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Part I

An American in London

Spring 1773


Chapter 1

Lady Barbara Carr, halfway up the majestic staircase of Bridgewater House, was standing alone waiting to be rejoined by her mother. She stood with perfect assurance, her small powdered head held high, her figure in its rich blue ball gown turned a little to the stair rail to discourage anyone from speaking to her.

Unselfconscious as she appeared, she was still in the awkward position for a young lady of being obviously alone, removed as she was from both the domed hallway below and the great gallery above. She was letting her gaze move idly over the crowd below her when suddenly she had the distinct sensation of being looked at. She raised her eyes to the source of that sensation, the gallery that ran along the top of the staircase.

A man was standing there, as solitary in his position as she was in hers. He was leaning his hands against the broad balustrade and, like her, watching the crowd below.

He was a young man, instantly noticeable by his unpowdered black hair. He seemed, even from a distance, to be very tall. His profile, which was all she could see of his face, was distinguished by a high-bridged and imperious nose. He was not now looking at her, but what had drawn her eye was the distinct sensation of being watched.

“Here I am, my love,” said her mother’s voice. “Forgive me for keeping you standing like this, but I did want to make certain Frederick got into the carriage safely.”

“I’m perfectly all right, Mama,” Barbara replied. “Poor Frederick. I hope he feels better.”

“A good night’s sleep is all he requires,” Lady Abingdon said briskly. “I fear you and I will have to make shift this evening without a male escort. Neither of your other brothers can be expected at this particular affair.”

The occasion was a great official ball given by the Earl and Countess of Bridgewater. It was the full flush of the London spring season and the state rooms of Bridgewater House were filled with various members of social and diplomatic London. Lady Barbara floated through the crowded rooms in the magnificent wake of her mother, smiling and chatting easily with the great and eminent men who invariably gravitated to Lady Abingdon’s vicinity.

“Barbara! I’ve been looking for you,” said a familiar male voice at her elbow, and she turned to look into the blue eyes of her cousin, Lieutenant Henry Wharton.

Barbara smiled. “Harry. I didn’t know you would be here tonight.”

“I was supposed to be on duty, but I changed with Edwards.” He gazed at her in unabashed admiration. “You looked dashed lovely tonight, Barb. New dress?”

Barbara’s long lashes lowered fractionally. “Yes.” The material had actually come from an old gown of Lady Abingdon’s, but Barbara did not give away secrets like that.

“Come along and I’ll get you some punch,” her cousin suggested.

Barbara put a light hand on Lady Abingdon’s arm. “Mama, Harry and I are going to the refreshment room.”

Lady Abingdon’s shrewd hazel eyes looked appraisingly at the young lieutenant for a brief moment. “All right,” she said then, crisply, “but don’t detain Barbara for too long, Harry.”

Very faint color had risen under the young man’s fair skin. “I won’t, Aunt Elizabeth.”

The two young people crossed the room, passing directly under the glittering chandelier.

“Don’t let Mama upset you,” Barbara said softly when they were seated side by side on little gilt chairs drinking champagne punch.

“She’s trying to marry you off and she’s afraid I’ll get in the way,” Harry said in a queer, abrupt voice. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

“Well, she is certainly trying to marry me off,” Barbara replied tranquilly, “but she isn’t having much success.” Barbara shrugged slim, graceful shoulders. “My portion is gone, you know.”

“I know.” Harry’s eyes were focused doggedly on the floor in front of him. “God, Barbara, if only I had some money!”

Barbara sighed. “I know. But ‘some’ money won’t do, I’m afraid. A great deal of money is what is needed.”

“We could elope,” Harry said in the same abrupt voice. “Go up to Scotland and get married.”

“That would ruin you with your regiment and then where would we be?” Barbara asked practically.

He didn’t answer, for the simple reason that there was no answer—as they both knew. Barbara sipped her punch and glanced around the room. Her eyes stopped as they encountered the stranger from the gallery.

“Who is that man?” she asked Harry suddenly, and her cousin’s fair powdered head rose. “The black-haired man,” Barbara elaborated. “Over there.”

Harry followed the line of her eyes to the tall dark man on the far side of the room. “Oh, that’s the son of the American who inherited Hexham Castle. You must have heard about it—old Maxwell left the property and the fortune he made in India to his great-nephew, a fellow from Virginia. Evidently the new heir was very happy to turn his back on the colonies and come home to England. Well, it stands to reason, don’t it? Old Maxwell was rich as Croesus, I understand.” There was a distinct note of envy in Harry’s voice. “That’s the colonial nabob now,” he added as an older gentleman came up alongside the man they were both regarding.

The younger man had bent his head to listen to what his father was saying. An American, Barbara thought That must be what accounted for his looking so out of place. He was the tallest man in the room. His eyes lifted suddenly and, across the width of the floor, met hers.

If Barbara were disconcerted, she did not show it. She held his dark gaze for the barest fraction of a second before allowing her eyes serenely to move away from him and drift along to the chubby young man standing directly before the punch bowl.

“He looks like a barbarian,” Harry was saying next to her. “He’s burned as dark as an Indian.”

A barbarian? Barbara thought, startled. No, not a barbarian. But what?

The chubby young man, as if sensing her gaze, looked around at her. Barbara smiled. “Here comes Mr. Fox,” she said gently to Lieutenant Wharton.

In a moment Charles James Fox, younger son of Lord Holland, was bowing gracefully over Barbara’s hand.

“I should have thought an entertainment like this far too slow for you, Mr. Fox,” Barbara said with the faintest lift of her winged brows.

Mr. Fox gave her his charming smile. “I was hoping to see you, Lady Barbara.” Then, when Barbara merely looked amused, “And, as a very junior member of Lord North’s government, I was expected to show my flag.”

Barbara laughed. “I rather fancied that might be it. Papa is coming later, he said.”

“Ah, but then Lord Abingdon is more than a junior member of the government.”

At this moment Lady Abingdon, accompanied by the Earl of Newcastle, arrived in the refreshment room. Since Mr. Fox was quite as addicted to gambling as her husband and eldest son, she did not consider him a suitable candidate for Barbara’s hand and in a very short time removed her daughter to the safety of her own circle. At one o’clock in the morning, ten minutes after her husband finally arrived, Lady Abingdon left for home with her daughter securely in tow.

*

Lady Barbara was awakened at the unusually early hour of six-thirty the following morning by the sound of someone hammering on her door.

“Wake up, Barb!” came her brother William’s voice through the thick mahogany. “Do you want to go for a ride?”

Barbara sat up in bed and yawned. “Yes,” she called back.

“Be downstairs in half an hour. I’ll have the horses saddled.”

Barbara got out of bed and rang for her maid.

In half an hour she was downstairs dressed in her favorite riding habit, a blue double-breasted jacket, tan waistcoat, and blue skirt It was a more tailored habit than most of those seen in Hyde Park at the fashionable hours, but Barbara was fussier about her riding clothes than about her gowns, and this one had been made to her exact specifications. Her only concession to feminine frivolity was the small jockey cap she wore perched on her smoothly drawn-back hair.

Her brother grinned at her. “Only girl I know who could get dressed in half an hour.”

“Only man I know who would include his sister in his morning gallop,” Barbara returned.

“Ah well,” said William as he held the door for her, “after me you’re the best damn rider in London.”

Barbara laughed at him over her shoulder as she went down the front steps.

It was a foggy and damp April morning and neither brother nor sister spoke as they walked their horses through the London streets to Hyde Park. Once they were in through the gates they moved into a brisk trot, then proceeded rather quickly into a canter and then to a gallop. When they finally pulled the horses up, Barbara’s fine skin was flushed with exercise and glistening a little from the fog.

“That was splendid,” she said to William.

“You should have been a boy, Barb,” her brother said.

“Yes,” she responded instantly. “Then I could have gone off to boxing matches with you instead of attending dreary receptions with Mama. Is that where you were last night?”

His hazel eyes, so like their mother’s, glinted with humor. “Yes.”

“Ugh. I’ll take the receptions, thank you.”

“Have you…er…met anyone you particularly like?” William asked tentatively.

“Oh, I’ve met a quantity of people I really like,” his sister returned cheerfully. “None of them, unfortunately, has any money.”

“What does Mama say?”

“Mama says she will contrive.”

Harry suddenly stopped his horse and, surprised, Barbara followed suit. “Listen, Barb, don’t you go and marry anyone you don’t like. I mean that. It’s not up to you alone to rescue Papa from debt.” He stared at her, his face very serious. William was four years older than Barbara, the closest to her in age of all her three brothers, and they were extremely fond of each other.

Barbara bent her head a little and did not reply.

“Do you love Harry Wharton?” William asked after a moment.

“I suppose.” Barbara’s voice sounded slightly muffled. “There isn’t any point in belaboring that issue, though, William.”

“No, I suppose not. Harry needs to marry money almost as much as you do. Damn.”

Barbara touched her heel to her mare’s side and began to walk forward again. “We must deal with realities, William,” she said a little wearily.

“Papa ought to be horsewhipped,” William said.

A very faint smile touched Barbara’s lips. “Perhaps,” she said. “But it isn’t just a question of Papa. There is Mama to consider too.”

There came to their ears the definite sound of drumming hooves. “Someone’s coming,” said William. “Get over to the side of the path.”

They had just moved their horses to the edge of the grass when a big bay came galloping out of the fog. Horse and rider flew by them, kicking up mud in their wake.

“Good heavens,” said Barbara as she brushed mud off the skirt of her riding habit. “Who was that?”

“I think that was Danby’s bay,” William returned. “The one that tossed him into the Serpentine the other day. Danby wasn’t riding him, though.”

“I must apologize for almost running you down like that,” said a deep, drawling voice, and both Barbara and William turned to look at the man riding toward them. “I had no idea anyone would be out in the park this early.”

“Well, at this hour the only people you are usually likely to find are my sister and me,” William returned. “We heard you coming, however, and got over to the side. No harm done.”

Barbara straightened up from brushing at her skirt and met a pair of very dark eyes. “I muddied your skirt, ma’am,” the stranger said. “Brigadier and I are deeply sorry.”

“Brigadier. So that is Danby’s horse,” William said before Barbara could reply. “I thought I recognized him.”

“I bought him from Lord Danby,” the stranger said. “He seemed anxious to be rid of him.”

William gave a crack of laughter. “I wonder why?” He gave the man and horse an appraising look. “He’s a good-looking brute, but vicious.”

The big bay was standing quietly. “I reckon he just needs a certain kind of rider,” the other man said with slow amusement

“I say, you must be that fellow from Virginia,” William exclaimed with sudden enlightenment

The stranger’s amusement seemed to deepen. “Alan Maxwell, at your service, sir,” he said.

“William Carr,” William responded readily. “And this is my sister, Lady Barbara Carr.”

“Mr. Carr.” The deep voice was slow and lazy with its distinct Virginia drawl. The dark eyes moved to Barbara. “Lady Barbara,” and he took off his hat, baring soot-black hair.

Barbara looked gravely back. She had recognized him instantly, the dark suntanned face, the aquiline nose and hard-looking mouth. It was the American from the Bridgewater ball last night.

“How do you do, Mr. Maxwell,” Barbara said calmly. “Are you enjoying London?”

He smiled and his face was instantly transformed. “It’s been interestin’, Lady Barbara,” he said.

“Indeed,” Barbara replied a little faintly. She had never encountered a smile quite like that before.

“Your father inherited Hexham Castle, didn’t he?” asked William.

“That is correct, Mr. Carr. We are just arrived from Northumberland, in fact.” The big bay began to sidle, and Barbara watched as the American’s long booted legs closed around the horse’s sides. “Whoa,” he said authoritatively, and the horse quieted.

“William,” Barbara said softly to her brother, “we should not be keeping the horses standing.”

“Quite right, Barb,” he replied. “Do you care to ride back with us, Maxwell?”

“I was planning to gallop.”

“So were we,” Barbara informed him serenely and, moving forward, put her mare into a canter. She heard the two men come up behind her and let the mare’s stride lengthen into a gallop. In a moment the American’s horse was alongside hers and, stretched out, the two of them flew along the path side by side, with William only slightly behind them.

Finally Barbara sat back and, closing her fingers on the reins, brought her mare down to a walk. The man next to her followed suit. Involuntarily they looked at each other and the American flashed her his extraordinary, disarming grin.

“Do all English ladies ride like you, Lady Barbara?” he asked.

Barbara smiled back. It was virtually impossible not to. “No,” she replied simply and truthfully.

William came up on the American’s other side. “You should see her in the hunting field,” he boasted.

The American looked surprised. Then, “I should very much like to,” he replied, and Barbara, for some odd reason, felt slightly flustered.

“Do you hunt in Virginia, sir?” she asked.

“Do we breathe in Virginia?” he replied humorously.

“What kind of hounds do you use?” William asked curiously, and for the remainder of the ride the two men discussed the breeding of hounds, a subject on which the Virginian appeared very knowledgeable.

As they separated at the park gate, Alan Maxwell looked directly at Barbara. “Are you going to Lady Darcy’s drum this evening?” he asked.

“Why, yes,” Barbara replied.

“Perhaps, then, you would honor me with a dance.”

“I should be happy to, Mr. Maxwell,” Barbara replied, and wondered why the prospect of seeing him again should produce in her such an odd feeling of exhilaration.

“A good fellow, Maxwell,” William pronounced as they rode homeward together. “Even if he is a colonial.”


Chapter 2

“This is just the sort of affair I wanted Alan to attend,” Mr. Maxwell said to Lord Peter Crashaw as they passed into Lady Darcy’s ballroom. “It was damned good of you to secure us invitations, Crashaw.”

Lord Peter was the younger son of a duke and in his early twenties he had been wise enough to marry an heiress from Yorkshire. The heiress had died in childbirth, leaving Lord Peter with a son and a great deal of money. Lord Peter always remembered her with great affection—she had proved herself a perfect wife. He had never remarried (there had been no need) and enjoyed a very pleasant life as one of London’s most well-liked bachelors.

Maxwell had been a friend of the duke’s son both at Eton and at Cambridge, and when he had arrived in London he immediately wrote to his old comrade.

Lord Peter adored arranging the lives of others and had immediately taken the two Americans in charge. Under his auspices, doors were opened to the Maxwells that would otherwise have remained firmly shut—even considering the nabob’s fortune that reposed so comfortably in Mr. Maxwell’s pocketbook.

In response to Mr. Maxwell’s words, Lord Peter smiled deprecatingly and waved a graceful hand. “The Darcys always do a first-rate job,” he agreed. He looked up at his friend’s extremely large son. “Is this at all like the colonies, Mr. Maxwell?”

“Oh, the London stage far surpasses us in elegance, sir,” Alan replied agreeably.

Lord Peter smiled. “Yet I understand that, unlike your father, you are going to return to Virginia.”

“That’s right.” Alan gave his father a distinctly sardonic look. “Papa was quite insistent that I accompany him on this trip, but I will be going home in June.”

“Well, we must endeavor to make your sojourn here a pleasant one.”

Lord Peter had reminded Alan of something ever since he had first met the elegant aristocrat. Now Alan realized what the resemblance was. Lord Peter’s round, alert, inquisitive face reminded him of a squirrel.

“Thank you, sir,” Alan replied with admirable gravity. “You are very kind.” He was afraid he was staring at Lord Peter’s face, so he moved his eyes away to circle the ballroom. They stopped, arrested, at the doorway.

His father’s eyes followed his. “What a lovely girl,” Alan heard Mr. Maxwell remark beside him to Lord Peter. “Who is she?”

“Lady Barbara Carr, Lady Abingdon’s daughter. That is Lady Abingdon with her now—and her brother William.”

“Abingdon,” said Alan. “Isn’t there a Lord Abingdon in the government?”

“Yes. He has the privy seal. The earl is Lady Barbara’s father.”

Alan removed his eyes from Barbara and looked at his father’s friend. “Yet you identified her as Lady Abingdon’s daughter,” Alan remarked on a note of inquiry.

“Oh well.” Lord Peter made a graceful gesture. “In that family, it is Lady Abingdon who counts. Her husband is in the government because of his wife’s exertions. She is a very clever, very influential woman. Half the fashionable world of London congregates daily at Abingdon House in Berkeley Square.”

“I see. And how old is Lady Barbara?” Alan asked casually, his eyes once again on the girl in question. She was crossing the room on the far side of the floor, she on one side of Lady Abingdon, her brother on the other.

“Eighteen. She was presented earlier this month.”

“Well, I reckon the young men are queuing up for her hand,” Mr. Maxwell said humorously.

“Ah…well, no,” replied Sir Peter gently. “There is the slight problem, you see, of the family finances.”

Alan raised a black eyebrow. “Broke?”

“Shot to pieces,” Lord Peter returned bluntly. “Lord Abingdon is a great trial to his family.” Then, as Alan continued to look inquiringly, “Gambling, you know.”

“I see,” said Alan.

Lord Peter sighed. “So many great families have been brought to ruin due to the Fatal Tendency. Look at the dear Duchess of Hampshire.”

Alan continued to listen to Lord Peter’s gossip with half an ear. His real attention was on the girl across the room.

It was halfway through the evening before he claimed his dance with Lady Barbara. Lord Peter had been assiduous in introducing his Americans to various members of the assembled company, and his hostess, Lady Darcy, had been equally assiduous in presenting Alan to several hopeful young ladies, whom he had, with impeccable manners, asked to dance.

Barbara, he noticed, had been out on the dance floor for every set. As they stood side by side waiting for the music to start, he asked pleasantly, “Are you enjoying the evening, Lady Barbara?”

She looked up at him. She was so slender, so finely made, that she appeared taller than she actually was. The top of her powdered head just cleared his shoulder. Her eyes were a remarkable deep dark blue.

“Very much, Mr. Maxwell,” she replied tranquilly. “And you? Have you many acquaintances in London?”

“My father has friends from his school and university days. He was educated at Eton and Cambridge.”

“Oh? Was he born in England, then?”

“No, like me, he was born in Virginia.”

“But you did not attend school in England?”

“No, Lady Barbara. I attended the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg.”

The music struck up and she put her slender hand into his big one. They bowed to each other. She was the most graceful woman he had ever seen—her every gesture was slow, fluid, and elegant. Her waist was long, fine, and flexible—like the stem of a flower.

He accompanied her back to her mother and was welcomed enthusiastically by William. Lady Abingdon was temperately kind and after a moment William took Alan away to present him to a group of his friends.

William’s friends were pleasant-enough fellows, clearly members of that London set Alan had heard designated as “bloods.” They were all mad on sport and were politely interested in the kind of hunting one could get in Virginia. As he spoke to them, Alan was aware of Barbara dancing with the extraordinarily handsome young man he had seen her with the previous evening. When the dance was finished the young man joined William’s group and was introduced as his cousin, Lieutenant Harry Wharton.

“Maxwell here has been telling us about hunting in Virginia,” William said to his cousin. “It sounds splendid fun.”

“I always thought Virginians were gentlemen,” Thomas Wellbourne, a rather florid young man in a pigeon’s-wing wig, remarked kindly. “A vastly different breed from that rabble in Massachusetts.”

“Ah.” Alan’s dark eyes narrowed slightly. “Have you many acquaintances from Massachusetts, Mr. Wellbourne?”

Mr. Wellbourne looked astonished. “Of course not.”

Alan stared at him, and the other young men were all of a sudden uncomfortably conscious of his superior height. “Of course not,” he echoed evenly. “I myself have never had the pleasure of meeting anyone from Massachusetts, and so I refrain from making judgments that can be based only upon conjecture and not upon evidence.”

Mr. Wellbourne’s florid face grew even redder. “There’s evidence enough that Massachusetts has little respect for the king’s law,” he said sharply.

“As to that, Mr. Wellbourne, respect is a two-way street.”

“I say, are you fellows still fretting about Townshend’s taxes?” William asked with an attempt at humor.

“I reckon we are,” Alan drawled in reply.

William looked a little bewildered. “I thought that was all settled when Parliament repealed the bill.”

Alan’s face was inscrutable. “Parliament repealed part of the bill. It left the tax on tea.”

“I think it only just, Maxwell,” came the clipped voice of Harry Wharton, “that you colonials shoulder some of the burden of your own defense. There are several thousand troops stationed in America.”

“We have a perfectly adequate militia, Lieutenant Wharton,” Alan replied. “We do not require nor did we request the presence of British troops on American soil.”

There was a moment of rather tense silence as the American planter and the British officer stared at each other. Neither pair of eyes gave way and William said, a trifle nervously, “Dash it all, Maxwell, but you colonials ought to pay some taxes. We pay enough of them in England, by God.”

“You are also represented in Parliament,” Alan replied pleasantly. “We, unfortunately, are not” He looked around the circle of high-bred, aristocratic faces and then, slowly and quite deliberately, he smiled “So you see, Mr. Wellbourne,” he said to that young man, “we Virginians can be just as obstreperous as our Massachusetts cousins.”

The smile, more than the words, disarmed the men who were listening to him.

“We’ll patch it up, I’m sure,” Thomas Wellbourne said magnanimously. “A family quarrel, that’s what it is. We’re all Englishmen, after all.”

“Certainly, Wellbourne,” Alan replied in his slow Virginia drawl. “As you say, we are all Englishmen.”

*

Alan rode early in the park the following morning, but he did not meet either William Carr or Lady Barbara. Later in the day, Sir Peter took Mr. Maxwell and his son to Brooks’s, the club most heavily patronized by London’s upper-class males. They played cards for a time, and after he relinquished his place to a newcomer, Alan fell into talk with a bushy-browed young man who had introduced himself as Charles James Fox.

For almost the first time since he had come to England, Alan found himself thoroughly enjoying a conversation. It was not until he discovered that Mr. Fox held a minor place in Lord North’s government that Alan felt the first note of discord.

“So you are a member of the government, Mr. Fox?” he said pleasantly, slowly revolving his glass of burgundy and looking at the other man out of suddenly hooded eyes.

“Do I detect a sudden chill in the air, Maxwell?” Mr. Fox asked humorously. “Yes, distinctly there has been a lowering of the temperature. Is the government so unpopular in America, then?”

“The news can’t come as any great surprise to you, Mr. Fox,” Alan said bluntly. “There have been enough protests, surely, from the various colonial legislatures to have informed his majesty’s government of the unhappiness of his subjects in America.”

“Yes. One has wondered, however, how widespread that unhappiness is.”

“Quite widespread,” Alan replied briefly.

“The problem is that America quite simply refuses to shoulder its share of the national defense.” The voice was a new one and Alan turned to look at the man who had joined them.

“I am afraid you have the advantage of me, sir,” Alan said slowly.

“May I introduce Mr. Thomas Whately, Maxwell,” Charles Fox said. “Mr. Whately was secretary to the treasury in Lord Grenville’s government”

There was a brief pause. “Then I have the pleasure of talking to the author of the Stamp Act,” Alan said. His arrogant nose had appeared to sharpen.

“You have, sir,” Mr. Whately replied strongly. “And I still say that Parliament has the right to tax its colonies—particularly when the tax money is going for the defense of those very colonies. And you are scoundrels, sir, if you refuse to accept that right.”

“We are not scoundrels, sir,” Alan replied, and now his drawl was very pronounced. He spared a brief glance for his father, who had come up beside him before turning back to Mr. Whately. “We are, thank God, British subjects who were born to liberty and who know how to prize it highly. We have always been in possession of the constitutional right to grant our own money. We would be slaves did we not have this right. And we will allow no one—certainly not Parliament—to deprive us of one of the essential rights of the British constitution.”

“All British subjects are virtually represented in Parliament,” Mr. Whately began. Alan made an angry, impatient gesture and Mr. Maxwell put a hand on his son’s arm.

“Do not speak to me of virtual representation, Mr. Whately,” Alan said. His voice was calm but his eyes were narrow and cold. “America has no representatives in Parliament And I tell you now the Parliament of Great Britain has no more right to put its hand into my pocket, without my consent, than I have to put my hand into yours.”

Several other men had gathered to listen to the debate and now the Marquess of Rockingham, leader of the opposition to the present government, put a hand on Alan’s other arm. “Come along and have a glass of wine with me, Mr. Maxwell. I think we may have a great deal in common.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Alan replied. Mr. Maxwell took his hand off his son’s other arm and Alan glanced down at his father’s worried face. He gave Mr. Maxwell a faint, reassuring smile before he allowed the Marquess of Rockingham to lead him off. Mr. Fox, after a brief comment, left to join the card game. Mr. Maxwell looked at his old school friend.

Lord Peter had a very speculative look on his face. “My, my,” he said softly. “Your son is a bit of a firebrand, is he not, Maxwell?”

The worried look on Mr. Maxwell’s face deepened. “I’m afraid you’re right, Crashaw.”

Lord Peter looked from Alan to Alan’s father. “He doesn’t resemble you at all, my friend. You’re tall enough, but your Alan is quite a giant.”

“He resembles his mother’s family in both height and coloring.”

“And temperament too, I should imagine,” Lord Peter murmured.

Mr. Maxwell smiled ruefully. “True.” There was a pause and then he went on, more slowly, “The situation in Virginia is far more unsettled than anyone in England appears to realize, Crashaw. And Alan, unfortunately, appears to have come under the sway of our more radical citizens. One of the reasons I was so insistent that he accompany me to England was that I hoped the visit would mellow him a little.”

“Well, he agreed to come. That is certainly something.”

Mr. Maxwell cast an ironic look at Lord Peter that made him look suddenly quite like his son. “He came because I promised to deed Newland—our plantation—over to him if he would.”

Lord Peter raised his well-tended eyebrows. “Ah. And are your other children of the same persuasion as Alan?”

“Helen, the eldest, is married to a sensible man who is as uncomfortable as I with this spirit of radicalism in the country. And Robert and Libby are too young to take much notice. No, it’s Alan who worries me.”

“Well, association with the Rockingham Whigs won’t mellow him, my friend.” Lord Peter looked at Mr. Maxwell curiously. “Just what are you afraid of, Maxwell? You don’t really think anything is going to come of this situation, do you?”

“I don’t know,” Mr. Maxwell replied unhappily. “But things are unpleasant enough to cause me to desire to leave.”

Lord Peter looked very thoughtful. “I see.”

“I do not want to see my son hanged for treason,” Mr. Maxwell said suddenly and explosively.

“Good God. Certainly not.” There was a pause and then Lord Peter asked tentatively, “You don’t think, then, you ought to remain in Virginia to…er…keep an eye on him, as it were?”

“If I thought it would do any good, I might. The sad truth is, Crashaw, that I haven’t been able to get Alan to do what he didn’t want to do since he was twelve years old.”

The two older men watched in silence the man they were discussing. One or two others had joined Lord Rockingham and the Englishmen were paying close attention to the tall American. Quite suddenly Alan smiled, and the warmth and good humor of that look reached all the way across the room.

“I have found him to be a most charming young man,” Sir Peter murmured.

“Oh, he’s charming,” his father returned with the slightest edge of bitterness to his voice. “He’s never defiant, Alan. He just—very charmingly—goes his own damn way. I wish to God there was someone sensible he would listen to!”

A perfectly vacant look descended over Lord Peter’s face. It was the look that usually denoted he was thinking. “Someone he would listen to,” he murmured. His eyes focused again. “Get him married,” he said firmly.

“Married!” Mr. Maxwell echoed in astonishment.

“Certainly.” Marriage had been so splendid an answer for him that Lord Peter tended to recommend it as a universal panacea. However, this was a fact of which Mr. Maxwell—buried all these years in Virginia—was unaware. “Wedlock to some nice sensible girl is what is required,” Lord Peter said now positively.

“I don’t know…” Mr. Maxwell murmured doubtfully.

“Take my advice, my friend. A good loyal English girl is what your Alan needs to bring him to his senses. Marry him off.”

“Of course, we would also require Alan’s consent,” Mr. Maxwell said with irony.

The vacant look once again descended over Lord Peter’s face. “Er…” he said after a moment, “I believe you have engaged to deed your plantation to him?”

“Yes.”

“And he desires the plantation?”

“Very much. He has all sorts of newfangled things he wants to try.”

“Well, then,” Lord Peter said delicately, “I believe you have the…er…lever you require.”

“Blackmail him, do you mean?”

Lord Peter smiled. “Precisely.”

Mr. Maxwell looked at his son. The expression on his face was extremely doubtful. “Alan is not what one would call easy to handle, Crashaw.”

“Resolution is all that is required, my friend,” Lord Peter said firmly. “Now, come along. We need to put our heads together as to the question of the girl.”


Chapter 3

“We have been invited to Chumley for Easter,” Lady Abingdon said to her daughter. “The Lades are having a large house party and the Marquess of Derby will be there.”

The Marquess of Derby was very wealthy and still unattached and had recently shown himself to be interested in Barbara.

Barbara put down the necklace she was holding. Lady Abingdon had come into her bedroom as she was dressing for the opera. Her mother was already magnificently gowned and elaborately coiffed, and Lady Abingdon’s handsome, carefully made-up face looked pleased at the prospect of the upcoming house party.

Barbara slowly turned to face Lady Abingdon. “Do you know, Mama, I don’t feel at all comfortable with Lord Derby.”

Lady Abingdon’s eyes focused hard on her daughter’s face. “Why not? What have you heard about him?”

“It’s not so much what I have heard as what I myself feel.”

“You will have to be more specific, my love,” Lady Abingdon said patiently. “What does Lord Derby make you feel?”

Barbara flushed lightly. “I don’t like him to touch me,” she said.

There was a pause and then Lady Abingdon sat down. “You are a young girl, my love, scarcely more than a child. You have been very carefully sheltered. You are not accustomed to men other than your brothers. It is quite natural for you to feel shy with Lord Derby.” Lady Abingdon’s voice was good-tempered and eminently rational.

“I don’t feel shy with him,” Barbara said. “I feel repelled.”

Lady Abingdon rose to her feet and began to pace the room. “Do you feel this way because of Harry Wharton?” she asked after a minute.

“I don’t know, Mama,” Barbara said unhappily.

“It is surely not necessary for me to tell you that a marriage between you and Harry is out of the question.”

“No, Mama,” Barbara said sadly. “You don’t have to tell me that. And truly, I do want to please you—only, not Lord Derby.”

“There are not that many to choose from, my love,” Lady Abingdon said wearily. “The state of your father’s affairs…well, I won’t scruple to tell you that we stand on the verge of utter ruin.”

Barbara’s blue eyes opened wide. “Mama!”

“We will have to let Carrington. If it weren’t entailed it would have to be sold. We have only managed to keep the town house due to the generosity of Lord Newcastle.”

“We are living on Lord Newcastle’s money?” Barbara asked faintly.

Lady Abingdon looked at her. “Yes.”

Barbara knew, had long known, what the relation between her mother and the Earl of Newcastle was, but never before had the subject been raised between mother and daughter.

“You needn’t love your husband, Barbara,” Lady Abingdon said practically. “One can be a perfectly good wife and still find ways to enjoy oneself. One must simply be careful to observe the conventions.” Barbara’s dark blue eyes remained fixed on her mother’s face. “Then, too,” Lady Abingdon continued, “there are your brothers to consider. Your father has cut their very future from beneath them.”

“I will think about what you have said, Mama,” Barbara said in a low voice, and Lady Abingdon bent to kiss her daughter’s cheek.

“I know you will, my love. Come along down to dinner, now. You will have to wear your hair au naturel to the opera this evening. There isn’t time to powder.”

“Yes, Mama,” said Barbara, and both she and Lady Abingdon went down to join her brother Frederick for dinner.

Barbara sat in Lady Abingdon’s box in the King’s Theater, oblivious of both the music and of the crowd of young gentlemen in the pit who ogled her so obviously. The only notice she appeared to take of her admirers occurred when she smiled briefly at Charles James Fox.

During the interval the opera house was ablaze with light and Barbara felt uncomfortably warm. “Would you like me to take you for a little walk, Lady Barbara?” said a light, familiar voice behind her, and Barbara turned to look into the dark blue eyes of the Earl of Newcastle. “You look rather pale,” he said.

Barbara managed a smile. “No, thank you, my lord. I am perfectly fine, I assure you.”

The slender, elegant nobleman, who was most probably her father, smiled back. “Very well. You mustn’t overdo the parties, though, my dear. A first season can be very fatiguing.”

Barbara bowed her head a little but did not reply, and in a moment she saw the earl bending close to say something to her mother. Barbara looked blindly out across the glittering opera house.

All of her life Barbara had adored her mother. Unlike many women in her social position, Lady Abingdon had always found time for her children. She had read to them, talked to them, written to them, brought them to town so they could be with her during the season, gone with them to Sir Joshua Reynolds’ to have their portraits painted, listened to them, schemed and worried for them. It was her children, not her husband, who had received the brunt of Lady Abingdon’s narrow and powerful affection. And her children, in return, loved her. Further, they were devoted to one another. Barbara had grown up in that most secure and reassuring of all social units, a strongly knit family group.

It was not until she turned sixteen that the first intimation that her life as she knew it rested on shaky foundations first struck Barbara. She vividly remembered the occasion. It was Christmastime and Harry Wharton had caught her under the mistletoe and kissed her. Later that evening her mother had taken her aside and explained, very gently, that she must not allow herself to become too fond of Harry.

Barbara sat now, gazing blindly out across the blazing opera house and listening to the low murmur of the Earl of Newcastle’s voice as he spoke to her mother.

Nothing would ever be the same as it had been in her childhood. “You are a woman now,” her mother had said to her. But I don’t want to be a woman! Barbara thought passionately. I want to be a child again, playing at Carrington with William and Harry, wondering if there would be buns for tea. And instead she sat here, exposed to the knowing eyes of all these people—Lady Barbara Carr, for sale to the highest bidder. Oh, Mama, she cried silently, how could you do this to me?

But it was not Mama’s fault. Mama had carried the family for years. It was time now for her daughter to lend some assistance.

Barbara drew herself up and took a deep, slow breath. The opera was preparing to begin again and as her eyes traveled back toward the stage they were caught by a tall, broad-shouldered figure in a box near the stage. Mr. Alan Maxwell was sitting with the Marquess of Rockingham, but now, almost as if he felt her gaze, his head turned and his eyes met hers.

It was the second time he had caught her staring at him, Barbara thought. He did not smile, nor did she, and the look they exchanged was an odd mixture of acknowledgment, wariness, and some other emotion that Barbara did not quite recognize.

*

The house party that collected at Chumley, country seat of the Earl and Countess of Lade, was large and glittering. The April weather was crisp, the gathering youthful and splendid, and the possibilities for new combinations of partners intriguing. Lady Abingdon was among the more mature of the guests and she was not one to be harshly judgmental as long as the proper appearances were maintained. It was a house party fraught with possibilities.

Alan Maxwell was there, invited at the request of Charles Fox. Mr. Maxwell and Sir Peter, being of more sober years and demeanor, had not been included in Lady Lade’s splendid hospitality. Mr. Maxwell had urged Alan to attend. Chumley was one of the greatest country houses in England.

Alan could not help but be impressed by his surroundings. The house was more a palace than a home, with a grand high-ceilinged state room, two great staircases, and a plenitude of splendid wrought ironwork and exquisitely carved woodwork. The park, which had been laid out by Capability Brown, featured a deer park, a great sheet of artificial lake, and a waterfall.

The scale of everything was so different, Alan thought as he walked slowly about the garden on the afternoon of his arrival. The whole of Newland would fit easily into the reception rooms of Chumley. He was noticing a particularly pretty hedge when he rounded a corner and came upon Lady Barbara Carr sitting on a bench with a book in her hand. She was alone.

Alan stopped. She wore a simple dress of worked muslin with a tiffany sash around her waist. Her hair was dressed without powder and a quantity of shining dark brown curls were threaded by a blue ribbon and tumbled down about her shoulders.

“Good afternoon, Lady Barbara,” Alan said.

She looked up from her book slowly. She never jerked or started, he had noticed, not even when she was surprised.

“Mr. Maxwell.” Her voice was always more deeply pitched than he expected it to be. She closed her book. “Are you a guest this holiday also?”

He moved over to stand close to her. “Yes. Mr. Fox was kind enough to procure an invitation for me.

Barbara smiled. “If you are a friend of Mr. Fox’s you will go everywhere.”

He stood looking down into her face. Her skin, in the harsh afternoon light, was flawless as a baby’s. Her face was delicately boned and utterly pure, except for the chin. It was a determined little chin, dented by a distinct and fascinating cleft. She was like a Renaissance painting, he thought, and she always provoked in him the same damn reaction.

“What are you reading?” he asked.

She held up her book a little so he could see the title. “Robinson Crusoe” she said. There was room on the seat beside her. “Do sit down, Mr. Maxwell. The sun is very pleasant here.”

He sat down and stretched his booted legs in front of him. “What does one do on a country-house visit in England, Lady Barbara?”

She ran her hand lightly over the book in her lap. “Very much what one does on a visit in Virginia, I suspect. One eats and drinks and makes music and rides horses.” She looked up into his face. “Is that what you do in Virginia, Mr. Maxwell?”

“It sounds a familiar program,” he replied easily. “We do quite a bit of boating, as well. All the plantations are situated on rivers, you see. One lives quite literally with the water at one’s door.”

A smile came into the dark blue eyes. “Carrington, my home, is on the water also. I have always been able to see the Channel from my bedroom window.”

“Newland is on the James River. I can sit on my front steps and watch the boats from England dock right at my own landing.”

Barbara’s head tilted the slightest fraction. “Newland. Is that the name of your plantation?”

“Yes.”

She ran her forefinger slowly along the binding of her book. Her hands were very slender, the nails immaculately manicured. “How did your family come to immigrate to America, Mr. Maxwell?”

He replied, his eyes on her hand, “My great-grandfather fought for the king during the English Civil War. After Charles’s execution, he went to America to escape from the Roundheads. A great many Virginia families have similar origins.”

“I did not know that. And will you be returning to Virginia, then, or are you planning to make your home in England?”

He moved his eyes from her hand to her face. Her eyes were a much darker blue than the afternoon sky. “I will be returning to Virginia, Lady Barbara. My father stays in England.”

Barbara nodded and for a moment a wistful look flitted across her face. “It is hard to leave the home of one’s childhood.”

There was more seductiveness in the slow movement of her eyelashes than there was in the entire bodies of most other women he had known. She did not realize she was seductive, nor was she trying to attract him; it was just there, potent and dizzying and oddly at variance with the well-bred young lady she so obviously was.

She seemed to sense the vibration of his blood, for she drew a little away from him and then stood up. “I must be getting back to the house,” she said. “Mama will be looking for me.”

She bent to pick up her parasol and he noticed that her sash had become untied. He offered to tie it for her. She looked scandalized.

“Oh no.” She was holding her book and her parasol, and she looked around as if to put them down. “I’ll tie it, thank you.”

He put his hands on her shoulders and gently turned her. She could feel his hands close to her waist as he retied the sash. Her heart was hammering. “Thank you,” she said breathlessly when he had finished, and she turned to find him very close. His shoulders were so enormous they blocked out her whole view of the garden. “Mama will be looking for me,” she repeated, and when he didn’t reply, she added, “I shall see you at dinner, Mr. Maxwell.”

“Until dinner, Lady Barbara,” he repeated gravely, and stood watching her as she went down the garden path toward the house.

*

Barbara was preoccupied as she dressed for dinner. What was there about this big American that disturbed her so? He was not handsome—he was too dark, too hard-looking. Except when he smiled. His smile changed everything. He had not smiled at her this afternoon. She remembered the feel of his hands at her waist and a little shiver went all through her. It was not at all the same kind of shiver evoked by the thought of the Marquess of Derby.

The marquess was at Chumley and he took Barbara in to dinner. He was a dissipated-looking man in his early thirties whose reputation as a rake was well-deserved. He was reputed to be a charter member of the Hell Fire Club, a group famous for its unsavory sexual excesses. He was unmarried and, rumor had it, presently in the market for a wife. Despite his expensive dissipations, he was immensely wealthy.

Barbara could not like him. She behaved to him with perfect graciousness, but she did nothing at all to encourage his interest. She very much hoped he would transfer his attentions to some other prospect. There were two unmarried girls at Chumley besides herself, and both of them came from families that were notably solvent. She nodded her head when the marquess addressed a remark to her, and took a sip of her wine. She refrained, consciously, from looking down the table to where Alan Maxwell was seated next to Elinor Wells, one of the other unmarried girls.

She wished Harry was here. Or her brothers. She wished she did not feel so vulnerable, so dreadfully alone. She smiled slightly at something Lord Derby said and looked over at her mother. Lady Abingdon was talking to the Earl of Lade and did not notice her daughter’s glance. Barbara straightened her spine slightly and this time answered Lord Derby calmly. She allowed no sign of relief to cross her face when Lady Lade rose to take the ladies into the drawing room, but she was careful to seat herself in a group around Lady Lade, who was seated at the harpsichord. When the gentlemen came in, Lord Derby had to take a chair next to Miss Wells, who looked disappointed and stared reproachfully at Mr. Maxwell. The faintest of smiles curved Barbara’s lips before she turned back to urge Lady Lade to play another selection.
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