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Chapter One

The early afternoon sun shone brightly through the large, muslin-draped windows, putting a halo around the shrouded easel that stood in front of them.

Sally Mallory, in whose honor Mrs. Lacker was holding this small soiree, was nowhere to be seen. As more people entered the sparsely furnished studio, those already assembled looked up expectantly, only to resume their conversations when they saw it was not she.

Sally was the most sought after portrait painter among the older dowagers. The reason, apart from her obvious talent, was that these ladies knew there would be no danger of Sally’s stealing their daughters’ hearts. The shocking scandal of three years ago when Lady Katra Stephens eloped with her French artist was still fresh in everyone’s minds. Consequently, when Sally had her first exhibition not long after this momentous event, she was welcomed by all the mothers of beautiful young maidens.

“I can’t think where she is,” Mrs. Lacker, the redoubtable middle-aged widow with whom Sally made her home, observed a mite nervously to Sally’s brother, Evan. “She promised that she wouldn’t be late for this unveiling. Although perhaps her absence is for the best, as Frobisher has yet to arrive. It’s such a pity that Caro and Evensford couldn’t be here.” She continued in her prattling manner, “It marks the first time that the whole family haven’t been together for a viewing.”

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Lacker,” Evan said in an effort to placate her. “Sally understands that Caro and Giles are far too busy putting Broadlands into shape to take time out to visit London. And Frobisher’s seemingly tardy behavior is probably explained by the fact that he is waiting for Serena to ready herself, for he promised to escort her. And the proceedings really can’t begin until Sally’s latest model is here.”

“But I am worried,” Mrs. Lacker said pensively. “What will happen if this painting of Frobisher’s sister fails to please him?”

“He may well be regarded as the foremost art critic in London, but Sally is so well established now as a portrait painter, that I don’t really believe any adverse criticism even from him can harm her.”

Mrs. Lacker shook her head doubtfully as she surveyed the people already gathered. “Lady Pinson, over there, the one in the frightful pink turban, she would be very quick to agree with anything Frobisher says. And that nasty little man, Henri Le Moulinière; he too would enjoy spreading malicious gossip. Unfortunately, for some reason that I have never understood, their views are highly regarded.” She sighed unhappily. “I just wish Sally had relented and allowed me one little peek at the painting.”

“She never has before,” Evan reasoned, “and none of her previous works have ever drawn harsh words. Indeed, you know as well as I, that her style has improved enormously since her first exhibition two years ago. Anyway, no matter what Frobisher has to say, Sir Percy Badham is here and he, undoubtedly, will heap praise upon the artist.”

“The sort of praise Sally can well do without. I don’t think I’ve ever met a man I dislike more.”

Evan laughed. “Then why ever did you invite him?” 

“I didn’t,” Mrs. Lacker snapped indignantly. “He arrived with Le Moulinière. Sally will be most unhappy when she sees him, for she doesn’t like him either.” She paused to take a glass of champagne from a tray carried by a passing footman. “What of you, Evan?” she asked, abruptly changing the conversation. “Are you still enjoying your work with Lord Salisbury?” 

“Immensely,” Evan replied, his handsome face suddenly serious. “He is a marvelous person, and I’m convinced he will be our next Prime Minister. I, at any rate, am doing all in my power to help him.”

“And I intend to do the same,” Sir Percy Badham interrupted as he sidled up behind Evan. “Lord Salisbury is just what this country needs. Good afternoon, Mrs. Lacker,” he continued smoothly, making her a small bow. “I cannot tell you how much pleasure it gives me to be here this afternoon among such august company.”

Mrs. Lacker stiffened at this, but forced herself to smile graciously. “And so unexpected,” she murmured and moved away to greet some new arrivals.

“At what time can we expect Miss Mallory?” Sir Percy asked of Evan. “I had hoped to speak with her before the grand moment.”

Evan looked down, for he was a good six inches taller, and noticed for the first time what small eyes Sir Percy had. Unsmiling, hard ones, set deep in his florid face. Indeed, now that Mrs. Lacker had put him in mind of it, Evan thought, there was very little to like about Sir Percy’s outward appearance. He was short, with an overly large stomach, which seemed out of proportion with his short legs. His narrow shoulders were obviously enlarged by the discreet use of pads, and his bush whiskers appeared to be permanently stained with lord knew what. No wonder Sally found him so unattractive.

A sudden silence fell upon the room and Evan looked toward the door. Frobisher and his sister, Lady Serena Ashley, stood on the threshold. However, Evan only had eyes for Serena, his fiancée. Serena’s exquisite face, framed by a mass of blond curls, wore a worried frown until her gaze came to rest on him, and then a bright smile took its place. Evan, conscious only of the rapid beating of his own heart, excused himself from Sir Percy, and made his way toward her.

“Serena,” he whispered, taking her outstretched hand in his. “You look positively ethereal.” She laughed and to Evan it sounded like the jingle of silver bells. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come in case the painting was not well received.”

“Evan, dearest, I wouldn’t let Sally down,” she responded. “We’re late because I had a most difficult time deciding what to wear. Ian is absolutely furious with me.” She shrugged her slender shoulders. “Do you approve of my choice?”

Evan tore his gaze away from her face and looked down. “Perfection,” he said, eyeing the plain blue muslin which showed off to a finish her body, almost boyish in its slimness. “But then, my darling, you make anything you wear look wonderful.”

A becoming blush tinged her cheeks at this compliment and she squeezed his hand gratefully. “Will you promise to talk like this when we have been married ten years?” she asked softly. “I…I couldn’t bear it if you became as cynical as my brother. He’s so difficult at times.”

“Maybe he will change when he finds a lady he can love as I love you,” Evan said. He looked toward Frobisher, who seemed to be deep in conversation with Lady Pinson and studied him for a moment. He found it difficult to believe that the haughty man with harsh, craggy features could be in any way related to his fiancée, for Frobisher was the complete antithesis of Serena. Where she was warmhearted and gay, he was serious. Serena was generous of spirit and Frobisher tended to treat people with disdain. Granted, among the art historians of that time, only he had attained such eminence, and as far as Evan could comprehend, this had been achieved despite his arrogant demeanor, and arrogant was the last word anyone would use to describe Serena. “Although,” he continued as he turned back to address Serena, “methinks it will take a lady with a great deal of courage to willingly enter into a marriage contract with him.”

Serena nodded her agreement. “Anyway, let us not talk of such depressing matters, for this is supposed to be a day of celebration. Where’s Sally?”

“Waiting, no doubt, until everyone has gathered before making a grand entrance. In fact, I think I’ll tell Perkins to advise her that you and Ian have arrived, for it is about time we all saw her latest masterpiece.” He detached himself reluctantly from her side and went in search of Mrs. Lacker’s butler. As soon as he had delivered his instructions to that worthy gentleman, he turned back and was annoyed to see Sir Percy standing beside Serena, talking to her in what he could only describe as an intimate fashion. However, before he could rejoin her, Frobisher beckoned to him and good manners forced him to join the man who was soon to be his brother-in-law.

“Do we have much longer to wait, Evan?” Frobisher asked with ill-concealed impatience. “I have another engagement in Vauxhall within the hour.”

“No. I have just sent word to Sally that it’s time she put in an appearance. I’m sorry that we are causing you such inconvenience.”

“It can’t be helped, I suppose; only I promised Giles that I would look at a vacant building across the river and my secretary unfortunately made an appointment for three o’clock.”

“Giles is still looking to expand his orphanage, is he?” Evan inquired.

“At the urging of your oldest sister. It would seem that she is most anxious to help him with his charity cases.”

“Caro certainly embraced all of Giles’s problems when she married him,” Evan observed, at the same time wishing that Sally would hurry up. “Would you care for a glass of champagne?” he asked, suddenly noticing that Frobisher’s glass was empty. “Or some food, perhaps?”

The Duke shook his head. “I rarely indulge myself heavily in the early afternoon,” he said, his gray eyes seemingly heavy with boredom. “Especially when I have business to conduct.” He broke off as the door opened. “Ah! Here she is. Are you to do the honors?” He seemed oblivious to the cheer that went up as Sally, looking unusually striking in a dress of red crepe that hugged her attractive figure in a tantalizing way, made her entrance.

“Yes…yes,” Evan murmured absentmindedly, momentarily distracted as he watched his sister move gracefully through a throng of admirers. “She is presenting this painting to Serena and me as our wedding gift. Please excuse me. I’ll see what I can do to speed up the ceremony, and then you can be on your way. But please accept my thanks for finding the time to come this afternoon.”

“Serena wouldn’t have it any other way, although your sister no longer needs my praise to convince people she is a good artist.”

“You’re too kind,” Evan muttered as he hurried away. By the time he had fought his way through the crowd of well-wishers that had gathered about Sally, another five minutes had elapsed. Taking her firmly by the hand he steered her away. “Where the devil have you been?” he growled. “We’ve all been waiting an age for you.”

“Don’t be in such a taking, Evan,” Sally said, her eyes alight with laughter. It always amused her to see her brother ruffled. “I had a terrible time trying to persuade Mrs. Lacker’s maid to dress my hair this way. She would have it that it doesn’t suit me.”

“Nonsense,” Evan responded, giving her brown curls a cursory glance. “You look quite dashing.”

“Well, well,” Sally smiled, “coming from you that is quite a compliment. I’m glad my efforts haven’t been in vain.” She didn’t deem it necessary to mention to her brother just what lengths she had gone to, to achieve the look she now sported. Why she had gone to such trouble was a question she hadn’t dared ask herself, for she knew subconsciously she was attempting to impress the man most responsible for her success. Frobisher. Ian, as she now had to call him in private. It irked her, that in the two years she had known him he hadn’t once made a personal remark about her appearance. She was honest enough to admit that she didn’t have the good looks of either of her two sisters. Indeed, until recently, she had always referred to herself as a plain Jane. Only those who knew her well didn’t agree with this description, for they found her quick wit and lively mind most attractive.

“My dear Miss Mallory,” the obsequious voice of Sir Percy broke through her musing, “I couldn’t help but overhear your last remark and I do want to assure you that nothing you do would be in vain. If your brother has failed to tell you, allow me. You look magnificent.” Sally looked down at him disdainfully. “My maid has also informed me of that fact, Sir Percy,” she said coldly, and felt thoroughly out of sorts when he laughed as though she had just uttered something droll. Turning to Evan, she cast him a look of such appeal that he tightened his grip on her elbow and pulled her away.

“Forgive us, Sir Percy,” he said over his shoulder, “but we are running very late and must get on.” 

“Thank you, brother,” Sally whispered. “He’s such an odious man with the grasp of an octopus. It makes no difference how insulting I am to him; he just tightens his tentacles and refuses to let go.”

“What do you expect from a ne’er-do-well who has managed to cling to the fringes of Society all these years? He is well practiced in the art of tagtail. Anyway, we must make haste, for Frobisher…I mean Ian, cannot stay, and he is most anxious to see his sister’s portrait.”

“I’m surprised he came at all,” she retorted, riled by the Duke’s cavalier attitude. “Anyway, it’s not exactly a portrait of Serena, for I used another model as well.” She saw the look of surprise that crossed Evan’s face and added hurriedly, “Don’t worry, I’m sure everyone will approve, for the model I chose was a perfect complement to Serena.”

“Who is she?”

“No one you would know,” she replied. “A lady I met in the park a few months ago. She…she had such character to her face that I approached her and asked if she would pose for me.”

“Really, Sally,” Evan admonished. “You mustn’t be so forward. For all you know this lady might…might…well, might not even be socially acceptable.” 

“I thought of that and so she never actually sat with Serena. I managed to arrange for separate sessions. But, I’m sure you will agree, as soon as you see the result, that I haven’t made a mistake.”

Evan tried to conceal the doubt he felt, as for the thousandth time he wished his sister was not quite so impulsive. She seemed utterly oblivious to the code of conduct expected from a young lady of fashion, so absorbed was she in her art.

“You’re not planning on making a speech, are you?” Sally asked, halting in front of the easel that held the picture.

“Good heavens, no. Now, you stand there, my dear, and I’ll just call for everyone’s attention.” However, there was no need for Evan to do that, because everyone had turned toward the shrouded painting and was waiting for it to be unveiled. Evan, aware of the importance of the moment, cleared his throat and in his deep, masculine voice announced, “Ladies and Gentlemen, I am proud to be the one to unveil Innocence, the latest painting by the renowned artist, Sally Mallory.” He placed his hand on the satin cord that held the velvet cover in place and gave it a sharp tug. As it fell to the floor he stood back to gaze upon the portrait of his fiancée for the first time.

Sally, knowing that this was her finest work ever, stood to the side, smiling expectantly, as she waited for the applause. The first indication she had that something was amiss was the look of horror on Evan’s face. Then, instead of hearing the applause, it seemed to her that the assembled crowd gave a collective gasp of surprise before lapsing into an embarrassed silence. Perturbed, she looked toward Frobisher, who was standing at the back of her studio and she watched helplessly as she saw his face redden in rage.

“What…what is it, Evan?” she whispered desperately. “Is…is the painting so terrible?”

“Sally…Sally,” he groaned. “Why on earth did you have to pick Sonja Andrews as the other model? Of all the women in London, why her?”

She turned away, totally bewildered by her brother’s reaction and was about to step off the podium when she found her path blocked by Frobisher.

“If your purpose was to make a jesting stock of me, Miss Mallory,” he said, his tone icy, “then I’m afraid you will have to find another vehicle. For this….” he broke off and gestured toward the painting, “this is not worth the canvas it’s painted on.” Without giving her a chance to answer, he turned on his heel and marched out of the room.

As he left, the silence ended, and everyone broke into excited conversation. “I would never have dreamed it possible,” Sally heard one woman say. “The naiveté, thinking that she could get away with it. Innocence, indeed.” “The devil in disguise would be more appropriate,” was another remark that drifted up to her. However, she stood proudly where she was, the trembling in her legs making it impossible for her to move. She was vaguely aware of Evan and Mrs. Lacker gently shepherding people toward the door as she fought for control. But the only thing she could think of was that for some reason that had yet to be explained to her, her career appeared to be in ruins because she had been publicly condemned by the foremost art critic in England.

Finally, when only Serena, Evan and Mrs. Lacker remained, she gave a hollow laugh. “Would someone mind explaining what I have done?”

Mrs. Lacker gave her a troubled look and shook her head sadly. “My dear Sally, I’m afraid you have delivered Frobisher an insult that he will never forgive you for.”

“I…I don’t understand. The man has never taken more than a passing interest in me. Why would he think I would want to deliberately offend him?”

“There’s no reason why you should understand the workings of his mind,” Evan said stoutly. “Only…only Sonja Andrews was, until a few months ago…eh…hem…. He glanced warily toward Serena, not wishing to shock her with the revelation he was about to make.

“What, Evan?” Serena urged, her voice anxious. “What connection does this Miss Andrews have with my brother that would cause him to behave so abominably?”

“She was his mistress,” Mrs. Lacker supplied quickly, “and they parted on particularly unfriendly terms.”

Evan moved toward Serena, as though to cushion the blow of Mrs. Lacker’s words, but she gave him a brave little smile as though to reassure him that she wasn’t the least put out by this disclosure.

“How dare he?” Sally expostulated. “How dare he? How can he be regarded as an impartial critic if he allows his judgment to be swayed by…by something so trivial. He, of all people, should be able to recognize the classic lines to Miss Andrews’s face. What does it matter who she is?”

“Sally…Sally,” Evan interrupted. “It only matters because you have put her in the same picture as Serena. Surely you can see how embarrassing it is for him?”

Sally shook her head and stamped her foot angrily. “No, Evan, I think he has overstepped the mark. I…I only understand beauty and paint it when I see it. I…I don’t deal in broken love affairs.”

“Dear Sally,” Serena interposed, “I’m so sorry this happened. Perhaps if I have a word with Ian….”

“You will do no such thing, Serena” Sally responded, her eyes flushing angrily. “If he thinks to ruin me, I…I shall prove him wrong in my own way.”

Mrs. Lacker shook her head sadly. “Sally, dearest, I’m afraid that for the present, at least, there will be little enough work for you. By the time Lady Pinson and Henri Le Moulinière have finished telling everyone what happened here this afternoon, Society will give you a wide berth for a long while.”

“I refuse to run away,” Sally retorted.

“I see no need for that,” Evan interrupted. “However, I would suggest that you go to Broadlands and stay with Caro and Giles until the dust has settled a bit. Mrs. Lacker can put out the story that you have gone to paint Caro’s portrait. A long-standing engagement, or something like that.”

Mrs. Lacker gave him a grateful look, and seeing that Sally was wavering, pressed her to go. “I shall stay here, of course, which will give me the opportunity to still some of the wagging tongues.”

“I really don’t have much choice, do I?” Sally said, realizing the futility of arguing further with her friends. “I only hope that my disagreement with the Duke doesn’t interfere with your wedding plans, Evan, for the man is quite obviously insanely vindictive.” 

Serena shook her head. “Dear, dear Sally, I understand how you feel. I’m so sorry. Really I am.”

With an effort, Sally forced herself to smile. “Lordie me,” she quipped, “it’s not your fault, Serena, that you have such an odious brother. Don’t worry about me, for I shall come about. You’ll see. I’ll prove to everyone that Frobisher can be wrong.”




Chapter Two

Evensford opened the door as soon as he heard the maid’s gentle tap. He touched his lips with his fingers briefly to indicate that she should remain silent, and then relieved her of the breakfast tray. He pushed the door closed with a foot and advanced toward the bed, the sound of his footfall cushioned by the thick pile of the carpet. He looked down at his bride of almost a year and his normally harsh features softened.

Carolina, the Duchess of Evensford, stirred and, without opening her eyes murmured sleepily, “Put the tray down on the commode please, Ella Louise,” and then curled herself up into a tight ball.

The Duke followed the instructions and once his hands were free he sat on the bed and caressed Carolina’s long auburn hair that had spread itself about the pillows.

At his touch her eyes flew open and with a cry of delight she threw her arms about his neck and kissed him with passionate abandon on his firm mouth.

“Good morning, Giles, my darling,” she whispered at length. “What a delightful surprise. I thought you would be long gone by now.”

He stretched out beside her and, cradling her hand in his, shook his head. “My dearest love, how could I possibly abandon you after the news you gave me last night?” He gently disengaged his hand and placed it on her stomach. “What’s it to be?” he asked, his voice husky with emotion. “A boy or a girl?”

Carolina laughed and struggled to sit up. “Mayhap one of each,” she replied, “but I’m afraid we are going to have to contain our curiosity for another six months.” Giles turned and regarded his wife fondly. “My dearest, you have made me so happy. I never thought that when I rescued you from that brute of a dog two years ago that my life would change so completely. Yet, here I am, the happiest of men, still filled with lust for my wife.”

Carolina gave an earthy chuckle that sent a tingle down his spine. “I hope I shall always instill that feeling in you,” she said, arching her brows seductively. “For I should hate it if you found it necessary to seek favors from other women.”

“Never! You are the most wanton creature I have ever met. Who knows, we may well set a new trend and make it fashionable for a man to actually love his wife.”

“My family certainly proves that,” she remarked. “Bethany and George are as much in love now as they ever were and when Evan and Serena marry they will be further proof of this astonishing phenomenon.” Bethany was Carolina’s youngest sister and had been happily married for well over a year. “But Sally…I don’t know Giles. I begin to despair. What are we going to do with her?”

Evensford swung his legs to the floor and stood up. “Nothing,” he said amiably. “She is well capable of organizing her own life. Indeed, I am persuaded that she would resent any interference from me. Now, let me pour you some coffee before it gets cold.”

“I can’t agree,” Carolina responded. “Sally needs to be taken in hand. She…she….” Her voice trailed away as Giles brought his lips down on hers.

“Ssssh!” he whispered. “Drink this up.”

Carolina took the proffered cup and sipped the hot liquid delicately. “But really, Giles….”

“My love,” he said, shaking a warning finger at her playfully, “take my advice and find someone else to worry over. Here, maybe this letter from Mrs. Lacker will divert you. She must have some extraordinary gossip to impart for her to have had it delivered so early in the morning.”

“I wonder what it’s all about. Here, Giles, take this cup so that I may open it.” She quickly broke the seal of the envelope and read the note slowly. By the time she had finished, a worried frown creased her brow.

“What is it, my love?” The Duke asked, alarmed by the change in her mood. “Is something amiss?”

“Oh, Giles!” she said. “It’s Sally. It’s most unfair, but she’s been ruined by Ian. Read this, for Mrs. Lacker is quite explicit.”

“Of all the foolhardy things to do,” Evensford exclaimed after he had read the letter. “How could she have been oblivious to the gossip about Ian and Sonja Andrews? No wonder Ian was in such a taking.”

“That doesn’t excuse his behavior,” Carolina answered in stout defense of her sister. “To…to humiliate Sally in front of so many people. Why, it’s unworthy of him. Poor Sally, she must feel absolutely wretched.” 

Evensford eyed her with concern, for it was not like his wife to let something like this upset her. “Try not to worry, my love,” he said. “Mrs. Lacker said that Sally is on her way down to stay with us, and if that is so she will be here in time for tea. I’m sure, when we see her, she will give us a vastly different account of what actually happened.”

“I hope you’re right, Giles, but Mrs. Lacker is seldom given to exaggeration. Please hand me my robe. I must hurry and dress so I can prepare for Sally’s visit.”

The Duke was correct about one thing. Sally arrived just as tea was being served in the small sitting room adjacent to his study. However, one look at her face was enough to tell Carolina that Mrs. Lacker had not overstated the effect Frobisher’s words had had on Sally. Waiting only for the butler to withdraw, Carolina quickly bade Sally tell her exactly what had transpired.

“You must have received Mrs. Lacker’s missive,” Sally responded with a forced laugh. “It’s…it’s quite simple, really. Frobisher seemed to think that I had set about to deliberately provoke him. Though why he would imagine I would want to do such a thing is quite past my comprehension.”

“He…he still feels very sensitive about the troubles Miss Andrews caused,” Carolina ventured in an attempt to pacify Sally. “And, I’m sure the shock he received when he saw that you had used her as a model with his sister caused him to react the way he did.” 

“Then I think it’s high time he realized that I’m above such nonsense,” Sally snapped, her eyes brimming with indignation. “His past follies are not my concern and…and he is quite old enough to know that, and not make me suffer because of them.” 

Carolina sighed. She knew there was nothing she could say that would help her sister get over the humiliation. Time would be the only healer of that particular wound.

“Anyway, Caro,” Sally continued, as she struggled for control, “I think the least said on the matter, the best. Mrs. Lacker has put the word about that I have come to paint your portrait, and that is exactly what I intend to do. Only, first, if you are agreeable, I think that I will go to Woodstock tomorrow. I…I would like to be by myself for a while. Just for a few days.” 

“I won’t countenance such a thing,” Carolina said firmly. “You cannot live in our old house alone. I will come with you.”

“No…no,” Sally said hastily. “Mrs. Lacker will agree to accompany me. I know she will enjoy herself in the country. She has often remarked that she misses it since leaving Bath.”

Carolina, relieved that Sally was displaying such a positive attitude, smiled and patted the seat next to hers. “Well…if you’re sure Mrs. Lacker won’t mind. You see, in the circumstances I don’t think Giles would have allowed me to come anyway.”

“What circumstances?” Sally asked as she sat down. 

“Oh dear! I hadn’t meant to tell you just yet. I wanted you to settle in first.”

“For goodness sake, Caro.” Sally laughed. “Are you trying to tell me that you are expecting a baby?” 

Carolina nodded. “I hope you are prepared to become a doting aunt.”

“Oh, Caro! I’m so thrilled for you and Giles,” Sally exclaimed as all traces of her earlier temper over Frobisher evaporated. “Of course I’m prepared. When is it…he…she expected?”

“November.”

“Well, you mustn’t overdo things. You need to rest, and…and….”

Carolina held a hand up to silence her sister. “Enough,” she laughed. “The happy event is six months away and I refuse to become a recluse until it’s absolutely necessary. I’ve never felt better in my life and I have every intention of continuing to do what I normally do until Giles is too ashamed to escort me.” 

Sally giggled. “I’m acting like a maiden aunt already, aren’t I? You know what’s best, of course, but I’ve always thought that when one was in such a ‘delicate’ condition, one simply retired for the duration.” 

“Old-fashioned poppycock,” Carolina retorted, hugging Sally affectionately. “As, no doubt, you will discover for yourself one day.”

Sally pulled away abruptly and with a defiant shake of her head stood up. “Never,” she said. “Never. I shall content myself by playing with all the nieces and nephews that you, Bethany and Serena present me with.”

Realizing that it would be silly to press the point, Carolina shrugged her shoulders. “I won’t argue with you,” she said, “but I shall never stop hoping that you will change your mind.”

Later that same day, as Carolina was changing for dinner, she told Giles what had transpired. “Do you really think that Sally will remain a spinster?” she asked.

The Duke paused in the act of tying his cravat and placed his hands about her waist. “What can I say to reassure you? It will take a very special man to convince Sally that marriage is more important than her art. All I can say is that one day I think she will meet her match.”

“I had always hoped that she and Ian would find each other acceptable,” Carolina mused. “But not now…. Oh dear! How complicated life can be.” 

Evensford laughed and planted a kiss amid her curl. “My little matchmaker,” he teased. “Ian is a true misogynist and is unlikely to exchange his bachelorhood for even as blissful a state as ours.”

“Even so,” Carolina said, “you are on the best of terms with Ian….”

“Yes….?”

“Well, I was thinking that he would listen to you….”

“And…?”

“Could you not talk to him and make him realize how unfair he has been to Sally?”

“To what avail, my angel?”

“Perhaps you could make him retract his words, or, at the very least, he could let people know that he allowed his temper to get out of hand.”

Giles regarded his wife dubiously. “I could try, but my feeling is that Sally would prefer an apology.”

“Do you think he would humble himself so?” Carolina asked in surprise.

“I don’t know, but if I post to London I can test the waters by speaking to Ian personally.”

“Oh! Giles, would you really? That would be famous. And…and he could perhaps visit Sally in Woodstock and try to make amends.”

“Woodstock?” The Duke asked, raising an eyebrow in surprise. “Is that where Sally has decided to go?” 

Carolina nodded. “Only for a few days. Mrs. Lacker will accompany her. I…I think it’s best, for she was always one to resort to solitude when troubled.” 

Seeing that this suggestion had cheered Carolina considerably, Giles nodded his agreement. “I will give Sally a day to settle in, then I will try and persuade Ian to call on her.”

“Not a word to Sally, mind,” Carolina cautioned, and happily set about finishing her toilette. “It’s essential that Ian’s visit comes as a complete surprise.”

*

Carolina would have been appalled had she known that Sally, having made up her mind to return to the house of her childhood, was scheming to arrange matters so that she would be alone for a day or so.

To this end, she casually informed her maid that instead of returning to London as planned, they would be going directly to Woodstock.

“I have written to Mrs. Lacker,” Sally said, “and she will join us there.”

The maid, who was in the throes of fighting off a cold, merely looked at Sally mournfully as she tried unsuccessfully to muffle a sneeze. “Very good, Miss Sally,” she managed between coughs. “I only ’opes I don’t give you my cold.”

“You aren’t feeling very well, are you?” Sally asked sympathetically. “No matter,” she continued as an idea came to mind. “You must stay here until you have recovered.”

“I couldn’t do that, Miss. Who’d look after you?” 

“Mrs. Lacker’s maid will be quite capable of seeing to my needs,” Sally replied briskly, in an effort to mask the jubilation she felt at the idea of being totally by herself without even a maid. “You can follow on when you feel better.”

The maid, obviously grateful for the reprieve, bobbed a curtsy. “Thank you,” she mumbled nasally. “If you are quite certain….”

“Get yourself to bed,” Sally advised, propelling the reluctant servant to the door, “and don’t worry. I will inform the Duchess of my change in plans and I know she will put a carriage at your disposal when you are well enough to travel.”

Feeling very pleased with what she had accomplished, she pirouetted about the room, only stopping when she came to the full-length mirror that stood by the windows. “An undreamed of luxury,” she whispered. “Three days of solitude with no one even suspecting that Mrs. Lacker isn’t with me.” She quickly pushed to one side the slight misgiving she felt at acting so outrageously, assuring herself that as long as no one knew she was alone, all would be well.

By the time Sally was ready to leave Broadlands, she had studiously avoided telling a direct lie about her intentions. When she finally managed to conclude her farewells, she left Carolina with the distinct impression that she was going to Woodstock by the roundabout way of London in order to collect Mrs. Lacker.

Once the carriage had swung out of the broad driveway, though, she quickly told the coachman of the change in her plans, informing him airily that he was to take her directly to Woodstock.

The coachman, an old family retainer of Evensford’s, looked puzzled. “But me instructions were quite clear from ’is Grace,” he grumbled.

“They have been altered,” Sally replied promptly. “I have no wish to return to London. Here, take this note and when you have delivered me safely, you must post to London and ensure that Mrs. Lacker receives it.”

“I don’t like it one bit, Miss, and I don’t mind saying so. It’ll add an extra day to me journey, and ’is Grace might be needing me. What’s more, ’E’s ever so particular about ’aving ’is commands obeyed. ’E don’t like us to argufy with ’im, ’e don’t, and that’s a fact.”

“No more than I do,” Sally replied haughtily. “Just do as I bid.”

Without waiting for the coachman to reply, she snapped the window closed and sank back against the well-upholstered seat. In the excitement of her escape she had had scant time to ponder the unhappy state of her affairs, but now that she was safely on her way to Woodstock, she had little else to contemplate. She had no idea, as yet, how she could persuade Frobisher to retract his denunciation of her latest portrait. But persuade him she must, if she was to continue with her work. For until he lifted his condemnation, she knew that she would receive no further commissions from anyone.

“And, if he thinks I’m going to accept such a setback without a fight, he will soon find out how wrong he can be.” There was a militant look in her eyes as she uttered this declaration. A look that would have caused her family to pause had they seen it. For they were familiar enough with their Sally to know that she would stop at nothing to prove Frobisher had wronged her.
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