as unfairly maligned and in need of her protection. Doro let it go.

      She later wished she had looked into the presenters more closely. While Doro tended to agree with the current speaker’s position regarding the evils of the suspension, it would have been better if he had actual oratory skills to match his passion. He wandered in senseless circles, and Doro quickly lost interest, studying instead the gratifyingly large crowd in attendance. Most looked as bored as Doro.

      Others looked angry, and she suspected she should have asked Mr. Smithson about public sentiment before getting in the middle of so large a crowd. Still, the speaker seemed harmless if incompetent.

      Rosario must have been bored too, because the basket shook, and Chloe had to keep a firm hand on the lid. The bouncing worsened. “I warned you about bringing that monkey!” Doro hissed, biting her lip to keep from laughing out loud.

      Chloe whispered a response, but Doro didn’t hear her, distracted by the sight of a man across the aisle a few rows in front of them. He took her breath away.

      Mr. Clarke! Surely not. Ben Clarke is in Harrogate. She couldn’t shake the thought. The young man wore a shabby black suit. Exactly like Ben. His untidy brown hair curled down over his collar in ways that made her long to run her fingers through it. Exactly like Ben. It was a clergyman’s collar. Exactly like…

      A second speaker took the podium and people shouted at Chloe—and the monkey—to be quiet. This one, a real firebrand, launched into a tirade on an entire range of issues, ranting about inequities in the upper classes and the plight of the poor. Doro’s attention, however, continued to rivet on the man who looked so much like her curate. He dipped his head to the side. Exactly like Ben did when he listened intently, lost in thought, a habit she found endearing.

      It must be him! Doro ignored the speaker and the monkey’s increasingly frantic sounds. She saw only Ben Clarke. She was certain it was he. Had he come to York particularly for this lecture? She clamped down on the impulse to cross the aisle to confront him, determined to wait like a lady until the program ended and greet him properly.

      She realized belatedly that something had changed. People shouted their agreement. Others booed. One man loomed over Doro and Chloe from behind, leaning forward to point at the speaker, calling him a traitor to the Crown.

      Doro glanced over at Chloe just as the basket’s lid popped off and the furry little demon leapt out. It climbed along the backs of the chairs and into the row behind. Doro glowered at the monkey. Someone stormed across the aisle to confront the man behind them, and a fight broke out. People were on their feet, now. “We need to leave, Chloe!” she shouted, but Chloe’s attention was on the monkey, now a few rows back.

      Doro swung round to search for Ben Clarke, unable to find him in the crowd. Thinking only to get to him, she stepped out into the aisle. Before she could take more than two steps a man’s elbow struck the back of her head, and she tumbled forward. Panic seized her when a man’s arms came around her. She slapped at him trying to push him away.

      “Miss Bigglesworth? What are you doing here?” She stared transfixed into the eyes of an astonished Ben Clarke only moments before she was pushed unceremoniously back into his arms. This time she didn’t fight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Watching his dearest fantasy appear before him, only to transform into a near nightmare shook Ben down to the soles of his boots. The auditorium had exploded in a full-scale riot. He had to get her out of there quickly. He cradled Miss Bigglesworth under his right arm and led her down the nearest row of seats toward an exit, using his left to move chairs, dodging vegetative projectiles, and avoiding agitated lecture goers.

      When a crowd of people equally intent on exiting engulfed them in the far aisle, he pulled her closer and felt her hand reach under his coat to grip the back of his shirt. She ducked her head against his chest, which was well because the bonnet she wore would have blocked his vision. The crowd popped through the door and expanded in all directions like champagne released from a bottle.

      They ran away from The Philosophical Auditorium, still clutched together until they reached the other side of the square where he set her gently against a tree. He ignored the people still streaming out and away, fixated only on examining her for harm. He found none.

      His anxiety eased, he noticed that she wore her familiar blue dress, one he often saw at Pilgrim’s Rest. It warmed his heart. A bonnet as hideous as it was familiar covered her tresses. His heart soared with tenderness. The fashionable lady he had seen the week before could never have been his Miss Bigglesworth.

      Her trusting expression and glowing smile sent his common-sense scrambling. He seized the opportunity that blessed him. He kissed her, a tender salute to her sweet lips. He couldn’t resist.

      Her eyes flew wide open. Realizing he had startled her, he opened his mouth to apologize, and couldn’t. “Are you well?” he croaked out instead, his voice thick with emotion.

      Her smile returned swiftly, and her eyes never left his. One precious lock of her golden hair had escaped. He reached up and tucked it in, sliding his trembling hand down to caress her cheek.

      “What are you doing in York?” she asked.

      “My brother—” But he didn’t want to talk about Harry. “I resigned when they closed Pilgrim’s Rest.”

      Moisture pooled in her compassionate blue eyes. “Oh, Mr. Clarke! What will you do?”

      “Ben.” He said it firmly. “After that adventure, you ought to use my name.”

      “I will, if you call me Doro,” she replied without hesitation.

      He grinned and answered her question. “I have an appointment with the archbishop. We’ll see what he has for me. There’s an opening for a vicar at Hornebury, I’ve been told.” He didn’t mean to blurt that out, but suddenly it mattered very much to him to know what she thought.

      She frowned. “Is that what you truly want?”

      A pain gripped his chest. “It depends. The interview is tomorrow.”

      “It’s a miracle you were here, though,” she said, glancing over at the auditorium.

      “I was afraid someone would hurt you,” he whispered caressing her cheek. “Did you come alone?”

      “No, I— Dear God! Chloe! I have to find my friend.” She pulled away and searched frantically around. She began to walk away.

      “Wait, I can help.” He glanced across the street where things appeared to have cooled.

      “No, please. I’ll be fine.” She paused only briefly.

      She obviously didn’t want him to accompany her, but honor dictated he not leave her. “I should—”

      “I will see you in church,” she called breathlessly.

      He would have to be satisfied with that. “Which one?”

      She stopped, made a half turn, and dipped her head. It appeared his little love had to think for a moment. “Holy Cross,” she shouted over her shoulder. She resumed her headlong flight and ran toward the crowd making its way down the main street.

      Holy Cross. He knew the place. It was just beyond the Shambles, and Butchers’ Row. There was a soup kitchen near it. He smiled. He would see her again. Perhaps they could talk then.
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        * * *

      

      Doro, you idiot. You should have let him accompany you to find Chloe. You should have told him everything, she thought, gasping for breath as she ran.

      Seeing him there in his overlong hair, his familiar collar, his shabby clergyman’s coat in need of a good brush, she had been swept into a world belonging to the two of them alone, the world of Pilgrim’s Rest. She wanted to protect that illusion; she didn’t want to spoil it with her family’s complex problems and explanations. Running along the cobbles she smiled. She could see her Mr. Clarke—Ben—again. He would be at Holy Cross on Sunday. It had been the first one that popped into her head. She would explain her situation to him then.

      She was all the way to Viscount Tavistock’s house before she knew for certain that Chloe—and the monkey—were perfectly safe.
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      Doro’s hopes for a visit to Holy Cross the following Sunday evaporated in Bigglesworth family chaos within days.

      “Barbara has the sniffles.” Patience stated the obvious. Her insistence about Susana’s and Bess’s unavailability was more vague but equally firm. “You must accompany the girls and myself to York Minster on Sunday. It is a gathering of the cream of society, and we will not miss it.”

      Doro couldn’t wiggle out. Patience marched her to the great cathedral with Ivy, Iris, and Josefina for services and, what was more to the point, to greet and converse after services with all and sundry—viscounts, an earl, a duke’s third son, some handsome young men in uniform, and fashionable ladies of all sorts—showcasing the younger girls, the eligibles as Doro thought of them. More names were added to the invitation list for the ball.

      Doro did her bit, but on the way home stood up to Patience. “I won’t accompany you next Sunday even if it is a few days before our ball. I have… Plans.”

      Patience studied her closely, but didn’t press for information. Doro loved her like a sister.

      Doro’s afternoons became a whirlwind of dress repairs, invitation writing, meal planning, and other urgent tasks the following week. Her turns for morning calls came twice. At the first, she found a delightful presentation of lemon cakes with yellow flowers garnishing the tray. At the other, Lady Grincleft served stale biscuits that Doro suspected were left over from a soiree the woman held the week before.

      She soldiered on, determined to seek out Ben the following Sunday. When she asked Mr. Smithson where she might find Holy Cross, the old man frowned.

      “A lady—no respectable woman— would walk to The Shambles unaccompanied.”

      “Bad neighborhood?” Doro asked.

      "Bordered by worse.” Smithson set his mouth in a stubborn line.

      “I will be perfectly safe. I’m meeting a, ah, a friend.”

      Smithson eyed her dubiously. “If I didn’t know you, Lady Dorothea, I would suspect you of making an assignation under cover of visiting church.” She had regretted telling Smithson her title. He had almost fired her. Instead, he turned into an ally, amused to keep her secret from his socially prominent clients who would withdraw in horror over an earl’s daughter working for wages. But in this he would not budge; he insisted one of his footmen accompany her.

      She sought the young man privately to talk him out of coming. Terrance, made of sterner stuff, persisted in his mission. “Smithson says he’ll have my hide if I leave you before you meet this friend of yours—and not then if he looks dodgy.”

      She convinced him to meet her around the corner from cousin Rose’s town house so he wouldn’t bring tales back to the other staff at least, and he didn’t fail. By the time they reached the unfamiliar neighborhood, she was glad for his presence. Streets became more sordid as they narrowed, and the stares around her grew more threatening. Squalid little gin shops tucked here and there between empty store fronts and ramshackle businesses. The actual Shambles streets appeared to be more refined, with newer establishments.

      She was grateful to step into the relative openness of the church square. Even greater joy! Ben Clarke stood on the church steps hat in hand. He waved when he saw her.

      “Never say your friend’s a priest, my lady! Smithson will be amused,” Terrance laughed. “Best tell him to accompany you next time.”

      Doro knew a good idea when she heard one, but she had explanations to make first. “Thank you, Terrance. I’ll be fine now.” She reached in her reticule.

      “No need for coin, my lady. Happy to help a fellow employee.” The rogue winked and walked away just as Ben reached her.

      “A friend?”

      “Yes. My friends refused to let me walk to this part of York alone.”

      “I’m grateful to them. I wanted to escort you myself, but we didn’t have time for me to learn your direction.” Ben smiled down at her.

      That smile and the warmth in his eyes drove coherent thought and good intentions right out of her. What was it? Oh yes. My direction. Tell him now, Doro.

      The bells of Holy Cross rang out and citizens of all sorts moved in the direction of the church. She needed more time and some quiet to explain her family circumstances, Rose’s town house, and The Plan. Leading with her title after keeping it to herself for months seemed unwise. She let him take her into the church.
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        * * *

      

      Doro briefly appeared flustered. One moment she smiled, the next worry—over something Ben didn’t understand—marred her expression. He had no time to question it and none to ask why she hadn’t met him the previous week. She had come. He decided that was enough and led her into church.

      After services, people milled in front gossiping and socializing. Doro, clinging to his arm beamed at him. “People are much the same everywhere. The congregation at the cathedral is more distinguished and dresses more fashionably, but they chatter like magpies just the same.”

      What an odd observation. “Is that where you were last Sunday?”

      “Yes, I wanted to explain. I—”

      Whatever Doro wanted to explain was lost when Mr. Whitcombe, still in cassock and surplice, strode up, beaming. “Wretched boy, you didn’t mention you were speaking with the archbishop when you asked to visit Manna and Bread last week!”

      Doro peered up at Ben. “Manna and Bread? What is that?”

      “Miss Bigglesworth, may I present Mr. Whitcombe, the curate who assists in this parish,” Ben explained. “He also oversees a mission for poor relief—bread, temporary shelter and so on.”

      “Like Pilgrim’s Rest!” Doro’s excitement was palpable.

      “A much grander scale, I’m afraid, Miss Bigglesworth. The problems and the numbers of the poor in York are much greater,” the man replied. “We have a never-ending need for donations and volunteers,” he went on hopefully.

      “You spoke with the archbishop about this?” Doro asked.

      “Among other things.” His grace had urged Ben to take his time and pray over it, reminding him that needy people could be found everywhere. Sitting in the opulence of the archepiscopal manor, dressed in silk, with a ruby gleaming in his episcopal cross, Ben wondered how well he understood about the actual conditions in the poorer neighborhoods. Still, Yorkshire had many projects to benefit the poor. Manna and Bread was one, but there was no opening at Holy Cross at the moment.

      Whitcombe bestowed a benevolent, condescending clerical smile on Ben. It made him queasy. “Would you like that tour now?” Whitcombe asked.

      Soon they were swept along before him to the plain building down a shadowed lane. Only a plain cross on the door identified it as anything special. Hollow-eyed children, weary pale-faced women, and shriveled old men eyed them suspiciously and hugged their soup bowls. A long line snaked toward the serving table.

      “Shall we join them in line?” Ben asked.

      “Oh, yes!” Doro said.

      “Goodness, no,” Whitcombe exclaimed at the same time. “We do not sit with the indigent.”

      Not guests. He managed to make needy people sound like beggars.

      Whitcombe ignored Ben’s growing scowl. “We do not wish for them to linger. Besides, you certainly can’t expect this lady to sit among such creatures.”

      Ben remembered Doro conversing with an elderly vagabond at Pilgrim’s Rest, wiping the face of a filthy child, or commiserating with a frantic mother. Yes, that is exactly what I would expect—and she wouldn’t call them ‘creatures’. The disappointment in her expression matched his own.

      Doro studied three boys sitting alone at the end of one table. All three shoveled soup and bread into hungry mouths. All three wore clothes even a simple household would have long since used for rags. One had a purple bruise covering the side of his face. Ben doubted Doro understood the horrors that faced street children in a city like York or the degradation it caused in boys like this. She looked ready to go to them.

      The situation got worse, at least from Ben’s point of view. The door swung open and a woman dressed at the height of fashion swept in on the arm of a dandy wearing an elaborately embroidered waistcoat and shirt points so high they scratched his cheek. He hadn’t seen them at church. Two footmen carrying baskets came in behind them.

      “Lady Bountiful,” Ben murmured. Another one, he thought bitterly.

      “Lady Grincleft,” Doro whispered, clinging to his arm more tightly and dipping her head so that he couldn’t make out her face.

      The intruder—for that’s how Ben saw the woman—gazed about the room with distaste, straightened and walked up to the end of the nearest table, donning a smile as false as any mask. “Having the meal these good people generously provided I see. I hope you are all suitably grateful, because we’ve brought an extra treat.” An imperious gesture brought the servants scurrying. They began distributing biscuits to the tables, taking scrupulous care not to touch anyone.

      The woman stepped gracefully back, taking her cicisbeo’s arm again. Whitcombe rushed forward to greet her with a smile as fawning as his words.

      “I need to leave,” Doro murmured, dropping Ben’s arm.

      “I’ve seen enough as well. I’ll escort you home,” Ben replied.

      She began to say something, but a disturbance broke out. The boys at the end of the table had started a fight with the footman, yanking on the basket and stuffing biscuits into their shirts. Ben instinctively ran to intervene.

      “Those vermin are thieves,” the grand lady shouted behind him. He didn’t turn to look. He managed to separate the combatants, but he made no effort to restrain the boys when they ran for the door, taking the basket with them.

      “Did those animals injure you, Mr. Clarke?” Whitcombe asked, arriving after the scuffle was over and Ben had helped the footman to his feet.

      Lady Grincleft, as Ben assumed the vision shaking with outrage in front of him to be, was less kind. “Why didn’t you retain them? You could have caught one. If you were my employee, I would fire you. Those thieves assaulted my servant and deserve to be brought before the magistrate.”

      And be transported over biscuits?

      Whitcombe shifted from sympathy to righteous indignation at her words. “Indeed, Mr. Clarke that was poorly done. They cannot be allowed to get away with this. I assure you Lady Grincleft, we will report this atrocity to the authorities.”

      Atrocity? Ben thought the buffoon overplayed his performance, but he did know his audience—the patronizing lady. He turned to Doro to share the humor of it. She was gone.

      Whitcombe went on without noticing Ben’s reactions. “I think you’ll find Mr. Clarke that you may not be suited to Manna and Bread.” If he noticed Doro’s absence, he didn’t say.

      “You will excuse me, Mr. Whitcombe. Thank you for the tour. It was enlightening. My lady, I bid you good day.” Ben escaped and almost ran to the door. When he got there, he found no sign of Doro Bigglesworth. Disappointment crushed him, his shoulders sagged, and he dragged his feet in the direction of Harry’s rented house.

      You underestimated how upsetting those boys were to her. That must be it.

      That didn’t feel right, but it was the best he could muster, baffled as he was by her abrupt departure. He still didn’t know where to find her. He could only hope she came to church the following Sunday.
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        * * *

      

      Terrance earned Doro’s everlasting gratitude. “Thought you might need me,” he said, pushing off the wall on the edge of the church square where he had lingered.

      Doro glanced back toward the mission and wondered if she should wait for Ben. He had dived into the midst of the scuffle and might be there a while. He no doubt had decisions to make and may need to speak with Mr. Whitcombe as well.

      She prayed he didn’t choose Manna and Bread. Those people had been horrible. The snobbery had upset her and no doubt Ben, too. She felt certain the biscuits were as stale as the ones Lady Grincleft served her guests, probably more so. The urge to run returned.

      Coward. You’re afraid you’ll encounter Lady Grincleft, the old bat, and she’ll recognize you. Her sisters couldn’t afford the gossip that would cause. She followed Terrance out of the neighborhood with rapid steps and a heavy heart.

      If she didn’t explain her presence in York to Ben soon, she risked him finding out by accident. She dreaded what he might think. Now she’d left in a hurry again, without knowing where to find him. She would have to wait another week and hope Patience didn’t demand her presence elsewhere—and that he could bring himself to Holy Cross after what happened today. She feared she’d never see him again.
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      Shortly after dawn on the day of the Seahaven Ball, Doro left home. She would spend the day at Smithson’s Assembly Hall overseeing the decorations and the kitchen. It was her major contribution to The Plan as Patience called it. Now that the day of the ball had arrived, she was eager to get it over with. She would have done what she could for her family, and she would be free to face her own life. Her mind ran forward to Sunday and the chance to see Ben, to explain her situation openly. First though, it was vital that this ball be a success.

      They had, all of them, put everything they had into this Season and this event for the sake of the twins and Josefina, and much hung on its success. Of the girls themselves she harbored no doubts. They were exquisitely beautiful young women, inside and out. The gowns Susana had created for them showed each one of them off to perfection. Patience had brilliantly executed an understated word-of-mouth campaign to spread the girls’ worth—their beauty, their virtues, their skills and talents. She crafted a careful message about their marriage portions—modest but solid—to underpin her messages. It would work. It had to.

      Doro had less confidence in York society. Harpies and snakes abounded, ready to spew venom at any sign of weakness. If they caught a whiff of poverty or, worse, trade, they would strike and ruin everything. Her encounter with Lady Grincleft had been a close call.

      She entered Smithson’s by the staff access door, put on her apron and got on with it. The fruit and vegetable delivery arrived right behind her, and she soon lost herself in examining berries, sniffing cheeses, inspecting pears for ripeness, and delighting in the cluster of pineapples she had ordered to add panache. Plunged into work she loved, she let her anxieties fade away and the day flew by.

      Barbara, already wearing the gown they would share, found her in the office going over lists. “Is everything in order?”

      “Did you bring the favors for the supper tables?” The sisters had made clever little paper birds in a rainbow of colors, sitting in nests made of strips of gilt paper. Supper tables, tiny rounds designed for intimacy interspaced with tables of four, had no room for centerpieces. The little nests were an added touch designed to reflect grace and light.

      “We did indeed. Josefina is putting them out as we speak,” Barbara said.

      Doro glanced at her list one more time and checked off “nests.” She rose and removed her apron, tossing it over one arm. “Shall we take a look at the miracle?” she asked grinning at her sister.

      “The ballroom? Yes! And then I need your help with my hair. I brought our kit and the trim for your version of this gown and left them in that private withdrawing room you set up.”

      The ballroom floor was waxed and ready. It wasn’t parquet, but the wood had a golden gleam to it. The tall potted palms from Smithson's stock that lined the floor had been enhanced with camellias. Sparkling chandeliers hung low, ready for servants to light the candles in another hour, just before guests arrived.

      “The candles are lovely—very white!” Barbara said.

      “You sound surprised. I promised you they would be. Do you smell them?” Doro had been lucky enough to obtain spermaceti candles at half the cost of beeswax, yet far superior to smelly tallow.

      “No. Not the least bit, exactly as you said.”

      Terrance trotted over. “We’ve set out the planters, arranged the chairs, run dusters over the floor one more time. This room is ready, and your sister and Katy are putting touches on the supper room, Lady Dorothea.”

      Barbara’s eyes flew open in horror. “Does everyone here know who you are?”

      Terrance grinned. “Only me, and I don’t talk.”

      “They all know me as Miss Doro Biggs, who will direct things from below stairs. When Lady Dorothea Bigglesworth makes her formal—and hopefully very brief—appearance, no one will realize they are the same person. People, even servants, see what they want to see.”

      “It will never work!” Barbara said, sighing deeply.

      “Patience agreed I could stay away until after supper. Most of my work is done by then, and you get to enjoy the supper dance. It will be dark outside; I can accept a few introductions and avoid some of the more observant of the servers.

      Terrance laughed. “There are none, my lady.” The cheeky boy winked at Barbara. “And besides, my job is to tell them they are daft fools if they suggest such a thing.”
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        * * *

      

      The silence in Viscount Stanbeck’s carriage was a blessing. Ben had feared his brother would lecture him on proper behavior all the way to the Seahaven Ball, as if he hadn’t been raised to be a gentleman. He was to see the famous Seahaven Diamonds, dance with each, and, in his brother’s words, “at least consider them.”

      “The word is all three have a respectable if modest portion, in spite of the size of the family,” Harry mused, shredding Ben’s peace. “They will do. Your bequest from grandfather should mirror their portions nicely.”

      What does Harry know about what will “do” for you? Ben grumbled to himself. He swallowed it, determined to do this thing properly. He had agreed to come, he had let himself be trussed in formal evening wear by Harry’s valet, and he possessed manners if little else. Dancing with girls reputed to be the most beautiful in York would be no hardship. But they wouldn’t be Doro.

      “It’s a large family?” Ben asked attempting to deflect the conversation from himself.

      “Rumor is there are a dozen sisters. Once I heard fifteen, but rumors tend to exaggerate,” Harry grinned.

      Harry and Ben climbed the steps to the ballroom and a rather unlikely looking butler greeted them, accepted their cards, and announced in a booming voice, “Henry Clarke, Viscount Stanbeck, and the Honorable Eustace Benedict Clarke.” Ben cringed, glad at least that his middle name had been included on his calling cards.

      The rumors had exaggerated. The Dowager Countess of Seahaven—the very young countess—received them with the three daughters being presented and two others at her side, hardly a dozen. He had to admit the twins and the one called Josefina were breathtakingly beautiful. He recalled Harry droning on about how their mother had once been the stellar debutante of her generation, a renowned beauty.

      He had difficulty focusing. By the time he followed Harry into the ballroom, there was a buzzing in his ears. One after another these young women were introduced as Lady something something Bigglesworth. Bigglesworth. Doro never mentioned relatives that were earl’s daughters. Sisters, yes. She mentioned sisters. These must be some sort of relatives—probably the ones he saw on the street that day—and if he was right, the whole family certainly ran to female progeny.

      He let Harry lead him about the room making introductions, all the while going over what he had just seen. The daughters being presented were indeed lovely, with perfect features and magnificent auburn hair. He preferred the glorious guinea gold of his Doro, but then, he was partial. He’d have to take a closer look at them one by one. He would get his chance. At Harry’s urging he was promised to dance with all of them.

      Two hours later he was still confused. Each of the Seahaven daughters had been utterly charming. Each elegantly poised. Each would be perfectly at home in an earl’s manor or duke’s castle. Yet, he kept seeing echoes of his Doro. While they varied in appearance, all seemed to have a determined chin, and each had a competent air and confident demeanor. He couldn’t shake the sense of familiarity.

      His partner in the supper dance, Susana Bigglesworth, claimed weariness.

      “I’ve danced every dance, Mr. Clarke. Would you be terribly disappointed if we sat?” she said, the good humor lurking in her eyes promising an enjoyable conversation.

      “I would not! I have a better idea. Shall we invade the supper room a bit early, get the lay of the land, and commandeer the best table?”

      The lady laughed as he intended, accepted his escort, and followed his lead into supper.

      He stopped in his tracks just inside the door. Servants busily laid out the feast, hoisting trays and arranging dishes attractively. The woman overseeing the operation with graceful hand gestures and words he could not hear wore a plain gown and a serviceable apron. She also had guinea gold hair and a determined chin, the picture of Doro Bigglesworth.

      A gentle tug on his arm brought him back to reality. He escorted his partner to a prime table and held her chair. When he looked back up, the woman had disappeared. Ben questioned his sanity. Had he become so besotted with Doro that he saw her everywhere? Soon he would be afraid to walk the streets for fear every woman had her face.

      He forced his erratic thoughts away and concentrated on his partner. You are a gentleman, and you know how to listen, damn it. Do so. He vowed to have a conversation with Doro on Sunday.
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      Doro scurried to the private withdrawing room and dropped into a chair. With supper served, she had an hour to change the trim on Barbara’s gown and turn it into her own. A gauze overskirt created by Susana would mute the color. No one would notice that it was the same dress. She wafted a prayer of thanks this was the only ball they all needed to attend at the same time. Gown sharing would be easier the rest of the Season.

      She chided herself for worrying whether Katy and the other servers could handle supper without her. They were all well trained, but she feared being called to deal with a disaster while in her Lady Dorothea guise. She would be avoiding the supper room. As it was, she had been forced to duck out early. She caught sight of a couple entering out of the corner of her eye. She didn’t know who it was, but she didn’t wait for them to get a good look. She just left. Katy must have thought she was out of her mind.

      Moments later, Barbara shut the door behind her and leaned on it, stars in her eyes. “Oh, Doro…”

      "What has happened, Barbara?” Doro gasped. “You look radiant. Is Jack here?”

      Barbara nodded, biting her lower lip. "I'll tell you everything later, for I have an assignation! Now help me out of this gown‚ and don't worry about the dress, I've told him." 

      Doro stood riveted to the spot, thrilled for her sister.

      “Help me with these ties,” Barbara said, unhooking the train and turning so Doro could undo the back of the gown. Doro pulled herself together and did as she was bid. In moments, Barbara sat in her shift while the two women began removing the strip of silk embroidered with pink and yellow flowers that Susana had tacked around the hem of the pale blue gown, and the matching, narrower ones around each sleeve. They then added bands of cleverly constructed rosettes and bits of seashells around the sleeves and beneath the bodice and blond lace along the decolletage, overlapping the bodice.

      Doro was to forego the train, a blessing for which she was grateful. She let Barbara tie her in back, the opening rethreaded with ribbon in a contrasting color.

      “Now the overskirt,” Barbara said.

      Doro had no way to judge the results. “I wish we had a mirror.”

      Barbara stared. “It works. She was right; it works. You look a treat and that pale primrose overskirt floats over the blue silk giving it a green cast, almost a saxon green. Not one woman in that ballroom will recognize this gown. Susana is a genius.

      Doro went down the servants’ stairs from habit and skirted the ballroom. Dancing had resumed. It wouldn’t do to make a public entrance. She would be just one more Seahaven daughter. Everyone would assume she had been there the entire time. At least, that was the plan. She slipped quietly in a side door, scanned the ballroom for Patience and made a beeline for her.

      She slipped to her stepmother’s side, breathless as if from dancing rather than from running down the stairs, and pasted a smile on her face.

      “Dorothea, dear, I saw you dancing just now. You are so graceful, I envy you,” Patience said, eyes sparkling with laughter. She introduced her to the woman and man with whom she had been conversing, Sir somebody and his wife. The names escaped her as did those of the next five people. One gentleman, introduced as Lord Diomedes Finchley, led her out to dance.

      “We meet at last, Lady Dorothea,” he said.

      “I beg your pardon,” Doro said, suddenly wary.

      “Lady Chloe Tavistock had me in knots looking for you after the incident at the lecture,” he said with an impish grin. “You and the monkey.”

      Doro grinned back. “You’re Chloe’s Lord Diomedes!”

      “Am I? Chloe’s?” he asked, brow raised. He led her into position and the moment passed.

      When the dance concluded, he led her back to Patience. Her stepmother now conversed with two well-dressed young gentlemen with dark hair. She smiled up at Doro. “There you are, dear one. Lady Dorothea Bigglesworth, may I make Viscount Stanbeck and his brother, the Honorable Eustace Clarke, known to you?”

      Doro’s heart froze in her chest. Her hand sagged half way to the gentlemen and she forgot to curtsy. The honorable Eustace looked like he’d swallowed an entire lemon. Whole. Eustace indeed!

      What is Ben Clarke doing here dressed up like a prancing lording? And oh, dear God, what must he think of me? They stared at one another, incapable of common courtesy.

      Patience and the viscount exchanged confused looks, both eyeing Doro and Ben. The viscount cleared his throat. “May we gather you two have met?” he asked.

      “Lady Dorothea, may I have this dance,” Ben choked out, ignoring the others.

      Doro wanted to sink into the floor, but that did not seem possible. She lay two fingers on his arm, and walked to her doom.
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        * * *

      

      Hired assembly rooms have no garden but they do, apparently, have a terrace overlooking the square below. Or so Doro—Lady Dorothea—told him when he demanded to know. She seemed to know the place well. Can this night get any stranger? Ben doubted it.

      Halfway across the room, she let go of his arm, and he had to skip to catch up with her as she reached the door. He grabbed her hand, half fearing she meant to bolt.

      The terrace wasn’t large, but neither was it crowded. A few people mingled near the railing. A couple engaged in intimate familiarity in the corner to the far left of the glass doors, shadowed rather less than they obviously hoped by the gloom.

      When Doro stopped in the middle, Ben, who still had her by the hand, dragged her to the similarly darkened corner to the right. It provided inadequate privacy, but it would have to do.

      One hard yank on her arm swung Doro into the corner, around his front, to a hard stop against his chest. His other arm anchored her fast against his body and his mouth came down on hers. No tender salute this. Passion driven by anger and frustrated desire drove him. He plundered. He invaded. He…

      He felt like a cad, but he didn’t care. Besides, she kissed him back, clinging to his shoulders like she might drown if she let go. When the need to breathe forced him to pull back a fraction of an inch, Doro closed the distance and kissed him again. That’s when he realized she was crying.

      “Enough.” He held both her arms and set her a bit away. Not so far that she could run off. Just enough to reassemble his scattered wits. “Do you want to explain to me what happened here?”

      “You kissed me. Rather thoroughly.”

      Shame over her tears warred with delight at her passionate response. “Not that! Who are you, and what game are you playing?” he demanded gently wiping the tears from her cheeks.

      “Lower your voice.” She hissed at him in the gloom. “I’ll answer your questions, but keep your voice down.” Apparently satisfied that he wasn’t going to shout her deception to the rooftops, she went on. “I am Doro Bigglesworth, Lady Dorothea Bigglesworth. In Harrogate the title didn’t seem to matter.”

      “This isn’t Harrogate; it is York. Why the deception?”

      She snorted. No ladylike cringing for his Doro. “You know what society thinks of those of us who are forced to work for a living. I didn’t lie to you about our situation. We needed my wages at the Hampton. My father was indeed the Earl of Seahaven, but when he died, we were left with nothing; Patience struggles to support the children. All of us had to scramble to help. If word got out here, it would ruin everything, destroy my sisters’ chances.”

      “So, you’re deceiving all of York instead, so the Seahaven Diamonds can latch on to some wealthy fool and enrich all of you. Are the rumors about their dowries lies, too?”

      “No! We pooled all we had, the money meant for the ten of us, and concentrated it on them.” She poked him with one very sharp finger. Hard. Several times. “That is precisely what people will think if you spread gossip, and it won’t be true. Not true at all.”

      He grabbed her hand to stop her from jabbing him. “I saw you supervising supper like one of the servants. One minute you’re in an apron. The next you float across the dance floor in a gown designed to send a man’s imagination where it has no business going. It’s dishonest. It’s—”

      “What about you—the Honorable Eustace Clarke. Who precisely is he? You haven’t been exactly forthcoming. Sunday, you wandered the Shambles in a shabby coat and clerical collar. Tonight, my stepmother introduces you looking like the answer to a maiden’s dreams. Exactly how honorable is that? You never mentioned your brother the viscount in Harrogate either.”

      She had a point. He started to say Harry’s title hadn’t mattered in Harrogate, but that was exactly what she said about hers. Ben wasn’t ready to concede. He didn’t know what to say.

      She sagged before his eyes. “Please, Ben. The girls are good and sweet; they deserve a chance, and society can be cruel. We need to talk more. Promise me you won’t give out some half-baked story before then. You need to meet Patience.”

      Talk. She deserves that much.

      “Not a word. Even to your brother,” she said.

      “I won’t lie to Harry,” he protested.

      “I’m not asking you to lie. Just… Don’t tell him more than you have to,” she insisted.

      “Deceive him? Let him believe half-truths and falsehood?” He glared at her.

      She sighed, dropped her gaze to her feet, and nodded. “Put like that, I can see your reluctance. I’ll warn Patience.”

      “Tomorrow,” he said.

      Her head bobbed up.

      “I will call on you at your home tomorrow.” He ran a hand through the back of his neck. “At least now I know where to find you. I may bring Harry.”

      Her lips trembled. Perhaps she meant to smile. This time when he lowered his head to hers, he went slowly, giving her time to pull away, and touched his lips to hers tenderly. Her mouth moved under his, a tentative exploration and he was lost. He deepened the kiss, pulling her closer.

      The door opened on two laughing couples, enough to remind them how little privacy they had. She sighed when he pulled away. He offered his arm. “Tomorrow,” he whispered leading her back into the ballroom toward her stepmother and his brother, both watching them come with avid eyes. She disappeared soon after.
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      “Are you going to tell me about it?” Harry sat across from Ben in the carriage, his face in shadow.

      Ben hoped his was equally obscure. “About what?”

      “You danced with the darlings of the hour, three of the most exquisitely beautiful women to make their bows in York in a decade, and they left you unmoved. You are introduced to their older sister and within moments you haul her to the terrace in front of the entire crowd, and come back in with her hair mussed, your cravat askew, and, unless I’m mistaken, her gown slightly off center. Then the lady disappears from the ballroom ten minutes later, and you announce it is time to leave.”

      “Not correct.”

      “Which part?”

      “I didn’t haul her. I merely escorted her as a gentleman would,” Ben insisted.

      Harry laughed and slammed his head against the back of the seat. “In that case I would hate to see you behave in an ungentlemanly fashion.” He sat upright and leaned his elbows on his knees. “What is between you and Lady Dorothea?”

      “We met in Harrogate. We became friends.”

      “You were horrified when the countess introduced you. Both of you. You each looked like you’d seen a ghost. And why did she run off?”

      “It isn’t mine to tell,” Ben said.

      “Fair enough. I think. Are you in love with the chit? Because if you are, I—”

      “You nothing. My life is my own. And Doro isn’t a ‘chit.’”

      “Doro, is it? I’m right then.”

      Ben could hear the smirk even if he couldn’t see it. “Watch it or I will have to wipe that smug grin off your face.”

      “What? You seem to have snagged yourself a Seahaven heiress after all.”

      “She isn’t an heiress!” What had Doro told him? They pooled their dowry money for this one Season for the younger girls. Ben didn’t care. Harry might, but it wouldn’t be his business.

      “You still haven’t explained her odd behavior. The countess seemed perfectly normal.”

      “As I said, it isn’t mine to tell. I am calling on her tomorrow. Come if you want to get better acquainted.”

      “God save us. After tonight, half the men in York will be in the Bigglesworth drawing room tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Chaos reigned. That is the only way Doro could describe the vases of flowers arriving faster than they could find place for them, or the crowd of avidly curious ladies and, well, avid at least, suitors that occupied every available chair, window sill, and spot on which one may artfully arrange oneself to stand and gape. She feared Ben would call in the middle of this, and he wouldn’t be able to see her over the gardenias, much less find space for a quiet talk.

      If he hadn’t said “tomorrow,” she would leave, but then who would maintain the pretense that there was an actual cook in the kitchen? As it was, Mrs. Crewe, their stalwart housekeeper, Maggy, their poor little maid of all work, and the temporary footman, ran their feet off refilling refreshment trays with cakes and biscuits Doro had thought to bake ahead. Thank goodness they had prepared.

      In spite of that, Doro had to bake three batches of lemon cakes this morning. Patience normally helped with baking, but she positively glowed with the success of the ball, and it became clear to Doro that her mind was elsewhere this morning.

      Another hour passed with no sign of Ben. Doro slipped out of the drawing room to check on the kitchen. A half hour later, she took two sheets from the oven, removed her apron, and walked up the kitchen stairs cautiously, carrying a tray of warm Chelsea buns and hoping things had quieted down. Cousin Rose’s house, alas, had no servants’ stair.

      The kitchen stairs ended in the entranceway behind the main stairs across from the main door. Upstairs, the voices droned on. At the sound of a knock, Doro paused near the top of the kitchen stairs. In her position she would be out of sight. At least she would be if no one looked over the banister of the family stairs on their way up to the drawing room.

      She heard the new butler lead yet more gentlemen through the inner hall, hand off their hats to the temporary footman, and direct them upstairs. She took one step down, but stopped when she recognized their voices.

      The butler, now at the door to the drawing room, announced the guests. “Viscount Stanbeck and…” He faltered before concluding. “Viscount Stanbeck.”

      What on earth? Doro took one step up and gazed upward. Ben, half way down on the higher stairs, peering at her over the banister.

      “What are you doing?” he asked reasonably. He wore, she noticed, another new suit.

      “Baking.”

      He came down, looking like a man with something on his mind, grinned at her, and grabbed a Chelsea bun.

      Before she could react, there was another knock at the door, and the footman went to open it. Doro ran up the remaining steps, plopped the tray on the side table covered with men’s hats, grabbed Ben’s hand—the one that wasn’t being licked free of the remnants of a sticky bun—and pulled him into the dressing room behind the stairs—not much more than a closet,—and shut the door behind them.

      “Doro, what are you doing?” He asked finishing his treat.

      “It is madness up there. We would have no chance to talk.”

      He stood so close their breath melded, and his heat enfolded her. “Are you sure talk is what you want?” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Oh, joy of all his dreams! Ben could think of nothing the entire night before but the feel of Doro in his arms. Titles, the Bigglesworths’ convoluted plan, Hornebury, the archbishop—none of it mattered. Whatever had to be done, all he cared about is that he and Doro do it together. Now here she was. As close as he might want. Almost. He reached for her.

      Doro groaned and tipped her forehead against his shoulder and whispered. “Oh Ben, I am desperately sorry about last night. I came to Holy Cross on Sunday to tell you about the courtesy title, explain our plan, and, and… All of it.”

      “But Whitcombe waylaid us.” He hated the tension in her voice. He pulled her closer with one arm and rubbed circles on her back with the other to comfort, to reassure.

      They kept their voices down. What was the point of a good hiding place if you made noise?

      Her head popped up. “Those people were so awful, Ben. Please tell me you won’t take a position there. Manna and Bread isn’t what you want it to be.”

      “No chance of that. You needn’t worry. Dare I hope you have an interest in where I do finally settle?”

      “I— Of course I— You—”

      He kissed her gently then, moved by her flustered response. Hope soared. “I think you can guess what I’m asking, Doro. I need to know what you think because what matters to me is that you are with me wherever I end up.”

      This time she kissed him. Thoroughly. Driving everything he planned to tell her right out of his mind. He pulled her closer with one hand and used the other to cup her neck and hold her in place while he deepened their kiss, eliciting gratifying—and arousing—groans from the woman he adored.

      When she pulled her head back, he loosened his hold. “Is this a proposal then?” she breathed.

      He chuckled. “It isn’t the one I planned, nor the one you deserve, but yes.”

      She kissed him again, a quick salute, but pulled away again when he wanted to explore more thoroughly. “There are some things you should know in that case,” she whispered. “We really are poor, especially because there are so many of us. If the girls make good marriages, my wages won’t be needed, but there’s no dowry for me. I agreed to that.”

      “I.” Kiss. “Don’t.” Kiss. “Care.” He tried to pull her in again, but she put a hand on his chest.

      “I know well how to make economies. I don’t need servants. But Ben, how will we live?”

      He sobered and lowered his hands, taking hold of hers. “I have some choices to make, but I’ll always be a clergyman of modest means. I could accept an appointment at Hornebury with a decent stipend and house, and perhaps augmented by an allowance from the Stanbeck estate. Or a less lucrative holding along the coast that serves our unemployed soldiers. Since I will have such a clever wife, I have hopes that we will manage comfortably. Once I marry, I’ll receive a bequest from my grandfather as well, one that may enable us to see to our children’s future.”

      She sighed. “Children. We will have children?”

      “If you say yes, we will.”

      “Yes. Oh yes,” she breathed and leaned into him, her head on his chest and peace came over him. They would manage. Someday he would tell her about the grieving mother in Oxford and what drove him to Harrogate. But he had done enough penance. Together they would do as much good as they could.

      She tipped her head up. and he kissed her again. And again. Her hands came up under his waistcoat, and his began to roam, exploring every curve he could reach.

      “Doro, are you in there? Most of the people left and Patience—” Light blinded him momentarily when the door opened revealing a young girl with blond hair and that determined Bigglesworth chin.

      “Oh my,” she gasped.

      Doro straightened but didn’t move away. “Mr. Clarke, may I present Miss Emma and Miss Merry Bigglesworth.”

      He wondered which one was the one running up the stairs shouting, “Mama! Doro is in the coat closet kissing a man.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s a good thing we came late,” Ben muttered following Doro out of the dressing room.

      “You’re in the suds now, Doro,” Emma said. “You best let me help you straighten before you go up to face the music.”

      She felt Ben’s hands at her back fastening her dress while Emma rearranged the front and pulled it straight.

      “Are the guests really gone, Emma?” Doro asked.

      “All but some viscount. He said he was waiting for his delinquent brother.” Her little sister cast another glance at Ben, now properly dressed. “His words, sir, not mine.”

      “That sounds like Harry,” Ben said.

      “Will he be angry?”

      “He’ll be delighted,” Ben said, planting a quick kiss on her nose.

      “Mr. Clarke best tuck his shirt all the way in or Mama will take offence,” Emma murmured shooting him quick glances.

      Doro reached up and straightened Ben’s disordered hair. “You’re well and truly tied to me now, Ben.”

      He returned the favor. “I’m thankful for that, the greatest of all possible blessings. Let’s go tell them.”

      They stood in the doorway hand in hand moments later, Emma having skipped in ahead of them, and stared at a room full of people on their feet. Josefina and Barbara kept shooting anxious glances at Patience. Susana looked ready to leap to Doro’s defense, and the twins could only be described as hopeful. Doro regretted that Bess wasn’t there to hear the news.

      Patience, standing next to the viscount who seemed to be struggling to suppress a grin, appeared to anticipate an event. A significant event. They gave her one.

      Ben squeezed Doro’s hand and gave them what they wanted. “You may congratulate us. Lady Dorothea has made me the happiest of men.”

      “That means we’re going to be married, Merry,” Doro said, laughing.

      Two hours later, after champagne, excited congratulations, exclamations, and explanations on all sides, Ben and his brother took their leave. Their life in Harrogate, Pilgrim’s Rest, the encounter at Holy Cross, had been retold repeatedly, and wedding ideas flowed in and out among the sisters, bouncing back and forth—some discarded, some set aside for later consideration.

      Patience kept the sisters upstairs and the viscount waited just outside while Ben kissed her good-bye. Several times.

      “Thank you for agreeing to keep our betrothal a secret until the Season is over,” she said.

      “Of course. We’ll be a courting couple and keep Ivy, Iris, and Josefina in the society’s focus.”

      “Only until race week. After the races we’ll have our own celebration.”

      He put his lips next to her ear and whispered, “Oh, we’ll have some private celebration well before that.” He left her blushing in the entranceway, hesitant to join the others just yet.
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      Viscount Stanbeck’s prize stallion ran in the third race on the premier day of race week. Doro understood almost nothing of the Sport of Kings, wagers, or horseflesh, but standing at Ben’s side in the Viscount’s box, and surrounded by those she loved, she knew perfect contentment.

      Doro looked fondly over her assembled family. Patience radiated joy. All her efforts and borne fruit well beyond her expectations. The twins bounced with excitement, and the others? Well, it seemed their stay in York had changed all their lives for the better.

      As the jockeys nudged their horses into position for the third race, Doro leaned her head against Ben’s shoulder, no longer worried what the gossips of York might think. “Was Harry horribly disappointed when you accepted the living at Aberstowe?” she asked.

      “He’s too happy to see me settled. Aberstowe is a good-sized community, and, they seem eager to have us.” The decision made, Ben was at peace. The stipend was better than he had expected, and, lying as it did on the coast above Great Yarmouth, there were former soldiers and seamen among the parishioners. Many of them, unemployed with families to support, needed the services of The Soldier’s Benefit Society, which would be Ben’s to oversee. Others actively participated in the society’s work. “We’ll do well there.” He smiled down on her.

      She glowed up at him. “I am thrilled that we will live by the sea, and the vicarage is lovely—or it will be when I’m finished with it!” Doro became so lost in dreams of the future, she almost missed the race, but shouting brought her back to her surroundings.

      The horses pounded to the finish, Harry’s horse, coming alas, second. Doro had lost her six shillings. Others seemed less downcast having made more complicated—or wiser—wagers. Harry seemed least downcast of all, which surprised her. In fact, he ordered champagne served in the box. Some of the others trickled in until a sea of Bigglesworths surrounded them.

      The Viscount called for attention and raised his glass. “To Galant Major who had the good sense not to injure himself and spoil my chances of his future progeny.”

      A hearty laugh greeted that repost.

      “And to my brother the Honorable Eustace…”

      “Stifle it, Harry,” Ben shouted at him.

      Harry tried to appear offended, but he spoiled it with a grin, “To the new Vicar of Aberstowe by the Sea. I am pleased to announce—at long last—his betrothal to Lady Dorothea Bigglesworth. To Ben and Doro!”

      At that moment Doro believed she was the most abundantly blessed woman in all of Yorkshire. As she met the eye of first one sister and then another, she thought, Well, one of them anyway.

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Doro and Ben’s life in Harrogate and York is a whole new world for me. This story doesn’t connect to any of my other books. If you want to sample my work, try A Dangerous Nativity, which is always free. Or better yet try the first book in one or all of my series:

        The Wayward Son, book one in my Ashmead Heirs, a series centered on two intertwined families in a small village and on an infamous will left behind by an earl, leaving most of his goods to his illegitimate children. Era: Regency

        The Renegade Wife, book one in my Children of Empire series, in which my heroes explore the far reaches of British colonial power in Canada, India, China, and, most recently, Egypt, finding love wherever they go. Characters in this one intertwine with characters in the Dangerous series. Era: Victorian

        Dangerous Works, book one in my Dangerous series, in which four friends, survivors of the Napoleonic wars risk the most dangerous territory of all, the human heart. Era: Regency
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      Award winning author of family centered romance set in the Regency and Victorian eras, Caroline Warfield has been many things: traveler, librarian, poet, raiser of children, bird watcher, Internet and Web services manager, conference speaker, indexer, tech writer, genealogist—even a nun. She reckons she is on at least her third act, happily working in an office surrounded by windows where she lets her characters lead her to adventures in England and the far-flung corners of the British Empire. She nudges them to explore the riskiest territory of all, the human heart, because love is worth the risk.
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        At the age of twenty seven, Lady Barbara has long accepted her position on the shelf. She is thrilled to put aside her music-teaching in order to help her beautiful young sisters find eligible husbands.

        But then, a chance encounter with an unconventional and mysterious young piano tuner has her heart in a spin. Can she trust him? And can she save him from the lethal threat hanging over them both?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      There is nothing worse than foul weather for putting one in a foul mood. Having tramped two miles in torrential rain, blown horizontally into her face by the spiteful wind, Barbara hoped grimly that it was worth her while. If the young Hastons had not practiced, they were in for the ear-lashing of their little lifetimes.

      Barbara shed her sodden cloak and handed it to the sympathetic maid.

      “Oh dear, my lady,” the girl said in dismay. “I do hope your bonnet is not ruined by that awful rain.”

      “That bonnet was born ruined,” Barbara admitted, thinking with some longing of the much prettier ones made and secretly sold by her sisters, “but I would appreciate it a little drier when I leave, if you could manage that? And the cloak. Thank you!”

      “Of course, my lady!” The maid scurried toward the kitchen with the dripping garments, calling over her shoulder, “The children are waiting for you in t’ music room!”

      Setting off up the staircase, Barbara eased the damp fabric of her gown off her shoulders and shivered. She hoped there would be a fire in the music room, for the Hastons were subject to bouts of penny-pinching, despite their impressive wealth. If only she could prevail on them to understand they were wasting their money paying for their children’s musical education when their pianoforte was so badly out of tune.

      At the top of the stairs she paused, her jaw dropping, for she could hear repeated soundings of a distant, perfect E on the pianoforte. Followed by a swift, perfectly in tune octave. She almost smiled, her bad mood clearing like clouds from a summer sky. The Hastons had got their instrument tuned!

      With lighter steps, she hurried along the gallery to the room beyond the drawing room, and pushed open the door.

      There, in front of the piano, she beheld the three Haston children clustered around a strange man in his shirt sleeves. He held a tuning lever in one hand and was shoving out both elbows in an exaggerated kind of way, as if to clear himself a space, while the children laughed up at him in delight.

      The man, who seemed amused by the children, sensed Barbara’s presence first and lifted his gaze, a smile just dying on his lips and in his sparkling eyes.

      He must have been on the wrong side of thirty, and not conventionally handsome, his features being just a little too irregular, as though heedlessly slung together rather than carefully placed. Deep set eyes and dark hollows beneath his cheek bones lent him a slightly shadowed, mysterious look that might have been menacing save for the engaging smile. Even so, as Barbara’s sudden jolt of awareness testified, the overall effect was pleasing to the eye.

      The children turned to follow his attention and squealed, deserting their new friend to rush upon her in a babble of words so muddled, it was impossible to separate the speakers.

      “Lady Babs! Lady Babs! Come and see! Mr. Jack is fixing the piano and it sounds different! Do you like it? Is he doing it right? Is it better?”

      Barbara had many younger siblings. And although she was secretly touched by the Haston children’s affection and informality, she was also, it seemed, their only source of good manners. So, she looked down her nose and said pleasantly, “Good morning, children.”

      At once, tugging fingers let go of her gown and her hand. Two hurried curtsies and a bow accompanied a subdued chorus of, “Good morning, Lady Babs.”

      She then allowed herself to be dragged by the hands toward the piano. She seemed to be magnetically drawn in that direction in any case.

      “This is Mr. Jack, the piano tuner,” Hetty said, anxious to perform an acceptable introduction.

      “He’s funny,” little Georgiana remarked with a grin.

      “And this is Lady Babs who teaches us about music,” Hetty finished.

      If Mr. Jack found it odd that Lady Anyone was teaching music to a mill owner’s children, he gave no sign of it, merely bowing rather than tugging his forelock as she half expected. But then, the tall beaver hat sitting on the piano stool was that of a gentleman, and the coat carelessly discarded beneath of considerably better quality than anything Barbara owned.

      “Lady Babs,” he said gravely, while his eyes danced, perhaps even seeing the joke that anyone as rigidly polite as herself should allow her wild charges to address her as “Lady Babs”.

      She inclined her head, murmuring, “Barbara Bigglesworth.”

      His lips quirked. “What a charming name.”

      “Is it? I have always considered it rather a mouthful. Is your task likely to be completed within the hour, Mr. Jack?”

      “It is. I have only this final octave to finish.”

      “Then, perhaps the children and I will study the harp for a little while we wait.”

      “Can’t we watch Mr. Jack?” Robert asked, disappointed.

      “I suspect he will do better without your supervision.”

      As she hauled the children off to the harp on the other side of the room, she paused. “Will the harp interfere with your work, Mr. Jack?”

      “Not at all,” he said cheerfully. “I have become adept at tuning out sounds I don’t need.”

      At that moment, the door opened again, and a footman appeared with a tray. “We thought you’d need it, my lady after your journey in this weather,” he said, depositing the tray on the table by the window.

      “How very thoughtful,” she said gratefully. “Thank you.”

      In truth, despite the fire burning merrily in the grate, she still felt chilled to the bone, thanks to her damp clothes. Hastily, she set the children to play the scales she had taught them the last time they had looked at the harp some weeks ago, and all but pounced on the tea tray.

      “Sugar and cream, Mr. Jack?” she inquired, trying not to hug the tea pot.

      “No, just as it comes, if you please.”

      She managed to pour the tea in a civilized manner and approached him with the cup. He took his head out of the pianoforte to accept it with another of his quick smiles. Attractive laughter lines fanned out around the corners of his eyes.

      She was at a loss to place him, for he was nothing like the brisk, respectful tuners who called three times a year at the cottage in Starbrook. His origins eluded her. But then, they were none of her business.

      Setting the tea on the little table beside the pianoforte with one hand, he pressed a key with the other and winced. His hands were not those of a working man, but long and slender and sinewy. A musician’s hands.

      Hastily, she dragged her gaze away and returned to her own teacup, which she cradled in her hands as she made herself listen to the children’s scales. At least the harp was more or less in tune, for she had seen to that very recently. While she drank her tea, they each played their scales, and Hetty even remembered the simple tune she had taught them before.

      While Barbara listened and taught, she found herself very conscious of the tuner at the other side of the room, deftly and efficiently adjusting the tension on the strings to bring each key back into harmony with its fellows.

      He did not interrupt her lesson, but once she happened to glance in his direction and he was watching her while he listened to the final G. Instead of being embarrassed, he smiled at her and went back to tweaking the string.

      A few moments later, he played the keys in the octave in rapid succession, and then ran a finger up the keyboard from bottom to top and back down. A few interesting and dramatic chords sounded, and then he said casually, “Excuse me, ma’am, the pianoforte is all yours.”

      Barbara rose with relief—the children’s fingers were too soft to stand the harp strings for long—and herded her charges up to the piano. There, while Mr. Jack collected his instruments tools into a case, then donned his coat, she began the improvisation game with them. She played a little and let them continue in turn. It was both enjoyable and a useful exercise, and if they had fun, they were more likely to pay attention to the hand corrections and duller theory she also imparted.

      Mr. Jack seemed to take an inordinately long time about buttoning his coat. She thought he was listening to the children. His presence disturbed Barbara, but not in an unpleasant way. She had even decided to address him directly, when they were suddenly interrupted by Mrs. Haston darting into the room.

      “Ah, sir, you are finished!” she cried in delight. “Lady Barbara, good day, I hope the children are…” She tailed off as she often did, and smiled winningly at the tuner. “I have ordered tea to be sent up. You must partake before you go, while you explain to me simply what I must do to care for this poor instrument.”

      Good luck with that, Barbara thought cynically. She had been trying to persuade Mrs. Haston to have the instrument cleaned, tuned and cared for every three months, or at least twice a year. But she had never remembered until now.

      “One of the strings snapped,” Hetty whispered to Barbara, since they were on the stool together.

      Barbara only nodded, and returned to encouraging a greater lightness of touch on the keys. While she taught and listened to each of her pupils—who had indeed practiced—she was very aware of the low-voiced conversation going on between Mrs. Haston and Mr. Jack. Mrs. Haston was by nature a friendly, fluttery creature, but the third f—flirty—had never struck Barbara before. She was definitely flirting with the tuner, who said nothing to encourage her. Although he did not nor did he take his leave.

      When the lessons had finished, and Barbara had set her pupils their practice for next week, she released them and stood up. But since Mrs. Haston was fishing coins from her purse to pay the tuner, she decided discretion was in order, and sat back down again. Having no intention of leaving herself without payment, she pretended to be blind to his.

      While the children joined in the adults’ chatter, and coins jingled, Barbara played randomly, moving inevitably into a piece that had been in her head all day. This distracted her entirely, until the silence in the rest of the room finally intruded.

      She glanced up and her fingers froze on the keys, for the children, their mother and the tuner were all gazing at her. Neither Mrs. Haston nor the children seemed to know why they were looking, so Barbara could only assume Mr. Jack had begun it. Certainly, there was surprise and unexpected warmth in his eyes.

      “Don’t stop,” he said. “You play it very well.”

      “Oh no,” she muttered, jumping to her feet. “I was only passing time.”

      “What piece is it?” Mrs. Haston inquired. “I don’t believe I have heard it before.”

      “It’s part of a concerto I heard in Harrogate last month,” Barbara said. “By a Mr. John Sutton. I was only playing from memory, for I don’t have the music.”

      “Come and have a cup of tea with us before you go,” Mrs. Haston begged.

      This was part of their ritual. In fact, it was like this with all her pupils. Everyone pretended she was a guest and the money passed so casually across the table or simply dropped into her music case, was never mentioned beyond a brief, “Thank you,” from Barbara.

      Accordingly, she went through the motions of sitting on the sofa beside her hostess, drinking another cup of tea, and quietly removing the coins in front of her on the table.

      “At least the rain has gone off,” Robert reported from the window.

      “Such a downpour we had earlier,” Mrs. Haston remarked, as if Barbara had not walked here through it. “The ground will be so muddy! Shall I send you home in the carriage, Lady Barbara?”

      “Oh, no, ma’am, it will be quite pleasant walking now that the rain is off. In fact, I shall be on my way. Thank you for the tea.”

      “Have you far to go?” Mr. Jack asked.

      “No, just to Starbrook,” she replied.

      “On the Harrogate road?” he said. “I am going that way myself and would be honored to escort you.”

      She turned her haughtiest gaze upon him. “I do not need an escort.”

      One eyebrow lifted in apparent surprise. “Neither do I, but I would appreciate the company.”

      “He is quite the gentleman, I assure you, my lady,” Mrs. Haston said seriously. “My husband said so. Though I suppose it would not be quite the thing to shut the pair of you up together in my carriage.”

      “I prefer to walk, ma’am,” Barbara insisted, rising to her feet.

      “As do I,” Mr. Jack said.

      Barbara eyed his coat doubtfully, and then his shiny, mud-free boots. “How did you come from Harrogate, sir?”

      “I didn’t. I am going there now.”

      It seemed impolite to inquire further, so she turned back to Mrs. Haston. “I shall come next week if that is agreeable. But if you recall, that will be my last lesson until June.”

      The children looked flatteringly disappointed.

      “Oh dear,” Mrs. Haston said anxiously. “I had forgotten. The children miss you so between visits. What am I to do with them for eight whole weeks?”

      “You might consider a governess,” Barbara suggested. “I would still be happy to supplement their musical education when I return.”

      “Couldn’t you manage to fit us in at all during April and May?” Mrs. Haston wheedled. “Could you really not be spared for an hour or two?”

      “No, ma’am, I’m afraid it would be impossible. I shall be too far away. Family commitments.” She spoke with finality, for she and her sisters and stepmother had made their decision weeks ago, and all was in hand. She could not walk here from York!

      Mrs. Haston, looking disappointed, returned to flirting with Mr. Jack, but her heart no longer seemed to be in it. She was lonely. Her husband had bought this large, country house as a monument to his success and installed his family in it. But he still spent most of his time at his mills, making more money. Barbara doubted that Mr. Jack was the answer to the lady’s marital problems, but she had no intention of standing in the way.

      Accordingly, she rose and bade them both a civil goodbye. The children trooped downstairs with her, and the maid and the butler himself appeared in the hall, reverently carrying her cloak and bonnet. Both were blessedly dry and warm, and she bestowed a genuinely grateful smile upon the servants, along with her thanks.

      With each soaking, the poor old bonnet grew more disreputable, but she could do little about that unless she was prepared to use her best for every day. She looked hastily away from the mirror in the hall, to discover Mr. Jack waiting patiently at the door. She blinked in some surprise, but sailed out of the house in front of him with a curt nod.

      As he fell into step beside her, she said abruptly, “Sir, I have no need of your escort. I have walked this way a hundred times. Please use whatever conveyance brought you here.”

      “I don’t think the farmer could oblige me.”

      “Farmer?” she repeated, distracted.

      “He let me ride on his cart from Wetherby. I had missed the stagecoach.”

      Barbara cast a skeptical eye over his hat, overcoat and polished boots. “You do not have the appearance of a man who journeys by stagecoach, let alone by farmer’s cart.”

      “The people at the inn were very good at looking after my best clothes. The ones in here—” He swung up what looked like a violin case— “have not fared so well. But I would hardly be admitted to the Haston house looking as if I had slept in my clothes.”

      She eyed the violin case and then met his gaze. She was walking briskly down the drive, he matching his stride to hers with easy, casual grace. “I don’t believe you are a tuner of pianofortes by trade. Although you appear to be competent.”

      “Thank you,” he said politely. “But you are only half-right. When I was a boy, I worked for a manufacturer of pianofortes by day, and played music by night. I learned enough to get by, and to do favors for friends.”

      “Mrs. Haston is your friend?”

      “If so, a very new one. I met her husband at the inn where I was staying. We appeared to have a mutual acquaintance, and Haston gave me a note of introduction and sent me to his wife.”

      “But you do not return to Wetherby?”

      “I do not. I am amusing myself wandering the countryside of my boyhood, from town to town. Harrogate is next.”

      “You no longer live in Yorkshire?”

      “Not since I was seventeen years old. I ran away from home to become a famous musician, as I imagined.”

      Barbara felt a tug of empathy. She too had often wished to run away from everything and only play music, not to be famous, but to make her hearers’ spirits soar and weep along with her own. But such dreams were not for women, certainly not for earls’ daughters. All she had managed was to show off her accomplishment at a few social events during her father’s lifetime to largely unappreciative or jealous company.

      “Did you succeed?” she asked lightly.

      He shrugged. “Up to a point. Eventually. Once I had realized I didn’t know as much as I thought I did, that I was not half as good as I imagined. When I had studied, worked and played my way around Europe, dodging the war and various armies as I went, I began to make a modest reputation, especially since the peace. I played in Vienna during the Congress, which helped, earning me invitations all over the world, from Russia to the United States.”

      “And England? Is that why you are here?”

      He was silent. “I don’t know.”

      She regarded him. They had turned out of the drive and struck out over the muddy path that led eventually to Starbrook. He walked like a countryman, loose-limbed and comfortable. Comfortable in his own body, but not, perhaps, in his own mind. There was a brooding look to his brow that seemed at odds with his otherwise sunny nature.

      He glanced round and met her gaze. Instantly, his brow smoothed. “What of you,  ? Why are you here? Teaching a mill owner’s children to play the pianoforte for money?”

      “They are not the only children I teach, and it is a respectable position.”

      “For an earl’s daughter?”

      She dragged her gaze free but said nothing.

      “You said Bigglesworth,” he reminded her apologetically. “I think you must be one of Lord Seahaven’s daughters.”

      Her eyes widened. “You knew my father?”

      “I would hardly say knew. I saw him across a garden once. Does he approve of your independent spirit?”

      “He died three years ago,” she said flatly. “I don’t imagine he cares.”

      “Then doesn’t your brother, or whoever inherited the title?”

      “I have no brothers. The title went to a distant cousin who has no intention of wasting his newfound wealth on his predecessor’s dependents. We make shift for ourselves.”

      “We?”

      “My stepmother, my sisters and I. We each make use of such talents as God gave us.”

      “Good for you. I wish I had heard you play more.”

      Blood seeped into her face. “No, you don’t, but I wish I heard you play at all!”

      “Why do you like the Sutton concerto?”

      She frowned, trying to analyze her feelings about it. “I am not sure. It just seems to make such emotion from such preciseness. I can’t explain it. It’s clever and yet disdains that about itself… I’m not making any sense, am I?”

      “Perfect sense. I’m seeing it in a different light. Which other composers do you admire?”

      With this man, there was no casual, shallow small talk. They fell into intense conversation about music, technical, appraising and personal. For Barbara, this was a rare delight, drowning out both her envy and her suspicions of so amiable and itinerant a person. That he was also a dangerously attractive man only added a secret excitement to the joy of talking music to someone who understood. The two and a half miles to Starbrook were eaten up too quickly. She barely noticed the few people who greeted them from the path or the fields.

      Mr. Jack helped her over a stile, his grip strong, his manner solicitous without being encroaching. “The land was not so enclosed when I left,” he observed, which led down a brief tangent on the evils of enclosure for the majority of country folk and so to reform and revolution, and somehow back to music by the time they came into view of Starbrook.

      For Barbara, the parting was too soon, though she would never admit it. She paused at the fork in the path and pointed toward the main road through the village. “That is the road to Harrogate. It’s another couple of miles.” Wildly, she contemplated inviting him in for yet more tea, until the thought came to her she would appear just like Mrs. Haston. Appalled by that as much as by the prospect of her sisters’ questions, she merely held out her hand with resolution. “Goodbye, Mr. Jack.”

      He took her hand and bowed. “I’d rather say au revoir, for I hope we meet again.”

      Harrogate is not so far away…

      She slid her hand free, and turned reluctantly away. She refused to look back until she reached the garden gate, when she risked a glance over her shoulder.

      But he was already out of sight.
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FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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