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      Philip Townsend descended the stairs at a clipping pace, his hand skimming the broad railing and his feet clattering on the narrow wooden treads. He skipped the last step and landed on the threadbare Oriental rug that had been in place for as long as the Townsends had owned Boden House. Mrs. Mason, who’d held the role of housekeeper since his mother’s death, paused at the entrance to the dining room to stare, a tray of Boden’s finest china in her hands.

      Philip’s good mood threatened to flag under Mrs. Mason’s vacant regard that always seemed to mask belligerence. He knew he didn’t need to answer to her, although she had held the position since he was a lad of fourteen. Nevertheless, he found it difficult to greet her with an air of authority.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Mason. You are washing the tea service again, I see.”

      “Ay. ’Tis the only way to keep the set from becoming caked with dust,” was her reply, although she evaded his eyes when she said it. She must have been using the tea service again for her own personal enjoyment.

      “I trust you have not had any more misfortunes?” Philip strove to keep the edge out of his voice. After all, the service was blessedly large, and goodness knew he had little use for it as a bachelor.

      “Only a saucer, Mr. Townsend.” Mrs. Mason ducked her gaze and shifted the teapot to the center of the tray. “Now the set has matching cups and plates, it does. What with there not being enough servants to keep Boden running proper, these accidents are bound to happen.”

      “Well.” Philip absently flicked the riding crop he held against his leg, then flinched at the sting. “That obstacle is sure to be cleared as soon as Miss Dawson arrives on Friday. She will set all to rights.”

      The housekeeper only tightened her lips at the reminder of Philip’s blessedly capable, angelic cousin, Sissy, who would arrive in two short days at Boden House to serve as mistress until Philip stumbled upon a suitable candidate for a wife. Mrs. Mason would not like it as Sissy was sure to impose order and did not flee from the protests of fractious servants the way Philip did.

      He turned into the library without another word. From there, he heard Mrs. Mason cross the dining room and enter her small sitting room to the left of the butler’s pantry. A pantry that currently had no butler to fill it. The cups rattled violently on the tray as she turned to close the door behind her, and Philip held his breath. There was no corresponding crash, and he released it in an exhale as he crossed the library toward the informal sitting room. In it lay the main door to the outside. No footman stood in attendance, of course, but at least Jim had the insufficiency of servants as an excuse for his absence from his post. The lone footman was, at present, one of only five male servants, and the other four were employed on the land and in the stables. Boden’s challenge of inadequate or inefficient servants was becoming pressing.

      Outdoors, an untidy garden stretched before Philip with weeping silver lime trees serving as tall, stately sentries at the park’s limits. Beyond the front garden, the land was flat and faded in color but for the yellow-green leaves on the trees dotting the countryside. However, the late August sunlight sent a shimmer of golden beauty to the landscape that could not help but restore Philip’s cheerfulness. He was of a naturally sanguine disposition, and therefore the increasing challenges of running a household as a bachelor could only dampen his mood for so long. After all, Sissy’s arrival with her mother promised an end to Philip’s troubles, and her brother would spend the first month with them as well. Theo was his favorite cousin, if not his favorite person altogether.

      Philip’s gaze roamed the shaggy lawn adjacent to the stables and carriage house. The stables were extensive, and it was his goal to fill them. For now, however, they held only his prized stud, a matched pair, his roan gelding, and two dray horses. He entered and went to stand between the stalls of the latter two and held out his palms with sections of an apple in each. The Shires gobbled them up before bending their heads to sniff at his coat.

      Philip laughed. “Don’t be greedy, fellows. A man’s pockets are only so big and there are six of you.”

      He inspected the Thoroughbred’s eyes next, as he stroked his muzzle, then called out over his shoulder to the groom who was readying Philip’s gelding to ride. “His eye contagion appears to have resolved with the treatment.”

      “Ay,” the groom answered. “The hot poultice thrice daily, though he didn’t like it.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t.” Philip gave the site one last look, then leaned over to kiss the horse’s forehead—a spontaneous gesture, but not one that made him feel foolish. Although Crown Glory had yet to prove himself, the stud had already turned a small profit by siring a local foal, besides being a handsome stallion with a surprisingly sweet disposition. Philip wanted him in the best of health.

      After greeting his chestnut pair, Thunder and True, he strode over to where Jim held the reins to his gelding. Philip gave his last bit of apple to the roan, who was named Poker-Up for the way he averted his head when pouting, and swung into the saddle, urging the horse out of the stables. By force of habit, he directed the gelding to the northern end of his property where an idea that involved diverting part of the Waring River had taken hold of his mind. Doing so would irrigate a particularly dry stretch of land to the south, turning it into a field for growing corn. The contemplated project was a knotty endeavor as the public road split a portion of his property, and he would need to cross the main road in order to accomplish it. Downstream was the Coning mill. He would make certain his plan did not affect the mill’s operations.

      Philip approached the open field, south of where the river cut through Horncastle and his own land as well. Before him, a thick mass of brambles formed a wild hedge of late-blooming blackberries that were delicious when he remembered to have them picked. On the other side of the river, the woods stretched as far as he could see, providing tempting shade in the hot days of late summer. It was not a place he was welcome to enjoy. The owner of the woods, Mr. Alfred Bassett, and Philip’s late father had been at odds for most of his life, and the cool relations had outlasted the death of his father.

      He was working out how to dig the canal, and what series of pipes needed to be installed under the road to accomplish his purpose, when a flash of light blue cloth caught his eye, now partially hidden by the brambles. The cloth gradually revealed itself as a dress, and it was with some surprise that he recognized the figure which filled it. He had not crossed paths with little Miss Honoria Bassett since his return to Lincolnshire, and he had drawn the conclusion that she must surely be away on an extended visit—although with their families’ unresolved tension, it was not precisely something he could have gone to inquire about.

      Miss Bassett was little no more. She turned at the sound of his horse, and he saw a heavily laden basket almost slip from her fingers. Then his gaze rose to her face and stayed there. She gave a surreptitious swipe at her lush mouth, but it did not hide the telltale stains of blackberry juice. Philip was torn between a desire to laugh and an unexpected acceleration of his heart. That was not something he was prepared for. But it was impossible to deny that she had changed in the three years since he had seen her. As a girl, she had been rather forgettable; as a young lady, she drew one’s attention and kept it captive. Her neat, stylish gown fit like a glove and was as fine as anything he might see in London. Her eyes sparkled under her poke bonnet, and her cheeks glowed in harmony with her red hair.

      Philip redirected his gaze to the row of blackberry brambles. This would not do. Had he not known Honoria under the most informal terms since she was an infant? Even if their fathers had maintained a distant relationship, their mothers had been friendly enough until his own mother had died. And what was more, the neighboring siblings Augustus and Christine Grey, who resided at Farlow Manor when in Lincolnshire, counted them both as close friends, adding to their intimacy. There was no room for anything like desire in his acquaintance with Honoria. He therefore quickly repressed the wayward reaction, though it was the likely cause of him speaking with more starch than he might otherwise have.

      “Good morning, Honoria. Miss Bassett, I mean to say. You are out early.” He made a point to look behind her, drawing his brows together. “And unaccompanied?” Why was she unaccompanied? Any man could come along and be tempted by the same vision that had met Philip—one of fruit-stained lips and sun-kissed skin that disappeared enticingly into a neat little bodice … Another man might not have a sense of honor.

      Honoria lifted her chin. “I do not need the company of a servant to pick blackberries on my own property.” She flushed slightly, adding, “Well, technically your property, I suppose.”

      Another surge of laughter welled up in Philip. Six years his junior, Honoria had always been an incongruous mix of fierce practical stubbornness and … a sort of innocence and vulnerability she had apparently not lost on becoming a woman. And she had certainly become a woman in the years since he had last seen her. Even her eyes had grown larger as her face thinned, and her small waist brought her curves into greater relief.

      Philip looked away. “Yes, well, as you say, these fields belong to me. As such, I cannot account for what you might be doing in them.” He allowed his face to remain severe, although his voice trembled slightly with the laughter that bubbled underneath the surface. He returned his gaze to her just as she whisked her own smile away.

      “Well, Mr. Townsend.” She put her free hand on her hip. “I say you ought to be ashamed of yourself to let these berries go to waste the way you do each year. I’ve decided to intervene. I am sorry to say this, but if you cannot direct your servants to pick and preserve the berries, then someone better had.”

      Philip knew she meant the words playfully, but they hit close to the mark. It was a sobering reminder that not only was his estate desperately short of servants, but the ones he did have little respected his authority. That was hardly her fault. It was his own father who had sunk his already meager fortune into excavating a mine that had turned up empty, leaving the estate in financial distress. When Philip glanced again at Honoria, she was waiting for him to respond, her expression hesitant as though she feared having offended him. He relaxed the crease that had formed in his brow.

      “Perhaps you will have the goodness to bring me a crock of blackberry jam when you have done preserving them.” The crease returned. “That is, if your father will permit it.”

      “Why, sir, you may rely upon it.” Honoria smiled as though her father were not the terrifying man Philip knew him to be. The Townsends might have the larger estate and be in possession of an old family crest, but the Bassetts held prime land between two rivers and owned the mill that served five surrounding villages. As the magistrate, Mr. Bassett was well respected both in town and in those villages that depended on him, unlike Philip’s own father, who had scarcely cared for his own tenants and had never been well liked. Philip doubted whether Mr. Bassett would allow his only daughter to bring anything, even something as innocent as a crock of preserves, to the heir of a family with which there was an impossible breach.

      A silence ensued, and Honoria shifted her basket to her other arm. Philip took hold of the pommel and prepared to dismount. “Shall I carry that for you?”

      “No,” she replied quickly. “You are most kind, but it will not be necessary.” He suspected the reality of their families’ situation had at last dawned on her and that she was imagining what her father would say if she allowed Philip to cross their land.

      “Well,” he replied, not wishing to leave the first friendly conversation he’d had in days but having no excuse to stay, “I wish you will make free use of the berries, so that I might not be accused of allowing shocking waste to occur on my land.”

      “There are no accusations amongst neighbors,” she replied, smiling. “Only helping hands.”

      Philip tipped his hat and rode away, wondering at the unexpected encounter and the likelihood of seeing her again, when their paths had not crossed even once in the six months since he had returned to his estate. While her parting assurance had not been entirely true, it was a pleasant idea nonetheless.
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      Honoria perched the heaping basket of blackberries on her hip and opened the back door with her free hand. Entering the airy kitchen painted in yellow, she deposited the basket on the rough wooden table before grinning at their cook and popping another fat blackberry in her mouth.

      “That’s quite a harvest, miss.” Mrs. Sands went over to examine the berries and clucked her tongue in satisfaction. “This’ll make us a fine blackberry tart for dinner tonight, and we might have ten jars of preserves besides. Was there any more to be had?”

      Honoria wiped her hands on the work apron she had taken, which was now stained beyond remedy. She untied it and set it on the stone slab at the far end of the kitchen. “Plenty. There are enough berries to fill two more baskets like it, I daresay. I shall have to return.”

      She walked over to the sun-filled room adjacent to the kitchen and reached up to test the herbs that hung upside down to dry. The room beyond that held the undercroft where their root vegetables were stored, and beside it was her little apothecary with all manner of remedies she oversaw herself. She might be young, but she had an appreciation for the art of healing that had seemed to skip the generation of her mother to pour directly into her. Perhaps it was just as well, since her mother would not have had the energy to travel around their town to attend to various illnesses, whilst Honoria seemed to have it in unlimited supply.

      “I shall run up and see if Mother needs anything,” she told their cook as Mrs. Sands pulled the day’s game toward her and began plucking feathers with swift, efficient movements.

      Honoria darted up the two stone steps from the kitchen of their medieval home to the main floor and strode across the Great Hall. The term had become a family joke, as the hall was not very great in size, but her grandmother had named it so, proud to serve dinner where the noble guests of centuries past had gathered to eat. On the four sides of the room, tall white pillars supported a first-floor balcony, and when one lifted one’s gaze, the doors to the bedrooms above were visible beyond the railing. Her favorite part of the hall was the nook nearest the kitchen, where six narrow windows holding diamond-shaped panes stretched to the ceiling, crowned with stained glass at the top. Even when there was little sun, light shone through the glass, projecting the latticed and colored patterns on the stone floor.

      Honoria crossed to the morning room where the clip of her boots gave way to the muted sound on the oakwood herringbone floors of Weeton Hall. At the far end of the morning room, a large rounded alcove held another tall set of windows—this time with no stained glass. In its center, chairs and two sofas were placed in a cozy circle, and there her mother sat with a novel on her lap, looking as contented as she might with such an untaxing program of pleasure before her. There could not be a more felicitous home in all of Lincolnshire, Honoria thought. Not in all of England.

      “Mama, we shall have blackberry tart for dinner. I knew I would find a harvest at the edge of the Townsend estate, and I was not disappointed. All was nearly lost with this summer’s drought, but it took only that bit of rain last week to plump the berries up to just what was needed.” She kissed her mother, who had turned her cheek upwards, then sat on the chair opposite. “Good morning,” she added as an afterthought.

      A smile lit her mother’s face, and she closed her book, marking the page. “You would not have needed to inform me you went blackberry picking. I can see that for myself.”

      Honoria touched her fingers to her lips. “I look a fright, do I? Such a shame Philip Townsend had to ride by just then and see me in such a state, when we had not crossed paths in ages.” She thought back. “I believe the last time was in the company of the Greys before he left for London and they removed to Bath.”

      “Philip Townsend.” Mrs. Bassett lifted an eyebrow at her daughter, revealing a glimpse of her quiet humor. “Indeed a shame. Especially since the shrubs are on his property, are they not? My dear, although Mrs. Townsend once said we might pick the blackberries there anytime we liked, she is no longer here to countenance it. And it is perhaps not quite what your father would like.”

      Honoria would not have bothered to respond to so unimportant a detail had her mother not added with an indulgent smile, “Although if Amelia Townsend had had her way, the blackberries would by now be the joint property of you and Philip.”

      Honoria pinched her lips tight and came near to glaring at her mother, ignoring the fact that even in her own heart she had found Philip unexpectedly pleasing to look at. His hair was cut long. Its honey color could almost be described as feminine were it not for the decidedly masculine square jaw framed by the thick waves. And he had been easy to talk to. With him, she wasn’t tongue-tied the way she was with Augustus Grey. Then again, she supposed that was only natural. Few men could hold a candle to Gus.

      “Mama, I cannot imagine what prompted you and Mrs. Townsend to decide your children would be a suitable match whilst we were still in the cradle. Unless that is the sort of thing one did back then. These days, arranged marriages are not at all the thing. One likes to have a choice in whom one marries.” A fuzzy image of dark, windswept hair and a teasing, heart-melting smile filled her mind.

      Mrs. Bassett laughed. “You must forgive us our youthful optimism, then. When we saw our babes playing together so sweetly—or rather, I should say little Philip looking after you so attentively when you were an infant—and the two of us such intimate friends, we could not help but imagine a happier future for you both.”

      “Well.” Honoria had taken her mother to task often enough on the matter that there was no point in belaboring it.

      She nevertheless did. One never knew whether one had protested the idea enough to kill all lingering hope. “It was a whimsical notion to have arranged our match, to be sure. But the reality is that we are not at all suited, which you must surely see by now. Why, Papa would never permit it. And Philip and I are no longer in each other’s company—there is little enough opportunity when we don’t even belong to the same parish.”

      Her mother sighed. “I suppose I gave up the notion once your father and Mr. Townsend had that falling out over the mine.”

      Losing interest in the all too-familiar subject, Honoria glanced over at the tray on the table near her chair and spotted a small stack of letters sitting there. She reached over and plucked the one on top. “It’s Christine’s handwriting. I have been waiting for word from her.” She considered the neat scrawl and ran her fingertips lightly over the folded paper. “I do hope these six months have allowed her to bear the loss of her mother. I know they were not as close as you and I are, Mama, but it is, after all, her mother.”

      Mrs. Bassett sent her a sympathetic look, then set her book to the side. “Before you begin reading it, I am afraid I have some unpleasant news.”

      At this, Honoria looked up without breaking the seal. She was sure it must be that the expected delivery of cloth to make over the curtains in the drawing room had been delayed again. They were beginning to fear the pattern they’d chosen was not available at all.

      “Your father will have to travel to London next week, and he will be gone for over a month. He could not put it off.” Her mother studied her face as she added gently, “He will be unable to squire us to Lincoln for the Stuff Ball this year.”

      Honoria froze in dismay. The Stuff Ball was Lincolnshire’s most important event, gathering society’s prominent members. The annual ball had begun twenty-five years ago with the aim of supporting the Lincolnshire wool merchants. Attendees were required to purchase locally dyed and manufactured wool for their outfits, and they were always bought new since the elected patroness chose a different color for the ball each year. Honoria had been working on her gown ever since the Assembly had settled on green.

      Last year, yellow was the chosen color for the event, which had been fatal. In green, she would shine as no tint better suited her complexion. Furthermore, the Greys were expected to return to Horncastle in the near future. There was every likelihood that Gus would attend the Stuff Ball, even if he might choose not to dance with his mourning so recent. She would appear in a becoming ballgown, marking the first time he would perceive her as the woman she now was. Honoria had looked upon this convergence of signs as a mark of providential favor.

      “And Samuel?” she asked as soon as the words would come. Tears threatened at this unwelcome news—tears she thought wholly unbecoming. She would not become one of those females who cried over a ball. “Can he not return from London and escort us? He has nothing better to do with his time.”

      “Your brother will not be able to come home as planned. His letter arrived in this morning’s post, informing us that he has pressing matters to see to in London.” Mrs. Bassett reached over to squeeze Honoria’s arm. “At the very least, your father will be able to meet him in London while he is there.”

      This was no consolation, and Honoria forced her words out through gritted teeth. “I knew it. That is just like Samuel. He will not leave off his pleasures, even to represent our family at the Stuff Ball. What happens here is more important than in London. After all, this is where he will live when he marries, and it is about time he thought of that.” The last bit she said without any real conviction. Her brother was a notorious flirt and had always said he would not marry until he was bored enough to settle down.

      Her mother sighed and shook her head, and Honoria saw for the first time the disappointment she attempted to hide. “You must not judge your brother harshly. He is young and will want to see something of the world before he comes and takes over management of the estate and the mill. There is time enough for him to attend next year’s ball.”

      Honoria did not trust herself to answer. At least she could not do so without grumbling, so she remained silent. It was not as though she had any choice about either managing an estate or going off to enjoy a season. No, with her mother laid up with rheumatism, Honoria was fully running a household for which she would not always be mistress and had no choice whatsoever about spending her time in London or Lincolnshire.

      Her mother perfectly read her thoughts. “I know you are disappointed. We shall have to find some other way to amuse ourselves. And, of course, we may rely on Mr. Grunden to oversee the estate while your father is away. Him, and your industry, my dear Honoria.”

      “Well, of course you may rely on that,” she replied, suppressing a sigh over her heedless brother.

      The sounds of Mr. Bassett entering the house reached them, and Honoria fell silent. In another minute he had entered the room, and he glanced at her face before coming over to place a kiss on her cheek. “Well, my pullet. You’ve heard the news then. I knew you would not be best pleased, but I cannot delay my trip. There is a committee got up to discuss fixing the grain prices, and my voice needs to be heard. I will be representing this part of the shire.”

      He clearly expected a response, so she managed a quiet, “I understand, Papa.” She would not complain about her brother any longer. Instead, she turned her attention to the letter she held, and her father went to sit by her mother, who reached over to pluck a short stalk of wheat from under his collar. “Let me see what Christine has to say.”

      Christine Grey, and her older brother Augustus, had been an inseparable part of Honoria’s childhood. Philip Townsend was of an age with Gus and she with Christine. As such, the four of them had often gathered together in company. That was before Mrs. Grey contracted an ailment that no doctor had been able to identify, and which took them to Bath where they saw any number of specialists in trying to find a cure. There they had settled for three years, with Gus returning alone to Horncastle for short visits to oversee his estate—the only bright spots in Honoria’s quiet life when she could somehow contrive to see him. Now that Mrs. Grey had finally succumbed to her illness, Christine and Gus were expected to take up residence once again in Lincolnshire.

      She slit the seal and unfolded the starched paper, scanning the lines eagerly. “They’re returning for good!” She looked up with bright eyes, at last finding something to rejoice about. “There. Sam can stay in London for all I care. Christine is to be here in a fortnight. I only hope her spirits will not be too oppressed.” Any wondering about Christine’s brother, Honoria kept to herself.

      “As do I, my dear. Mrs. Grey suffered for years, so perhaps the end has brought them some measure of relief. Her children will know that her suffering is over.” Mrs. Bassett rubbed her knees as though the thought called to mind her own discomfort.

      Mr. Bassett took his wife’s hand in his and held it there. He had only once been able to accompany her to Harrogate to bathe in the waters, but it was not enough to grant any lasting change to her condition. Honoria knew that nothing harassed her father more than his inability to bring his wife relief.

      “I want to make a present for Christine for her arrival.” Honoria leapt up and started for the door, taking Christine’s letter with her, then turned back with a sudden idea. She looked at her parents anxiously. “Do you … do you suppose if the Greys are to go to Lincoln for the ball, I might go with them?”

      “I am not convinced they will wish to go when they are in half-mourning,” Mrs. Bassett said, after exchanging a look with her husband. “Even so, it will not be right without a matron accompanying you.”

      “Do you think not?” Honoria’s spirits plunged anew. “I suppose you are right.”

      “I am almost tempted to write to Samuel,” her father began, and Honoria held her breath. But he merely shook his head. “It will be as well that he is with me in London so I might introduce him to my associates there. It may be our last opportunity to both reside there at the same time.”

      Honoria did not trust her voice to be cheerful, so she merely nodded and exited the room, turning to climb the winding staircase. Her bedroom was one whose door faced the balcony in the Great Hall, and she entered it now, abandoning the idea of reaching for her sewing basket. She had been working on an embroidered cushion that she was now determined to give to Christine. But that would have to wait until she could restore her frame of mind to something more hopeful. She sat and grabbed the nearest embroidered cushion at hand—the first she’d attempted that was too ugly to give away—and hugged it to her chest.

      If Gus did not go to the Stuff Ball, did she still want to go? She supposed so. It was too exciting an event to miss, especially with such a gown as she had. But then, whom did she know well enough to request an escort? No one that came to mind, except perhaps the Mercers, long-standing residents of Horncastle she had known all her life. They were intimate enough friends to the Bassetts to willingly take on the service if they were planning on attending, but the latter was far from certain. She did wonder if Philip Townsend would go, but as he could not serve as her escort, she would not waste time thinking of him.

      It did seem a coincidence that on the very day she learned of Christine’s return, Honoria would cross paths with Philip after such a length of time. Her relationship with Philip was an odd one. To all appearances, they had none. His mother and hers had been intimates, but Mrs. Townsend had died young of influenza, severing that connection. Their fathers were not on speaking terms—or had not been before Mr. Townsend’s untimely death due to a partial collapse of the mine shaft he had dug. Before his only remaining parent departed from the world, Philip would be away at school for months at a time. And in the years afterwards, he had gone off to London, leaving his house and estate in the hands of servants. However, before that, in those early years when the Greys were living in Horncastle, they spent afternoons in each other’s company playing games, riding, and teasing like siblings while their fathers pretended the friendship did not exist. Fortunately, Honoria’s interest lay in quite another direction than Philip Townsend, so she did not have to choose between breaking her father’s heart or her own. It was just as well that her affections were engaged elsewhere.

      Musing over the simple pleasures of her youth turned Honoria’s thoughts to more hopeful avenues. She would take up her embroidery now. There was little enough time, and she wanted to have it ready for Christine’s return.

      The rose damask armchair was placed in the corner of her spacious room in such a way that allowed her to face the large window overlooking the brick-enclosed garden. She settled there with her sewing basket and glanced out at the stone pond tucked between the yew hedges, the fountain trickling at the end of it. As she selected a purple thread, it occurred to her that the return of Christine and Augustus Grey would evoke the days long past, where laughter and play were central to their lives, ball or no ball. Perhaps it would not matter that Samuel had not come, for her time would again be filled with friendship. Perhaps more than friendship.

      Gus. The thought of him brought on a wistful sigh. As children, before he was of an age to care about girls, he gave her every bit of attention he gave his sister whenever they were together. Except he teased her in ways he did not tease his sister, tugging the end of her hair and tickling her. And he was kind, too, offering her smuggled sweets and putting his arm around her shoulders when a torn stocking brought tears to her eyes. Not even Samuel had paid any attention to her that was not forced upon him—or taught her how to put a bridle on a horse or a worm on a hook. Not that fishing was a genteel occupation.

      Philip had been a steady presence as well, but he had always been consumed by the sport. Gus, on the other hand, had managed to devote as much interest in her as he did in sport, so that she felt quite important in his eyes. It was therefore not difficult to imagine that he might grow to love her.

      Honoria bit her lip. It was a shame Gus would not see her in her first ballgown as a lady, and of such an exquisite fit and color. She had been sewing tiny crystal beads, one after the other, into the neckline, fueled by her hope that he would see it. And now all that effort would be to no avail.

      She chose another color and squinted at the eye of the needle to thread it. Who knew? Perhaps his interest in her as a potential match would develop before the ball, and if he did go, he would find it insipid without her there. He would then be inspired to rush home to declare his newly discovered feelings. Why should she not hope for such a thing?
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      The day was dawning cool despite being early in September, and Philip was in the stables preparing for his morning ride when he heard the sound of hoofbeats cantering in approach. He wasn’t expecting anyone until the following day, and he looked up in curiosity and then surprise.

      “Yes indeed, coz. It is I.” Theo Dawson reined his horse in and swung down from the saddle.

      Philip handed the reins of his gelding to the groom and strode over to his cousin. He held out his hand and seized Theo’s arm as they shook. “I did not look for you until tomorrow. Did you leave your poor sister and mother to suffer the journey unescorted?” Philip teased, knowing Theo would do no such thing.

      “Ah.” A flash of discomfort filled Theo’s features, which left Philip with a mild sense of foreboding. “Come. Leave off your riding for a bit and spare me an hour of your time. Has the breakfast been cleared? I did not eat at the inn, hoping you would provide me with better fare.”

      Philip signaled to his groom to unsaddle the horse and walked at Theo’s side into the soft daylight, their boots crunching on the leaves that had started to fall early after a dry summer. “You thought you would get better fare here than at an inn? I did not take you for such an innocent.”

      Theo chuckled. “Mrs. Mason still rules the nest then?”

      “Yes, and she has chased off Cook. We’ve had to hire someone from the village to fill in temporarily until Sissy arrives. I’ve warned Mrs. Mason that there will be changes afoot when my cousin has taken up residence. She did not like that, I can tell you.”

      Theo met Philip’s laughter with a weak grin. “About that …”

      Philip stopped and faced his cousin, all humor gone. “About that? About what? Tell me you are not bearing ill tidings.” A fear gripped him. “Your mother has not been laid up again? I told Sissy we would employ every effort for my aunt’s comfort. She needed only endure the journey once, and then she could make her home here.”

      Theo held up his hands, stopping the flow of words. “My mother is in the best of health. Well—as good health as she can be, considering her age and … disposition. Sissy is as well. In fact, my sister could not be better.” He paused, and Philip waited in wary silence, now certain that a piece of bad news was forthcoming. “Thing is, Sissy had an offer and was married in a fortnight by common license. She’s already on her way to Cornwall where her new husband lives.”

      For a minute, no words came to Philip. He steered his gaze past Theo to the broad stretch of yellowing lawn to his left, then dropped it to the ground.

      “I know it’s not what you were expecting.”

      “Why did she not write to tell me of it?” Philip asked in a surge of indignation. Now his plans were overset, and there was no solution he could think of. It was not as though there were a ready supply of unmarried female relations with a gift for management to apply to. He had been counting on Sissy to restore his household to some semblance of order.

      “Come,” Theo said. “Let me have a pot of ale and something to eat. Then I’ll ride with you. My last inn stop was only an hour away so I’m not overly fatigued.”

      “And yet you did not push through last night and sleep here.”

      “What, in damp sheets?” Theo grinned.

      “You were afraid to tell me, weren’t you?” Philip moved forward again, his humor partly restored by his natural temperament and partly by the pleasure of seeing his cousin.

      “I was,” Theo replied baldly. “But it was mainly the sheets. I know you have an indifferent housekeeper, and I was likely to sleep better at the inn.”

      “Which is not saying much.”

      “We’ll get Mrs. Mason sorted out. I’m still staying for the month, you know. I can help.”

      Philip sent his cousin a look heavy with irony. “You’re just as reluctant as I am to put yourself in the way of trouble. No, I shall be stuck with her forever, I foresee.” He sighed, and Theo only laughed.

      They entered the house and made their way to the heavily draped breakfast room, which still had the dishes in place, although Philip had breakfasted an hour earlier. The eggs were hard and cold, and the ham was dry. In truth, the spread hadn’t been much more appealing when it had arrived fresh. Theo looked it over with distaste before choosing from the rolls and ham. “This is meant to be coffee, I suppose,” he protested when he sniffed at the pot.

      “Right you are. But I may be able to get you something more tolerable.” Philip went over to the wall where the frayed bellpull hung and rang for a servant. A short while later, the servant girl from the village, who was acting as temporary cook, came in and took away the coffee pot with its offending contents, promising to replace it with something fresh. While they waited, he poured some ale from the pitcher and set it in front of Theo. “I warn you, it won’t be chilled.”

      “Of course not. You are lucky I am not more fastidious,” Theo said in between bites.

      As Theo broke his fast, they spoke about Sissy’s wedding. It was to a widowed lawyer with four children, the eldest a year older than Sissy. Although it had not been a love match, Theo said his sister had thought herself past praying for and had received the offer gratefully. Their mother was to live with them to assist with the widower’s younger children as soon as they had completed a short honeymoon.

      The news of Sissy’s marriage caught Philip entirely by surprise. His cousin was not pretty in the traditional sense, although it was precisely her practical nature that made her such a perfect candidate for mistress of his household, at least in the short term. He had been happy enough to put his own idea of marriage off while there was the promise of his cousin running Boden. But now …

      “Well then,” Theo said, wiping his mouth on a napkin. “Let us take a turn about your estate. It’s been two years since I’ve come, and I am anxious to see what plans you’re getting up, now that you’re resigned to managing the estate yourself.”

      Philip got to his feet and waved for Theo to follow. They retraced their steps through the library and the sitting room, before exiting into the weak sunlight as Theo recounted news from the rest of his family. Once they had returned to the stables and had the horses bridled, Philip directed their path to the river where he was contemplating the irrigation project. He could ask Theo’s opinion on the likelihood of getting a return on the crops in the newly watered field. Although Theo ran the family’s textile mill, he was curious and intelligent and had a gift for improving whatever project he applied his energy to.

      “I can see your mind is taken up with this disappointment,” Theo said as they rode, casting a glance at Philip, then looking up as the wind rustled the leaves above them. “But your house will not be in such a mismanaged state forever. What you need is a wife.”

      Philip let the silence stretch between them before answering. He knew this, but he had been hoping not to rush the matter. Choosing a life’s mate was not a decision to make in haste, and he could not do it in that cold, calculating way some other gentlemen seemed able to do.

      “I know I require a wife,” he answered at last. “But my need to settle someone as mistress of Boden House is too urgent to have that woman be her. I can’t choose a wife like I choose a horse.”

      “Your selection of horseflesh is not all that quick,” Theo said drily. “I don’t know that it has to be so very complicated either. Look at Sissy. She went to one ball, danced with the fellow twice; he came calling, and the matter was settled in less than a month. It need not take the eternity you seem to think.”

      “Is that so? If you had to marry in haste, would you have an appropriate candidate at the ready?” Philip lifted an ironical brow, knowing the answer. Theo was no closer to the marital state than he was.

      “Oh, I’m certain if my hand were forced, one woman would distinguish herself from the rest.” When Philip gave a huff of disbelief, Theo continued. “Listen. There are plenty of pretty faces, and one fine figure is as good as another. Apart from a decent dowry and the ability to run a large household, you need only consider how able she is to hold an intelligent conversation.”

      “And how likely she is to cut up my peace.”

      “Now, this fit of the dismals is unlike you.” Theo clucked his tongue. “I expect you’ll have remembered some way of approaching the matter reasonably before we sit down to supper and will be able to eat in tolerable cheer. Those woods in the distance are yours? Ah no. They’re bordering the other bank of the river.”

      Philip nodded. “That’s the Waring. I was thinking of diverting it to the field here on the left, and this is what I wanted to show you. The soil here was once fenland, and it’s full of sandy loam. It drains too quickly for the corn I wish to grow.”

      They approached the river and Theo narrowed his eyes against the sunlight, pointing to their right. “But this is a public road, is it not?”

      “’Tis. It makes the operation more complicated.”

      Theo reflected on this, then pursed his lips. “You will need some sort of pipe or cask that can be dug under the road. You’ve probably already figured that out. But you’ll have to control the amount of water so it doesn’t flood, of course. It’s not a light project you’re contemplating. I won’t ask if you’re up for the challenge, knowing you, but …” He trailed off.

      “But you wonder whether there’s not a simpler way to bring my estate to solvency,” Philip finished for him.

      Theo grinned. “Something like that. Then again, you’ve always worked harder than I’ve ever had the inclination to do. Your stud farm project?”

      Philip shook his head. “Crown Glory is not yet paying off, although I expect him to. That must be a goal for the long-term as it won’t answer my need for ready cash.”

      He studied the soil, contemplating how he could control the flow of water, when his gaze lifted to the stretch of brambles ahead. It brought to mind his last encounter with Honoria, and he wondered idly if it would be another several months before he saw her again. Something about her pleasant face and conversation made him wish it was sooner. Their brief meeting had been reminiscent of happier times, when their mutual friends, the Greys, were still in Lincolnshire. He would not allow his mind to dwell on the more recent, physical changes that had overtaken her, lest it travel down forbidden paths.

      As if the force of his nostalgia and desire had conjured her, Honoria rounded the hedge of brambles and came into view. He could tell by the way she lifted her gaze cautiously that she had been conscious of their approach. And even at this slight distance, he could see a blush tint her cheeks as he nudged his horse forward to greet her.

      “I have taken to heart your words about the blackberries,” she said with a slight nod at the nearly full basket. “Although I fear I should be ashamed of myself since this is the last of them, and they are not mine to pick.”

      Philip couldn’t help the smile that spread at her shy acknowledgment. “I meant it. As you said yourself, the berries were going to waste. I hope you were able to put the first harvest to good use.” He gestured to Theo. “This is my cousin, Mr. Dawson. Theo, this is Miss Bassett.”

      “A pleasure,” Theo said.

      “Mr. Dawson.” Honoria curtsied then fingered the handle of her basket, allowing her gaze to sweep the field on her right, seemingly at a loss for words.

      “My cousin is staying with me for the month,” Philip explained to break a slightly awkward silence.

      Honoria turned her bright smile to Theo. “Well, then. You shall sample my preserves. I promised Philip I would bring some. I mean to say—Mr. Townsend. We grew up together, and I forget we are no longer children at times.”

      “You must not mind me,” Theo replied promptly. “I am not one to insist upon formality. And I would be delighted to try your preserves. It seems I have arrived at a fortunate time.”

      At this second mention of her promise, Philip began to believe she would indeed find a way to bring him a jar, despite her father’s known antipathy. The thought filled him with warmth—and it would make his dry bread more tolerable.

      “Well then, Miss Bassett.” He raised his hand to bid farewell, before being struck by the fact that she was once again alone. Shifting in his saddle to peer around her, he frowned suddenly.

      Before he could speak, Honoria forestalled him. “A servant could not be spared. I know that is what you are about to say, Phil. But I assure you, I am in perfect safety. I’ve been running about in this area since I was a girl.”

      But you are a girl no longer, Philip thought firmly. However, he held his tongue and tipped his hat. “Then I shall not take the high-handed approach of telling you what to do—again.” Honoria gave him a dimpled smile and turned back to the brambles, reaching out to pluck one berry and toss it into the basket, following it with another. He and Theo rode on, allowing their horses to pick their way up the incline from the field.

      “The blackberries would have to go if you created an irrigation system. They will not thrive in soil that is overly wet.” Theo steered his horse to the public road that ran alongside the river. On the far side, the mature birch and elm trees cast a green and gold shaded canopy. “It would be a shame.”

      “A small price to pay,” Philip responded. “Blackberries will not bring in the income I need to restore my estate.”

      They were well out of earshot now, and Theo said in an even voice, “They seem to have netted you a fine candidate for a wife, however.” Philip did not pretend to misunderstand his cousin’s meaning and lifted his brows in surprise. “Honoria?”
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