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      It was a warm wet evening in early spring and Lord and Lady Swanson’s grand ballroom was crowded, close, and pervasively damp. Yet there was not a lady present who was not thrilled to be in attendance. Unfortunately there was also scarcely a male present who did not at least once cast a longing glance over toward the tightly latched windows. But not only would it have been social suicide for a fellow to approach an exit, in many cases actual homicide might have resulted if any gentleman attempted an escape from this night’s magnificent affair.

      The bone-chilling freak winter of 1814 was at an end and this evening’s fete was one of the last great social events of the season. The new crop of eligible females who had been launched the previous autumn now had only a few short weeks in which to make their conquests. Clearly, they needed assistance.

      Their mamas, elder sisters, and aunts who were crammed into the vast room with them knew that this late in the season, declarations might be wrung out of reluctant suitors only by a kind of plotting that would put Wellington and his staff to shame.

      Thus, while the Incomparable, the Honorable Miss Merriman, flashed her magnificent eyes and flirted with four young gentlemen, wise mamas knew that the Incomparable could legally wed only one of them. They knew full well that the other three would soon be fair sport for their as-yet-unattached and not quite so incomparable young daughters. Now was the time to gild their tender young lilies with talk of dowries, lands, and handsome annuities.

      Papas were there too, in great numbers, to verify fortune and acreage, along with uncles, brothers, cousins, and family friends, all weaving tight nets to catch possible suitors. Although most of them would rather have been any other place in London this evening, as they valued their necks they were gracing this final great ball. It was their duty to be part of this babbling, pressing throng and it was very fortunate that neither Lord nor Lady Swanson could read lips or minds.

      “Gad,” Sir Selby whispered to his companion, “must be a thousand here. Isn’t there some sort of law against such crowds?”

      “Only if someone’s giving a political speech,” his secretary answered lightly, watching his employer mop his brow again.

      “Devil of a thing,” Sir Selby complained as he replaced his damp handkerchief in his pocket. “Hot as Hades, between the musicians and the talk, I can’t hear myself think. Lady Grantham is giving me dagger looks and he ain’t here yet. Tell you, if he don’t show, you’ll have to step in for him.”

      The slight, pale young man smiled apologetically. “I’ll be happy to, sir, but I don’t think that’s what the Lady’s after.”

      “Blast, don’t I know it?” Sir Selby grumbled. “I know Alex of old. It isn’t like him not to show. But I brought you just in case.”

      The slight gentleman bowed as much as he was able in his cramped space.

      “I’ll be happy to help, sir, and moreover, I do think Miss Eastwood is a charming companion. But I can do little more than enable her to stretch her legs a bit. My appearance with her on the dance floor will do nothing for her socially.”

      “Be better than her sitting there like a log all night,” Sir Selby groaned. “Damnation, Lady Grantham will have my head on a pike. Is she looking this way, lad?”

      “She is looking in no other direction,” the young man replied with a hint of amusement in his voice.

      Sir Selby chanced a glance over to a corner of the great room where he knew Lady Grantham was sitting. Although she was half in shadow, he could see even from a distance that the Lady was definitely glowering at him.

      Sir Selby looked hastily away. He was a stout elderly man with a round pleasant countenance, and what little remained of his hair was silver. He carried himself ramrod-straight as befitted a military man, although he scarcely came up to his slight secretary’s shoulder. He had faced cannon, Napoleon’s troops, and the furor of battle, and still he had feared none of them so much as he did risking another look back at Lady Grantham.

      “She still looking?” he asked.

      His secretary nodded.

      “Gad,” Sir Selby sighed, “it’s almost the shank of the evening. I told Alex the importance of it and he hasn’t shown his face. I didn’t think him so unfeeling. I hope he hasn’t come to harm.”

      “Not he, I think,” his secretary replied. “It’s only that it is early hours yet, for him.”

      “Aye,” sighed Sir Selby, and he lapsed into silence as he watched the dancers swirl about the floor.

      None of the ladies looked so well as they had when he’d arrived, he thought with relief. The heat and the dampness had taken its toll on all the careful coiffures and gowns. There’s many a lady here that looks like a dowd now, he thought, brightening a little, even the beauties are looking a bit blown. All to the good for our gal, he thought happily.

      But after a half-hour had gone by, which Sir Selby verified for the fourth time by his pocket watch, he sighed again and managed to wedge the watch back into his fob pocket.

      “It’s now or never, lad,” he said in hollow tones. “The Regent will be coming soon and that’ll put paid to the dancing. Then they’ll trot out the supper for him, and by the time the music strikes up again it’ll be too late to make much of an impression. You’re for it, lad. I hope you can cavort like a lamb, they’re starting up a country dance. Now shake a leg and get to it. Alex has let us down and you’re our only hope.”

      It was at that moment, while the sets were beginning to form for the new dance and weary couples were retreating from the floor, that there was a momentary but distinct lull in the general conversation. It were as though there were suddenly a refreshingly cool wind blowing over them all and heads turned toward the doors. They had opened the doors and a little fresh air had got in, for there were new arrivals. Sir Selby turned. He could see, even from that distance across the room, who had entered.

      “You’re saved, lad,” he said happily. “Run along if you want. No need for reinforcements now.”

      His secretary bowed and gratefully took himself off into the warm night, which was several degrees cooler than the vast room. Sir Selby began to edge toward the entrance to the ballroom.

      The new arrivals were greeted with much enthusiasm. They were intimates of the Regent’s set, and they were notorious, all of them. The Earl of Trent would be in great demand in the card room, for he was a gamester. Baron Bly attracted all the married ladies, for he was a great flirt; and the Marquis of Bessacarr would cause much comment, for he was such a mysterious, elusive fellow. But it was Lord Leith who caused all the females in his vicinity to sigh.

      Sir Selby made his way toward him through the throng, stepping upon a few slippers where he had to, causing sharp pains in a few ribs where he must. He had many years in the military to guide him, and where he had to push over heavy ground, he did so with impunity.

      “Alex,” he finally said as he came abreast of the lofty newcomer, cutting into some railery he was having with another guest.

      “As you see,” Lord Leith replied, bowing, and excused himself deftly from the gentleman he had been chatting with.

      Sir Selby nodded happily. “Right, come with me,” he said abruptly, starting to lead Lord Leith through the crowd back toward the far wall.

      “Softly, softly,” Lord Leith said smoothly, and laid a restraining hand upon the older gentleman to stop him. “Don’t rush your fences, old friend. It will appear uncommonly odd if I enter and rush to an unknown’s side. Let us have a glass of something first. What are they serving in this tropic zone?”

      “Don’t see why you’re complaining,” Sir Selby said as he changed direction and cleared a path toward the refreshment table. “You’ve done time in India. Punch,” he said absently, handing a cup to his friend. “There’s something in it, but not much.”

      Lord Leith sipped at his cup and smiled down at those acquaintances who hailed him. “I believe one could hatch eggs in here without hens. Have they bricked up all the windows?” he asked in an undervoice.

      “Just about,” Sir Selby said, draining his cup. “They’re expecting Prinny, and they know how he detests drafts. So they’re keeping it nice and stuffy so that he won’t bolt the moment he gets here. They’ve even got a fire roaring in the card room.”

      Lord Leith sighed. “He’s more likely to drop from the heat, but I can see their point. Still, it won’t help them. I’ve just come from dinner with our Prince, and for once he’s more in the mood for sleep than for applause. He’ll be here, take his bows, and then take himself off and they’ll have gotten their guests into a lather for nothing.”

      “For pity’s sake, then, Alex, drop a word in Swanson’s ear before I melt,” the older man begged.

      “Alas, no, dear friend. I’m mute. For who’s to say that some full-blown flower won’t catch Prinny’s eye and make a liar of me? No, I fear you’ll have to soldier on and pray that someone is pushed through a window in the crush to get to our dear Regent.”

      “Well, then,” Sir Selby said with decision, “let’s get on with it.”

      Lord Leith laughed. It was such a rich, amused chuckle that several present, who were not already covertly watching the tall gentleman that had just appeared in their midst, found their eyes turning toward the deep pleasant sound.

      “No, no,” he said, sobering, in a lower voice. “That wouldn’t do at all. You said it must seem casual and unrehearsed. I fear you will have to tolerate me for a little longer, and then, when enough time has elapsed, we will seem to just drift unknowing toward my dear aunt and your protégée. Then, and only then, shall I happen upon her, and then, instantly smitten, I shall beg you to make me known to the child.”

      “And dance with her,” Sir Selby added insistently.

      “In transports of delight,” his tall companion agreed.

      Sir Selby, a man of action, stood back on his heels and waited impatiently while his friend engaged in light discourse with another guest. He occupied his time by puffing out his cheeks; when that palled, he paused for a moment to gaze up at his young friend. In doing so, he realized he was only following a general trend. For there were many others, notably female, who were doing the same thing.

      It was hard to ignore Lord Leith, Sir Selby had to admit to himself, if only because he was perhaps the tallest fellow in the room. As a man who had once commanded many men. Sir Selby had to acknowledge that the lad was also well-set-up. Alexander, Lord Leith, was, for all his height, well-proportioned, graceful, and lithe. His closely tailored evening clothes showed that his shoulders were wide, his waist narrow, abdomen flat, and legs long and well-muscled. Sir Selby nodded to himself in approval and unconsciously pulled in his own considerable stomach.

      But it was Alexander’s face that commanded attention, Sir Selby decided, gratefully letting out his own breath. A generation ago, the older gentleman mused, a face like that need only have shown itself in the heart of Paris and the mob would have gone wild. “Aristo!” the rabble would have shouted after just one look, and the fellow would have been trussed up on a tumbrel on his way to Madame Guillotine before he could have uttered a word in defense. For it was an aristocrat’s face, from its long, high cheekbones to the straight long nose, to the well-proportioned sensitive mouth. Six years in India had not ruined the clear white complexion. The long eyes, so heavily lidded that one would think the fellow dozed when he was not speaking, could open upon the world with a clear, knowing gray gaze. A considerable number of debutantes had practiced saying shocking things just so that they could witness the spectacle of those eyes widening in surprise, and a few had rued the day they had when that bland but chilling gray gaze had locked on to them. An equally impressive number of their bored and wedded sisters had refined upon the notion of witnessing those eyes closing at closer range, as close perhaps as the next pillow. But if any of them had achieved that goal, none knew of it. Lord Leith was a great favorite of the ladies, but the females he consorted with were not equal to that noble designation.

      His curling light-brown hair was far too long for fashion. Yet while most of the young ladies present would tease their fathers for clinging to so antique a style, the thought of Lord Leith catching up those wayward curls with a black riband was enough to make them catch their breath. He wore no such thing, though, for he was always just in, while out of fashion. The Beau himself had said that with that face and those funds, Leith was his own fashion.

      As Sir Selby watched and Lord Leith appeared not to, the Incomparable Miss Merriman tossed her raven tresses and turned her back upon the most eligible of her suitors so that the tall gentleman could catch her best profile. Lady Emmet emitted such a shrill giggle that her fiancé thought she deemed him a great wit, although her smile was all for Lord Leith’s amused regard. Miss Timmins, who had nearly worn out her dancing slippers this evening with her vivacity, sat demure as a gray mouse and willed an air of forlorn dejection as Lord Leith’s glance swept by her, for she had heard he had a secretly tender heart. Sir Selby felt his own heart sink as he saw the ravishing widowed Countess of Keswick give his young friend a look of unmistakable invitation.

      “Now,” Sir Selby said hurriedly as he noted Alexander’s appreciative reciprocal smile, “you promised.”

      “Yes,” Lord Leith said bemusedly, “so I did.”

      As the two made their slow and seemingly aimless way into the crowd, the taller inclined his head and said softly, “Really, you and Aunt do me much honor. You truly believe that if I ask the chit to dance, it will launch her into the social whirl?”

      “Not a dance, Alex. Two. And so it shall. For she hasn’t a prayer otherwise. Mind, you are not to dance with any other twice neither, for that would take the shine out of it. And,” the older gentleman said, pausing for a moment as their path was blocked beyond even his maneuvering ability, “act as though she’s your idea of something wonderful. And so she is. Can’t judge everyone by outward appearances,” he added on a note of complaint, never seeing the taller gentleman’s slight grimace at his words.

      “I’ve known her since she was breeched, and she’s a lovely child. She’s only come to town a few weeks past and I want to do everything in my power to see her make a good match. Mind, she’s not to know a word of this,” Sir Selby said, suddenly wheeling around and facing his companion, “for she’d have my head if she knew.”

      “She doesn’t wish to be brought into fashion, then?” his companion asked with disbelief.

      “Not she,” Sir Selby said, shaking his head emphatically. “All she’s got on her mind is coming to London to find the legacy her father’s supposed to have left her. But if I know my man, he’s not left her a campaign medal to polish up. No, if she’s here to seek her fortune, it’ll have to be on the marriage mart or not at all. And you’re the lad to get her noticed. But don’t drop a hint of my part in this, she’s sharp as tacks.”

      “I’ve a lamentable memory, sir. I’ve forgotten just why I’m so enamored of her.” Lord Leith smiled easily. “Which one is she?”

      “Over there, in the corner, next to your aunt. In the shadows. Blast the girl, a fellow would have to have a torch in hand to see her properly, much less notice her enough to scrape up an introduction.”

      Lord Leith glanced casually to the sidelines, where he at once recognized his aunt, Lady Grantham, attired in several shades of purple. A young person sat at her side. She seemed to be dressed in too much gray fabric and to have no hair at all, rather only a gray lace cap atop her head.

      “I thought she was a companion,” he breathed. “Tell me, is it the light or is the young lady I am about to lose my head over scowling? No, not scowling, sneering?”

      Sir Selby employed his limp handkerchief again and blurted, “Devil take it, Alex. You’re too used to females throwing themselves at your feet. No reason she should be simpering just because you’ve tossed her a look.”

      “No, indeed,” Lord Leith agreed calmly. “Just give me a moment to collect myself.” He gazed over at his aunt again. “Tell me,” he asked Sir Selby, “you say her father saved your life when you were soldiering together?”

      “Twice,” Sir Selby said tightly.

      “Ah, well, twice,” Lord Leith sighed. “Then I fear I am about to experience that phenomenon I have always scoffed at—love at first sight. But,” he cautioned as he approached his aunt and the white-faced solemn figure seated by her side, “only to the tune of two dances. Not even if he had saved my life thrice will I do more than to lead her in to supper after that.”

      “Aunt,” said Lord Leith, coming forward with every evidence of delight, “I had no idea you would subject yourself to this crush. When Selby told me you were here, I hastened to your side. What brings you here? I thought you were through with such pastimes.”

      “And so I was,” Lady Grantham said in a clear carrying voice, “after I got Nettie and Lydia popped off. But I wanted to show my dear young friend here some of the high points of London fashion. She has only just arrived from the country and I thought she might be amused by tonight’s entertainment.”

      Lord Leith looked over toward Lady Grantham’s companion and thought that so might one show amusement at one’s own execution. The light was too dim for him to make out her face with clarity. What he saw, however, was not encouraging for the charade he had promised Sir Selby. Her face was a white oval, the nose seemed small and straight enough, the lips compressed as if by effort; it was only her eyes, large and dark with a curious upward slant, that promised any attraction for him. But they were wide and unblinkingly assessing him. As he had noted before, her hair had been skinned back and was covered with what looked like a table doily, but was most likely some sort of lace cap. Curious, he thought, for the face was young, yet the cap signified spinsterhood.

      Seeing the two younger parties appraising each other in silence, Sir Selby broke in. “Alexander, I’d like to make you known to my dear old friend, Captain Jack Eastwood’s daughter, Miss Jessica Eastwood. Miss Eastwood, may I present Alexander, Lord Leith.”

      “My nephew,” Lady Grantham assisted.

      “Delighted.” Lord Leith smiled and bowed, taking the young woman’s hand.

      But Miss Eastwood sat dumb as a stone and only gave a sharp nod.

      As another small silence threatened, Sir Selby prepared to leap into the breech again. Damn, he thought, fellow’s supposed to be a terror with the ladies, and he makes me do all the work. Lord Leith, however, for once disconcerted by the fierce and uncompromising stare he was subjected to, was trying to think of some way to approach the young woman conversationally so that he could then smoothly ask her to dance with him. It was difficult, he thought, a small smile forming on his lips, to feign sudden rapture for a basilisk.

      “‘Red Jack,’ that’s her father, y’know, served with me for many years…on the continent, on the peninsula. He was a hey-go-mad fellow. Best of fellows. I miss him frightfully. Fell at the Battle of Vitoria. Just last year, you know,” Sir Selby put in.

      “So sorry,” murmured Lord Leith while Lady Grantham glared at the perspiring Sir Selby, who had all unwittingly brought down a funereal atmosphere upon them. Miss Eastwood bowed her head for a moment to acknowledge Lord Leith’s sympathies. In that brief moment Lady Grantham fixed a look of such annoyance on Sir Selby that he began to talk further in a hearty voice that sounded foolish even in his own ears.

      While Sir Selby improvised wildly about battles and sport he had shared in the ranks with his dear “Red Jack,” he became aware that there was once again a great press of people around him. A great many, it appeared, were curious as to what could be holding Lord Leith’s attention for so long. An interested crowd had formed in their vicinity, and even the Incomparable Miss Merriman was now holding court not two paces away. Now, Sir Selby thought as he wound his reminiscences down to a halt, now would be the time for him to haul her off to the dance floor.

      “Miss Eastwood,” Lord Leith said quietly, a moment after Sir Selby had subsided, “the musicians are tuning up again.”

      Miss Eastwood looked up mutely at Lord Leith. A strange quiet had fallen in their corner of the room. It seemed a fair number of the guests in their vicinity had muted their own conversations and a few were frankly goggling, trying to see whom the lofty Lord Leith was addressing.

      “Never saw her there at all,” one vagrant masculine whisperer complained.

      “Miss Eastwood,” Lord Leith continued, “would you do me the honor of taking this dance with me? It’s not a waltz, so there can be no question of impropriety,” he added to fill the silence Miss Eastwood seemed to have no idea of breaking.

      At length, she spoke. Her voice, though low and husky, was clear enough to carry in the eerie stillness.

      “Lud, no,” Miss Eastwood said abruptly. And then, after a hesitation, “Thank you.”

      She had done what no debutante in three Seasons had achieved. For a moment Lord Leith’s gray eyes opened wide, but he made no other movement for a small space of time. Then, recollecting himself, he bowed and without another word strode off as the voices around them rose to a babble.

      Sir Selby, however, was not struck speechless.

      “Damnation!” he blurted.

      “I think,” said Lady Grantham, who was now truly in several shades of purple, “we shall leave.”

      Miss Eastwood looked about in confusion as she rose to accompany the elder woman. “How else should I have said it?” she asked.

      “As ‘yes,’” Lady Grantham said through clenched teeth, “‘Thank you.’”
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      “The cut direct,” Lady Grantham moaned as she sat upright and held on to the door strap in the swaying carriage. “It only needed that, the cut direct.”

      “But,” Miss Eastwood said softly, sitting across from Lady Grantham and watching her in the glow of the coach lamp with growing consternation, “I truly did not wish to dance with him.”

      “One might have said,” Lady Grantham went on, addressing air, “‘Oh, but I cannot, for I’ve hurt my ankle.’ Or one might have claimed one was still in mourning, although that is patently untrue, or one might even have laid claim to dizziness.”

      “Could even have pretended to swoon,” Sir Selby grumbled from his corner of the carriage.

      “Or one might have claimed fatigue,” Lady Grantham went on, “or declined sweetly and requested a lemonade instead. Or cited the excessive heat, or even”—and here even Lady Grantham’s voice grew a trifle wild—“claimed a prior commitment. But a bald, ‘No, thank you.’ It is beyond comprehension.”

      Miss Eastwood’s pale face grew whiter.

      “Terribly sorry…I didn’t realize,” she began, but then hesitated, for she did know and was thoroughly ashamed of herself for lying. “The fellow popped up from nowhere. He startled me badly, frightened me, in fact,” she said.

      And so he had. She had spent the interminable evening sitting next to Lady Grantham, scarcely heeding all the gossip she was receiving about the unknown persons who swam about the overheated room before her. She had grown by slow degrees from startled panic at the sight of so many exquisitely dressed people, to silent criticism of their obvious flirting and maneuvering, to contempt for their giddiness, to grudging admiration for their social grace, right back to startled panic when the imposing figure of Lord Leith had loomed up before her. She had long since reconciled herself to being an observer, an invisible person who could not be touched by anything but the warmth of the room, when he had startled her badly by asking her to dance. It had been the farthest thing from her mind and had chased away all judgment. She accepted that she was not the sort of female to attract such a gentleman, felt that there must have been some mistake, and knew only one thing for a certainty: that she could not stand up with him.

      “Nonsense, Jess,” Sir Selby said. “You’ve more bottom than that. Never saw you frightened yet.”

      “I shall dash off a note of apology,” Miss Eastwood declared staunchly.

      “Saying what?” Lady Grantham asked acidly.

      “That I am sorry I discomposed him, that I⁠—”

      “Discomposed him?” Lady Grantham hooted. “Alex? As if some chit refusing him a dance could even touch him! When he’s got the pick of the crop panting after him. No, you’re best off to forget it. But you’ve knocked all your chances into a cocked hat, my dear.”

      “Ma’am,” Miss Eastwood said quickly in a gruff little voice. “I’m terribly sorry if I’ve overset your plans, but it wouldn’t do for you to think I’ve overset mine. For I’ve no illusions upon that head. It was kind of you to seek to assist me, but I well know that I’m not cut out for the social life. I’ve come to London solely to clear up matters of my father’s estate. I told you how it would be, and though I thank you, and truly, for your attempts in that direction, and for putting me up, I pray you understand that I know I’m not cut out to be a figure of fashion.”

      It was a neat gentlemanly speech, but as it came from the lips of a young lady who had not even reached her majority, Lady Grantham only heaved a great sigh.

      “Dear Ollie,” the young woman went on, looking over to Sir Selby, “I know you both meant it for the best, but as you see, I’ve made a muddle of it. It won’t do. When I wrote to you originally, I only wanted the direction of a good hotel. All your plans have been noble, letting me stay at Lady Grantham’s, attempting to introduce me to other young people, but I can only embarrass you further. I thank you from the bottom of my heart, Ollie, and I apologize sincerely, but I think you’ll agree that it’s best you let me find my own way.”

      Before he could answer her, the coach rolled to a stop. As Lady Grantham alighted, still shaking her head, Miss Eastwood stayed Sir Selby for a moment. She whispered, with just the hint of a sob in her throaty voice, “Truly, Ollie, old friend, remember what Red Jack used to say, ‘A fellow can’t do more than his best.’ And you’ve done it.”

      A moment later she was out of the coach and following her hostess up the steps.

      Miss Eastwood excused herself quickly from a distracted Lady Grantham and took the stairs to her room with unbecoming haste. Once there, she commanded a sleepy lady’s maid. “Amy, pack. That’s right, and at once. I want us to be able to leave at first light. No, I’m not bosky. Just pack us up and be ready to come with me in the morning. We’re going to a hotel as originally planned.”

      After her maid had left with a minimum of explanation offered and a maximum of doubt manifest in her expression, and after Miss Eastwood saw that her bags were neatly packed and stacked at the entrance to her room, she allowed herself to relax at last. She was a young woman of resolve and felt infinitely better now that she had things in hand at last again. In fact, she mused as she stripped to her shift and cleaned her face vigorously with cold water, she felt better than she had in days.

      She would thank Lady Grantham fulsomely in the morning and she would pen a very neat note to Ollie once she had settled into her rooms at the hotel. Then she would take up her vigil again, live quietly and comfortably until her father’s solicitor contacted her, and only then would she decide what she would do with her fortune. This decided, Miss Eastwood hurried, as was her custom, into her night rail, plucked off her detestable lace cap, and began to undo the tightly woven strands of her hair so that she could brush them out.

      It was only while she was brushing her long hair out that Miss Eastwood allowed herself the luxury of remorse. For Red Jack had always told her a fellow might wallow in regret in private but must never let anyone else see his indecision in public.

      My dear Red Jack, Miss Eastwood thought sadly, how shall I get on without you? She had, in fact, been going on without him for most of her young life, though she chose not to remember that. Her childhood had been a solitary one, for governesses had been dispensed with early on, her neighbors had been too far-flung for the frequency necessary for close associations, and her mother, an almost mythical person, she had not seen since infancy. Her father’s visits home had enlivened her life and influenced her as no other events had done. But they had been all too brief. It had always been too short a time before he was packing up his gear again and striding off to the wars, which had begun before she was born and still wore on now that he was gone.

      She had sensed early on that those reprieves from the battles, which were his occupation and passion, were too long for him even as they were too short for her. For while he appeared to be easy and complacent in her company, she could never hold his interest above a fortnight. Still, he said he loved her, seemed to enjoy her company, and she knew no other ambition than to be his constant steadfast soldier.

      It had been a summer’s day, two years past, that she had her last look at him. A sweet day, far removed in time and place from the gaiety of the Swansons’ ball and London. She had stood upon a rise near the house and waved her handkerchief till she could no longer see the blaze of his hair, nor the receding shape of his mount. Then she had turned and gone sorrowing back to Oak Hill, and somehow she had felt, had known, that the sight of his retreating form was the last she would ever have of him.

      Not that she had any real thought of death, nor had any gypsy premonition of disaster teased at her as she had sat in the kitchen and helped Cook shell peas for dinner. But he had been different with her all through his visit this time, and she had seen that things had changed between them forever. It had troubled him from the first; now it nagged at her.

      He had looked the same when he had marched into the house—without warning, as he always did—set down his bags, and cried a great “Halloo.” She had run to meet him, flying down from the bedrooms, where she had been airing sheets, and had flown straight into his welcoming arms. He had swept her up as he always did and spun around and around with her. And then, dizzy, laughing, he had set her aside and looked hard at her, as he always did. But this time his blue eyes had widened and he had drawn in his breath and had said in a strangely solemn voice, “Lord, Jess, you’ve changed.”

      He had not. He was still dazzling in his red uniform, still splendid, compact, and trim, and bronzed from foreign suns. It had been two years since he had seen her, but still she looked at him with puzzlement, for nothing appeared different to her.

      He stood staring at her with an indecipherable expression on his face and then gave her a strangely crooked grin. “It’s your mother. You’re the image of her now. My little Jess has turned into a woman behind my back. Now how could you do that to your dear old papa?”

      She had looked down at herself and then back up at him, color flooding her cheeks.

      “I’m still Jess, Red Jack. Never say you don’t know me.”

      “Oh, I know you, Jess. How could I miss, with that hair of yours? But for a moment there you gave me a turn. When I left you were my straight little soldier, and now…” He smiled again and gestured toward her.

      She had retreated from him then, even though she led him to the parlor for their usual renewal-of-acquaintance chat. She had taken tea with him and then dinner, and he told her wonderful new stories. Yet even though she had been awaiting his return these many months, she could not wait to get back to her room alone. And once there, she had laid her head upon her pillow and wept. She had honestly not seen the change as he had, she had honestly never wanted to, nor dared. There had been hints from the housekeeper, and looks from various males in the district. She had felt the difference but had avoided all acceptance of it. But she was, after all, Red Jack’s daughter. She could not lack courage.

      When all the house was still and she knew he had at last gone to his room and his rest, she had lit a few more candles and shut the windows and pulled the curtains close around them. After she had locked the door and listened to the old house creak down for the night, she had slowly stripped off her clothes and finally bravely faced herself full in the mirror.

      He was right. It was not Jess there. Not this creature with the long hair waving and streaming about that lush, unfamiliar figure. It was an apparition, surely, that confronted her. She gazed at the reflection of two high-pointed breasts, a curving waist, a thicket to match her head between two long and tapering legs. Not Jess, surely not. Her face grew warm as she stared at those breasts; it was as if she were looking at some forbidden secret exotic picture, and she was both ashamed and aroused by what she saw. Whatever else she saw, it was certainly not Jess Eastwood, and she decided with determination, it would never be.

      In the morning, he seemed more at ease with her. In many ways for the rest of that leave home it was as if the two years had never happened and she were still fourteen and still his little soldier. They rode together, they hunted, they fished, they took long rambling walks about the countryside while he told her stories of all the far-off places she had longed to see. In the evenings they sat before the fire and she listened to his tales, filled his glass, and laughed at his drollery till she was weak. As always, she secretly hoped he would tell her that he was, at last, selling out.

      For he had told her a lovely anecdote about dear old Ollie and then had said casually, “Don’t think we’ll be seeing much of the fellow anymore. He’s quit the cavalry, now he’s come into a fortune and a title. So jolly Captain Ollie is now ‘Sir Selby,’ and don’t you forget it, Jess. I imagine he’ll be busy doing the pretty in London. Can you just see,” he had crowed, “Old Ollie, a proper ‘sir’?”

      She couldn’t, remembering the merry fellow who had soldiered with her father and enjoyed so many leaves at home with them, but she brushed that information aside and waited for his next comment. He sighed, stared into the fire, and dashed all her hopes with his next words.

      “No, even if I should come into an earldom, I could never so change my life. And there’s little likelihood of that. So don’t fret. It’s Captain Eastwood’s who’s your pa, and proud he is of it too. I’m a military gent, Jess, and it’s a life suits me to the ground. I only wish you had been a boy so you could taste it too. It would suit you as well, Jess.”

      She had agreed and took up her part again and begged again, as she always did and had done for the over a decade, that he take her with him. He had played his role as well and patted her head and told her once again that the tail of an army was no place for a female. But had she been a boy, he sighed with regret and left his statement unfinished, for they both knew there was no answer for that. Instead, they had gazed at the fire together till the last logs crumbled to ash.

      He had been home for only two weeks when she saw he was eager to be off again. Too soon, they had parted with a wave and a hug and a smile. She had done the best she could and he had never said a word, so she must have done well. For she had bound her breasts around with a towel and worn her dresses loosely and dragged back her hair and wrenched it into tight braids wound around her head. Only once his gaze had gone to her hair and she had said lightly that it was cooler that way. He had grinned at that. She was his little soldier again.

      Red Jack was a poor correspondent. She had only a few short letters of his to show for all their years of separation. But, she reminded herself, straightening and attacking her heavy hair with her brush again, she did have that last letter in hand. That last letter was the reason she sat here tonight in Lady Grantham’s best guest bedroom.

      It had been delivered late but at precisely the right moment. She had come home, angry and discouraged after a terrible row with Cousin Cribb. It had been over some paltry thing, repairs for the stable or renovation of the parlor, even now she could not remember. But she could never hold her temper around either Cousin Cribb or his wretched wife. It was not only because they had been so quick to come and take over Oak Hill after Father had died, she told herself repeatedly. Even she could see that though the laws of inheritance were unjust, they were the law of the land, after all. And Jeremiah Cribb, although only a distant cousin, was her closest male relative and thus had clear claim to her father’s entailed home.

      One look at the seedy fellow, though, and she had known that even Oak Hill’s commodious rooms could not contain the two of them. She had requested and received, with obvious relief on both sides, permission to take up residence in the cottage. Even though she was still under age, there was no one in the village who could not understand the situation. For she and Cousin Cribb fought constantly, and she had begun to seriously wonder how she could make her way in the world when the letter had come.

      She had stood in her small parlor and read it with tears flowing down her cheeks. He had fallen over a year before, and it had taken this long for the missive to reach her. It was so brief that even though she had it still she had no need to refer to it. It was graven in her mind’s eye.

      
        
        Dear Jess,

      

        

      
        Everything’s going well but the fighting is fierce. Don’t worry, though, for I’ve the luck of the devil. Speaking of which, it occurs to me that I’ve been a devil of a papa to you. But I’ve put things right at last. If anything should ever befall me, rest easy. Red Jack don’t forget his own. I’ve settled a neat future for you and it’s in safekeeping. If I should stick my spoon in the wall, contact old Jeffers in London. He’ll have the direction of your future well in hand. And you’ll be a lucky rich young thing indeed. The best part of it is that it isn’t entailed, nor can any other soul lay a finger on it but you. But that’s grim speaking. I’ll see you in the spring. All my love to my brave little soldier,

      

        

      
        Love,

        Red Jack.

      

      

      She had written to Mr. Jeffers immediately and anxiously awaited his reply. When it had arrived, requesting that she come to London to discuss the matter, she had fired off another letter to the only other soul she knew in London, dear Ollie, now the impressive Sir Selby. All her bags had been packed when his letter came, ebullient and loquacious as ever, castigating himself for not inviting her sooner, felicitating her on her inheritance and enumerating all the jolly times they would have together.

      She had both letters in hand when she marched back to Oak Hill to speak with Cousin Cribb. Her father’s letter was not for his eyes, though; she would not give him such a glimpse of her greatest treasure, even though he was nominally her guardian.

      He sat behind the high desk in the darkened study and fingered the letters for a long while before he spoke. His wife sat in a deep chair to his side. Mathilda Cribb was a massive, round woman, but there was nothing jolly in her countenance. Though she seldom spoke, her husband never made a decision without looking in her direction. It was eerie how the pair seemed to communicate with so few words.

      Jessica sat up straight and met his long gaze without flinching. He was a small, crabbed-looking fellow, a shopkeeper who had worked hard all his life to no apparent avail. Oak Hill had fallen to him by chance, and it was the greatest luxury he had ever known, though it did not seem as if he greatly enjoyed it.

      “Folk will talk about me letting an eighteen-year-old miss go to London by herself,” he said at length.

      At least, Jessica breathed to herself, there would be no dissembling between them.

      “Not at all,” she said, raising her chin, “for I won’t be by myself. I’ll take one of the maids for propriety’s sake.”

      “Not that,” he said, waving her answer away, “but staying with an older man. He’s unwed, I take it.”

      “I shan’t stay with Sir Selby. I will take a room in a reputable hotel,” she answered promptly, though until that moment she had not realized that anyone could ever put such a construction upon her relationship with dear Ollie.

      Cousin Cribb grunted, then stole a look at his impassive wife.

      “This legacy,” he began. “What do you suppose it to be? Your father left nothing to me that wasn’t in the entail. He hadn’t a groat of his own. Ran through his money like he ran through his life, heedless.”

      Jess contained herself with effort. Nothing could be more ruinous to her purpose than a squabble now, and well he knew it, from the bitter glint in his eye.

      “I have no idea. But whatever it is, the letter clearly states that it cannot be considered part of the entail,” she replied. “I’ll take nothing that is rightfully yours. You can have your man of business see to it.”

      “So I shall, so I shall,” he brooded. “Go then,” he said suddenly. “I’d be a greater fool to keep you here. There’s no love lost between us. The daughter of a gallant captain never could bring herself to be civil to a mere shopkeeper. So go. My only worry was as to how it would seem. We must be seemly now that we’re masters of Oak Hill, eh Tilda?” He laughed. “No matter that it’s a great barn of a place, with no money to shore it up, no matter, eh?”

      “Thank you,” Jessica said quickly.

      “But it will be seemly,” he went on, “for one would worry about most chits haring off to London by themselves, but we won’t have a care about dear Jess, will we? No life of sin for her lays waiting in the wicked city. For who’d have her, eh?” he asked his wife. Her reply was to heave a great chuckle.

      “I’ll go now,” Jess said politely, though she was sure the tips of her ears were glowing red.

      “Go to the devil,” he muttered, “but if you come back penniless, with his babe in your basket, I’ll turn you out. And none will dispute me on that.”

      “I hardly would journey all the way to London for such a treat,” Jess blurted, goaded beyond her control.

      “No, not when Tom Preston could oblige you right here and save you the journey. That is, if you paid him enough,” he chortled, pleased with the expression he saw in her eyes. It was like him, too, this ability to see into all unswept corners.

      “I’ll leave,” was all Jessica could reply. And without waiting for his answer, she did.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Most young woman of eighteen would have been in raptures over the prospects of a trip to London. They would be anticipating new clothes and the excitement of new friends and flirts. Jess was content to pack her meager wardrobe of oversized, unstylish garments, and to dream of only one thing: her visit to the solicitor’s office. Many young females of such a tender age would be inclined to drop a tear or two for old acquaintances they would be leaving behind. Jessica said her good-byes to the housekeeper and Cook, the vicar and his wife, and those few acquaintances whom she knew wished her well, and she prepared to go without a backward glance.

      Still, though she appeared to be quite coolly taking leave of all she had known, there were two that she was deserting whom she was prepared to shed a tear for. And only one that she would admit to. The morning of her departure found Jessica on her knees in the garden with her arms about her dearest friend. “Ralph, my love,” she sighed, burying her head in the great dog’s massive shoulder, “it wouldn’t do. I cannot take you with me. But Mrs. Dane shall watch over you, and when I return, I’ll take you with me wherever I go, I promise.”

      The huge animal burrowed his muzzle into her armpit, almost overbalancing her as he did so. He affected an air of high tragedy, for not only was he sensitive to his mistress’s every mood, he was also well aware that she had readied the traveling chaise and he was not to go with her. Her father had given the beast to her when she and it had both been tiny, and he had been her constant companion ever since. Although most in the district often said they thought Ralph a cross between a hound and a barn, Red Jack had claimed the animal had Swiss ancestry more finely documented than his own pedigree. He had dubbed the struggling bundle of fur “Ralph” that long-ago day, so that, he told his little daughter, he could grow to be the only dog that could speak his own name.

      The memory made Jessica chuckle weakly as she knelt upon the dusty flagstones, causing Ralph’s great tail to thump happily in response. “Ralph,” she whispered brokenly, “how I shall miss you.”

      “And no wonder,” a laughing voice intruded, “for I have always thought he was your one true love. Now, I could never hope to receive such a fond farewell.”

      Jessica rocked back on her heels and saw the new arrival slip easily from his horse and stride toward her. She accepted the proffered hand and was drawn smoothly to a stand.

      “Tom,” she said in embarrassment, brushing dust from her skirt, “I didn’t see you there.”

      “How could you,” the young man laughed, “while you and Ralph were lost in each other’s embrace? But it’s too bad of you, Jessica, to waste such passions on old Ralph while I did not even get a note of good-bye.”

      Jessica felt her face flush, for she had wondered how to take her leave of him, and having hit upon no scheme that would appear to be casual enough, she had decided to let the matter go and leave with no notice. Thomas Preston had been, after all, her father’s favorite; there had never been any defined relationship between herself and him, though she had always admired him. He had been a soldier, and a gallant one, her father had often said. But he had sold out after receiving a wound while in the peninsula and elected not to rejoin when he had mended, despite all Red Jack’s encouragement. Though his father was minor gentry, as a fourth son, Tom had opted for the military. And while reducing the number of mouths to feed might assist his brothers and sisters, he had joked when Red Jack and Jessica had come to cheer his recuperation, he did not think his immediate future lay in the churchyard, so he needed a space to consider some new, less hazardous occupation.

      “Fine lad,” Red Jack had approved as they had left him. “See if he doesn’t turn about and re-up after all.” But he hadn’t. He worked as a factor now, helping Lord Cuthbert run his huge estate. He was indeed a fine lad, Jess thought, looking up at him, and so the other females in the district thought as well. He was slender and tall, with a quantity of straight, bright primrose-yellow hair. His eyes were light blue, his face long and hollow-cheeked. His strong white teeth were thrust slightly forward, but that only served to save his appearance from mere prettiness. For without his ready smile his was a dangerous countenance.

      He wore that disarming smile now.

      “Now, Jess, confess it all. You would have been off to London without so much as a nod in my direction if I hadn’t taken the time to come and see you today.”

      “I didn’t know,” she said honestly, “how to take leave of you without causing comment.”

      He looked puzzled and she went on earnestly, “After all, Tom, how would it have looked if I just announced myself at your lodgings? Tongues would have wagged and Cousin Cribb would have known it moments after you did.”

      He seemed startled for a moment and then peered closely at her. “What? You worried about gossip? Madcap little Jess? When we’ve known each other forever? But there’s something in what you say,” he mused, looking at her as she colored. “How old are you now, Jess? Can’t be more than… Lord, you’re eighteen, aren’t you?”

      He stood and silently assessed her. He had never thought of her as a woman or even as a female. She had always been Red Jack’s little shadow, almost a lad, not quite a girl-child. Now, he saw her face had changed, although he could only guess at the form beneath her loose and ill-fitting gray traveling dress. But as he was something of an authority on the subject of her gender, he smiled again.

      “Why, then, you’re right, of course. But it’s hard of you, Jess, not to think of some way in which to bid an old friend a proper good-bye. Come now, Jess, I traveled all this way to see you off, you can at least afford me the same courtesy that you did that mountain of a dog.”

      Without another word he pulled her close and, on an amused chuckle, bent to kiss her soundly. He was surprised immediately by a number of things: her warm lips, the hint of a full figure pressed up against him, and her sudden and convulsive jerk away from him. She stood flushed and confused as he gazed down at her with dawning realization.

      The idea that the chit held a tendre for him greatly pleased him, though he would forget it by evening. His eyes glinted in the sunlight and he laughed as he brushed her heated cheek with one finger.

      “Why, Jess, here’s a predicament for me. I’m such a slow top I never knew you’d grown up until now. And now you’re about to make a splash in London. Well, keep a kind thought for me and let me know the moment you return.”

      She was both angry and ashamed that he could read a response from one brief embrace. And even more dismayed to discover such feelings existed within herself, waiting to be released by only a chance touch of his lips.

      “Lud, Tom,” she answered in her father’s best style, “if you’ve the need to improve your fortunes, I’m never the girl for you. There’s Squire’s daughter for a guaranteed five thousand a year, and Lord Cuthbert’s niece is a good for triple that.”

      “If a fellow’s of a mind to get shackled.” He grinned.

      “And if a fellow’s not, there’s Polly from the tavern and Mrs. White from the town, isn’t there?” she answered in what she hoped were casual accents.

      “Awake on every suit, just like your papa!” he chortled. “But I hear he’s left you a fortune too.”

      Jess turned and began to walk toward the house with Ralph at her heels. The sun was getting high and she would have to leave soon. She could not leave him thinking she was angling for his future attentions.

      “As to that,” she said lightly, “Cousin Cribb is of the opinion that it’s all a fantasy. I confess I have my own doubts. Could you envision my father sitting atop a fortune for long?”

      “Lord, no,” he agreed, “for I never met a fellow who could go through money faster. Still, you never know. It’s good to be sure. I wish you luck in London, Jess. Lord knows you deserve it,” he added, for though he would forget her existence by the next morning and had, indeed, only remembered her leaving for her father’s sake, he did wish her well.

      As the sun climbed higher, Miss Jessica Eastwood, accompanied by Amy, her uncle’s laundry maid, the only servant anxious to see London, waved good-bye to the sole two beings she was reluctant to leave behind. One was already turning his thoughts to his night’s sport and wondering in which bed he would awake the next morning; the other would wait patiently and sleep at the foot of her empty bed each night.

      When Miss Eastwood arrived in London, she discovered that her own bed would be in a great house rather than in a hotel. For Sir Selby had insisted, to the point of growing quite agitated, that no young woman of his acquaintance would sojourn in a hotel like a homeless waif. Instead, she would be the house guest of his dearest friend, Lady Grantham.

      “For she’s rattling around in that great house all alone since William died and her two girl’s got hitched. Her companion’s home on a mending lease and she’s delighted at the idea of company,” he had insisted as they rode from the coach station through the clamorous, confusing streets of London.

      Jessica agreed, both to save dear Ollie’s feelings and to forestall an apoplectic fit on his part. For he had grown both stouter and more red-faced since he had come into his honors. Her father would have been appalled at how out of shape his boon companion had grown.

      Against all her better judgment, she had agreed. Now, she thought, laying aside her brush and plaiting her hair up neatly again, that she had been right in the first place. For, she nodded at her reflection as she twisted her hair savagely, Lady Grantham had not appeared to go into transports of delight when she had appeared that morning only a few weeks past. That tall, dignified dame had only stared at her new guest and blown out her cheeks in a sigh. She had looked over Jess’s head and nodded sharply at Sir Selby. “Yes,” she said simply, “you were quite right, Ollie.”

      Jessica remembered with great self-justification as she blew out her candles that she had been right in all her plans. She had insisted on going to see her father’s solicitor at once, but Lady Grantham had argued long and vehemently about her needing new clothes to perform such a simple task in. It was not only her own determination that dissuaded her hostess, Jessica thought as she settled into her bed, it was the clear truth that without being in actual possession of Red Jack’s secret legacy, which Mr. Jeffers was still making inquiries about, it would be folly to waste her carefully hoarded funds on such fripperies as clothes. She had made it, she thought righteously, perfectly clear that she would not consider taking money from Ollie for such nonsense. A great deal of wrangling had gone on before her two benefactors had exchanged defeated looks and sighs and agreed with her.

      All she had ever wanted was to grow to be her father’s companion, to keep house for him in his dotage, to be finally of some use and aid to him. Now she had to discover some new aim to suit her new life. The social whirl of London that her hostess provided did not seem to answer that question.

      This ball, for instance, the indomitable Miss Eastwood thought before she traded her confusion for sleep, had not been her idea of a night’s pleasures. She had suffered the thing only to please dear Ollie and Lady Grantham, and now they were angry with her for being only what she had told them she was. No matter, she decided, turning to her side, she would be gone in the morning and doubtless they would be as she would be then, deeply relieved and vastly content.

      Miss Eastwood gave herself to sleep and dreamed sometime during the night of a vast ballroom where a hundred sheep did an intricate quadrille. And when she laughed at them, a tall gentleman frowned and asked her to join the dance. Before she could answer, she found herself being led into a polka by her father, who changed into Tom Preston before her eyes. So Miss Eastwood, who had spent her night sitting dumbly at Lord and Lady Swanson’s great ball, spent the hours till dawn dancing and laughing with sheer joy.
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