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Prologue

Warren Hall in Hampshire, principal country seat for generations past of the Earls of Merton, was surrounded by a large, well-landscaped park, in one secluded corner of which there was a small chapel, used nowadays almost exclusively for family weddings, christenings, and funerals since there was a sizable church in the village nearby for regular worship. It was generally a picturesque spot, especially during spring and summer, when the trees were laden with leaves and blossoms and the grass was green and flowers bloomed wild in the hedgerows and tame in the beds flanking the path leading to the church doors.

But this was early February, too early in the year even for the first of the snowdrops and primroses. And today it was raining. A chill wind tossed the bare branches of the trees against a leaden sky. It was the sort of day on which sensible folk remained indoors unless pressing business forced them out.

The man standing in the churchyard appeared to feel  neither the cold nor the rain nor the call of the indoors. Nor was he admiring the scenery. He was holding his tall hat in one hand, and his dark, longish hair was plastered to his head and forehead. Water ran in rivulets down his face and neck to be absorbed by the fabric of his long black riding coat. Everything about him was black, in fact, except his face, and even that was dark-complexioned and quite un-English.

Given his surroundings, he looked somewhat sinister.

He was a young man, tall, long-limbed, lithe. His face was too rugged to be called handsome - it was long and narrow with high cheekbones and very dark eyes and a nose that had at some point in his life been broken and not set perfectly straight. The expression on his face was stern and forbidding. He was tapping a riding crop against his thigh.

If there had been any strangers close by, they would surely have given him a wide berth.

But there was no one, only his horse, which was grazing untethered nearby, apparently as oblivious to the cold and rain as its master.

He was standing at the foot of one particular grave - the newest, though a winter’s frost and wind had obscured the freshness of its turned soil and given it a look little different from the others around it. Except that the gray headstone still looked very new.

The man’s eyes were fixed on the second to last line of the inscription - ‘Aged Sixteen Years.’ And then beneath it, ‘Rest in Peace.’

‘He has found the man he was looking for, Jon,’ he said softly to the headstone. ‘And the odd thing is that you would have been delighted, would you not? You  would have been happy and excited. You would have demanded to meet him, to befriend him, to love him. But no one thought to look for him until after you were dead.’

The headstone offered no reply, and the corners of the man’s mouth lifted in an expression that was more grimace than smile.

‘You loved indiscriminately,’ he said. ‘You even loved me. Especially me.’

He looked broodingly at the slight mound of earth beneath the headstone and thought of his brother buried six feet under it.

They had celebrated Jon’s sixteenth birthday, the two of them, with all his favorite foods, including custard tarts and fruitcake, and with his favorite card games and a vigorous game of hide-and-seek that had continued for two whole hours until Jon had been exhausted and helpless with laughter - a fact that had made him ridiculously easy to find when it was his turn to hide. An hour later he had beamed up happily from beneath the covers of his bed before his brother blew out the candle and withdrew to his own room.

‘Thank you for a lovely birthday party, Con,’ he had said in his newly deep voice, whose words and expression sounded incongruously childish. ‘It was the best ever.’

It was something he said every year.

‘I love you, Con,’ he had said as his brother bent over the candle. ‘I love you more than anyone else in the whole wide world. I love you forever and ever. Amen.’ He had giggled at the old joke. ‘Can we play again tomorrow?’

But when his brother had gone into his room the following morning to tease him about sleeping late now  that he was sixteen and almost an old man, he had found Jon cold. He had been dead for several hours.

It had been a devastating shock.

But not really a surprise.

Children like Jon, the physician had warned their father soon after his birth, did not usually live much beyond their twelfth year. The child had had a large head and features that were flat and looked strangely mongoloid. He had been plump and ungainly. He had been slow to learn all the basic skills most children absorbed easily in early infancy. He had been slow-minded, though not by any means stupid.

He had, of course, always been called an idiot by almost everyone who encountered him - including his father.

There was perhaps only one thing at which he had excelled, and in that he had excelled utterly. He had loved. Always and unconditionally.

Forever and ever.

Amen.

Now he was dead.

And Con was going to be able to leave home - at last. He had left numerous times before, of course, though never for very long. There had always been the irresistible pull to return, especially as no one else at Warren Hall could be trusted to give Jon the time and the patience needed to keep him happy, though it had been an absurdly easy thing to do. Besides, Jon had always grieved and fretted if he was absent too long and had driven everyone to distraction with his incessant questions about the expected date of his return.

Now spring was coming and there was nothing to keep him here.

This time he would leave for good.

Why had he lingered even so long? Why had he not left the day after the funeral? Why had he come here every day of the winter since then? A dead boy did not need him.

Was it that he needed the dead?

His smile - or grimace - became more twisted.

He did not need anyone or anything. He had spent his whole life cultivating such a detachment. His instinct for survival had demanded it of him. He had lived here most of his life. His mother and father, who had raised him here, their firstborn son, were lying in their graves just beyond Jon’s. He did not look in their direction. So were numerous brothers and sisters, none of whom had survived early infancy - only he, the eldest, and Jon, the youngest. Strange irony, that. The two undesirables had survived.

But now Jon too was gone.

Soon there would be another man here in his place.

‘You will be able to do without me, Jon?’ he asked softly.

He leaned forward and touched the hand that held the riding crop to the top of the headstone. It was cold and wet and hard and unyielding.

He could hear the approach of another horse - his own whinnied in greeting. His jaw tightened. It would be him. He could not leave him alone even here. Con did not turn. He would not acknowledge the man’s presence.

But it was another voice that hailed him.


‘Here you are, Con.’ The voice was cheerful. ‘I might have guessed it. I have been searching everywhere. Am I intruding?’

‘No.’ Con straightened up and turned to squint up at  Phillip Grainger, his neighbor and friend. ‘I came here to celebrate good news with Jon. The search has been successful.’

‘Ah.’ Phillip did not ask which search. He leaned forward to pat his horse’s neck and stop it from prancing about. ‘Well, it was inevitable, I suppose. But this is devilish weather in which to be standing around in a churchyard. Come to the Three Feathers and I’ll buy you a mug of ale. Maybe two. Or twenty. You can buy the twenty-first.’

‘An offer not to be resisted.’ Con set his hat back on his head, whistled for his horse, and swung into the saddle when it came trotting up.

‘You will be leaving here, then?’ Phillip asked.

‘I have already been given my marching orders,’ Con told him, grinning rather wolfishly. ‘I am to leave within the week.’

‘Oh, I say.’ His friend grimaced.

‘I’ll not, though,’ Con added. ‘I’ll not give him the satisfaction. I’ll leave in my own good time.’

He would stay against his own inclination and against a direct command in order to make a nuisance of himself. He had been doing that with considerable success for a whole year now.

He had done it all his life, in fact. It had been the surest way to draw his father’s attention. Juvenile motive that, now that he came to think of it.

Phillip was chuckling.

‘Deuce take it,’ he said, ‘but I’ll miss you, Con. Though I could have lived quite happily this morning without having to hunt all over the countryside for you after being told at the house that you were out.’

As they rode off, Con turned his head for one last look at his brother’s grave.

Foolishly, he wondered if Jon would be lonely after he had gone.

And if he would be lonely.
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Everyone within five miles of the village of Throckbridge in Shropshire had been in a spirit of heightened sensibilities for the week or so preceding February 14. Someone - the exact identity of the person was undecided though at least half a dozen laid claim to the distinction - had suggested that an assembly be held at the rooms above the village inn this year in celebration of St. Valentine’s Day since it seemed like forever since Christmas, and summer - the occasion of the annual fete and ball at Rundle Park - was way off in the future.

The suggestion having been made - by Mrs. Waddle, the apothecary’s wife, or Mr. Moffett, Sir Humphrey Dew’s steward, or Miss Aylesford, spinster sister of the vicar, or by one of the other claimants - no one could quite explain why such an entertainment had never been thought of before. But since it had been thought of this year, no one was in any doubt that the Valentine’s assembly would become an annual event in the village.

All were agreed that it was an inspired idea, even—or perhaps especially - those children who were not quite old enough to attend this year despite vociferous protests to the adults who made the rules. The youngest attendee was to be Melinda Rotherhyde, fifteen years old and allowed to go only because she was the youngest of the Rotherhyde brood and there could be no question of leaving her at home alone. And also allowed to attend, a few more critical voices added, because the Rotherhydes had always been overindulgent with all their offspring.

The youngest male was to be Stephen Huxtable. He was only seventeen, though there was never really any question of his not attending. Despite his youth, he was a favorite of females of all ages. Melinda in particular had sighed over him since the very moment three years before when she had been forced to renounce him as a frequent playmate because her mama had deemed their romping together no longer fitting considering their advancing ages and differing genders.

On the day of the assembly there was intermittent rain throughout the daylight hours, though nothing worse than that despite the dire prediction of six feet of snow that elderly Mr. Fuller had prophesied with much squinting and head nodding after church the previous Sunday. The assembly rooms above the inn had been dusted and swept, the wall sconces fitted with new candles, fires laid in the large hearths that faced each other across the room, and the pianoforte tested to see that it was still in tune - though no one had thought to wonder what would happen if it were not since the tuner lived twenty miles distant. Mr. Rigg brought his violin, tuned it, and played it for a while to limber up his fingers and get the feel of the room and  its acoustics. Women brought food in quantities sufficient to stuff the five thousand so full that they would be prostrate for a week - or so Mr. Rigg declared as he sampled a jam tart and a few slices of cheese before having his hand slapped only half playfully by his daughter-in-law

Throughout the village women and girls crimped and curled all day long and changed their minds half a dozen times about the gowns they would wear before inevitably settling upon their original choice. Almost all the unmarried women below the age of thirty - and a number of those of more advanced years - dreamed of St. Valentine and the possibilities of romance his day might bring this year if only ...

Well, if only some Adonis would appear out of nowhere to sweep them off their feet. Or, failing that, if only some favored male acquaintance would deign to dance with them and notice their superior charms and ...

Well, it was Valentine’s Day.

And throughout the village men pretended to a yawning indifference to the whole tedious business of the assembly but made sure that their dancing shoes were polished and their evening coats brushed and the hands of the women of their choice solicited for the opening set. After all, the fact that this was St. Valentine’s Day was sure to make the ladies a little more amenable to flirtation than they usually were.

Those too elderly either to dance or to flirt or to dream of romance on their own account looked forward to a good-sized gathering of gossips and card players - and to the sumptuous feast that was always the best part of village assemblies.

Apart from a few disgruntled older children, then, there was scarcely anyone who did not look forward to  the evening’s revelries with either open excitement or suppressed enthusiasm.

 



There was one notable exception.

‘A village assembly, for the love of God!’ Elliott Wallace, Viscount Lyngate, was sprawled in his chair an hour before the event was due to begin, one long, booted leg hooked over the arm and swinging impatiently. ‘Could we have chosen a less auspicious day for our arrival here if we had tried, George?’

George Bowen, who was standing before the fire warming his hands, grinned at the coals.

‘Tripping the light fantastic with a roomful of village maidens is not your idea of fine entertainment?’ he asked. ‘Perhaps it is just what we need, though, to blow away the cobwebs after the long journey.’

Viscount Lyngate fixed his secretary and friend with a steady gaze.


‘We? The wrong pronoun, my dear fellow,’ he said. ‘You may feel the need to jig the night away. I would prefer a bottle of good wine, if any such commodity is available at this apology for an inn, the fire blazing up the chimney, and an early bed if no more congenial occupation presents itself. A village hop is not my idea of a more congenial occupation. In my experience those pastoral idylls one reads in which village maidens are not only numerous but also fair and buxom and rosy-cheeked and willing are entirely fictitious and not worth the paper they are written on. You will be dancing with ferret-faced matrons and their plain, simpering daughters, George, be warned. And making lame conversation with a dozen gentlemen with even duller minds than that of Sir Humphrey Dew.’

That was admittedly a nasty thing to say. Sir Humphrey had been genial and hospitable. And dull.

‘You will keep to your rooms, then?’ George was still grinning. ‘They might be vibrating to the sounds of fiddles and laughter for half the night, old chap.’

Viscount Lyngate combed the fingers of one hand through his hair, sighing audibly as he did so. His leg continued to swing.

‘Even that might be preferable to being led about on display like a performing monkey,’ he said. ‘Why could we not have come tomorrow, George? Tomorrow would have done just as well.’

‘So would yesterday,’ his friend pointed out with great good sense. ‘But the fact is that we came today.’

Elliott scowled. ‘But if we had come yesterday,’ he said, ‘we might have been on our way home by now, our business accomplished, our young cub in tow.’

‘I doubt it will be as easy as you seem to expect,’ George Bowen said. ‘Even cubs need time to digest news they are not expecting and to pack their bags and bid their fond farewells. Besides, there are his sisters.’

‘Three of them.’ Elliott rested his elbow on the arm of the chair and propped his face in his hand. ‘But they are bound to be every bit as delighted as he. How could they not? They will be ecstatic. They will fall all over themselves in their haste to get him ready to leave with us at the earliest possible moment.’

‘For a man who has sisters of his own,’ George said dryly, ‘you are remarkably optimistic, Elliott. Do you really believe they will happily gather on their doorsill within the next day or two to wave their only brother on his way forever? And that then they will be willing to carry on  with their lives here as if nothing untoward had happened? Is it not far more likely they will want to darn all his stockings and sew him half a dozen new shirts and . . . Well, and perform a thousand and one other useful and useless tasks?’

‘Dash it all!’ Elliott drummed his fingers on his raised thigh. ‘I have been trying to ignore the possibility that they might be an inconvenience, George. As females are more often than not. How simple and easy life would be without them. Sometimes I feel the distinct call of the monastery.’

His friend looked at him incredulously and then laughed in open amusement mingled with derision.

‘I know a certain widow who would go into deep mourning and an irreversible decline if you were to do that,’ he said. ‘Not to mention every unmarried lady of the ton below the age of forty. And their mamas. And did you not inform me as recently as yesterday on the journey down here that your main order of business during the coming Season is going to have to be the choosing of a bride?’

Elliott grimaced. ‘Yes, well,’ he said, his fingers pausing for a moment and then drumming faster. ‘The monastery may call with wistful invitation, George, but you are quite right - duty positively shouts it down, in the unmistakable voice of my grandfather. I promised him at Christmas ... And of course he was quite right. It is time I married, and the deed will be done this year to coincide more or less with my thirtieth birthday. Nasty things, thirtieth birthdays.’

He scowled in anticipation of the happy event, and his fingers beat a positive tattoo against his thigh.

‘Perish the thought,’ he added.

Especially since his grandfather had made a specific point of informing him that Mrs. Anna Bromley-Hayes, Elliott’s mistress of two years, simply would not do as his bride. Not that he had needed his grandfather to tell him that. Anna was beautiful and voluptuous and marvelously skilled in the bedroom arts, but she had also had a string of lovers before him, some of them while Bromley-Hayes was still alive. And she never made a secret of her amours. She was proud of them. Doubtless she intended to continue them with more lovers than just him at some time in the future.

‘This is good,’ George said. ‘If you went into the monastery, Elliott, you would doubtless not need a secretary and I would be out of lucrative employment. I should hate that.’

‘Hmm.’ Elliott returned his foot to the floor and then crossed it over the other leg to rest his booted ankle above the knee.

He wished he had not thought of Anna. He had not seen her - or, more important, bedded her - since before Christmas. It was a damnably long time. Man was not made to be celibate, he had concluded long ago - another reason for avoiding the lure of the monastery.

‘The three sisters will very probably be at the assembly tonight,’ George said. ‘Did not Sir Humphrey say that everyone and his dog will be attending - or words to that effect? Perhaps the cub will be there too.’

‘He is far too young,’ Elliott said.

‘But we are deep in the country,’ his friend reminded him, ‘and far from the influence of all things tonnish. I’ll wager on his being here.’

‘If you think that possibility will persuade me to attend,’ Elliott said, ‘you are much mistaken, George. I am not  talking business with him tonight beneath the interested gaze of a villageful of gossips, for the love of God.’

‘But you can scout him out,’ George said. ‘We both can. And his sisters too. Besides, old chap, would it be quite the thing to absent yourself when Sir Humphrey Dew made such a point of waiting on you as soon as word reached him that you were here? And when he came in person specifically to invite us to the assembly and to offer to escort us upstairs and present us to everyone worthy of the honor? My guess is that that will be everyone without exception. He will not be able to resist.’

‘Do I pay you to be my conscience, George?’ Elliott asked.

But George Bowen, far from looking cowed, only chuckled.

‘How the devil did he discover that we were here, anyway?’ Elliott asked, having worked himself into a thorough bad temper. ‘We arrived in this village and at this inn less than two hours ago, and no one knew we were coming.’

George rubbed his hands together close to the heat of the fire and then turned resolutely away in the direction of his room.

‘We are in the country, Elliott,’ he said again, ‘where news travels on the wind and on every blade of grass and every dust mote and every human tongue. Doubtless the lowliest scullery maid knows by now that you are in Throckbridge and is trying desperately - and in vain - to find another mortal who does not know. And everyone will have heard that you have been invited to the assembly as Sir Humphrey Dew’s particular guest. Are you going to disappoint them all by keeping to your room?’

‘Wrong pronoun again,’ Elliott said, pointing a finger. ‘I am not the only one everyone will have heard of. There is you too. You go and entertain them if you feel you must.’

George clucked his tongue before opening the door to his room.

‘I am a mere mister,’ he said. ‘Of mild interest as a stranger, perhaps, especially if I had arrived alone. But you are a viscount, Elliott, several rungs higher on the social ladder even than Dew. It will seem as if God himself had condescended to step into their midst.’ He paused a moment and then chuckled. ‘The Welsh word for God is  Duw - my grandmother was always saying it - D-U-W, but pronounced the same way as our dear baronet’s name. And yet you outrank him, Elliott. That is heady stuff, old boy, for a sleepy village. They have probably never set eyes upon a viscount before or ever expected to. Would it be sporting of you to deny them a glimpse of you? I am off to don my evening togs.’

He was still chuckling merrily as he closed his door behind him.

Elliott scowled at its blank surface.

They had traveled here, the two of them, on business. Elliott deeply resented the whole thing. After a long, frustrating year during which his life had been turned upside down and inside out, he had expected soon to be free of the most irksome of the obligations his father’s sudden death had landed on his shoulders. But that obligation, George’s search and discovery had recently revealed, was actually far from over. It was not a discovery that had done anything to improve Elliott’s almost perpetually sour mood.

He had not expected his father to die so young. His  father’s father, after all, was still alive and in vigorous good health, and the male line had been renowned for longevity for generations past. Elliott had expected many more years in which to be free to kick his heels and enjoy the carefree life of a young buck about town without any of the burdens of sober responsibility.

But suddenly he had had them, ready or not - just like the childhood game of hide-and-seek.

Coming, ready or not.

His father had died ignominiously in the bed of his mistress - a fact that had become one of the more enduring jokes among the ton. It had been less funny to Elliott’s mother - not funny at all, in fact, even though she had long known, as everyone had, of her husband’s infidelity.

Everyone but Elliott.

As well as longevity, the males of their line were also renowned for the long-term mistresses and their children that they kept in addition to their wives and legitimate offspring. His grandfather’s liaison had come to an end only with the death of his mistress ten years or so ago. There had been eight children of that relationship. His father had left five behind, all comfortably provided for.

No one could accuse the Wallace men of not doing their part to populate the country.

Anna had no children - his or anyone else’s. Elliott suspected that she knew a way of preventing conception, and he was glad of it. He had no children of other mistresses either.

He might have sent George down here alone, he reflected, bringing his mind back to the present situation. Bowen was perfectly capable of carrying out the business himself. Elliott had not needed to come in person. But  duty once embarked upon, he had found, imposed its own dreary code of honor, and so here he was in a part of the country that must be the very middle of nowhere even if it was picturesque - or would be once spring decided to show its face if George was to be believed.

They had put up at the only inn in Throckbridge, though it was but a country establishment with no pretension to elegance - it was not even a posting inn. They had intended to proceed to business before the afternoon was out. Elliott had hoped to begin the return journey tomorrow though George had predicted that another day, perhaps even two, was a distinct probability - and even that might be an overoptimistic estimate.

But the inn had proved to boast one fatal feature, as so many village inns did, dash it all. It had assembly rooms on the upper floor. And those rooms were to be put to use this very evening. He and George had had the singular misfortune of arriving on the day of a village dance. It really had not occurred to either of them that the inhabitants of a remote English village might take it into their heads to celebrate St. Valentine’s Day. It had not even struck Elliott that this was St. Valentine’s Day, for God’s sake.

The assembly rooms were directly above his head as he continued to recline in his chair beside the fire despite the fact that it was not a vastly comfortable piece of furniture and the fire needed more coal and the bell rope was just out of his reach. The assembly rooms were also directly above his bedchamber. They were directly above everything. There would be no escaping the sounds and vibrations of prancing feet thumping over his bed for half the night. His ears would be assailed by merry music - doubtless inferior and inexpertly played - and loud voices and louder laughter.

He would be fortunate indeed if he were able to snatch one wink of sleep. Yet what else was there to do in this godforsaken place but try? He had not even brought a book with him - a massive oversight.

Sir Humphrey Dew, whom Elliott had never met before this afternoon, was the sort of gentleman who asked a thousand questions and answered nine hundred and ninety of them himself. He had asked them if they would do the village the honor of attending the ball and assured them that he was much obliged to them for their kind condescension in so honoring his humble self and neighborhood. He had asked them if he might call for them at eight and assured them that they were doing him far more honor than he would be doing them a favor. He asked if he might then present them to a select number of his neighbors and assured them that they would not be sorry to make the acquaintance of such agreeable and distinguished persons - though none as agreeable and distinguished as themselves, of course. Lady Dew would be ecstatic at their kind condescension. So would his daughters and daughter-in-law He would live in pleasurable anticipation of the advent of eight o’clock.

Elliott might have said a firm no. He did not usually suffer fools gladly. But he had intended merely not to attend the assembly but to remain closeted in his room when the baronet arrived and to send his excuses via George. What were secretaries for, after all?

Sometimes they were for prodding their employers’ conscience - damn their eyes.

For of course George was quite right. Elliott Wallace, Viscount Lyngate, was - dash it all! - a gentleman. He had given tacit acceptance to the invitation by not uttering  a firm refusal. It would be ungentlemanly now to barricade himself inside the dubious privacy of his inn room. And if he did not attend the revelries, he would be disturbed by them all night long anyway and be in just as bad a mood at the end of it all. Worse - he would feel guilty.

Damn everyone’s eyes!


And the boy might indeed be at the assembly, if George was in the right of it. His sisters almost certainly would be. It might be as well to look them over this evening now that the opportunity had presented itself, to get some impression of them all before calling upon them tomorrow.

But God bless us, would he be expected to dance?

To romp with the village matrons and maidens?

On Valentine’s Day?

Surely not. He could scarcely imagine a less agreeable fate.

He set the heel of his hand to his brow and tried to convince himself that he had a headache or some other irrefutable excuse for taking to his bed. It could not be done, though. He never had headaches.

He sighed aloud.

Despite what he had told George, he was going to have to put in an appearance at this infernal village hop after all, then, was he not? It would be just too ill-mannered to stay away, and he was never openly ill-mannered. No true gentleman was.

Sometimes - and more and more often these days - it was a tedious business being a gentleman.

There must now be considerably less than an hour in which to make himself presentable for the evening entertainment. It often took his man half an hour just to  tie his neckcloth in a knot that satisfied his exacting valet’s standards.

Elliott heaved both another sigh and his body to its feet.

In the future he was not going to venture anywhere beyond his own doors on February 14 - or beyond Anna’s doors anyway.

St. Valentine’s, for God’s sake!

Whatever next?

But the answer was all too painfully obvious.

A village assembly was next, that was what!
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The Huxtable family lived in a thatched, whitewashed cottage at one end of the main village street. Viscount Lyngate and his secretary would have driven past it on their way to the inn. It is doubtful they would have noticed it, though. Picturesque as it was, it was modest in size.

Small, in other words.

Three members of the family lived there. They had inhabited the grander, more spacious vicarage until eight years ago, until the Reverend Huxtable had gone to his heavenly reward - or so the new vicar had assured his congregation at the funeral. His children had moved out the day after the funeral to make way for the Reverend Aylesford and his sister.

Margaret Huxtable was now twenty-five years old. As the eldest of the family - their mother had died six years before their father - she was the one who, at the age of seventeen, had taken charge of the home and her siblings. She was still unmarried as a consequence and was likely  to remain so for at least a few more years since Stephen, the youngest, was still only seventeen. No one had thought, perhaps, to point out to her that he was the same age now as she had been when she had shouldered such a huge responsibility. To her he was still just a boy. And heaven knew he needed someone to look after him.

Margaret was a rare beauty. Tall and generously proportioned, she had shining hair of a chestnut brown, large blue eyes fringed with dark lashes, and a classically lovely face. She was reserved and dignified in manner, though there was a time when she had been known more for the warmth and generosity of her character. There was also a thread of steel in her that was all too ready to show itself if anyone threatened the happiness or well-being of any of her siblings.

Because they had only one servant - Mrs. Thrush had remained with them after their move even though they could not really afford her, because she refused to leave or to accept more than her room and board in payment for her services - Margaret did a great deal of the housework herself and all the gardening. Her garden in summer was her pride and joy, one of the few outlets for the more sensual, spontaneous side of her nature. It was also the envy and delight of the village. She helped anyone who needed her and was often called out to assist the village physician in changing bandages or setting broken limbs or delivering babies or feeding gruel to the elderly and infirm.

Margaret had had a number of would-be suitors over the years, even a few who were willing to take her and her siblings, but she had quietly and firmly discouraged them all. Even the man she had loved all her life and would probably love until she went to her grave.

Katherine Huxtable was twenty. She too was beautiful in the tall, slender, willowy way of youth. She had a figure, though, that would mature well. Her hair was lighter than her sister’s—a dark blond highlighted with golden threads that glinted in the sunlight. She had an eager, mobile, lovely face, her best feature being dark blue eyes that often seemed fathomless. For though she was good-natured and almost always cheerful in company, she loved also to be alone, to take solitary walks, to lose herself within her own imagination. She wrote poetry and stories whenever she had the time.

She taught the infants - the children aged four to five - at the village school three days a week and often helped the schoolmaster with older pupils on the other days.

Katherine too was unmarried though she was beginning to feel a little uneasy about her single state. She wanted to marry - of course she did. What else was there for a woman except to be a burden upon her relatives for the rest of her life? But though she had admirers galore and liked most of them, she could never decide which one she liked best. And that, she realized, probably meant she did not like any one of them sufficiently to marry him.

She had decided that it was sometimes a distinct disadvantage to be a dreamer. It would be far more comfortable to be a practical person without any imagination. Then she could simply choose the best candidate and settle into a worthy life with him. But she could not simply wave a magic wand and make herself into what she was not.

And so she could not make a choice. Not even a sensible one. Not yet, anyway, though the day would come, she supposed, when she would have to decide - or remain forever a spinster - and there would be an end of the matter.

Stephen Huxtable was tall and very slender, not having yet quite grown into his man’s body. And yet there was an energy and natural grace about him that saved him from appearing either thin or awkward. His hair was almost purely golden, and it fell about his head in soft curls that defied taming - much to his occasional despair and just as much to the eternal satisfaction of almost all who knew him. His face was handsome and brooding when it was not filled with laughter. His blue eyes gazed intensely at the world, the outer sign of a restless nature that had as yet not found sufficient outlet for his energy and curiosity and need to master his world.

He played hard. He rode and fished and swam and played sports and indulged in 101 other energetic activities with his peers. If there was any scrape to be got into, he was sure to be there. If there was any scheme to be dreamed up, he was sure to be the chief dreamer. He was liked and admired and followed almost worshipfully by all the boys and young men in the neighborhood. He was adored by women of all ages, who were charmed by his good looks and his smiles but were captivated most of all by the brooding restlessness of his eyes and lips. For what self-respecting woman can resist the challenge of taming a potential bad boy?

Not that he was bad ... yet. He worked as diligently as he played. For as the only boy of the family, he was the privileged one. It was for him that Margaret had set aside the portion their mother had brought to her marriage so that when he was eighteen he would be able to go to university and thus secure a good future for himself in steady and perhaps even lucrative employment.

Much as Stephen sometimes chafed against the yoke of  his eldest sister’s authority, he understood too the sacrifice she was making for his sake. There was very little money left for her daily needs or for Katherine’s.

He studied with the vicar and worked long and hard at his books. The career that a good education might bring him would be his means of escape from the confinement of life in the country. But because his was not an entirely selfish nature, he planned one day to repay his sisters for all they had done for him. Or, if they were married by then and did not need his support, then he would shower them and their children with gifts and favors.

That, at least, was his dream of the future. But in the meanwhile he worked to make his dream come true. And played hard too.

There was a fourth member of the family.

Vanessa, formerly Huxtable, now Dew, was twenty-four years old. She had married Hedley Dew, Sir Humphrey’s younger son, when she was twenty-one and lost him a year later. She had been a widow for a year and a half now, but had remained at Rundle Park with her in-laws rather than return to the cottage to be an added financial burden there. Besides, her in-laws had wanted her to stay. They had needed her. She was a comfort to them, they had always assured her. How could anyone resist being needed? Besides, she was fond of them too.

Vanessa was the plain one of the family. She had always known it and had accepted it with cheerful resignation. She was not as tall as Margaret or Katherine. Neither was she small enough to be called petite. She was not as shapely as Margaret or as willowy as Katherine. The least said of her figure the better, in fact, since really there was nothing much to say. If the family hair color went in a descending  scale from Margaret’s vibrant chestnut through Katherine’s gold-flecked dark blond to Stephen’s golden, then Vanessa’s fell somewhere on the line that was difficult to describe with a single word - or even a word with an adjective added. Her hair color was really quite uninteresting. And the hair itself had the misfortune of waving without curling. If ever she wore it loose, it fell in heavy ridges down her back rather than in a single shiny column like Margaret’s.

And her face - well, it was a face on which all the features were exactly where they ought to be, and all of them functioned just as they ought. But there was nothing outstanding, nothing memorable, about any of them. Her eyes fell short of being blue though no other color quite described them either. Perhaps the best that could be said of her face was that it was not exactly ugly.

None of her family had ever called her ugly - they loved her. But she had been her father’s favorite because she was willing to curl up in his study, reading, while he worked. And he had often told her that reading was a pastime she should continue to cultivate since it was very possible she would never have a home of her own to run. It was a roundabout way of telling her that she could never expect to marry. Her mother had stated the fact more baldly and had encouraged her to acquire housekeeping skills that she could offer Stephen and his wife after he married - or Margaret or Katherine after they married. She had been her mother’s favorite too.

Her parents had felt a special tenderness for their plain Jane - her father had sometimes called her that with a fondness that had taken any sting out of the words.

But she had married. She was the only one of the family to have done so thus far, in fact.

She had always marveled over the fact that Hedley Dew had loved her so passionately, since he had been as beautiful as a god. But he had. Loved her passionately, that was.

Vanessa was not the sort of person to resent her sisters - or even her brother - for being better-looking than she. And she was certainly not the sort to hate herself merely because she was not beautiful.

She was as she was.

Plain.

And she adored her siblings. She would do anything in the world to secure their happiness.

She left Rundle Park on foot early in the afternoon of St. Valentine’s Day, as she did three or four times every week, in order to call upon Margaret at the cottage. They had always been each other’s best friend.

She set out on her walk at perhaps almost the exact time when Viscount Lyngate and George Bowen were settling into their rooms at the inn, blissfully unaware of what was in store for them for the rest of the day.

And Vanessa herself was unaware of their arrival - of their very existence, in fact.

Fate very often creeps up upon people without any warning.

She walked briskly. It was a chilly day. And she had something particular to tell her sister.

‘I am going,’ she announced as soon as she had removed her winter cloak and bonnet inside the cottage door and greeted her sister in the parlor.

‘To the assembly?’ Margaret was seated beside the fire, busy as usual with her needlework, though she looked up to smile warmly at her sister. ‘I am so glad you have decided, Nessie. It would have been a shame for you to stay away.’

‘Mama-in-law has been urging me for the past week to go,’ Vanessa said. ‘And last evening Papa-in-law himself told me that I must attend and moreover that I must dance.’

‘That was very kind of him,’ Margaret said, ‘but no more than I would expect him to say. And it is high time. Hedley has been gone for well over a year.’

‘I know.’ Tears threatened, but Vanessa blinked them away. ‘Which is exactly what Papa-in-law said. I cannot mourn forever, he told me, and Mama-in-law nodded her agreement. And then we all had a little weep and the matter was settled. I am going.’ She smiled a slightly watery smile as she took a chair close to the fire.

‘What do you think?’ her sister asked, shaking out the garment she had been working on and holding it up for Vanessa’s inspection.

It was Katherine’s primrose yellow evening gown, which had been looking slightly limp and tired when she wore it at Christmas. It was at least three years old. Now it sported shining blue ribbon sewn in two bands close to the hem and in one thin band around the edges of the short sleeves.

‘Oh, very smart indeed,’ Vanessa said. ‘It makes the dress look almost new again. Did you find the ribbon in Miss Plumtree’s shop?’

‘I did,’ Margaret said. ‘And a pretty penny it cost too. Cheaper than a new gown, however.’

‘And did you buy some for yourself too?’ Vanessa asked.

‘No,’ her sister said. ‘My blue gown is just fine as it is.’

Except that it was even older than Katherine’s yellow - and more faded. But Vanessa made no comment. Even the one length of ribbon was an extravagance that would have  put a dent in Margaret’s purse. Of course she would not have spent so recklessly on herself.

‘It is,’ she agreed cheerfully. ‘And who notices your dresses anyway when the person inside them is so beautiful?’

Margaret laughed as she got to her feet to drape the dress over the back of an empty chair.

‘And all of twenty-five years old,’ she said. ‘Goodness, Nessie, where has the time gone?’

For Margaret it had gone in caring for her siblings. On being unswervingly unselfish in her devotion to them. She had rejected a number of marriage offers, including the one from Crispin Dew, Hedley’s older brother.

And so Crispin, who had always wanted to be a military officer, had gone off to war without her. That was four years ago. Vanessa was as sure as she could be that there had been an understanding between them before he left, but apart from a few messages in his letters to Hedley, Crispin had not communicated directly with Margaret in all that time. Nor had he been back home. One could say that he had not had any chance to come home with the country constantly at war as it was, and that it would have been improper anyway for a single gentleman to engage in a correspondence with a single lady. But even so, four years of near-silence was a very long time. Surely a really ardent lover would have found a way.

Crispin had not found one.

Vanessa strongly suspected that her sister was nursing a severely bruised heart. But it was one thing they never spoke of, close as they were.

‘What will you be wearing this evening?’ Margaret asked when her question was not answered. But how could one answer such a question? Where did time go?

‘Mama-in-law wants me to wear my green,’ Vanessa said.

‘And will you?’ Margaret settled in her chair again and for once sat with idle hands.

Vanessa shrugged and looked down at her gray wool dress. She had still not been able to persuade herself to leave off her mourning entirely.

‘It might appear that I had forgotten him,’ she said.

‘And yet,’ Margaret reminded her - as if she needed reminding, ‘Hedley bought you the green because he thought the color particularly suited you.’

He had bought it for the summer fete a year and a half ago. She had worn it only once - to sit beside his sickbed on that day while the revelries proceeded in the garden below.

He had died two days later.

‘Perhaps I will wear it tonight,’ she said. Or perhaps she would wear the lavender, which did not suit her at all but was at least half mourning.

‘Here comes Kate,’ Margaret said, looking through the window and smiling, ‘in more of a hurry than usual.’

Vanessa turned her head to see their youngest sister waving to them from the garden path.

A minute later she burst in upon them, having divested herself of her outdoor garments in the hallway.

‘How was school today?’ Margaret asked.

‘Impossible!’ Katherine declared. ‘Even the children are infected with excitement about this evening. Tom Hubbard stopped by to ask me for the opening set, but I had to say no because Jeremy Stoppard had already reserved it with me. I will dance the second set with Tom.’

‘He will ask you again to marry him,’ Vanessa warned. 

‘I suppose so,’ Katherine agreed, sinking into the chair closest to the door. ‘I suppose he would die of shock if I were to say yes one of these times.’

‘At least,’ Margaret said, ‘he would die happy.’

They all laughed.

‘But Tom brought startling news with him,’ Katherine said. ‘There is a viscount staying at the inn. Have you ever heard the like?’

‘At our inn?’ Margaret asked her. ‘No, I never have. Whatever for?’

‘Tom did not know,’ Katherine said. ‘But I can imagine that he - the viscount, that is - will be the main topic of conversation this evening.’

‘Goodness me, yes,’ Vanessa agreed. ‘A viscount in Throckbridge! It may never be the same again. I wonder how he will enjoy the sounds of music and dancing above his head for half the night. It is to be hoped that he does not demand we stop.’

But Katherine had spotted her dress. She jumped to her feet with an exclamation of delight.

‘Meg!’ she cried. ‘Did you do this? How absolutely lovely it looks! I will be the envy of everyone tonight. Oh, you really ought not to have. The ribbon must have cost the earth. But I am so glad you did. Oh, thank you, thank you.’

She dashed across the room to hug Margaret, who beamed with pleasure.

‘The ribbon caught my eye,’ she said, ‘and I could not possibly leave the shop before I had bought a length of it.’

‘You want me to believe it was an impulsive purchase?’ Katherine said. ‘What a bouncer, Meg. You went there  deliberately to look for some suitable trimming just because you wanted to do something nice for me. I know you of old.’

Margaret looked sheepish.

‘Here comes Stephen,’ Vanessa said, ‘in more of a hurry than Kate was.’

Their brother saw Vanessa looking out at him and grinned and waved a greeting. He was wearing his old riding clothes, she could see, and boots that looked as if they were in dire need of a good brushing. Sir Humphrey Dew allowed him to ride the horses from the Rundle stables whenever he wished, a favor Stephen had accepted gladly, but in return he insisted upon doing some work in the stables.

‘I say,’ he said, bursting into the parlor a minute later, smelling of horse, ‘have you heard the news?’

‘Stephen.’ Margaret looked pained. ‘Is that manure on one of your boots?’

The smell alone would have answered her question.

‘Oh, dash it.’ He looked down. ‘I thought I had cleaned it all off. I’ll do it right away. Have you heard about the viscount staying at the inn?’

‘I told them,’ Katherine said.

‘Sir Humphrey has gone to bid him welcome,’ Stephen told them.

‘Oh,’ Vanessa said with a slight grimace.

‘I daresay,’ Stephen said, ‘he will find out what the man is doing here. It is a strange thing, is it not?’

‘I suppose,’ Margaret said, ‘he is just passing through, poor man.’

‘Lucky man,’ Stephen said. ‘But whoever passes through Throckbridge? From where to where? And why?’

‘Perhaps Papa-in-law will find out,’ Vanessa said. ‘And perhaps he will not. But doubtless we will all live on even if our curiosity is never satisfied.’

‘Perhaps,’ Katherine said, clasping her hands to her bosom and batting her eyelids theatrically as she twirled once about, ‘he has heard of the Valentine’s ball and has come here to seek a bride.’

‘Oh, Lord,’ Stephen said. ‘Has Valentine’s Day turned you daft, Kate?’

He laughed and ducked away from the cushion she hurled at his head.

The parlor door opened again to admit Mrs. Thrush. She had Stephen’s best shirt over one arm.

‘I have just ironed it, Mr. Stephen,’ she told him as he thanked her and took it from her. ‘You take it up to your room immediately and lay it flat on your bed. I do not want to see it all creases again even before you put it on.’

‘No, ma’am,’ he said, winking at her. ‘I mean, yes, ma’am. I did not even realize it needed ironing.’

‘No.’ She clucked her tongue. ‘I don’t suppose you did. But if all the young girls are going to be swooning over you, as I daresay they will, you might as well be wearing a freshly ironed shirt. And not those boots. Phew! I’ll have you down scrubbing my floors with your own hands if you do not take them off and set them outside the door before you go upstairs.’

‘The ironing was to be my next task,’ Margaret said. ‘Thank you, Mrs. Thrush. Now I think it is time we all thought about getting ready for the assembly. Nessie, it is certainly time you went home before Lady Dew sends out a search party. Stephen, do get those disgusting boots out of this parlor. Mrs. Thrush, please make yourself a  cup of tea and put your feet up for a while. You have been busy all day.’

‘And you have been sitting around doing nothing, I suppose,’ Mrs. Thrush retorted. ‘Oh, I must tell you all. Mrs. Harris knocked on the back door not five minutes since. There is a viscount staying at the inn. Sir Humphrey went to call on him there and has invited him to the assembly as his particular guest. What do you think of that?’

She looked a little surprised when they all burst out laughing, but then she joined them.

‘Poor man,’ she said. ‘He probably didn’t have any choice with Sir Humphrey. And I suppose it is just as well if he does go to the dance. The inn would be pretty noisy for anyone trying to get some rest.’

‘There you are, Kate,’ Stephen said. ‘If he has come looking for a bride, this is your chance.’

‘Or Miss Margaret’s,’ Mrs. Thrush said. ‘She is as pretty as a picture. It is time her prince came riding by.’

Margaret laughed.

‘But this man is only a viscount,’ she said, ‘and I absolutely insist upon waiting for a prince to ride by. Now move, everyone, or we are going to be late.’

She hugged Vanessa as her sister prepared to leave the room.

‘Don’t change your mind about this evening,’ she said. ‘Come, Nessie. Indeed, if you do not, I may well have to leave the inn and come to get you. It is time for you to enjoy life again.’

Vanessa walked alone back to Rundle Park, having refused Stephen’s offer to escort her. She was definitely going to the assembly, she thought, though she had not  been quite sure about it even when she had arrived at the cottage. She was going. And despite herself - despite lingering grief for Hedley and a certain guilt over even thinking of enjoying herself again - she was looking forward to the evening with some eagerness. Dancing had always been one of her favorite activities, yet she had not danced for more than two years.

Was it selfish, heartless, to want to live again?

Her mother-in-law wanted her to go. So did her sisters-in-law. And Sir Humphrey - Hedley’s father - had even told her she must dance.

Would anyone offer to partner her, though?

Surely someone would.

She would dance if someone asked her.

Perhaps the viscount ...

She chuckled aloud at the absurd thought as she turned onto the footpath that was a shortcut to the house.

Perhaps the viscount was ninety years old and bald and toothless.

And married.
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‘I wish,’ Louisa Rotherhyde said as she stood with Vanessa in the assembly rooms watching all the late arrivals and nodding and smiling in greeting at any acquaintance - at everyone, in other words - who passed close to them, ‘Viscount Lyngate would turn out to be tall, blond, and handsome and no more than twenty-five years old and charming and amiable and not at all high in the instep. And I wish he would turn out to like dumpy, mousy-haired females of very modest fortunes - well, no fortune at all, in fact - and marginally agreeable manners and years to match his own. I suppose I need not wish that he were rich. Doubtless he is.’

Vanessa fanned her face and laughed.

‘You are not dumpy,’ she assured her friend. ‘And your hair is a pretty shade of light brown. Your manners are very agreeable indeed, and your character is your fortune. And you have a lovely smile. Hedley used to say so.’

‘Bless his heart,’ Louisa said. ‘But the viscount has a  friend with him. Perhaps he will see fit to become passionately attached to me - if he should happen to be personable, that is. And it would help if he were in possession of a sizable fortune too. It is all very well, Nessie, to have dances and assemblies and dinners and parties and picnics galore, but one always sees exactly the same faces at every entertainment. Do you never wish for London and a Season and beaux and . . . Ah, but of course you do not. You had Hedley. He was beautiful.’

‘Yes, he was,’ Vanessa agreed.

‘Did Sir Humphrey describe Viscount Lyngate to you?’ Louisa asked hopefully.

‘He described him as an agreeable young gentleman,’ Vanessa said. ‘But to Father-in-law anyone below the age of his own sixty-four years is young, and almost everyone is agreeable. He sees his own good nature in everyone. And no, Louisa, he did not describe the viscount’s looks. Gentlemen do not, you know. I do believe we are about to find out for ourselves, however.’

Her father-in-law had entered the assembly rooms, looking important in his genial way, his chest thrust out with pride, his palms rubbing together, his complexion ruddy with pleasure. Behind him were two gentlemen, and there was no doubting who they were. There were very rarely any strangers in Throckbridge. Of the few there had been in living memory, none - not a single one - had ever attended a dance at the assembly rooms and precious few had ever been to the annual summer ball at Rundle Park.

These two were strangers - and they were at the assembly.

And one of them, of course, was a viscount.

The one who stepped into the room first behind Sir Humphrey was of medium height and build, though there was perhaps a suggestion of portliness about his middle. He had brown hair that was short and neatly combed, and a face that was saved from ordinariness by the open, pleasing amiability with which he observed the scene about him. He looked as if he were genuinely glad to be here. He was conservatively dressed in a dark blue coat with gray breeches and white linen. While probably past the age of twenty-five, he certainly still qualified for the epithet young.

Louisa plied her fan and sighed audibly. So did a number of the other ladies present.

But Vanessa’s eyes had moved to the other gentleman, and she knew immediately that it was he who had provoked the sigh. She did not participate in it. Her mouth had turned suddenly dry, and for a few timeless moments she lost all awareness of her surroundings.

He was about the same age as the other gentleman, but there all similarities ended. He was tall and slim without being in any way thin. Indeed, his shoulders and chest were solidly built while his waist and hips were slender. His legs were long and muscled in all the right places. He had very dark hair, almost black, in fact, and it was thick and shining and cut expertly to look both tidy and disheveled at the same time. His face was bronzed and classically handsome with an aquiline nose, well-defined cheekbones, and the hint of a cleft in his chin. He had a firmly set mouth. He looked slightly foreign, as if perhaps he had some Italian or Spanish blood.

He looked gorgeous.

He looked perfect.

She might have fallen headlong in love with him, along  with at least half the other ladies present, if she had not noticed something else about him. Two things, in fact.
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