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“I’D LIKE A WALTZ, LISSA,” IVAN SAID WITH A WICKED SMILE.

 

“It’ll be a cold day in—” Before she could even finish her oath, he had taken her by the waist and in moments they were dancing among his guests.

“You are an arrogant, self-serving, licentious, dissolute . . . rakehell!” she whispered furiously.

“Try bastard, sweet. That word always works well.”

“Only because you work so hard at being one,” she hissed.

“Believe me, it takes no effort at all.” His hand tightened at her waist possessively and he swept her toward the balcony. When she tried to pull away he caught her. “Don’t fight me any more,” he whispered.

She shook her head. “Ivan, we’ll destroy each other.”

“So let’s destroy each other,” he answered huskily before claiming her mouth in a soul-searching kiss.

 

“McKinney’s third novel is her best yet.

Her exuberant sense of wit and style make

WHEN ANGELS FALL the perfect Valentine.”

—The Times-Picayune

 

A Selection of the Doubleday Book Club 
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To Vivian Vincenta Koebel

and Anita DiBernardo Kirk,

those dear ladies who look out for my father.

Thank you!  

 

 


 

During the Regency period, Parliament standardized titles of the peerage, thus changing the title of marquis to marquess. Those families, however, who had possessed the title of marquis for centuries still retained personal use of that title, and do so to this day, such as the Marquis of Queensbury and the Marquis of Winchester.  
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Revenge

is a dish

best served

cold . . .
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The gentleman’s house on Piccadilly was elegant, expensive, and aristocratic. But far from awestruck, Holland Jones merely stood before the baroque wrought-iron gates of No. 181, shaking his head.

It was the perfect dwelling for the eleventh Marquis of Powerscourt. The Sir John Soane red brick Georgian had become renowned for its gatherings of wits and beauties, poets and antiquarians. For three years the marquis had lived there, had thrived there, so it would seem. And for three years the marquis had been happy—that is, Holland thought, if happiness could ever be described as passing over the implacable features of Ivan Comeragh Tramore, the eleventh marquis.

Through the bars, Holland took one last look at the house. His position as Powerscourt estate manager had been his birthright, but Holland still found himself dreading any kind of meeting with his relatively new yet already notorious master. The marquis was always civil with those in his employ, but Holland, for his own personal comfort, preferred to avoid the icy pauses and black, brooding stares that the marquis was known for. Holland particularly wanted to avoid them this day because for the first time since he’d been with the new marquis, he had bad news. Resigned to his duties, however, Holland Jones had no other choice but to enter No. 181 and inform the marquis of the current situation of his estates.

The marquis was expecting him. As the majordomo held the door for him, Holland heard bells ringing belowstairs—for brandy, no doubt. Looking up, he saw an abovestairs maid lighting the gasoliers for the evening.

“I suppose he’s in the library?” Holland faced the majordomo and wearily rubbed his eyes beneath his spectacles.

“Hrrrrumph . . . Ah, yessir,” the majordomo answered, clearing his throat and lifting his chin in one practiced motion.

“Then don’t bother to show me the way, my good man.” Holland looked toward the mahogany library door. “I shall face the beast alone,” he added under his breath as he stepped across the black marble floor. Pausing, he ran a finger along his starched collar, shrugged his shoulders, and entered the marquis’s bastion.

The light and the bustle in the hall had no impact on the library whatsoever. Rows upon rows of leatherbound tomes covered the entire four walls, including the back of the door through which Holland had entered. Heavy red velvet draperies were closed against the drafts from the windows. The only light came from a small, lusty fire in the hearth. The flames lit up the huge gold tassels on the pelmets and, also, the unsmiling face of the marquis.

Unwittingly, Holland was once more struck by the incongruity of the marquis to his surroundings. Ivan Tramore was the sort of man one would have expected to find jousting at a medieval tourney, not sitting in a room full of books. He was better suited to armor, and German armor at that, Holland thought unkindly, recalling the particularly evil-looking armor he had once seen at the Queen’s Exhibit. Yes, black steel would have befitted Ivan Tramore far better than the dark trousers and civilized silk paisley waistcoat he was wearing. Holland knew he himself was more suited to a gentleman’s lifestyle than the grand marquis. This thought brought him little comfort, however.

“Very good to see you, my lord.” Holland waited for a nod before he went to the club chair next to the marquis’s. At the hearth, two huge brindled mastiffs raised their heads from the carpet to stare at the visitor. Noting their unwelcoming stance, Holland took special care easing himself into the chair.

Typically the marquis dispensed with any greetings and proceeded directly to the business at hand. “You’ve been there, then?”

“Yes,” Holland answered, a wariness to his eye.

“And?” The marquis shot him a glance.

“And . . .” Holland straightened, forcing himself to meet his master’s fury head on. “And as expected the castle is in ruinous condition. Being the Powerscourt estates manager, I heartily advise you against removing yourself there.”

Holland peered at the marquis through his smudged spectacles. The marquis did look as if he was taking the news rather well. Ivan Tramore was quiet for a long while, and, as Holland had seen him often do while deep in thought, he rubbed his right cheek. Some time in his past he had acquired a neat slash of a scar there, and, watching his hard, aquiline profile, Holland didn’t doubt the rumors of the widows and the debutantes who had thrown themselves at Tramore’s feet, so enamored were they of that particular scar. Such women had probably read too many penny gothics, he surmised, for he didn’t doubt, either, that the marquis’s fierce countenance had sent just as many women scurrying away.

“How much will it cost, do you think? To put the castle in order.” The marquis’s deep voice startled Holland out of his musings.

“Too much, my lord. A king’s ransom. As we speak, there are rats gnawing at the tapestries—”

“Have I that much? Have I a king’s ransom to restore the castle?”

“My lord, your fortune has at least tripled since you inherited. I think it was your investment in iron that really—”

“So I have enough,” the marquis stated impatiently.

“Aye, my lord.” Holland put his spectacles on his forehead and pinched the bridge of his nose as if to ward off a headache.

“Good.” The marquis stood and rested his arm on the mantle after motioning Holland to remain seated. “There’s another matter I want you to take care of for me.”

“And what is that, my lord?” Holland lifted his head and let his spectacles fall back onto his nose.

“Miss Alcester. I want her cut off. After next month’s allotment, she is to receive no more money.”

Holland could barely believe what he was hearing. “But, if I may, my lord, you just sent me to Nodding Knoll to check up on her.”

“I sent you to check up on Powerscourt.” The marquis’s statement was adamant.

“Yes, of course, my lord. But Nodding Knoll sits right at the foot of the castle. I assumed you wanted me to make the usual discreet inquiries into Miss Alcester’s welfare—”

“And in what condition did these inquiries find her?”

Holland looked at Tramore, but something in the fire had caught the marquis’s interest and his head was turned.

“Elizabeth Alcester is doing fine. Just fine, from what I could gather from the gossip.” Holland’s blue eyes narrowed. “If I may ask, my lord, why must you cut her off? Though I’ve never formally met the girl, nor her family, I must say it’s been quite noble of you to help her out. Especially since you’ve not seen her in five years—”

The marquis’s head snapped up. “It’s not your place to speculate upon my relationships.”

“No, my lord,” Holland placated, “I don’t speculate at all, particularly since I know Miss Alcester was barely a young woman when you last set eyes upon her.”

“That’s right.”

The statement was brittle, yet the undertone, for some reason, struck Holland as oddly poignant.

He began again, this time more slowly. “But if you will pardon me, my lord, I know the Alcesters have a rather disgraceful past; and it’s true that the neighbors gossip about Elizabeth Alcester like little foxes; but, still, for the three years that I’ve been doling out her money, Miss Alcester has spent it only on her family. Why, I’m positive the girl hasn’t bought a new gown in years.”

“All very well,” the marquis answered succinctly, “but I want you to write her a note and tell her that poor ‘Great-aunt Sophie’ has died in Paris and left all her guineas to the Museum of Practical Geology, or whatever you like. Tell her that after next month, her pension ends.”

“My lord, I’m sure you have good reasons for cutting off Miss Alcester. But there is her family to consider. Her brother is merely a lad. And have you forgotten that Miss Alcester’s sister is blind?”

“I haven’t forgotten anything about Elizabeth Victorine Alcester, nor her family. Of that, I can assure you.” The marquis’s dark eyes flashed. When he seemed to have calmed down a bit, he changed the subject. “When will the castle be ready?”

“There is a lot of work to do on it,” Holland said. “It may take months . . .”

“In the will, when did the tenth marquis say that I may live at Powerscourt?”

“Three years after his death, my lord . . . as you well know.” Holland crossed his arms. It was common knowledge that Ivan Tramore was a bastard. And it was. common knowledge that for the past twenty-some years of Tramore’s life he had made his way as a stableboy, and at a neighboring estate at that. Tramore had even been denied the dubious honor of being a servant in the shadow of Powerscourt. The previous marquis had treated his only offspring like a beggar to be thrown out of one’s path on market day. But still, in spite of this, Tramore had always cut too terrifying a figure to be pitied.

Holland still found it disconcerting that Tramore never referred to his father as anything but the tenth marquis. Not even now did he admit to his lineage, three years after he had inherited everything the marquis’s legitimate son could have been due. Possessing wealth and position, Tramore had then lacked only one thing: knowledge. And it was said that the first thing he had done when he had inherited was to read every book in his father’s library. It was as if he wanted to make sure there was nothing the tenth marquis knew that the eleventh marquis did not.

“It has been three years and then some, hasn’t it?” The marquis’s face tightened with some repressed emotion.

“Yes, my lord,” Holland answered uneasily.

“Jones,” Tramore baited, “remind me, will you, why was it stipulated that I wait three years?”

Holland met the marquis’s level gaze. If Ivan Tramore abused one aspect of his vast power, it was his ability to make people uncomfortable. There were times when Holland swore the man enjoyed that more than he would enjoy a woman. Now was just such a time.

“I find it hard to believe that such a thing would have slipped your mind, my lord.”

Tramore remained silent.

Seeing no way out, Holland began haltingly. “Your fath—excuse me, I mean the tenth marquis, stipulated three years, for he did not want you, I believe the words were, ‘to walk upon his grave until it was sure to be cold.’ ”

The marquis let out a black laugh. His dark, handsome face lit up with a passion that Holland was sure would never cross his own proper English schoolboy features. And for that, he didn’t know whether to be envious or relieved.

“I ask you, man, when you were up at Powerscourt, was the grave cold then?” Tramore’s eyes glittered darkly.

“Yes, my lord. Quite frigid, in fact, considering the weather they’ve been having up north.” Holland rose from his seat, hoping that this unpleasant visit had come to an end.

“Then I want the work done on Powerscourt right away. I plan to reside there in one month.” The marquis went to the door to hold it open for Holland’s exit.

“One month! My lord, I cannot be sure it can be done in that amount of time!”

“The tenth marquis is not getting any warmer in his grave, Jones.”

Holland prickled. “Yes, my lord.” Tramore was a bastard, he thought ungraciously as he stepped into the light of the hall. And not about to let anyone forget it.

“Jones.” The marquis stopped him before the major-domo opened the front doors. “Your family has been estate manager for the Powerscourts for how long?”

“Six generations, my lord.” For the second time that day Holland wondered if he should have pursued becoming a chemist like his brother.

“I see. Then you’re the only man qualified to do this for me, Jones. You’ll get the job done and when you do, there’ll be hearty compensation, I promise you.” Suddenly the marquis smiled and shook his hand. “See you at Powerscourt in one month’s time.”

“Yes, my lord.” Dumbfounded, Holland was ushered out the door. The tides had abruptly turned. Instead of threatening him, the marquis had done something even worse. He had placed his faith in him. Holland knew now he would have to give Powerscourt back its old glory in an absurd four weeks or dishonor himself.

Wondering how he would ever accomplish the task before him, he picked up his stride and walked grimly down Piccadilly heading for Pall Mall and the Carlton Club.

 

As Holland left, he was unaware of the eyes that watched him. In the library, the marquis had shoved aside one panel of velvet to peer through the window. His breath clung to the cold panes until Jones was hardly a shadow beneath the streetlamps. Only then did the marquis let the drapery fall back, closed once more.

As if agitated, Tramore ran his knuckles over the scar on his cheek. His hand dropped immediately, however, when a soft knock came upon the door.

“Who is it?” he asked brusquely.

“Mrs. Myers, my lord.” The frilly-capped head of a plump housekeeper appeared at the door with a tray.

“Take it all away, Mrs. Myers. He’s gone already and I’ve no need for refreshment.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, sir. You see, the girls were all cleaning the lamps and there was no one to serve. That’s what took the brandy so long. I had to come myself instead of sending the parlormaid.” In contrition, the housekeeper shook her head so hard that if not for the fat ribbons beneath her cherubic chin, her cap would have flown off her head.

“It’s all right.” As if he were used to her performing contrary to his wishes, the marquis didn’t even look up when she entered the library. She moved past him with a tray of decanters and glasses. Underneath her evening black dress and starched white apron, her horsehair crinoline crackled with every step she took to the hearth. When she reached the pair of club chairs, she set the tray upon a mahogany drum table.

“There. I’ll be leaving the drink with you nonetheless. Just in case you’d like a spot.” She turned. “Anything else before I go?”

“Yes.” The marquis slowly met her gaze. “I’d like to dine in my rooms this evening. And I shall be having an evening companion, so I should like service for two.”

“Very good, sir.” But Mrs. Myers’s expression proclaimed that it was not very good at all.

“Indigestion?” the marquis inquired.

The housekeeper’s jaw dropped, then she abruptly remembered herself. “Nothing of the sort, my lord! I shall see to your service immediately!” She headed for the door.

“You don’t approve, do you?”

Hearing the unexpected question, Mrs. Myers whisked around to face him.

“What?”

“You don’t approve of my . . . lady friends, do you?” The marquis eased his large frame upon a nearby sofa done in the current Gothic taste.

“It’s certainly not my place to disapprove of anything you do, sir.”

“But come now, if it were your place, you would not approve, would you?” He crossed his arms over his chest with an air of nonchalance, yet his dark stare pinned the housekeeper to the floor.

“I believe in marriage, my lord.”

“I see.” The marquis thought on this for a while.

“Will there be anything else, sir?”

“Would you be surprised to find that I share that same sentiment?”

“What sentiment, my lord?”

“That I believe in marriage too.”

“No, my lord. I would believe it.” Mrs. Myers lowered her head. “Your mother’s situation still pains you, if only you would admit it.”

Tramore stiffened at the housekeeper’s frankness. “That’s enough, Mrs. Myers. You go too far.”

Though she should have been chastened by the marquis’s reply, the housekeeper instead burst out with another unwanted opinion. “Perhaps you’re right, Lord Ivan, but I’ve known you all your life and I remember when your mother died. And I’ve seen how tough and silent a little boy becomes when he finds he has no other home but the streets.” When she was finished, she watched for the marquis’s reaction.

“I see,” Tramore uttered with difficulty.

The housekeeper finally looked chastised. “Forgive me, my lord,” she whispered. She then looked around the room to see if he needed anything. “Would you like the girl to bring more coal for the fire, or will that be all?”

“No, you may go.” He shot her one last disapproving look, then turned away.

“Thank you, sir.” Mrs. Myers made her way to the door, but before she exited, she paused and looked as if she wanted to speak.

“Is there something you’ve forgotten?” Tramore acknowledged her.

“Aye, my lord. ’Tis not been my place to say such things . . . but if I may, you’re not a bad man. That’s what I tell everyone. You’re not a bad man and I hope someday you’ll find a ladylove who can convince you of that.” Suddenly, as if she remembered what such an outburst could cost her, she brought herself upright and said, “I beg your pardon, my lord.”

“Don’t be absurd.” The marquis’s face was so tight from unexpressed emotion it looked as if it were hewn from marble.

“If I may be excused?”

“Of course.”

The silence in the room was leaden and Mrs. Myers’s brow cleared considerably when she was finally able to close the door behind her.

But in the library, the marquis’s brow furrowed more deeply. Something was on his mind. He ran his knuckles down his scar, but only twice. Then he stood and strode out the door himself.

He went up the staircase, taking the steps two at a time. He passed the second floor where the chambermaids were already setting his apartments to rights for the evening. He passed the third floor where most of the house servants had their rooms. Yet he didn’t stop until he was in the enormous fourth-floor attic. He discreetly pulled the attic door closed behind him.

Tramore looked around, his only light from a candle he had picked up from the servants’ landing. It didn’t take him long to find the path he sought. Through a maze created of tattered French chairs, rotting Elizabethan chests, and fractured gilt mirrors—an entire history of the old owner—he followed his own previous footprints in the dust to reach the article he wanted. It was a huge canvas; the top rail of its frame easily met with Tramore’s chin. A great linen lay over it, and when he snatched it off, a cloud of dust sent the candlelight shimmering over the portrait of an exquisitely beautiful woman.

She was young, but not so young as to be unaware of her effect upon people, particularly those of the opposite sex. Her eyes were eloquently expressive. They were crystalline blue and heavily lashed, but it was not coyness they held, never that, for her expression was much too artless. Rather it seemed as if they held a promise, or a secret that even she had yet to discover fully, much less practice upon the world around her. But someday when she did understand this secret she would bring men to their knees.

But not the eleventh marquis.

He stood before her, his features taut in the sputtering candlelight. The inscrutable expression on his face was as close to hate as it was to love, as close to joy as it was to pain.

Slowly he reached out his forefinger and began tracing the girl’s firm, sweetly curved jawline. His finger moved higher to her nose, which was slightly haughty yet also gamine. His thumb brushed her flaxen-haired temple and he traced one silvery blond curl to the level of her lips, where his forefinger once more took up its quest. His last touch was upon the rose-petal curve of her lower lip, and as if this were almost too much for him, he closed his eyes.

“Lissa,” he uttered in a tight voice. His eyes flew open but he was held captive, marveling at the girl’s femininity. For she was as vulnerable in it as she was made powerful by it.

He bent down and wiped the dust off the brass plaque on the frame’s bottom rail. The fair-haired girl’s name was engraved upon it in heavy ornate script. It said: Miss Elizabeth Victorine Alcester of Nodding Knoll 1850.

He straightened and gave the portrait one last glittering stare. Then, as if he were fully aware of his own madness, Tramore tipped back his dark head and laughed. He ended this strange self-indulgence by violently whipping the linen covering back over the portrait. He left the attic without a backward glance.

Some time later that evening the gold-painted calèche from Fanny Kimbel’s pulled up in front of the marquis’s door. A fine mist had begun to fall just after eight o’clock, but as Fanny always saw to it, her girls were well shielded from the weather. When this particular beauty emerged from the leather-upholstered, satin-hung interior, all she had to do was pull her fox mantle a little bit closer to keep warm. The trip to the door was only a few steps, and soon she was inside the well-lit hall, being attended to by the marquis’s majordomo.

Upstairs the marquis was waiting in his apartments. Attired for the evening in a black cutaway and trousers, Tramore looked the quintessential peer, rich and disciplined. A deep-blue silk cravat tied around his wing collar broke some of the severity of his dress, as did a matching blue foulard waistcoat that showed along the edges of his coat.

He waited in the anteroom, nursing a small brandy and lounging in an old-fashioned wing chair. When he heard the footfall of visitors, his head turned to the door.

Mrs. Kimbel’s most expensive girl entered Tramore’s apartments with a sweep of crinoline and perfume. Roseanne was a gorgeous creature, from her perfectly set glossy brown ringlets to her costly white satin slippers. Her powder-blue watered silk gown made her a vision of elegance. Its bodice was alluring yet tasteful, the waist tiny yet not artificial.

“My name is Roseanne, my lord. Mrs. Kimbel said you had need of companionship.” Roseanne tilted her head to the marquis. Tramore’s mouth lifted in an arrogant half-grin and he stood to greet her. With one look from him, Biddles, the majordomo, immediately closed the door and left them in private.

“I hope the weather didn’t make your journey too tedious.” Tramore put down his drink.

“Nothing could be tedious this evening, my lord.” Roseanne’s gray eyes narrowed. She was obviously pleased with Tramore’s dark good looks, and even more so with his lean, broad-shouldered figure.

The marquis also stared assessingly at her. But his eyes were more dispassionate; the gleam of lust lent them their only sparkle. “Fanny has excellent taste,” he finally commented.

“Mrs. Kimbel was determined to send a girl who would please you.” Roseanne walked up to him and put a finger to his finely hewn lips. “And I shall.”

Tramore looked away, desire and, yet, disinterest etched on his Adonis-like face.

Unhappy with his sudden aloofness, Roseanne then kissed him. She stood on her tiptoes, placed her soft hands on either side of his rigid face, and pulled him down to her lips. Though Tramore was just barely cooperating, it was still a most intimate kiss. Afterward, at least Roseanne looked quite hungry for more. The marquis only stared at her, his eyes heavy-lidded yet watchful.

She whispered, “There’s no need for you to be so distant, my lord. Not on a rainy night such as this. I promise you, it will be far better to let me keep you warm than to go to your cold bed alone.”

He looked down. Roseanne was already unbuttoning his waistcoat. Her hands then worked beneath his cravat to unfasten his shirt. A warm palm slid beneath the linen and massaged his hard, hair-covered chest.

“You’re a greedy little one, aren’t you?” he stated flatly. Tramore placed his hand over hers and made her stop. He did not, however, remove it.

“As you should be, love.” She licked her soft, full lips. “Fanny said she hasn’t sent over a girl in months, my lord. Months . . .” She whispered hotly, “Has it truly been that long? My God, what a raging bull you will be . . .”

She watched him. Tramore just looked on, as if he were actually trying to divorce himself from her charms. The heat in his eyes was the only thing that told her he was not altogether successful.

She began whispering again.

“Do you know that I begged Fanny to be the one to come tonight? Rachel who was here three months ago has never forgotten her night with you, my lord. She still murmurs that it was exquisite.” She repeated breathlessly, “Exquisite.”

Tramore’s gaze left hers and wandered down to her bosom where several mahogany curls rested in teasing disarray. He picked up one curl and rubbed it between his strong fingers.

Watching, Roseanne smiled slyly. Her cold lover was beginning to thaw.

“My lord, I dressed my hair just for you. Does it please you?”

Tramore smiled cynically.

“It’s scented, my lord. I rinse my hair in rosewater. Here, put it to your nose.” She guided the hand that held the curl to his nose. After a moment she sighed. “Does that not please you?”

“It does.” He dropped the curl.

“So you like my hair?” Roseanne would have continued, but she found the marquis beginning to unhook the back of her dress. When she looked up again, he caught her mouth in a fierce, impatient kiss. Though her attire was quite complicated, it did come off, piece by tortuous piece. And she gasped with pleasure every time Tramore’s hands came closer and closer to her skin.


Soon they were both naked on the marquis’s splendid full-tester bed. A crackling fire in the hearth kept them warm, but still Roseanne shivered, for she felt a delicious chill run down her spine as her hands roamed the marquis’s hard, muscular body. In a moment of playfulness, she pinched one of Tramore’s flat nipples. She wanted to see him smile, and when one corner of his mouth turned up in a grin, she was so ecstatic that her hand involuntarily went to touch his cheek, the one that was scarred.

He caught her hand in midair. His grip was iron-hard.

“What is it, my lord?” she whispered fearfully, seeing the light die out of his black eyes.

“Don’t.”

“If I cannot touch you there, then where?”

“Here,” he groaned, guiding her hand downward.

“I see,” she said softly, wrapping her hand around him. She presented him with a coy, mysterious smile for she knew flirtation was her art, but she was bewildered by his reaction. Even though they were entwined in a most intimate embrace, the marquis now seemed impossibly distant and utterly unreachable. With only one intent apparent on his features, he kissed her. Though his tongue stole the breath from her soul, Roseanne suddenly had the awful feeling that the notorious Lord Powerscourt was wretchedly disappointed that it was she beneath his hands and not some other woman.

    
 

 

PART ONE

 

 

We should doubt whether the woman who is indifferent to her own appearance be a woman at all. At all events, she must either be a hardened character, or an immense heiress, or a first-rate beauty—or think herself one.

 

HONORÉ DE BALZAC

The Quarterly Review, March 1847

  
 

 

CHAPTER ONE
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If she had to wear the puce-colored spencer one more time, she would weep. Lissa Alcester turned her azure eyes toward the odious jacket-bodice that was now laid out on her bed. She reached for it, but then pulled her hand back as if she actually dreaded putting the garment on.

Once it had been extraordinarily fine. Fashioned out of a costly French bombazine, the jacket’s workmanship had been exquisite. But it had been given to her in the days when words like “costly” and “exquisite” had no real meaning to her. When luxury had so dominated her life, she had hardly noticed it, never imagining she would one day be without it.

Now Lissa could hardly remember when the spencer had been made. But she suspected it had been a long time ago, for she wryly noted the many let-out seams where the bustline had had to be increased. She noted also the frayed collar and the black machine-made lace that had been tacked to it to hide its wear. To further the insult, the spencer’s sleeves were too short and the waist, while still fitting well, rode up in the back, and she was constantly forced to reach around and check that her cotton chemise was not peeking out.

Lissa turned away in despair. Her thoughts brightened a bit, however, when she thought of the reason why she and Evvie were going out that morning. Great-aunt Sophie’s post had most likely arrived at Bishop’s Mercantile. And perhaps this month, like so many months before when they’d been in need of something, they would receive just a bit extra. Enough for a new spencer, she mused.

“Lissa! Come see! Have I got it on right?” She heard her sister’s voice call up from the parlor. Without further deliberation, Lissa pulled the worn spencer over her chemise and buttoned its horn buttons down to the tip of its pointed front. Then she made her way down the narrow stairway of the cottage.

Lissa’s younger sister, Evelyn Grace, was sitting on a well-worn blue sofa before the stone hearth. When Lissa entered the room, she smiled softly at her. Evvie looked up, but her gaze never quite found her. It was obvious she was blind, but Evvie’s eyelids didn’t droop, nor did her head tilt back at every sound like those born with no sight. Her tragedy had struck after her girlhood and that was why her eyes were now opened wide, sparkling with anticipation, searching for something she would never see.

“Oh, Evvie, it looks marvelous!” Lissa sat down next to her on the sofa and studied her sister’s handiwork. Evvie had placed a small violet-covered bonnet most artfully atop her brunette head. Her dark, lustrous hair had already been coiled and pinned, then neatly tucked into a matching black snood.

“They’re wearing them a little bit back this year, I believe.” Lissa studied her a moment longer, then pushed the bonnet back a half inch toward her nape. With that, the small curled brim smartly framed Evvie’s pretty oval face.

“Oh, Lissa, we shouldn’t have bought it . . . but do I look—?”

“Gorgeous! You look gorgeous! And it was worth every tuppence.” Lissa squeezed Evvie’s fingers. She did look gorgeous. Her only wish was that her sister could be able to see for herself in the mirror.

“It was quite dear in price,” Evvie mentioned.

“Nonsense,” Lissa told her. “Besides, I have a feeling Great-aunt Sophie is going to be especially generous this month. We’ll do just fine.”

“Oh, I hope so. You need some things too, Lissa.” Evvie frowned while she put on her gloves. “Are you wearing . . . the spencer?” she asked, as if that were the most horrifying thought in the world.


Lissa laughed. “Yes, but I’m sure I’ll be getting a new one soon.” Not wanting to make Evvie feel any more guilty about the new bonnet, she hastily changed the subject. “Where do you suppose she is right now?”

“Who?”

“Great-aunt Sophie.” Lissa pulled on her own black leather gloves. Her expression turned dreamy. “Will the solicitor say she’s traveling down the Nile? Or sipping café au lait in a Parisian café? Oh, what adventures she must have! I wish we’d met her or at least heard about her before Mother and Father . . .” She paused. How she hated to mention that. “Passed on,” she finished.

“You think about Aunt Sophie a lot, don’t you?”

Lissa met Evvie’s sightless eyes. “Not that much,” she managed.

“Why don’t we write her solicitor again and ask him if she might be free to visit us this winter?”

Lissa shook her head and handed Evvie her shawl. “We’ve done that a hundred times, and you know it. Sophie has never answered any of our letters. I suppose she must feel the time she has left is precious, and that’s why she’s been off all these years seeing the world.”

“But wouldn’t it be grand if she’d visit us. Just once!” Evvie exclaimed, flipping the points of her shawl across her arms. “She must have some fondness for us. After all, she has sent the pension.”

“Yes, she has sent the pension. But I don’t imagine she’ll ever make a trip to boring little Nodding Knoll. If she were to come, I’d ask instead to meet her in London.” Lissa’s cheeks suddenly flamed with excitement. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if she took us traveling with her?”

“Traveling? Where would we go?”

“We could go pig-sticking in India or ride a gondola in Venice or—”

“Or be anywhere instead of living spinsterish lives in Nodding Knoll,” Evvie finished sheepishly. “I wish Sophie would come and at least take you away, Lissa. You deserve it, you know, what with all the sacrifices you’ve made for George and me.”

Sobering, Lissa picked up her reticule. “I’m not a spinster, Evvie. I’m only twenty-one.”

“And I’m only nineteen and yet, I daresay, I live a spinsterish life. It must be worse for you.”

“No, it’s not worse for me. I like our life here. In some ways it’s much better than when we lived at Alcester House.”

“I suppose. But things are so difficult for you sometimes. And I wish so much that I could do something, but there’s nothing—”

“You do everything. You keep George and me going.” With that truth unleashed, Lissa led her sister out the door. She was not going to let Evvie bemoan the fact that they both were still unmarried. Besides, she felt guilty enough for all that had happened in the past, and she didn’t want Evvie to feel guilty too. Her blindness wasn’t the cause of their spinsterhood anyway. Everyone knew it was The Scandal.

Putting her arm through her sister’s, Lissa resolutely lifted her head to the sunny day. Already she felt much more cheerful. Now it was up to her to make Evvie more cheerful also.

“Pig-sticking indeed!” she finally said. “What nonsense! I’d probably spend the whole rout persuading the hunters to leave the poor things alone. Great-aunt Sophie would be disgraced.” Lissa laughed warmly. She recounted the coins in her reticule, then looked at their list for the market.

“But it should have been your right to have the world in your palm. And instead you’ve been left without.” Evvie again grew serious.

Lissa was not about to let this conversation go further. She said simply, “It should have been both our rights, I suppose, but then, such is fate. Now are we going to stand here until the arcade has sold out of lamb for George’s dinner? He’s only a little boy, you know. I’d hate to see him miss a meal because his sisters became prostrate with grief and couldn’t move from their threshold.”

“Oh, you ninny! Let’s be off then. I shall never be so serious again.” Evvie shook her head, then walked briskly at her sister’s side in the cool October morn.

The village of Nodding Knoll was not far away. Their cottage—astutely named Violet Croft for in May their lawn was like a carpet of purple—sat on the edge of the old Alcester estate, and it had been built on the side closest to Nodding Knoll. The old estate house sat almost a half mile behind the cottage in a grove of gnarled oaks. Unkempt and abandoned, it was now owned by Brandts, Limited, in London, which for years had been unsuccessful in selling it.

Lissa disliked walking by the gates of Alcester House. She did so only when she was feeling particularly melancholy. Then she would stand at the rusting ornate gates and survey the weeds and crumbling marble that had once been her home. Alcester House sat like a withering old woman ready for the graveyard, and usually the sight of it only depressed her further.

But sometimes, usually late in the summer, she would take heart. Among the weeds and mustard, she would find a single perfect rose—a staunch reminder of the grand garden that had once grown there—a reminder of everything that had once been. It was a sign of endurance—as she and Evvie and George had endured. And when she would see that tiny blush-colored bloom, her whole outlook would change and she would find the courage to continue.

Now as Lissa walked with her sister on the wide cobbled path that served as the village’s only road, her mind was on something else entirely. She was chagrined to note how busy the road was this morning. Wagons rolled by leaving behind the scent of linseed oil, which was used in painting, and freshly cut lumber. Of course, she knew where the wagons were headed. Several dark-green hansom cabs, obviously hired from London, went by also, and she speculated that they were probably filled with skilled workers brought up from the city. They were headed for the castle that loomed behind them, where the sandstone turrets towered above the brilliant autumn elms.

She’d known about the new marquis’s coming for several days now, but for some reason she hadn’t been able to summon the nonchalance she needed in order to tell Evvie about it. But now as one vehicle after another filed past them on the narrow road, her sister brought up the subject.

“What is the bustle about, Lissa? I’ve never heard so many carriages and wagons on this road.” Evvie slipped on a cobble and clung to Lissa’s arm for support.

Lissa clutched her sister, perhaps a bit too tightly. She wished she didn’t have to tell Evvie now, for she would want a full description of all the activity. Evvie would also ask too many probing questions, and those she couldn’t bear to answer. But there was no avoiding it now.

“The marquis is returning.” There. She’d said it.

Evvie was speechless. When she did find her tongue, she gasped out, “You mean Lord Powerscourt? The new marquis?”

“Yes.” The word caught in her throat. Unable to stand another second of the conversation, Lissa continued along the road so briskly that Evvie was practically running by her side.

“Oh, Lissa . . .” Evvie finally moaned. “When?”

“In two weeks, I hear.” That thought alone terrified her. She silently begged Evvie to cease her questioning. Evvie did.

“Shall we get to market before the butcher sells all of his mutton?” Lissa refused to acknowledge her sister’s shocked expression. When Evvie nodded, they continued on their way without another word.

Nodding Knoll’s arcaded market was not too crowded, Lissa noted thankfully, for the housewives had already been there at dawn to haggle down the prices with the sleepy shopkeepers. They strolled along the stalls, stopping to admire some pink satin ribbons and a pair of fine calfskin gloves. As usual, gypsies possessed several stalls at the end of the arcade where they sold charms and dried lavender. Their dark looks and wild ways intimidated many of Nodding Knoll’s citizens, but Lissa had always felt drawn to them. Today was no exception. Now as she discreetly met their gazes, a little thrill went down her spine. And though she was loathe to admit it, she supposed she was remembering another such gaze, one that she knew was best forgotten.

After leaving the gypsies, they made all their domestic purchases and stopped last at a fruit stand. Lissa couldn’t help but be attracted to the rare oranges the seller had stacked in a pyramid near his money box. She took the top orange down and held it to Evvie’s nose. Both girls reveled in the precious, exotic scent.

“Two for a quid, ladies.” The fruitseller smiled jovially as he courted the two pretty Alcester girls.

“Harry McBain, now you know we can’t afford to pay almost half a guinea for one orange,” Evvie exclaimed.

“The price is right steep.” Harry looked over his shoulder. His elderly mother was sitting on a stool knitting. When the two ladies had walked up, Mrs. McBain had stared right at them, frowning.

Harry turned back to Evvie. “Me mum thinks to get it from the gentry. They’ll pay a quid—and more—for oranges.”

“But not us, I’m afraid.” Lissa reluctantly pried her gaze from the pyramid of oranges. With trepidation, she watched Harry’s mother rise from her seat.

“Anything else for you, ladies?” Harry had seen his mother coming. When Lissa put in her order for a dozen baking apples, Harry’s mother grudgingly resumed her seat.

“Here you go, Miss Alcester.” As he brought them their apples, he leaned over the wooden counter to drop them in Lissa’s basket. But as he did so, he left one apple out. With sleight of hand, he pulled an orange from the front of the pyramid and immediately replaced the hole with the apple. The costly orange then dropped into their basket.

Lissa started to thank the kindly man, but she immediately silenced herself, for his elderly mother was already stomping to the front. She was sure Mrs. McBain hadn’t seen the orange go into her basket. However, Harry’s mother had long ago made it clear she didn’t want her son to fraternize any longer than necessary with the Alcester girls. And she supposed that was exactly what Mrs. McBain was thinking now.

Her suspicions proved all too correct. As they left, Lissa overheard Mrs. McBain whisper to her irritated son, “They haven’t a quid more than we do, and besides, you know what her mother did!”

The “her” in question had to be herself, Lissa knew, for much to the townspeople’s chagrin, she had grown to look shockingly like her late mother. She was grateful that Evvie had somehow been kept out of the gossip, probably because of her affliction, and also because her quiet, disarming beauty put everyone in a respectful mood. But she herself had had no such luck.

Though Lissa always kept to herself, her looks alone seemed to bring out the worst kind of suspicions in people. It pained her every time she was likened to Rebecca Alcester. While she had loved her mother and hated to see her memory so despised, Lissa knew only too well that she had never really known Rebecca. Her mother’s life had been parties and London and ballgowns, not her children. Despite this, Lissa had adored her; adored her as she would an angel who, from time to time, would descend upon her daughter’s dull little life and make it sparkle if only for a day. Rebecca Alcester had been too glorious to touch, too ethereal to hold. Her father, William Alcester, had ultimately been the one to pay the price for loving such a creature.

Now no remaining Alcester was ever going to be allowed to forget their mother’s chronic infidelities, particularly Lissa, who had turned out even more fatally beautiful than her mother. That was why Lissa did without, saved every tuppence she could, so that one day they would be able to get away from picturesque little Nodding Knoll. Every day the town choked her just a little bit more, and she ached for the day they could afford to move.

Wishing away Mrs. McBain’s words, Lissa pictured again the imaginary little town where the Alcesters would make a new start. She then looked at Evvie, praying all the while that her sister hadn’t heard the old woman’s parting words. But there was no such hope. Evvie’s face had turned pinched as it often did when someone said something cruel and there was nothing she could do about it.

But Lissa’s spirits sagged only for a moment. She looked behind her. As Harry kept an ear on his mother’s admonitions, he turned to her and gave her a saucy wink. Harry McBain had a weakness for the ladies, but he still made her feel much better and she renewed her pace with much more vigor.

“Come, Evvie, Bishop’s Mercantile next. Let’s see what Great-aunt Sophie has for us this month. Then we’ll come back and buy all of those wretched oranges!”

Evvie gratefully kept up with her sister’s steps.

Lissa loved Bishop’s Mercantile. The tiny little store sold everything from rye flour and Chinese tea to cashmere shawls and pruning shears. This was where she had bought Evvei’s bonnet—shamefully on credit, but Mr. Bishop would not take no for an answer—and where they came to pick up their mail in the tiny village of Nodding Knoll. Lissa also loved the fact that the little store boasted no less than nine resident felines. The Bishops were notorious for putting up strays.

Mr. Bishop was a neatly groomed, short man, and his wife—whom Lissa suspected as the cat lover—was as kindhearted as she was plump. The Bishops made an odd couple, for Mrs. Bishop outweighed her husband by at least six stone. But anyone who ever met Mathilde Bishop was immediately taken in by her warmth, and Mr. Bishop, Lissa had surmised, had long ago fallen under his wife’s spell. He adored her.

“Good morning, ladies.” Mrs. Bishop, her gold-gray hair neatly arranged in sausage curls, sailed toward them. She immediately grasped Evvie’s hand and patted it.

“Mrs. Bishop,” Evvie acknowledged, smiling brilliantly.

“We’re going to browse, I think. But we’ve come for Sophie’s post though. Is it in?” Lissa inquired.

“Yes, it is, my dear. I shall get Mr. Bishop to fetch it for you this minute.” The woman released Evvie’s hand. She then added enticingly, “We have a few new toilet waters, girls. Why don’t you dears look there first?”

Lissa needed no prodding. She was already leading Evvie to the dark oak counter where the perfumes were displayed. Both girls loved the Mercantile even if, now, most of their purchases were made with their imaginations rather than their purses.

Lissa gently moved a fat gray tom from his sleeping quarters on the counter and handed an open bottle to Evvie. “Smell this. It’s ‘Passel’s Oil of Cloves.’ What do you think?”

Evvie took one whiff and wrinkled her nose. Even the tom made a face and backed away.

“Too strong?” Lissa replaced the bottle onto a blue willow platter crammed with vials. “How is this? This is ‘Linsey’s Violet Water.’ ”

“Too sweet!” Evvie turned that one down too.

“This is it. ‘Gray’s One Hundred Roses.’ ”

“Yes, this is the one. Much better.” Her sister brought the bottle to her nose a second time, but she was stopped when Lissa put a warning hand on her arm.


“Oh, Evvie, don’t start but there’s a man watching you,” she whispered.

“A man?” Evvie blushed quite prettily. “There are other customers in here?”

“He just walked in. He’s browsing by the gent’s coat catalogs, but I daresay, he doesn’t buy his frock coats from them. He’s much too well dressed.” Lissa tightened her grip on her sister’s arm. Her glance darted across the store, then she whispered, “Oh, Evvie, don’t move. He’s staring quite boldly now. Quite boldly.”

Evvie colored profusely. “Oh, Lissa, he must be staring at you, not me! I’m the mousy one . . .”

“Pooh! You’re a beauty. And he is staring at you. Let me look again.” Casually she took a perfume bottle and lifted it to her nose. Her sparkling blue eyes slid to one side and she took another covert glance at the mysterious gentleman who seemed so interested in them.

“What does he look like?” Evvie whispered.

For Evvie’s sake, Lissa made her description as detailed as she could. “He’s rather handsome. Quite handsome actually. He’s tall and wears spectacles, but those make him look very intelligent and dignified. He possesses a rather classic Englishman’s face. He has blond hair. Let me see . . .” She stole another glance. “And he hardly looks forty but I would guess that to be his age for he does possess some lines around his eyes and mouth.”

“I wonder who he is. You’ve never seen him before?”

“Not that I can remember. However, something does seem familiar about him. Perhaps Mother and Father knew him. I don’t know.” She took another peek at the gentleman but this time he was conversing with Mr. Bishop.

“. . . so sorry. I regret they’ve not come in yet. But I promise to have them before the marquis arrives at Powerscourt. You have my word, Mr. Jones.” Mr. Bishop’s voice boomed clear across the shop.

“Did you hear, Lissa?” Evvie grasped her arm and whispered. “Jones. He must be the gentleman who is Powerscourt’s estate manager. He’s here seeing to the castle. And Mother and Father surely must have known him for they knew the old marquis quite well. That’s why he seems familiar. Lissa?”

But Lissa didn’t hear her. The very name Powerscourt stabbed at her heart. It brought up all kinds of emotions that she preferred stayed buried.

“Lissa?”

“Yes?” She turned her attention to her sister.

“Are you thinking of . . . Ivan?” Evvie gently prodded.

“No.”

“I see.” Somehow Evvie found her sister’s cheek and patted it comfortingly.

Feeling almost ill, Lissa put down the perfume bottle and said, “Let’s get Great-aunt Sophie’s post and go home. George will be home from school before we’ve made him supper.”

“Yes, that’s a grand idea.” Evvie followed her.

The man named Jones remained in the store, ostensibly looking at cutlery displayed in an old mahogany case. Mr. Bishop was free at this point, however, and when he met Lissa’s eye, he immediately came up to her with their post.

“Came in good time, ladies. I suppose Old Sophie must be done with her travels for the year.” Mr. Bishop’s baby blue eyes twinkled. “What is she, ninety? Where does she get all that spunk?”

“She’s an Alcester, Mr. Bishop. You should know that!” Evvie laughed nervously and squeezed her sister’s hand. Gratefully Lissa squeezed back.

But behind them, the man named Jones was hardly finding the situation amusing. In fact, if anyone had bothered to scrutinize him, they would have seen his countenance turn grim. His gaze was pinned to the letter Mr. Bishop held so confidently, and he seemed to be hanging on to every word of their conversation.


“So what’s the old girl up to now, Miss Alcester?” Mr. Bishop handed Lissa the letter. “The tales you girls tell of her are the only excitement we get here in Nodding Knoll.”

Eager for some good news, Lissa smiled at him, then tore at the wax seal.

As if unable to watch, Jones abruptly turned his back to the group. He feigned an interest in a steel fish-boner, but all the while his eyes were closed as if he were in pain.

Lissa’s expression soon matched his. She read the letter and, with it, her entire world seemed to fall out from under her.

“Miss Alcester, whatever is the matter?” Mr. Bishop frowned as she forced herself to read the letter for the second time.

“Lissa? Is something wrong?” Evvie reached for her.

“There’s been a tragedy. Great-aunt Sophie is dead,” she uttered bravely. Though her voice shook with every syllable, she continued. “Mr. Fennimore, her London solicitor, says she died in her sleep in Vienna. He has enclosed one month’s pension for us, but after that, there is to be no more.”

“Oh, Lissa, no,” Evvie whispered. Behind them, unnoticed, Jones was shaking his head.

“Oh, my dears, not another tragedy! How unkindly life has treated you!” Mrs. Bishop cried out from behind a counter, obviously having overheard the conversation too.

“We didn’t know her well, Mrs. Bishop,” Lissa confessed. “In fact, we didn’t know her at all. We didn’t even know we had a Great-aunt Sophie until three years ago . . . but we owe her a great deal for our upkeep these past years.”

“Whatever will you do now?” Mrs. Bishop’s brown eyes filled with tears.

“I don’t know, she answered numbly.

“Let’s go home.” Evvie grasped her arm. “We’ll get along. We’ve always found a way before.”


“Yes, we’ll manage. Thank you, Mr. Bishop, Mrs. Bishop.”

Lissa grasped the letter in her gloved hand and they moved to the door. It was opened immediately by the man named Jones, but Lissa hardly noticed the concern on his face. Her mind was elsewhere, already looking ahead to a grim future.


 

 

CHAPTER TWO
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“I must see him, at once.” Holland’s voice was firm as he pushed his way past Biddles. Agitated, he barely paused in the hall of Tramore’s London town house to demand, “Where is he?”

“His lordship is in the breakfast room finishing his coffee,” the majordomo said icily. “If you would be so kind—Mr. Jones!” he called as Holland started for the breakfast room.

Holland didn’t hesitate. He threw open the mahogany double doors just as a footman was serving the marquis another helping of black pudding. Shocked by the intrusion, the footman looked up.

Tramore did not.

Holland noted that he merely took another sip of coffee from an exquisite Wedgwood creamware cup. He then placed the cup back on its saucer and continued with his breakfast.

“I’ve come about the Alcesters,” Holland stated coldly.

“I don’t remember your being announced, Jones.”

Tramore let the words hang in the air before he finally looked up. With a nod he instructed the footman to retreat to the kitchens.

“Damn being announced. I was there, I tell you. I was there when they got that letter and a damned bloody sight it was too!” Holland’s face reddened with anger. “Why must you cut them off? Couldn’t you have at least given Miss Alcester more time to adjust?” He took a bold step further. “Or did you want it to be like this? Do you want them to suffer all because of what happened in the past?”

“And what happened in the past? You tell me, if you’re such an expert on the Alcesters.” Powerscourt sent him a piercing stare.

“I don’t know everything that happened between you and Elizabeth. But I do know how you were treated in that village. And I suspect you have some twisted notion that if you wreak your vengeance on Elizabeth Alcester—set her up as example—you’ll have somehow gotten even with the whole of Nodding Knoll.”

The marquis was quiet for a moment, as if he were pondering his accusation. He then blithely announced, “You’re wrong, Jones. Go back to your tasks concerning Powerscourt. You’ve only two more weeks.” With that, he seemed to have finished his breakfast and the conversation. He stood and began to walk past Holland.

Holland wasn’t through, however. “I resign.”

“What?” Tramore shot back.

“I said I resign. I shall no longer work for the Powerscourts. You shall have to find another estate manager.” He turned to go.

“And what is it that has you so upset, Jones? You quit a position that has been in your family for centuries all because I’ve cut off a woman’s support that was not my responsibility to provide in the first place? I don’t understand your motives,” Powerscourt finished coolly.

“You’re the enigma, not I!” Holland shouted, his voice filled with frustration. “You do these inexplicable things, which will have tragic consequences. I will not continue on!”

“Ah, but you will continue on!” Tramore suddenly commanded. His angry voice boomed across the room. “If only for the reasons that throughout your lifetime the Powerscourts have seen to it that you’ve been well fed and finely clothed; they’ve paid for you to attend Cambridge and they gave your parents a respectable burial. So you will remain my estate manager, Jones. You will stay because you owe it to me!”

Holland listened to this outburst, his face becoming as white and rigid as a piece of Roman sculpture. He wanted to throw the words back in Tramore’s face, but all at once guilt wouldn’t let him. He tried to stop himself, but the memory of his languid days at Cambridge came to mind, as did the memory of Tramore’s working in a stable like the meanest of paupers. Worse was the remembrance of his comfortable and pleasant childhood. As the son of the mighty estate manager of Powerscourt, he had wanted for nothing, while Tramore, the actual heir of the estate, had buried his mother along the roadside and scrounged for his very existence in the street.

Holland met Powerscourt’s dark stare, but not another word passed between them. After a moment’s pause, Tramore promptly quitted the breakfast room. In angry silence, Holland watched him go.

His conscience told him there was no way to avoid returning to Powerscourt and the disagreeable tasks that awaited him there. But as he made to leave the opulent London manse, Holland consoled himself with one thought. Perhaps by being at Powerscourt, he could change the marquis’s mind and avert disaster for the Alcesters.

Perhaps.

 

“We must sell Violet Croft, Lissa. That’s the only way,” Evvie stated as she bent over her knitting.

Lissa watched her purl and sighed. They’d been discussing their future for almost two weeks now and not once had they agreed on what would be best.

It was a cold afternoon and the two women were sitting in the parlor, warming themselves before the peat fire. Lissa was too agitated to knit, so she sat on the sofa, tapping her fingers on the sofa’s worn, doily-clad arm. George was due home from the Nodding Knoll school any moment, and they both looked to his arrival to cheer them up.

“We cannot sell the cottage. We could never afford another. Besides, it’s all we have left of Mother and Father’s estate.” Lissa shook her blond head.

“But Violet Croft is what’s been keeping us here all along, and it’s been miserable. We’ve never belonged in Nodding Knoll, not since The Scandal.” Evvie’s needles stopped clicking. She grew quite sober. “I know how they talk, Lissa. I may be blind, but I’m not deaf.”

“It’s not been so bad,” Lissa refuted, though only halfheartedly.

“Not been so bad! It’s been torture and I know it!” Evvie looked toward her sister and implored her, “Don’t you think I know old Widow Tannahill crosses the street every time she sees us? You’ve been telling me she’s been nodding in greeting these days, but why don’t I feel her footsteps pass? Why don’t I hear her crinoline sway? Why do I feel you tense whenever she’s about?”

A tiny furrow lined Lissa’s brow. She’d always wanted to protect Evvie from the scorn of the little town, and she’d obviously done a poor job of it. “She’s never really said anything since the funeral. I can live with her avoiding us. In fact, I think I prefer it.”

“She said you’d turn out just like Mother.”

She couldn’t bear to hear Evvie’s words. Her hands shook with anger at the old widow’s cruelty. “But I haven’t. Isn’t that enough? Let’s not talk about it.”

“But she won’t let it go, Lissa. The town won’t let it go. So let us go.”


Lissa shook her head. “We can’t. We’d get a pittance for this cottage, and then live a mean existence indeed, for we could never afford to let another cottage for long.” She released a long, drawn-out sigh. The weeks of worry since they’d received Great-aunt Sophie’s post were beginning to show. Pale lavender smudges had appeared beneath her eyes, a sure sign that she hadn’t been sleeping well. “I do have another idea, however,” she mentioned hesitantly.

“And what is that?”

“Wilmott Billingsworth.”

Evvie let out a terrible groan. “I shall not listen to you speak that vile man’s name ever again! And to have you talk about sacrificing yourself to that—”

“He’s not so terribly bad,” Lissa interrupted. “And you know he’s always had a fancy for me . . .”

“A fancy for you! He’s a lecher, sister. Pure and simple. And his watch fob is made out of human hair.”

“You make too much of that. I shouldn’t have told you. Besides, it’s all the rage now. Even Arabella Parks wears earbobs made from her own red hair.”

“Delightful,” her sister exclaimed sarcastically. “That makes it all so much better. Now I won’t have to worry that you’ll marry him and wake one day to find yourself bald, and his two daughters wearing necklaces made out of your blond tresses. Oh, Lissa, don’t let’s talk about it!”

“But we must talk about it! That might be the only way to save ourselves from utter ruin!”

Lissa stood and began pacing, her heavy gray wool skirt swooshing as she walked. The whole situation was impossible. It was hard enough to think of marrying a man such as Wilmott without being forced to fight her sister all the way to the altar. She must get her support! Without Evvie holding her up she would never get through it.

“And if Wilmott Billingsworth isn’t bad enough just by himself,” Evvie continued, “there are his two lovely daughters. You remember Honoria and Adele?”


“Yes, and they will make fine stepdaughters.” Lissa bit her knuckle to keep from laughing.

“Fine stepdaughters! They’re both one hundred and fifty years old!”

“Oh, they are not.” Lissa finally giggled.

“They are, and I shudder to think how old that makes Wilmott. Lissa, you must stop thinking about marrying him. It’s all wrong.”

Lissa looked at her sister. Her smile disappeared. It certainly was all wrong. Wilmott was greedy, lecherous and altogether repulsive, and those were probably his better attributes. Besides, she had always dreamed that someday a strong, noble-hearted man would come for her; a man who she could give herself to with her whole heart; a man who needed her love as desperately as she needed his. Unwittingly she stared past Evvie and found the spires of Powerscourt through the mullioned window of the cottage. But what could dreams do for her now? The answer was all too brutally clear.

“I must do it, Evvie,” she whispered, all the while pondering her responsibilities. Her brother had to be raised. And Evvie had to be taken care of. The thought of losing either of them made her quake with fear. George and Evvie meant everything to her. It was up to her to keep the Alcesters together. And if she had to sacrifice her own happiness to do so, then so be it.

She released a brittle laugh and said, “Besides, what else is left for us? I have no other suitors.”

“You could write to Ivan.”

Lissa whipped around. “Why would I do that?”

“My vision didn’t go until I was sixteen, Lissa, remember?” Evvie said quietly.

“And what does that mean?”

“It means I recall quite vividly how taken Ivan was with you.”

Lissa fought down the panic that always rose in her breast whenever Ivan Tramore’s name was mentioned. And she beat down another emotion as well, one she refused to acknowledge.

Evvie took note of her silence but continued. “I just think that if you’re going to sacrifice yourself to a man, that Ivan would be the best—”

“And why would he want me? He cares nothing for us, and you know it. We haven’t seen him in five years,” Lissa stated, her voice painfully even. “He’s been living quite a luxurious life in London and, I daresay, he never gives us a moment’s thought. Nor should he,” she conceded, “for we’re peasants in his eyes now. Things have changed. And everything that once happened . . . was so long ago . . . and . . . everything’s different now . . .” Her voice trailed off. She became silent as she looked out the window at the brown foliage that had once been pink petunias in the window box.

Ivan Tramore. She could hardly think the name, let alone say it. Damn him anyway! Why did he have to come back to Powerscourt just when they’d been cut off! Lissa closed her eyes. She could already picture his smug satisfaction at finding them destitute. If anything, he’d most likely be delighted to make their situation worse. And why was he coming back? Was it for her? Was it for revenge? She opened her eyes. Beneath her dark lashes, her blue eyes glittered with fear.

“I shouldn’t have mentioned him,” Evvie finally said.

“No, it’s all right.” She turned to her sister once more, her face a beautiful mask of control. “He’s coming back. So we must deal with his presence eventually—though I doubt, because of our station, we will see much of the grand Marquis of Powerscourt.” Lissa let out a well-rehearsed laugh. “So perhaps our poverty is a blessing in disguise.”

“You would have made a splendid match—”

“Father was not about to see me married to my stableboy, especially one,” she said, lowering her voice, “who was born on the wrong side of the sheets.” Her brow furrowed. “So now let’s not speak of it further. It’s in the past. And Wilmott Billingsworth is in the future.”

“No, Lissa, no,” Evvie groaned again. But this time their contentions went no further for George abruptly burst through the door, arriving home from school.

Their little brother was a handsome boy. Lissa knew he would devastate the ladies once he became a man. Just nine years old, he already had Alice Bishop, the Bishops’ granddaughter, completely smitten with him. Alice was quite free with the horehound candy from her grandparents’ store whenever George was about. And though George tried to be manly and aloof, he was inevitably taken in by a sweet, toothless smile and the offer of candy.

As if she were his mother, Lissa went to him and took his school bag. She ran her hand lovingly through his coal-black hair, so different from her own blond tresses and Evvie’s brunette ones.

“So how was school today? Are you hungry?”

“It was fine,” George answered glumly, then he brightened. “But I read about Africa. Did you know there are tribes there who can kill you with a poison dart? And they stretch their lips like this . . .” He walked to the tea service, pulled out his lower lip, and tried to place a tea saucer inside it.

“No, George. Not with Mother’s Copeland Spode.” Horrified, Lissa immediately took the precious saucer from his grasp. “Eat something,” she ordered.

She gave him some tea she and Evvie had made earlier. There were some scones on a plate, and he eagerly reached for two.

“Any teasing today?” Evvie asked lightly.

George scowled. His heavily lashed, dark-brown eyes darted to Lissa.

“Well?” Lissa probed.

“No.” He began swinging his legs.

“No one said anything. Not even Johnny Miller?”

“No.” His legs swung harder.


“Well, that’s a relief.” Evvie began to knit once more. The clicking of her needles was soothing, but Lissa frowned, her gaze on George’s swinging legs. She looked him in the eye, but when she did, he sheepishly looked away.

Brave child, she thought, then sighed and watched him devour a third scone.

 

The next morning Lissa was out in the side yard hanging laundry. She was hurrying for she needed to go to Bishop’s to price fabric. Though they could hardly afford the expense—particularly now—she had convinced herself that she would need a new gown in order to call on Wilmott. Evvie was still in despair over her plan to marry the elderly man, but Lissa was determined to go forward.

It was a blustery fall day that held the threat of storms. However, once washed, the linens had to be hung, so Lissa quickly pinned the sheets, all the while glancing balefully at the sky, as if she were daring it to rain.

Without her crinoline, her long blond hair tucked in an old purple kerchief, and the sleeves of her faded pink calico pulled up to her elbows, she certainly felt as plain as an old washwoman. But the wind had chaffed her cheeks, making them a rosy pink, and her eyes sparkled vibrantly from their seductive azure depths. Many a gent had tipped his hat passing Violet Croft while she was in the yard. Unaware that they found her a fetching sight, Lissa merely nodded back demurely, uncomfortable with their attention.

She was almost done with her task when a commotion drove her to the front yard. Down the lane, the Johnsons were all stepping from their cottage, excitedly pointing in the direction of town. Several travelers on the road bade their horses pause as they, too, watched the bustle.

A coaching party, consisting of scarlet-liveried outriders, blue-and-silver bedecked postillions, satin-clad coachmen, eight Irish Thoroughbreds harnessed with silver fittings, and last, a gleaming black-lacquered coach bearing the silver-and-black Powerscourt crest on its door, made its way through town, ultimately heading for the castle up the knoll.

Peering toward the main thoroughfare of the village, Lissa gasped at the magnificent sight. Then she felt her heart lurch in her chest when she realized what it meant.

Ivan had returned.

How she had dreaded his arrival—dreaded it like a specter that had haunted her for five years. And now he was here. That thought left her almost in a swoon, but as she continued to watch the glorious entourage wind its way up to the castle, she couldn’t help the small thrill of pride that ran down her spine. Her stableboy had come home triumphant. And somehow, by fate or simply by sheer dint of will, he had shown them all.

Suddenly she had the urge to laugh. Her terror now seemed absurd. The man who possessed this elaborate conveyance was not likely to spend his time seeking the company of two pauperish spinsters.

She thought of him sitting inside his coach as it rocked and swayed. Even now she found her imagination trying desperately to picture him. Was he still handsome? Did his eyes still twinkle when someone made him laugh? Did his face still bear—

“What is all the bustle about?” Evvie called to her from the front door. “I could hear the Johnsons exclaiming in the parlor.”

Lissa could hardly speak for the emotion caught in her throat. “Lord Powerscourt has arrived.”

All at once she felt tears of panic and guilt spring to her eyes. Acting like a madwoman she rushed past her sister into the house. There she began to change her clothes for a trip to Bishop’s. Suddenly her courtship with Wilmott could not wait.


It was several hours later when Lissa came trudging home from the Mercantile. Disheartened, she had looked at every bolt of silk Mrs. Bishop could dig out for her, but there was not a yard in one of them that she could afford. There was always linsey woolsey, or worse, hopsacking, but she needed something appropriate for tea or, perhaps, a quiet dinner at the Billingsworth estate. And even the least expensive machine-made horror was still beyond the price she could pay.

So with this dismal revelation, she walked through the village, her mind all the while scouring her wardrobe in hopes of finding a gown that could be modernized with some lace or cording. When she turned the corner to go home, she had just decided that her gray-blue serge could be refashioned. Her thoughts elsewhere, she absently looked down the path to her cottage. There, to her horror, she saw the coach.

She stumbled forward in disbelief. It had to be some terrible mistake! The coach in the distance could not be the same one she had seen hours earlier. But, running, she soon confirmed that it was indeed the same. There were the postillions sitting idly on the Thoroughbreds, their silver-corded coats glinting in the fall sunshine. Two coachmen were leaning on the back of the cab, polishing their silver buttons and laughing, no doubt over some bawdy joke.

Bewildered, Lissa came to a halt, then put her hands to her flaming cheeks. Panic again welled in her breast. This couldn’t be happening! It couldn’t, she told herself as she neared Violet Croft.

But it was happening; the coachmen told her so as they met her arrival with a long, perusing stare; the weather told her so as she felt several drops of rain bring her back to reality. Ivan Tramore was at her house. Her entire world spun before her.

Slowly she walked to the door of the cottage and grasped the heavy iron knob for support. Her hand went to her waist to make sure her spencer was properly pulled down. When she was sure her chemise was hidden, her hand then went to her throat. Dismally she felt the scratchy machine-made lace at her collar. How she’d wished she’d worn anything else this day! She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. There was nothing she could do about it. Resigning herself, she twisted the doorknob and entered her home with utmost trepidation.

Evvie was on her feet the second she walked to the parlor door. Unable to breathe, Lissa dared not look around. Instead her gaze fixed on their mother’s pink and green tea service, which was laid out on a linen tea cloth Evvie had blessedly used to cover the scratches on their old rectory table. Feeling a bit more brave, she looked at Evvie, who was pale in spite of the glitter of hope in her eyes. Too terrified to move farther into the room, she simply looked at her sister and waited for her to speak.

“Lissa, dear,” Evvie began nervously. “You’ll never guess who’s come to call.”

But she knew, all right. Lissa suppressed the overwhelming desire to flee and just continued to stare at her sister. She was unable to let her eyes search the room for him.

“Come and have tea with us.” Evvie held her hand out in the direction of the parlor entrance. “Ivan . . . uh, I mean, of course, Lord Ivan, has just been telling me of his trip from London.”

When Evvie mentioned his name, the man Lissa had dreaded seeing for five long years finally rose from his seat. His chair had been facing away from the parlor entrance, so the first glance she had of him was just the top of his dark head.

When he finally faced her, Lissa turned fearful eyes upon him. As she dared to look at him fully, she almost gasped at how much he’d changed and yet how much he had not. He was taller than she remembered, his shoulders broader. Though she had never seen him so attired, his fine masculine form looked quite at ease in the expensive marine-blue topcoat. His hair was still as dark as a raven’s wing, but now he wore it cropped in a fashionable style. His eyes were just as beautiful; gypsy eyes she had once called them, and though most believed Ivan Tramore’s eyes to be black, Lissa knew all too well that they were blue, as dark and mysterious as the sky at midnight.

Her gaze swept his face, and she found it even more devastatingly handsome than the day he had left her. There was only one addition to it, however, and seeing it, her heart skipped a beat. She saw the scar on his left cheek, a white, angry scar. In morbid fascination, she stared at it, mesmerized.

Deep in her thoughts, she barely heard Evvie clear her throat. It took all her effort to tear her gaze from the scar, but she was finally able to. She then turned to Evvie and said as graciously as she could, “Isn’t this an unexpected delight.” Yet even to her ears, the words sounded forced.

Uncomfortable beneath Lord Ivan’s dark perusal, Lissa nervously made her way to the sofa. When she took her sister’s hand, Evvie released a little laugh, unable to bear much more of the tension. To Lissa’s horror, her sister blurted out to their guest, “Lord Ivan, your silence dismays me. Could it be that my sister is not as beautiful as I remember her to be?”

Hardly believing that Evvie would ask such a thing, Lissa blushed furiously. With Tramore still scrutinizing her, she felt horribly self-conscious. Nervously she reached around and pulled on the waist of her spencer.

“She’s more so.”

With Powerscourt’s unexpected words, she was brought upright. Unwillingly she met his stare, and as her azure eyes locked with his, she saw the shadowy glimmer he held in them just for her. Feeling as if a knife had passed through her heart, she suddenly knew, without any doubt at all, that he’d come back for revenge.


If she had been the type to faint, she would have fallen right then to the floor in a glorious heap of skirts and crinoline. But she was not the type to faint, so instead she took a deep breath, put on her iciest façade, and sat down to tea.

“Please sit, Lord Ivan. More tea?” she asked him coldly, taking over the role of hostess from Evvie.

Lord Powerscourt gave her a sardonic smile and sat also. He nodded to the tea, then his gaze took liberties with her figure that no other man had ever dared.

She knew that arrogant stare only too well, and she endured it as best she could. But when she couldn’t stand it a second more, she blurted out, “So what has brought you calling on Evvie so soon after your arrival . . . ah . . . my lord?”

“I thought it my duty to offer your sister my condolences. I was quite sorry to hear about her ‘difficulties’ in the time I’ve been away.”

Lord Ivan watched her pour out. She damned his look of satisfaction when he saw her hand shake.

“Shall we have more biscuits?” Evvie suddenly stood. She put her hand on the empty biscuit plate. Picking it up, she frowned worriedly in Ivan’s direction, then made her way through the maze of furniture to the kitchen.

As Lissa watched her go, she regretted those long painstaking days when she had taught Evvie how to get about in the house. She had always been so proud that her sister was able to take care of herself at Violet Croft, even so far that she could make and serve tea to their few guests. But now she damned all the lectures to George about keeping the chairs out of Evvie’s path, she damned all of Evvie’s bruised shins, and mostly she damned herself for teaching her sister self-reliance to the point that Evvie was the one allowed to leave this terrible scene for more biscuits, and not herself.

Lissa worriedly put down the teapot. Alone, she faced her nemesis. There was no need for pretense now.


“Why have you come back, Ivan?” she demanded in a whisper.

With his frame more than filling the large easy chair, he leaned back and touched his fingertips together. He stared at her over his hands. “I’ve come for the country air . . . you see, Nodding Knoll left me with such pleasant memories.”

Liar, she wanted to say, then her gaze skimmed over his scar and she thought better of it. “You could have come back sooner, I daresay,” she accused.

“So you’ve missed me?” He leaned forward and grasped her hand, which was resting next to the teapot. Shocked by the warmth of his calloused palm, she immediately wanted to pull back. But he wouldn’t let her. He held her hand tightly. Although he didn’t hurt her, she could not pull free.

“I haven’t missed you,” she whispered, tugging futilely at her hand.

“But maybe you have. Shall we go to the stables and see?” The corner of his lips lifted in a smile.

“You cad,” she hissed, this time violently shoving on his arm.

“Here we go! Freshly made this morning!” Evvie breezed into the parlor with a plate full of biscuits. Immediately Ivan released her. Not expecting it, Lissa was thrown against the tea table.

Quickly she scurried back on the sofa as far from Powerscourt as she could get. As Evvie brought her a cup and saucer, she regained some of her composure.

“Will you be staying at the castle long?” Lissa asked, once more striving for polite conversation.

“Long enough,” Ivan stated. He smiled sardonically as he leaned to retrieve his teacup.

Now most definitely rattled, Lissa struggled for a reply. Trying desperately to think of one, she looked all around the room, everywhere but at Ivan; for every time she looked at him, all she could see was that vicious scar and the promise of revenge in his eyes.

Trying to look as cool as possible, she lifted her teacup to her lips, but, of course, she had forgotten to pour herself tea. Caught in the act, a small furrow appeared in her brow.

“Your sister makes a good cup of tea, don’t you think, Miss Alcester?”

Her gaze met with his. Wicked amusement sparkled in his eyes, but she was not about to let him unravel her further.

“Yes, Evvie always does.” In an attempt to ignore his stare, she almost took another sip from her cup. Appalled, she turned to Evvie, hoping that somehow, she would sense how things were going and start up some conversation. But to her dismay, her sister only sat silently beside her, half frowning, half smiling; panic and joy written all across her features.

Lissa swallowed hard. She turned once more to their overwhelming guest. “So, Lord Ivan, how do you find Nodding Knoll? Has it changed much in five years? Or have you been away four? It’s so hard to keep track of time when you live in a little village as we do.” She smiled, but it was a bit too bright.

“It’s been five. And yes, it has changed.” His glance flickered over the shabby interior of the cottage. She colored with embarrassment.

“But not so much that you don’t recognize us, my lord?” Evvie finally chimed in, trying desperately to cheer things up.

“No, not that much.” He looked at Lissa. She looked away.

“Well, the next time you come to tea . . . t-that is,” Evvie stuttered, “if there is a next time . . . that is, of course you’re certainly invited anytime, my lord, anytime . . . that is . . . well, when you do you must tell us all about your life in London, isn’t that right, Lissa?”


“Yes, of course.” She reassured Evvie with a touch on her arm. “But I’m sure Lord Ivan has better things to do with his time than dazzle us with his social triumphs, isn’t that right, my lord?” She gave him a glittering stare.

He suppressed a smile. “On the contrary, I invite you both to Powerscourt anytime to hear about my triumphs.”

Or be one of them, Lissa thought unkindly.

“But now, I’m afraid you must excuse me,” he announced.

“Leaving so soon, Lord Ivan? I had hopes you’d stay for dinner.” Evvie stood and held out her hand.

Lissa looked up at her sister as if she’d gone mad. She for one wasn’t about to serve this man shepherd’ pie at their tiny kitchen table.

“A gracious offer, made by a gracious lady.” Lord Powerscourt stood, then reached for Evvie’s hand and took it in a warm grasp. “However, I must refuse. I have another engagement.”

“Miss Alcester,” he said to Evvie in farewell. Lissa watched her sister return his smile. To her bemusement, Evvie actually looked sorry to see him go.

Powerscourt then turned to her. Filled with sudden trepidation, Lissa stood, still keeping hold of her empty teacup.

“Miss Alcester.” He nodded to her coolly. But before she could respond in kind, his eyes suddenly filled with some unnamed emotion. He raised his hand and ran one strong finger down her left cheek, exactly mirroring the path of the scar on his own. Paralyzed by his touch, Lissa closed her eyes and wondered if she was capable of fainting after all. Her heart stopped in her chest and she gasped for breath. Her hand immediately went to her cheek and held the spot that still tingled from his touch. In her state, she was unaware as her teacup slid from her grasp and fell with a dull thud to the carpet.

At Evvie’s gasp, she opened her eyes. But by this time, Ivan Tramore was gone. 


 

 

CHAPTER THREE
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“Mr. Billingsworth! How . . . charmingly . . . forward you are!” Lissa exclaimed the next day as she sat in the Billingsworths’ parlor. She smiled and tried to ignore the liver-spotted hand that rested on her knee. But she was successful for only about three seconds before she nervously rose from the tufted loveseat and stood by the mantel.

“Lizzy, old girl, there’s no need for shyness now! I know you didn’t come here to visit my daughters. It’s clear you’ve reconsidered my suit. And by God, I won’t make you sorry you did! So come now and sit beside me. I want to converse.” Wilmott Billingsworth patted the ruby-velvet upholstery next to him.

At one time, most definitely in the century past, he had been a handsome man. He still sported a hopelessly old-fashioned “parricide” collar, and she couldn’t help but remember the fable about a boy who had worn such a high, pointed collar, he’d accidentally slit his father’s throat. But despite Wilmott’s passé attire, one could still consider him handsome, in a grandfatherly way. The look he gave Lissa now, however, was far from grandfatherly.

He smiled coyly at her. Wilmott’s teeth were a bit yellow from age, but at least, Lissa told herself, he had all of them. Just like an old wolf’s, she couldn’t stop herself from adding. Quickly chastising herself, she daintily smiled a refusal. Already she had a headache.

“Lizzy!”

Her azure gaze slid over to the loveseat where Wilmott sat. She despised that name: Lizzy. It made her sound like a barroom serving wench.

She closed her eyes and wondered how she was going to endure this courtship. Her honor wouldn’t allow her to be anything less than a devoted wife to the man she married—no matter whether she loved him or not. Yet how was she going to give Wilmott her unwavering devotion when she could barely stand to be in the same room with him? Whatever made her think she could do this?

Ivan.

Unconsciously her hand swept her left cheek. Then as if she’d just realized what she had done, she angrily opened her eyes. She wasn’t going to allow that gypsy to disparage her. She might not be rich, but she wasn’t so poor that she had to stand by impotently taking all of his smug looks. And that . . . that . . . pity in his eyes! She silently moaned, remembering how Ivan had looked yesterday as his gaze had swept Violet Croft’s interior. He certainly wouldn’t pity her if she were mistress of Billingsworth Manor!

Her black thoughts turned to that very morning. She had readied herself with a vengeance to call upon the Billingsworths. Deaf to Evvie’s pleas, she had put on her old dark blue tartan dress printed with pink rosebuds. She chose the gown not so much because it was her best, but because it was of a modern design that hooked down the front—and she was able to dress without her sister’s unwilling assistance. Fastening the last hook at her throat, she had pulled on her white muslin undersleeves. When her engangeants were snugly tied around her elbow, she gathered her mother’s old sovereign purse and walked downstairs, all without hearing one word of Evvie’s pleading. She had been out the door before George had even left for school.

Her visit to the manor had been ostensibly to see Honoria and Adele, Wilmott’s daughters. But it was obvious from the moment she was shown into the ladies’ parlor that the two Billingsworth spinsters did not appreciate her coming to call. As Lissa already knew, Honoria and Adele were as tight with the family money as two wealthy penny pinchers could be. And from the time of their mother’s death, the two spinsters had always made it clear that they had no desire to share the Billingsworth guineas with a usurper.

When Wilmott finally joined them, Lissa was already desperate to leave. Honoria had been kind enough to call for refreshments, yet Adele—like one vulture recognizing another—examined their guest as if measuring her for a coffin. Needless to say, Lissa barely touched her tea.

Honoria and Adele made their exit only after several meaningful looks from their father. With his daughters out of the room, Wilmott brazenly took a place right next to her on the tufted loveseat. She had tried to continue their conversation, but Wilmott was too busy sneaking an arm around her shoulders to respond. Now was the fourth time she’d felt compelled to stand at the mantel. Watching Wilmott rise to join her, she found she could take no more.

“Good heavens, look at the hour!” she exclaimed, nodding to the longcase clock out in the foyer. “I am sorry to be leaving so soon but I do have a previous engagement.” She scurried past Wilmott and retrieved her gloves and purse from a giltwood console near the doors. “Do tell your delightful daughters that I shall call upon them again soon.”

“Lizzy! I insist you let me take you home!” Wilmott took her arm and led her into the foyer. There he barked out orders to his butler to summon the Billingsworth carriage.

“You shouldn’t trouble yourself, sir, I can find my way back to Violet Croft.” Nervously she put on her gloves. If Wilmott had tried to maul her in the parlor, what would he attempt in the confines of his carriage cab?

“Far from being a trouble, it is a pleasure!” Wilmott bade her wait on a small silk-covered bench beneath the grand staircase. She fiddled with her gloves, a small frown marring her perfect brow. She had to think quickly of an excuse to walk home.


“While we’re waiting, my dear”—Wilmott’s voice intruded upon her thoughts—“I’d like to speak with you about something.”

Startled, she looked up. Was he going to propose so soon? Good God, she would be debauched before the carriage could even get to her cottage door!

“Certainly, sir. What is it?” she whispered despairingly.

“The castle. There’s to be a small soirée there week after next. Of course, Honoria and Adele will be along,” he added fretfully as if this were actually not a point to be rejoiced upon, “and I would very much like you to accompany us. I’d like to show you off to old Powerscourt.”

Powerscourt. She rubbed her temple with her gloved hand. Would that name not go away? Somehow she could already picture the amusement on Ivan’s face when she arrived at the castle on Wilmott’s arm.

“Oh, dear, I don’t think—”

“Father!” A hushed voice from the staircase interrupted her. Looking up, Lissa saw Honoria glide down the staircase like a wraith, her long, skinny frame and tight, graying bun only accentuating her ghostly appearance. An embarrassed flush colored her face, and she seemed hesitant to speak in front of their guest, but the matter must have been of some import for she began anyway. “Father, before you go, the cook is out of mutton and we must go to market and buy some.”

“Mutton be damned! Can’t you see I’m busy!” Wilmott snapped.

“Yes, I quite see,” Honoria said meaningfully, making Lissa color. “But, nonetheless, we must have some dinner.”

“That cursed cook! That pilfering witch! I’ve given her the household allowance! How can she need more!” In his anger, Wilmott’s face turned beet red.

“You don’t give her enough, Father, that is why we run out before the month is over.” Honoria was blushing furiously now and Lissa began to feel sorry for her. It seemed her father was even more of a skinflint than she was.

“I’ll be right back, my dear,” Wilmott said to Lissa, resuming his pandering tone. He patted her hand and walked to the library with Honoria. Lissa could hear his lecturing until they disappeared down the passage, but long afterward, phrases like “the sinfulness of flagrant spending” and “the purity of the thrifty home” still made their way to the foyer.

Thoroughly chagrined, Lissa sat in the huge marble foyer until the carriage arrived. When she heard the steely creaks of its wheels on the cobbles, she immediately stood and allowed the butler to help her to the conveyance.

It was clear she was to wait for Wilmott to accompany her, but she had made no such promise. When the butler stepped back into the manor, Lissa leaned out the window and asked the driver to take her to Violet Croft cottage. She gave the elderly gent such an imploring look that barely five seconds passed before the carriage took off.

 

That same morning, George Alcester stood by a pond and skipped acorns on its wavy surface. It was a splendid autumn day with a crisp breeze that rustled the brilliant oaks now at the peak of their glory. The little boy’s hair was ruffled, but he gave his appearance not a whit of concern as he hurled the acorns into the pond. A dark look was upon his face, and it became blacker still when he heard far away the Nodding Knoll school bell faintly peal the noon hour.

From a distance, Ivan Tramore watched the little boy. George scowled, threw his last acorn, and settled himself upon a fallen poplar to brood. But then, as if from years of school-day discipline, the boy took out his dinner pail and began his midday meal. Seeing this, Ivan almost smiled.

Tramore had been surveying the estate, having taken a glossy bay steed from his stables. He had just come into the pond clearing when he saw the lad. Concealed by a clump of yews, he now bent to his two mastiffs who sat obediently at his mount’s flanks.

“Pups,” he whispered to them, “seek!” He nodded in the direction of the young boy. Immediately upon their master’s command, the two huge canines scrambled for the edge of the pond. They skirted the water and were upon their target almost before the lad had time to look up. Startled by the enormous dogs’ approach, George leaned backward, his dinner pail clutched to his chest. However, the mastiffs politely seated themselves at his feet, wagging their whiplike tails, their eyes glued to George’s delectable dinner pail.

After giving the dogs several distrustful looks, George relaxed a bit. Once convinced they meant him no harm, he dipped into his tin pail and took out a piece of sausage. The mastiffs’ tails wagged furiously when he offered them each a morsel. As he went to give them another piece, the dogs tried licking his face. Soon he tumbled from the poplar and was on the forest floor squealing with laughter as the dogs playfully competed for a dry spot on his cheeks.

“Good pups. Now sit.” From the forest, the mastiffs’ owner appeared on his steed. Hearing his voice, the dogs immediately complied and again sat in unison at the stallion’s flanks.

George looked up at the tall, unsmiling man and scrambled to his feet. With his mouth open, he stared at the wicked scar on the man’s face. Caught in the act, he guiltily looked away, then darted uneasy glances at the intruder as he dismounted.

“What are you doing here, lad?” Ivan asked, his dark gaze resting on the boy’s face.

George wiped his wet cheeks with the back of his hand. “I was having my dinner,” he answered.

“I see.”

“Is this your pond?” 

“Yes, it is.” Ivan crossed his arms in front of his chest disapprovingly. “I daresay, lad, you should be having your dinner in the schoolroom.”

George looked away. “Are the dogs yours too?” he evaded.

“Everything is mine. All that you see for miles on end. Now I ask you again, shouldn’t you be in school?”

George scowled. “I’m never going back there again!”

Ivan cocked one of his jet eyebrows. “If you don’t go to school people will think you’re stupid. Would you like that?”

Taken aback by this statement, George scrutinized him. “I’m not stupid!” he exclaimed.

“Perhaps, but the only way to prove that is in school.”

“I’ll prove it another way!” he retorted.

“The other way is far more difficult.”

“Did you go to school?”

The question took Ivan off guard. His face tensed almost imperceptibly. Slowly he answered, “No, I did not go to school.”

Perplexed by this answer, George could only stare at him. Finally he asked, “Are you stupid then?”

Ivan released a black laugh. “I say, lad, you’d best watch your tongue.” With that one statement, George appeared suitably chastised. But perhaps because he seemed so, Ivan felt compelled to answer him. “It may be that I’m not stupid now, but a long time ago, many people thought I was. Poor and stupid go hand in hand, I’m afraid.”

George looked thoroughly confused now. “But you’re not poor either. You said you own everything for miles.”

“I was poor then, and not going to school only made things worse.” He nodded his head to the tin dinner pail flung aside near the fallen poplar. “Go fetch your things, lad, and I shall take you back to school.”


“I’m not going back there! I don’t care if people call me stupid! They call me worse things already!” George stomped away and once more took up skipping acorns across the pond. The mastiffs watched the acorns fly, their sad, ugly faces tilted to one side in fascination.

“Think of your sisters, Alcester. Won’t they be upset to hear that you’re skipping school?”

George spun around to face Ivan. “How—how did you know who I was?”

“I know who everyone is in Nodding Knoll.” Now it was Ivan’s turn to skip acorns across the pond. His, of course, went farther and faster. George was visibly impressed.

“What’s your name?” he finally asked.

“Ivan.”

George took in this bit of information, then he became wary. “My sister Lissa knows you.” He put his hands on his hips and brazenly stared up at the dark, awe-inspiring man. “But I don’t think she likes you.”

“Oh?” Ivan said flatly. “And why is that?”

“I’m not sure.” George scowled and skipped another acorn. “But I think it’s because she didn’t have any suitors.”

“Any what?” Ivan asked, unable to hide the amusement in his eyes.

“Any suitors. She said once that if she had some suitors then Ivan Tramore could go to the devil.” George looked hopeful. “Perhaps you aren’t Ivan Tramore?”

“I’m afraid I am.”

The boy looked thoroughly disappointed. It was obvious he had begun to like this man who was skipping acorns with him. Reluctantly he said, “I suppose I shouldn’t be speaking with someone my sister wants to go to the devil.”

“I suppose not.”

He brightened. “But perhaps it would be all right because she has a suitor now.”


“She does?” Ivan narrowed his eyes. “And who might that be?”

“Old Moneybags Billingsworth. I don’t like him very much. He smells kind of musty, but Lissa says we won’t be poor any longer when she marries him.” George turned thoughtful. “I don’t mind being poor though. I’d rather Lissa not marry him, but she says it’s for the best.”

“Old ‘Moneybags’ eh?” Ivan said, chuckling, and skipped his best acorn yet.

George looked at how far the acorn went before sinking into the pond. “I think Lissa should marry you,” he said abruptly. “You skip acorns much better than old Mr. Billingsworth ever could, I’m sure.”

The corner of Ivan’s mouth tipped in a smile. “We shall see, lad, but now you really should return to the schoolroom.” Noting George’s stormy expression, Ivan tempered it by coaxing “If you let me take you back and you promise not to miss school any more, I shall let you come to Powerscourt to visit the pups.”

“Truly?” George seemed tempted.

“Truly. You may come to the castle anytime—anytime, that is, when you’re not supposed to be attending class.”

George thought upon the offer for a moment, then he finally succumbed to the bribe. He went to fetch his dinner pail and his books. As if they were his prize, he covetously patted each dog’s head. “The pups—what are their names?” he asked.

“Finn and Fenian.”

“What strange names . . .”

“Not so strange to the Irish,” Ivan answered. “Finn was a most famous Irish king, and many a story has been told of the Fenians—they were legendary Irish warriors.”

“And how can you tell them apart?” The boy looked at each dog. They were obviously brothers; even their black and gold fur seemed marked with the exact same pattern. 

“I tell them apart this way.” Ivan commanded, “Finn, down.” One dog immediately lay down. “Now you try.”

“Fenian, down,” George said, and the other dog went down also.

“Shall you have them escort you back?”

George nodded.

“Come, pups.” The mastiffs immediately went to their master and stood at his side. “Come along, Alcester.” Ivan gave him the reins of his stallion and they started back to Nodding Knoll, but before they left the pond, George couldn’t seem to stop himself from asking one last question.
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