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To the Babe in the manger, without whom
there would be no Christmas, no gifts, and no book; and to Larry,
Ted, and William, the greatest gifts I ever received




Prologue

Orchestra Warms Up


Milford Carstairs,
senior partner of the firm Trent, Macy, and Carstairs Solicitors,
London, eased his craggy frame back against the beige-striped
Sheraton chair in the satin-draped drawing room of Wenwood Abbey
and regarded the Munroe family assembled about the wrought-iron tea
cart. The Widow Munroe rested on the matching Sheraton chair nearer
the white-marble fireplace, slender back straight, iron-grey head
erect. His friend Rutherford Munroe had always said he married her
because she carried herself better than most of the titled ladies
in Society. He rather thought her well-known reserve had been a
challenge to the outgoing Rutherford. Lord knows, the only time
Carstairs had ever seen her smile was in her husband’s company.
She’d had precious little to amuse her since the man died; she’d
have far less when she knew the whole of it.

She inclined her head toward him as she
passed him his tea in the gilt-edged bone china cup, and he
accepted it with a nod of thanks. Condescending to the lesser
mortals again, he noted as he took a sip, wrinkling his long
nose at the steam. Thank goodness the daughters had only inherited
her aristocratic good looks.

He glanced at the youngest, Allison, who was
trying to sit on the gold-threaded sofa with as much dignity as her
mother but only succeeded in looking uncomfortable. She caught his
glance and arrested her fidgeting. Too much energy in that
seventeen-year-old. A shame she had been too young to come out
before Rutherford’s untimely death. Even with her flaxen blond
ringlets, vibrant blue eyes, classic features, and slender form,
her family would be hard-pressed to find a husband willing to take
her in their current situation, especially here in Somerset.

His gaze was drawn to the oldest, Genevieve,
seated next to her sister on the sofa, and he had to suppress a
smile. Now, there was a lady. She’d inherited her father’s sense of
humor and lively intelligence, along with her mother’s considerable
physical assets. Smaller than her mother, her curves were all the
more noticeable. Where her mother’s hair had turned to iron,
Genevieve’s was the color of pure gold. Where her mother’s
aristocratic features were frozen in propriety, Genevieve’s always
reflected her thoughts, which were often enthusiastic from what he
had seen. It was little wonder she had been the toast of London the
two years before her father died. She could have whistled up a
fortune had she wished it. But she didn’t wish it; she had made
that point abundantly clear to him.

She also caught his eye on her and gave him a
wink as she accepted her cup of tea from her mother’s hand. He felt
himself relax. At last, the girl was going to do it. He’d made the
offer to inform the family of their financial difficulties several
times, but it showed her courage that she had chosen to take the
initiative. A pity the girl had to shoulder such a burden when she
hadn’t yet reached her twenty-first birthday. But the mother had
refused to even discuss the matter with him. He remembered her
quiet disdain.

“Women should not interfere in financial
matters, Mr. Carstairs,” she had informed him, gazing serenely out
the window of their London town house as if she were contemplating
a formal garden instead of a busy London street. “It isn’t proper.
My husband retained you to see to these affairs. I’m sure you will
continue to serve us with your usual thoroughness.”

He had been at his wit’s end as to how to get
her to make the decisions necessary to pay their mounting debts
when Genevieve had taken him aside to ask him about their finances.
In her, he had found a quick mind and an inventive conspirator. He
wondered if the Widow Munroe even realized that she had already
signed away the London house, all its furnishings, all but the four
horses that had carried them to Wenwood and the two in residence
here, and all but a single carriage. If Genevieve hadn’t accepted
responsibility, he shuddered to think what would have happened to
the family. The Widow Munroe would have been hard-pressed to
maintain her reserve when faced with Debtors Prison.

Genevieve cleared her throat, and he focused
on the current situation. They had been ensconced in Wenwood Abbey,
their small country estate, for several days now. Although
Rutherford had mentioned the place several times, Carstairs had
never seen it. He was surprised to find it a rambling, single-story
structure set in a small clearing in a stretch of woods. True to
its name, it even had a chapel at one end. With the trees towering
on all sides, the dark wood of the house, and the small infrequent
windows, the Abbey seemed to brood over dark thoughts. The inside
made one feel a little less oppressed, thank goodness, with most of
the small rooms having white-plastered or satin-hung walls and
flagstone floors. He had to own the place possessed a quiet
dignity, not unlike the Widow Munroe.

He and Genevieve had concocted a story about
spending the first holiday since her father’s death in more quiet
surroundings than London, and he had to agree that the Abbey fit
the bill. Despite an initial reluctance to the idea, both Miss
Allison and the widow seemed to have settled in well. It didn’t
hurt, he supposed, that the villagers seemed so glad to see them,
stopping by for little visits and showering them with gifts of
cakes and jams. The country air had already put the bloom back into
the girls’ cheeks.

They had obviously begun to feel the
Christmas spirit, as they had decorated the small drawing room with
evergreen boughs over the mantle and a kissing bough with the
holly, ivy, and mistletoe in the doorway, as for any proper
Christmas celebration. Just yesterday, the widow had announced she
was ready to allow them to put off the black they had been wearing
since Rutherford’s death six months ago. Accordingly, the younger
Miss Munroe was wearing a sky-blue kerseymere gown with a white
tucker and cuffs, and Genevieve wore a darker blue wool crepe with
embroidery along the hem. Even the widow wore a fitted gown of grey
silk, which showed that age had not detracted from her willowy
figure. He was sure they found his long coat and breeches outmoded
in the extreme, but he was comfortable in them.

He shifted in his chair, waiting for
Genevieve to speak. They were contented here. All but her mother’s
tea were poured; the widow even now was reaching for the pot. There
would be no better time. He held his breath as the girl opened her
mouth.

“I’ve invited the Pentercasts for Christmas
Eve dinner and festivities,” she announced.

He frowned, puzzled, and let out his breath.
Then he jumped as the widow dropped the silver pot onto the table
with a clatter. Miss Allison gasped, paling, and fell against the
back of the sofa as if she were going to swoon. He stared at them
in surprise.

“Genevieve,” her mother murmured, allowing a
frown to crease her brow, “that is a poor joke to play on your
family.”

“That was cruel in the extreme,” her sister
agreed more heatedly. “Sometimes I think you have quite changed
since father’s death. How could you be so unfeeling?”

Genevieve smiled as she shrugged. “I intend
to seem unfeeling. And I don’t believe Father would mind. I think
he also found it ridiculous to keep up an enmity that began over a
trifle a hundred years ago.”

“A trifle?” The widow’s frown deepened, and
her blue-grey eyes were like slate. He wondered what could possibly
be so awful that she would show this much emotion. Heaven knows she
hadn’t frowned like this when he had come to tell her that
Rutherford had been killed in a carriage accident on the way home
from his club. He wracked his brain to think of where he had heard
the name Pentercast before. Hadn’t he been the local fellow
Rutherford had had watch the property while they had been living in
London these last six years?

“I do not believe,” the widow was continuing,
“that you can call evicting us from our home and usurping our
rightful place in the community a trifle.”

He glanced at Genevieve, who was sipping her
tea with composure. Eviction? Usurping? What was this? Had he
inadvertently sent the family into some kind of danger?

“Not to mention all the infamous things
they’ve done since,” her sister put in with a shudder.

“Those are stories,” Genevieve maintained,
reminding him of her mother in her cool reaction to their obvious
concern. “By all accounts, Alan Pentercast and his family are well
respected in the area. You heard the villagers when they came to
visit the last few days—they all call him Squire. They’ve never
done that with any of the other Pentercasts.”

“What the villagers choose to call him is
hardly our concern,” Mrs. Munroe said with a sniff as she succeeded
in pouring her own cup of tea at last. He noted that her hand shook
slightly on the handle of the ornate pot. “Pentercasts are
Pentercasts. And we do not associate with Pentercasts.”

Her oldest daughter set her cup down on the
carved mahogany table beside the sofa and leaned toward her mother.
“But surely Father would have wished us to make amends. Didn’t he
have Mr. Pentercast keep an eye on Wenwood Abbey while we were
away?”

“Mr. and Mrs. Chimes have been our
caretakers,” her mother insisted, refusing to meet her defiant
gaze. “I doubt Mr. Pentercast could have provided much
assistance.”

“Nevertheless, if we are going to live here
at the Abbey, surely we must learn to get along with the Squire and
his family.”

He allowed himself a private smile. There was
method in the girl’s madness after all. She was going to get them
all excited over this Pentercast fellow so that when she made her
announcement about them living here in near-penury, it wouldn’t be
such a blow in comparison. Smart chit; hadn’t he always said
so?

“Genevieve,” her mother chided, with a glare
at him that surprised him with its heat. “I do not know
where you get these ideas. I agreed with you and Mr.
Carstairs that a change of scene for the Christmas holidays might
be refreshing. In truth, I’ve missed some of our country traditions
since moving to London. However, I hope you do not think I plan to
take up residence here. We have Allison’s come out to plan for next
Season, after all.”

Genevieve leaned back casually. “Actually, I
was going to suggest that we have her come out here.”

Oh, the girl was a master. Had she been a
man, he would have hired her immediately.

“What!” her sister cried, leaping to her
feet. Her cup of tea thumped to the floor, and he was forced to
swing his long legs to one side as the brown stain spread across
the oriental carpet. He caught Genevieve’s frown and knew that,
like him, she was calculating how much it would cost to repair the
damage.

“Moderate your tone, Allison,” the widow
ordered with a sigh. “See what comes of immoderate temper? Sit
down. And as for you, Genevieve, I think we’ve had quite enough of
your announcements at this tea table. Mr. Carstairs, I blame you
for this outburst. I told you how I felt about young ladies and
financial matters. It quite fills their heads with nonsense.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but the girl
beat him to it. “I think Father would be proud of what Mr.
Carstairs and I have been able to accomplish. Someone had to manage
the estate.”

And better than Rutherford had, Carstairs
amended silently. The man had been the most congenial of fellows,
but he had had absolutely no sense for finances. Every bit of his
inheritance, frittered away on fripperies to amuse the children,
the refurbishment of the Abbey with such unlikely things as a
functioning bell tower and a flock of black swans, and the
entertainment of his many friends. The man ought to be thanking God
daily in his place in heaven for an intelligent daughter who knew
the value of a good meal and a warm roof over her head.

“Your father was always proud of both his
daughters,” her mother replied. “I simply make the point that you
have gone too far, Genevieve. For you to even think about extending
an invitation without consulting me…”

“You would never have done it,” she
protested.

“Precisely, and with good reason.”

“You talk as if this is a reality!” Allison
interjected, clearly annoyed. “Gen, did you really invite those
Pentercasts to dinner tonight?”

Genevieve put out her small chin. “Yes, I
did. And furthermore, they have accepted. They will be here tonight
at seven, along with Vicar York and young Mr. Wellfordhouse.”

The widow set her cup of tea on the cart,
rose, and shook out the skirts of her grey silk gown. “Well, then,
it seems that we will have to make the best of this situation.
Allison, come with me. We must find you an appropriate dress and
consult Bryce on hairstyles. Genevieve, since you have taken it
upon yourself to act as mistress of this house in my stead, I shall
leave the entire event in your hands. Whatever happens tonight is
on your head. Mr. Carstairs, I wish you well on your trip back to
London. I hope you understand when I say that Genevieve will not be
spending time with you when we return. Come, Allison.”

Grimacing, the girl followed her mother from
the room.

“Well,” Genevieve said, rising, “that went
remarkably badly.”

“I thought you had them there before your
mother stormed out, in her own quiet way, of course,” Carstairs
admitted, rising to join her. “That business about the Pentercast
fellow was an excellent diversion. I take it he isn’t the
blackguard they made him out to be.”

“Hardly,” she replied, gaze turned toward the
fire. A smile played on her lips, and he wondered what she was
seeing. “His family has a somewhat unsavory reputation, but he was
something of a hero when I was a child. My father once said there
wasn’t a man in London who could match him.”

Carstairs raised an eyebrow. “Your father
always did see the best in people. Still, that does seem
unaccountably high praise, even from him.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen him save
the Mattison twins from drowning. I’m afraid I must agree with my
father’s assessment. Certainly none of the gentlemen who courted me
were anywhere near as impressive.”

He knew at another time he’d find that remark
intriguing. Now he felt it incumbent upon him to return to the
point. “Be that as it may, my dear, you realize you must tell them
the truth.”

She wandered closer to the hearth, holding
out her long-fingered hands to the fire even though he doubted she
could be cold in that fetching confection of wool crepe she was
wearing.

“I’ve been trying, Mr. Carstairs, truly I
have,” she murmured as if addressing the flames. “It’s just so much
harder than I expected. How can I tell Mother she must give up her
town house? How can I tell Allison she’ll never have a come out?
The future we offer is too bleak, I fear.”

“But it is a future nonetheless,” he
insisted. “My dear, we’ve done everything. You know that the only
way for your family to stay together is to attempt to live quietly
here at the Abbey. We had agreed it was the best course.”

She sighed. “I know. Are you absolutely sure
we didn’t overlook anything? There truly is no other option?”

“None less daunting. Unless of course you’ve
reconsidered---” He hesitated to bring up the subject for her
reaction had been so strong the first time he had mentioned it.

“No,” she snapped. Then she shook herself. “I
know I asked you to lay out all the alternatives, Mr. Carstairs,
and I know I’m being selfish. But I cannot trade my own happiness
for their ability to maintain a more opulent lifestyle. We can all
make sacrifices here in the country, and I believe we can all find
some measure of happiness.” She sighed again. “I can explain it so
logically to you. Why do I find it so hard to tell them?”

He offered her his most supportive smile.
“You will find a way, my dear. I have complete faith in your
diplomacy. You’re Rutherford Munroe’s daughter.”

She started to smile, then sobered. “Yes, I
am.”

He patted her on the shoulder and turned
toward the door. “I’m sorry to have to miss the entertainment this
evening, but I promised to return to London before the week was
out, and I don’t want to miss Christmas with my own family. Write
to me when the deed is done, will you?”

“Yes, of course,” she said with a nod. “Thank
you, Mr. Carstairs, for all your help. And happy Christmas.”

He turned to her, standing with the fire a
golden glow behind her, outlining the curves of her silhouette and
brightening the gold of her hair. If he had been thirty years
younger and unmarried, he’d have offered for her himself. “Happy
Christmas, my dear.” As he moved out into the hallway, he thought
he heard her answer.

“I will do everything in my power to make it
so.”



 Chapter
One

Prelude, Christmas Eve


Genevieve Munroe
paced the wide wood-paneled entryway of Wenwood Abbey, listening
for the sound of carriage wheels on the drive. Even with her back
to him, she knew Chimes, their man-of-all-work, was watching her
from his spot propped up on the parson’s bench on the opposite side
of the space.

“Settle down, miss,” he chided. “They’ll be
here soon enough.”

She let her pacing turn her toward him and
winked. “Settle down yourself. You’re as anxious to see this fight
end as I am.”

“Now there’s a true statement,” he allowed,
folding his hands over his pot belly and stretching his long legs
out in front of him. “It would make my life a great deal easier if
you Munroes would learn to get along with them Pentercasts. I
wouldn’t have to be near as particular which side of the wall the
game was on. And the Squire, now, is too fine a man to be treated
like he was the dirt beneath your mother’s slippers.”

A tingle of excitement shot through her. She
could not let Chimes see it. No one could see it. “We are in
agreement there as well,” she replied calmly enough, but she
couldn’t help adding, “Has he changed much since we left,
Chimes?”

His sharp black eyes lit, and she struggled
not to look too interested in the answer, afraid she’d given away
the game. “Since you and Miss Allison and Mr. Geoffrey went to the
curate’s school together? Not all that much, I suppose. Still
interested in the Squire, are we, Miss Gen?”

She wandered closer to him, letting him see
how casually she gazed at her reflection in the gilded mirror
beside him. She tucked a stray curl back into the golden coil at
the nape of her neck. The woman who gazed back was cool and
confident, the champion of many a London fete. Satisfied, she
turned from the reflection to face him with a gracious smile.

Somehow, she knew she wasn’t fooling him for
a second.

“I remember how you used to look up at him
when you was just a little gel,” Chimes continued as she resumed
her pacing, “and he’d come to take Mr. Geoffrey home on his horse.
Right fine figure of a man is the Squire. I heard tell he was
interested in courting Mary Delacourte.”

“Did her eyes ever uncross?” Gen asked.

“Now, they were never really crossed. That
right eye of hers just tends to wander since she was kicked in the
head by a cow all those years ago. If I didn’t know better, I’d say
you were still sweet on him.”

She snorted and heard the unladylike sound
echo against the walls. “I was never sweet on him, Chimes. It was
an infantile adoration. I was only fifteen when we left; he must
have been, oh…”

“Twenty-two. Which would make him just a year
or two shy of thirty these days.” He scratched the bare spot on top
of his greying head. “Good age for a man to marry and settle
down.”

She scowled at him, determined to put that
idea from his mind. “I hope you remember how to be silent when
Mother arrives.”

“Takes more than a pretty frown to scare me,
gel.” He winked at her, tapping the crook of his long nose. “And
don’t you worry about your mother. She never did think I was good
enough to be her butler, but she can’t live without my Annie’s
cooking.” His merry smile faded. “Especially now. Carstairs says
you haven’t told them yet.”

That pulled her up short. Twice now she’d
underestimated Chimes’ ability to see to the heart of matters. What
a pity her father hadn’t taken him with them to London. She’d have
given much to have him point out the shallowness of her beaus
before she could even think of engaging her heart. And a word from
Chimes might have kept her father from allowing a drunken friend to
take the reins.

She blinked away the unhappy thought. She
couldn’t let her appreciation of the man’s abilities deter her now.
“I do not wish to talk about it further,” she informed him, hands
on hips. “I warn you, Chimes, I will brook no arguments on this.
They deserve one last happy Christmas.”

He held up his gnarled hands in surrender.
“Very well, miss. You can count on me to stay mum.” He lowered his
voice. “Are we still hunting tomorrow morning?”

She relaxed, the two topics she feared most
now past. She nodded, then lowered her voice as well. “Yes. I’ve
convinced Mother that letting me plan the Christmas dinner is
excellent practice for when I’ll manage my own home someday. Do you
think we can still find some good birds for Annie to cook?”

“Good birds, bad birds, my Annie will make
them sing in your mouth. Hark, there’s the carriage now.”

She was surprised at the flutter of
excitement in her stomach, even more surprised at the lowering
disappointment when Chimes shrugged himself into his coat and found
only their vicar, Thaddeus York, and his curate, William
Wellfordhouse, at the door.

She chided herself for her lack of
enthusiasm. William had been her father’s choice for the curate;
she had known him for years. He deserved better than her
disappointment. She pasted on a smile of welcome as the grooms led
the horses away and Chimes showed them in.

“Good evening, Miss Munroe,” William said
with a smile as he took her hands. “I must say you’re looking quite
well.”

She grinned up at him, noting that his sandy
hair was as immaculately combed as ever and that his grey eyes
sparkled. Before she could return his greeting, the vicar broke
in.

“Quite well indeed, under the circumstances,
quite well.” York ran a hand over his balding pate as Chimes
hurried off with their coats and hats. “There are many who question
the proper time for mourning. Three months? Six months? A year?
Respect for the dearly departed is the key, I find. Your father has
been gone a mere six months, has he not?”

She bit back a smile. How her father would
have baited the poor vicar for implying they had not honored him
sufficiently. “Yes, Vicar,” she said. “How kind of you to
remember.” She focused on the young man who had become like a
brother to her. “William, you look thinner than when we saw you in
London. I hope the vicar isn’t working you too hard.”

William opened his mouth to respond, but the
vicar coughed into his meaty hands. “Hard work, Miss Munroe, is the
best road toward heaven, the very best.”

“Then dear William must be nearly there,” she
replied, allowing the smile to show. She noted that Chimes had
returned and signaled him forward. “Chimes, please make these kind
gentlemen comfortable in the drawing room and inform Mother that
they have arrived. I will wait here for our other guests.”

William brightened. “Oh, are we to have other
company as well?”

She winked at him. “Yes. The
Pentercasts.”

“Oh, bravo!” he exclaimed.

The vicar grunted. “It is the true penitent
who knows the worth of peace, the true penitent indeed.”

Gen’s smile was threatening to become a
laugh. “Chimes,” she prompted. She was relieved when their man led
them away.

As soon as they were out of sight around a
turn in the corridor, she resumed her pacing. She really should try
to remember Vicar York’s position. He had been the head of the
church at Wenwood since before she was born. Of course, she never
felt as comfortable in his company as she did in William’s. William
was always pleasant, always kind. He seemed to have taken every
lesson in humility and duty to heart. Her father had said he was
born to be a clergyman.

Somehow she didn’t think the same applied to
Vicar York, who seemed far more interested in good food and fine
wine. The very thought made her feel guilty. She would simply have
to try harder to appreciate the man if they were to live here in
Wenwood. If only he didn’t insist on repeating every other phrase.
She remembered when Allison had pointed it out to their father.

“Don’t let it annoy you,” her father had
replied with that tell-tale twinkle in his eyes that meant he was
never less serious. “He only repeats himself to show how very
little he has to say, how very little indeed.”

She could still hear Allison’s answering
giggle.

Genevieve had crossed the wide entry twice
more when her mother and Allison appeared from the corridor that
led to the family wing. She nearly groaned aloud. While she had
gone out of her way to pick a simple gown of watered green silk
with a modest neck, she saw that her mother had decided to show the
Pentercasts who they were dealing with. Her lilac satin gown, with
its full skirt, lace overdress, and silver embroidery at the
lowered neck and high waist, was more suited to a royal ball than a
country dinner. The puffed sleeves required her to wear her long
gloves, but Gen knew it wasn’t modesty that had caused her to
include the two amethyst rings or the matching stone that glinted
from the folds of her snow-colored turban.

Allison, not yet out, should have been more
simply dressed. The white gown she wore was as plainly cut as
Gen’s, but it too boasted a silver lace overdress sprinkled with
beads that reflected the candlelight. With a pang, Gen noted the
Munroe diamonds, one of the few pieces of jewelry she had refused
to sell or have paste copies made, sparkling at her sister’s throat
and wrist. The tiara, usually reserved for the eldest daughter or
daughter-in-law, nestled in her flaxen curls. Her mother was
obviously making a statement. Standing next to them, Gen felt like
a poor relation.

They had no time to talk, as the sound of a
carriage came again, and Chimes bustled forward to receive their
guests. Her mother took one look at him in his rumpled coat and
uttered a short sigh, but he opened the arched double doors with
proper ceremony. Trying to ignore the fluttering in her stomach,
Gen put up her head and pasted another smile on her face.

Mrs. Pentercast entered first. She was
shorter than Gen remembered, reaching only to Gen’s shoulder, and
much rounder. Gen could only hope her face didn’t show her shock as
Chimes took the lady’s black velvet evening cloak to reveal that
she was wearing a lilac satin gown with a lace overdress and silver
embroidery. It was obviously a copy of the London gown, done
somewhat less grandly and looking much less impressive on the
short, squat figure than on her mother’s tall, spare frame. Even
the silver headband with its purple ostrich feather she had elected
to wear instead of a turban failed to give it the proper polish.
Nevertheless, her mother’s forced smile of welcome froze on her
face.

“Clear the way, Mother,” an annoyed voice
demanded, and Mrs. Pentercast scurried forward so fast that Gen’s
mother had to step back to prevent the purple feather from lodging
in her nose. Geoffrey Pentercast, looking much as Gen remembered in
his many-caped brown-tweed greatcoat, clumped into the entry,
trailing mud, decayed leaves, and a six-foot log in his wake.

“Thought you wouldn’t have a proper Yule
Log,” he announced, dragging the massive stump by a chain into the
center of the entry. Gen tried not to think about what it would
cost to repair the scratches he was making in the parquet
floor.

She could feel her mother’s disapproval.
“Why, of course, Mr. Pentercast,” Gen answered quickly for her.
“How very thoughtful of you to bring it along. We haven’t had a
Yule Log in years, have we, Allison?”

“Yule Logs are such quaint customs,” Allison
said with a sniff, “for children.”

“I like to think there’s still some of the
child in all of us, Miss Munroe,” a deeper voice said from the
doorway. The flutter in Gen’s stomach intensified, and she
swallowed, looking up to find Alan Pentercast regarding her. Her
first thought was that he was very different from what she
remembered, but she wasn’t sure what had changed.

Like his brother, he still had the shaggy
thatch of brown hair that defied combing and the dark brown eyes
that seemed to sparkle with some secret. Unlike his brother, who
was shorter and more powerfully built, he stood a good head taller
than anyone in the room. His face seemed leaner, his features more
sharply planed. He moved with a negligent grace she’d only seen on
London dance floors.

As Chimes took his many-caped blue-tweed
greatcoat, she saw that he wore the black trousers, white satin
waistcoat, and black cutaway coat of a London Corinthian. Unlike
the dress his mother wore, the outfit was obviously no copy. She
would have said it had been cut by Weston, although she’d have also
wagered there was no padding in the shoulders or calves. The
sensitive, brave young man she remembered had been replaced by a
confident, authoritative gentleman. She wasn’t sure whether to be
disappointed or awed.

“As my daughter Genevieve noted, Mr.
Pentercast,” her mother was murmuring, “we appreciate the thought.
Chimes, please see to the…er…log.”

“Mind you,” Geoffrey put in as Chimes stepped
forward to take up the chain. “I expect to be the first to sit on
it, since I brought it.”

“I’m sure that won’t be a problem,” her
mother drawled. “I believe we all know each other. You are most
welcome to our home.”

Gen cast a sidelong look at Alan, who stood
towering over his mother. She caught herself standing a little
straighter and recognized the ridiculous desire to have him notice
her. One might think she was waiting to be introduced to the Prince
Regent. How silly!

Nevertheless, she kept her head high as his
family stepped forward.

Little Mrs. Pentercast was peering up at
Gen’s mother, squinting as if to focus on the narrow, aristocratic
face a foot above hers. “My word, Trudy, I hope you’re not going to
stay on this high horse of yours all night. I told Alan I thought
that invitation was a mistake.”

Mrs. Munroe glowered down at her, and for a
moment Gen thought her mother’s reserve would crack. She wracked
her brain for a way out of the growing hostility.

“Mother,” Alan put in, “I’m sure the Munroes
wouldn’t have asked us here if they hadn’t wished for the company.”
He made a bow over her mother’s hand. Some of the lines around her
mother’s mouth eased. “And on such an important occasion. We are
honored.”

His mother sniffed, but her mother offered
him the closest thing to a smile Gen had seen since her father
died. “Perhaps it is time to put our differences behind us,
sir.”

He smiled a genuine smile in return as he
straightened, and Gen found herself wishing he’d smile at her that
way.

“Nothing would please my family more, I
assure you,” he told her mother.

“Except, perhaps, for something to eat,”
Geoffrey interrupted, causing her mother’s eyes to narrow once
again. “This was an invitation to dinner, was it not?”

“Chimes,” her mother snapped, and their man
scurried forward from the back of the house, dusting off his hands.
“Please escort our guests to the withdrawing room.”

Chimes motioned them down the corridor that
opened to the left of the wide entry. Alan offered his mother his
arm, and Geoffrey fell in behind, muttering something about wanting
to withdraw himself. Her own mother followed with stately steps.
Allison walked beside Gen at the end of the procession.

“I don’t know why you wanted these people in
our home,” she whispered. “They are every bit the rudesbys we have
been warned about for years.”

“Shh,” Gen warned. “I haven’t been overly
impressed with your own manners, miss.”

Allison tossed her head.

Gen had hoped things might go better when the
company was all gathered in the withdrawing room. Reverend York and
William rose as the procession entered, their voices raised in
greeting. Then Mrs. Pentercast obviously disappointed them,
especially Vicar York, by giving the reverends the briefest of nods
before turning to try various chairs in the room. After several
were proclaimed unsuitable, she deigned to sit in the Sheraton
chair nearest the fire. With a shrug that seemed to indicate he’d
been through this before, Alan went to stand beside her, leaning
against the fireplace mantle. As the chair she had taken was Gen’s
mother’s favorite, her mother had no choice but to take the
matching chair in the corner nearest the door, making it look as if
she wanted nothing more than to escape.

Allison threw herself down in the chair next
to it. Geoffrey glanced around the room with a shake of his head,
grumbling about the tastes of females in general, then clumped to
slump down in the chair nearest his mother. The ministers resumed
their places on the sofa across the back of the room. Gen forced
down a sigh as she sank onto the chaise lounge on the other side of
the door. She knew she wasn’t the only one to notice that the
Pentercasts and the Munroes were now effectively lined up on
opposite sides of the room.

Silence stretched. A log settled in the
hearth. She could hear the clink of silver in the next room as
Chimes and their footmen put the finishing touches on the table.
This was maddening! What had she been thinking to arrange this?
Despite her father’s admiration of Alan, no Munroe had been seen in
the company of a Pentercast for a hundred years. What had made her
believe she could get them to change their behavior now? So what if
it was Christmas, time of peace on earth and good will toward all?
The all must not have included the Pentercasts and
Munroes.

If only she could help her mother and Allison
realize how important it was that they get along with their
neighbors. But she was the only one who knew why it was so
important, and she had promised herself to remain silent. She felt
like a prisoner in her own handmade cell. Looking up, she caught
Alan’s gaze, and, to her surprise, he grinned at her. She blushed,
looking away, afraid what he might think should he see the
frustration in her eyes.

“You are looking exceptionally lovely
tonight, if I may say so, Mrs. Pentercast,” York rumbled, breaking
the silence. “That color is the perfect shade on a lady of your
influence in the community.”

Her mother’s eyes snapped fire. Mrs.
Pentercast blushed prettily, patting down her skirts. “How very
kind of you to say so, Vicar.”

“All the ladies look lovely if you ask me,”
William put in with a nod to the corners of the room. “We gentlemen
are most fortunate to be in their company.”

“Well said, Wellfordhouse,” Alan agreed
heartily. “And if I may compliment our hostess, this room is
particularly festive. It’s been a long time since Wenwood had a
proper Christmas with the Abbey open. Your neighbors have missed
you.” He said the last with a pointed look at Gen, and she felt the
fluttering begin in her stomach again.

“Hear, hear,” William nodded agreeably.

Her mother inclined her head in
acknowledgment. “It is good to have Christmas in the country
again.”

“Will you be coming with us to see the Thorn
tonight?” Alan queried.

Her mother looked thoughtful. “I haven’t done
that since I was a child. Is it still alive?”

“Oh, very much alive,” William assured her.
“Tom Harvey spotted the bud this morning, I’m told. I expect the
entire village will be there tonight to see if it blooms.”

“Course it will bloom,” Geoffrey declared.
“That’s what the blasted thing’s for, isn’t it?”

Her mother stiffened, and Allison widened her
eyes, looking shocked at his language. His own mother glared at
him.

“Well, if you ask me, we must be very careful
how we treat these trappings of Christmas,” York put in. “There is
entirely too much reverence paid to this Wenwood Thorn, entirely
too much. And these boughs and that ivy over the door are pagan
customs that once had no place in a good Christian home, no place
at all.”

“How very thoughtful of you to remind us,”
her mother all but snarled.

“My duty, madam, my duty” he replied, patting
his sagging belly with complacency.

“I don’t know but I rather like them,”
Geoffrey insisted. He winked at Allison. “Especially the kissing
bough.”

“What a pity there aren’t any proper
gentlemen on which to use it,” Allison replied with a toss of her
flaxen curls.

“Chimes!” her mother fairly shouted. The
beleaguered servant bumped through the door leading to the dining
room, rubbing a stain off his already dirty black trousers. “How
soon do you expect dinner?”

“I’m quite happy to report, madam, that
dinner is ready to be served.”

She rose, and the rest of the company rose
with her. Gen suppressed her disappointment as Alan made to take
his mother’s arm again. To her surprise, Vicar York, his
considerable bulk quivering, fairly leaped from his seat to offer
Mrs. Pentercast his arm. Alan raised an eyebrow but stepped aside.
Geoffrey snorted as they moved past him. When Alan made no move to
claim the hostess, William, looking awkward, offered her mother a
tremulous smile. “Mrs. Munroe?”

She inclined her head, accepting his arm. He
sighed visibly, and Gen bit back a smile at her childhood friend’s
difficulty playing the gallant. Allison stamped after them,
ignoring the grin Geoffrey cast her. He fell in behind her.

“May I?” Alan asked beside Gen.

The room was suddenly too warm and much too
small. She swallowed, unable to meet his eyes. This is what you
wanted, she reminded herself. You’ve been dreaming of him
noticing you since you were fifteen. She put out her hand,
noticed it was trembling, and scowled at her own timidity. She was
no longer a girl in the midst of her first Season. She had gone in
to dinner with marquesses and earls, danced with royal dukes and
princes alike. She had no reason to be so nervous around Alan
Pentercast, of all people. She slapped her hand down on his
arm.

He chuckled. “I was hoping it wouldn’t be
quite this difficult.” He grinned, and she wasn’t sure if he was
referring to her attempt to bring their families back together or
her own hesitation in accepting his offer. With a smile that was
much too stiff, she allowed him to lead her in to dinner.

The mood at dinner was no better than it had
been in the drawing room. Chimes had done a credible job of making
the long, damask-draped table look festive, with a silver epergne
of red-berried holly in the center and sprigs of ivy by each
crystal goblet. She wondered where he had found the silver serving
platters and how much they might sell for at auction. But as the
first course, which included a lovely mulligatawny soup, was
served, she found she had other problems.

Geoffrey continued to live up to her mother
and Allison’s preconceived notions of the Pentercasts by gulping
enormous quantities of food, guzzling glasses of wine, and burping
after each course. Allison, seated opposite him, glowered at each
infraction and made a point of daintily picking at the various
dishes.

Mrs. Pentercast spent her time comparing
everything to other dinners she had had: It seemed the table was
not nearly as festive as her first Christmas Eve dinner with
friends, the various courses were not as exotic as what the Regent
served, and the large brass candelabra above the table was not
nearly as large as the one in the Manor dining room. The only time
she paused in her litany was to blush and giggle over Reverend
York’s incessant stream of compliments. Seated at the head of the
table, Gen’s mother refused to eat, her conversation dwindling to
nods when someone addressed her directly. Although both Alan and
William continued to be congenial, Gen was hard-pressed to find
topics of conversation that would be entertaining.

The men didn’t even stay for their
after-dinner port but repaired with the ladies to the withdrawing
room. Geoffrey insisted that Chimes produce the Yule Log he had
brought and then uttered a few more complaints when there wasn’t a
brand from the previous log available to light it. Alan managed to
turn his tantrum aside with a joke, but she could see that her
mother was ready to throw the youth out.

She had to think of something safe to
discuss, some way to pass the time until it would no longer be rude
to send them home. She considered cards, but she wasn’t sure of the
vicar’s feelings on the matter, and she shuddered to think of the
fighting that would accompany any attempt to pair the group into
partners. Music was out of the question: She’d never get her sister
to perform, and she didn’t think her voice or fingers would be
steady enough given the present company. Heaven knows she found it
hard enough to focus on the conversation when every time she looked
up she met Alan’s gaze. Another occasion she would have been
thrilled by his regard, but at the moment it seemed singularly
inappropriate when the rest of the room was actively feuding.

She had to think of something. Her eyes lit
on the Christmas greenery over the mantle. Perhaps the season of
peace might inspire.

“We were discussing the Wenwood Thorn
earlier,” she ventured as the flames licked around Geoffrey’s Yule
Log and they had all settled in their places around the room. “That
was always one of my favorite Christmas customs. What was yours,
William?”

Always willing to join in the conversation,
he smiled at her, looking thoughtful. “My goodness, there are so
many. I suppose one might be the bells calling the villagers to
midnight services. It’s so quiet then, one can almost imagine what
that first Christmas must have been like for the Holy Family.”

“I’ve always liked that old wives’ tale that
the animals talk on Christmas Eve,” Alan said with a smile. “When I
was a boy, I don’t know how many times I crept out to the stable to
find out. Unfortunately, I always fell asleep before I could prove
the tale true.”

Gen smiled as well, imagining the dark-haired
boy curled up in the hay. Then her mother surprised her by joining
in the conversation.

“Rutherford always liked that story as well.
He loved all the Christmas traditions. Do you remember, Gen, how he
liked to play Snap-Dragon?”

Gen nodded. “Oh, yes. I think his grin was
brighter than the flames from the brandy.”

Allison clapped her hands. “Oh, Mother, may
we?”

“Now who likes childish games?” Geoffrey
teased.

Gen ignored him, signaling to Chimes, who
left with a wink. At last, she seemed to have found something they
could all agree on. She was pleased when, a few moments later,
Chimes returned with a large, shallow silver bowl filled a quarter
of the way with raisins. A footman followed him with a bottle of
her father’s best brandy. Mrs. Pentercast pulled her chair closer
to the little table on which he set the bowl, and the others drew
around it as well, eyes shining with expectation.

The gentlemen peeled off their gloves, and
the ladies did likewise. With a flourish, Chimes poured the brandy
over the raisins and lit it on fire. Gen wasn’t sure who uttered
the “oooh” as the other lights in the room were put out.

“This was your idea, Allison,” her mother
said quietly. “Why don’t you start?”

William’s tenor began the song, and Alan’s
baritone joined in.

“Here he comes with flaming bowl,

Don’t be mean to take his toll,

Snip! Snap! Dragon!”

Allison’s fingers darted through the flames,
and she popped her captured raisins triumphantly into her
mouth.

“Take care you don’t take too much,

Be not greedy in your clutch,

Snip! Snap! Dragon!”

William pounced in, then snatched his hand
ruefully back, fingers empty. He shrugged good-naturedly.

“With his blue and lapping tongue

Many of you will be stung,

Snip! Snap! Dragon!”

Her mother daintily reached through the blue
mist and produced a single, plump raisin, which she ate in two
bites.

“For he snaps at all that comes

Snatching at his feast of plums.

Snip! Snap! Dragon!”

Geoffrey had stepped up beside her, darting a
hand into the bowl and scooping up a handful while the hairs on the
back of his hand smoked. He shoved the raisins into his mouth and
licked the brandy off his fingers.

“But Old Christmas makes him come,

Though he looks so fee! fa! fum!

Snip! Snap! Dragon!”

It was her turn. She reached through the blue
mist of brandy flames, but before she could reach one of the plump
raisins beneath, she felt the heat on her skin and snatched back
her hand. Geoffrey snorted in contempt.

“Don’t ‘ee fear him, be but bold—

Out he goes, his flames are cold,

Snip! Snap! Dragon!”

Alan’s large hand swept through the flames
and brought out a handful of the raisins. With a bow, he offered
them to her. Shyly, she reached out and pulled two from his palm,
popping them into her mouth. Licking the brandy from her lips, she
looked up at him, noticing the blue flames reflected in the depths
of his dark eyes. Then Chimes stepped forward and covered the dish,
extinguishing the blaze.

“That was fun!” Allison exclaimed as the
candles were relit. “Let’s do another game. How about Forfeits—the
Twelve Days of Christmas?”

As the others moved back to their seats, Alan
blocked Gen’s way. “Sure you wouldn’t like some more raisins?” he
murmured, large hand open.

Gen shook her head, pulling on her gloves. As
before, it was as if the temperature in the room had increased with
him so near. She reminded herself again that she was an
accomplished lady and squared her shoulders. “You won them fairly,”
she managed to reply congenially. “I never was all that good at
these kinds of games.”

He popped the remainder in his mouth. Then he
cocked his head, regarding her even as he pulled on his own gloves.
By the light in his deep brown eyes, she would have sworn Chimes
had never extinguished the flames. “I’ve heard you were very good
at other games, however. What do you say to a friendly wager?”

She frowned at him, feeling a bit unsteady.
“What do you mean, sir?”

“I wager you’ll not be able to remember the
gifts in the Twelve Days of Christmas.”

“And what must I do if I lose?” she asked,
trying not to eye the nearby kissing bough.

“Marry me,” he replied.

Gen stared at him, growing cold all over. She
could not have heard him correctly. But the intent look on his face
told her she had.

“La, sir, but I do not understand,” she
murmured, lowering her eyes and praying he would confirm it as a
poor joke.

“Surely I’m not the first to propose to the
Incomparable Miss Munroe,” he quipped, and she was forced to look
up, surprised by the touch of bitterness in his tone. His
expression, usually so open, seemed guarded. He watched her as
intently as Chimes had. It made her no more comfortable.

“If you truly are sincere, you will
understand when I say this is rather sudden.”

“Ah, but we have so little time. You return
to London after Epiphany, do you not? I fear I must make my mark
while I can. Come now, Miss Munroe, have we a wager?”

She stepped back from him. The sharp look in
his eyes, the implacable line of his jaw, the perfect cut of his
coat combined to focus her thoughts to a spear point. She had
struggled to understand the change in him: Now it was clear. The
confidence she had admired had inflated into arrogance, an
arrogance that was all too familiar from her time in London.

He’d become another wretched Corinthian.

How she despised the breed. They lived on a
shallow plane. To them, a female was only to be coveted for the
pretty exterior; the woman beneath held no interest. And to think
she had always considered Alan different, more noble, better. He
was the standard to which she had held all others. She marveled at
her own naiveté. She felt as if a favorite statue had fallen and
shattered at her feet. With two words he had destroyed the last of
her childhood illusions. Illusions that had been destroyed one by
one as she learned of her father’s other life.

“Only a Pentercast would wager something so
important on a trifle,” she heard herself sneer.

That she had stung him was obvious by the
look that quickly came and went in his eyes. For a brief moment,
she thought she had misjudged him. Then his face stiffened.
“Apparently the good Reverend Wellfordhouse has been remiss in his
duties. He should have warned you that what the Pentercasts set out
to get, they achieve. Whether you take my wager or not, by
Epiphany, you will agree to be my wife.”

She could have cried at his behavior. “Then
he should have warned you as well that we Munroes are not to be had
so easily.”

She was surprised to see the return of his
former grin. “I never expected it to be easy. But I will prove to
you that we are meant to wed, if I have to play the devoted lover
and bring you the twelve gifts myself.”

“How typical.” She shook her head. “Do you
honestly think you can buy my love as easily as your ancestor
bought my home?”

“I won’t spend a penny,” he replied with a
twinkle in his eyes. “If I can do it, will you marry me?”

She ought to slap his face for daring to ask.
Better, she ought to order Chimes to throw him out, him and his
entire rude family. Her mother had been right—Pentercasts were not
to be trusted. What a shame she had to bring her own family here to
live near them. And she had so hoped they might be of
assistance.

Perhaps they still could.

She eyed him, mentally calculating his
chances of success as Carstairs had taught her to do. The exact
nature of the gifts eluded her at the moment, but surely at least a
few of them were rather obscure. And if he somehow had to gather
them without purchasing them, it would make winning harder still.
She had twelve days to outwit him. With his supreme confidence, it
shouldn’t be all that difficult. Perhaps it was time the Munroes
put the Pentercast arrogance to good use. Perhaps this time, the
wager would turn out differently. “If you fail, will you renew the
harvest tithes—ten percent to my family in perpetuity?”

“Now who’s after money?” he countered.

Gen blushed but stood her ground. She knew
how difficult the change in finances would be for her mother and
sister. Life at Wenwood would be easier if they could count on a
steady source of food. “Come, sir, you cannot expect me to play if
there is nothing to my advantage. Have we a wager?”

Alan cocked his head. “If I succeed in giving
you the appropriate gift for each day of Christmas according to the
old Forfeits game, without spending a penny, you will agree to be
my bride. If I fail, I provide your family with ten percent of the
harvest from my land and ensure that future generations do
likewise. That’s it?”

“That’s it.” Gen peeled the glove from her
right hand. “I believe you Pentercasts follow the traditional way
of wagering.” She spat on her palm and held it out to him. “Is it a
wager?”

Alan grinned, peeling off his own glove. He
spat on his palm. “A wager it is.”

He clasped her hand, and she felt the
strength of his grip, his warm fingers curling around the back of
her hand until his fingers touched his thumb. She pulled away much
more quickly than she had intended. Turning to hide the blush that
must be staining her cheeks, she felt him catch her arm. “Oh, no. I
suggest we enter the wager tonight with a neutral party.”

She frowned, and he released her. “We are not
in London, sir. There is no betting book at Wenwood as there is at
White’s.”

“No,” he said with a smile, “but there is the
Reverend Mr. Wellfordhouse.”

Gen glanced over at William, who was actively
helping her mother through the various verses of the poem, to much
laughter by Allison and Geoffrey as he insisted that it was a goose
in the pear tree. Catching her glance, he excused himself and
joined them near the sofa.

“Is there something you need, Miss
Munroe?”

Pulling on her glove, she felt her blush
deepening as she tried to think of a way to phrase what she had
just done. William would of course be shocked at her mercenary
wager. She felt a little shocked herself. But of course, Alan would
not win, and her family would have no need to worry for their food.
And perhaps this Corinthian at least would think twice before
making such an insulting offer again.

She put up her head. “Yes, William. Mr.
Pentercast and I wish to enter a wager with you.”

He frowned. “A wager?”

Alan grinned, and she knew he was watching
her squirm. “Yes, Mr. Wellfordhouse. Miss Munroe has just wagered
her honor against the harvest tithes from my land.”

William choked, and Gen glared at Alan.

“What this odious man is trying to say,
William,” she explained, thumping him on the back to help him catch
his breath, “is that Mr. Pentercast has wagered that he can bring
me each of the gifts in the Twelve Days of Christmas poem on the
appropriate day without spending a penny. If he cannot, he will owe
my family the income his forefather stole from us.”

“Uh, uh, uh,” Alan tsked with a shake of his
finger. “He won a wager, fair and square, as I intend to do. And if
I win, Miss Munroe has agreed to become my bride.”

William looked back and forth between Alan’s
confident smile and Gen’s equally determined scowl. “I see. And
what is it exactly you expect me to do?”

“Set the rules of this contest,” Alan
explained, “and act as judge to ensure that each of us follows
them.”

“Fairly,” Gen amended.

“I see,” William said again. “And you are
willing to marry Miss Munroe in full ceremony and treat her as any
other wife, Squire?”

Alan nodded. “I so swear.”

“And you’re willing to marry the Squire and
be his obedient wife, Miss Munroe?” he continued.

Gen glared at Alan. “Perhaps not completely
obedient. But, yes, I so swear as well.”

William glanced between them again. “Very
well. Here are your rules, then. The gifts are fairly well
specified in the poem, I believe. They shall be delivered through
no direct use of money to Miss Munroe before the last stroke of
midnight on each of the days specified. If the Squire succeeds in
this undertaking, I shall be more than happy to read the banns
myself.”

Gen turned her glare on him.

“And of course should the Squire fail,” he
quickly added, shrinking back from her, “I will be just as happy to
count the harvest tithes.”

Alan nodded. “Done. Now, if you’ll excuse me,
I had best see to my mother before the vicar quite turns her head
with his flattery.” He moved off to stand beside his mother’s
chair.

“I must say, William, that I am a bit
surprised at you,” Gen chided.

He raised an eyebrow. “Why, Miss Gen? I’ve
thought you and the Squire were well matched for years. If this is
what it takes to win you, I wish the man well.” He hurried off to
rejoin the game as she stared after him open-mouthed.



 Chapter
Two

A Partridge in a Pear Tree


The Pentercasts left
at ten, and all agreed they had had a marvelous time. The Reverends
York and Wellfordhouse left shortly thereafter, William promising
to return the next day for their traditional private Christmas
service in the Abbey chapel.

As Chimes closed the door behind them,
Allison sighed. “What a lovely evening.”

Gen burst out laughing.

Her mother managed a smile. “You may well
laugh, Genevieve. You did quite nicely tonight. I believe Allison
and I owe you an apology.”

Allison nodded, ringlets bouncing. “Yes,
indeed. The Pentercasts aren’t nearly as bad as I had feared.”

“No, they don’t breathe fire or eat small
children,” Gen teased. All except one particular Pentercast.

“One might actually find them tolerable,” her
mother agreed, “in very limited circumstances, of course.”

Chimes snorted on his way toward the back of
the house. Her mother’s eyes narrowed.

“I’m very glad to hear you say that,” Gen put
in quickly to divert her. In truth it was a relief to know that
most of the members of the two families might coexist on easier
terms because of tonight.

Allison turned away, wandering toward the
family wing with another deep-felt sigh. “I’m just sorry to see it
end so soon.”

“And who says it has to end?” Gen challenged,
putting her hands on her hips. She had worked too hard to put them
in a good mood to see it spoiled now. “We have the twelve days of
Christmas before us.”

Allison glanced back with a grin. “Yes, I
know. But tonight is over.”

Gen shook her head, determined to keep their
spirits up. Soon enough, they’d be back in mourning, this time for
their lost hopes. “I thought we were going to see the Thorn.”

Her mother’s eyes glowed. “Why, Genevieve, I
believe that’s a lovely idea. It will be cold, mind you. Best we
change into warmer clothes.”

It took them nearly an hour to change. Bryce,
their mother’s abigail, bustled between the three rooms fastening
wool gowns and smoothing coiffures into bonnets. Gen barely had a
moment to think. By a little after eleven, they were bundled in
their woolen cloaks and fur muffs and trudging down to the end of
the drive to view the Wenwood Thorn.

As they had done when they were children,
they let Chimes, wrapped in a dark wool hooded cloak, go before
them, lantern held high in one gloved hand to light the way. Mrs.
Chimes, tiny figure dwarfed by her own dark cloak, came behind with
another lantern. It might have been easier to bring the carriage,
but, by Wenwood tradition, each family came to the Thorn on foot.
The trees on either side loomed up as they approached, bare
branches raking the stars, only to retreat behind them into the
darkness. The woods were quiet; the sound of their voices seemed to
hang in the cold air like icicles on the wind. It was almost as if
they were alone in the world.

As they neared the foot of the drive, other
lights began to glow, and other voices pushed back the cold. They
broke out of the wood into a little clearing and found the village
already there, clustered in groups of friends and families in a
rough semicircle around the Wenwood Thorn.

The tree was much as Gen remembered it,
standing amongst a host of smaller trees like the matriarch of the
family, a single bud on a twisted branch like a flower of
celebration in her hair. She remembered her father’s pride in the
tree, a legacy the Munroes had left the village of Wenwood.

His great-great-grandfather had managed to
get a slip from the famed thorn that grew at Glastonbury Abbey.
Legend had it that when St. Joseph of Arimathea had first reached
England in those early years after the Lord’s crucifixion, he had
climbed the hill at Glastonbury, and where he planted his staff the
Thorn had sprung. Her ancestor had planted the cutting just off the
foot of the drive to the Abbey and had cared for it until it grew
large enough to sustain itself.

Now, each Christmas, like its own famous
forefather, it budded on Christmas Eve and bloomed on Christmas
Day. Everyone in the village and farms for miles around traveled to
witness the miracle. She had made the trip to view it every
Christmas until they had moved to London. The last time she had
seen it had been with her father.

Moving into the clearing now, it was as if
she had never left. Mrs. Smitters and the elderly Widow Tate nodded
in recognition of her mother, and Mrs. Gurney and her husband Henry
made a place for them near the front of the semicircle. The voices
around her were hushed but happy, murmuring of Christmas memories,
of hopes for Christmases to come.

The dozens of torches and lanterns brightened
the little clearing with their glow. Tom Harvey had started a fire
near the back of the crowd, and the people were taking turns
warming themselves by it. Mary Delacourte started a song, and
others joined her in rough harmony, voices rising through the
trees. Children laughed, chased each other around their parents’
and grandparents’ legs. Lovers held hands. Despite the chilled
night air, Gen felt warm all over.

“Couldn’t resist, could you?” Alan asked,
appearing at her side from the crowd. She couldn’t help but stare
in surprise. His handsome face was flushed with excitement, his
fashionable top hat was askew, and all at once he was the
good-natured young man she remembered. If he’d have looked like
this when he’d proposed, she realized, she’d probably have
accepted.

Her heart started pounding unaccountably
loud, and she raised her hand to her chest. Before she could say a
word, a laugh rang out from behind them, and, looking past him, she
saw Geoffrey clapping Dutch Mattison on the shoulder, tankard in
one gloved hand. Closer to the front, Mrs. Pentercast shivered with
a smile of welcome. Beside her, her mother nodded in reply.

“It wouldn’t be Christmas without the Thorn,”
Alan murmured beside her. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come. I’m very
glad you did.”

“I couldn’t have missed this,” Gen managed,
feeling her spirits rise. “It’s the very heart of Christmas to me:
The hope that something wonderful can happen, even in the midst of
darkness.”

As soon as she said it, she regretted sharing
such an intimate part of herself. But one look at the warmth in his
gaze and the regret evaporated.

“Miracles do happen, Miss Munroe,” he
murmured. “If we believe in them.”

As if on cue, the bells from the village
church at Wenwood began chiming midnight, their peals echoing
across hill and dale. The children froze in their games, eyes wide.
Voices died on the wind. The village youths set down their
tankards. As one, the crowd leaned forward, watching. Lanterns
raised as eyes peered through the night. Gen caught her breath as
the bud slowly opened to the light.

“Happy Christmas, Miss Munroe,” Alan murmured
beside her.

“Happy Christmas, Mr. Pentercast,” she
murmured back, believing for the first time that it might be just
that. Around her, other voices took up the chant, until the wish
was a thunder of sound across the clearing, pushing back the
darkness, climbing to heaven. The children laughed again. The
village youths toasted the day. Lovers embraced.

Then, in families and pairs, the villagers
and farmers moved off toward the village for services. Geoffrey
Pentercast stamped out the fire. With one last smile to Gen, Alan
returned to escort his mother.

Gen watched him for a moment, bemused. Was
this kind gentleman the same man who had arrogantly demanded her
hand? She shook her head. It must have been the sense of
celebration the tree inspired, the atmosphere all at once peaceful
and invigorating. Surely it was only a momentary aberration.

Having only half convinced herself, she
turned to go, then saw her mother still standing before the tree.
She touched her cloak, and her mother turned, wiping tears from her
eyes. “Your father always loved this.”

Gen squeezed her gloved hand, feeling tears
coming to her own eyes. “I know he did, Mother. And I’m sure he
knows we’re here.”

“He’s probably watching us right now,”
Allison agreed, glancing up at the cloudless sky where a million
stars twinkled. “I think he’d be pleased that we’re here at the
Abbey.”

Gen closed her eyes for a moment, pushing
back the tears. Allison was right. Her father would be proud of
what she was trying to do. If she could just hold out a few more
days, perhaps her sister and mother would come to see that the
Abbey was the best place for them as well. She had been right in
bringing them here.

As if to prove the notion, her mother reached
out and drew them into an embrace. The gesture was so rare that Gen
refused to spoil it with words. Together, they turned and walked
back to their home.

She thought at first she might have trouble
falling asleep that night. All the events of the day seemed to
crowd in on her as she lay in the large four-poster bed she had
known as a child. All in all, she told herself, she should be
pleased with what she had accomplished. Her mother and sister were
safely ensconced at the Abbey. True, she hadn’t managed to tell
them the truth about their situation, but she was going to give
them one last happy Christmas and that counted for something. She
had also managed to prove that the Pentercast/Munroe feud was no
longer necessary. True, she had her own private feud to continue
with Alan Pentercast, but that would likely come out all right as
well.

One of her biggest worries in retreating to
the Abbey had been food. They had plenty of clothes to wear, and
the elaborate furniture crowded into the many rooms would keep them
for years to come. The small clearing could hold a garden, she
thought, and the woods abounded with game. Yet one couldn’t count
on either of those as a steady source. When Alan lost his wager,
that problem would be solved.

That left only one difficulty to surmount:
Allison’s come out. She had to be properly presented if she was to
have a chance in the marriage mart. Surely Gen owed her that. Lord
knows, she had already resigned herself to the fact that she
herself was unlikely to find a suitable husband, despite Mr.
Carstairs kind words to the contrary. Like Allison, she had once
looked forward to her London Season, expecting that she would have
dozens of men as dashing as Alan Pentercast vying for her hand.

Instead, she had found the gentlemen who
pursued her sadly disappointing. Each one cared more for wardrobe
and stables than family and friends. Heaven forbid that any of them
read more than The Times or converse about anything more
daring than the weather. And none possessed her father’s wit or
good humor.

She had hoped that here in the country at
least Allison might meet men of greater substance. Alan’s face came
to mind—hair falling over his forehead and curling around his ears,
brown eyes sparkling with laughter, generous mouth turned up in a
grin. She blinked the vision away. His ridiculous wager ought to
prove how little substance he had, yet she could not forget his
obvious enjoyment of the Thorn. Sad to admit, but a part of her
still hoped the Alan she remembered had not disappeared. She told
that part of her to be silent.

She had barely slept five hours when Chimes
tapped on her door the next morning. She crawled out of bed and
donned her riding habit, pulling on the boots with a yawn. By
eight, she was out in the forest, searching for their Christmas
dinner.

Her mother disapproved that her father had
taught her to shoot, but now Gen had to own it was a useful skill.
This morning, however, the animals seemed to have decided to sleep
in on Christmas as well, for they found none of their usual grouse,
partridge, or quail. She saw a deer, which froze with one tiny hoof
in mid-air at the sight of her, but she couldn’t bring herself to
shoot the delicate little thing. Chimes, coming up behind her too
late to get a shot, chided her on her sensibilities.

“Yer father bought you that Lepage for a
reason, gel.” He clamped his felt hat more firmly in place against
the cold. “Now’s the time to use it if ever there was.”

Gen nodded, fingering the inlaid stock of the
French flintlock. She remembered her squeal of delight and her
mother’s pressed lips when her father had given it to her on her
fourteenth birthday. Now she wondered at the expense to have the
rifle specially made to her slender frame, let alone the firing of
the metal to a blue that matched her eyes. Still, it was one of the
few of her father’s gifts that she could use in this new life she
was creating. She planted the stock back into the boot by her
stirrup and nodded to Chimes to continue looking for game.

They saw nothing more that morning, and she
was on foot ready to settle for a plump, hardy pigeon when she
heard a horse approaching and sent Chimes to investigate. A moment
later, he returned with the Reverend Wellfordhouse.

“Happy Christmas, William,” she hailed, and
he smiled in agreement. “Is it time for services already?”

“Very nearly. And may I say it seems a bit
odd to find you hunting on such a day.” He regarded Chimes with a
frown, and the older man bustled off to bring their own horses
forward from hiding.

“We aren’t poaching on the Pentercast lands,
if that’s what’s worrying you, William,” she assured him. “I know
when I reach the wall, unlike some others.”

“A rather obvious landmark, to be sure,”
William agreed. “But perhaps I ought to ride with you toward the
house, just to be sure you arrive in time.”

Chimes snorted, but he helped Gen to mount
and pulled his horse obligingly behind them as she and William rode
side by side down the little track through the woods. The air was
cool and crisp; frost shone on the few leaves left on the trees.
Gen was thankful once again for her father’s foresight. The forest
green wool hunting outfit he had insisted on buying her last winter
was warm and well-fitted, with a full skirt that afforded her ample
movement on foot or on horseback and a cunning hooded caplet that
shielded her eyes from the bright winter sunlight. Beside her,
William shivered in his shabby wool jacket and breeches. For his
sake, she urged the horses forward.

They rode along the track in companionable
silence, making their way out of the wood and traveling a short
distance along the low stone wall that divided the Pentercast
property from theirs. Through the bare trees of the old orchard on
the other side, she could make out the solid golden block of the
Manor. Round paler circles on the dark trunks showed where Alan had
had them pruned recently. The grass beneath them was neatly
cropped. He appeared to be taking his ownership duties more
seriously than his forefathers, who had largely let the land run
wild, as she remembered. Even as she admired the rows across the
wall, Chimes shouted, and a flock of birds rose from the nearby
shrubs.

She grasped her rifle and leveled it at the
cloud of feathers. William ducked. The flintlock roared, and she
heard the echo from Chime’s gun. Two of the birds fell. One landed
back in the shrubbery ahead of them. The other landed near the top
of one of the trees.

On the Pentercast side of the wall.

William’s horse snorted in alarm, prancing in
circles as the reverend sought to calm it. Gen’s horse, more used
to hunting, only shied. When he got his mount under control,
William shook his head. “What a shame. You almost had that
one.”

Chimes dismounted even as Gen reined in. “I
did have that one,” she told him. “You saw it, William. It
was on my side of the wall, wherever it chose to land.”

“That’s right, miss,” Chimes agreed, going to
retrieve his own bird, which he shoved into a game bag at his hip.
“I’ll fetch it for you.” He swung himself over the wall and hurried
to the tree. His swift movements and constant glances about him
belied his confident words.

Gen watched him from the saddle as her horse
lowered its head to graze. Atop his own horse, William frowned.

“This seems a lot of trouble for a bird,” he
murmured.

Gen kept her gaze on Chimes, who had begun to
climb the tree. “You won’t say that when you eat it this afternoon,
William. It will be a poor Christmas dinner without it.”

His frown deepened. “I find it hard to
believe the Munroe hospitality depends on that one bird.”

“Believe it.” She pushed back her hood,
shielding her eyes from the sun with her hands, and tried to focus
on Chimes’ craggy form struggling up through the gnarled old
branches. She grimaced and slid to the ground. “He’s too big. I’ll
have to get it.”

“Oh, I say,” William protested, starting to
dismount. “I can’t have you climbing trees. What would your mother
think?”

Gen swung on him, striding to his stirrup.
“Mother mustn’t know anything about this. Do you hear me, William?
I went hunting because I wanted a certain dish for Christmas
dinner. No more than that. Now stay on that horse, and let me get
on with my business.”

He snapped his mouth shut and settled back in
his seat, looking decidedly worried. She sighed.

“I’m sorry to be so cross, William. It’s been
a difficult few months. I must swear you to secrecy on this, just
as I’ve sworn Carstairs and Chimes. We are nearly penniless. Our
one hope is that we might be able to live quietly here at the
Abbey. I haven’t been able to bring myself to tell Mother and
Allison yet.”

“I…I see,” William managed, swallowing.
“Would you like me to get the bird?”

She laughed at his instant contrition.
“Certainly not. I wouldn’t want to corrupt a man of the cloth. I’ve
climbed a few trees in my life. It will take but a moment.” She
swung herself over the wall and hurried to help Chimes.

He was three-quarters of the way to the top,
but already the tree was shaking beneath his weight. She could hear
him snapping as the branches dug into him.

“You’re too big for this job, Chimes,” she
called from below. “Let me try.”

Chimes climbed partway back down, puffing in
his exertions. “Your mother would have fits if she knew what you
were about,” he fussed. “I don’t hardly see how I can let you do
it, Miss Gen. Perhaps we can find another bird after all.”

“We’ve had terrible luck all morning,” she
disagreed, helping him to the ground. “I don’t expect that will
change. I’ll be up and out in a moment, you’ll see.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it,”
Alan Pentercast declared.

Gen whirled to find him leaning against the
tree behind them, a flintlock not unlike her own propped in one
arm. She thought she made out a horse grazing several rows
down.

“Pardon my interruption,” Alan said. “I was
returning from the village when I heard the shots. Silly of me, but
I thought I might have poachers.”

Chimes coughed, and Gen could feel herself
reddening.

“They shot the bird from this side of the
property, Squire,” William called obligingly over the wall.
“Unfortunately, it fell on your side.”

“Pity,” Alan agreed, moving toward them. “If
you’ll allow me.”

Gen eyed his tall frame, dressed today in
rough wool trousers and a long coat. The outdated outfit combined
with his shaggy hair made him look slightly disreputable, like what
she had always imagined a highwayman or footpad to look. She
somehow thought it suited him.

“You’ll never reach it,” she informed him.
“You’re too big.”

“Au contraire, my lady. Mr. Chimes, if
you will be so kind as to stand below the tree there, that’s
right.” He braced the rifle in the crotch of the tree and clambered
up beside it. Hanging onto one limb, he stretched out his arm,
extending the rifle up and out. The limb bobbed, and he swayed with
it. Gen caught her breath, mind conjuring images of him falling and
injuring himself.

“Stop this, you idiot!” she cried. “The bird
isn’t that important.”

“Well,” Alan ventured with a grunt as he
reached out once more, “it was certainly important enough for you
to try climbing up here in that fetching riding habit of yours.”
Gritting his teeth, he thrust the barrel of the rifle against the
higher limb. Gen nearly sagged in relief as the bird tumbled to the
ground. Leaving the rifle temporarily in the tree, Alan jumped down
beside the bird. Chimes bent guiltily to retrieve it.

Suddenly, Alan’s arm shot out to stop him.
Chimes backed away, and Alan knelt, frowning. Then he swept the
bird up into his hands and moved to Gen’s side. Grinning, he handed
it to her with a bow.

“Your partridge, my lady,” he said with a
laugh, “in a pear tree.”

Alarmed, she looked up. She could hear
Reverend Wellfordhouse’s chuckle from the other side of the wall.
“I’m afraid he’s right. That is, if my botany doesn’t fail me, a
pear tree.”

“You planned this!” she accused Alan.

He held up his hands. “Actually, I had
another plan entirely. However, as I told you, we were meant for
each other. Fate is conspiring against you to prove me right.”

“One gift,” she informed him icily, “does not
a wager win.”

He laughed, dusting off his hands on his
trousers. “Quite right, Miss Munroe. Well, I wish you well with
your bird. But somehow, I have a feeling that partridge might taste
a bit like crow.”

Gen spun on her heels and marched back to the
wall. But, even as she allowed Chimes to hand her up into the
saddle, she had a sinking feeling that Alan was right.



 Chapter
Three

Two Turtle Doves


Christmas dinner was
much merrier than Gen had expected, even with their poor hunting of
the morning. Annie’s cooking made the two partridges seem
plentiful, marinating the bite-size pieces in a honey glaze.
Reverend Wellfordhouse was congenial company, and Gen didn’t think
she was the only one relieved when Reverend York declined their
invitation, eating with the Pentercasts instead. They spent a
pleasant evening by the fire, sharing memories of other
Christmases, happier days. By the time she went to bed that night,
she had to admit that country living was not nearly the sacrifice
Mr. Carstairs had feared it would be.

Perhaps it was the stories she had heard that
night, but as she lay in bed, more memories arose, memories of Alan
Pentercast. Of the two brothers, she would never have thought Alan
would turn out to be the personification of the overweening
arrogance of all Pentercasts. She had somehow expected more of him.
Certainly everyone else had.

When she was a child, he had always been
touted as the knight errant of the village—climbing a tree to
rescue Mrs. Smitter’s cat, bringing food to the Harveys when Mr.
Harvey had broken his leg during the harvest, chopping wood for the
Widow Tate. And Gen didn’t need anyone else’s word for his bravery
in rescuing the Mattison twins. She had been present that famous
day when he had jumped into the Abbey pond to save the red-headed
five-year-olds from drowning.

It had been a wonderful summer day in
Somerset. The sky was as blue as the waters of the pond behind the
Abbey. Every child in the area who wasn’t working in the fields had
managed to find an excuse to appear on the shore to either brave
the cool waters or lounge in the shade of the nearby trees. Allison
had been only nine at the time, even more unrestrained in her
behavior than now. Knowing their mother was nowhere in sight and
the footman was busy elsewhere for the moment, she had peeled off
her stockings and pinned up her skirts to wade along the edge of
the water. Geoffrey Pentercast, only a couple of years older, had
shrugged out of his jacket and throw off his shoes before stomping
in after her. She remembered Allison’s high-pitched squeal as she
tried to dodge his splashes.

The oldest there, she had sat on the grass
beside the pond, knees hugged to chest, giving her nod of consent
to the children who begged her to be allowed to play in the
sapphire water. Allison had said Gen was playing mother again, but
she had felt like a grand lady, granting boons upon the struggling
poor. She herself had nodded agreement when the Mattison twins had
managed to get up the courage to ask her to allow them to wade.

What happened next was engraved in her
memory. The five-year-old girls had been hesitant at first, holding
up the skirts of their pinafores to dip bare toes in the water.
Before Gen knew what they were about, they had wiggled out of their
dresses entirely and waded into water over their waists. Even as
she stood to warn them to return to shore, one of them, she thought
it was Daisy, slipped and went under. The other sister, Maisy,
splashed deeper after her and disappeared as well. Allison cried
out in terror, and Geoffrey, for once in his life, stood frozen in
shock.

Gen remembered running to the edge of the
pond, hands wringing, legs trembling in fear, the other children
rising and crying out around her. She had never so much as waded in
the pond, let alone gone swimming. She had no idea how deep the
water might be, how far the girls might have sunk. She remembered
shouting their names, but no red head bobbed into sight to answer.
She was bending to untie her own boots when someone darted past her
and with a mighty splash, Alan Pentercast made a running dive into
the pond.

She had no idea where he had come from, but
she couldn’t remember ever being so glad to see anyone. With
strokes that seemed powerful and sure to her, he plowed into the
pond, caught his breath, and dove under. She counted the seconds
with her own breath held tightly in a shaking chest. She hadn’t
even reached four before he surged up, a twin under each arm.
Several kicks got him to shallow water where he could stand. He
strode ashore and dropped the coughing, spitting five-year-olds
onto the damp grass.

She remembered breathing something reverent
about his rescue, but he only stood looking down at the children,
his sodden clothes clinging to his body. He wiped away a drip of
water from his nose with the back of his hand. His dark eyes met
hers, and for a second, she thought he was as frightened as she
was. Then Geoffrey galloped up to his side and caught him in a bear
hug.

“That was famous, Alan! You saved their
lives.”

Daisy began to whimper, and Gen crouched to
take each of the girls into her arms. They trembled against her,
both trying to climb into her lap at the same time. She sat down
heavily, and they cuddled against her chest.

“I’ll fetch Mother,” Allison cried, dashing
back toward the Abbey.

Alan shrugged off his brother’s grip and
knelt beside Gen.

“Are they all right?” he murmured, not
meeting her eyes.

“They’re just scared,” she assured him as if
she were the older one and knew all about children. “But Geoffrey’s
right; they’d have been dead but for you.”

She thought she saw him swallow, but he rose
quickly. “It was nothing. I’d better go find dry clothes or Father
will have a fit. Come on, Geoff.” Before she could thank him, he
was beyond the trees.

Remembering now, she shook her head. Every
villager had sung his praises that day. All these years, she had
thought he deserved them. But what she thought had been humility
had surely just been arrogance. Look at the way he had handed her
the bird this morning, with that insufferable smile on his
face.

She shuddered. What a pity. One more of her
heroes proven untrue. She knew if she stopped to remember the other
hero who had fallen, she wouldn’t sleep at all that night. She told
her mind firmly to be silent, plumped her pillows, and put her head
back down to sleep.

Her mother woke her early the next morning,
passing quietly into her bedroom to open the shades on a grey
winter day. “Good morning, Genevieve. I’m sorry to wake you so
early, but I’ll be needing your assistance today with the
boxes.”

Gen nearly groaned aloud. How could she have
forgotten the old tradition of giving the servants presents on the
Feast of St. Stephen? She had yet to tell any of them except Chimes
about their predicament—that would mean there would be, good
heavens, two grooms, a coachman, a stable boy, three maids, the two
men who assisted Chimes as footmen during dinner parties, a
gardener, her mother’s abigail Bryce, and Mrs. Chimes each
expecting a box of gifts today.

Her father had been known to encourage the
most elaborate of gifts. Once he had given Chimes an entire case of
French champagne. Another time he hired an acrobatic troupe to
perform. And last Boxing Day, each of their servants in town had
been given boxes with twelve different gifts, one for each day of
Christmas. She remembered how long it had taken the family to wrap
and pack them. The potential cost stunned her, and she sank back
upon the bed, wondering how she could possibly explain the problem
to her mother.

“You needn’t look so daunted,” her mother
murmured with a small smile. “Allison will help too, and I believe
we can even prevail upon Mrs. Chimes to assist with the lesser
servants. Of course, there are the pensioners on the old estate as
well. I thought since we were home again, we shouldn’t forget
them.”

Gen stared at her. “But…but Mother, surely
they are the Pentercasts’ concern.”

Her mother’s mouth tightened. “I’ve never
known the Pentercasts to be overly generous. Your father frequently
had to make up for their lack of hospitality. Honestly, Genevieve,
I do not know what has gotten into you lately. You were never
afraid to put forth effort for those under our care.”

Gen closed her eyes, thinking of all the work
she and Mr. Carstairs had done to keep their family together the
last six months. “It isn’t the work, Mother. I’m just concerned
that it might be a little expensive.”

Her mother raised an eyebrow. “It seems a bit
selfish, my dear, to count the cost of thanking those who have
given good service. I will leave you to think on that. When you are
dressed, please join us in the music room. I believe there’s space
there to spread out all the boxes.”

“But surely, Mother,” Gen persisted,
desperate, “we don’t have the items here to put in the boxes.
You’ve complained any number of times that Wenwood doesn’t even
have a market.”

“I do not complain,” her mother said with a
sniff as she turned toward the door. “However, as to the notable
lack of shopping facilities in the village, I took care of that
before we left London. We have everything we need downstairs.”

Gen felt her heart constrict: another set of
bills that Carstairs didn’t know about. She was afraid to even ask
what her mother had bought. She scurried to the wardrobe, threw off
her nightgown, and slid into her lavender kerseymere gown, not even
waiting for Bryce’s help. Whipping her thick hair up into a bun at
the top of her head, she dashed down the corridor to the music
room.

She paused in the doorway, her worse
nightmares confirmed. Spread out on the slate floor, the oriental
carpet in the center, the bench in front of the spinet, and the
window seats of the two multi-paned windows overlooking the drive
were various knickknacks, gewgaws, and tidbits designed to bring a
smile to the most overworked, brow-beaten of servants. Her mother
was obviously trying to surpass last year’s generosity.

Allison was untangling a batch of beaded
necklaces. Her mother was perched on the sofa opposite the spinet,
sorting through various brightly colored mufflers and gloves.
Before Gen could protest, Chimes tapped her on the shoulder, taking
her arm as she turned, and leading her back into the corridor.

“Don’t you fret, miss,” he said with a wink.
“I have it all figured. We let them pack the boxes and convince
them to let me deliver them. Then I just return them to the
kitchen, and back they go to London to be sold for a profit.”

Gen took a deep breath, relaxing. “A wise
plan, Chimes. Thank you.” Squaring her shoulders, she went back
into the room. Chimes, whistling through his wide-spaced front
teeth, came in behind her, ostensibly to bring in the pile of
ornamental packages in which the gifts were to be boxed.

“Ah, there you are, Chimes,” her mother said,
rising. “I’d like you to assemble the staff at ten this morning to
receive their gifts.”

Chimes and Gen exchanged glances. “As you
wish, madam,” he said, “though I was hoping to be able to hand out
the boxes at dinner this evening.”

She frowned. “That is far too late in the
day. They will think we have forgotten them. No, it must be ten.
Then they can take the rest of the day off. All except John
Coachman, of course. Have him bring around the carriage so that I
can go visiting the pensioners.”

“Sorry, madam, but the carriage wheel looked
wobbly when you came in and I took the liberty of having Joe
Blacksmith in the village look it over. Wouldn’t want an accident,
now would we?”

Her frown deepened, and she shot Genevieve a
dark look. Gen tried not to squirm.

“Chimes,” her mother said, “I believe you’re
being difficult. I will deliver these boxes today, this morning,
with or without your assistance. And if it is without your
assistance, I think it safe to say that you may be getting a box
from a different employer next Boxing Day.”

Chimes coughed, not bothering to hide his own
squirming. “Yes, madam.”

Gen wracked her brain for some other way to
stop her mother. Why, even if Alan lost his wager, she wouldn’t be
able to pay for these trinkets for months. The Munroe diamonds came
to mind again, but she bit her lip in determination. Surely she and
Allison deserved something of their family inheritance! There had
to be some other answer.

Someone rapped sharply on the front door, the
sound echoing through the halls. Chimes excused himself to go
answer it. A moment later, he ushered Alan Pentercast into the
room.

Gen bridled immediately, looking to see what
he carried. His hands, covered in black leather gloves, were empty.
He tipped his high-crowned beaver to her mother and Allison before
allowing Chimes to take it and his many-caped greatcoat. Then he
offered her a bow. She nodded in return, earning a warning frown
from her mother for her lack of enthusiasm.

“Good morning, Squire,” her mother murmured.
“To what do we owe this honor?”

“I’m sorry to intrude so early, ladies,” he
replied, crossing to her side and pointedly ignoring the dark looks
Gen cast him. “But I came to ask your assistance, Mrs. Munroe. I
can see you were prepared for Boxing Day, but I’m afraid to admit
that my mother is all at sixes and sevens. She has a few gifts put
aside, but somehow the things she ordered from London never
arrived. To make matters worse, Geoffrey has gone off on some
fool’s errand, leaving Mother to deal with the packing all by
herself. I know you’ve dealt with Boxing Day for many years, with
far more servants to reward than we have. I was hoping to prevail
upon you to share your skills in our time of need.”

Her mother positively glowed, inclining her
head regally at his request. “But of course, Mr. Pentercast. I’m
sure we can contrive something.”

“Madam, you are too gracious. What I’d like
to do, with your concurrence, of course, is to move the entire
affair to the Manor, where we have all the room we need, as I’m
sure you’re well aware. Combining what you have here with what my
mother has been able to squirrel away should give us more than
enough to reward all our staffs adequately.”

Gen narrowed her eyes at his audacity and her
mother’s duplicity. Couldn’t she see what the man was trying to do?
“There is, of course, a matter of funds, Mr. Pentercast,” she put
in firmly. “These trinkets cost my family a pretty penny.”

“Genevieve!” her mother cried. “Squire,
please disregard my daughter. I don’t know what’s come over her
lately. She seems to have developed quite an interest in finances,
an aberration I assure you will not last.”

“I think young ladies who take an interest in
their family’s well-being should be much complimented, Mrs.
Munroe,” he replied, smiling. Then, turning to Gen with a twinkle
in his dark eyes, he added, “I assure you, Miss Munroe, I will pay
for every trinket in this room. As a service to my mother, of
course.”

Gen eyed him, trying to determine his game.
He couldn’t be trying to procure his gift for the day—what was it,
two turtle doves? Surely he knew that if he bought them so easily,
he would be disqualifying himself from the wager. Besides, she
doubted there was anything like a turtle dove in this collection of
her mother’s.

“How very commendable of you, Mr.
Pentercast,” she managed.

“Very commendable, and quite unnecessary,”
her mother put in. “Now, if we’re to accomplish this plan of yours,
we’ll need to start moving things immediately.”

With great misgivings, Gen helped them repack
the various presents and watched as Chimes and Alan carried the
boxes out to Alan’s waiting carriage. His entire story could only
be a concoction of lies, but she couldn’t understand how he stood
to benefit. Chimes had the groom bring round the Munroe carriage,
miraculously fixed, and the Munroes climbed in for the drive to the
Manor.

The Manor had, of course, once been known as
Munroe Manor, and Gen knew the Munroes took great pride in the fact
that it wasn’t uncommon even to this day for someone in the village
to slip and use the old name. While the house was a little over a
mile from the Abbey through the woods, it was considerably farther
by road, as the Munroes had to follow a curving drive nearly to the
main road and the Wenwood Thorn before branching onto the drive
that led to the Manor. As they came up through the trees, bare now
in the winter wind, Gen saw that Alan had been refurbishing the old
house.

A square block of golden stone, three stories
high, the house stood in direct contrast to the sprawling
single-story wings of the Abbey. The white edging around each of
the six rectangular, many-paned windows on each level shone in the
grey winter light, as did the Doric columns on the two-story
pedimented front porch. The lawns that stretched to either side and
beyond it were brown with winter, but the grass was neatly trimmed.
Her mother put a hand on her arm, nodding to where a herd of dairy
cows grazed in the pasture almost next to the back of the
house.

“That was where the lake used to be,” she
murmured. “Philistines.”

Gen hid a smile. “No doubt they’d have kept
the lake, Mother, if our great-grandfather hadn’t damned up the
stream that fed it.” She had to admit, right now she’d have happily
released the resultant pond behind the Abbey for a similar herd of
producing dairy cows. Her mother only sniffed.

They drew up to the front of the Manor, and a
stately white-haired butler came down the stone steps to usher them
in. They ascended the steps to the entry, which was easily twice as
big as the one at the Abbey, and much brighter with the many-paned
windows on either side of the door, the gilt-edged fan light over
the door, and the crystal chandelier that hung from the high
ceiling. Even her mother looked impressed as the liveried footmen
spirited away their pelisses and bonnets and the butler escorted
them into the front withdrawing room.

The room, which boasted several satin-striped
sofas and matching chairs, all in shades of rose and dusky green,
looked much as the music room had looked when she first entered
that morning. Scarves, necklaces, small pieces of pottery, and even
a mustache cup were perched on every flat surface, from the
credenza under the windows to the mahogany table near the hearth.
Suspenders even hung in the greenery over the polished wood
mantel.

The Pentercast generosity had obviously
increased. In fact, there was entirely enough articles to give
good-sized boxes to an army of servants and farmers. She found it
difficult to believe that anyone but her family took Boxing Day
this seriously. Gen narrowed a glance at Alan, who was standing
innocently near his mother’s chair, ostensibly engrossed in
determining whether a burgundy muffler went better with a gold cup
or a silver one.

Looking up, he favored her mother and Allison
with a smile, patently ignoring the frown on her own face. “Mrs.
Munroe, the Misses Munroe, thank you again for assisting us. As you
can see, the job is just too big for so few sets of hands.”

“I must admit, it was very kind of you,
Trudy,” Mrs. Pentercast murmured with a shy smile at her mother.
“We used to do Boxing Day so well. I don’t know what happened. I
think it’s so important that we don’t forget anyone, especially
some of the pensioners in the village. This is the high point of
their year.”

Her mother visibly thawed. “I couldn’t agree
with you more. Perhaps if we made a list, we might divide the gifts
more evenly and make sure we have the appropriate items in each
box.”

Mrs. Pentercast clapped her hands. “What a
wonderful idea.”

They went to work. Gen was surprised at how
quickly the time passed. Between her mother and Mrs. Pentercast,
the list was calculated, gifts divided, and the packing begun in
short order. They argued a little over the names of the pensioners,
farmers, and servants to be included, and her mother had to insist
that the servants from each house be given identical boxes, but
overall, the process went surprisingly smoothly.

At some point, the butler announced the
Reverend William Wellfordhouse, who was promptly conscripted to
duty. A short while later, Geoffrey Pentercast made the mistake of
wandering in, only to have his mother drag him into the middle of
the project as well. He flopped down on the foot of the chaise
lounge where Allison sat and began stuffing anything he could reach
into a box. Allison at first shrank back from his hostility, then
frowned, then finally leaned forward to take the box from his
hands.

“If you can’t do it right, Mr. Pentercast,”
she told him sternly, “then perhaps you’d better not do it at
all.”

Geoffrey looked contrite. “Oh, you’re quite
right, Miss Munroe. I shall be delighted to sit here and watch you
do it for me. It will be a lesson to me in humility.”

“A lesson, sir,” William put in, watching
them like Gen, “that you sorely need, if I may say so.”

Geoffrey scowled at him but made no move to
help, and Allison went back to filling the boxes herself. She tried
to pretend to ignore him, but Gen caught her casting him dark
looks. Geoffrey must have noticed them as well.

“You keep that up,” he grumbled, “and your
face will freeze that way.”

“If it’s going to freeze,” Allison retorted,
“I’d rather I was doing something more pointed.” She stuck out her
tongue at him. To her obvious dismay, Geoffrey gave a whoop of
laughter.

“Less amusement and more activity, if you
please, sir,” his mother called to him. With a shrug, Geoffrey rose
to help Alan carry some of the finished boxes out to the entry for
delivery.

Mrs. Pentercast and her mother agreed to
finish by noon, take a break for tea, and then tour the estates and
village together, handing out the boxes as they went. Watching the
party working away, Gen couldn’t believe how well the two families
came together when given a common purpose. William noticed it as
well.

“Quite a change from the other night,” he
murmured to Gen as they finished one of the boxes. “I must say, I’m
quite amazed to see your mother and Mrs. Pentercast getting on so
well. I had heard they’ve been rivals since childhood.”

“Billing and cooing like two turtle doves,”
Gen agreed with a shake of her head. “Who would have
thought---”

The curate turned to her with wide eyes. “Oh
my word! That’s it. Two turtle doves. You said it yourself.”

Gen stared at him aghast. “But that’s not
right! They’re not real doves. It doesn’t count.”

William shook his head. “No one said the
gifts couldn’t be symbolic. If you ask me, having the two most
important women, to you and the Squire and to this village, getting
along is the best gift anyone could have. I’m afraid, Miss
Genevieve, that he’s done it again.”

Gen watched him cross the withdrawing room to
where Alan was stuffing knitted scarves into a box. As William
spoke to him, he looked up and offered her one of his most daring
grins. She could almost hear his words in her mind. “Only ten more
days of Christmas.”



 Chapter
Four

Three French Hens


“The man is an
odious makebait,” Gen insisted, pacing the music room in Wenwood
Abbey while Allison attempted a gavotte on the spinet. “Did you see
how those poor farmers doted on his every word yesterday when we
delivered the gifts, as if he actually cared about them in any
small way? He is easily the most overweening, toplofty, arrogant,
odious---”

“You’ve used odious once already,” Allison
pointed out, frowning at the sheets of hand-copied music before
her. “And I believe that makes three times for ‘arrogant.’”

Gen paused to scowl at her. “Don’t interrupt,
if you please.”

Allison shrugged. “But I must, for you’re
being quite unreasonable. Of all the Pentercasts, I find Alan the
least objectionable. Why even his mother was being rather likable
yesterday, I thought. She and Mother certainly became thick as
thieves. You know she is taking tea over there this afternoon.”

Gen stamped her foot. “That’s what I mean.
You all are being taken in by this, this---”

“Odious, arrogant, makebait,” Allison
supplied helpfully. “And if you want my opinion, I think that
description far better suits the younger Mr. Pentercast.” She gave
the keys an extra thump. “Now, there is a bully and a lout if there
ever was one.”

Gen waved her hand. “He is all of that and
annoying as well. However, he is young, Allison. No doubt he’ll
settle down once he finds a proper girl to wed. I find the elder
much more objectionable. Why have you stopped?”

Allison quickly returned to her music.
“Sorry. Woolgathering. But, honestly, Gen, I don’t know what’s come
over you. I thought you were the one who wanted us to be friends
with the Pentercasts.”

“I did want us to be friends,” she tried to
explain to her sister, casting herself down on the sofa opposite
the spinet. “But it’s all happening too fast.”

Allison frowned, keeping her eyes on her
music. “What do you mean, fast? Father made friends constantly. He
was always bringing home some poor soul he’d found somewhere, and
usually they turned out to be quite interesting people.”

Gen sighed. “Yes, but that was Father. He
always saw the good in everyone.”

Allison raised her eyes at last. “And you
used to be just like him.”

Gen hung her head, picking at the fringe on
her paisley shawl. It was so difficult to explain to her sister.
Somehow, she felt Allison should be shielded from the truth she had
been forced to confront. “I suppose I did. That was before…well,
that was just before. I can’t help feeling that something isn’t
right here. Why does Alan Pentercast want to help us so much? I
keep asking myself that.”

“And what do you answer?”

Gen shrugged. “I don’t have an answer, except
that it cannot be a good reason. Perhaps I’m being prejudiced, but
I cannot help remembering how we lost the Manor in the first
place.”

Allison laughed, finishing the song with a
trill up the keys. “Now you are being Miss Friday Face. We lost the
Manor in a silly wager. No one would be so foolish as to make a
wager with a Pentercast again.”

Gen looked away from her. “No, of course
not.”

Allison frowned. “Now who’s being evasive?
Genevieve Munroe, have you done something I should know about?”

Gen fiddled with the shawl’s fringe. “I
cannot think what you mean.”

Allison leapt from the bench and threw
herself down beside her sister. “You have! Oh, tell, tell! Did you
make a wager with Alan Pentercast?”

Gen looked up into her sister’s sparkling
blue eyes. The temptation to share the story was great, but she’d
have to tell the full story, and that she was still unwilling to
do. “I told you, it is of no consequence. Pray continue with your
practice.”

The light in Allison’s eyes faded, and she
scowled. “Very well, don’t tell me.” She jumped to her feet and
stalked back to the spinet. “But don’t expect me to agree with your
glum opinions unless I understand the reasons for them.”

Gen listened to her vehement pounding of the
keys, wishing she could share her thoughts as easily as her sister
shared her feelings. She rose to leave. If she had to be isolated,
she might as well be alone.

She scolded herself as she wandered through
the corridors of the Abbey. She ought to be more trusting. Once she
would have seen nothing untoward in Alan’s behavior. But that had
been before she had learned the truth about her father—that all his
loving gifts had come with a price. And the price had been the
future security of his family.

He had refused to accept the fact that they
must economize, turning instead to gambling to fill his nearly
empty coffers. That had only made matters worse. She shuddered when
she thought of the men who had loaned him money only to encourage
him to drink and gamble some more. Now she was left to explain it
all to her mother and sister.

Small wonder she had such trouble believing
Alan’s gestures were so innocent. In truth, Alan’s thoughtfulness
might be nothing more than his attempt to be a good neighbor. She
could have believed that, except for his behavior the first night.
He hardly had to offer for her! And in such an insulting way.

There was more here than met the eye, she was
sure of it. She just had to be careful these next few days to
ensure that Alan did not win his wager.

But how to ensure that he lost? That she had
failed to consider. She had meant from the first to keep him from
winning, but she had begun to realize that she had little control
over the wager. What was today, three French hens? She pondered how
he might bring that about. Did he have some variety of hen on his
farm that would qualify? Surely he’d have to give them to her
personally? What if she just refused to come down to callers?

She smiled. Could it be that simple? She
hurried to the kitchens, where she knew she would likely find
Chimes.

Mrs. Chimes smiled at her as Gen entered the
wide, warm room. She returned the smile, noting that, as usual,
their housekeeper and cook’s round cheeks were as red and wrinkled
as the frost-nipped apple she was peeling. As Gen crossed to the
center of the room to the huge oak table that did double-duty as
Mrs. Chimes’ worktable and the staff dining table, she also noticed
that the woman’s hands trembled ever so slightly. The Chimes had
been caretakers of the Abbey for as long as she could remember. She
had never stopped to consider that they might be nearing the time
of being pensioners themselves. She’d have to look into that soon.
She had counted on their support as she and her family made their
transition, but it would be unfair of her to expect them to work in
their old age. One more problem she would have to contend with.

Smothering a sigh, she approached Mr. Chimes,
who was seated at one end of the table, cup of tea at his elbow,
copy of The London Times they had brought with them open
before him. He, at least, looked as cantankerous as always, going
to great pains to pretend she wasn’t there when she knew he had to
have heard her enter.

“Chimes, I need your help,” she
announced.

Chimes grunted, then set the paper across his
lap and squinted up at her with his sharp black eyes. “With what,
miss?”

“I expect Mr. Pentercast will be coming to
visit frequently the next few days,” she explained, trying to look
stern. “I refuse to be home to him. I will not receive him. I will
not meet him. I hope I’ve made myself clear.”

He nodded, snapping the paper back open,
almost in her face. She stepped back, surprised. “Yes, miss. I
quite understand. But he’ll find another way to win that
wager.”

Gen gasped.

“Now, Ben, you shouldn’t tease her so,” Mrs.
Chimes murmured, moving to Gen’s side. “Your secret’s safe with us,
dear. We wouldn’t dream of telling a soul.”

“But how did you know?” Gen asked, feeling
far from mollified.

Chimes grunted again from behind his shield
of paper. “I have my ways.”

“He overheard you talking with the Squire the
other night, of course,” Mrs. Chimes explained with a scowl at her
husband. It only made her round face look slightly less welcoming,
and Gen was sure Chimes would have ignored it even if he could have
seen it. “I promise you, he hasn’t told anyone but me.”

“Fat lot you know,” Chimes muttered. Gen felt
the panic rising. Mrs. Chimes swatted the paper to the table.

“Benjamin Chimes, if you’ve broken your
promise to me…”

He quailed before the fire in her dark blue
eyes. “Now, Annie, I was only funnin’. I just want her to know that
she’s casting aside a perfectly good match.”

Now Gen knew her own eyes were sparkling with
fire. “I’ll be the judge of that, if you please. There hasn’t been
a Pentercast born worthy of marrying a Munroe, and well you know
it.”

Mrs. Chimes paled, and Chimes scowled. “Your
father would be ashamed to hear you talk so.”

Gen drew herself up to her full height. “I am
the head of this family now, Mr. Chimes. See that you remember
that. And see that you remember that I am not home to Mr. Alan
Pentercast. Now, get back to work.”

She stalked from the kitchen, blood roaring
in her ears. How dare they question her decision! She’d done
everything she could these last six months. Even Mr. Carstairs
agreed with that. She’d been the first to offer up her jewelry, her
clothes, even her beloved horse, Spirit. She’d watched as the
presents her father had given her left the house, one by one, to be
auctioned or sold.

When that wasn’t enough, she’d forced herself
to sell off the unused furniture in the attic of the London house,
then some of the paintings. She’d even swallowed her pride and
ignored her guilt to raid her mother’s jewelry box, having each of
the treasures except for the Munroe diamonds replaced with
paste.

She’d seen every debt settled without the
creditors appearing on their doorsteps, even though it had required
her to learn about the most unsavory parts of London, where her
father had gambled. And she had kept his secret from her mother and
sister. The only thing she had held close, the one thing she had
refused to sell, was herself. Carstairs was right—apparently her
name and beauty still commanded a price in the marriage mart. She
just couldn’t bring herself to put them on the block.

She slammed the door of her room and cast
herself down upon her bed, pounding the feather mattress with her
fists. They had no right to ask it of her, any of them. Why did she
have to be the sacrificial lamb? Why must her happiness be the one
forfeit? Surely she had the right to marry for love. If her father
had been alive, he’d understand. But, of course, he wasn’t alive.
That was what had brought her to this pass.

Somehow, she had thought things would be
different at Wenwood. When she had left here at fifteen, it had
seemed an idyllic place—warm, peaceful, full of friendly people who
honestly cared for her. London, with all its bustle and noise, had
seemed superficial in comparison. The girls in her finishing school
had only cared for fashion and flirting, and they had ridiculed her
when she tried to introduce more substantial topics. The men who
courted her after her come out had been no different. Well, there
had been a gentleman dressed as Romeo at her first ball. He had
been romantic, importunate, fascinating. Unfortunately, he’d never
seen fit to come calling afterward. She knew in her heart she had
been comparing all those gentlemen to her ideal, an ideal
personified by her memories of Alan Pentercast.

And now even those memories had been shown
false.

If she had any doubts about his cavalier
behavior, it was only the motive for it. At best, he was looking
for a pretty wife to brag over at the village inn. At the worst, he
wanted to align his family with one that was higher on the social
ladder. If he had cared for her at all, he would have waited to
propose. He would have courted her properly, at least made the
pretense that he was interested in her more than her family name.
And Mr. and Mrs. Chimes thought it was an excellent match! She
wanted to scream at them all to go away, leave her alone.

By dinner time, she had calmed sufficiently
to join her mother and sister at the dinner table. She noticed that
Mrs. Chimes was serving; Chimes hadn’t apparently forgiven Gen for
her outburst. She sighed. Since he knew the story, perhaps she
should explain the whole to him. Maybe if he understood how she
felt about the issue, he wouldn’t harp on it. Lord knows, she
needed his support if she were to carry this off.

She picked at the dinner, chiding herself for
not making the most of it. The main course was a savory roast
chicken in a wonderful orange sauce. She was sure she wouldn’t be
able to afford it again soon. In fact, she was a little worried how
she had been able to afford it now. Chimes was in charge of the
provisioning. Had he been so angry with her that he had done
something rash? Or had her mother been shopping somewhere again?
She was almost afraid to ask, but she had to know.

“I thought we were going to have ham
tonight,” she ventured to her mother, thinking about what had
surely been left over from their meal of the night before.

Her mother frowned. “I don’t believe I’d
asked you to plan the meal tonight, Genevieve. Don’t you find these
to your liking?”

Frustrated, she shook her head. “They’re
delicious. I just wasn’t expecting them.”

Her mother managed a smile, picking up a bite
of the golden-brown flesh. “It was a nice surprise, I must admit.
Mrs. Pentercast said her son was sure you would like the hens this
way. It’s called chicken a la provence, and they were served
to King Louis.”

Gen choked on the meat and dropped her fork.
“Are you saying these are French hens?”

Her mother’s frown returned. “Well, I suppose
you could consider them such. Alan insisted I take three of them,
and the way you’ve been about economizing, I thought you’d be
pleased.”

“Three French hens!” Allison laughed. “And
it’s the third day of Christmas. Just like in the Forfeits
game.”

Gen had no appetite for the rest of the meal.
Somehow, the chicken tasted even more like crow than the partridge
had.



 Chapter
Five

Interlude, Baritone Solo


Alan Pentercast
watched the Munroe carriage trundle down the drive and allowed
himself a smile. There, if he wasn’t mistaken, went his gift for
the third day of Christmas. Nine more days until Genevieve Munroe
agreed to be his bride. He had to stop himself from rubbing his
hands together with glee. The Pentercast forefathers must be
rolling in their graves to think he would unite the forever-feuding
families.

Let them roll, he thought, returning
to the Manor. She was worth any trouble she put him to. He’d known
that long ago, but it had taken him time to convince himself that
her father would ever agree to allow him to court her. Surprising
how agreeable Rutherford Munroe had been when Alan had had the
temerity to approach him in London last year.

He shook his head. So much time wasted. If
only the man hadn’t died before telling Gen his plans. With their
families’ sworn enmity, Alan could hardly waltz in the first day
they arrived and announce that her father had given his blessing.
They’d have thrown him out on his ear.

Still, he hadn’t exactly made a better
impression by waiting until Christmas Eve. He winced as he
remembered how he’d blurted out the proposal like a callous youth
overwhelmed by his first crush. She may have been the first woman
he’d admired, but he’d had his share of flirtations since. He’d
even acquired a bit of polish, or so he had thought. Just having
her next to him, her hand touching his to pick out the raisins, and
he was reduced to a stammering fool. Small wonder she’d reacted so
badly.

He remembered the first time he had realized
she was truly a woman. Oh, she’d been a taking little thing since
the day she was born, but he’d been much too sophisticated at seven
years her senior to pay much attention to a female of the clan
Munroe. He’d only become head of his own family a year before her
father had decided to take them all to London. And he remembered a
distinct feeling of pride that Rutherford Munroe would entrust the
safekeeping of the Abbey to him, a Pentercast. Cocky young man that
he had been, he hadn’t even wondered when he was invited to London
to Genevieve’s come out. Her father must have had it planned for
some time.

It had been a masked ball. He had wondered at
the time why anyone would want a come out to be a surprise, but
Londoners were famed for their eccentricities, and the Munroes were
famed among Londoners. He had managed to find a shop that
specialized in costumes and arrived at the event dressed in velvet
doublet and hose, a redoubtable Romeo. The parallel of the feuding
families had been irresistible. Behind his mask, he thought no one
in the room would know the tall, wavy-haired gentleman who arrived
fashionably late. His anonymity had given him a sense of power over
the more sophisticated people of the ton.

He had been propped up against one of the
Grecian pillars that supported the high ceiling of the huge
ballroom, trying to decide how to safely dispose of the warm, flat
champagne he had been given, when he saw her. She seemed to have
just entered the room, standing near the door, hesitating. In her
heavy burgundy velvet with the low waist, tight bodice, and slashed
sleeves, she was the perfect Juliet to his Romeo. Just the thing to
liven up the otherwise dull event. He set the crystal goblet in the
middle of a potted palm and hastened to her side.

She was still scrutinizing the room when he
reached her and, for the first time, he found himself just a little
unsure how to proceed. The dark color of the velvet bespoke a
married lady, or at least one with some experience on the
ton, yet it was only a costume and he wondered if he could
trust his first instincts. She was a tiny thing, not much bigger
than his mother, but far more slender. She seemed completely
oblivious to his presence, which he was ashamed now to admit had
galled his youthful pride. So, he had decided to do something
rather audacious.

“‘If I profane with my unworthiest hand,’” he
quoted from the bard, “‘this holy shrine, the gentle fine is
this—my lips, two blushing pilgrims ready stand to smooth that
rough touch with a tender kiss.’”

He wasn’t sure what he had been expecting.
She was fully within her rights to give him the cut direct for such
impertinence. To his delight, she had raised her vibrant blue eyes
to his with a look that was decidedly saucy.

“‘Good pilgrim,’” she had replied in kind,
her voice husky and low, “‘you do wrong your hand too much, which
mannerly devotion shows in this; for saints have hands that
pilgrims’ hands do touch, and palm to palm is holy palmer’s
kiss.’”

If he had thought to take the jest further,
he was only slightly disappointed when she held out her gloved hand
to him. He had raised it to his lips, holding it entirely too long.
The gentle tug from her told him she knew it. He released her with
difficulty, finding himself once again tongue-tied. She glanced out
into the room where they were just lining up for a set. “It seems
to me that Romeo did not dance. Are you so afflicted, sir?”

“Before such beauty, madam,” he told her,
offering her his arm, “I could fly.”

Her delighted laughter had carried him across
the room.

He managed two dances before someone swept
her away. He thought she looked disappointed, but behind her mask
and across the room, it was impossible to be sure. He returned to
his pillar to consider his next tactic.

Though he had only been planning on staying
in London for a few days, it seemed he might be able to extend his
time. He could imagine seeing the sights with her on his arm. But
how to get the lady’s direction? He knew he had already caused a
bit of a scandal, with Mrs. Munroe looking him daggers each time he
turned in her direction.

Dare he risk a third dance? Surprising how
just one evening in the lady’s company and he was willing to throw
caution to the winds. He no longer cared why he had been invited or
which of the various women in the room might be young Genevieve.
All that mattered was meeting his siren again.

He cornered her at the refreshment table just
before midnight. The young man who had led her there scowled at
Alan through the sequined mask he wore. Alan seemed to remember he
had been dressed all in pink, and that someone had said he was
trying to emulate some exotic bird in the Regent’s garden. He
decided that ignoring him was the best approach, leaning instead in
front of the lady to catch her eye.

“I hear the next dance will be a waltz,” he
murmured for her ears alone. “Come with me?”

He could see her cheeks below the mask
reddening in a blush. “You are a most determined Romeo, sir. Alas,
my mother would never allow a waltz at one of her parties.”

He stared at her, and the young man in pink
managed to put himself between them with a huff. Alan couldn’t seem
to move as the young man led her farther down the table. She
glanced back at him and frowned, as if noticing how still he had
become. Looking back, he could only imagine he had paled.
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