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1785


It was a moment Matthew Taylor knew he would never forget. A fanciful thought, perhaps, when he was eighteen years old and all of life and life’s experiences stretched ahead of him. Or so it was said, most notably by his parents, as though his childhood and boyhood were of no consequence.


He knew, though, that he would always remember. He stood watching Clarissa Greenfield, drinking in the sight of her, willing the present moment not to end, hoping she would not move or speak again for a while.


She was leaning back against a tall tree, her arms slightly behind her on either side, her palms pressed to the trunk. A breeze he could scarcely feel fluttered the sides of her long, full skirt and her dark hair, which she had shaken loose when she’d dropped her straw hat to the ground. She was achingly pretty, with all the freshness of youth and the innate warmth and charm that were an essential part of her.


She was seventeen years old.


Their families were neighbors. She had been his closest friend for most of their lives, though they could not be more different in nature and temperament if they tried. She was even-tempered, devoted to her parents, and obedient to them and her governess. She wanted to be the sort of young lady they wished her to be. They loved her, after all. She had a deep affection too for her brother, a good-natured lad who was five years younger than she. It seemed to Matthew that there was never discord within the Greenfield family.


He, on the other hand, was a misfit within his family. He had tried to love his parents and Reginald, his brother, who was ten years his senior. In his more generous moments he admitted they had probably tried to love him too. It just had not worked. His mother and father had very rigid ideas about the sort of person a second son ought to be if he was to expect a prosperous and respectable future. His father, though a gentleman of property, did not have a large fortune. Everything he did possess would pass to Reginald upon his death, just as his father’s property had passed to him while his younger two brothers had forged successful careers, the elder as a diplomat, the younger as a solicitor. Matthew had not met either uncle or their wives and children, his cousins. His uncles wrote to his father but never came home for a visit. His father used them as examples of what Matthew must aspire to be. He must be educated to enter one of the professions suited to his birth.


The whole of his boyhood was designed to prepare him for that future. Any idle activity, any behavior that ran counter to the plan, was firmly discouraged. It seemed to Matthew, looking back from the age of eighteen, that he had never been allowed to be simply a boy, exploring his world and perhaps finding enjoyment in it.


He had decided early in his life that he could not always, or even often, conform to the sober, joyless expectations of his parents. He gave up even trying after repeatedly being scolded and punished for behavior that came naturally to him—falling into streams, for example, while trying to cross them on mossy stones he had been warned were unsafe; whittling away at pieces of wood with a knife he was not supposed to have and being careless about clearing away every last scrap of shavings that gathered about him on furniture and floor; being late home when visitors were expected for afternoon tea—late and grubby with dust and mud and sweat from head to foot. The list went on and on. He spent more time in his room with only dry bread, stale water, and a Bible for company and sustenance than he did anywhere else, he sometimes thought.


Even his grandmother—his mother’s mother, who lived on the estate adjoining theirs and next door but one to the Greenfields—upon whom he called quite frequently as a young child, told him one day that unless his behavior at his own home improved, he would no longer be welcome in hers. He had never again gone there voluntarily.


Matthew gave up trying. He developed into a moody, rebellious boy, until the worst thing of all happened. His brother, the beloved Reggie of his early years, began to punish him for bad behavior by refusing to do things with him such as fishing in the stream or flying a kite in the meadow or going to the village shop for the rare treat of buying sweetmeats. When Matthew had rebelled even more in protest, Reggie had washed his hands of him and become Reginald ever after. Their mother sometimes wept and complained that she did not know what she had done to deserve such a disobedient, ungrateful child. And the more his father tried to insist that Matthew toe the line for his own good, the more Matthew deliberately did just the opposite.


Life at home became intolerable—for all of them, perhaps. It had seemed to Matthew as he grew up that his only real friend was Clarissa Greenfield. She was the one person in the world who accepted him as he was, though she had never tried to excuse his least admirable exploits, such as the time he had been told to take his ball farther from the house lest he break a window and had instead hurled it quite deliberately through the one at which his father was standing while issuing the order. Clarissa had merely asked him why.


It was a question she asked frequently as they grew up, but it was never rhetorical, an accusation in disguise, as it was whenever his parents asked the same thing. It was, rather, a question in genuine search of an answer. She always waited for his explanation. More important, she always listened and never told him afterward that he had been wrong or bad, that he ought to do this or that to make amends. She allowed him to rant when he needed to and pour out all his bad temper and self-pity. She listened until he ran out of complaints and instead talked about his dreams and listened to hers.


She could always bring out the best side of his nature, though he was never sure quite how she did it. Just by being a good listener, perhaps? By never judging him? She was also a good talker, given the chance, a cheerful and amusing companion. They had often laughed together over the merest silliness, sometimes quite helplessly. She was one of the few people with whom he ever did laugh, in fact. She was the only person who seemed to give him leave to be happy, to frolic with no purpose but pure enjoyment.


And frolic they did through long summer days, always remaining within the boundaries of her father’s property because that was where she was expected to be. They walked and ran and waded in the stream and lay in the grass and picked daisies to fashion into chains and talked endlessly about anything and everything that came to mind. They often just sat cross-legged in the grass, their knees almost touching, while he whittled a piece of wood and she tried to guess what he was making.


“A beaver,” she would say. “How darling it is, Matthew.”


“A squirrel,” he would say, and they would both laugh.


She never told him to be careful with the knife. She always admired what he carved and called him marvelously clever, even when she mistook a squirrel for a beaver.


Even in winter they had spent time together, sometimes tramping about the park side by side, dressed warmly with little more than their eyes exposed to the elements, but more often in a small, little-used salon inside, where cakes and biscuits and warm chocolate or tea were brought to them in a steady stream and Mrs. Greenfield would ask him if his mother knew where he was.


“She will guess,” he would say.


She would smile and tell him she’d send a note so his mother would not worry, and she would include in the note the time at which she would turn him out of the house and direct his footsteps homeward. But those words to him were always spoken with a good-humored smile. And the funny thing was that he always left at the appointed time and hurried home so his mother would have nothing for which to blame Mrs. Greenfield.


Now Matthew watched Clarissa leaning back against the tree, all but grown up, just as he was. But after all these years, she had just broken his heart. Oh, it was an extravagant way to describe his feelings. But he was about to lose her and was trying to postpone the realization that he might find the loss unbearable. It was a silly idea—yes, silly was the right word—to describe his heart as broken, whatever that meant. He was eighteen years old, for the love of God.


He watched as she gazed ahead at a seemingly endless expanse of lawn and trees stretching off into the distance across the park. The afternoon sunlight was upon her face, but he could not tell what she was thinking. Was she staring off into the brightness of her future or back with nostalgia to the past she was leaving behind? Or was she fully present and feeling the breeze on her face and in her hair while being consciously aware that everything familiar was about to change? Was she aware of his silent presence close by, almost in her peripheral vision, or had she forgotten he was there? Did she know she had broken his heart?


Surely she was feeling at least some sadness. She loved him, after all—as a friend. But sadness was not her dominant mood today. He knew that. She had told him so.


“He is so . . . gorgeous, Matthew,” she had said. “So good-looking and charming and good-natured. And his smile! Everyone admires him. Mama says he is possibly the most eligible bachelor in all England. Yet he has chosen me.”


She had been talking about Caleb Ware, Earl of Stratton since his father’s death three or four years ago. He lived about ten miles away at Ravenswood Hall, an imposing mansion and park close to the village of Boscombe. Matthew had seen him a time or two and knew him to be well thought of by his neighbors. But he had no personal acquaintance with the man. Stratton must be twenty-four or twenty-five years old and, yes, a very eligible bachelor since, in addition to everything else, he was said to be fabulously wealthy.


Two days ago the earl, with the countess, his widowed mother, had taken afternoon tea with the Greenfields, by appointment. Before they left, Stratton had arranged with Mr. Greenfield to return three days hence—tomorrow—to discuss a matter of some significance to them both. His mother, meanwhile, had had a private word with Mrs. Greenfield, and the two ladies had agreed that a connection between their families, specifically a marital connection, was greatly to be desired.


Stratton was coming tomorrow, then, to have a word with Richard Greenfield, and it was no secret what that word was to be. In all probability it would be followed immediately by a marriage proposal to Clarissa herself.


She intended to accept, even though she was only seventeen years old. If she asked to postpone her decision for a year or two until she was eighteen or nineteen, she had explained earlier, she might very well lose her chance altogether. The Earl of Stratton would marry someone else, and his choices would be limitless. His mother had apparently explained to Mrs. Greenfield that she would far prefer to see him married to the daughter of a respected near neighbor than to someone of possibly higher rank about whom she would know very little. It was time Caleb settled down. He had the succession to ensure, besides which he had been restless lately and clearly needed a bride who would have a settling influence on him. He would almost certainly not wait, then, nor would his mother, if Clarissa asked for more time.


Richard and Ellen Greenfield, though surely somewhat uneasy about the tender age of their daughter, nevertheless must be very conscious of the great honor being bestowed upon her and the dazzling prospects such a marriage would bring her. She would be the Countess of Stratton, with all the prestige and security of position and untold wealth the marriage would bring her. And she would remain relatively close by at Ravenswood. It would have been strange indeed if they had not encouraged the match.


They had not pressed it upon Clarissa, however. Indeed, they had been careful to point out to her that she was very young, that it would be perfectly understandable if she wished to have a few more years to enjoy all the pleasures of a presentation at court and a social Season in London, where she could hope to capture the attention of numerous eligible young gentlemen. If that was her wish, then her father would inform Stratton of her decision before he could embarrass himself by making her a formal offer.


Their caution and consideration for the feelings of their daughter were typical of them. They had raised her to be a lady with high expectations, but they would never force her to do anything about which she had any doubt.


Clarissa was hugely flattered, however. And excited. The prospect of an early marriage and of a title and new home at Ravenswood of all places would not perhaps have been enough in themselves to sway her, but . . . well, there was the Earl of Stratton himself. She had seen him only a few times in the past and mostly from afar until he came for tea with his mother, but . . . Well.


“He is so gorgeous,” she had told Matthew. And he had understood that she was quite in love with the man, though she did not know him at all.


She had known him, Matthew Taylor, almost all her life. They had been close friends for years, but only friends, Matthew reminded himself as he stood, feet slightly apart, hands clasped loosely behind his back, watching her gaze off into the distance.


He wished he could capture this moment for all time. But he had never been much good with paint and brushes. Somewhere between the picture he saw in his head and the image that came through his hand onto paper or canvas, there was a gap in communication. It was very frustrating, because the images were always vivid and insistent. His fingers itched at his back at the thought and he flexed them. He would love to carve her out of wood. Not that he had any great skill at whittling either, but it was wood carving he yearned to do almost more than anything else. He saw life and shape in wood. He saw soul there and longed to reveal it with the aid of his knife.


But he had never been encouraged to discover any real talent he might have. Quite the opposite, in fact. So he had never been able to develop his meager skills. One day, perhaps . . . Oh, one day he would carve this scene.


Or would he simply forget?


No. He would never forget.


She had no idea that he loved her not just as a friend but as a lover. He was in love with her and had been for some time. For the last year or so anyway. It was not a love he would ever reveal to anyone, of course, least of all to her. For he was the younger son of a landed gentleman of only modest means, while she was the daughter of Richard Greenfield, who was untitled but nevertheless of the upper gentry, with an impeccable lineage on both his side and his wife’s. He had a home and park at least twice the size of the Taylors’, a correspondingly profitable farm, and a sizable fortune. The Greenfields had always been kind to Matthew, but there could never be any question of his marrying their only daughter. Everyone understood that. It had never had to be put into words. Matthew had understood it, even as he was falling in love with his childhood friend. He had known that in doing so he was dooming himself to heartache, even heartbreak. For the time would come when she would inevitably marry.


Someone else, that was.


He had just not expected it to happen so soon. He had been totally unprepared for what she had told him today. He had not had time to fortify his heart. He had expected that he would have at least another year or two before it happened.


She had turned her head, he realized, and was gazing directly at him. She was not smiling.


“Matthew,” she said softly. “You are not happy for me?”


He strode closer and stood in front of her, cutting the sunlight from her face. Putting her in shadow.


“I am happy if you are,” he said. “Are you?”


Her eyes were searching his, but he could still not interpret her expression. Usually he could read her well.


“I am,” she said. “I believe this will be a good marriage for me—and that is surely an understatement. But it means everything will change. Even though I will not be far away, this will no longer be home, will it? I will be Clarissa Ware of Ravenswood Hall, Countess of Stratton. Yes, I am happy, Matthew. I am even excited. I believe I will be happy with him. He is amiable and charming. I was quite bowled over by him when he came with the countess to take tea with us. But what is going to happen to our friendship—yours and mine? If you were female, it would continue regardless, but there is the minor inconvenience of your being male.”


She paused to smile at him.


“Yes,” he said.


“It would not be the thing, would it,” she said, “for us to be forever traveling back and forth to spend time with each other.”


“No,” he said. “Not the thing at all.” He tried to smile back, but he could not seem to command his facial muscles to do his will.


“What will you do with your life, Matthew?” she asked. “Do something that will make you happy.”


He shrugged. “I will find something,” he said. “Not the church or the army or navy or a courtroom, but something. I will never be able to satisfy my father, unfortunately. He and I will never be able to sit down and discuss my options as two equals even though I am eighteen now. You must not worry about me, however. All will be well.”


“Will it?” She almost undid him then. She lifted one hand and cupped her palm about his cheek. “You are a searcher,” she said. “And one day you will find what it is you seek, and you will be happy. You must not settle for anything less, though I do not doubt your father is well-meaning in his efforts to secure your future. Seek, Matthew. Do something positive. Do not just rebel.”


There were tears in her eyes then, and he was not sure there were not some in his own too. He blinked rapidly to clear his vision.


“Promise me,” she said.


“I promise,” he told her, though he had no idea how one sought what one could not even name. Or where one went to look for it. And this was surely the first time in their long acquaintance that she had given him actual advice. Urgently, forcefully given it.


They gazed at each other, their faces only a foot or so apart, and he felt a dreadful urge to kiss her. Just once. A goodbye kiss. A good luck kiss. But it would be a terrible mistake—for her, for him, for them. For if he kissed her, she would know, and she would definitely be sad. And he would know—though he already did—that it was hopeless, that any image to which he clung of their being tragic lovers about to be driven apart by circumstances would be dashed forever. He would end up looking foolish and knowing he would feel it every time he saw her in the future—which was bound to happen from time to time.


“Now you promise me,” he said, “that you will be happy. That you will live happily ever after.”


Her smile turned instantly brighter. “I promise,” she said.


She stooped down to pick up her hat and the ribbon she had placed inside it. She tied back her hair and secured the strings of her hat beneath it at the back, brushed her hands over her full skirts, and raised a smiling face to his.


“Time for us both to go home,” she said, and turned in the direction of the house. She waited for him to fall into step beside her.


Clarissa walked homeward, Matthew at her side, and thought how bewildering it was to be seventeen, to be bursting with happy anticipation of a dazzling future on the one hand yet heavy with heartache on the other. To love two men, one she had known all her life, one she scarcely knew at all.


She had always loved Matthew Taylor. They were close in age, while his brother was ten years older than he, and George, her brother, was five years younger than she. She and Matthew had enjoyed doing the same things. They could walk for miles while scarcely noticing the distance. They could wade in the stream and sit for hours in the branches of a tree, seeing shapes in the clouds above their heads. And always they talked endlessly about everything and nothing.


They were very different, of course. She was eager to learn all a young lady should know by the time she grew up. She wanted to conform, to fit in, to be liked, even loved, by everyone, young and old, rich and poor. She knew that the life of a lady was often a life of service to her family and friends and neighbors and servants, and she wanted to do it well. Matthew sometimes called her a dullard, though he always said it fondly and it made no difference to their friendship. He was a dreamer and a rebel, both of which attributes got him into constant trouble at home, some of which he deliberately courted, as though he enjoyed incurring the wrath of adults and drawing the punishments they could mete out. She occasionally called him reckless. But it never, ever occurred to her to put an end to their friendship.


She wished now that he was not in love with her. But she feared he was. And she wished she was not a little bit in love with him, though she feared she might be. She was too sensible, too rooted in reality, however, to encourage the budding feelings either in herself or in him.


She was the beloved only daughter of a wealthy, privileged landowner, a member of the ton. She had always known she could expect to make a good, even brilliant marriage when she grew up. Matthew was the second son of a landowner of moderate means and must make his own way in the world when he grew up. His brother would inherit everything, including his maternal grandmother’s estate after her passing. She had never made a secret of that fact.


Unfortunately, Matthew did not fancy any of the careers his father had tried to thrust upon him—the church, the military, a seat in Parliament. Not even the diplomatic service or the law, though his uncles had apparently declared their willingness to help him get a start. Nor did he fancy trying to snare a wealthy heiress—his mother’s suggestion. Perhaps it was just as well, he had told Clarissa, that no wealthy heiress in her right mind would ever fancy him.


His father had lost patience with him long ago. So had his brother, who had married three years ago and produced two sons in rapid succession. Matthew had always been a rebel. Clarissa had frequently shaken her head at him, but she had rarely if ever scolded him. She had always listened to him and sympathized with him, for she knew that all his bad behavior was a cry for help, a plea to be accepted and loved for who he was. She had once held him in her arms while he wept on her shoulder, though he had been only ten at the time. It had not happened again.


It was all stupidity. For Matthew Taylor just did not know who he was or where he belonged in life. And he had been blessed with the worst possible family to help him find answers—in Clarissa’s opinion anyway. They were well-meaning. She was sure that deep down they loved him and were genuinely concerned about his future. But they had not an ounce of imagination among them. They simply could not understand that Matthew would never fit into any mold of their devising. The more they tried to insist, the more outrageously he would rebel.


To be fair, though, she did not know how anyone could help someone who would not help himself. She had given Matthew her friendship and her love and sympathy all her life, but she knew they were not enough. At least she had let him know he was not all alone in the world, that someone cared, really cared, for the precious, intelligent, talented person who lay somewhere deep inside the troubled boy.


Yet now she was making matters worse for him, and she feared he would feel she was abandoning him. For she believed he was a fair way to being in love with her, while she was about to make a brilliant marriage with the man of every young girl’s dreams.


Ah, life could be very cruel. What would become of Matthew?


Clarissa had always looked forward eagerly to the future, though she had known it would not include him. A young lady of her social stature did not marry a younger son who would have neither property upon which to settle her nor the means with which to support her in the manner to which she was accustomed. More important, he would not be able to provide their children with any sort of secure prospect for their future. It all sounded a bit calculated and unfeeling, perhaps, but it was how society worked.


Besides, she was young. She wanted everything the world had to offer her. Did that make her shallow? Surely not. The future did not just happen. At least, one did not have to let it just happen. One must try to shape it into something that would bring stability and security as well as happiness to one’s life.


She desperately wanted to be the Countess of Stratton, especially as merely thinking of the earl made her feel breathless. He was terribly good-looking and amiable and charming. At tea two days ago, he had demonstrated impeccably good manners and made conversation with her parents and even with George, her twelve-year-old brother. But when he had talked to her, or listened to something she was saying, she had felt herself really seen and heard. She had felt his liking, his admiration. And it had seemed natural, not forced in any way. It perhaps seemed conceited to believe he had been enchanted with her, but . . . well, she really believed he had been.


Yet not many minutes ago she had desperately wanted Matthew to kiss her. She had wanted to kiss him. For over the last year or so she had found her feelings for him changing, and she had not been firm enough with herself to quell them before they developed into something troubling. She had always loved him more than she loved anyone else except her parents and George. Matthew was her friend, almost the other half of herself. But now she was a little bit in love with him too. If she was perfectly honest with herself, it was more than a little bit.


He was slender and wiry in build, not particularly tall. He had very dark hair, one heavy lock of which was forever falling down over his forehead. His face was narrow and angular, interesting more than it was handsome. It was often a frowning face, sometimes even sullen, though occasionally a smile would transform it and make him irresistibly appealing. He had lovely white teeth. His eyes were very dark. Clarissa sometimes described them to herself as fathoms deep. She also thought he was a bit like the tip of an iceberg, as her governess had once described it to her. What one saw of Matthew Taylor, what he allowed the world to see, was only the merest fragment of all that was within him.


All muddled up within him.


He was the most exasperating, contradictory, tortured person she had ever known. Sometimes she felt she could shake him. Yet she loved him.


“Matthew.” She stopped walking and turned toward him. She was almost home. This was the most convenient place for him to branch off and return to his own home. “You are very quiet.”


“You have not exactly been prattling yourself,” he said.


“Do you think I am being foolish?” she asked him, suddenly all doubt and uncertainty. “To marry someone I scarcely know? When I am only seventeen? When most girls do not even make their debut into society until they are eighteen? Am I doing the wrong thing?”


“Oh no, Clarissa,” he said, raising both hands, palms out toward her. “You are not going to do this to me. This has nothing to do with me. It is something you must decide—with the advice of your parents.”


Even now—stupidly—she wished he would grasp her by the shoulders and pull her against him and . . . Well.


She wished he would tell her not to do it.


But she wanted more than anything in the world to do it—to accept the marriage offer the Earl of Stratton was almost certain to make her tomorrow. He was surely the most attractive man she had ever met—not that she had met many in the course of her life except neighbors, it was true.


“You are right.” She smiled ruefully at him. “I am sorry. You will come to my wedding?”


“No,” he said. Baldly, just like that, with no hesitation at all.


“No?” She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Why not?”


“Clarissa,” he said with soft reproach.


She felt deeply hurt even as she understood and was relieved that he would not be there.


“If you were female,” she said, “you would have to come. You would be my bridesmaid and would be needed to hold my gloves and flowers if I was carrying any.”


“I am not female,” he said.


“No.” She laughed shakily. “And you would look silly holding my flowers. Oh dear, this feels very like goodbye. It is not, surely. Is it?”


He drew breath as though to answer her, but then he shook his head slightly and remained silent. His face tried a smile but settled upon a frown instead.


She opened her mouth to speak, found there was nothing to say, and closed it again.


They had never been at a loss for words with each other. Until now.


She turned and made her way with long strides toward the house. It was goodbye, even if they continued to see each other from time to time in the future. She could feel a single teardrop running down her cheek.


It was goodbye.


And tomorrow was a new beginning. For her it would be the beginning of happily ever after. She felt a spring in her step, and a leftover heaviness in her heart.


What would tomorrow bring for him?









CHAPTER ONE
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1818


Clarissa Ware, Dowager Countess of Stratton, drew in a deep breath of fresh air as she stood looking out through the open window of her private sitting room. It was sheer bliss. She could smell the freshly scythed lawn below that stretched ahead as far as the ha-ha. She could smell the sweetness of the wildflowers in the meadow beyond it and see the sheep grazing there. Sunlight sparkled on the river below the meadow and shone bright upon the village of Boscombe on the other side. Was there any lovelier place on this earth to be?


Ravenswood.


Home!


It was so different from all the bustle and stale air and limited horizons of London, where she had spent the past few months, rushed off her feet as she presented Stephanie, her youngest daughter, to the queen, and introduced her to the ton. That latter duty had meant attending as many balls and routs and garden parties and soirees and other entertainments as could reasonably be fitted into the twenty-four hours each day allowed. The spring Season had an overabundance of pleasures to offer as one mingled with as many of one’s peers as one could. There had been scarcely a morning in which to linger in bed, or an afternoon in which to relax with a book or her embroidery. There had been almost no evenings to spend at home in the familiar company of her family. Even the nights had frequently been shortened by a particularly glittering ball.


At last she was home, however, and, for the first time she could remember, she was home alone. Alone except, that was, for the army of servants who kept the vast mansion running smoothly and administered the farms and kept the park surrounding the house in pristine condition. She was alone, however, in the sense that there were no other family members here with her and no guests. And it was going to remain this way for at least the next couple of months.


She felt slightly guilty at the delight she felt at the prospect of being alone for so long, for she dearly loved her family and close friends. Sometimes, however, she yearned for solitude, for time to be alone with her own thoughts and reflections. Now, after the insanely busy months in London, she craved it more than ever.


And there was the added fact that in a few short months she was going to turn fifty. It was all very well to tell herself, as other people had been telling her with annoying frequency lately, that fifty was just a number, that she was only as old as she felt, that she would be the same person the day after her birthday as she had been the day before.


Fifty was a number of undeniable significance. It was a reminder that her youth had been left behind so long ago that sometimes it felt like something from another lifetime or something that had happened to someone else. Her young womanhood was long gone too. Her children were all grown. Stephanie, her baby, was nineteen years old. Clarissa had already been married for two years when she was Steph’s present age. Devlin had been born when she was eighteen.


Caleb had died of a sudden heart seizure six years ago.


Oh, fifty seemed so much larger a number than forty. Or even forty-nine. There was something very decisive about it. Half a century.


One of the sheep in the meadow baaed indignantly at a bird that had swooped too low over its head. The bird perched on the edge of the ha-ha close by and serenaded the sheep with cheeky indifference to any danger posed by the much larger animal. Clarissa smiled as she watched.


It was not that she was feeling particularly maudlin about her advancing age. There had been considerable happiness in her life up to this point, and there was every chance that there was more to come. As far as she knew, she was in excellent health. Her children were all doing well. Her grandchildren were an endless delight to her—four of them so far, with two more on the way. Pippa and Lucas were expecting again sometime after Christmas, as were Ben and Jennifer, though it was the first for them as a couple. Five-year-old Joy was Ben’s daughter from a previous marriage. Clarissa’s parents were both still in good health. George, her brother, was happily married to her longtime friend Kitty, both of them after a lengthy widowhood.


There was much cause for contentment, then, in Clarissa’s life. It was true that Stephanie had not enjoyed her debut Season, but at least she was now officially out, and her confidence had surely been boosted by the two perfectly eligible offers for her hand that had been made very properly first to Devlin, Clarissa’s eldest son, now Earl of Stratton. Steph had refused both offers, but Clarissa had hopes that one of these days her daughter would surprise herself and actually welcome just the right marriage. It was not a good idea, after all, for a woman to remain a spinster all her life, though Devlin and Gwyneth would always welcome Steph to continued residence here at Ravenswood, as they had assured her after she refused the second offer. And the choice between marriage and the single state was Stephanie’s to make.


It had not helped this year, of course, that Owen, Clarissa’s second youngest, had also been in town for the Season, enjoying himself with a group of friends, most of them from his Oxford days. One of those friends was Bertrand Lamarr, Viscount Watley, who had spent a few weeks at Ravenswood with Owen a couple of summers ago. He had been a delightful young man then and still was now. He was in town with his twin sister, Lady Estelle Lamarr, this year and had been delighted to introduce her to the Ware family, whom he remembered with great fondness. He was the sort of young man girls dreamed of—tall, dark, handsome, and genuinely charming. Lady Estelle was outstandingly lovely too. Poor Stephanie had lived through agonies during those weeks here two years ago. She had been seventeen and self-conscious and convinced she was the ugliest young woman in existence. She had gone to great lengths to avoid the young god with whom she had clearly been smitten.


Poor Steph.


Two years had not changed her. She had reacted exactly the same way to him this year, though it had been admittedly easier to avoid Viscount Watley among the crowds in London than it had been in the family setting at Ravenswood.


Almost the whole of Clarissa’s family had been in London this year, though Ben had remained home at Penallen with Jennifer and Joy, and Nicholas, now a full colonel with his cavalry regiment, was still somewhere in Europe, though he expected to return soon to England, where he would take up a military post at the Horse Guards in Whitehall.


In many ways it had been a wonderful few months for Clarissa, surrounded by family and friends, always busy, always with interesting new acquaintances to make—and even a beau of her own, who had actually hinted at marriage. She had been tempted. But when Lucas, Duke of Wilby, had announced that he was taking Pippa and the children back home to Greystone for the sake of his wife’s health, and Stephanie had jumped at the opportunity to go with them to see her sister through her confinement, Clarissa had declined the invitation to go with them then or to join them later, after the Season was over. Instead, she had announced her intention of returning home to Ravenswood.


There had been a chorus of protests, for no one else had intended to come back here yet. Devlin and Gwyneth were planning to go straight to Wales with their children after the parliamentary session and the Season ended to visit Gwyneth’s Welsh relatives. They had wanted Clarissa to go with them. Her relatives would be more than delighted, Gwyneth had assured her. She had pointed out that Sir Ifor and Lady Rhys, her parents and Clarissa’s closest neighbors and friends, would be going there too for a month or so. George and Kitty had begged Clarissa to remain a little longer in London and then return home with them for the summer. Owen had offered nobly to escort his mother home to Ravenswood and spend the summer there, though there was nothing in particular to attract him. There was to be no grand summer fete this year, the organizing committee having decided that there was just too much work involved to make it an annual event.


Clarissa had smiled at the reason they had given for the decision. While Caleb was alive, he had always insisted upon the summer fete as an annual event, proclaiming that all the effort involved was in itself such a delight that it hardly qualified as work. But there had been no committee in those days. It was Clarissa who had done the huge amount of planning and organizing, with help from the servants and from her children as they grew older. Caleb had simply paid the bills.


She had refused Owen’s offer, and he had gamely tried to hide his relief.


She had come home alone yesterday—apart from an entourage of servants and outriders, of course. It had felt and still felt like a very special treat, though it was more than just that. She needed to adjust to the fact that she was about to turn fifty, that she was moving into a new phase of her life—had already moved, in fact, for she had been a widow for six years.


It was not easy when one had been a wife for twenty-seven years. It took far longer to adjust than anyone who had not experienced the death of a spouse could possibly understand, even when the marriage had not been entirely an easy one. Was there such a thing as an easy marriage, though? But she was going to be fifty soon, and it was time she embraced her freedom.


Whatever that was going to look like.


She was not lonely. There was a difference between loneliness and aloneness. She was about to discover what aloneness felt like. Not total solitude, however. She was not going to be a hermit for the next couple of months until Devlin and Gwyneth returned from Wales. She had friends and acquaintances here to visit and be visited by. There would be certain obligations she had no intention of neglecting. But she would keep it all to a minimum and make sure she spent most of the time alone with herself. It would be something quite new.


There was one other thing she wanted to do, however, and perhaps today would be the very day to do it—before she lost her courage, as she had done a number of times over the past few years. She just had not known what she would say to him. But now she had the perfect excuse—no, reason—to call upon him. Ben and Jennifer were expecting a baby. She would go and talk to him about that, and slip in the other thing—if she could find the right moment and if her nerve held.


How very foolish she was being! She was not usually either timid or indecisive.


She turned from the window at last and cast a rueful eye at the clock on the mantel and then at the nightclothes she still wore. She had spoiled herself this morning and had breakfast brought up to her sitting room rather than sit in lone splendor in the breakfast parlor, waited upon by a silent, attentive butler and footman.


She crossed the room and pulled on the bell rope to summon her maid. It was time to get dressed and begin this precious interlude of aloneness, when she could be entirely her own person and do whatever she pleased—even have breakfast in her rooms every single morning if she chose.


What a luxurious adventure she was embarking upon.


Matthew Taylor had spent the morning at the home of Colonel Wexford just outside Boscombe. The colonel’s unmarried sister, who had lived with him for years, had decided that it was high time they replaced their old, battered dining table with a new one.


“Even though it is polished twice a week and covered permanently with a linen cloth and then a lace one, Mr. Taylor,” she said, speaking of the old table, “I am still fully aware of all the scratches and nicks and water stains upon it. I am always anxious when we have dinner guests lest for some reason the cloth has to be peeled off and our guests will see the sad state of a table that was probably as old as the hills even when Andrew first allowed it into his home.”


It had come with the colonel’s bride many long years ago. “It was her pride and joy and her mother’s before her,” the colonel explained to Matthew rather sheepishly. “No one else in the regiment had anything to compare with it in size and grandeur. Especially a humble lieutenant, which is what I was at the time.”


“I know it is of sentimental value to you, Andrew,” his sister said more gently. “But it is time for a new one, you must admit.”


“If I must, I must,” he said with a mournful sigh and a wink for Matthew. “Measure away, then, Taylor. Prue will tell you exactly what she wants, and you can draw up plans for her approval. What am I, after all, but the man who will pay your bill and eat at the new table?”


“Oh, take no notice of him, Mr. Taylor,” Miss Wexford said. “If Andrew had lived on Noah’s ark, he would probably still be there now, comfortable with its familiarity.”


Matthew had measured and taken notes of exactly what Miss Wexford envisioned, and promised to return the following day with drawings for her approval.


Matthew Taylor was the village carpenter. He had both his living quarters and his workshop in rented rooms above the smithy in Boscombe. Cameron Holland, the blacksmith, was his friend, as was Oscar Holland, who had announced his retirement several years ago and since then had made an appearance almost every day back at the smithy, interfering with its smooth running, if one listened to Cam—making sure that everything was kept in good working order, as it had always been in his day, if one listened to Oscar. Matthew chose not to listen too attentively to either one. Father and son bickered and outright argued at least once a day, but they were clearly fond of each other and both were excellent smiths and well-liked members of the community.


Matthew was not nearly as outgoing as they were, but he was not a hermit. He was friendly with almost everyone in the village and the countryside surrounding it. Most people did not seem to know—or they had forgotten—that he had been born and raised a gentleman, that his brother was a prosperous landowner a mere ten miles or so away, that he himself owned the property next to his brother’s, which his grandmother had left to him on her passing.


He had not settled there, however. He had chosen instead to lease it out and hire a good steward for the farm. He was known here simply as the village carpenter. The rooms in which he lived and plied his trade were modest, to say the least, not to mention the fact that they were above the smithy, with all the noise and smells that fact entailed.


He was content with his life. Perhaps even happy, though he thought of happiness as an active, sometimes volatile thing, and his feelings about his life were more muted. That suited him. There were too many ups and downs associated with happiness or active emotion. Contentment offered a more attractive alternative, though he was realistic enough to realize that events could not always be controlled and might at any moment upset the habit of years.


Miss Wexford had ideas for a very ornate dining table indeed. They were not to Matthew’s taste, but they were the customer’s choice and he would give what was asked of him, perhaps with an attempt to tone down some of the more extravagant excesses. He would do all in his power, though, to give her what could be her pride and joy, as the old table had been her sister-in-law’s.


He arrived home with his head full of the design he would commit to paper to show Miss Wexford tomorrow and noticed that one of the more modest carriages from Ravenswood was drawn up outside the village inn. Ah, the Wares were home from London, then, were they? He would have to be more careful about his jaunts to the poplar alley inside the park, though the whole of the park was open for the use and enjoyment of the public at large for three days out of every week. Indeed, Stratton—Devlin Ware, that was—had often been heard to say that he and his wife would be happy to see their neighbors strolling there or enjoying a picnic by the lake any day of the week. It seemed selfish, he had explained, to keep such spacious beauty all to themselves.


They were decent folk, the Wares, Matthew thought as he made his way up the outside stairs that led to his rooms above the smithy and heard the familiar ringing of a hammer on the anvil. They were not at all high in the instep. Years ago he had wished they were, so he would have some reason to hate them, but he had never been able to find any such excuse. Even if he had, it was a spiteful wish that was unworthy of him.


“Mr. Taylor,” a female voice called from the street below as he turned the knob on his door and was about to step inside. He had not locked it when he left. He never did. As far as he knew, no one did. Boscombe was a decent, safe place to live.


He would have known that voice anywhere, anytime. He turned to look down at the Dowager Countess of Stratton, his hand still on the doorknob.


“I was wondering,” she said, looking up at him, “if I might have a word with you.”


She was alone, he saw, though there was presumably a coachman inside the inn, keeping an eye on the carriage while he enjoyed his pint of ale and awaited the return of his mistress. There was no sign of a maid. It was not a shocking breach of decorum, of course, since Boscombe was in many ways just an extension of Ravenswood. But . . . Did she mean a private word? In his rooms?


“May I come up?” she asked, almost as though she had heard his thoughts.


“Please do,” he said, and stepped inside in order to hold the door open for her as she ascended the stairs, holding up the skirts of her dark blue carriage dress, which had surely been newly and expertly—and expensively—fashioned in London.


“Good morning, Lady Stratton,” he said briskly as she reached the top stair and raised her head to look at him again.


She smiled. “Good afternoon, Matthew,” she said.


“I suppose it is past noon,” he said, closing the door after she had stepped inside.


And suddenly the place felt not quite like his home. It seemed filled with her presence, and he felt half suffocated. It was a strange fact, when he had seen her with fair frequency for years past and had occasionally exchanged a few words with her. He had even danced with her once in the ballroom at Ravenswood. But she had never been here inside his home before. She was looking around with unabashed curiosity.


“What a cozy home you have,” she said, and it did not sound as if she was mocking him.


The room was not large, but it suited him. It was uncluttered—as was his life. There was a couch that would seat three at a push. It had seen better days, but it was marvelously comfortable. There was a rocking chair and a small table with two upright chairs, all of which he had made himself. There was a knotted cotton mat on the floor and, on the walls, a few pictures he had acquired on his travels. A bookcase he had also made stood beneath one of them, stuffed with his favorite books. There were wooden candlesticks, again his own handiwork, on a shelf above the stove, plus a couple of his wood carvings, though not his favorite one. That was in his bedchamber, a smaller room next door.


The smithy was large. The rooms above it, the original home of the Hollands, were of an equal size. Most of the space now, though, was given over to Matthew’s workroom. His living quarters were small, but he liked them that way. They served his needs.


“It is a little smaller than Ravenswood,” he said, and she smiled at him again.


“A trifle smaller,” she agreed. “It has a low ceiling. It must be warm in winter.”


“And stifling in the summer,” he said, “especially with Cam working below me. Ah, he has stopped hammering. That is better. Now we can hear ourselves think.”


He actually liked the sounds of the smithy and even the smells, though they had taken some getting used to at first. There was, of course, the additional smell of wood coming from his workroom.


“You have a pleasant view through the window,” she said, approaching it to look out over the village green to the river on the far side of it and the park of Ravenswood beyond that, though the house was out of sight from this particular window.


“Yes,” he said, and recalled his manners. “Will you have a seat?” He indicated the couch, but she pulled out a chair and sat at the table. “May I make you a cup of tea?”


“I will not trouble you, but thank you,” she said. “I came to find out if you are very busy at the moment.”


He was always busy, though he was careful never to allow work to dominate his waking hours or overwhelm him. He had learned to say no when he felt he had to. People came from near and far with commissions for him, both minor and major. He had wondered when he first set up here if he could possibly make a living from the proceeds of what he could make—or mend—with his own hands. He would not have been destitute if it had been impossible, of course, as there were the lease payments he received annually for the manor house that had been his grandmother’s and a considerable income from the farm. But he had vowed he would never use that money to live upon. He had decided long ago that he would make his own way in life, and stubbornness was one of his besetting sins, or one of his virtues, depending upon one’s point of view.


“Not too busy,” he said. He stood looking down at her, his hands clasped behind his back, and marveled at how well she had aged. She had been a very slender, vividly pretty dark-haired girl with a warm charm that seemed to be the very essence of her being. She no longer had the extreme slenderness of youth, but she was still slim and shapely in a more womanly way. She was no longer pretty. She was beautiful instead—and there was a difference, the first characterized by the sparkle of youth, the second by the calm dignity of maturity. Her hair was still dark, though if she removed her bonnet perhaps he would see some silver threaded through it. She was, after all, fifty years old or close to it. Her birthday was in the autumn.


She had been married to Stratton for well over twenty years before he collapsed and died in the taproom of the inn just down the road from here. They had had five children, all now grown up, two of them already married with children. She was a grandmother. And there was also Ben Ellis, the sixth child, who was not hers but a by-blow of the late Stratton’s with a mistress he had kept in London. Matthew had always marveled that she had agreed to take in the young child when his mother died and Stratton brought him to Ravenswood, a mere few weeks after Devlin was born. That had all happened before Matthew left England and stayed away for more than ten years.


She was a remarkable woman, Clarissa Ware, Dowager Countess of Stratton.


“Ben and Jennifer are expecting their first child just after Christmas,” she said, again as if reading his thoughts.


Ben had done well for himself despite his illegitimacy. Stratton must have left him money. He had apparently purchased his home down by the sea from Devlin. Last year he married Lady Jennifer Arden, sister of the Duke of Wilby, who was married to the former Lady Philippa Ware. Matthew had had dealings with Lady Jennifer while she was staying at Ravenswood two years ago.


“Ah,” he said. “I made her a wheeled chair and a stout cane the year before last, both with help from Cam Holland. I hope she is doing well. John Rogers made her shoes at the same time to help her walk.”


“She uses them all with skill and determination,” Clarissa said. “The chair has given her great freedom of movement, and she actually walks, twisted leg notwithstanding, far more than anyone could have predicted just a couple of years ago, thanks to the special boot and the cane.”


“I am delighted to hear it,” he said.


She bit her lip and proceeded to one of the main purposes of her visit. “Do you have time to make a crib for their new baby? A bed that is practical and cozy and safe but with your distinctive touch of artistry? I cannot even give you ideas on the latter. I do not have an artistic imagination, alas, though I can appreciate it when I see it. I would love to give them the crib as my gift.”


“It would be my pleasure,” he said. He would have to give priority to Miss Wexford’s dining table, of course, and that would be time-consuming, to say the least. But most of his other, smaller jobs were nearing completion, and the crib would not be needed much before Christmas, he supposed. Making it would be a personal indulgence, since it sounded as though he would be given free rein with its design. He already had images running through his head of plump, smiling elephants and pop-eyed giraffes, of grinning, curly-tailed monkeys and perky terriers.


“Thank you.” She was beaming up at him. “I thought of it when I was in London, and I could hardly wait to come home and ask you.”


“I will make some sketches for your approval,” he said. “Will sometime within the next week suit you?”


“Perfectly,” she said. “Shall I return a week from today?”


She had got to her feet, and he felt stifled again. Her face was eager, almost with the bright radiance of her youth.


“It would be better if I came to you,” he said. “This is rather a public part of the village.”


He worried that people might believe he was compromising her, though that was absurd. He was, after all, merely the village carpenter, while she was the Dowager Countess of Stratton of Ravenswood Hall.


“Very well, then,” she said. “If it is not too much of an inconvenience to you.”


He expected her to cross the room back to the door then to take her leave. But instead she went to stand in front of the stove to look at the candlesticks and the wood carvings on the shelf above it. She did not touch any of them.


“You did not enter anything for the wood-carving contest at the fete last year,” she said.


“No,” he said. “I won the year before and twice in a row before that.” There had been a gap of eight years when there had been no summer fete at all. “I thought it ought to be someone else’s turn.”


“That was thoughtful of you,” she said. She was still staring upward, though he had the feeling she was not really seeing the shelf. There was a tenseness about her stance. “What do you do with all your carvings?”


“Most of them are on shelves in my workroom,” he said. “A few have sold or been given as gifts.”


“And the one from two years ago?” she asked.


He winced inwardly. He should never have let anyone see that particular carving. He certainly ought not to have entered it in the contest at the village fete. That had been a rash indulgence, for it had aroused a great deal of attention and had won first prize. He had been sorry immediately after entering it, but by then it had been too late to enter something else instead.


“I believe it is in my bedchamber,” he said. It was the only one of his carvings that was there.


She turned to look at him, her cheeks slightly flushed, and they gazed at each other until he turned abruptly and went to fetch it—the wood carving of a woman standing against a tree gazing off into the distance, the carving that had seemed to create itself independent of his will, almost as if it were something that had come through him rather than from him and had simply made use of his hands and his eyes and his skills. All art was a bit like that, of course, but this, more than anything else he had created, had consumed his whole being until it was finished.


He set it down in the middle of the table, and she came to stand beside him and look at it for a few long, silent moments. And of course, he realized, this was why she had come here today, the baby’s crib merely an excuse. She might have summoned him to Ravenswood for that.


She sat on the chair she had recently vacated in order to view the carving at eye level.


“Is she me?” Her voice was a mere whisper of sound.


He considered his answer. A blurted No was not going to sound convincing.


“She is woman,” he said carefully at last. “Or, rather, she is humanity. All of us, gazing off into . . . what? The future? The past? The very present moment? All three at once? She is dreams and hope and nostalgia and endurance and yearning and . . .”


His voice trailed off. He felt the inadequacy of language, something that had always frustrated him until he had learned to let go and simply let some things be. It worked except when he was trying to explain his ideas to another person.


She was leaning back against the tree, her hands flat against the trunk on either side of her, as though she were drawing life and energy from it and feeling her unity with all of nature. An unseen breeze was fluttering her long, loose hair and the full skirt of her dress.


“She is me,” Clarissa whispered.


He opened his mouth to protest but then shook his head slightly and closed his mouth. What was the point of denying it?


“It was a pivotal moment, a turning point in both our lives,” she said. “The day we left our childhood and youth behind and became adults.”


“Yes,” he said.


“Most people could not possibly point to one specific day when that happened,” she said. “For most it must be a gradual process, not one giant shock.”


“You were happy,” he said.


“And also very, very sad,” she said.


He drew breath to ask if she had been happy after that day, if she felt she had done the right thing in marrying Stratton. But it was none of his business, and he did not particularly want to know that she had indeed been happy. He wanted even less to know that she had been unhappy.


“Life’s two extremes,” she said.


“Yes.”


She turned her head to look up at him. “Thank you,” she said.


For a moment he thought she was going to say more, but she did not. She smiled at him instead as she got to her feet and turned to the door.


“I will send word when I have sketches for the crib to bring for your approval,” he said.


“I shall look forward to seeing them,” she said, her hand on the doorknob.


Only after she had stepped outside and closed the door behind her did it occur to him that he ought to have opened the door for her. He listened to her footsteps as she went down the stairs to the pavement. Cam had still not returned to his anvil. He had probably gone home for his luncheon.
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