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How had it come to this?

The question echoed through Edward
Leighton’s brain as he strove to compose his features into an
expressionless blank. Seasoned gambler though he was, the effort of
concealment was almost too much for him tonight. He licked dry
lips, then regretted revealing so much. But if this was a crisis,
then it was also his moment of destiny - of that he felt certain.
For what other purpose had luck deserted him with such perverse
consistency if not to make all right in one spectacular,
unassailable stroke? Everything, literally everything that he could
call his own in this world depended on the outcome
of this private game of
hazard.

His opponent Roland Sydney was the man who,
more than any other, had brought him to this pass. How much did
Sydney owe him? But the code of gentlemen’s agreements that they
all lived by made this an academic question – other men owed him
money, just as he owed money to other men. The tangle of debt that
entwined him was hard to unravel, and he felt so tired … Leighton
reached for the port wine which he kept on the small stand beside
him and drank deeply. He immediately felt better, though noticed
that his hand shook slightly as he replaced the glass. Sydney was
drinking nothing but coffee, he noted with satisfaction. Port wine
was better for the nerves: everyone knew that. Coffee made you
jumpy, less able to concentrate. It was a good sign.

In the pocket of his lucky frieze
greatcoat – though little luck it had brought him – he furtively
touched the bracelet that was the last, the very last desperate
defence between him and total ruin. Damn Georgiana, for not having
more jewellery he could use! His luck would turn, he was sure it
would, if only he could have more funds to bet, to raise the stakes
for that one lucky throw of the dice that was bound to come his way
at any moment. Why had he not found a wife with a yet larger
fortune than the one he had secured? In a few short years he had
run through it all – not that that had been his plan, naturally. If
there were any justice in this world he would have trebled,
quadrupled her fortune by now, only luck had been so damnably, so
unaccountably against him! His folly had been to become ensnared by
her beauty and innocence and not to break free to seek a yet more
wealthy candidate. But he had fallen in love with Georgiana, idiot
that he was, as what man of flesh and blood could fail to do? These
thoughts flashed through his mind as he fingered the pearl and
amethyst trinket, worth only fifty pounds at the very most, and
carefully regarded the equally closed expression of his opponent
across the circle of
green baize.

They were the only two men at the table,
save of course for the groom-porter in his tall chair calling the
odds. A group of onlookers had gathered, the almost palpable
tension in the room ratcheted even higher than usual in this hell
where fortunes were regularly made and lost and lives routinely
destroyed. It was well known that Leighton was all but finished.
His heavy drinking and helpless addiction to the tables combined
with his weak character had always made him easy meat. And against
Roland Sydney, one of the most lethal sharks in these
infested waters, he
stood no chance.

Standing slightly apart from the rest was
Richard Charteris, known to be an acquaintance of Sydney’s, who had
become a familiar face of late at the tables. But there were many who wondered how he had
been drawn into the gambling world in the first place. Charteris
would never pass for one of its natural inhabitants, no matter how
often he played, always seeming to carry about him an air of the
countryside, of wholesome, outdoor life which sat strangely in this
gloomy and fevered atmosphere. He was not even dressed like the
others, had not yet concocted an eccentric ensemble such as many of
them wore according to the dictates of gambling superstition: the
large straw hats bedecked with lucky talismans designed to hide
faces and emotions, the frieze greatcoats, the leather guards tied
over wrists to protect fine lace, the coats turned inside out – the
costume of professionals who regarded their calling as serious
labour.

Charteris was standing with his arms
folded, his head slightly thrown back as he regarded the two men at
the table. He felt horribly uneasy, though he could not have told
why. He had known Roland Sydney as a neighbour for years, but
during the previous winter had unexpectedly encountered him on one
of Charteris’s rare visits to London, drinking more than was good
for him and finishing the evening by being taken to White’s where
Sydney introduced him to the tables – an altogether novel
experience. He had been bitten by the bug, though he had never
admitted it to himself, and since then had spent more and more time
away from home, quickly becoming drawn into this twilight world of
obsession and craving, feeding on the intoxicating delusion that
the next game, the next throw, could mean riches beyond compare. He
had become adept, like many a man before him, at stifling the small
voice which incessantly told him he was a damned fool.

“Mr. Sydney, you are the caster. Name your stake.” The
groom-porter’s harsh voice sliced through the stale air.

Roland Sydney slowly, almost
lethargically, took out a roll of banknotes from his pocket and
placed it in the centre
of the table.

“Twenty thousand.”

“Mr. Leighton,” the groom-porter continued mechanically,”do
you cover the stake?”

“With a promissory note.” Leighton tried to
sound as unconcerned as possible, though the sweat gleaming on his
face betrayed him. There
was a taut silence.

“Do you accept that, sir?” The groom-porter
looked enquiringly at Sydney, who allowed a long
pause to ensue before
answering.

“Really, Smith, I fear for the reputation
of this house if you allow such low practices to creep in.” He was
looking steadily at Leighton while he spoke, his voice carefully controlled.

Charteris could see Leighton’s knuckles
whitening as he clutched the table edge, but he said nothing.

“This is a private game, Mr. Sydney,”
replied the groom-porter in a bored tone. “Normally it would not be
allowed, as you well know. Now, I repeat, do you
accept?”

“If I must.” A slow sneer lifted the corner
of his mouth.

Leighton had not spoken. Without taking
his eyes off Sydney’s, he gestured for an inkstand, which was
brought, and scratched a signature on the bill, then placed it in
the centre of the table with the banknotes. The groom-porter,
hunched like a toad in his elevated seat, gave the signal to begin.
The tension had become
unbearable.

“Mr. Sydney – call the main.”

“Seven,” said Sydney clearly as he
rolled the dice from their
box.

A low murmur swept through the
room as all craned
forward to see.

A five and a two.

As if at some unseen signal the murmur
ceased and total silence descended, broken only by the
groom-porter’s familiar
words.

“Seven nicks it – the caster wins.”

Every man in the room was looking at
Leighton. He had not moved since signing the note, and except for
his ghastly pallor he looked almost calm. There was no need to use
the bracelet now, he thought inconsequentially. He could not think
why he had brought it along in the first place, relatively
worthless as it was. At least Georgiana could keep this, he
realized with a bitter inward smile. After what seemed like an
eternity he slowly raised his eyes from the dice and looked at
Sydney. So it was true what men said. When you lost everything you
really did feel peaceful, quite cleansed of all torment. The worst
had finally,
irretrievably, happened.

“You are obviously blessed with something
the rest of us lack.” He spoke almost kindly, and only a nice ear
could detect the tremor
in his voice.

“Your meaning, sir?”

“Exactly that. You must have some special gift.”

“I detect something else, sir, some
suggestion that you – are you accusing me of cheating?”

“For God’s sake, Sydney,” blurted out
Charteris, unable to bear any more of this dreadful spectacle.
“Leave it. You have won:
be satisfied.”

“My honour as a gentleman will not allow me
to leave it, I regret.” His voice was deadly quiet, his eyes
never leaving Leighton’s
face.

“We’ll have none of that here, gentlemen,
if you please,” the groom-porter cut in. “I’d advise you both to
step outside to cool
your heels.”

“Leighton,” appealed Charteris in a
desperate attempt at mediation, “are you content to withdraw your remark?”

“There is nothing to withdraw.” Leighton
spoke quietly but with more dignity than he had yet been able to
muster, his pale face glistening. “But I am prepared to discuss
this outside if any purpose will be served.”

A look of animal cunning had appeared in
Sydney’s narrowed eyes behind their pale lashes. “You hear him,
gentlemen,” he said to no-one in particular. “It seems I have no choice.”

They both rose, Leighton a trifle
unsteadily as he took another swig from his glass. Sydney put out a
restraining hand to Charteris to prevent him from following. The
room was silent for a moment, but only for a moment. The business
of the night was now eagerly resumed, and every place around the
table was quickly filled. Charteris felt wretched. He made no
attempt to take a seat, but instead stood irresolutely as play
began, deeply disturbed by the previous scene. It was not so much
the rumours that Sydney owed money to everyone, including Leighton,
that oppressed him, nor even the horrible irony of Leighton’s being
probably the only man in the room who did not suspect Sydney of
cheating, as much as the figure Leighton had cut: a pathetic,
cornered wretch trying to clutch the last shreds of dignity around
his nakedness, exposed to all the world as a foolish man who had
brought ruin on his family – Charteris had heard there was a
young child as well as a
pretty wife.

Suddenly a shot rang out from the alleyway
outside, quickly followed by another. Charteris was first out, the
feeling of dread which had oppressed him all evening now
overwhelming. Edward Leighton was sprawled on the ground in the
alleyway, a red stain seeping ever wider across the white linen of
his shirt front, a small pistol in his outflung right hand, and
Charteris fell to his knees beside him. Feeling desperately for a
neck pulse, he put his ear to the pale lips, to the blood-soaked
chest, but knew before he began that Leighton was dead. Roland
Sydney was leaning against a wall a few yards away, also holding a
pistol. He had begun to talk quickly in a strained, brittle voice
the moment he saw Charteris, who was closely
followed by other men
from the club.

“He fired first – meant to shoot me in the
back as I walked in front of him. By some miracle he missed, but
you may see the ball lodged here, in the mortar of this wall.” He
gestured at some damaged masonry, just visible in the light from
the open door behind Charteris. “I had no choice but to defend
myself – he would have killed me for certain. The man was mad!”
No-one spoke. “He tried to kill me, I tell you – in cold blood! I
had no warning, no warning at all: you must all see that I had no –”

“Get out of here as fast as you can,
Sydney.” The squat figure of the groom-porter now appeared beside
Charteris, his voice deadly cold. “If it happened as you said, the
least we can do is protect his widow from knowing her husband was a
murderer. It was a duel, right gents?” He turned to the small crowd
in the alley, receiving instant murmurs of assent. “It was a duel
with a person unknown, that I saw running away as I came out for
air. No-one saw anything. Are we agreed?” Amid hasty words of
concurrence, some were already scuttling away into the night, their
silence guaranteed by their terror of association with this
scandalous place. The groom-porter turned again to Sydney, who now
seemed transfixed. “I said get out of here. And never show your
face in this
establishment again.”

Sydney made no attempt to speak, but
stumbled off into the darkness. “And you, sir,” the man continued
as he turned to Charteris. Contempt dripped from his words. “If I
were you, I’d follow
your friend.”

Charteris had risen and for a moment he
could not move, as though trapped in some hideous nightmare where
his legs had turned to lead, but a nightmare of his own making, and
from which he had to escape. He could hear footsteps approaching
and shouts – the Runners were on their way, having heard the shots.
He turned blindly in the opposite direction and plunged into the
foggy November night, unknowing and uncaring where his
swift footsteps would take
him.

He half ran down St. James’s and Pall
Mall, barely registering where he was. Along the Strand and Fleet
Street he hurried, never slackening his pace and feeling no
weariness. He felt he had strength to walk all night, so powerful
was the sense of self-disgust which possessed him. What spell had
he been under these past months, that he could have jeopardized all
he held dear, could have so risked his beloved Jane and their two
darling children for this, a squalid and sordid hell-hole where men
were ready to lose everything, even life itself, for the roll of a
dice? On he went, unconscious of the detritus of London’s
night-life, the beggars who clawed at him, the whores who tried to
accost him, the footpads and villains who thronged the side streets
that were almost as busy as they were by day in
this great city which
never slept.

At last he came to St. Paul’s and threw
himself down on the steps, gasping for breath. He had thoroughly
exhausted himself but still the images would not stop, the image of
Jane begging him with many tears not to leave them, to give up
gambling and resume their peaceful life, and the image of his
despicable evasions. He would go home at once to his dear family in
Devonshire, go home and never set foot in this cess-pit again. He
had at last awoken from
the nightmare.

But two images were pressing on his whirling
brain with even more urgency. One was of Edward Leighton lying dead
with a pistol in his right hand. The other was of Edward Leighton,
minutes before his death, signing the promissory note. And he had
used his left hand.

 


 


 


1




A cold wind was tugging the last remaining
leaves from the tall, whispering trees that bounded the little
churchyard. Georgiana, a slender, dignified figure in her widow’s
weeds, stood at the graveside with both hands protectively on the
shoulders of her young son. Lost in her own thoughts, she had been
scarcely aware of the familiar words of the burial service until a
slight pause after ‘Dust to dust’ made her conscious that all the
adults in the little group were looking at her expectantly. She
stooped quickly and grasped a handful of earth, glad that her
leather glove protected her from the cold, clammy feel of it, and
dropped it into the grave.

The vicar, shivering in the wind that
whipped at his surplice, went mechanically on, and at this signal
the sexton and his man began shovelling earth in rhythmic thuds
onto the coffin. Daniel turned up his shocked, pale face to his
mother, earnestly seeking her eyes behind the heavy black
veil.

“Is papa…?” he faltered.

Georgiana turned the child to face her and
knelt to enfold him in her arms. He had endured quite enough of
this dreadful ordeal. “Yes, my darling. Papa is quite well now. He
is with God.”

She wished she could believe it. Her own
eyes were filled with tears, but whether for poor Edward or for
herself she could not have told. Over the child’s shoulder she saw
Mr. Brightwell, her late parents' attorney and now her only source
of guidance, watching her closely from the other side of the grave,
his normally cheerful face a picture of fatherly compassion. She
rose, still holding Daniel close, and attempted a small inward
prayer. “Oh Lord, please forgive Edward for the wrongs he has done
us,” and then involuntarily added, “and please, please in your
mercy give me the strength to sustain this precious child!” A pang
of guilt shot through her at this selfish request when all her
thoughts should have been with the departed. But how could she not
feel anguish at their
predicament?

What a pathetic event this was! Was this
all Edward’s swaggering life had come to, a humble funeral on the
edge of Bath, the city in which they had first met and where she
had brought his body from London, dead after a pointless duel over
a debt? Despite the anger that she could not help feeling at the
sheer, stupid waste of his mis-spent life, she could yet feel pity
for him. Herself, Daniel and Mr. Brightwell were the only mourners. Of the rich
friends and connections of whom he constantly boasted there was not
a trace.

Except…

Was there not a tall figure standing
at some distance,
half-obscured by the cypress trees near the lych-gate? Georgiana
had first noticed him as the little procession made its way to the
graveside and now saw that he was still there, and apparently
watching with some interest. She narrowed her eyes against the cold
wind, but the thickness of her veil prevented a clear view. Whoever
he was – and the dreadful thought darted into her brain that he
might be a dun, come to accost her at the very graveside about some
unpaid debt – he was heavily cloaked and wore his hat low over his
face, as if to avoid being recognised.

She tore her attention back to the
present. The service had ended and the vicar, obviously anxious to
return to his warm rectory, was hastily offering a few well-tried
phrases of consolation for which Georgiana murmured her thanks. Mr.
Brightwell was waiting patiently, and now came slowly round to join
them as the vicar made his departure and the grave-diggers
steadily continued their
task.

“Well, my dear,” he began, taking her hand
between both of his and looking keenly into her
face. “A sad day. A sad,
sad day.”

Georgiana felt the tears begin to spill
over at the genuine kindness of his tone. He turned to Daniel,
diplomatically giving her a moment to recover herself.

“And you, my dear Daniel, have been a
wonderful support to your mama. I am very proud of you.” He patted
the child’s dark, curly head and then returned his gaze to
Georgiana. “Are you at leisure to wait upon me in my chambers this
afternoon, my dear? I know you will be anxious to – to settle
matters.” Georgiana knew full well that he really meant ‘find out the worst.’

“Yes, of course, sir. My faithful Hannah
will take care of Daniel for a few hours. She is even now preparing
some hot soup against our return.” She tried to speak cheerfully,
glancing down at Daniel with a gentle smile as if to tempt him with
the prospect of this treat after their doleful morning. Mr.
Brightwell in turn had to fight down a rising lump in his
throat at the sight of
her courage.

“I did not notice your carriage in the
lane,” he said in a hasty attempt to change the subject, and then
cursed himself inwardly. Of course they must have walked! “But then
it is not far to your lodgings in Lansdown,” he added swiftly. “And
exercise is very beneficial in times of sorrow.” What foolishness
would come out of his mouth next? He could have bitten out his
tongue. Who in the world could know how desperately Georgiana’s
circumstances had been reduced by her worthless husband better than
himself? Yet Georgiana’s generous nature would not betray
that she felt his
tactlessness.

“Very true, sir,” she replied firmly, as if
a walk in the dank November air with a bewildered
child were a desirable event.
“But Dan and I will be glad of your arm to the
lych-gate.”

He knew that she was trying to make him
forget his thoughtless remark and felt a new surge of admiration
for this elegant young woman with her beautiful face hidden behind
the hideous black veil. She had borne the difficulties of her
marriage with such dignity, and Mr. Brightwell had to struggle with
a most un-Christian feeling of gratitude that she had been released
from further trials by Edward Leighton’s early death.

They walked slowly down the path,
Georgiana on Mr. Brightwell’s arm as she held Daniel tightly by the
hand. She was silent, thinking of all that had happened in such a
short time. Would they ever see the London house in Hanover Square
again? It had been bought and maintained with her fortune when it
became obvious shortly after their marriage that, contrary to her
belief, Edward was virtually penniless. How ardently he had courted
her! And how helplessly she had fallen for his smooth
sophistication and
rakish good looks!

She remembered – how could she not, with
the city of Bath spread out below her in the valley – how she had
returned here, her place of birth, with her invalid father when she
was barely seventeen in a last desperate search for a cure. It had
been to no avail, alas, for her father had died in their first
winter. She had been left alone apart from her father’s older
sister, who had no intention of allowing an orphaned niece to
distract her from the charitable Christian works in which her whole
life had been spent. Her chilly house in Pultney Street had been
Georgiana’s only refuge, from which she had been enticed by
handsome, dashing Edward Leighton. The family was relatively new in
Bath but were known to be wealthy although details were scant, and
Aunt Cordelia had been courted almost as assiduously as her niece
by Edward’s mother and sisters. Everyone had been delighted by the
prospect of the match. Aunt Cordelia had been so persuasive about
this being Georgiana’s Christian duty that she had succumbed, good,
biddable girl that she was, scarcely even asking herself
whether this was what
she wanted.

Before she knew it she was off Aunt
Cordelia’s hands, swept off her feet by a charming rogue who soon
established himself in his true colours as an inveterate drinker
and gambler. His mother and sisters vanished back to Ireland, no
doubt to be maintained by Georgiana’s money which Edward proceeded
to spend with abandon. She recalled her painful attempts to reason
with him, and, after Daniel’s birth, to beg him to reform his
habits and give up gambling, but he had remained deaf to her pleas.
Never violent or cruel, he was nevertheless entirely weak and
selfish, and Georgiana had despised him for it. The shame of her
position had given her a peculiar strength, a determination to
maintain a respectable front to the world for Daniel’s sake. The
thought of her child was what had kept her going through many a
dark hour, the need to be strong for him, to be both mother and
father. Aunt Cordelia had died shortly after their marriage, before
the deception became
clear. Edward had never had any money, and the family were clever
adventurers, finding easy prey in a vain and selfish old lady and
her innocent niece. Georgiana sighed deeply, then checked herself
as she noticed Daniel’s frightened expression.

They had reached the lych-gate, and she
turned to Mr. Brightwell
whose gig was waiting.

“At what hour shall I wait upon you, sir?”

“Three o’clock, my dear, if convenient to
you. I have some business outside town but I shall certainly be back by then.”

“That will suit –”

She broke off abruptly as a movement
behind Mr. Brightwell sent a warning frisson through her body. The
man whom she had spotted earlier! The realization that he must have
been watching their progress down the path gripped her. She
glimpsed the back of a tall, commanding figure which had been
partly obscured by the yew hedge, unmistakably the same person, the
cape on his black cloak edged with a distinctive blue. Mr.
Brightwell instinctively glanced in the direction of her gaze as
the man hurried away in the opposite direction, and when he turned
back to her she could have sworn that for a second he looked
flustered and displeased. The sickening certainty that the man was
a creditor, and worse, that Mr. Brightwell knew it, possessed her
so violently that she actually felt faint. She gripped Daniel’s
hand tighter, drawing
upon all her strength.

“Until this afternoon, then,” she murmured rapidly.

Despite her firm resolve not to look back,
a few yards down the lane the powerful sensation of being watched
was too much. She glanced over her shoulder, braced for the sight
of the mysterious stranger still observing her. But there was
nothing in the lane except a few dead leaves swirling
restlessly in the bitter
wind.

 


 


 


As she entered Queen Square at a few
minutes to three, the gloomy day was already fading to dusk. The
cheerful glow of candle-light at some of the windows did nothing to
lift the feeling of dread which possessed her. Georgiana walked
swiftly, her head lowered but her eyes darting to check every
approaching figure in the gathering murk. The memory of the
stranger in the churchyard haunted her. Perhaps he had had scruple
enough not to approach her when Daniel was present, but she could
not dismiss from her mind the thought that he had overheard her
arrangement with Mr. Brightwell, and might be lying in wait.
However, she reached the door of Brightwell, Brightwell and Keane
without incident, and pulled the bell beside the highly-polished
brass name plaque, a knot of anxiety twisting in her stomach. Now
she would learn the true extent of Edward’s dissipation: her
future, and that of her child, would be laid before her in the next hour.

The door was opened by Perkins, the
elderly
clerk.

“Please step this way, Mrs. Leighton. Mr.
Brightwell will be pleased to receive you.” He spoke with all the
grave formality of long service and loyalty to his master, but was
there also a hint of pity in his tone? He would have prepared all
the necessary documents
of course, and…

Georgiana pulled herself up sharply. Her
imagination was running riot after this morning’s events, she
reflected as she followed Perkins upstairs. Perhaps things
would not be as bad as
she feared.

“Come in, my dear, and warm yourself by the
fire. As you see, I have ordered a tray of tea so we
may be quite cosy while
we chat.”

“Thank you, sir. But I must decline the
tea, having just taken some,” she lied. How touching was Mr.
Brightwell’s care for her! But the thought of tea merely served to
increase her vague nausea. He looked slightly
disappointed, as she
feared he would.

Georgiana seated herself in one of the
wing-back chairs on either side of the fire, throwing back her veil
and removing her gloves as Mr. Brightwell poured his tea. She
sensed that he needed time to gather his resolve before he could
begin, and her faint glimmer of optimism began rapidly to fade. The
delay became unbearable.

“Mr. Brightwell, I beg you to tell me the
facts without fear of distressing me. I have long known that things
must be very bad indeed.” She hoped that this would give him
courage for the painful
duty ahead of him.

“Perhaps – perhaps I should begin…” he said
slowly, evidently choosing his words with care, “… by asking what
you believe to be the
position?”

She took a deep breath in an
attempt to stop her
voice from shaking.

“Well, I realize that our circumstances
must be reduced. Extremely reduced. I have already guessed that I
cannot maintain the Hanover Square house, but I am hoping that I
can take a smaller one in London so that Daniel can continue his
education in town. Naturally I will have a smaller household of
staff; Hannah of course is prepared to take on more and –”

There was no mistaking the look on Mr.
Brightwell’s face as he
slowly shook his head.

“Oh, my dear,” he said softly.

Georgiana felt the blood drain from her
cheeks, her lips suddenly stiff and dry as she waited
miserably for him to
continue.

Mr. Brightwell put down his teacup and
leaned forward, speaking swiftly and distinctly as though
recognising that ending her suspense were the kindest thing he could do.

“There is nothing left. Nothing. The house
is certainly gone. Indeed, I fear that most of the contents will
have to be sold to satisfy the creditors.”

The vision of the man in the churchyard
flashed into Georgiana’s
numbed brain.

“These are the facts,” he went on rapidly.
“Daniel will inherit the Trust fund set up for him in your father’s
will, but when he is of age, of course. Until that time in the
future, we shall be lucky to extract any advance payments as the
stipulations set up by your father were very strict. It seems he
was more prescient than he knew when he tried to safeguard any
children you might have
from blackguards.”

Georgiana could only incline her
head faintly in
acknowledgement.

“Apart from that…” he paused briefly as if
steeling himself, “… apart from that you will have only the small
allowance left you by your Aunt Cordelia. As you know, her
Christian zeal directed her to sink all her substantial fortune
into the building of alms-houses for our old deserving poor, a most
worthy cause of course, but…” Mr. Brightwell checked a rising note
of anger in his voice. “But we must remind ourselves that she
thought you most advantageously settled before her death,” he
finished dutifully. He could not bear the look of frozen horror on
Georgiana’s face, but the words had to be said. “You will have but
sixty pounds a year to
live upon.”

There was silence in the darkening room,
the flickering fire throwing shadows along the bookcases which lined the walls.

The sight of Georgiana sitting opposite
him, silently grappling with the devastation of her life was
suddenly too much for Mr. Brightwell. He could so easily imagine
one of his own beloved daughters, not so far from Georgiana’s age,
in a similar crisis. Instinctively he reached across and took her
hand, his words tumbling out for once in a most un-lawyerlike way.

“That profligate husband of yours! I know I
should refrain from speaking ill of the dead, but I am grieved,
grieved as an old friend of your family at these events. I must
speak plainly, my dear, lest you think you were always without
friends. Your Aunt Cordelia for all her many virtues was a most
headstrong woman who could not bear to be gainsaid. I was always
suspicious of your late husband’s provenance and wished to check
his claims to wealth, but your aunt overrode all my doubts. You
were dangerously unprotected by her, she who should have made your
welfare her tenderest concern! And this is the result – all your
dear papa’s fortune
gone, gone!”

Georgiana felt too shocked to cry. She
knew the tears would come, as they must, but already her maternal
instinct was coming to her aid, jolting her out of her trance of
despair by the need to
rescue something.

Mr. Brightwell could only marvel at her
self-possession. Most other women would have given way beneath the shock.

“However, sixty pounds is something, I
suppose. My chief care is Daniel’s education, as you will imagine.
I must never forget that he is to be a gentleman one day, and to
that end he must continue… that is, he must not be allowed to…” Her
voice trailed away as the thought of the humiliations their poverty
would subject them both to began to take hold. “I could take up
some form of employment,” she began again, striving to keep the
tremor from her voice. “Sewing perhaps, or teaching in a
small way, and Hannah would
–”

Finally it was the thought of losing
faithful, loving Hannah, her own nurse since childhood days and now
nurse and maid-of-all-work to Daniel and herself, which capsized
her. She felt the hot tears welling, and fumbled a handkerchief out
of her reticule. Good Mr. Brightwell pretended not to notice,
pouring out a little more tea which would certainly remain
undrunk while she
collected herself.

“Forgive me, my dear,” he began again
gravely, “for not laying before you the following circumstances
sooner. I wanted you to see for yourself the extremity of your
position. Knowing your admirable character as I do, I foresaw that
you would try to think of ways to lessen the blow by seeking a
situation. I also knew that your own good sense would tell you,
after a few moments’ thought, that this would be impossible.”

She looked up at him imploringly.

“But what am I to do? I have Daniel’s future to –”

“Precisely. What I wish you to do is to
listen carefully to what I am going to say and not rush to
judgement. Will you do
me that honour?”

Georgiana could only incline her head in
acknowledgement. Dread still gripped her, but why was there
suddenly a brighter expression on the worthy lawyer’s face?

“Do you remember Miss Charlotte Mandeville?”

For a moment Georgiana looked
dazed, then recognition
dawned.

“Of course. Mama’s childhood friend. She
sent me a most kind letter on papa’s death I remember. But why –”

“I shall endeavour to explain. As you
undoubtedly know, your mother, as a child, suffered from a weakness
of the chest and consumption was feared. She was sent to spend the
summer months at Weymouth, where, of course, the air is
particularly beneficial. By chance, little Charlotte Mandeville had
also been sent to the resort following the death of her beloved
mama. Miss Mandeville has, alas, been in delicate health from her
earliest years and was confined to a wheeled
carriage on account of
her lameness.”

“And mama was staying in the
adjoining lodgings and
befriended her.”

“Indeed. Your mama, though only a few years
older, acted as the sweetest little mother to the poor bewildered
child. And Charlotte Mandeville never forgot.”

Here Mr. Brightwell broke off and leaned back in his chair, the
words hanging in the air between them.

“I know she and mama were always regular
correspondents and saw each other occasionally,” said Georgiana.
“When papa and I moved to Worcestershire after mama died we lost
touch, though, as I say, she wrote the kindest letter after his
death.”

“Believe me, my dear, she has always taken
the strongest interest in your welfare. When I took over this firm
from my father, who had the honour of acting both for the
Mandeville family of Exmoor and your late parents' families here in
Bath I of course knew of the connection, and through me Miss
Mandeville has remained informed of your situation. She was
privately most critical of your Aunt Cordelia’s negligent treatment
of you, though of course felt that she could not interfere in a
family matter. But now, of course, the case is different.”

He was looking at her expectantly, the
significance of his
words overpowering.

“What do you mean, sir?” she asked faintly.

“I mean, my dear, that Miss Charlotte
Mandeville has offered a home to you, Daniel, and of course Hannah.
She saw an account of your husband’s death in the Times and
contacted me immediately to see what she could do. She insisted
upon knowing the full, unpalatable facts of the case and put me
under some pressure – ahem – I will say considerable pressure,” he
added with a twinkle in his eye, “to reveal them. And as her
trusted employee, what could I do?” he finished innocently. He knew
that Georgiana perfectly well understood the unethical nature of
this, but trusted that other considerations would
weigh more heavily. He
was right.

“Impossible!” she burst out when she had
recovered herself enough to speak. “I can never be a pensioner in
someone else’s home, no matter how kind the intention! I do not
know that I ever saw Miss Mandeville in my life. I know nothing of
her except by reputation – I had rather beg in the
streets than accept such
charity!”

“Would you, my dear?” said Mr.
Brightwell
quietly.

Georgiana ignored the gentle irony and
forged on. “Certainly. Perhaps not beg, exactly, I did not mean
that of course, but… but… there must be some other way that we can
live. I shall look for a position as a governess. Yes, I believe
that will answer. I can offer lessons in all the most popular
subjects, as well as music and drawing of course. I am confident that I shall quickly find
a situation, and then –”

“And then?” He waited a moment for her to
continue, but knew that she was searching desperately for more
courageous arguments. None came. “And then you will be quite happy
to wait upon every whim of pampered children while your own son
despairs in some harsh boarding school for the poorest children,
will you? Because of course you will not be allowed to keep him with you.”

He hated to hear his own cruelty, but knew
that the words were necessary. Georgiana was sitting opposite him
like an animal at bay, her eyes shining, her breath coming rapidly.

“My dear, dear child.” The gentleness of
his voice broke the spell. She put her head in her hands and wept.

“Oh, Mr. Brightwell, what am I to do?
Please guide me. I have
no-one else.”

These words were exactly what the clever
attorney had hoped to hear: now at last she would be receptive to
his case.

“I beg you to consider it in this light. In
accepting Miss Mandeville’s offer you will be removing a great
sense of obligation from her, not shouldering one yourself.”

She looked up, bewildered, her blue
eyes still wet with
tears. “How so?”

“Miss Mandeville credits your mama with
literally saving her life. She has told my late father and myself
that she is quite convinced she would have sunk under a combination
of grief and illness if your mother had not cherished and comforted
her so wonderfully, with a maturity far beyond her years during
those long months. She not only restored her to life but with the
promise of her lifelong friendship, faithfully carried out,
restored her appetite for living. That is a pearl beyond price, my
child; a pearl beyond price. And Miss Mandeville yearns to honour
your dead mother’s memory by attempting to do the same for her
friend’s child. You must see how much this means to her. It is you
who will be the truly generous one if you accept, as I think you will.”

He could see that his words were striking
home. He felt slightly ashamed of this naked appeal to Georgiana’s
abundant generosity, but knew that he carried her future, and that
of Daniel, in the skill
of his persuasion.

She straightened, every cell in her body
now fully
attentive.

“She lives on Exmoor, does she not? The
house is called Garlands
as I recall.”

“Your memory serves you well. The house is
beautifully situated and
has every modern comfort. There is an excellent school for Daniel
in nearby Lynton, as I know that will be your first concern. He can
be a day boy there, which I am sure you will prefer. Miss
Mandeville has thought of everything, you see.”

“But what is to be my status, sir? I could
not bear to be an
encumbrance or –”

“Fear not, my dear. You will have as useful
and valued a life as you could possibly wish. Miss Mandeville would
dearly love a companion as her poor health makes her much confined
to the house and immediate area, but do not suppose for one moment
that you will be dull. She is a spirited and highly intelligent
lady, always open to new information of any kind from the world.
Her society is delightful, and I am sure as I can be of anything in
this life that you will receive nothing but support and loving
kindness there. She is fully alive to your doubts – indeed,
expressly asked me to answer any question you have as fully as possible.”

“I see.” Georgiana was silent for a moment.
So many such questions were crowding that she did not know where to
begin. “Is the house isolated, sir? Is there any other society?”
The thought of total dependence on one person for companionship was
a disturbing prospect. What if she could not actually like Miss
Mandeville when she met her? It was unlikely, but certainly possible.

“I understand what you are thinking, my
dear, and can assure you that there are at least two delightful
families settled close by who will be only too happy to welcome you
– young people, too – Miss Mandeville was most particular that I
should emphasise that. There is the Charteris family, Richard and
Jane, who have two young children I believe, and the twins Roland
and Arabella Sydney whose estate adjoins Garlands.”

Georgiana thought for a moment, and then a
new idea struck her. “But does Miss Mandeville actually live alone?
Has she no other
family?”

Mr. Brightwell suddenly became very
interested in the position of his teaspoon on the saucer beside
him, and rearranged it
carefully as he spoke.

“Although she is in effect the mistress of
Garlands, the house actually belongs to her nephew,
Mr. Guy Mandeville, the
only son of Miss Mandeville’s older brother, now deceased. He has
been a distinguished soldier, and as Captain Mandeville commanded a
company of the 33rd Regiment of Foot. He served with Wellington
during the Peninsular Wars and was decorated at Salamanca and again
at Waterloo. Garlands has, of course, always been Miss Mandeville’s
home as ill-health prevented her from marrying. She has for many
years been almost a second mother to him, as, like you, he lost his
own mother young.”

He paused, knowing precisely
what Georgiana was about
to say.

“But that changes things, surely? My
situation would be – well, somewhat compromised by the presence
of a gentleman, as you
must see.”

“Let me put your mind at rest immediately.
Although nothing official has been declared, there has long been an
interest – that is, Miss Mandeville cherishes hopes that her nephew
might form an attachment with … oh dear, this seems most indiscreet
but I know I can count
on your utmost discretion.”

Georgiana nodded. “Of course.”

“It is necessary to speak frankly in order
to clarify the situation. In absolute confidence, naturally, Miss
Arabella Sydney is the
lady to whom I refer.”

“I thank you, sir.” Georgiana’s eyes slid
sideways to gaze into the fire, seeming to see in its flickering
patterns scenes from her future life. Moments passed in silence.
Mr. Brightwell could
sense danger approaching.

Suddenly her blue eyes switched back to
his, her lovely, heart-shaped face framed by the black bonnet pale
but composed.

“I cannot accept, sir.”

“I see.” Instinct told him that a torrent
of persuasion would never work. “Then it will be my painful duty to
convey your refusal to Miss Mandeville. She will be deeply saddened
to know that she is not to be granted her wish of honouring your
mother’s memory. Deeply saddened.” He shook his head, gazing into the fire.

There was a moment’s pause.

“Mr. Brightwell…” began Georgiana after a few seconds.

“Yes, my dear?” His momentary reverie
seemed instantly to disappear as he sensed the hesitancy in her tone.

“I was merely going to say that I am
painfully conscious of how unworldly I have been in allowing our
affairs to become so, so… and I greatly fear doing something
equally rash and
irrevocable.”

“I understand you perfectly, my dear. You
want to know what provision has been made for your security should
anything befall – pray God it does not of course, but Miss
Mandeville’s health is certainly not strong, and we must be
prudent. Allow me to explain the particulars.”

Fifteen minutes later Georgiana was
contemplating the details of a proposed future in which every
consideration had been minutely thought out with a delicate
generosity which could leave no room for doubt. Their lives would
be secure from the moment she chose to accept. She was silent, but
Mr. Brightwell sensed a softening of her demeanour. He felt, for
the first time, confident that she would acquiesce.

“It is certainly something which deserves a
great deal of thought,” she said at last. “And if I were to accept
this most generous, most wonderfully generous offer,
Mr. Brightwell, when
should we go to our new home?”

Mr. Brightwell braced himself. “Tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning!” exclaimed Georgiana,
exactly as the attorney had feared. “But that is far too
precipitate. How can I seriously consider every aspect of this
momentous decision in so brief a time?” A terrifying sensation of
being out of control was
sweeping through her.

“I know, my dear, I know. It is very sudden
indeed. But I beg you to consider. How are you to continue
supporting your little household here in Bath? Every day that
passes is a further drain on your slender resources. And what are
you to do? If Daniel is to begin attending school again it is as
well to commence as soon as possible, and what purpose will delay
serve? It will only give you long, empty and anxious hours to
reflect upon your position, which cannot be an advantage. My
heartfelt advice is to accept immediately. The future opens out
before you in comfort and usefulness, freed from the anxieties of
poverty and struggle. You must do this, if not for yourself, then
for Daniel. He will have every advantage until he reaches his
majority. No mother could provide more handsomely for her child.”

This, he knew, was unanswerable. Before
Georgiana could respond, he continued, “The Mandeville
travelling-chaise will be ready to take you from the yard of the
Bay Horse Inn, which as you may have noticed is almost directly
opposite your present lodgings, at seven o’clock tomorrow morning.
The livery of the family is blue and grey and I believe it will be
the only such conveyance there at that hour. I am sure that you will be – er –” For some
reason Mr. Brightwell’s teaspoon seemed to need rearranging again
while he finished the sentence, “ – properly attended. You will
spend the night at a most respectable inn in Bridgwater and
complete your journey the following day. Everything has been
carefully planned for your comfort, you see.”

“Yes, I do see,” she replied slowly.
Suddenly she craved nothing more than silence and darkness to
collect her whirling thoughts. She had to get out, to walk the
streets alone for a brief respite before the demands of appearing
strong before Daniel and Hannah reclaimed her. She knew that
everyone wanted only to be kind, but solitude, even for a few
moments, was a
desperately needed sanctuary.

She rose, pulling on her gloves.
“Nevertheless I must have some time to consider. I
shall walk back to
Lansdown and –”

“Walk! My dear, you cannot be serious! It
is quite dark, you see. A lady should never consider –”

“I am quite determined,” she said simply,
her chin lifting. “I am young and strong, and the exercise will
calm and order my thoughts. Nothing, I assure you, is more likely
to produce the answer you desire than letting me have my way in this.”

Mr. Brightwell had not another word to
say. But he was ready to die himself before he would allow her to go alone.

“Perkins shall most certainly accompany you
– I warrant he will remain perfectly silent so as not to disturb
your train of thought. The streets are full of heaven knows
who at this time of the
evening.”

She drew in her breath to remonstrate,
then checked herself abruptly. The man in the churchyard! She was
aware of the strangest sensation, the feeling that although the
events of the last few hours had temporarily eclipsed his memory,
the image of him had never really gone away, not once, since the
moment she had seen him at the funeral. How likely it was that he
had indeed followed her to Queen Square and was even now lying in
wait outside in the darkness! Georgiana bit her lip.

Surprised at the ease with which he had
prevailed, Mr Brightwell was giving instructions at the door to
Perkins, and a link-boy was being summoned to the front of the
building. He turned back
to Georgiana to shake hands.

“I know that you will recognise the need to
come to a speedy conclusion, my dear. I must beg you to send word
of your decision this evening. I can only repeat that I most
earnestly hope and pray that you will accept.”

“I will not fail you, sir. And I am so
very grateful for your
kindness.”

Out in the Square, Georgiana was glad of
the cheerful flare of the link-boy’s torch. She took the dutifully
silent Perkins’s proffered arm and they made their way up Gay
Street and across George Street, passing hurrying figures
dissolving into the night behind the blinding glare of the light.
Was the stranger among them, watching for a chance to accost her
with vulgar and terrifying demands for money? The thought almost
made her sink. This was what life would be like if she chose to
reject Miss Mandeville’s offer – of that there could be no doubt.
Sixty pounds a year would barely allow her to maintain the meanest
of existences, and expose her to all the privations and
humiliations of life as the widow of a notorious debtor. As they
drew near to the Assembly Rooms the fashionable crowd was beginning
to throng for the evening’s amusements. She would be forever
excluded from the numbers who could enter those portals, and
although such society had never particularly attracted her,
ironically she now felt
its loss acutely.

That she, so gently born, should have
fallen so low, and worst of all, should be bringing down her
innocent son in her disgrace! It could not be! Suddenly a picture
of the future flashed before her, ghastly and suffocating in its
reality. But there was an escape on offer, one so improbable and
daring that her heart
thudded at the very thought.

Could she do it?

She could, and she must.

They had reached the safety of her
lodgings in Lansdown Road and she turned to Perkins, who was
about to make his farewell
bow.

“Pray tell Mr. Brightwell that I have
decided to accept the offer, if you would be so kind. We shall be
at the designated place
in the morning.”

It was done: her fate was sealed. She told
herself firmly that acceptance was both wise and honourable. She
must do as Mr. Brightwell had counselled and think of herself as
the benefactress rather than the recipient. But as she entered her
front door she was
acutely aware of one other incentive that only she knew about: she
had precisely seventeen shillings left in the world.

 


 


“And am I really to have my own pony,
mama?” Daniel’s eyes were bright as he repeated the question for at
least the tenth time. Georgiana was only too happy to answer
again.

“Indeed you are, and I daresay many other
generous gifts from the lady who begs you to address her as Aunt
Charlotte.” She exchanged a knowing glance with Hannah across the
open trunks which both were packing with what were now all their
worldly goods. Georgiana felt relieved that Hannah had greeted the
news of their future life as the greatest good fortune. She was
always a weathervane of sound sense, buxom, motherly Hannah with
her rosy cheeks and straightforward speech.

“Time for bed now, Master Daniel,” she said
firmly, hands on hips as she paused in her labours. “We must be up
betimes if we’re not to miss the coach that’s to take us to see this pony!”

It had been balm to Georgiana’s troubled
spirit to see how eagerly her son had embraced the idea of life in
the countryside. An active and healthy lad, he had always chafed
against the restrictions of London and with a child’s innocence,
immediately accepted this dramatic change as if it were the
most natural thing in
the world.

But if Dan’s dreams were of exciting
gallops, hers were of sinister strangers in dark churchyards as she
tossed and turned through troubled half-sleep. Was she behaving
with utter recklessness after all, taking a step that she would
bitterly regret through the coming years? The first sounds of the
household stirring in the pitch darkness were a welcome relief. She
rose and prodded the last embers of the dying fire into renewed
life.

At a quarter to seven two menservants from
their lodgings carried their trunks and boxes to The Bay Horse, and
a few moments later Georgiana, holding Daniel tightly by the hand
and followed by Hannah carrying a bundle of necessities for the
journey, entered the yard. It was still barely growing light, and
lanterns fixed at intervals to the walls made little impression on
the gloom. Several ostlers from the inn and two grooms in the blue
and grey Mandeville livery that Mr. Brightwell had described were
putting to the horses amid much stamping and jingling. Georgiana
looked around for someone to approach, a senior servant or footman
sent by Miss Mandeville to escort her, perhaps, but could see
no-one. A door to the inn was ajar – possibly he had gone indoors
for a moment. Leaving Daniel with Hannah, Georgiana walked a few
paces towards it peering into the gloom and then stopped dead, her
breath catching in her throat in an audible gasp.

She was looking at the back of a tall
figure of a man in the doorway, the cape on his black cloak edged
with a distinctive blue. The terror of the moment almost paralysed
her. The nightmare come to life! Her limbs had turned to lead –
escape was impossible even if she had been alone and not trapped in
this narrow courtyard. As if sensing someone behind him he turned,
and in her frenzy of panic she was aware, as if watching a play, of
her hand being taken and of a pair of dark, depthless eyes beneath
strong brows instantaneously devouring every detail of her as he made a low bow.

“Guy Mandeville,” she heard through the
roar of blood in her ears. “At your service, madam.”
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His instinct had been right. Guy
Mandeville studied the young widow sitting across from him in the
travelling chaise and wished he could feel pleased that his sixth
sense had not failed him. She was both ungrateful and uncongenial –
the very last person on earth to be the companion of dear Aunt Charlotte. This whole
plan had seemed insane to him from the outset, but his attempts to
put a brake on his aunt’s impetuous haste had been futile. Always
so rashly eager to help others, even when those others were
obviously keen to take advantage of her! Yet her rare spirit of
boundless generosity was precisely why he was prepared to do
anything in the world for her – even go along with this mad scheme.
Since Guy had been orphaned Charlotte Mandeville’s warm heart had
been his own mainstay, and he could not really find it within
himself to begrudge others the benefits that he had received. But
this was different. It was all very well to offer discreet and
substantial help to the daughter of her dearest friend, but not a
permanent home, for Heaven’s sake, to this little household seated
opposite him.

The young lad he had already warmed to. A
sturdy, fresh-faced little fellow, he reminded Guy of what he
himself must have been at a similar age. And the maid seemed to be
a sensible, honest sort. But Georgiana Leighton was obviously doing
her damnedest to appear
as objectionable as possible.

He regarded her carefully. This was very
easy to do since she was maintaining a resolute study of the
passing countryside and her disdainful profile had not changed its
attitude or expression for minutes now. He found himself wishing he
could remove that appalling black bonnet to get a fuller view of
the dark hair which she wore smoothly parted. Guy had to admit
that the dramatic looked
suited her, that the absence of the usual feminine frizzle of curls
was rather striking. But then again it was probably part of the
act, part of her determination not to be duly feminine and
submissive – in fact, to be as arrogantly unlike other women as she
possibly could. This was what made her such difficult company.
Handsome though: he had to give her that. She had the true brunette
colouring, with a rich tone to her skin complemented by the dark
line of her delicate brow. A full mouth too, he noted, with a
sensuality rather belied by that stubborn little chin.

Hannah was softly singing songs to Daniel,
and Guy guessed that she was doing this deliberately to cover her
mistress’s pointed silence. Occasionally he caught the little boy’s
eye and passed a remark or asked a question, always answered
promptly and with a shy smile. He felt they would be friends. Guy
could not help noticing Hannah’s discreet look of gratification at
these little exchanges. A fine state of affairs when the maid
displayed better breeding than the mistress! He addressed her directly.

“Have you room enough there, Hannah? I
shall not bite, you know, if you wish to sit on this side. I am
half ashamed to have the
entire seat to myself.”

Daniel grinned, precisely the reaction he wanted.

“Oh no, sir, I thank you,” smiled Hannah.
“We are quite cosy here, to be sure.”

Guy glanced over to see whether this
moment of cordiality would soften her. But Georgiana
Leighton remained
statue-like.

Sitting sternly upright in her corner,
Georgiana knew perfectly well that the longer she remained
unresponsive the more difficult normal speech between them would
become. Nevertheless she still felt too angry and disturbed to say
anything but the absolute minimum every time Mandeville ventured a
remark. How dare he spy on her in that way, without making himself
known as a gentleman should! She recognised now that Mr. Brightwell
had known of his presence – the attorney’s flustered reaction in
the churchyard and inability to look her in the eye over tea were
now explained. But she could not blame him: undoubtedly Guy
Mandeville had issued strict instructions that his presence was not
to be acknowledged. What had he been about, exactly? There could be
no explanation other than that he was judging her, assessing her
fitness for his aunt’s charity rather as he would have observed a
horse that he was thinking of buying going through
its paces. It was
unendurable!

Georgiana could feel her cheeks aflame with
fury as she looked sightlessly through the glass at the passing
countryside. And he was still doing it! From time to time as she
moved her gaze around the carriage, to her gloves, to her son –
anywhere but at the man opposite – she felt him looking at her,
studying her intensely. Part of her pique was the growing
temptation to study him in turn, and her frustrating lack of
opportunity to do so. A few lightning glances when he had been
occupied with retrieving a parcel that Hannah had dropped and when
he had spoken kindly in answer to a question of Daniel’s had told
her that his dark hair curled crisply and that his teeth and a
small, livid scar near his eye both showed startlingly white
against the smooth tan of his skin. But she could not speak to
him.

At length Hannah began to drowse, and
Daniel, tired out from the events of the last few days, curled up
on the seat beside her with his head in her lap. Soon the silence
in the confined space became overwhelmingly oppressive. Georgiana
gazed resolutely out of the window.

“I fear, Mrs. Leighton, that something is amiss.”

It was impossible to pretend that she had
not heard the words, spoken in his deep and richly modulated voice.
She forced herself to cast him the merest glance, though even that
was enough to establish that his mouth had an unmistakably sardonic curl.

“Indeed not, sir; I am perfectly well.” She
felt ready to choke with anger.

“You seem to find the view endlessly
fascinating. Have you
travelled this way before?”

“Never.”

“Ah. That must account for
your absorption in the
scenery.”

The faint amusement in his tone was
insupportable. Georgiana knew that she could not continue absurdly
pretending to be engrossed by the view. Many hours – indeed months
of this man’s company lay ahead. She simply must overcome these
rebellious feelings and behave courteously, if not civilly,
otherwise the project was doomed before it had begun. She struggled
to master herself, but all she could manage was an inclination of
the head. However, she now fixed her eyes on her lap, desperately
hoping that he would fall asleep too. But it was not to be.

“I think you will be very happy at
Garlands,” he began again after a moment. “The air is very pure
there, and the countryside around magnificent. Daniel will, I am
sure, enjoy many trips
to the sea.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I know I did as a boy,” he continued,
apparently not noticing her brief reply. “He will soon be able to
ride up the hills himself, and once he discovers the view from the
tops above Malmsmeade and Oare I’ll warrant there’ll be no keeping
him at home on his
holidays from school.”

He paused, awaiting her answer.

“Indeed.”

She knew that she sounded priggish and
rude, but could manage no more for the moment. Why did he not take the hint?

“You are obviously wondering why that view
is so arresting,” he
continued smoothly.

Was he mocking her? “The hills command an
unparalleled view of the sea, and beyond that the shores of Wales.
You have never visited the area before, I believe you said.”

Georgiana, despite herself, could only
admire his persistence. Now she would be forced to utter a sentence.

“No; I have never been to Exmoor.”

“That is most interesting.” Now she was certain he was mocking her.
“Strange how one can inhabit a part of the country for many years
and yet never know what is on the doorstep. Did you travel outside
London? I believe I am correct in thinking you have lived there for
the past few years. Is city life to your taste?”

Incredible! He had now ambushed her into
responding to three questions at once! Her mind raced over possible
answers, each more brief than the last. Finally she said, “My years
in London, which were pleasant, did not afford the
opportunity for further
travel.”

As she had hoped, this seemed to silence
him, and she could not resist darting a look in his direction. He
was looking at her levelly, the expression on his face a mixture of
suppressed amusement and something else – something she could not
name but which had the appalling effect of causing her to blush deeply.

Swiftly she turned her head to look out of
the window once more, indicating that the conversation was closed.

“How unfortunate,” he began again after a
moment. Georgiana could hardly believe it. “I feel that one should
never neglect an opportunity to acquaint oneself with new
landscapes. I am sure you will grow to love the countryside around
Garlands. I know my aunt
is depending upon it.”

There was such an unmistakable sincerity
in these last words that Georgiana could not but acknowledge it.

“I hope so, sir.”

This was all the encouragement he needed to continue.

“Yes, the landscape is truly outstanding,
with such variety in a relatively small area. Many rivers and
streams flow from the high moors down to the sea, creating deep
wooded valleys which are beautiful in every season of the year.”

This prospect was so enticing that
Georgiana’s eyes unconsciously crept upward to his face as he
spoke. She found herself looking into dark brown eyes which
dominated a handsome countenance of strong features. The mouth was
wide and generous, with small creases at the corners as if he
laughed often. This perception was so at odds with the image of him
as a menacing villain which was so clearly etched on her brain that
for a moment she found herself staring in amazement,
hardly hearing what he
was saying.

“– during the summer months it is possible to
spend whole days together exploring them. And as for stag hunting
of course, the area is
rightly famous.”

This brought her up sharply.

“A cruel pursuit, I think. The poor animals
should be left in peace.” She looked away again, glad of a reason
to disengage from him and irritated that she had so easily
dropped her
guard.

“In many ways I agree with you. But numbers
have to be controlled. You will find that hunting is a very popular
activity, even among ladies. There are a number of my acquaintance
who hunt regularly. They
are quite superb horsewomen.”

It was easy now to snub him. Georgiana’s
distaste for the subject gave her a natural immunity against
discussing it. She presumed he was alluding to the lady to whom he
was romantically attached according to Mr. Brightwell. What was her
name again? She had a twin brother apparently and they were called
– Sydney. That was it. Arabella Sydney. So she shared his love of
hunting! Good. They were obviously eminently suited. She gave the
smallest, tightest smile possible in response, and said nothing.

“I shall be very happy to initiate Daniel
into the hunt in the future if –”

“That will be quite out of the question, I
thank you,” she bridled. “He will not wish to have anything to do with it.”

“You have asked him, I presume?”

The cool challenge was so outrageously
impertinent that Georgiana felt the blood flare again in her
cheeks, but this time from fury. She glared at him, conscious of
her dependency on him during this journey which was becoming more
uncomfortable by the minute, but determined to establish
immediately that she would brook no interference between herself and her son.

“That will never be necessary, I assure
you. Daniel and I think
as one on this matter.”

“An enviable meeting of minds.”

There was a curl to his lip which incensed
her. The anger which had been building after this morning’s shock
of recognition was demanding release. Her eyes met his.

“Mr. Mandeville.”

“Madam?”

“Although I realize that we are greatly
obligated to you, I must declare that I regard your conduct as reprehensible.”

“Reprehensible? A most serious charge – I
am deeply dismayed to hear it. Please enlighten me as to the cause.
I am always ready to benefit from a lady’s observations on my
conduct.”

That taunting manner! She felt herself
quite dangerous, all the high emotions of the last weeks ready to
boil over in an outburst she would undoubtedly regret, but
the temptation was
irresistible.

“I shall be delighted to oblige.
Your conduct yesterday
when you –”

“Mama?” Daniel’s sleepy voice instantly
arrested her, making her shamefully aware that her heart was
pounding and her whole body shaking. How could she have so rapidly
lost her normal self-possession before this insolent man?

“Mama, I’m thirsty.” Hannah, embarrassed by
her doze, quickly roused herself and began looking for
their water bottle in
her basket.

“A soldier is always prepared you see,
Daniel,” said Mandeville cheerfully, producing a silver flask and a
small cup. “Let me offer a comrade a drink. We old campaign
veterans are used to
such emergencies.”

And before Georgiana could utter a word he
had given the cup to Daniel. The child was obviously enchanted by
the compliment as Mandeville must have known he would be.

“Drink your fill, Daniel, we have enough
for everyone,” he continued pleasantly. “Mrs. Leighton, may
I offer you some
refreshment?”

She was forced to answer with a
composure she was far
from feeling.

“No, thank you.”

“Well, we shall soon be at Wells for
luncheon, with a chance to stretch our legs. Would you like to help
me oversee our change of horses, Daniel?”

“Yes sir, indeed I should – that is if mama
will give me leave,” he
added hopefully.

Georgiana was forced to bite her lip hard
to prevent herself from
looking ridiculous by objecting. She knew he was doing this
deliberately, using Daniel’s growing attachment to contrast with
her own sullen behaviour. It was clear that Hannah, normally
reserved in her judgement about new people until she had thoroughly
tested them out, was rapidly falling under his spell too: her face,
which was wreathed in smiles of gratitude, actually looked quite
flushed! Georgiana looked away in disgust.

Guy Mandeville too had settled back into
his corner and was looking through the window, although his motive
was not anger but the desire to hide his smile. He liked a woman of
spirit, and despite Georgiana’s peevishness – which might, of
course, be caused by her recent loss but then again, might not – he
could still admire her obvious courage. She was beautiful though,
he’d have to concede, though he usually preferred fair-haired
women. And that intriguing blush when she’d caught him looking at
her – what was the cause of that? He felt his smile broadening, and
pretended to cough in
order to cover it.

Nor did her manner improve over luncheon.
The bustle of the coaching inn had not offered many opportunities
for conversation, and Guy had been as good as his word in keeping
Daniel with him while he supervised the change of horses. Not that
his two grooms and the yard’s ostlers needed any assistance, but it
was a convenient pretext to avoid any more stilted exchanges. He
himself was actually enjoying the battle of wits which was
evidently going on between them: his baiting her to talk and her
clever evasions. But he did not want to embarrass Hannah who was
obviously quick and alert, and least of all did he wish to make the
child uncomfortable. He resolved to pretend to rest during the
remainder of the day’s travel, and let Georgiana’s will
prevail. But only for
the moment.

It was quite dark when they reached
Bridgwater and gratefully entered their warm and welcoming inn.
While Guy spoke to the landlord, the others were led to their rooms
by his wife, a civil lady who obviously kept a well-ordered house.
So far everything Mr. Brightwell had promised had been exactly
provided. Would the prospect of the happy life on Exmoor which he
had so confidently predicted also become fact? As they mounted the
staircase to the wing of the hostelry where they were to sleep,
Georgiana felt her composure beginning to return. Guy Mandeville
had left her mercifully alone after luncheon, so obviously she had
said enough to make him
understand that she required the most formal of relations with him
after their bad start. Once they were settled at Garlands she would
probably have very few dealings with him, spending almost all of
her time with his aunt. He would undoubtedly be away from the house
a good deal, and then of course there was his lady-love to be
courted! She felt herself smiling as they walked down the narrow
corridor to the door which led to their little suite of
rooms.

“If you please, ma’am,” began the landlady
as she opened the door to a large, comfortable and well-lit bedroom
in which a cheerful fire blazed, “Mr. Mandeville suggests that dinner for your child
and his nurse be brought up to your rooms. He thinks they must be
very tired after the long journey.”

She was crossing the room as she spoke,
throwing open another door to reveal a further chamber beyond with
two beds and a small separate area for dining. Slightly distracted
as she took in their new surroundings, Georgiana was completely
unprepared for her next words, spoken as she made to leave.

“Mr. Mandeville requests your company at dinner, madam. We
have a superior private room downstairs and he begs you to join him
when you have rested a little.”

Blithely unsuspecting that this invitation
would be anything other than welcome, she backed out and closed the
door, leaving Georgiana momentarily speechless. Daniel and Hannah
were already inspecting their new quarters, and she stood stock
still in the middle of the room while Mandeville’s invitation sank
in.

Hannah came bustling in, looking pleased.
“There’ll be no need to use our own sheets, madam. These are
beautifully clean, for a change. The mattresses and pillows seem to
be the finest goose feather, and – madam? Are you quite well?”

“Yes, Hannah, perfectly,” murmured
Georgiana quickly. She began to move about opening bags, scarcely
knowing what she did as her mind raced over possibilities.

Not to be alone with this intransigent man
for a single instant – that was the overwhelming imperative. But
how to manage it without drawing unwelcome attention to herself? If
she pleaded a headache she would have to be convincing, otherwise
Daniel, whom she prided herself on bringing up to observe the
utmost truthfulness, would see his mama dissembling. But if she
play-acted convincingly, Hannah would fuss and Daniel would become
distressed. No – that was a coward‘s way out. There had to be
another method, some plausible excuse for avoiding
intimacy.

She seated herself at the dressing-table
mirror, unhurriedly removing her bonnet so that she did not have
to look at Hannah while
she spoke.

“We will all dine together downstairs, I
think. Poor Dan has had so many changes in his life lately that he
must be quite confused.
I want him near me.”

There was enough truth in this to make her
conscience easy, but she could see Hannah’s slightly troubled
expression reflected in
the glass.

“Very well, madam. But my presence at
dinner – surely Mr.
Mandeville will not want –”

“Do not disturb yourself, my good Hannah.”
She turned on her stool, smiling affectionately. “Your place is
with Daniel and me, not in the servants’ hall. We travel as a party.”

Half an hour later they entered the small
private room where Guy, informed of the change of plan and
betraying no sign of surprise or displeasure, received them courteously.

“I have reserved a place by me for my young
comrade,” he said with a smile, patting the back of the chair
beside him. Georgiana knew she should feel gratitude for his kindly
manner but suspicion blocked every other emotion. Daniel and Hannah
however seemed entirely won over by his charm and took their seats
readily, the little boy obviously fascinated by this charismatic
man who bore about him the glamour of glorious deeds in far-off lands.

The immediate despatch of their roast beef
and apple cobbler released them from the need for much
conversation: they were all hungry after their long journey and
fell to with a good appetite. The few polite comments he ventured,
Georgiana noticed, were directed either at Daniel or Hannah,
although whether this was because he was deliberately avoiding
speaking to her or merely trying to put Hannah at ease in her newly
elevated status she
could not determine.

A dessert of sugar plums and nuts was on
the table and Mandeville was leaning back in his chair, half-turned
towards Daniel and answering the child’s questions about cavalry
positions with a good grace. He drank little, Georgiana noticed –
his wine glass had not been replenished and for this she felt
relief: Dan had seen quite enough of his father in his cups,
despite her best efforts to prevent it. Nevertheless it was time to
bring this scene to an end. She was just mentally rehearsing her
departure speech when the child, emboldened by Mandeville’s
friendly manner and eager to make the most of his proximity to a
real soldier, looked up
with undisguised curiosity.

“And please sir, how did you come by that
scar near your eye? Was it a sword-cut or a
musket-ball?”

“Daniel!” Georgiana stiffened with horror.
“I am shocked at your impertinence! Apologise immediately to
Mr. Mandeville, I
insist!”

“I assure you, madam, there is no need.”
Mandeville’s manner was so soothingly placatory that Georgiana was
further incensed, as if he were tacitly criticizing her response.
He had not moved in his chair and now looked down kindly at the
boy. “As a matter of fact, Daniel, I gained this scar –”

“I beg you, sir, not to indulge him
further. My son must not be encouraged in his bad
habits. Daniel, I am
ashamed of you.”

But even as she spoke she registered
Daniel’s pitiful white face and trembling lip, and the sight
pierced her heart. How could she humiliate the child so? His
behaviour in the last few days had been exemplary, dealing with
huge and frightening changes with scarcely a murmur, trying to
protect his mama in his new role as man of the house with such
adorable tenderness. Georgiana felt ready to sob aloud with
remorse, and only the absolute determination not to show yet more
emotion before this infuriating man prevented her from scooping the
child into her arms and weeping as if her heart would break.

“We are past our bed-time, Master Dan,”
said Hannah quietly, rising and extending her hand to the mortified
child. She scarcely understood what her mistress’s uncharacteristic
outburst meant, but the poor thing had been through so much, it was
hardly surprising that she should become overwrought. “A
good night’s rest will
cure all.”

Georgiana sat mute and wretched while
goodnights were exchanged, hardly even noticing Mandeville’s kindly
pat on the boy’s shoulder as he left. She felt vexed beyond
anything she had ever known, almost ready to sink with guilt at her
own cruelty. All the pent-up feelings of the last two days were
demanding expression, and she felt rooted to her chair although she
had now every excuse to leave. She sat in silence staring at the
tablecloth, with a growing awareness that Mandeville’s eyes were
fixed on her face. But still his voice when it
came made her
start.

“Mrs. Leighton,” he began slowly, “I seem to bear the
unfortunate distinction of making you always angry.”

She knew that she should bid a swift
goodnight and leave, but the prospect of some relief for these
feelings was too great. She raised her head, meeting his eyes fully
as she struggled to
fight back her tears.

“We have already broached this subject
today before being interrupted,” he continued evenly. “I trust
there will be no interruptions now. Will you do me the honour of
being completely open about your feelings? If we are to
reside under the same
roof we must needs be friends.” He gave a small smile at the
dangerous flash of her eyes. “Or if not quite friends, then at
least not sworn enemies. Men and women must set their differences
aside if they are not to make all about them miserable.”

There was such justice in his words that
she felt her anguished fury abate. He was offering her a platform
for her grievances. Very
well. She would seize it.

“I am surprised that you require an
explanation, sir, but since you ask, I will tell you. Was it not
ungentlemanly, nay, downright base to spy upon me yesterday as you
did? Why not make yourself known to me honestly and openly instead
of skulking in that ignoble way and frightening me half to death?
It is hard enough to be an object of charity –” she could hear the
tremor in her voice and
strove to master it – “without having to feel that one’s worth is
being assessed.”

“I do most heartily apologise for
one thing and one thing
only.”

“And that is?”

“And that is my carelessness in allowing
myself to be seen. Clearly my skulking, as you
flatteringly call it,
needs practise. My intention was that you should never see
me.”

“And is that supposed to console me? That
you regret the manner of your espionage and wish it had been more
effective? I am angry with the fact of it sir, not the manner: the
fact that you had the insolence to observe me as you would a piece
of merchandise. Am I a new carriage horse that you would assess before buying?”

Although his eyes remained grave his lips
momentarily tightened,
as though repressing a smile.

“There is not the slightest resemblance,
since you ask. I fear, Mrs. Leighton, that you are allowing your sensitivity to cloud
your judgement.” The words were gently uttered but they were tinder
to Georgiana’s still volatile feelings.

“Do not lecture me, sir! I will not suffer
it, whether I am under your protection or no! I do not intend to
endure mealy-mouthed preaching from any man again. I have had my
fill of that.”

A new expression passed quickly over his
face, instantly repressed except for the slight lift of his brows.
Guy regarded her thoughtfully, and when he spoke again
it was with a new
seriousness.

“I will respect your wish. Nevertheless I
must state my position. I maintain that in the circumstances it was
perfectly reasonable, if not essential, to form some opinion of you
before our first meeting. This decision has not been momentous only
for you, madam. Others are very closely concerned and their
interests must be
protected.”

“You have the advantage of me, sir. I was
expected to make a decision on blind faith alone. If it is
acceptable for me to commit myself and my child to persons unknown
except by reputation, why should the same willingness to
trust not extend to your
family?”

“My aunt had nothing to do with this.” His
words were swift and urgent, his dark eyes, holding hers, had an
almost beseeching expression as he leant towards her, his forearms
on the table between them. The firelight glinted on a small gold
ring he wore on one little finger of his tanned, strong hands. “She
is almost too willing to trust, Mrs. Leighton; you will find no
holding back there. But she is, I fear, somewhat naive about the
ways of the world. Completely guileless herself, she touchingly
assumes that others are the same. Alas, madam, it is not always so.
I have known her taken advantage of on a number of occasions, which
I would do anything in my power to avoid happening again. I am her
self-appointed guardian, you see. She was a most faithful and
loving guardian to me when I lost my parents early. It is the least
I can offer in repayment – to watch over her interests. There is
nothing reprehensible, to use your word, in that, I trust?”

Georgiana was momentarily at a loss. There
was no mistaking his sincerity now, and she saw perfectly well the
justice of his argument. But some demon within could not let her
acknowledge it. She knew that she was becoming unreasonable,
probably because she was channelling all the unexpressed feelings
of humiliation and impotence from her disastrous marriage into the
situation. She was venting all the anger she had felt for so long
onto this man precisely because he was allowing her to.

He had not moved after he finished
speaking and was watching her expectantly, with something in his
expression that implored
her understanding.

She stood up, conscious only of the need
to escape his presence, to breathe more freely. Her chest and
throat felt oddly constricted, and the room was beginning to spin.
Every nerve in her taut frame longed to make peace, to respond to
his appeal and establish harmony between them. Yet she could not do it.

Mandeville rose and bowed in silence, his
face pale beneath the tan. Had she angered him? Good. Let him smart
in his turn. Georgiana pulled her black silk shawl more
closely around her and
walked out.

Back in her room, she paced anxiously before
beginning to undress. She had checked that Hannah and Daniel were
soundly asleep first, bending with infinite tenderness over the
child’s head and kissing the soft round of his cheek before
silently closing the door between their two rooms. Her body ached
from the joltings of the day, and sleep was imperative before yet
another day of confinement, but as yet she could not rest. Sitting
in the large armchair beside the glowing fire, she went over the
events at supper. She would beg Dan’s forgiveness in the morning
and put things right between them: nothing was more important than
that. The tears came now with nothing to check them at the memory
of his trembling face, but afterwards she felt relief. Nothing like
it would ever happen again: never would she unjustly rebuke him in
public. He would forgive her and all would be well. But Georgiana
knew she was dwelling on this incident too lengthily as a defence
against a far more unpleasant recognition.

Guy Mandeville’s attachment to his aunt
was blazingly genuine, and did him great credit. Not even her own
grievances against him – and they were justified, she still felt
convinced – could change this. Had she over-reacted? It was easy
now, with hindsight, to accuse herself of doing so, but
recollection of the terror caused by his dark figure in the
churchyard was still too powerful. She tapped into it again,
feeding off the remembered panic in order to justify her
antagonism. But his passionate concern for his aunt’s welfare was
compelling and strangely attractive. How few people she had known
in her short life who cared for anything but their own selfish
concerns! Whatever Mr.
Guy Mandeville was, and she had little curiosity beyond essentials,
he was certainly loyal to his cause, no matter that other people’s
feelings got hurt in the process. That insulting apology for not
rendering himself totally invisible was both pathetic and
ridiculous! But he could not be entirely bad.

Wearily she began to undress, taking her
time to allow her mind to calm. She was seated before the mirror in
her fine lawn nightgown rhythmically brushing her unloosed hair
when a voice from the corridor outside began wailing in piteous appeal.

“Sophie! Sophieeeeee! Sophie my dearest!
Let me in, I beg you! Let me in so that I can hold you in my arms
again –” Here the voice lapsed into a few bars of drunken singing,
comical but most unwelcome at this time of night.

Georgiana went quickly to the door and
spoke through it in a
low and urgent voice.

“Indeed sir, whoever you are, you have the
wrong room. There is no
Sophie here. Please go away.”

“Ah, my little gilly flower – how like you
to lead your dearest Bunny a merry dance!” A few salacious chuckles
and snatches of love-lorn singing followed – “But Bunny will not
give up, my angel. Bunny
wants to snuggle up to his –”

“Sir! Refrain from this nonsense!” Had it
not been for the fear of disturbing Daniel and Hannah she would
have laughed out loud. Her unwelcome visitor was obviously
extremely drunk, his slurred speech interspersed with hiccups and
groans. “Go away at once, or I shall summon help. I
repeat, there is no
Sophie here!”

To her horror this seemed to
inflame him
further.

“Wait, my dearest chickabiddy – your Bunny
will let nothing stand between us – I shall batter down the
door!”

There was an ineffectual thud against the
chamber door accompanied by such wild roaring that Georgiana,
desperate to silence him, seized on the only way she could think of
to stop the noise. In a flash she had unbolted the latch and flung
open the door to show him, since words were useless, that he was
bleating outside the
wrong door.

Half collapsed against the wall was a
plump, red-faced man clutching a bottle of brandy, with clerical
bands askew and periwig comically tipped over one eye. In the
second it took her to register this she was aware of two other
people running down the passageway, and Guy Mandeville was in front
of her before she could withdraw, his voice hoarse with anxiety.

“Mrs. Leighton – are you unharmed?”

For a moment she thought he
would reach out and touch
her.

“I assure you I am, sir,” she answered swiftly. He kept his eyes
on her a moment longer, as if needing to satisfy himself that she
spoke the truth. Then seeming to recover himself he turned
authoritatively to his companion.

“Do you require assistance in
removing this foolish
fellow, landlord?”

“No sir, Mr. Mandeville your honour, sir.” The poor landlord
looked ready to expire with embarrassment and concern. “Ma’am, my
most abject apologies for this outrage. I keep a respectable house,
my lady, and I do assure you that –”

But further apologies were prevented by a
prolonged wail from the
culprit.

“Sophieeeeee!” Instinctively, Georgiana
shut the stout door behind her to block the noise.

“Reverend Bunthorne, sir,” implored the
landlord. “This will never do. Calm yourself, your worship, do, and
remember your station, I
beg you!”

By now two other men servants had arrived,
and amid many more apologies from the landlord and as many
assurances of her safety from Georgiana, the Reverend Bunthorne was carted away.

The absurdity and urgency of the scene had
made her forgetful of her situation. Hastily she opened her door
and made to step inside, but Mandeville was too quick. For the
first time she became tinglingly aware of the impropriety of this
encounter. He had taken off his coat and neck-cloth and wore his
white linen shirt open at the throat and hanging loosely over his
black breeches. His hand was on the lintel over her shoulder,
preventing escape. He was standing very close, and she was struck
as if for the first time by the power of his body, muscular and
hard from his rigorous soldier’s life. She took a step backwards
but could retreat no further against the half open door. Looking up
into his face she could not read the expression clearly in the dim
light, but felt the extraordinary intensity of his
black-lashed eyes locked
with hers.

“I insist on knowing the truth. Are you as
unharmed as you say? Has Daniel been frightened? I feel responsible
for all this, Mrs. Leighton; I have stayed at this inn
on a number of
occasions, and –”

“Pray, Mr. Mandeville,” she interrupted softy, “do not
disturb yourself.” There was very little distance between them now,
and all thought of their previous hostility seemed temporarily to
have vanished here in the silence of the night. His dark eyes
searched her face, but she met them fearlessly, fancying she saw a
newly-awakened concern for her which was something more than common
chivalry. “You are protecting us very well.” She hardly knew why
she added these words, but he let out a short breath, as if they
pleased him.

Guy, for his part, was experiencing a
strange and not entirely welcome mix of emotions. He had been
exasperated by her unreasonableness over dinner, certainly, but he
could not put this down to normal feminine lack of logic for some
reason. Something about her at once drew and repelled him. But for
now the faint scent of violets which seemed to cling about her was
blocking out all other thoughts, that and the shadowed outline of
her nakedness just discernible beneath the thin fabric of her
nightgown. He was suddenly conscious of her soft, warm woman’s
body, so close to him in the dim light, the beauty of her silky
unloosed hair tumbling almost to the curve of her slender waist.
She was so unlike any notion of feminine submissiveness that he had
ever yet encountered, yet so vulnerable, barefoot and completely
natural in this strange
midnight encounter.

His heart was thudding uncomfortably, and
his voice, when he could recover it, was thickened and unfamiliar.

“Then I shall bid you goodnight, Mrs. Leighton.”

“Yes sir.” There was a pause while she
groped for something else to say, something that would alleviate
her previous bitterness. It suddenly seemed very important to do
that, though she could not have told why. “I hope you rest well.”

“Thank you.”

Neither could look away, and the necessity
of moving seemed, at that moment, immensely effortful. But at
length the spell had to
be broken.

“Until the morning, then,” he uttered in a low voice.

Georgiana closed the door behind him and
leant against it, the blood loud in her ears. She could hardly tell
what she felt beyond a deeply disturbing sensation that she was on
the brink of territory she did not recognize, and in which there
were no familiar landmarks to navigate by. She strove for calm,
willing herself to reflect on the events of the day in order to
gain perspective. What had just happened was a freak incident, one
that would afford her much amusement in time, but it had thrown her
into extraordinary intimacy with the one man she wished to distance
herself from. She willed herself to recall their harsh exchanges
over dinner, trying to reconcile the two images of Mandeville that
she was beginning to form. He had seemed genuinely concerned for
her just now. How to square that with the contempt he had displayed
in Bath by spying on her and frightening her so at a time when her
defences were at their lowest? Then it came to her. His desire to
do everything in his power to please his aunt would explain his
apparent softening. While on this journey Georgiana was his
responsibility, and his concern for her well-being would end
when they were safely
delivered.

Gradually she regained composure and
returned to her dressing table. Comforted by the rhythmic ritual of
brushing her hair, she began to face the thought of what was
becoming so difficult to envisage: how they were to get through
another day of close confinement on the morrow after this scene.
The awareness of it would be sitting among them like a fifth
person, she well knew. She brushed steadily on, her mind racing
over ways out of this awkward situation, and an idea began to take
hold. If she were to tell the story herself at the outset of the
journey – suitably edited for Daniel’s ears, naturally – she would
at once defuse it with laughter and show that it meant nothing to
her. Yes, that was the best plan – then there would be no need ever
to mention it again. She went to her bed and slept soundly.

But the morning brought a surprise. After
breakfasting in their rooms they learned that Mandeville had had
horses sent out from Garlands and intended to ride alongside them
for the rest of the journey. At luncheon he made his excuses,
claiming urgent business with a waiting messenger, and as the
November afternoon faded and a heavy rain set in Georgiana caught
glimpses of him riding steadily beside them on his handsome
chestnut. She had not felt able to mention last night’s encounter
after all, not even in passing to Hannah. Was Mandeville avoiding
her deliberately? She dismissed this foolish thought: obviously
this leg of the journey had been prearranged and if they had not
had their altercation over dinner last night he would have
mentioned it. She should be feeling relief. But instead she felt a
vague irritation that she could not instantly neutralize their
midnight meeting in the
way she had planned.

For a few hours they could see nothing
outside but the rain lancing down, caught in the lamps of the
carriage. At last they paused, and Georgiana made out a gatehouse,
roused into sudden activity by their arrival. In the short interval
Mandeville appeared, leaning towards the window as if to
speak. She let down the
glass.

“Welcome to Garlands.” His face was
obscured in the gloom, his voice betraying nothing except common
politeness. Rain streamed from his hat and cloak. Georgiana could
hardly reply. Her mouth felt dry and her heart was beating most
painfully. Had she done the right thing, after all, or was this an
act of utter madness? As they moved forward, Daniel’s hand felt for
hers beneath the folds of her cloak and she squeezed it tightly.
Through the streaming glasses they could make out the wavering
lights of torches, sent out to greet them, and the facade of a
house with many windows brightly lit in welcome through the drenching darkness.

There was no turning back now.
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“Well, my dear,” began Charlotte Mandeville,
removing her spectacles and taking her cup of tea from Georgiana,
who was presiding at the tea-board. “I have a special favour to ask
of you, which I am half afraid to mention.”

“My dear Miss Mandeville,” laughed
Georgiana as she took her seat in wonderment. “Whatever can it be?
I cannot think of anything in the world I would not willingly do.
In a few short weeks you have completely transformed our lives,
like the fairy godmother
in the story.”

But her companion was evidently having
difficulty in finding the right words.

“Miss Mandeville? What is it?” Georgiana
felt faint alarm before this unaccustomed reticence. So far she had
known nothing but the most delightfully easy intimacy.

“Do not fear, my dear child, it is nothing
but the fancy of a foolish old lady.”

“Foolish? Miss Mandeville, I –”

“Ah, that is just it. That Miss Mandeville.
It grates somewhat on my ears, coming from the daughter of one that
I shall always regard as dearer to me than a sister.” She paused, a
half pleading and half fearful look on her sweet face. “Would you – that is, could you
find it in your heart to call me aunt?”

“Is that all?” cried Georgiana, laughing in
relief and delight. She swiftly crossed the floor and kissed Miss
Mandeville’s cheek affectionately. “I have never granted a favour
more willingly, if that is how you regard it, Miss – I mean, Aunt Charlotte. You do me too
much honour, indeed you do!”

“Nonsense, my child.” Miss Mandeville was
hastily putting on her spectacles in a vain attempt to hide a tear.
“Now I shall be completely comfortable. It was the one thing amiss
in our little world.” She took up the delicate embroidery which had
been lying in her lap and made a few tiny stitches. “And as for
having your lives transformed, I am sure nothing can compare with
the transformation in mine! You have brought me such happiness,
just as your dearest mama did all those years ago.”

Georgiana smiled wistfully, thinking of
the beloved mother she had lost when she was twelve years old.

“I recall how desperately homesick and
grief-stricken I was,” continued Miss Mandeville. “Oh, I know I
have told you this before, but I remember so vividly how hurt and
confused I felt by being sent away while my elder
brother was allowed to
stay at home.”

“He was at the University, was he not?”

“Quite so. My brother William was twelve
years older than me, quite a young man of course, but naturally
came home to be with papa at the time of mama’s death. I realize
now that they were terribly anxious about my health and sent me
away only for my own safety. And yet here I am, while poor William
… still, we will not dwell upon that. I look upon my guardianship
of Guy while he was a child as one of the greatest blessings of my
life. But without your dear mother when we were so young – I
honestly feel I would have sunk under my misery. She comforted me
wonderfully and made everything not only intelligible, but
bearable. And because of her I now have you and Daniel as well.
Only think – just a few short weeks ago I lived alone in this
beautiful house, with Guy so frequently on business in London.” She
paused, looking up at the clock. “Bye the bye, at what time do we
expect him back today? I
have quite forgot.”

“No later than four o’clock, if you recall.
Mr. and Miss Sydney are
to arrive at five, and we are to dine at six.”

Normally, early hours were kept at
Garlands, with dinner at four after the fashion of Miss
Mandeville’s youth. But her beloved nephew’s return after an
interval away from home would always be an occasion for licence,
and if he had requested dinner at midnight Georgiana could
imagine his aunt happily
consenting.

“Just so. But as I was saying, if anyone
has cause for gratitude it is myself. To have a child in the house
again is an inexpressible delight! Garlands has come to life again,
and though I was contented enough before, with all my many
blessings, I feel as though I have been granted a new lease of life
too. Yes, my dear, I speak nothing but the truth,” for
Georgiana was regarding
her doubtfully.

“I sometimes feel that our presence must be rather an
imposition, I confess, especially when Dan is rather
noisy.”

“Noisy? I will not admit such a word,” Miss
Mandeville smiled. “I love to hear the house filled with the
child’s laughter and play and besides, he is such a dear little
fellow. I confess that my favourite part of the day is when he
comes home from school and tells us about his activities. He has
such grave and funny little ways, does he not? And I
think, at least I
flatter myself −” she looked up from her work anxiously − “that he
is growing to like me.”

“How could he not?” laughed Georgiana. “Dear Aunt Charlotte, you
have rapidly become essential to his happiness. He had only me and
Hannah before. I wish I could convey how fond he is of you. It is
‘My Aunt Charlotte says this,’ and ‘My Aunt Charlotte says that,’
all the time when he is chattering to me. I assure you he loves you
already.”

Miss Mandeville was gazing at Georgiana
with a faint flush on her normally pale cheeks as she spoke.

“Oh my dear,” she said softly, “I am almost
too happy. Now I only want to see you looking less pensive
sometimes – oh yes, I know you do your best to hide it – and I
shall have nothing left to wish for. You need people of your own
age – young people – about you. I had hoped that Richard and Jane
Charteris could have joined us this evening, but Richard has been
so suddenly called away it seems.” She picked up a note and perused
it again, as if hoping that the contents had changed. “Jane sounds
very disappointed, but there is no help for it. She is a distant
cousin of Guy’s, you know - such a sweet creature!”

“I did like her so much when she called here last week,” said
Georgiana warmly. “I very much hope that I can improve our
acquaintance.”

“Just so!” smiled Miss Mandeville, looking
at her triumphantly over her spectacles. “It really will not do to
be penned up continually with an old lady like me. Ah! Do not
protest. It is the simple truth. Thank heaven we have dear Roland
and Arabella so close at hand. It is my earnest wish that you and
Arabella should become
fast friends.”

Georgiana merely smiled her reply, busying
herself with collecting the tea-cups. It was early days yet, of
course, but so far her meetings with Arabella Sydney had not
afforded her the pleasure she had hoped for. She could not exactly
tell why this was, other than a certain guardedness on the other
woman’s part. But then, it was perfectly natural that she should be
viewed with slight suspicion by one who was so obviously close to Aunt Charlotte. She
was in no danger of forgetting Guy Mandeville’s concerns about his
aunt’s vulnerability to spongers, and distasteful as it was to
admit, Miss Sydney might regard her in that light until she had
proved herself.

“Also …” began Miss Mandeville hesitantly
after a few moments as she concentrated on rethreading her needle,
“… I am sure it will not have escaped you that … oh dear, I know it
is premature to speak of these things, but strictly between
ourselves of course
…”

“Yes, Aunt?” inquired Georgiana helpfully.

“You must have observed the interesting
state of affairs between my beloved Guy and Arabella. I confess I
should die a happy woman
if I could see them married.”

“Pray do not talk of dying, dear aunt,”
laughed Georgiana as she settled herself to her own needlework. For
some reason it was easier to say this than anything else.

“I speak figuratively, of course, my child –
I am determined not to die just yet with so much now to live for! –
but it would be so gratifying to see our estates united, for one
thing. You know that the lands of Combe Florey and Garlands adjoin,
and there has been such a long-established link between our two
families. Quite apart, of course – and please do not think that my
concerns are merely mercenary –”

“There is not the slightest fear of that.”
Georgiana could only smile at the sudden look of
anxiety on her
companion’s face.

“– quite apart from the fact that I would be
overjoyed to see them both happy! I am sure you will forgive me
confiding in you like this, but it has been so difficult not to
speak of it for all
these months.”

“When did you first observe it, aunt?”
Georgiana was examining
some stitching very closely.

“About ten months ago I suppose, shortly
after Guy left the army and came home. Of course our families have
always been close and Guy has known the twins since childhood. It
is only natural, surely, that one should expect ... and I am sure
that the understanding which I have seen developing between them is
not just wishful thinking on my part. But there is the dressing
bell! I have asked Hobbs to lay out my lavender silk. Do you think
it is grand enough for dear Guy’s welcome home dinner?”

As she dressed in her own rooms, Georgiana
tried to summon enthusiasm for the evening which lay ahead. She was
sorry that Jane Charteris would not, after all, be present, as
Jane’s kind and open nature had already impressed itself upon her
in their one previous meeting. She had not yet met Richard
Charteris, and looked forward to doing so. But Arabella’s twin
brother Roland was already becoming something of a favourite with
her, and there would be many opportunities in the coming hours for
more agreeable conversation. Hannah was at this moment supervising
Daniel’s tea in the nursery after his return from school, and he
would come in to spend half an hour with them all before dinner.
That would be a pleasant interval, ensuring that any social stiffness among their little
party would be dispelled by the child’s guileless chatter. Guy
Mandeville would be returned by then, and whatever awkwardness
still existed between herself and him, Daniel’s presence was always
sure to overcome. So why then did she feel so disturbed?

Her toilette completed, she moved to a
window, lifting the heavy velvet curtain to look out into the
gathering darkness. The sweep was lit with torches to welcome the
incomers, the naked skeletons of the trees in the parkland beyond
the formal gardens black against the sky. She was safe and
cherished in this lovely house, her own and Daniel’s future
assured. She already
loved Miss Mandeville with an affection at least as strong as she
would feel for a real aunt, and Dan adored his new school and the
friends he had made there. What then, did she have to wish for? She
moved back to her dressing table and seated herself, beginning to
rearrange the very few trinkets she had left in a small silver
casket – one of the few things that Edward had not taken to pawn.
Her newly-widowed status meant that she had little need of
ornaments, apart from the small pearl-drop earrings she habitually
wore, which was fortunate. When she fully re-entered society again
she would be woefully lacking in even the most modest jewellery.
Edward had taken everything.

She closed the box, glancing up at herself
in the mirror in her sombre dress. Did she really mourn him? The
honest answer was no. The honest answer was that all she felt was
relief that her torment of a marriage was over, those years of
agony when she had had to stand by impotently while her fortune was
squandered by foolish, weak, deceitful Edward. In the end he had
even taken some small keepsakes of her mother’s when the more
valuable items had gone. She had not one piece left that he had not
turned to cash to feed his insatiable gambling addiction.

She moved to the window again, looking out
to see whether any carriage was arriving, but it was early yet, and
the sweep was empty. No doubt Miss Sydney would be as tastefully
bejewelled as ever, and that thought brought her back to the
nagging question which she had been trying for the last hour to
suppress. Was Miss Mandeville right about the attachment between
Guy Mandeville and Arabella? She had not had much opportunity to
observe them together as this was the second time he had been away
in London in the few weeks she had been at Garlands. Towards
herself he had been rather distant – perfectly civil, but somewhat
reserved – although he had continued to engage Daniel’s affections
by showing a genuine interest in the child, personally supervising
his riding lessons on the longed-for pony and taking him on
excursions in the surrounding countryside. For this Georgiana felt
a softening of the heart towards him. But she could not yet quite
like him. She still smarted from the affront to her pride in being
assessed like a piece of livestock. The memory of the midnight
incident she had ruthlessly repressed, a mere freakish reaction of
her overstretched nerves. But did he and Arabella have an understanding?

She cared only because it was important to Aunt Charlotte,
naturally. She told herself that she could not bear to see that
dear, kind lady delude herself and suffer bitter disappointment. To
prevent this, she decided to make a point of observing them more
closely when they were in company together so that she could form a
view and, if necessary, gently suggest to Aunt Charlotte that she
might be mistaken.

What had she discovered so far? There was
little doubt that Arabella Sydney regarded Guy as hers by right,
but it was less clear that he returned her feelings. He was
unfailingly attentive and quite informal in his manner towards her,
but this could be no more than the result of long acquaintance. She
certainly had beauty, and of a kind that most men found
irresistible. Miss Sydney’s prettily curling fair hair and cream
and roses complexion were as far removed as possible from her own
dark looks, and much more fashionable. And then she had such a
lithe and graceful figure, and the prettiest manners imaginable.
Arabella Sydney was used to being a favourite wherever she went.
Aunt Charlotte was obviously very fond of her, and Miss Sydney lost
no opportunity to improve her standing in that lady’s esteem by a
thousand little thoughtful attentions. She seemed particularly
interested in the progress of the exquisite needlework that Miss
Mandeville was so highly accomplished in, always assiduous in
following its progress and continually charmed by the older lady’s
cleverness in design and choice of colours. She seemed, in short,
the perfect choice for Guy Mandeville, and a choice with the
alluring prospect of joining their two estates, Garlands and Combe
Florey. Georgiana knew that Mandevilles and Sydneys had been
neighbours for the last two hundred years, with frequent
intermarrying among previous generations. But apparently there had
been no link in recent history, and a union between Guy
and Arabella would remedy
that.

It suddenly flashed into her mind that
this might be the pattern of her life in the future, this watching
the progress of other people’s love affairs, exactly as the matrons
and dowagers of her youth had done. The years seemed to stretch
before her in an endless emptiness, the little excitements
generated by romances in the neighbourhood being the nearest she
would approach to love, ever again. She would never know the
happiness that marriage could bring, and painfully reflected on her
own experience. The few months of sensual awakening before Edward’s
first infatuation had waned now seemed an evanescent trick of
memory, succeeded as they had been by his gradual fading of
interest as his addictions strengthened. Drunkenness had rendered
him nearly incapable as a lover, and the recollection of those
animal encounters still caused her to feel stinging humiliation.
Love had had nothing to do with them. It had been a mercy when he
had stopped coming to her bedroom, but as a woman she could still
feel a sharp sense of rejection. Perhaps the fault was hers.
Perhaps no man could ever find her desirable, perhaps she herself
would never again feel
–

Suddenly her hands flew to her face as a
profoundly scandalous realization struck her. That night outside
her bedroom at the inn with Guy Mandeville – that night she had
felt like a desirable, passionate woman again. But how could that
possibly be, as she did not even particularly like him? What a
cruel and shocking trick of nature, to make her react in such an
unthinkable way to a man she barely knew, a man whose honour she
doubted and who, above all, was practically engaged to another woman!

There was a tap at the door, making her
jump guiltily as if she had been caught stealing. But it was only
Hobbs with a request from Miss Mandeville for Georgiana to
accompany her downstairs
to receive her guests.

 


 


 


“It gives me
such pleasure to have you all about me, my dears!”

Miss Mandeville looked over the top of her
spectacles at the little party gathered in the drawing room, its
ochre damask panels and upholstery glowing in the soft candlelight.
Daniel was seated beside her, proudly showing off some sketches he
had made at school while the others looked on. “I do hope that Guy
has not met with an
accident. At what time –?”

“My dear Miss Mandeville,” broke in Roland
Sydney solicitously, “always so anxious for everyone’s well-being!
I’ll warrant he’ll be here within the hour. Wait – is that
commotion outside himself arriving now?” He went to the door and in
a moment returned. “It is. He begs a few minutes’ grace to prepare
himself to meet such distinguished company, and then he will allow
us to dine,” he joked, crossing the room to take Miss Mandeville’s
hand. “Now you can cease to worry and enjoy the evening thoroughly, dear lady.”

“Thank you, Roland,” she replied, her eyes
moist. “I know I worry unnecessarily sometimes, but I am always
happiest when those I love are safe at home. Foolish, I know, when
I consider all those years when dearest Guy was at the wars. I do
not know how I supported the anxiety sometimes. Anyway, Daniel, let
us continue looking at these delightful sketches. How clever you
are! You have captured the –”

“What an adorable person she is!” Roland
Sydney had returned to his chair beside Georgiana and spoke in a
low, affectionate tone. “I can quite honestly say that I have never
met her equal for generous good nature. She seems to have made a
life’s work of taking orphans under her wing. Guy of course, but
also Bella and me when – Oh, my dear Mrs. Leighton, please forgive me! I could curse my
own stupidity. Pray do not for one moment imagine that I meant
–”

“It is of no consequence,
Mr. Sydney, I assure
you,” laughed Georgiana. “I am not in the least offended. Everyone,
of course, must know what my status is, and I did not think for one
moment that you spoke with any special reference to me.”

The look of dismay on his
fresh-complexioned face, so like his twin sister’s, relaxed. “Thank
you,” he said in a low, relieved voice. “I would not for the world
have embarrassed you. I was actually thinking of the dreadful
occasion when we lost our own parents. Miss Mandeville was a refuge
during those dark days, Mrs. Leighton, a veritable sanctuary. She actually came to
stay with us at Combe Florey for several weeks when the news first
reached us, you know, and cared for us in our grief.” He stopped,
looking across the room at where Miss Mandeville sat with Daniel
and his sister, evidently too moved to go on.

“A storm at sea, I believe,” began
Georgiana gently. “Pray tell me if you do not wish to speak of it
Mr. Sydney, and I will
–”

“Not at all, Mrs. Leighton. Your delicate sympathy is not in the
least intrusive. You have a natural ability to enter into the
feelings of others, I have observed, which does you enormous
credit.” He spoke so warmly, his blue eyes fixed so intently on
hers that she felt herself colouring at the compliment. “Yes, it
was indeed a storm at sea,” he went on, “and of course the
unbearable tragedy of it was that our dear mama had accompanied our
father on that particular trip to the West Indies. She had not been
out with him to visit our sugar plantations since we were tiny,
although he, of course, was often away. They had been three months
there and were on their way home when the Exeter went down with all hands.” He shook his head
sorrowfully and there was silence for a few moments.

“Thank you for not interrupting my
reverie,” he continued presently. “Your delicacy of mind is truly
gratifying. One does not often meet with it nowadays,
Mrs. Leighton, but you
have the true gift.”

“You are too kind, Mr. Sydney, indeed you are. Grief is so hard
to bear, I know.” She was actually thinking of her own dear mama,
and was unprepared for his response.

“Ah, your beloved late husband! How you
must miss him. You can have few confidantes here at Garlands I
imagine, as of course you are ever-watchful of Miss Mandeville’s
health and anxious not to burden her. Forgive me if I presume too
much on our short acquaintance, Mrs. Leighton, but I feel as if I have known you for
far longer than a mere few weeks! Is it not strange how one can
sometimes feel that about a person one has just met? It is enough
to make one believe that there is some strange destiny at work, is
it not? But I was about to say that if you ever wish to unburden
your heart, I would be honoured beyond words to hear
you.”

There was such a genuine depth of feeling
in his sentiments, Georgiana thought, such a transparency and
grace. She felt herself in the presence of a truly warm sympathy,
so soothing to the feelings which Guy Mandeville, with his abrasive
and unapologetic manner,
had bruised.

At that moment the door opened and Guy
Mandeville himself entered, his manner unhurried but, Georgiana
noticed, his dark eyes swiftly, almost anxiously raking the room
until they settled, for one split second, on her. Had she imagined
that? He walked over to his aunt and kissed her affectionately,
then raised the hand of a blushing and prettily smiling Arabella to
his lips. She looked up at him beguilingly from beneath her long lashes.

“So, Captain Mandeville, you have returned
to us at last! A pretty trick to play upon your aunt, to delay her
dinner by two
hours!”

Mandeville smiled. “Alas, my dear
Arabella, I am no longer Captain Mandeville, as you know. In fact I
never was Captain Mandeville to you, I flatter myself, but plain
and simple Guy as I have
been from childhood.”


Arabella gave a tinkling laugh, taking
Daniel’s hand as she did so. The boy looked at her in surprise, as
so far she had taken little notice of him as he sat between the two
ladies on the sofa. “Come, Daniel,” she continued, lightly kissing
his head, “do not let this rude fellow interrupt our cosy talk. I
insist that you continue to show us your beautiful drawings. This
child has such talent you know, as I have already noticed. Have I not, Roland?”

“Indeed you have. My sister is always so
quick to encourage genuine ability, Miss Mandeville.”

“Dear Arabella.” The older lady looked
fondly at her. “She is always so kind in her comments
upon my poor efforts, to
be sure.”

“Oh come, dear aunt,” admonished Guy gently
as he touched her cheek. “You are one of the finest needlewomen in
the county, if not the country, of that there is no doubt. She is
about to protest, Dan – let us prevent her. Come, shake
hands and tell me how you
do.”

“Very well, sir, I thank you,” replied
Daniel, rising to shake hands solemnly. “I have followed your
advice, sir, and kept Willow to the routine you suggested, and
Thompson says we may start him on small jumps next week.”

“Excellent! Tomorrow is a holiday, I hear,
so I shall come to see how you have progressed immediately after
breakfast and we shall ride together. Do we have a firm arrangement?”

“Oh yes, sir, thank you, sir!” Daniel
looked ready to burst with pride and pleasure as he bowed goodnight
to the company while
Hannah waited at the door.

Guy was still smiling as he turned to
cross the room to Georgiana and Roland Sydney, but his face became
implacably grave as he approached. The change in his manner of
greeting could not have
been more marked.

“Mrs. Leighton.”

“Mr. Mandeville.”

He did not attempt to shake hands. She had
risen to kiss Daniel as he left and he now stood before
her, his dark eyes
holding hers.

“I trust you are well?”

“Perfectly so, sir, I thank you.”

There was a silence, but he did not turn
away. Miss Mandeville and Arabella were talking together, but
Georgiana was aware that Roland Sydney was watching them intently.
She strove to reduce the
tension.

“I hope you had an uneventful journey,
Mr.
Mandeville.”

For a moment he did not reply, as if he
had not heard her banal remark, then seemed to remember that
he needed to
respond.

“Er … yes, fortunately I did.”

“That is good.”

Still he stood there, until a polite
cough of Sydney’s made
him turn.

“My dear Roland, I am very pleased to see
you looking so well.” The two men shook hands, and within seconds
he had mastered himself, his strange abstraction of a moment
before completely
vanished.

“Guy, your aunt is most anxious to hear
your news,” Arabella called from across the room. “I beg you to
come and satisfy her curiosity like a good nephew.”

With a bow Mandeville obeyed. “I see how
it is,” he smiled. “I am to be divested of every particle of
information, like all
returned travellers.”

Roland leant across to Georgiana so that
his words would be
unheard by the others.

“I think there is no chance of that.”

“Sir?”

“Whatever the true nature of
Mr. Guy Mandeville’s
frequent business in London, he never speaks of it. Never. One
cannot help worrying that it is something that will not bear too
close scrutiny.”

“Indeed?”

“Indeed. Although I have the highest regard
for him, it pains me to observe something secretive in his
nature which I cannot
quite approve.”

Georgiana felt recognition surge through
her. So her surmises about Mandeville had been correct after all!
Roland Sydney, who had known him for years, could not be
mistaken. But she said
nothing.

“There is a want of openness – I would not
go as far as to use the word honesty, of course – but he is not, I
regret, as entirely
candid as one would like.”

Georgiana watched Mandeville across the
room as he talked and laughed with the others. He was not, then, to
be trusted, just as she
had thought.

“I do admire a truly open nature,
Mrs. Leighton. I value
it above all riches.”

“Do you, Mr. Sydney?” She turned to him, her face aglow. “So
do I. Oh, I do indeed.” She was thinking not just of Mandeville’s
treatment of her but also, more painfully, of Edward’s: all the
years of deceit and trickery. How refreshing it was at last to meet
a gentleman who thought as she did!

“Now when I go away, which I often do,
everyone may know where I am,” he went on after a few moments.

“And where is that, pray?” she asked with a smile.

“To visit an old school friend who is in a
sad decline with a consumption, I regret to say. He seems to derive
a great deal of comfort from my presence, but why me more than
another I cannot tell.”

“I am sure I can guess,
Mr. Sydney.”

“Indeed? I beg you to enlighten me,
for I confess I am often
puzzled.”

“Because … because you have such an easy
and pleasant manner,” she said rather shyly. “One is –
comfortable in your
presence.”

“My dear Mrs. Leighton! That is the most charming thing anyone
has ever said to me!”

His exclamation had caught Guy Mandeville’s
attention, and out of the corner of her eye Georgiana was aware
that he was looking keenly at her. Very well: she would take this
chance to make a point.

“I can hardly believe that,
Mr. Sydney. I am sure
that your lack of self-interest is valued by everyone. It is the
greatest of virtues.”

“How very kind you are. As I was saying, the family seat is near
Reading, and I go often to bear him company. It is the very least I
can do for an old friend.”

“It does you great credit, sir.”

“Your approbation is very important to me,”
he said quietly, and then, before she could respond, “Ah, dinner is announced.”

A little bustle now ensued as they
prepared to enter the dining room, with Roland offering his arm to
Miss Mandeville and Arabella already taking Guy Mandeville’s. How
beautiful Miss Sydney looked, thought Georgiana, in her gauzy gown
of palest pink, with tiny rosebuds at the low-cut neckline and
sparkling brilliants at her throat and ears. She herself in her
plain black dress felt like a foil especially invited to set off
the other woman’s angelic prettiness. Indeed, brother and sister
made a handsome pair, for Roland’s tall, upright figure and fair,
waving hair replicated his sister’s good looks. She fell in behind
the couples, Mandeville and Miss Sydney immediately in front of
her. Suddenly Mandeville turned to Georgiana as though conscious of
her unescorted status, his face clouded and his dark eyes
troubled.

“Mrs. Leighton – you are without a partner. We seem to have an
unfortunate imbalance of numbers.”

“Imbalance? Not on my account, I assure
you.” Fresh from the impressions of her conversation with Roland
Sydney, Mandeville’s blunt observation irritated her. Was it an
oblique reference to her pensioner status, a reminder that she was,
indeed, an unwanted appendage?

She looked at him squarely. “Perhaps you
should scour the countryside for some tame parson to squire me next
time. If that would make you less uncomfortable.”

She did not know why she was being quite
so pointedly rude, but felt a frisson of satisfaction as she saw
his lips compress. Miss Sydney was trying to catch his eye to
exchange a knowing look, a smile of triumph barely concealed.

At dinner it was obvious that Miss Sydney
was the chief object of Mandeville’s attentions and Georgiana felt
relieved to have Aunt
Charlotte and Roland Sydney as her nearest neighbours. The meal
passed smoothly enough, with no communication between herself and
Mandeville except once when he handed her a glass across the table.
His fingers brushed hers, and their eyes briefly met. Was there
some mute appeal in the depths of his? She dismissed the thought
roughly, but the lingering memory of his hand against hers could
not be so easily shaken off for some irritating reason.

The gentlemen did not tarry long over
port, Georgiana noted with relief, otherwise there was a danger
that Miss Sydney would fall asleep, so many yawns did she have to
stifle while the ladies chatted over tea. Her instant animation
when they returned, however, made Georgiana smile to herself.
Arabella immediately engaged Guy in a conversation about a lame
hunter, and Miss Mandeville, completely happy to be surrounded by
the bright talk of the young people, sat by approvingly. Georgiana
noted her contented looks as she attended to her needlework,
occasionally adding something to the conversation, and she could guess that Aunt
Charlotte was noting the steady progress of her heart’s desire with
the utmost satisfaction.

Presently Roland Sydney took his seat beside her again.

“I fear you will feel somewhat excluded by
all this hunting talk, Mrs. Leighton.”

She smiled gently.

“Ah, you are much too well-bred to say so,
of course, so I shall say it for you. Hunting is an enjoyable
pursuit, but it does have severe limitations as a topic of
conversation. We were mentioning London before dinner, a much more
interesting subject. Do
you miss it?”

“Not at all. Mixing in society was never
quite to my taste. I am a country mouse at heart, I fear, although
I realize how dull that
sounds.”

“Dull? Not in the slightest! All the best
people prefer the country. I have never liked London, I confess. In
fact, I cannot remember the last time I was there.”

He paused for a moment, then continued in
a more hesitant manner, “But forgive me – London must have some
unpleasant memories for you. Your late husband … I dread to
trespass, Mrs. Leighton,
but I understand from the newspaper reports that …”

“Yes, Mr. Sydney, there is nothing to hide now.” She looked at him
fearlessly. “He was addicted to gambling, sir, and it cost him his
life.”

“Gambling! I am most grieved to hear it.
What a strange vice that is, and what fools men are to succumb to
it! I would not even know what it is they play in those dreadful
establishments – gambling hells I believe they call them. I confess
I find all the pleasure I could ever want in an honest game of twopenny whist.”

“My thoughts exactly! But
Edward, alas, was beyond
all appeal.”

“That is almost impossible to conceive.” He
shook his head slowly, staring at the carpet. “A duel, I
believe the newspaper
report said.”

A sudden lull in the conversation opposite
meant that his last words were audible to the others. Miss
Mandeville immediately interposed. “Yes, my dear, I have never told
you this, but if it had not been for dear Roland’s alertness I
might never have had the pleasure of having you here at Garlands.”

“How so, aunt?” She noticed Miss Sydney’s
sharp look at her brother on hearing her address Miss Mandeville
thus. It was the first time Georgiana had used the word all evening.

“It happened to be a time when I was rather
unwell and I had not opened the newspaper: nor would I have,
probably, for a few days afterwards. Anyway, Roland had noticed the
report in the Times and, remembering the connection which I had
often spoken of, rode over at once to point it out to me. Was not
that most thoughtful? So quick to do another a good turn – the
twins have always been
the same.”

“Then I obviously have you to thank for my
being here at all.” Georgiana turned to Roland, her heart full.

“Not at all – I am sure Miss Mandeville
would have got to hear about your sad loss without my help.” The
others had resumed their conversation, and under cover of it Roland
addressed himself
quietly to Georgiana.

“Was the man responsible for your husband’s
death ever found, Mrs.
Leighton?” He had picked up a small porcelain figurine and was
studying it closely.

“No, he was not. I was told that he fled to
the continent immediately afterwards. Not one person who had been
present that evening would admit the fact. Everyone could vouch for
being elsewhere at the time. I fear we will never know the truth.”

“Ah, that is so often the case I believe,”
he said, carefully replacing the figure. “What a truly dreadful
event! I rejoice for you
that it is all over.”

There was a call from Miss Mandeville.
“Roland, do come over and join your sister for a moment. I want to
ask you particularly about the water meadow
management.”

“Miss Mandeville always takes the minutest
interest in estate business,” he smiled. “Pray excuse me,
Mrs. Leighton. I shall
do myself the honour of returning as soon as I am
released.”

Georgiana reached over to place her tea
cup on a side table and when she turned back, Guy Mandeville was
standing before her, making her start slightly. He made no attempt
to sit, and he had positioned himself so as to block any view of
her from where Miss
Sydney was sitting opposite.

“I regret that I missed the pleasure of
your conversation at dinner, Mrs. Leighton. One has to spread oneself too thinly when
guests are present. I wish to enquire more particularly into your
well-being while I have been away.”

“As I said, sir, I have been quite well, I thank you.”

“I rejoice to hear it.” He hesitated, but
made no move. “Nevertheless I fear I have again offended you in some way.”

“How so?” Her response was a little too
rapid, and she bit the
inside of her lip.

“I believe I expressed myself rather
clumsily before dinner. It must have seemed that we were all
conspiring to exclude you, and I very much regret that. I would
have been honoured to have offered you my other arm, and was about
to do so. I can only apologize for my gauche manner.”

On the edge of her vision, Georgiana could
see Miss Sydney vainly striving to see what was passing between
them while pretending to
attend to Aunt Charlotte’s words. Guy Mandeville was still
immobile, his tall figure strikingly handsome in his dark evening
clothes, a barrier between Georgiana and the rest of the room. His
eyes were searching her face, his expression serious, betraying
something less than his usual self-possession, she fancied – so
unlike the smiles and indulgent looks with which he favoured
Arabella Sydney! She tore her gaze from his with an effort and
looked down. To fail to respond would be mere churlishness, and she
could not stoop to that. She would never think well of him, but she
would not for the world make Aunt Charlotte uneasy by any coolness
between them.

“I confess I was rather hasty, sir,” she
murmured. “I am still very conscious of my dependent position,
Mr. Mandeville, and not
at all used to it. Pray forgive me.”

“Guy, we simply must have your opinion on a
vital matter!” Miss Sydney called brightly across the room. They
both glanced across, and Georgiana instantly registered the
desperate expression of Miss Sydney’s eyes above the brilliant smile.

He turned back to her, his gaze briefly
capturing hers again, and bowed swiftly before moving away. “Your
wish is my command, fair lady!” he said lightly as he crossed the
room, his manner instantly reverted. Georgiana hardly knew what
to make of
it.

“What a splendid idea of Arabella’s,” Aunt Charlotte called out
excitedly. “She suggests we have a New Year ball here at Garlands,
my dear, just as we used to have in the old days. And now that dear
Guy is back – of course I should have thought of it myself – how
remiss of me! That is why young people are so essential – they keep
one up to the mark.”

“Naturally, dear Mrs. Leighton,” said Miss Sydney feelingly,
her face a picture of solicitude as she crossed the room to sit
nearer Georgiana, “we should not expect you to take any part,
except for attending on Miss Mandeville of course. Obviously you
will not even wish to dance, let alone attempt it. I am sure you
agree with me that nothing is more distressing than to see a widow
making herself ridiculous by trying to curtail her mourning
period.” This was said with her usual pretty airs and smiles, but
Georgiana could feel the barb.

“Indeed, Miss Sydney: I am grateful to you
for being so careful of
my situation.”

“Then that is settled,” she continued
gaily. “My only fear now
is that I shall not find a partner.”

This was too obvious a ploy to be ignored,
and Guy immediately
obliged.

“Then let me put your mind at rest,
Arabella,” he said, coming over to her chair and raising her hand
to his lips. “Will you do me the honour of granting me the first
dance, and indeed any other that your many beaux will permit?”

For the first time since arriving at
Garlands, Georgiana felt a tiny stab of irritation
at the ecstatic expression on
Aunt Charlotte’s face at this pretty little scene. But why? Surely
her aunt’s gratification was all she wished for?

The evening ended with cheerful adieux,
and Georgiana was
relieved that Aunt Charlotte, now very tired, wanted to go
immediately to bed. She herself felt fagged by the occasion, and
curiously out of sorts. But as they mounted the staircase one
almost incomprehensible idea was taking firm root in her mind: Miss
Sydney, she was nearly certain, was actually jealous of her! The
thought almost made her want to laugh aloud, despite her fatigue.
If only she knew how little cause she had! The evening had been a
mixed experience, but the confirmation of her suspicions about
Mandeville at Roland Sydney’s lips made a kind of triumph. Whatever
it was he did in London was no business of hers, but she dreaded
that innocent Aunt Charlotte should be hurt by it. Miss Sydney was
welcome to him. Her brother, though, she mused, was altogether
different. Honest and unaffected, his company had made by far the
pleasantest part of the evening, and she looked forward to seeing
him again. Here, she felt certain, was a man she could truly
trust.
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The Christmas season with its fine old
tradition of neighbourliness and frequent visiting was now upon
them. On a mild morning of pale winter sunlight which marked the
first day of the school holiday, the carriage took Miss Mandeville,
Georgiana and Daniel to call upon the Charteris family. Georgiana
had looked forward to this visit with more genuine pleasure than
she had felt for any social occasion since arriving on Exmoor a few
weeks before, and although the few other families she had met in
the small social circle of the area had been perfectly agreeable,
she already dared to hope that in Jane Charteris she had found a
woman whom she could truly love as a friend.

Her heart lifted at their first view of
Broomfield as the carriage made its gradual descent into the
shallow, sheltered valley from which the house seemed to have grown
as a natural outcrop. The mellow stone, half covered in the scarlet
leaves of a creeping plant, glowed in the milky sunshine, while
Jane herself stood on the steps to greet them wrapped in her warm
Paisley shawl as she chattered and laughed with the two gentlemen.
Georgiana immediately registered one of the figures as Guy
Mandeville, who had ridden over earlier to go shooting with Richard
Charteris, who must, of
course, be the other.

To perfectly complete the happy family
scene, the Charteris children, William and Eliza, were scampering
about with several excited barking dogs of various sizes. Georgiana
felt the sudden, surprising sting of unshed tears at the sight of
this picture of family harmony, a simple joy that would never be
hers. She collected herself quickly as their carriage halted and
they stepped out, Jane Charteris swiftly coming down the steps to
greet them with scant regard for ceremony. Georgiana had not been
mistaken at their first meeting – Jane’s natural sweetness, a
priceless quality that no amount of polite ceremony could ever
match, instantly enveloped them all in its warmth.

“My dear Miss Mandeville!” cried Jane,
kissing the older lady’s cheek. “I am delighted to see you looking
so well. We have a roaring fire waiting to welcome you and
Mrs. Holt has especially
baked some of her little apple and cinnamon cakes that you like so
much. And my dear Mrs. Leighton.” She turned to Georgiana, taking
both hands in hers with unaffected pleasure. “Welcome indeed to
Broomfield! I do so hope it is the first of many, many
visits.”

Georgiana felt herself relaxing into a
delicious sensation that she could not at first define, something
that she had not yet
felt at Garlands despite all Aunt Charlotte’s kindness. Then it
came to her. She suddenly felt safe, wholly accepted, released into
a freedom where she could be entirely herself with no necessity for
guardedness or self-doubt. It was something that had been absent
from her life for so many years now that she had been completely
unaware of its loss, until this moment. So powerful was the wave of
sudden relief which flooded through her that for a moment she found
herself unwontedly tongue-tied. This revelation was something that
would require much thought when she had leisure to consider
it.

“I confess that nothing would give me more
pleasure,” she responded with heartfelt sincerity, quickly pressing
the hands which still held hers. The pressure was returned,
accompanied by a look from calm grey eyes which, in a second,
seemed to understand everything about her. “And Daniel,”
said Jane, turning to
the child and stooping to grasp his shoulders. “I do believe you
have grown since I saw you last – astonishing! Here are William and
Eliza waiting for an extra playfellow. They have been talking of
nothing but your visit since yesterday.” Daniel made his formal
bow, though obviously itching to join in the game in progress,
which was being supervised by a footman and nursemaid.

Despite the delightful sensations which
were every second filling her heart and mind with a new impression,
Georgiana was conscious that Guy Mandeville’s eyes had not left her
since she had stepped out of the carriage. So he was still
scrutinizing her behaviour, continually on the watch for some
confirmation of her unsuitability! His manner towards her was
unvaryingly polite, but the grave formality which had come to
characterise their exchanges meant that they seemed almost more
distant from each other than when they had first met. She did not
know how it could be, when everyone else seemed to have accepted
her with warmth and kindness, but there it was. Indeed, there was
not a single other person, save, perhaps, for Miss Sydney, with
whom she did not feel entirely at ease. Guy Mandeville was chatting
with his aunt and Richard Charteris while Jane and Georgiana spoke
to the children, a commanding figure even as he stood at his ease
in the mild sunshine. Servants and dogs were waiting for the shoot
at the edge of the woods across the park, the whole scene redolent
of conviviality and
long-established friendships.

And another great pleasure was now
imminent. Georgiana was certain that in Richard Charteris she was
about to meet a man whom she would come to love and admire as a
dear friend. How could it be otherwise, when she already loved the
pretty, elegant little woman who so clearly adored him? She turned
expectantly for the introduction. At that very moment there was a
cry from little Eliza who had slipped on the gravel,
instantly claiming
Jane’s attention.

“Ah, I must take it upon myself to stand in
for Jane, I see,” smiled Guy after they had all seen that the child
needed nothing but a few
moments of mama’s attention.

“Mrs. Leighton, may I present my good friend and neighbour, Mr.
Richard Charteris.”

This was not what she had foreseen – for
some reason all her imaginings of this moment were centred upon
Jane making the introduction, seeming, by the action, to mark a
barrier between Georgiana’s life at Garlands where Guy was a
constant and disturbing presence and a little world which was quite
separate, and in which she could feel independently valued. This
was ridiculous, she knew, yet Guy’s involvement here was jarring
and unwelcome. But much worse was to come. Richard Charteris, a
tall man with the sandy, curly hair that his son had inherited
stepped forward stiffly and took the tips of her outstretched
fingers onto his, bowing low and never raising his eyes above her
chin. His kindly face seemed suddenly to have set in hard lines and
he looked flushed and
extremely ill at ease.

“I am honoured to make your acquaintance, madam.”

It was over. Richard was moving away from
the group, calling to servants and bidding the children be good.
Georgiana caught Guy Mandeville’s eye and knew beyond doubt that
what she saw was a reflection of her own surprise – shock, even –
which he instantly covered as he moved away. Why had Richard
Charteris been so cold? Aunt Charlotte had stepped over to join
Jane and the now-mollified Eliza, and had not witnessed the scene.
Did Charteris, too, disapprove of her residence at Garlands? Had
Guy spoken disparagingly of her to his friend? It was the
conclusion to which she instantly leapt, but the memory of Guy’s
look as he witnessed what amounted almost to an insulting dismissal
of her, the most frigid and minimal acknowledgement, was indelible.
He, too, had been mystified, she was certain. What could it
possibly mean? Absurdly shaken, Georgiana had to rally her spirits
to join in the cheerfulness of the other two ladies as they mounted
the steps, and by the time they entered the warm and cosy morning
room she was almost mistress of herself once more. The two extremes
of behaviour towards herself which Jane and Richard Charteris had
exhibited was matter for much future wonderment, but for now she
must give her full attention to the demands of the visit.

Despite this intention her agitated spirit
would not rest and her mind still searched for answers. Jane, who
had not witnessed the introduction, was every bit as engaging and
interesting as Georgiana had dared to imagine, but would she, too,
have been embarrassed by her husband’s manner? Certainly she showed
no awkwardness in her references to him, which were many – he and
the children were obviously the centre of her life and the objects
of her boundless love and loyalty. Perhaps – and Georgiana felt
herself cleaving to the thought as the most explicable, comforting
answer – perhaps Richard simply suffered from shyness which would
gradually fade as he got to know a new acquaintance. Strange
that no-one had warned
her of it!

She suddenly realized that the other two
ladies were looking at her expectantly. She had been aware of Aunt Charlotte’s voice, but
had no idea what she had evidently just been asked.

“Pray excuse me,” she laughed, feeling
herself blush. “I was so struck by the loveliness of the room,
Mrs. Charteris, that all
other thoughts were driven from my head. It is indeed delightful!”
She spoke the truth, glad that she could cover her apparent
rudeness by a sincere compliment. The house was decorated in the
old style, with a profusion of jewel-coloured soft rugs and
cushions, tapestries and chintz, which lent a benevolent look to
the dark, heavy furniture of a bygone age, lovingly polished over
many years of family use. Boughs of red-berried holly decorated the
old stone fireplace, while children’s games were laid out on a
table near the window. The effect was of a vibrant, close family
life, utterly enchanting to Georgiana’s eye.

“You are too kind!” exclaimed Jane. “The
house has been in Richard’s family for centuries, and he was rather
afraid when we married that I would want something more modern.
That worried me, I confess, for I felt he had no business marrying
someone whom he evidently understood so little. As if I knew or
cared about the latest fashion! But it must seem very rustic to
you, Mrs. Leighton,” she
went on as a little anxious frown crossed her sweet face, “after
the smart salons of London.”

“The smart salons of London,”
answered Georgiana with
genuine feeling, “have seldom afforded me any sensations but
boredom and indifference, I do assure you.” She rose and walked to
the centre of the room, looking about her with unfeigned pleasure.
“But this is so – so comforting!” she ended with a laugh at the
impossibility of putting into speech what she felt.

“My dear – I knew you would think so!” said
Miss Mandeville delightedly as Georgiana resumed her seat. “I was
as sure as I could be of anything that this would answer all your
notions of what a family home should be. You see how alike we are,
my dear Jane.” She turned to their hostess, sitting beside her on
the sofa. “I suppose there is nothing wonderful in the daughter of
my dearest friend thinking as I know her mama would, but I cannot
tell you the inexpressible comfort of being able to
predict her tastes and
preferences!”

“It is certainly a good insurance against
nasty surprises,” laughed Jane, good-naturedly. “Now
Mrs. Leighton, I am sure
that my next enquiry will sound very dull as you must have heard it
a hundred times in the last few weeks; nevertheless I sincerely
wish to know. How do you like Exmoor and your new home now you have
settled in? Are you finding it some kind of solace for the loss of
your former life?”

She looked so innocently anxious during
this speech, so evidently dreading to trespass on delicate ground
that Georgiana could have embraced her. Ah, if only Jane knew what that former life had
been, the sheer, grim endurance that it had taken to present a
respectable face to the outside world and to protect Daniel from
its darkest corners! Jane’s kind face, a picture of anxious
concern, was almost heartbreaking in its innocence. She, of course,
could never have the slightest anxiety in her own marriage, which
was obviously as near perfection as it was possible to approach.
Georgiana could answer with perfect truth.

“Pray, Mrs. Charteris, do not fear for me. Since meeting
Aunt Charlotte I have not had a moment’s regret, though I confess
the decision was a difficult one initially.”

“Of course it was, my dear,” interrupted
Miss Mandeville feelingly. “You are such a wonderfully loving mama
that your care for Daniel’s happiness was even greater than for
your own. But I knew you would be brave! Yes, I do not
underestimate the courage your decision took. But you are your
mother’s child.” She stopped, reaching across to take
Georgiana’s hand, her
eyes moist.

“But Daniel seems to have settled so well,”
observed Jane gently. “I can quite understand your anxiety for him,
and how happy you must be to see him so obviously thriving.”

“Indeed, oh, indeed,” replied Georgiana,
her voice filled with emotion at the instant empathy with another
mother. “And how kind William has been to him! It has been such a
blessing to have him guide Dan through the mysteries of a new
school. Most boys are unwilling to be seen helping out a younger
one, are they not?” she smiled. “But William has taken Dan under
his wing, and made the transition as smooth as possible. I shall
love him for ever for that.”

“My dear Mrs. Leighton, it is nothing but what I should expect
of William,” answered Jane, the pride in her voice belying her
modest reply. “He is only senior by a year, after all, and
remembers only too well how it feels to be the new boy. Richard is
the most careful of fathers, you know, and has tried to instil the
paramount virtue of kindness into his children. He detests above
all things that they should be less than generous to any of God’s
creatures, and is the most benevolent of men himself. You will
expect me to be partial, of course,” she ended
playfully.

Georgiana hardly knew how to respond to
this description of a man so at variance with her own recent
experience. Before the necessity of any reply, however, Miss
Mandeville had taken up the refrain.

“I think the most impartial of observers would say the same,” she said
feelingly. “A better-natured man it would be hard to find, my dear
Georgiana, and I regret that you have not had the pleasure of his
company yet. No matter, we have all the time in the world before
us. I am convinced you will come to love him as we all do. He is an
invaluable neighbour.”

“As to that, Miss Mandeville, I confess I
am dreadfully embarrassed,” replied Jane. “How rude we must have
seemed to you all – two invitations to dine that we have declined
because of this wretched
business in Somerset.”

“Yes, my dear, what exactly is it that
takes Richard away so regularly? It does seem to be taking a vast deal of time.”

“Some trouble with our land agent there,
which seems to have become extremely complicated, I fear. And the
most vexing thing about it, Mrs. Leighton, is that it has almost exactly coincided with
your arrival at Garlands so that Richard has been back and forth
almost constantly these last few weeks. We have so wanted to make
your better acquaintance and have you all here to dine, but Richard
has been so taken up with travelling and legal matters that we have
been very poor neighbours, I fear.”

“It is of no account, Mrs. Charteris, I beg you not to think of
it,” said Georgiana, responding generously to her new friend’s
dismay. “I can quite see that it is just a matter of unfortunate
timing. In a few weeks I am sure that –”

“Are you sure this has not been going on
for longer, Jane?” Miss Mandeville interjected with a puzzled
frown. “I am sure that Richard has been away from home this year
much oftener than he used to. I remember observing as
much to Guy in the
summer when –”

Jane Charteris had moved rapidly from the
sofa to make what Georgiana felt was an entirely
unnecessary adjustment
to the fire as Aunt Charlotte was speaking, and now resumed her
place. Two red marks had appeared on her normally pale cheeks,
whether from the heat of the fire or from some other cause,
Georgiana could not tell.

“Oh, that was some connected legal matter
that required regular visits to London to settle, nothing more.”
Jane tried to speak airily, but in one so normally transparent her
attempt at a casual tone did not quite convince. Georgiana did not
know what to make of it, but recognised a look of relief on Jane’s
face as the door opened and refreshments were brought in.

The distraction did the trick: their
smooth and pleasant conversation continued, the subject of
Richard’s absences forgotten in talk about the small domestic
concerns that made up their lives. Presently Miss Mandeville went
to sit for a few minutes with Jane’s housekeeper, a regular feature
of her visits to Broomfield as the woman had been a former servant at Garlands.

“I congratulate you on finding as rare a
soul as Miss Mandeville for your benefactress,” said Jane as she
seated herself close to Georgiana in preparation for a comfortable talk.

“Indeed. I cannot believe that my fate has
turned round so dramatically in such a short time,” replied
Georgiana with deep
emotion.

“How hard it must have been for you, my
dear,” murmured Jane. “I cannot conceive how I would have survived
such a terrible tragedy.
To lose your husband –”

“Pray, pray Mrs. Charteris.” Georgiana knew that she was in the
presence of one with whom she could indulge in the absolute luxury
of total honesty. There were sympathetic tears in Jane’s clear grey
eyes that Georgiana could not bear to see. “I felt sad that
Edward’s life was so pointlessly wasted. But I was not
heart-broken. I hope you will not be shocked to hear it, and I have
not said these words before to a living soul. But our life was very
unhappy. Poor Edward was a bad example to his son, and I used to
tremble to think what would happen when Daniel became older and
could see clearly what his father was. No-one could have saved
Edward. I tried everything I could, but he was intent on dragging
us deeper into ruination and despair. No, Mrs. Charteris, I cannot
let you think that I am grief-stricken.”

Jane’s response was to embrace Georgiana,
kissing her cheek and taking hold of her hands as they broke apart.
“I treasure your honesty and hold this as a sacred confidence – may
I call you Georgiana?”
she enquired timidly.

“Of course – dear Jane. I am so very happy
that we are to be friends.”

For a moment they sat in silence,
Georgiana’s heart too full for speech.

“Come, my dear,” began Jane after a moment.
“Let us look upon our many blessings and rejoice. We
have so much to be
thankful for.”

“Indeed. I am ashamed of myself sometimes,
for feeling rather melancholy. I have so little cause.”

“Now I will not allow that. You have
undergone a very severe trial, and come out of it triumphant. A
moment or two of melancholy is quite allowable, I think,” said Jane
with a wise little nod of her head. “But on to more agreeable
matters. How do you like my cousin, Guy Mandeville? Do you
not think him a very
amiable man?”

Georgiana felt an unwelcome stab of
discomfiture, but would not for the world disappoint Jane’s
anticipation of a favourable answer. She held Jane’s eyes,
determined to do him all the justice she could and
striving not to sound
ungenerous.

“He seems a well-respected, gentlemanly
man,” she ventured, choosing her words with care. Then adding more
animatedly, “I am sure he is a most excellent and loving nephew.”

Jane was only too ready to take up the
theme. “He is devoted to his aunt, and she to him, and I myself
have never known anything but consideration and kindness from him.
My mama and his were first cousins, you know, so I suppose I can
claim him as a family member. I am as proud as can be of
the connection, I must
confess.”

“Why so?” Georgiana could not help herself,
but Jane was too absorbed in her praise of Guy Mandeville
to notice this slight
sharpness.

“The great distinction with which he has
served his country, for one thing. A great deal of this we have had
to glean from other sources, you understand, for Guy himself never
alludes to it. But that is all of a piece with his general modesty.
A more upright, loyal and honourable man it would be hard to imagine.”

“We are indeed … fortunate to have him
amongst us,” said Georgiana, with, she hoped, at least a semblance
of warmth. She must not be seduced by her new intimacy with Jane to
open her heart about her real opinion of Guy as she longed to do.
The close, strong bonds of family and friendship which held the
Charteris and Mandeville families were certainly proof against any
adverse impressions that she, a raw newcomer, might have, no matter
how tempting it was to express them. Again, Jane appeared not to
notice any failure of enthusiasm, for a little frown was creasing
her brow which, Georgiana was beginning to learn, presaged a
sentiment which her new friend was uneasy about expressing.

“I hope, dear Georgiana,” she began, “that
is, I beg your pardon if
I offend…”

“Nothing you say can offend me, I assure
you,” encouraged
Georgiana gently.

“Well, it occurred to me that one of the
great benefits of your residence at Garlands will be that Daniel
can come to know a man that he can truly respect and strive to
emulate. I can see that Guy is becoming increasingly attached to
him, and I merely thought – oh dear, I beg you not to be displeased
– that since, by your own admission, Daniel could not respect his
own papa, then in Guy he would have before him the pattern of
what a true gentleman
should be.”

A thrill of unwelcome recognition darted
through Georgiana at these words, but Jane herself was looking so
anxious at having spoken frankly that Georgiana’s first instinct
was to put her at
ease.

“Pray do not be concerned at speaking
honestly: I take it as proof of our friendship,” she smiled, though
suddenly conscious that her heart was beating uncomfortably. Why
had she been deliberately avoiding the acknowledgement of this fact
which had been becoming plainer by the day? She knew that she could
not face it even now that Jane had illuminated it so clearly,
pushing it from her even
as she appeared to agree.

“You are certain you are not offended?” queried Jane.

“Quite certain. There is justice in what
you say.” This was the nearest approach she could make for the
moment, and feeling a great need to move on to safer ground
presently added, “The neighbourhood seems a very congenial one. I
am becoming acquainted with all the local families gradually under Aunt Charlotte’s
guidance.”

“And how do you like them?
Have you met the Wilmotts
yet?”

“I have. Seven unmarried daughters – poor
Mr. Wilmott!” laughed
Georgiana.

“Yes, and as you may imagine, the Robinsons
with their five sons are a constant object of invitations to dine
at the Wilmotts’. All the neighbourhood is watching with great
interest to see which
young man is secured first.”

“So I understand. Mr. Sydney mentioned as much the other
evening at dinner. I have met with the twins more regularly of
course, because of the connection between the two houses. We go to
visit them the day after tomorrow, in fact. It is the first time I
have been to Combe Florey, as they have always come to
us.”

She paused, but as Jane did not reply,
continued, “I already like Mr. Sydney very much – he has such a pleasing manner. His
sister seems a little more reserved, but I earnestly hope I may
come to know her better.”

But Jane merely smiled, and Miss Mandeville
re-entering the room at that moment, the conversation turned.

 


 


 


Georgiana let down the glass of the
carriage, the better to enjoy the tingle of frosty air on her face.
She was on her way to the appointed morning call at Combe Florey,
but not, as had been
planned, with Aunt Charlotte. The heightened social activity of the
season had taken its toll, and her aunt had succumbed to a bad
headache which had confined her to her room. However, nothing would
console the older lady so much as the visit to Combe Florey
continuing without her: on this point she was immovable, despite
all Georgiana’s earnest pleadings to stay at home and minister to
the invalid. Guy, accompanying Daniel on his pony would ride over
first, followed by Georgiana. But not, as she passionately desired,
on foot so that she could revel in a solitary walk across the park
in all its winter glory. Aunt Charlotte had been horrified at the
suggestion. “My dear! On no account! You must be careful of your
health – I fear you look too pale already. If you should take a
chill I should never forgive myself!”

In short, Georgiana had instantly acquiesced
to spare her aunt a moment’s more concern, and now gazed longingly
at the great lime trees, their leafless branches sharp against the
clear blue sky where the rooks cawed and wheeled above their
exposed, untidy nests. In a moment the road would sweep around a
low hill to provide her first sight of Combe Florey. She had heard
much about its splendours for it was the chief house of the
neighbourhood, surpassing all the others in antiquity and
grandeur.

A few moments more and they were in sight
of the house, the bend in the road exposing it fully to Georgiana’s
view. Her first reaction was awe, closely followed by
disappointment. The great house, turreted and of dark grey stone,
seemed slightly forbidding even in the bright sunlight which bathed
it. A formal and immaculately trimmed knot-garden was laid out on
either side of the main approach, the frost which sugared each tiny
frond of box and yew sparkling coldly. Even the sunshine glinting
off a thousand panes of the Gothic mullioned windows did not lift
the impression of a dark, brooding presence, so out of keeping with
the gentle and lush countryside in which it was cradled.
Instinctively Georgiana felt herself longing for the pretty
cosiness of Garlands, or the welcoming warmth of Broomfield.
However, there was no time for further reflection as the small
party gathered on the steps to meet her started to approach the
carriage. Guy Mandeville and Daniel stood slightly back as the
twins prepared to welcome her.

This ceremony was chiefly performed by
Arabella, who, as mistress of the house, was as civil, attentive
and condescending as any stickler for etiquette could wish. She
looked beautiful in her straw-coloured morning gown and fur-trimmed
pelisse, her fair curls becomingly pinned up with matching velvet
ribbons. Again, Georgiana could feel Guy Mandeville’s eyes upon her
for some infuriating reason, but this time her response was less of
annoyance than mortification, although realizing this seemed to
make her strangely more mortified still. She could imagine the
figure she cut in her black widow’s weeds beside the lovely
Arabella, gracefully turning this way and that as she included them
all in her welcome so that her figure in its lovely drapery was
exhibited to full
advantage.

A tour of the house, it seemed, was the
first priority, and Georgiana soon lost count of the panelled
galleries with their avenues of statuary and stately rooms with
painted ceilings and gilded furniture. Roland and Arabella were
excellent guides, omitting no opportunity to enlighten Georgiana
and Daniel, who stood close to her, about the history and
provenance of whatever they were looking at. Roland’s light and
amusing touch in this duty made it a fascinating, rather than an
overwhelming experience. Guy, to whom the house was familiar, was
following behind them at a little distance despite, Georgiana noted
with wry amusement, all Arabella’s smiling efforts to
include him more in
their group.

At last they entered the apartments which
the twins habitually used, furnished as a contrast to the rest of
the house in the first style of modern fittings and taste.
Georgiana was glad of the warmth of the fire in its ornate jasper
marble chimneypiece, but its glow was not enough, in her view, to
animate the room. Its pale blue and dove grey decor were, she knew,
the very height of fashion, but there was a studied perfection
about the whole which she could not like. They seated themselves
while mulled wine and tiny French wafers were brought in, welcome
enough, thought Georgiana, although the memory of Jane’s warm apple
and cinnamon cakes was
still fresh.

The talk turned at once to Miss
Mandeville’s state of health, Arabella making the most particular
enquiries of Guy and entrusting him with many messages of love and concern.

“I will of course convey your best wishes,”
he said with a smile for perhaps the tenth time. “But I beg you,
Arabella, not to distress yourself so much. It is only one of her
headaches, I assure you, brought on when she over-exerts herself as
she has been doing lately about this New Year ball. A day or two’s
rest, I am sure, will remedy matters. She never will recognize when
she needs to pull back, as you know, wanting to do
more than her strength
allows.”

“As ever, the precious lady!” cried
Arabella. “But on the subject of the ball, my dear
Mrs. Leighton, how go
the arrangements? Is cook fully prepared?”

Georgiana noted the subtle implication
that she would be the proper person to know the workings of the
servants’ hall, but nevertheless replied good-humouredly.

“Yes, I believe so. Mrs. Charteris has kindly put her kitchens at
our disposal as well, and a great baking is going forward in both
houses I believe.” She half expected some offer of assistance from
Arabella, but none came. She sensed that Miss Sydney was becoming
bored now that her central role as mistress of the house had been
discharged, and probably wanted Guy to herself. To fill a silence,
Georgiana asked, “And are there other members of your family
settled locally? I suppose such a large house lends itself to much
visiting, which is a great advantage.”

“Unhappily not,” replied Arabella, her
delicate brows raised in, Georgiana thought, mild disdain at such a
suggestion. “We are sadly depleted as a family.”

“You forget our cousins, my dear,” interposed Roland.

“Of course! How foolish of me. As my
brother reminds me, Mrs.
Leighton, we have a little family of cousins, all female and
unmarried. But they live in a very small way in Yorkshire, I
believe – anyway, somewhere impossibly far north. They would feel
very uncomfortable about visiting such a large house as this – it
is quite beyond their experience. One would not want to embarrass
them.”

Georgiana was silenced. Nor was she
mistaken that Miss Sydney had had enough of her company for the
present. After a moment’s pause, when a thought seemed suddenly to
strike her, Arabella
turned to Daniel.

“I have a great treat in store, young man.
One of our stag hounds has recently had a litter of puppies – they
are enchanting! Would you like to accompany Mr. Mandeville and myself to see them? I
particularly want his advice about the smallest one, which seems
not to be thriving. He is such an authority on animals, as you
know.”

Daniel had of course instantly jumped up
in excitement at the prospect. He had obediently gone through the
boredom of a morning visit, but his small boy’s
liveliness could be
curbed no longer.

“Might I go, mama?”

“Of course. I rely upon you to
behave well,” she smiled
gently.

But Guy was looking rather uncomfortable.
”Perhaps Mrs. Leighton
would care to accompany us,” he began. “I am sure she would like
–”

“Is not that just like a gentleman?”
Arabella held out her hands to Georgiana in mock appeal.
“Mrs. Leighton would be
much happier sitting by the fire with Roland, I make no doubt. We
have quite tired her out with making her gape at our poor home.
Would you not prefer a comfortable talk with Roland, Mrs. Leighton?
I know he has been counting on it.”

“Of course,” said Georgiana with a
smile. “I can think of
nothing nicer.”

She saw Guy Mandeville’s darting, intense
look which seemed to encompass both herself and Roland Sydney but
could not fathom its cause: was he displeased that she was escaping
his surveillance for a few minutes? She could never entirely shake
the impression that he was watching her, and the only explanation
for this was that he still did not fully approve of her presence,
was still doubtful about her claims to be part of the Garlands household.

Arabella was preparing to shepherd Dan away
with the prettiest solicitudes, faultless in her new maternal role
as she took his hand while gracefully inclining her head towards
Guy. Georgiana saw the door closing on them with something like
relief. Now would begin by far the pleasantest part of the morning,
a tête-à-tête with Roland Sydney. She was not disappointed. He
entertained her capitally for fully fifteen minutes with stories of
his ancestors and all the tales of haunting and spectres which an
old house should rightfully have.

“Spirits are discerning creatures,” he
ended playfully. “You will never find them lending their presence
to inferior houses. Certainly Garlands would be considered grand
enough for them – although a less ghostly house I cannot imagine –
but Broomfield, for example, is far too … what is the word? Homely? Yes, far too
homely for them, do you not think?”

“Any ghost there would soon have little
cause for complaint, I should think,” laughed Georgiana. “They
would be required to draw up a chair to the fireside and
take part in the
children’s games.”

“You were pleased with the house, I gather.”

“Oh yes! I fell in love with it immediately
and Jane – I mean, Mrs.
Charteris – too!” She was about to expand on this last declaration,
but instantly realized that her warm opinion of Jane might imply a
lack of equal regard for his sister, towards whom, she knew, she
was expected to feel the closest friendship.

“And did you meet Richard Charteris?” asked
Roland casually, reaching over to replace a book they had been
consulting.

“Yes – that is – only very briefly.”

He instantly picked up the uncertainty in
her tone. “Briefly? You have had no conversation with him as yet?”

“None at all, unfortunately. It seems that
he has been much pressed with family business of late. But I hope
to improve our
acquaintance, naturally.”

“I hope that you will not be disappointed.”

“Disappointed?” She felt herself stiffen.
Was she about to hear something to spoil the picture of Jane’s
flawlessly happy married life that she was coming to
cherish?

“Do not be alarmed – there is no serious
fault. But I fear there is a weakness there. Jane makes such a
successful show of respectability and domestic harmony to the
world, but her husband is but a poor companion for her, I fear. I
would not be surprised if you barely have two words from him in a
year, Mrs. Leighton. He
shuns society generally, and is so ill at ease whenever he is
forced to enter it that you heartily wish the poor man out of his
misery. He depends entirely on his wife in everything. I only hope
Jane’s health will bear it. She is not overly strong you know, but
he seems not to recognize that as he should. He is not a villain by
any means – far from it. But dear Jane deserves better.”

Georgiana was becoming gripped with dismay
at Sydney’s words, during which he had moved over to the table and
rung the bell for fresh mulled wine. She was glad of the relief,
glad that she could hide her feelings from him, he who was so
discerning that he seemed to read every fleeting expression of her
face. The picture that Roland Sydney had painted chimed so well
with the impression she had received of Charteris. But why then had Aunt Charlotte been
so warm in Richard’s praise, only a few days before? It came to her
in a flash: she was trying to protect Jane, as kind friends in
London had pretended to believe her own marriage to Edward was
happy, in a vain attempt to spare her shame. Had Jane that misery
too? Did she know the anguish of concealment behind a mask of
apparent happiness, the supporting of a weak husband who could not
face the world on his own? She pretended to look for something in
her reticule to hide her face, then gratefully took the glass that
the servant was offering and immediately took a few sips to compose
herself. But above all these feelings, one was paramount. She would
not discuss the subject with Roland Sydney. Friend though he was,
Jane Charteris was becoming infinitely dearer, and to speak of
Richard would seem a betrayal of her.

“He seemed a very civil gentleman to me,”
she replied blandly. It was the first untruth she had uttered, but
her loyalty to Jane made
it easy.

“Yes, civil enough, certainly,” he
observed, sitting down near to her again and seeming instantly to
realize, with his wonderful quickness, that the subject was closed.
“But can I reassure myself about Miss Mandeville?” he moved on
smoothly. “Are you as unperturbed as Guy? He certainly knows her
vicissitudes of health better than anyone, of course, but there is
no substitute for a woman’s eye. Tell me frankly of your opinion.”

“Truly, Mr. Sydney, I do think that it is nothing more than
a little over-exertion. I do my best to ensure that she is spared
as much as possible, but as you well know, she is not easy to
persuade!” She turned towards him, expecting a pleased response,
but Roland Sydney’s brow was furrowed as he slowly raised his glass
to his lips, looking pensively towards the corner of the
room.

“Hmmn. I do nevertheless wonder whether
anxiety might not be a
contributory factor.”

“About the New Year ball you
mean? I honestly do not
think –”

“No, I do not mean that.” He continued to
look grave, but now
turned his eyes upon her. “I meant anxiety about Guy.”

Despite the warmth of the fire, Georgiana
felt a little icy chill
creeping up her spine.

“Whatever do you mean?” she asked faintly.

“I hardly know myself, to be honest, but
something is amiss there, Mrs. Leighton. Something is amiss,” he repeated thoughtfully,
taking another slow sip and fixing his gaze on the
ceiling.

“Mr. Sydney, I beg you to speak plainly. I cannot bear the
thought that this lady who has been so good to me is experiencing
some trouble that I am ignorant of. If I were to discover at some
future date that there was something I could have done to protect
her that I did not do, I could not live with myself. Mr. Sydney, I
implore you to tell me what you suspect.”

He looked at her suddenly, his pleasant
features unmistakably pinched with some deep and as yet unspoken distress.

“Dear Mrs. Leighton. How can I deny such a solemn request?
You make it my clear duty as a gentleman to speak candidly. Very
well. I will do so. But only on the understanding that not one word
of what I am about to say will ever pass your lips. I am almost
ashamed to request such an honourable lady as yourself to give me a
promise, as I know I need not really ask. Your natural delicacy
would be enough. But I must insist. Do I have your solemn and
binding promise?”

“Of course.” Dark dread was already
clutching at her as she waited for him to continue, and her
legs felt suddenly weak
and heavy.

“I need not point out to you, for I am sure
it is plain to everyone, that an understanding
exists between my sister
and Guy.”

“No, you need not point it out.” Her
heart was beating
uncomfortably.

“It is an understanding which has been tacitly acknowledged for
some years now – I say tacitly, because Guy has never actually made
any kind of offer, nor indeed declaration, but this was naturally
the action of an honourable man who did not wish to entrap a young
girl into a hopeless engagement.”

“His participation in the wars, you mean?”

“Quite so. How quick you are, dear
Mrs. Leighton! His home
leaves were brief and infrequent, and he of course knew that his
chances of survival were not high.” He waited for her response, but
she could only nod her head. “However, since he has been, thank
God, safely back amongst us my sister has been given many
indications that she will be his settled choice. Imagine her
distress, then, to hear what he said to her after the stag hunt of
last week when they had some private conversation after
dinner.”

Georgiana licked dry lips,
not trusting herself to
speak.

“He hinted broadly – no concrete
information mark you –” he continued smoothly, seeming not to
notice Georgiana’s silence, “that his financial affairs were in a
desperate state and his debts great. He was plainly signalling that
matrimony for the moment is completely out of the question. Imagine
her distress! It seems that his aunt is aware of some, but by no
means all of his difficulty and has been helping him with large
sums of money. But he has run through all of it, it
appears. These trips to
London –”

Georgiana could not bear to hear any more
and held up her hands
defensively.

“I thank you, Mr. Sydney, but that is quite enough. I understand
why you requested my promise. We are encroaching upon the most
sacred territory here, the closest concerns of our nearest friends.
Who knows what the understanding is between Mr. Mandeville and his
aunt, who is as close as a mother to him? I have no right to know
these things, and yet –” She broke off, realizing that this news
put Aunt Charlotte’s many small indispositions and headaches in a
new light. What could she do? The answer was plain: nothing. She
was far too new an arrival, her position in the household far too
unestablished to dare to intervene in any of it. And even if that
were not the case, what business was this of hers? None except in
so far as it adversely affected Aunt Charlotte, she told herself;
it was Aunt Charlotte’s interests, first and last that she cared
about. That was why her hands were shaking and her throat suddenly
tight.

“I entreat you to tell me that I have not
distressed you.” Roland’s tone was heartfelt, his eyes anxiously
searching her face. “I know that I can count on your absolute
silence on this matter. My sister would be aghast to think that I
had betrayed her confidence on this, the most delicate and intimate
of concerns, but I confess that I have been half out of my mind
with worry. I have indulged myself too much by opening my heart to
you. Perhaps I should have held back, but the temptation of
yielding to your sympathy was too great. Pray tell me I have not
transgressed the sacred
bounds of friendship.”

Despite her whirling thoughts, Georgiana
could manage a reassuring smile at the sight of his evident
consternation. He had pulled his chair very close and was leaning
towards her in his anxiety, and was still in this position when the
door opened and the others entered. Guy Mandeville’s face
immediately behind Arabella registered a flicker of shock as he
took in the scene, and Georgiana felt herself flush as Roland
quickly jumped up and crossed to greet them. Had Mandeville guessed
what had been said, that she was aware of his secret? But her
attention was immediately seized by Daniel, running over to tell
about the puppies with an artless joy that allowed her to attend
without much effort. Amid her sudden emotional fatigue, the child’s
presence was an
exquisite relief.

“So, Mrs. Leighton,” lightly enquired Arabella, with just the right
air of the concerned hostess, “did you have a most comfortable talk
with Roland?”

“Oh, most,” replied Georgiana. And
registered that she had just told her second, and this time very
large, untruth of the morning.
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Christmas had come and gone with its
tranquil pleasures of church services and charitable visiting to
the poorer denizens of the parish, always a priority with Miss
Mandeville. The clear afternoon was gradually beginning to fade as
Georgiana sat at her needlework by a blazing fire, the large window
overlooking the park revealing a sky already giving the promise of
a beautiful sunset and a frosty night to come. The dinner hour for
this Christmas week had been set rather later owing to their
frequent excursions, and Miss Mandeville was resting, her health
now restored. Daniel was spending a few much-anticipated days with
William at Broomfield with Hannah in attendance, and the house was
peaceful and still.

Georgiana sighed deeply and paused in her
work, gazing not for the first time that afternoon into the fire,
as though she might find some answers there. She was guiltily
relieved to have this undisturbed time to herself, as for the past
week the activities of the season had left her with little leisure.
That had not stopped the strange tangle of impressions she had
received from her visits to Combe Florey and Broomfield from
dominating the thoughts of every spare moment, however, or from
waking her often from troubled sleep. But the more she tried to
untie the knots, the tighter they seemed to be drawn. The most
depressing feature of the whole was the familiar feeling of
powerlessness which gripped her, a sensation only too well
remembered from the years of her marriage when she could do nothing
except stand by helplessly. She had given her solemn vow to Roland
Sydney that she would not repeat his fears about Guy, but in any
case, to whom could she
repeat them? Not to Aunt Charlotte, certainly, who obviously knew
most of the unpalatable facts, but chose to support her nephew
without betraying a hint of her anxiety. For all Georgiana knew,
this might have been the pattern of their relationship since
childhood, the doting aunt spoiling the wayward boy who could do no
wrong in her eyes. Guy was away at this very moment in fact, having
left abruptly for London two days after Christmas with, it seemed,
no qualms on the part of his aunt. Georgiana had watched closely
for signs of distress or illness, but if anything Aunt Charlotte
seemed better than ever, happily overseeing the final arrangements
for the ball the following day on New Year’s Eve, on the afternoon
of which Guy was expected back. There was to be a dinner before the
ball attended by the Sydneys and Jane and Richard Charteris and
Georgiana could not view the prospect without alarm. She was trying
to prepare herself for the sight of Jane having bravely to support
an inadequate and stumbling husband through the social demands of a
dinner party while trying herself to avoid Roland Sydney’s eye
which would, she knew, often be conspiratorially directed at her.
For the first time she felt something less than pleasure at the
thought of Roland’s company. Whatever her own conclusions about
Jane’s marriage, she would keep them to herself. Her need to
believe in Jane’s perfect marital happiness was a weakness, a
childish fantasy from which she drew vicarious comfort, but it was
dangerous. She must see things as they really were, and love Jane
nevertheless. No, she would love her more, for admiration of Jane’s
strength and loyalty would be added to her affection.

And then there was Arabella. Georgiana
hardly knew what she would feel at the sight of Miss Sydney’s
continuing flirtation with Guy now that she knew what the state of
affairs actually was. Would Arabella dare to show her
disappointment by depriving him of her smiles and alluring glances? And would Aunt
Charlotte betray any hint that she understood what was happening
between them, and try to act as a conciliator? It was all too
baffling, and a frown creased her brow as she bent again to her
work, trying to ignore another question that was nagging at her.
For a few moments she succeeded, smiling to herself as she imagined
the enjoyment that Daniel would undoubtedly be experiencing during
his visit to Broomfield. How excited he had been, and how delighted
she was that he had found such excellent new friends! They would
return on the morrow, as Hannah’s help would be needed in dressing
for the ball, though regular visiting by the children was set to
become a permanent feature during holiday periods.

The smile gradually faded from her lips
and her needle began to slow as the insistent, niggling pressure of
thought took hold of her once more, and she sat transfixed as it
claimed her fully. What did she think about this new insight into
Guy and Arabella’s relations? More to the point, what right had she
to have any feelings at all beyond the effect it would have on Aunt Charlotte? This
question had provided what felt like an incessant low hum in the
background of every scene, action and social event since she had
first heard Roland’s account. Why was it so troubling? It was like
a sore spot in the mouth that the tongue kept probing: guaranteed
to make things worse but curiously irresistible. Curiously …
satisfying. She leapt away from the word as soon as it formed in
her brain. What possible difference could it make to her if Guy
married? Georgiana knew that while Miss Mandeville lived, Garlands
would remain hers, and that if Guy married before his aunt’s death
he and his new bride would live in the elegant Exeter townhouse
which belonged to the family. Under the carefully thought-out terms
of Georgiana’s agreement to live at Garlands, explained and
guaranteed to her by Mr. Brightwell on that recent afternoon in
Bath which already seemed a lifetime away, she was completely
protected. In the event of Miss Mandeville’s death, Guy and his
wife would take possession of Garlands and she and Daniel were to
have the Exeter house for her lifetime. On his majority, Daniel
would come into the Trust fund set up for him by Georgiana’s father
and be amply provided to find an establishment of his own. She ran
over these details several times in her head to assure herself that
she had not miscalculated. She had nothing to fear from Guy’s
marriage to Arabella or anyone else: she and Daniel would be safe.
It no longer occurred to her that such thoughts were mercenary and
selfish: bitter experience had ensured that she would never again
be foolishly unprepared in the matter of financial arrangements. So
if it was not their security which was threatened by the marriage,
then what was the cause of her agitation?

“Mrs. Leighton, I trust I do not intrude?”

Guy Mandeville’s deep voice made her start
so violently that she dropped her needlework, rising involuntarily
as her face flooded with colour. She hoped desperately that the
light would be too poor for him to notice, or that he would ascribe
her deep blush to surprise. In reality she was as acutely
embarrassed as she had ever been in her life, aware that she had
been caught in the guilty act of examining her feelings about the
very man who now stood before her. She automatically held out her
hand as he took it and bowed, seeming not to notice her discomfiture.

“I hope I do not trespass
upon your solitude, but I
thought it might be pleasant to acquaint myself with the news
before dinner. Aunt Charlotte will undoubtedly want to extract
every scrap of information about my journey, while I shall have to
wait patiently to discover how you have all been occupying
yourselves, which is so much more interesting.”

She had resumed her seat and collected her
wits, and he now sat opposite her with his back to the window, so
that she could not clearly see his face, though he was
advantageously placed to
see hers.

“Mr. Mandeville,” she began when sure that her voice was
steady, “I apologise for my surprise. I was sure that you should
not return until tomorrow.”

“But it is not an unpleasant surprise, I
hope?” She could hear the amusement in his voice although not see
the smile she was sure
accompanied it.

“Indeed not.” She hoped she sounded
convincing, and began to stitch once more. There was a brief
silence as she brought herself under firmer control, the pounding
of her heart beginning to subside. She must exert herself to say
more, but as soon as she tried to frame some commonplace enquiry about his journey
she checked herself abruptly. The way was strewn with thorns and
briars. What had Roland said about the mysterious and somehow
disreputable trips to London? How could she make polite
conversation about something so hedged round with secrecy and
possible shame?

But she was saved by his immediately
taking the initiative, and on a subject to which she could gladly respond.

“Have you any news of Daniel? I have no
doubt he is enjoying
himself.”

This could not fail to break the ice between
them, for of remoteness on this point he was never guilty. There
was a genuine desire to know which was unmistakable in his
voice.

“He most certainly is,” she smiled,
breaking off from her work. “Hannah sent word this morning that she
has little to do but watch while the children invent games all day
long. The fine weather allows them to be outdoors for most of the time.”

“Excellent. I gather you approve of that. I
know that Jane and Richard are firm believers in fresh air and
exercise for their children. They have little time for fashionable
notions that would keep children indoors all day doing genteel
things with coloured
paper and scissors.”

“People after my own heart! It is such a
wonderful transformation for Dan to have open spaces. We could take
the air in the London parks and on Hampstead Heath of course, but
it was not the same as having the outdoors within immediate reach.”
To her own surprise she realized she was rattling on quite
comfortably and checked herself. She must remember that nothing
about this man was what it seemed. It was still possible to sew by
the light of the fire, and she bent her head to her work.

After a moment he began again, but this
time with slight hesitancy, as if anxious not to displease her.

“And may I ask – a delicate question, I
know, but since I enjoy so much of Daniel’s company on our rides
together I frequently wonder about it –” He paused, but catching
his tone she was looking at him expectantly.

“– May I ask whether Daniel is merely putting
on a brave show after his father’s death for my benefit, and is
revealing his grief only to you?”

She was too astonished at the nature of
this query to answer immediately, and seeing this he continued
gently, “I have seen the harm which such concealment can do, and I
have some experience of drawing people out to speak of it. It is a
canker in the breast if not admitted. There is no shame in grief.
Daniel is such a delightful little fellow. It pains me to
think he is suffering in
silence.”

Her astonishment was now compounded. How
could a man with such a mysterious life of his own talk of openness
in such a perceptive manner? But mixed with her astonishment was
consternation at what she would have to admit.

“I thank you for your concern,” she managed
after a pause, during which his fear of having spoken too openly
was palpable across the space between them. “Oh dear,
Mr. Mandeville, I find
myself in a difficulty. Your sentiments towards my son do you great
credit, but it is my duty to undeceive you at once. I am very much
afraid that Daniel hardly knew his father. My late husband had only
one interest in life, and spent little time at home. Daniel has
never been used to having a papa, and I have had to fill that
office myself since his birth, I regret to say. To be perfectly
candid, Mr. Mandeville, Dan seems happier now than when – oh, I
know it is a dreadful thing to say, but Edward, you see, was
addicted to –”

“I know, I know.” His voice sounded unlike
its normal self, angry, but also, she thought, charged with some
unidentifiable emotion. “Pray do not distress yourself,
Mrs. Leighton, I beg
you. I understand perfectly what you say, and feel deep gratitude
for your candidness. I shall know how to behave, then. Thank you
again.”

There was silence between them for a few moments. Her heart
and mind were full of questions at the surprising turn this
conversation had taken, and she sensed that he, too, was deeply
thoughtful. Suddenly, he said, “A man who comes to marriage without
the proper means to support his wife wants whipping, in my
view.”

She froze. He surely could not be
referring to himself, could he? Was he merely thinking aloud about
his own situation? Instantly she saw the impossibility of this. He
could have no inkling that she knew how things stood between
himself and Arabella. He must be referring to Edward, and the only
way she could manage this tête-à-tête was to concentrate on that
belief. To stop him from revealing more, rather than because she
wanted to speak, she said, “Alas, would that all men felt so
strongly! I fear that I have not been the only woman to be so
misused.” Then added in a lighter tone, “But how late the servants
are with candles! We are
almost benighted.”

He rose and crossed to ring the bell, his
tall figure momentarily in dark outline against the faint light
from the window behind him. Georgiana felt sure that he would now
leave her in peace: he still wore his riding clothes and must
surely want some time to himself after his journey. But when the
servants left he resumed his seat, linking his fingers behind his
head and stretching out his long legs in their Hessian boots as if
settling down for a lengthy chat. Alarm began to rise in her. She
did not want, passionately did not want, to hear any disclosure he
might be contemplating. What an impossible position that would put
her in with Aunt
Charlotte! Above all she recoiled from the almost incredible notion
that he would mention Arabella to her. It was not just that she
could not particularly like Arabella, though she had done her best
to conquer this feeling, nor even a natural disgust that he should
discuss the details of their relationship with an outsider – no, it
was … what, exactly? Pretending to attend to her embroidery she had
worked herself to a pitch of apprehension when he calmly said, “And
is the hot soup and the cold supper – or is it the cold soup and
the hot supper – all in hand for tomorrow evening?”

She could have laughed aloud at this
puncturing of her silly fancies. He was merely trying to make
polite conversation after all, no doubt under some mistaken notion
that she was feeling neglected and he should keep her company until dinner.

“I believe so. And it is hot soup
and
hot supper. Aunt Charlotte
fears that her guests will take a chill with anything short of
that.”

The sudden smile which illuminated his
handsome face affected her so powerfully that she had to look away
quickly, without quite
knowing why.

“Ah. I see you are coming to know her very
well. No guest will be left unfed, no matter what their own
preference might be. I fancy she sees some competition for her
place as undisputed leading hostess of Exmoor from my cousin
Jane, who is making up
ground fast.”

“Yes, I can quite see that. She is such a
hospitable, generous
person.”

“Exactly so. I am glad that you seem to
have struck up a
friendship with her.”

Her reaction was to begin to sing Jane’s
praises, but as in her conversation with Roland, the shadow of her
contrasting coolness with Arabella made her say less than she felt.
Were Mandeville’s words meant as a subtle reproach, or even a way
of introducing the
subject of Miss Sydney?

“Mrs. Charteris – Jane – is a very amiable lady, and I am of
course extremely happy that Dan has found such excellent companions
in William and Eliza.” She hoped to steer onto safer ground with
this last comment. He took it up warmly, the danger for the moment
passed.

“Daniel could not do better,
Mrs. Leighton, of that
you may be certain. It is a house full of affection and good sense.
I rather regret, however…” He broke off, then shifted position in
his chair, leaning forward as he chose his words. “I rather regret
that you have not really come to know Richard. I fear that this
difficult business with the land agent in Somerset is affecting him
more than he will confess. He is normally very open about all his
affairs, but he speaks very little of this even to me. There was a
constraint about him the other day that I have rarely seen, but …
but no matter.” He stopped, aware that he had been musing aloud.
“What I really wished to say was that he was not himself when you
met him, and I am confident that when this present trouble –
whatever it is – passes, you will form a more favourable opinion
than you can have done on one meeting.”

It was clear to her that this was a
deliberate apology for his friend, and that he had probably been
waiting for a private occasion in order to make it. Roland Sydney’s
description of Richard flashed into her head. Was Guy, like his
aunt, involved in the family conspiracy to protect Jane by
continually excusing her weak husband? How far was he prepared to
go? She had to put it to
the test.

“I will confess I was slightly
disappointed. Jane of course speaks very affectionately of him, so
I imagine he must be a
good-natured man.”

“That is an understatement. Aunt Charlotte
and I always say that no two people can be better matched than Jane
and Richard. The only difficulty lies in which one of them has the
sweeter nature. They embody for me what a true marriage should be,
Mrs. Leighton.” He had
been looking into the fire with an amused expression as he spoke,
but now switched his dark eyes to her face. “A partnership of
equals. When they took their marriage vows they meant every word,
and carry them out faithfully. Except the rule about obeying, of
course,” he added with a smile. “Jane will have great difficulty
doing that, since Richard would sooner die than instruct her to do
anything unpalatable to her.”

He stopped there, although Georgiana
willed him to continue. What she had just heard did indeed seem to
put the case beyond all doubt – Richard was as congenial a man as Guy and Aunt
Charlotte claimed. But Roland Sydney, a man of acute observation
and long acquaintance with Richard, painted such a different
picture! She thought back over Guy’s description. Sweet-natured,
never giving a strong opinion to his wife – could that not be a
cleverly disguised way of saying that he was infirm of purpose,
unsure of himself – indeed the man that Roland had
depicted?

Quite unable to see a way through this
bewildering landscape, Georgiana bowed her head to her work,
murmuring a non-commital, “I see.” She felt that he was watching
her, but was too aware that her face might betray her doubts to let
him have a view of it. There was a silence, during which she was
casting about for another topic in which there could be no hidden
nuances when he again surprised her by speaking first. It was
immediately obvious from his hesitant manner that he was once more
about to open a serious subject. Her heart missed a beat.

“Mrs. Leighton, since it is the season of goodwill I wonder if
I may beg leave to request a great favour of you.”

She looked up expectantly. “Of course,
Mr. Mandeville. I am
only too conscious of your goodness in welcoming us to your home.
If I can do anything for you, I will.”

He seemed encouraged, and visibly relaxed.
“It is but a small thing, but the pleasure for me would be very great. As you now call
Aunt Charlotte by her name and, I am happy to hear, my cousin Jane
also, would you do me the honour of conferring the same mark of
friendship upon me? Would you call me Guy?”

“I am exceedingly sorry, but I cannot
oblige you,” she answered swiftly. What mischievous imp was
prompting her to speak so unfeelingly? There was sudden pain in his
eyes, which he instantly withdrew, pretending to brush a speck from
his sleeve while he collected himself. “I beg your pardon for
appearing unfriendly, but I simply do not feel able to do so. Our
acquaintance is as yet too unformed. Pray excuse me.” While she was
speaking – almost in a rush – all her apprehensions about him were
coursing through her mind. His mysterious absences, his
dealings with Arabella,
his involving Aunt Charlotte in his debts, all, all were warning
her against closer dealings with this man. Yet she felt a pang at
her own harshness, and her words were coming almost in spite of
herself. Against that were his unvarying concern for her
well-being, his devotion to his aunt, and, above all, his
solicitous care of Daniel. Why could she not relent, as she longed
to do at the sight of him sitting mortified before her, looking as
though he was striving not to spring from his chair and out of the
room?

But when he spoke his voice was once more
under control, his tone
crisp.

“It is I who should beg your pardon,
it seems, for presuming
too much.”

An icy silence ensued, broken, to
Georgiana’s overwhelming relief, by the sound of the dressing bell.
They both rose and moved to the door, but he turned towards her as
he prepared to open it,
forcing her to pause.

“Mrs. Leighton, I particularly request you not to allow what
has just passed between us to influence your feelings when my aunt
… That is to say, I know my aunt has something very important that
she wishes to say to you this evening, and one of my reasons for
returning early was to exhort you not to consider what you might
imagine to be my claims. I want you most particularly to know that
what she is about to tell you has my full blessing.” He bowed and
opened the door, and she passed through it and into the hall,
hardly knowing what she did. What could he possibly mean? She
turned to challenge him, but he had swiftly disappeared out of the
main door, no doubt to cool his ruffled feelings in the evening
air.

At dinner his manner towards her was
unchanged from its usual polite correctness, but this if anything
served to chafe her agitated spirits even more. She strove to
convince herself that she had acted rightly in their afternoon
interview, yet a small voice persistently told her that she had
been needlessly ungracious. He still handed her the dishes with
impeccable courtesy, still sought to include her fully in every
part of the conversation, still ensured that she was perfectly
comfortable. Could she detect a tiny frisson of hurt feelings
beneath the surface ease, or was she imagining it? The only person
who was quieter than usual was herself, she was well aware, and she
made efforts to appear more animated than she really
felt lest Aunt Charlotte
should notice.

“So, Mrs. Leighton,” asked Guy, sitting back in his chair as
dessert was being laid, “do you still feel equal to attending our
ball tomorrow evening? Aunt Charlotte and I would perfectly
understand if you retired after dinner and preferred not to join a
wider circle.”

“Exactly so, my dear,” added
Aunt Charlotte. “You
must not worry about attending me, to be sure. I will have so many
old friends about me that I shall scarcely manage to talk to them
all as it is. An old lady like me can amuse herself well enough,
but for a young one like yourself who is unable to dance, the
evening might well be tedious. Although it goes without saying that
we should love to have your company.”

They were both looking at her, awaiting
her answer. In her desire to do or say something that might serve
as atonement to Guy it suddenly struck her that speaking warmly of
the Sydneys might please him. Mentioning Arabella was something she
had signally failed to do during their previous conversation, she well knew.

“I am very much looking forward to the
evening, though I thank you both for your care of me. I will take
great pleasure in meeting new friends again, and enjoy looking at
the ladies in their finery. Miss Sydney, I am sure, will be the
belle of the ball.” There was no guilt about forced sincerity
there: she had no doubt it would be true. Guy Mandeville’s face
remained unchanged, so she quickly added, “And do not fear my being
at all neglected if you are engaged, aunt. Mr. Sydney has promised to keep me company
as much as he can throughout the evening. He says he does not care
to dance and apart from partnering ladies when gallantry demands,
he would much prefer to talk to me.”

She glanced at Guy, expecting to see some
signs of gratification on his face at her determination to be
sociable, but instead noticed a slight tightening of the lips as he
turned to his aunt and changed the subject. He excused himself
after dinner, pleading urgent letters which needed his attention,
and Georgiana was just preparing to place the backgammon board when
Miss Mandeville took her seat on the sofa rather than her usual
chair, and patted the
place beside her.

“Leave that for the moment, my dear, and
come and sit beside me. I have something to say to you.”

Georgiana felt a tingle of apprehension
shoot through her. She had almost persuaded herself that she had
imagined Guy Mandeville’s strange words as they parted earlier, but
her original trepidation now came flooding back. Was she about to
hear that Miss Mandeville had changed her mind – that she and
Daniel were no longer welcome? She felt suddenly cold and
tremulous, and realized in a startling moment of revelation that
any life outside Garlands was now insupportable to her, she who had
felt such misgivings about coming here. This had become
the place where she
belonged.

“My dear child, you look quite pale,” said
Miss Mandeville quickly. “Come, give me your hand. It is good news
I assure you: at least, I earnestly hope you will see it in that
light.”

“What is it, dear aunt?” asked Georgiana
unsteadily.

Miss Mandeville turned to face her on the
sofa, now holding both Georgiana’s hands.

“My love, I would ask you to hear me out. I
want to explain everything clearly to you, and foresee that you
will react too quickly. Will you oblige me?”

“Of course.” She could hear the fear in her
voice.

“It is many years now since I made you my
heir – no, do not speak, I entreat you.”

Georgiana had started as if electrified at
these scarcely credible words, and could control herself only by
biting hard on her lip.

“It was, in fact, when your beloved mama
died. Although I had always taken the closest interest in your life
through my regular correspondence with your mother – her duties and
my poor health, as well as the distance between us prevented our
seeing one another often, I bitterly regret – you cannot have
imagined how tender were my feelings towards you. When she died I
knew what my duty was. Of course you were to be well provided for
by your father, but something made me fear for the future, I know
not what, but as it has sadly turned out, my fear was well-founded.
I made you my heir, but Mr. Brightwell who of course drew up the will, was enjoined
never to let you know. I was concerned, you see, that any fortune
hunter of a husband who knew – but we will let that pass.” She
paused, her bright, dark eyes and alertly tilted head giving her
the look of a neat little bird. “But now that you are here, and I
hope, here to stay, it seems wrong to keep you any longer in
ignorance. I did not want to tell you at first, lest it seemed I
was exerting pressure on you to stay. I wished to be sure that you
wanted to stay of your own accord, that there was no sense of
obligation. Now that I flatter myself that you genuinely feel
settled, there seems no point in delaying. Garlands will, of
course, pass to Guy on my death. But my fortune will be
yours.”

Georgiana realized that she could speak now,
but was quite unable to do so. When she recovered her senses, words
came in an incoherent rush.

“I am overwhelmed, overpowered – indeed,
dear aunt I cannot – that is I do not know how to express –”

But Miss Mandeville was clasping her hands
and smiling lovingly at her until the torrent subsided.

“Pray, my dear, calm yourself. It is the
wish of my life to do this, and the last thing I require is your
gratitude, although I know you feel it most exquisitely. And do not
fear that I have acted without consultation. Guy has always known
the contents of my will and is perfectly in agreement. I suspect
that he was far more concerned about your coming to live here at
Garlands than he is about how I dispose of my wealth. Although he
never said so openly, I know he thought my offering you a home was
one of my mad schemes when we did not really know each other. He
was more in favour of offering you financial help from a distance,
but that would never satisfy me. He was also upon oath – not that I
needed that assurance – not to let you know by the minutest hint
that you were to benefit financially from me. However, do not fear
any displeasure on his part. He is as glad that you and Daniel are
here as I am, and he has his own considerable fortune. He has no
need of anything more.”

“But –” She instantly stopped herself from continuing, although the
effort required was colossal. How could Aunt Charlotte be speaking
so calmly when Guy Mandeville was, she knew, in debt and sinking
ever deeper into the mire? What family secrets were being held back
from her? But her solemn vow to Roland and the intimate nature of
the revelation made it utterly impossible that she could betray the
slightest sign that she knew the truth.

Miss Mandeville interrupted her
soothingly. “I repeat, my dear, that Guy feels as I do, that you
should know. We also feel – and pray do not alarm yourself about
this – that we should announce it to our closest friends the
Sydneys and the Charterises, tomorrow at dinner.”

The horror of this prospect made her
speechless once again.

“I want you recognized, not as a dependant
in my house, but as my heiress,” Miss Mandeville continued, her
voice as firm as her habitually gentle tone allowed. “You must be
elevated to your correct status and enjoy all the respect that is
due to you. It is my dearest wish. You must see how important it is
that your rightful position is recognized.”

Georgiana was mute, her senses completely
overcharged with conflicting feelings. She withdrew her hands and
buried her face in them.

“Oh, my dear, pray, pray do not give way
so!” She heard her aunt’s loving tone and felt her arms around her,
and could hold back the tears no longer. Miss Mandeville rocked her
soothingly as she would a small child, then held her away, looking
inquiringly into her face. “Now, it is not so bad, is it?” she
smiled. “There was a time when a young woman’s being told she was
heiress to a large fortune was an occasion for rejoicing, but
perhaps I am just old fashioned.” Georgiana could not resist this
tease, and smiled through her tears.

“I – I shall be guided in all things by
you, dear aunt,” she murmured as Miss Mandeville dabbed tenderly at
her face with her own handkerchief. Georgiana secretly dreaded the
public announcement scheduled for tomorrow, but since this was the
way things were to be it was best to have it soon over. Any
deferment would only prolong her suspense. But how would the news
be received? Of Jane’s response she had no doubts. She would
rejoice sincerely. But the Sydneys – or, more precisely, Arabella?
How could she possibly see this as anything other than a final
dashing of her hopes where Guy Mandeville was concerned and
therefore secretly detest her? Georgiana longed for the sanctuary
of her own room to search for a solution to this wretched
conundrum, but already knew that even a fully sleepless night of
mental pursuit would not reveal it. In the meantime she must get
through the evening as best she could, but never had the need to
attend to her aunt’s comfort been so hard.

At length the backgammon board was put away
and she saw Miss Mandeville safely to her room, shutting the door
behind herself in her own and leaning heavily against it in
indescribable relief. Thoughts came flooding as she paced to and
fro, throwing back her curtains so that she could look out onto the
calm, bright moonlit night to cool her heated brain. Above
everything was the memory of Guy, still smarting from her rebuff
yet determined to prepare her for the news. Even then, at the point
when he had every reason to be disgusted by her coldness he had
been concerned that she did not consider what his own claims to his
aunt’s fortune might be. How good he had been, how disinterestedly
careful of her, imagining her reaction when she heard and anxious
to alleviate any scruple on his behalf! But how to square this with
what she knew to be his own desperate need for money? Was he so
sure of Arabella – who must be wealthy in her own right as the
mistress of such a house as Combe Florey – that he could confess
his own straits and still ask for her hand? For marriage to an
heiress as financially secure as Arabella must be would certainly
answer his difficulty.

But there was something wrong with this
notion, no matter how many times she tried to smooth its rough
edges. All her ideas of him, from her first impression that he was
calculating, less than open, had been amply confirmed by these
unexplained absences and the disclosures by Roland Sydney, a man
who must know him as well as anyone. Yet her own heart, if she
could trust it, told a different story. Miss Mandeville, for all
her delicate health, was as astute and straightforward as any woman
could be, so why did she countenance wrong-doing so complacently?
It could not be so, yet cudgel her brains as she might, she could
discover no other explanation. But still Guy’s words echoed in her
brain: ‘A man who comes to marriage without the proper means to
support his wife wants whipping.’ It was all one prodigious,
intractable mystery, and as she at last closed her eyes well into
the early hours the realization finally struck her that she was no
longer a penniless young widow, but a young widow with the
certainty of a large fortune. How would her new neighbours react to
that?
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When Georgiana awoke the room was growing
light. She stirred lazily, then sat bolt upright as full
realization came flooding in. What time was it? She leapt out of
bed, the preoccupations of her midnight vigil immediately
reasserting themselves in her brain. But one thing had changed. She
was in no doubt about her future behaviour towards Guy. Whatever
the truth about his private concerns, he had acted with a truly
generous altruism which revealed her own conduct for the surly
childishness that it was. No amount of trying to justify her
attitude would do. She would make amends, and she would begin at
breakfast. Reintroducing the subject of using Christian names was,
however, too bold a step despite her new mood of contrition. But
she would show that she recognized his good-will towards her and
accede immediately to the suggestion when, she was sure, he would
make it again.

But it was not to be. Aunt Charlotte was
tarrying over a late breakfast, surrounded by the notes and cards
from her neighbours that she loved to receive and greeted her
happily with the news that Guy had left early to ride over to
Broomfield. “Indeed, he cannot wait to see Daniel again, that is
the true reason, I believe. He mentioned some business with
Richard, but I am not deceived.” She nodded wisely, looking more
than ever, Georgiana thought, like the fairy godmother in the story
in her warm shawl and lace morning cap. “He will himself escort
Daniel and Hannah back this morning,” she continued
contentedly.

How good he was! The honour of his attention
to her son added another drop to the measure that was already
filling her heart almost to overflowing at the sense of his
kindness.

“Are you quite well, my dear?” Miss
Mandeville’s words brought her quickly to herself again, reminding
her of the need to conceal the painful truths she seemed, for the
last week or so, to be almost daily hearing.

“Perfectly, aunt. I apologize again for
oversleeping, something I never –”

“I am delighted that you did, my dear. You
need to be well rested for our late hours tonight. But you are not
eating! Indeed, you will waste away – I am quite concerned.”

“I assure you there is nothing to worry
about, dear aunt. Now, I promised to help you oversee the final
details for the ball tonight.” She hoped she was doing a convincing
job of sounding lighthearted, though the hours ahead seemed
destined to be ones of fretfulness and frustration. But she must
get through them as best she could, and take her comfort from a
resolve to act more justly in her future dealings with Guy.

“Now, where are my spectacles? I declare, I
had them a moment ago.”

“On your nose, dear aunt,” smiled Georgiana,
walking around the table to kiss her soft cheek. “Let me fetch our
lists, and we will go through them methodically.”

 


 


Hannah stepped back, regarding her mistress
in the glass of the dressing table with undisguised admiration.

“There, madam. You look a picture, you do,
truly. Although it seems wicked to say so, I think the black
becomes you more than anything. There’ll not be another lady there
who can match you for beauty, and I don’t care who hears me say
it!”

“Hush, Hannah, what nonsense you talk,”
chided Georgiana, although secretly warmed by the partiality of her
old servant. Hannah had secured her mistress’s upswept hair with a
tall Spanish comb of tortoiseshell and jet, and Georgiana had
allowed herself some dramatic jet earrings and a large matching
brooch at the throat of her tightly fitting black silk bodice.
Apart from these, she wore no adornment, and knew what a baleful
contrast she would make with all the other ladies in their lightest
and prettiest finery. And the most beautiful of all, of course,
would be Arabella, tonight the centre of admiration as she claimed
her right to be queen of the ball. The thought brought her
immediately back to the ordeal that she dreaded, the revelation at
dinner of her new status as Miss Mandeville’s heir. What would
Arabella’s reaction be when she heard this news, so materially
damaging to Guy’s prospects, and, almost certainly, the death of
her hopes? It was almost too much to imagine, and Georgiana felt
her courage faint away as she tried to envisage it. Was Miss
Sydney’s power of self-command equal to the task of appearing
pleased by the very announcement that would close off all her own
visions of the future? For a moment the wild thought entered
Georgiana’s head that she would feign illness, claim a sudden
indisposition – anything to escape the scene at dinner which
awaited her. She could bear it if she did not have to witness the
deadly effect of the news on Arabella at close quarters, sensing,
as she strongly did, that lady’s latent jealousy of her. And how
much greater reason would Miss Sydney now have to dislike her!
Georgiana tried to tell herself that it would not matter, that she
could bear the other woman’s secret antagonism, her smouldering
resentment at this most unwelcome cuckoo in what had looked a
comfortable nest. But matter it would.

Clapping her hands to her head, she wrestled
for control of her spiralling anxiety. Of course the evening must
be gone through, and she cast about for an alternative future
scenario, something that would make all her fears evaporate. There
was one most obvious possibility, and she clutched wildly at it.
Who could say that she would, indeed, inherit? Miss Mandeville
could live for many years yet, please God, and she herself – well,
life was infinitely fragile and never to be taken for granted, and
anything might happen …

But it would not do. Distract herself as
she may, she recognized clearly the full inevitability of events.
Miss Sydney would resent her, would regard her as the spoiler of
her dreams while having to pretend friendship and congratulation.
Unless Arabella married elsewhere, Georgiana’s mere presence would
be a daily reminder of what she had been cheated of, unless, of
course, Guy’s own financial position improved dramatically, in
which case they could marry. And then? And then – all would be
well. Georgiana tested out this notion to draw reassurance from it,
and found it strangely unconsoling. That was surely the desired
outcome, was it not, that Arabella should marry Guy?

She had walked in her musings to the window
and was looking out sightlessly at the park in the fading afternoon
light, while Hannah busied herself with tidying the room. Her
maid’s chatter about the recent visit to Broomfield with Daniel was
providing a soothing background murmur, until a certain name
dislodged itself and seized Georgiana’s attention.

“Pardon me, Hannah, but what did you say
about Mr. Charteris? I was not attending fully.” But she was
certainly attending now, her inner ear conscious that Hannah had
been speaking about him for some time.

“La, madam, you are still too pale for my
liking. Here am I prattling on, when I should be leaving you to
rest, for I am sure you are quite tired out what with supervising
all the arrangements this morning and then the excitement of Master
Dan’s homecoming. You shan’t be needed for half an hour yet, I’ll
be bound, so I would advise –”

“Indeed, Hannah, I am not in the least
tired. Pray repeat what you were saying about Mr. Charteris.” She
had come over and perched on the bed near Hannah who was finishing
replacing clothes in a chest of drawers.

“Merely what a very pleasant gentleman he
is, madam, if I may make so bold,” replied Hannah, straightening.
“He was so kind to Master Dan, took such particular pains to draw
him out and treat him exactly the same as his own two. It was a
pleasure to see a father so intent on making a child feel part of
the family. A true gentleman, not one aping the part, begging your
pardon, madam. No wonder his lady thinks the world of him – I
couldn’t help but notice.”

“Yes – quite.” Georgiana hardly knew what
she said, so surprising was this fresh description of the man from
whom she had received such coldness. And it was Hannah who was
delivering it, Hannah who was rarely wrong about anyone, Hannah who
had long ago seen through Edward’s pretensions at once, and whose
warnings Georgiana had heedlessly ignored! “They seem a … united
family, then?” she ventured, needing to find out more but fearful
of sounding too eager.

“One of the closest I have ever seen, I
declare. And as for health, why, those two children are the picture
of it! They were playing racing games with Master Dan outside right
up until Mr. Mandeville was ready to escort us home – a lovely
sight to see. Master Dan will soon have roses in his cheeks to
match Miss Eliza’s and Master William’s. You know how I hate
mollycoddling, madam, but those two…”

It was evident that Hannah’s mind was set on
her favourite theme of children’s health, and there was no more to
be gleaned of what Georgiana sought. Hannah soon left the room,
leaving her to her thoughts. Bewilderment and anxiety were
besetting her on all sides. How, yet again, to reconcile this
description of Richard Charteris with her own experience, as well
as with Roland Sydney’s description of him? Again, the most
satisfactory answer could be that all versions were true. It was
possible that he was socially ill at ease with adults but perfectly
happy with children – she had known of such cases. Determined to be
positive, she resolved to turn the dreaded forthcoming dinner to
good account. She would make gentle but persistent efforts to get
to know Richard Charteris better, and not to be dismayed by initial
awkwardness or rebuff. It must, it simply must be her perception
that was at fault. What Roland Sydney had said of him could be
true, but Charteris obviously had virtues that those who knew him
intimately could value over his deficiencies. Without allowing time
for this good intention to be swamped by anxiety about the
announcement, she slipped the loop of her black lace fan onto her
wrist and went downstairs to face the evening.

Miss Mandeville and Guy were already in the
drawing room to receive their dinner guests when she entered.
Georgiana had not seen him since the previous memorable evening,
and a determination to acknowledge her sense of indebtedness was
strong within her. She approached him boldly. He had naturally
risen on her entrance, and, she was pained to see, was about to
greet her with a polite bow. She put out her hand and he took it
automatically, the flash of surprise on his face softening into
unmistakable satisfaction at her words.

“Mr. Mandeville, pray accept my thanks for
your many kindnesses to Daniel and myself, and my most sincere good
wishes for the coming year. I hope it brings you much
happiness.”

His dark eyes regarded her steadfastly and
he did not answer immediately, as if hoping to hear more. Then,
recollecting himself, he inclined his head. For a moment she
thought he would carry her hand to his lips, but she was instead
aware of the slightest of pressures before he released it.

“It is always a pleasure to me to have
Daniel’s company, Mrs. Leighton. And I venture to hope that the
coming year will be far kinder to you than the dying
one.”

It was done. To an outsider the little
scene might replicate thousands of similar exchanges between
neighbours, but Georgiana knew that something more had been
understood between them: her apology and his acceptance of it. Aunt
Charlotte though, appeared to notice nothing of particular
significance, beginning, to the relief of them both, to talk
happily about the coming evening while they both pretended to
attend as their agitated feelings subsided. After a few moments
Roland and Arabella were announced, and Georgiana observed with
interest the behaviour of the group as they all settled down to
wait for Richard and Jane. She was immediately struck by the
pointedness of Arabella’s claim to be of the first importance to
Guy. Punctilious as she was in her attentions to Aunt Charlotte and
herself, there was no mistaking her purpose. She looked supremely
lovely, the diaphanous pure white confection of her elegant gown
sprinkled with small crystal droplets which also adorned her
beautifully arranged hair, so that every movement of her pretty
head set them twinkling and flashing in the candlelight like tiny
drops of dew. Hothouse violets threaded through her fair curls on a
lilac ribbon completed her head-dress, while her throat and wrists
flashed with the fire of diamonds, and while she spoke to Guy his
attention seemed entirely captivated. Georgiana’s notice, however,
was immediately claimed by Roland, who gracefully kissed her hand
and took the chair nearest to her.

“The compliments of the season, my dear
Mrs. Leighton! What a happy occasion this is, and such an
unexpectedly delightful end to the year. How could any of us have
foretold only a few months ago that here we should all be gathering
on an evening of great pleasure with you among us as one of its
greatest ornaments? How mysterious life is, to be sure.”

“As to my being one of its greatest
ornaments, Mr. Sydney,” laughed Georgiana with a slight blush, “I
am quite sure that I am nothing of the sort, though I thank you for
your gallantry. I am extremely flattered that you could even notice
another woman while your sister is in the room. I cannot think that
I have ever seen her equal, even in London. She is perfectly
beautiful.”

“Lower your voice, Mrs. Leighton, do,” he
urged teasingly. “You will quite turn her head. Praise from you is
praise indeed, you who have seen so much of society. We live in
quite a small way in this remote part of the world, you know, and I
believe my sister is always fearful that we might not be quite in
the van of fashion when it comes to great occasions. I fear I am
not much help to her either, scarcely venturing into city life of
any sort – she often urges me to visit London, you know, so that we
may observe what the smart ladies are wearing. But I can hardly
bear to leave these wonderful moors, I confess. Except, of course,
when I visit my old friend near Reading, whom I have told you
of.”

“Indeed. How is he, Mr. Sydney? Does his
health improve?”

“Sadly, no. I have been with him this week,
as a matter of fact, and believe I shall be much called upon in the
coming months. He seems only to rally when I am there, Mrs.
Leighton, that is the fact of it, so of course I will not spare
myself if I can offer any improvement in his condition, no matter
how slight.”

“Of course.”

He had paused, looking down gravely,
but then resumed in his
usual cheerful tone. “I congratulate you on Miss Mandeville’s
obvious health. She looks better than I have seen her for many
months past – all due to your influence, I am sure.”

“Indeed, Mr. Sydney, you credit me with far too much, indeed
you do,” she laughed reproachfully. “Were I only half so exemplary
a person as you believe me, I should still think myself
exceptional.”

“But you are exceptional, Mrs. Leighton,” he replied in a low voice. For
a moment she thought this was another tease in his usual
light-hearted vein, but he did not smile and she quickly turned
away in slight confusion, registering in her glance that Guy
Mandeville, for a moment disengaged, was looking at her. This only
served for some reason to increase her confusion, and instantly
forcing herself to be composed, she turned back to Roland. He was
smiling again, and began speaking of something else in his normally
fluent manner, so that she thought she must have misheard this
strange departure from his usual style.

“But where are the Charterises? I half
thought they might be here before us, Arabella took such an age to
prepare. Oh dear, Mrs. Leighton, a gentleman should never betray a
lady’s secrets I know full well, but you will forgive the
impatience of a mere brother anxious not to miss one second of such
distinguished company.”

She was prevented from answering by an
exclamation of dismay from Miss Mandeville, who had just read a
note brought by a footman.

“Oh, this is too disappointing!”

“What is it, aunt?” asked Guy.

“It is a note from Jane – they will not be
able to dine with us after all. It seems that little Eliza has
developed a slight cough and Richard will not be satisfied with
anything other than staying at home until she is asleep, in case
she should take a turn for the worse.” She perused the note again,
adjusting her spectacles as if to ensure that no word should escape
her. “I collect that Jane does not apprehend anything serious, but
of course she would not try to persuade Richard against his
inclination. I am sure she is very disappointed, however. But there
it is.” She took off her spectacles and looked around at them all,
the vexation fading from her face as her natural good humour
re-established itself. “They will join us later for the ball, and I
would not for the world have them anxious about the dear little
child simply to please me.”

Since Miss Mandeville had begun to speak
Georgiana was acutely aware of Roland’s gaze upon her in an effort
to catch her eye. She could imagine precisely the little lift of
the eyebrows and secret smile that he was attempting to
communicate, but her resolve to set aside her initial prejudice
against Richard made her determined not to
accommodate him. She
kept her eyes on Aunt Charlotte who was expressing surprise that
Eliza should have so suddenly become unwell, having received such
an excellent account of her robustness that very
morning.

“Ah well, let us make the best of it, my
dears. They will join us shortly no doubt, as will all our other
neighbours. What is that, Goodwin? Dinner is ready? Excellent. Then
let us all take our places.”

As the butler folded back the doors of the
dining room Roland Sydney leapt to his feet and executed a graceful
bow before his hostess. “My dear Miss Mandeville, would you do me
the honour of taking my arm on this happy New Year’s Eve? My other
arm is at the service of your most charming companion,
Mrs. Leighton, if she
will be so kind as to accept.”

“Of course, Mr. Sydney,” said Georgiana as she rose to assist
Aunt Charlotte. “I shall be delighted.” Her heart was filled with a
gratitude that he could not even imagine at this offer of escape
from any awkwardness with Guy and Arabella – she keenly remembered
the friction of a previous parade into dinner. But even as they
arranged themselves, the full implication of Jane’s absence at the
coming meal was shaping in her mind. Her loss was a blow indeed –
the one person, apart from Aunt Charlotte herself, who could have
any idea of how overpowered she still felt by her new status, and
on whose unwavering sympathy she had counted for silent support.
There would be no other people present to dilute the impact of the
announcement: her legs began to tremble with apprehension, and
never had she been more thankful for Roland’s smooth discourse
which removed all necessity for effort. For as the meal progressed
she felt less and less able to contribute to the conversation as
her nervousness mounted. She tried to eat, but made little progress
on the delicious food which was handing around. Aunt Charlotte was
discreetly observing her, and she willed herself to appear
unconcerned, but it would not do. It was coming – Aunt Charlotte
was clearing her throat – Guy had fallen silent and the others
looked up expectantly, aware that something was about to happen.
Her heart was beating wildly though her legs had turned to lead –
on the outcome of the next few minutes depended the nature of her
future relations with Arabella: ill-concealed animosity or outright
hatred. She sat with her head bowed, staring at the stem of her
wine glass and knowing instinctively that she would forever
associate the delicate crystal with this terrible moment when she,
unworthy and unknown, was to be elevated above all the little world
that made up Exmoor society. Through her suffocating anxiety she
heard herself pronounced heiress, and only when she felt Aunt
Charlotte’s reassuring hand on her wrist did she dare to raise her
head.

She was looking straight at Arabella who sat
opposite, her expression one of unalloyed pleasure and
satisfaction. Could this be true? Impossible, surely, yet the fact
was incontestable. Miss Sydney looked, for the first time since
Georgiana had met her, unaffectedly, genuinely happy, and to
complete the dreamlike quality of the scene, she rose with more
naturalness than she had ever displayed in company before and moved
swiftly round the table to kiss Georgiana’s cheek.

“Mrs. Leighton – how wonderful! Let me be the first to
congratulate you. I am so happy.” And she evidently was, thought Georgiana, unless
she had discovered powers of acting within herself that outshone
any great name from the stage. Then the realization flashed through
her stunned brain that Arabella’s reaction was so singular
precisely because she was, for once, not acting. Roland Sydney was
taking her hand and murmuring a pretty speech of congratulation and
approval but she scarcely heard him: her eyes had met Guy’s who sat
across from her, looking quietly satisfied. She tore her gaze away
with an effort, and rose to accept, tremblingly, Miss Mandeville’s
embrace.

“You see, my poor child? Everyone is as
delighted as I predicted. Now I entreat you, give it not another
thought and enjoy the rest of the evening. We are ready for the
ball.”

Some eighty friends and neighbours had
been invited, and the clamour of fresh arrivals could every moment
be heard from the
vestibule, whither Aunt Charlotte and Guy now repaired to receive
their guests. Still scarcely able to believe the ease of her
passage through what had seemed such stormy waters, Georgiana
gladly accepted Roland’s free arm as he escorted his sister into
the ballroom. The brilliance of candlelight glimmered in soft
reflection from the waxed floor, around the perimeter of which
chairs had been arranged for the non-dancers. But what turned the
heads of all those now entering was the group of musicians from
Exeter, tuning their instruments on the small podium at the end of
the room. At the other end, open doors led into a supper room,
where hot punch was about to be served to the incomers. It was
clear that Arabella required to be escorted to her rightful place
at this focal point, where her matchless charms would instantly
quell the aspirations of any other young ladies who might imagine
themselves to be the evening’s chief ornament.

Without fuss, Georgiana relinquished
Roland’s arm and made her way quietly to a chair half way down the
room so that she could watch each new arrival from the vestibule
opposite. Her seat was next to the library door which had been left
slightly ajar for additional ventilation as the dancers would soon
overheat themselves in the warm ballroom. Sitting by this open door
gave her a feeling of security. She peeped into the spacious
solitude, the now familiar outline of bookcases and the large
rectangular table in the centre of the room softly illuminated by
the fire which burnt there. Apart from this the room, which opened
through glass panelled doors onto a balcony overlooking the rose
garden, was unlit. If she began to feel cramped or impatient at
being unable to dance, she could slip through and take a turn
around the quiet interior, or look at the garden in the moonlight.
The prospect enticed her, for the evening would be a long one, and
despite all her relief
at the easy acceptance of Aunt Charlotte’s announcement, she was
still aware of an undercurrent of some other feeling that vaguely
oppressed her. Life would move on, of course it would, and she
would not always be the supposedly grieving widow whose chief
happiness lay buried with her dead husband, but for all that … it
would be hard to watch the coming merriment and know that she could
never again join in with the same freedom as the unattached young
people, or the recently married couples shyly acknowledging their
new status, nor yet the long-married ones with the slightly abashed
expressions of those still enjoying youthful pleasures. No: she was
henceforth in society but not of it, her role to attend to Miss
Mandeville and observe other people’s happiness. It was useless to
chide herself with counter arguments, to think of her beloved son,
the greatest blessing of her life, and of her comfortable, even
luxurious existence. She wanted more, and despaired at her own weak
worldliness in feeling thus. But while the warm blood pulsed
strongly in her young veins it was hard, so hard to school herself
to indifference.

To her intense relief she was forced to
break off this deadening train of thought by the approach of
Roland, bearing two glasses of punch. He sat beside her, handing
her one of them.

“Let us establish a little kingdom of good
cheer and sensible talk on this small square of ground,
Mrs. Leighton. I confess
I am quite wearied out already with all the pleasantries of so many
people. What a perverse creature you must think me. Only an hour
ago I was telling you how much I looked forward to the evening, but
how rapidly one tires of the throng! Still, I always said that my
chief pleasure would be your society, and so it is proving. Let us
drink a toast to continuing friendship.”

“With great pleasure, Mr Sydney,” replied
Georgiana, then, raising her glass to her lips she spotted Jane and
Richard Charteris across the room. She had been on the watch for
them since first taking her seat, and saw that Jane, too, had been
looking for her by the bright look of recognition on her face. It
was clear that Jane’s intention was to come straight across and
immediately Georgiana felt her spirits lift. Roland had risen and
was bowing, and Jane, seeming to notice him for the first time,
appeared to check herself, turning instead to her husband and
merely raising her hand to Georgiana as they moved to speak to
another couple. Georgiana felt absurdly disappointed, and instantly
guessed what Roland would say.

“Dear Jane. How well she looks in that
charming aquamarine – such a delicate colour. She will take care
not to expose Richard to the necessity of too much conversation,
Mrs. Leighton, I’ll
warrant. You observe how skilful she has become at guiding him
through his duties – admirable woman!”

Georgiana did observe, but as far as she
could tell Richard seemed just as voluble as his wife, if not more
so, and appeared quite at ease as he and Jane moved round the room,
evidently favourites with everyone. She could not understand it,
but would not give Roland the satisfaction of continuing the
subject.

“But who are these people just entering,
Mr. Sydney? I am sure
that Aunt Charlotte will introduce me in good time, but I count on
you to tell me what I must think of them first.”

He gave a knowing laugh. “My dear
lady – your perception
makes me tremble! I confess my mischievous tongue sometimes runs
away with me. I do not possess the true Christian spirit of
charity, alas. But I shall seek to improve under your tutelage –
and I shall begin immediately,” looking across as yet more people
arrived. “Here is Mrs. Wilmott with her brood, and with my new
resolve never to say an ungenerous thing I will pronounce her gown
to be the very summit of fashion and taste. I am sure purple satin
is being worn at all the best soirees this year – how prescient of
her to keep it until it became all the rage again! One can see by
the sharp creases how assiduously she has guarded it all these
years, and I declare the last time I saw anything like it was –
well, the last time I saw her wearing it, and the time before
that.”

“Mr. Sydney, you are incorrigible,” she scolded, laughing in
spite of herself. “I am sure the lady has enough to do to keep all
her daughters in fine clothes, and never thinks of herself, which
is entirely to her credit.”

“Ah, how sweet you are,
Mrs. Leighton. That
thought would never have occurred to me, you see. I am a dog, a
cur, and not worthy of your angelic nature.”

“Come, come, sir,” she replied, still
laughing. “I shall have to insist that you become more serious else
I shall surely become the subject of gossip. I am supposed to look
sad, and certainly not mirthful, though it is very difficult not to
when you amuse me so much.”

The room had now filled, and the thrilling
sounds of the small orchestra striking up sent a little shiver of
excited anticipation through the assembly. Aunt Charlotte had come
to sit beside her and as the couples formed up on the floor for the
first set Georgiana was introduced to several old friends of the
Mandevilles whom she was meeting for the first time, leaving her
little opportunity to attend to anything else. She was glad, for
only yards away on the ballroom floor Guy and Arabella were
attracting all eyes as they led the first dance, as striking a
couple as she had ever seen. Arabella was radiant, Guy handsome and
attentive, the good understanding between them plain for all to see
as they partnered each other in perfect accord. She willed herself
to concentrate on the
demands of Aunt Charlotte’s introductions, but her glance would
keep straying to the irresistible spectacle of an English country
dance in all its joyous high spirits. Even among the whirl of
colour and motion Guy and Arabella stood out. She tried to tell
herself that this was merely fanciful, that her own consciousness
was too painfully heightened by recent experience, but knew it was
not so. They did, indeed, seem in every way to be a perfectly
matched couple.

A gentle tap on her arm made her turn, to
discover Jane sitting beside her in the chair recently vacated by
Roland who was partnering the oldest Miss Wilmott. The sight of her
sweet face instantly dispelled every treacherous thought and a few
minutes were spent in talking about Daniel’s recent visit to
Broomfield, with Georgiana’s gratitude almost outdone by Jane’s
insistence on her own. “I know that Richard will back up every word
I have spoken, my dear – he was quite delighted with Daniel. The
dear child was so careful of Eliza, and would not leave her out of
their play, which I fear her big brother would have been sometimes
glad to do! We are so indebted to you for letting him stay,
indeed.”

“And how is Eliza? I know you would never
have come this evening if you had been uneasy – her cough, I hope,
is not developing?”

“Oh, that!” laughed Jane, colouring. “I
confess I was rather surprised at Richard, though I put his
over-concern down to the fact that he has been somewhat anxious
lately. I am convinced she swallowed something a little too hastily
at tea which set her off coughing – nothing more at all – but I
would not for the world have pressed Richard to leave her before he
was completely satisfied.”

“What is that, my dear?” Aunt Charlotte
happening to be for a moment unengaged had heard Jane's words.
“Come and sit on this side of me, Jane, if you will be so kind, for
the music prevents me hearing quite as clearly as I would like.”
Jane instantly obliged, and Miss Mandeville requested to hear again
every particular of what she had just been saying, taking especial
pleasure in the praise of Daniel. “Excellent, excellent. And now,
Jane my dear, Georgiana and I have some news for you. Roland and
Arabella have already heard, as I announced it at dinner. But we
want you to know as soon as possible, do we not, my love?” She
turned, smiling, to Georgiana who was so positioned that she was
looking across her aunt who sat between them directly at Jane’s face as Aunt Charlotte told
her. She felt certain that she would see nothing there but
generous, warm-hearted approval as Miss Mandeville’s words
registered. But to her surprise there was something else – a
shadow, a tiny flash of concern and even fear – something
immediately suppressed as Jane began warmly congratulating
Georgiana with smiles of pleasure. But this reaction had been
fractionally, infinitesimally delayed, Georgiana was convinced.
Jane’s kind face was an open page upon which every emotion could be
read without disguise or constraint, and something had plainly
showed there which was not unalloyed joy. What could it be? The
strangeness of the perception intrigued her, but there was no time
to dwell upon it as Roland’s arrival put an end, for the moment, to
their tête-à-tête. Remembering that she had engaged herself for the
next dance in the set which was just forming up, Jane for the
moment quitted them.

Georgiana could watch the dance, now that
her friend had joined it, with genuine pleasure. Jane and Richard
were an attractive couple, so evidently happy in each other’s
company, and so heartily enjoying the spirited movement and gaiety
of the evening among their friends and neighbours. Guy and Arabella
had danced down the set first and so were at the opposite end of
the room where she could not see them without turning deliberately
to look. Good, then. She would concentrate on watching other
guests, less consciously fashionable but probably much more at
ease, taking honest delight in the swirling motion to the fiddlers’
beat. Jane several times caught her eye in laughing pleasure, but
Richard, though looking happy enough, was careful never to do so.
No matter: her resolve to start afresh with him was still strong.
Roland, she noted gratefully, did not refer to him again and was
indeed proving to be the ideal companion, not distracting her by
incessant chatter, but adding to her pleasure by perfectly judged
comments and easy companionship. The pattern of the dancers had
re-formed, and Guy was now within her direct line of vision as he
faced his partner. Without appearing one whit less attentive, he
seemed often to be glancing in her direction, and although
Georgiana tried to look at every other person in her sight-line but
him, by some perverse chance she somehow managed on several
occasions to catch his eye.

The set ended, and a general change of
partners ensued, a pretty scene of apparent confusion which was
quickly resolving itself even as she watched, for a Cotillion was
being called by the Master of Ceremonies. The ever-solicitous
Roland had gone in search of more refreshment for their party and
Georgiana gazed around at the colourful scene as ladies fanned
themselves and discreetly shook out their skirts while gentlemen
crossed the floor to claim their new partners.

“You do not sit too long in one position I
trust, Mrs. Leighton?”
She had been looking towards Lady Mountford who was seated on the
other side of Aunt Charlotte, and turned with a little start at Guy
Mandeville’s voice. He was standing beside her, for the moment
alone. “A little exercise, perhaps, would be beneficial,” he added
as she did not answer immediately. The truth was that she had
experienced a strange inability to command herself at the sudden
sight of him, and was afraid of stammering like a
schoolgirl.

“Not at all, sir, I thank you. I have an
escape route at hand, you see,” she replied carefully, indicating
the half-open library door as her self-possession returned. “I can
creep in unobserved if I feel at all confined.”

His solemn features relaxed into a smile. “I
see. You evidently need no advice from me, then.”

She inclined her head with a smile, thinking
that having performed this little act of gallantry he would now
return to the floor. But he did not move, and seemed to be thinking
of something else to say. Roland, of course, would have had some
elegant new subject immediately on his lips, but for once she found
the slight awkwardness more appealing than fluency. “May I fetch
you some refreshment – some wine perhaps, or champagne if you would
prefer it?”

“Mr. Sydney is just gone to fetch some, I
thank you.”

There was another pause, this avenue having
produced no leads. Georgiana felt for him, and on an impulse began
again in as sincere a tone as she could manage. “I very much
enjoyed watching you and Miss Sydney in the last set. I must
congratulate you on your dancing, sir. Your army life has not made
you forgetful of the gentler arts, I am glad to see.”

He smiled broadly, the creases at the sides
of his mouth deeply indented. Her heart gave a tiny, puzzling
lurch.

“All those years of detested lessons with
the poor dancing master were not entirely wasted, fortunately. I
could not see the point of them as a boy, but I am very glad that I
was made to persist.”

Another small silence. Why did he still
linger? There were so many other people in the room to whom he
could have been speaking, surely? Every second she expected him to
take his leave, and dared not venture to open another subject which
might detain him.

“And you, Mrs. Leighton. I do not believe
we have ever spoken of it. Do you care for dancing?”

“Indeed I do, sir, – or – that is – I used
to,” she added with a trace of ruefulness which she could not
entirely disguise.

“I am sorry that I never had the pleasure
of seeing you. I am sure you danced very well.”

“As to that, sir, I cannot pretend to any
distinction, I fear,” she laughed.

“And your favourite dance? Everyone has a
favourite.”

She answered without hesitation. “The
Imperial Waltz, I believe. It seems strange now to think how
shocking it was first thought, and how quickly we have all come to
regard it as part of the good old English tradition.”

“Quite so. The English are a nation of
magpies to be sure, picking up bits and pieces that take our fancy
from other nations and claiming them as our own. Ah, my dear Jane
and Richard!”

The Charterises were just passing nearby,
and greetings were exchanged between themselves and Guy – the first
opportunity they had had this evening. Georgiana rose, determined
to engage Richard in something more than mere courtesies, but found
herself thwarted in every attempt. He smiled, he acknowledged, he
responded to what was directly said to him, but she did not believe
he once met her eye and every remark she directed at him he
skilfully deflected for general discussion. It was done gracefully,
and, she believed, without the others being conscious of it, but it
was done. It was most assuredly done. She had observed enough of
his manner with the other guests this evening to be certain, now,
that this strange coolness was reserved only for her. With everyone
else he seemed talkative, open and warm, but with herself she was
certain he was different. Why? What possible cause of offence could
she have given? But Roland was approaching and while Guy was
addressing him Richard and Jane made hasty excuses and crossed the
floor to another group of neighbours.

Their chance of any more private
conversation over, Guy bowed his departure and Georgiana made as
much as she could of handing drinks to Miss Mandeville and her
companions so that she could not follow his progress towards, she
assumed, Miss Sydney as he partnered her for the Cotillion.

“Did you improve your acquaintance with
Richard Charteris?” asked Roland with a sweetly innocent
expression. She knew he was waiting for the merest signal from her
to lapse into more arch observations on the subject of Richard’s
awkwardness.

“I had no opportunity, I fear,” she answered
blandly, taking a sip from her wine glass. “He and Jane were about
to join some friends, I believe.” He said no more, and presently
began speaking of something else.

But the whole interlude had unsettled her,
and try as she may she could not recapture her former pleasure. She
felt irked, fatigued, impatient, and longed to be out of the
brightly lit room with its happy occupants. The motion, the music,
the seductive sight of such energy and enjoyment in which she could
take no part filled her with a yearning she was struggling vainly
to repress. She felt that her mood would not have deteriorated so
sharply had she been left quietly alone, but her spirits had been
agitated by what had just passed. She tried again to explain away
Richard Charteris’s aversion to her by recalling the details of
that recent conversation, knowing all the time that that was not
the true cause of her distemper. The true cause of it was Guy. Yet
when she tried to analyse why, she felt lost in a dark maze with
every avenue leading nowhere. Why was his presence so unsettling
when she had had from their earliest acquaintance the clearest
possible indication of how things were to be? Her first resolve had
been to maintain the polite civility necessary for daily
intercourse at Garlands while he was at home, recognizing, as all
around her did, that he was all but betrothed to Arabella. How had
she fallen into this strange confusion of feeling, in which some
indefinable struggle was raging within her very soul? He had caused
the change, he himself, by his continual care of her and Daniel and
his appearing – it had happened too many times now to put it down
to coincidence – to seek her out with his eyes when he entered a
room, to be regarding her when he thought she did not notice, to be
anxious for her comfort and well-being even when she had been
almost rude to him. As the hours wore on, the effort of appearing
as cheerful and calm as she had previously been was almost
insupportable, and the evening, embarked upon so lightly after the
terrors of dinner, had become an ordeal to be got through with no
hint of her real feelings betrayed. She dreaded above all else
calling attention to herself, and having to feign emotions expected
of the grieving widow to satisfy her anxious friends.

The year had turned with much mutual
congratulation as the clock struck, and all her reserves of energy
were required to join in the general rejoicing. Then, to her
intense relief, she heard Aunt Charlotte propose to Lady Mountford
that they take a turn around the room to wish all their friends the
joy of the season.

“May I beg a favour of you, my dear Roland?”
Too quick to need any more, Roland was on his feet. “It will be my
very great pleasure, dear Miss Mandeville, and if Lady Mountford
would do me the honour of taking my other arm, I shall regard
myself as the most fortunate man in the room. A thorn between two
roses, indeed, to invert the old saying.”

“But we shall be leaving you all alone, my
dear! Shall I procure you some company while we are gone?”

“No, indeed, aunt.” She tried to keep her
alarm at this horrifying prospect out of her voice. The bliss of
being a few moments alone! “I shall walk a little in the library
and enjoy the moonlight on the lawn.”

As soon as they left her Georgiana slipped
through the door and closed it firmly behind her. The orchestra had
begun to play a waltz and in shutting out the seductive strains she
craved also to shut out all the tormenting demons of her traitorous
heart – memories of romance, dreams of love. But the music was
still audible, and all the sweeter for being heard without the
distraction of the ballroom. She crossed her arms across her
breast, hugging herself for comfort, and stood for the moment
motionless while the sharp pang subsided. Through the glass doors
at the end of the room the moonlight fell in cool bands upon the
library floor, the coals of the fire a ruby glow. There was the
faintest click behind her and turning, to her utmost astonishment
she saw Guy for a moment outlined against the lights of the room
behind him before he closed the door and advanced a few steps
towards her. The scene seemed to slow to a kind of strange,
suspended motion, unreal and remote. Her heart had begun to throb;
her throat ached with the pressure of emotions she could no longer
conceal, and as her eyes acclimatised to the dim light she could
see in his face something of the struggle that she guessed was in
her own.

“The waltz is your favourite dance, I
believe,” he said softly. “I have come to claim you for it, if you
will do me the great honour of dancing with me. No one will observe
us here.”

And without knowing how she had moved
towards him, she was there, his arm encircling her waist, her small
hand within his strong one. As they moved slowly around the room
she felt herself almost weightless, floating in exquisite crystal
waters after all the recent storms of her heart: all, all now
quieted in the haven of his powerful embrace. They said nothing,
their bodies moving in an understanding that made words fall away
like useless things. His eyes never left hers, and although it was
too dark to read their expression, she could feel their intensity
burning into hers with a force that almost stopped her breath. The
music had reached a bewitching crescendo as he guided her into the
moonlit square before the glass doors and stopped, the enchantment
holding them both spellbound. She felt his arm tighten about her
waist, her body drawn close to his, her heartbeats answering his as
her breasts were pressed against him. His face was very close now
and her body felt intoxicated, almost drugged with a longing which
nothing, nothing but the touch of his lips on hers could satisfy.
With dream-like slowness his mouth moved down to take hers, her
lips slightly parted, her head tilted back in total defencelessness
…

Suddenly there was a sharp cough close to
the glass doors from the rose-garden outside, and instantly they
sprang apart, the realization of what had happened bringing them
painfully to earth. They had both automatically turned to look
outside and both instantly recognised Roland Sydney’s back as he
strolled away towards the rear entrance of the house.

When she turned to Guy, she felt that he was
regarding her curiously as if expecting some further reaction
beyond the shocked embarrassment that was natural. The waltz had
ended: there was the usual hubbub from the ballroom as partners
re-formed and she knew he must be gone.

“I – I am required elsewhere, I regret,” he
said huskily. They no longer touched, and common expressions of
politeness seemed impossible after what had just passed between
them. Nevertheless, some attempt must be made to establish
normality.

“I know,” she managed, then added,” I will
remain here for a while.” As in a dream she saw him bow, take her
hand and press it gently to his lips, and then he was gone.

The whole episode had taken but a few
minutes, yet what a new world of existence had burst upon her in
that short span! She sank into the nearest chair, her whole body
shaking, her breath coming raggedly. Had she dreamt this? She could
not even begin to examine the unspeakable complexities of actions
and feelings, of rights and wrongs, of duty and weakness that now
engulfed her. But through the dizzying tempest of emotions breaking
about her head there was one that burst through with the blinding
whiteness of sheet-lightning, an emotion so unfamiliar that she
sobbed at its return. It was joy – soaring, singing, elemental joy,
and with tears of happiness she welcomed it back after the long,
bleak drought of the bitter years.
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New Year’s Day, and the biggest meet of the
year for the local hunt. Combe Florey was to do the honours on this
first day of 1818, and Georgiana had already given her reluctant
permission for Daniel to ride over on Willow accompanied by the
grooms, to follow at a safe distance. It was of no use trying to
hold out against it. She had not had the heart to remind him of his
earlier aversion to hunting – an aversion almost entirely founded
on her own views on the subject, she had to admit – and hearing
several days ago that William Charteris was to attend, all further
opposition was hopeless. Daniel’s memories of that shadowed life in
London were fading fast, so energetically had he embraced this new
outdoor existence of freedom and friendships, and indoors of
stability and peace.

Georgiana was humming a little tune to
herself as fond thoughts of Daniel preoccupied her, mingling with
snatches of music from the previous night to create a delicious
sense of well-being and lightness. She was preparing to go down to
a late breakfast attended only by the older ladies of the house
party staying for a few days after the ball, all the gentlemen and
the younger ladies having gone to the hunt. She was alone in the
room, and occasionally broke into a few dance steps as she sang
softly to herself, allowing her mind to touch on everything but the
one subject that irradiated her spirit with its brilliant light,
the precious secret that glowed luminously within her. She could
not bring herself to look at it in case the cold blast of day made
it flicker and die, or even worse, exposed it as a mirage.
Something had happened which had changed things for ever, something
so unbelievable and so impossible that for a moment no power on
earth could make her begin to analyse it rationally. She could only
hug it to herself as something truly miraculous, knowing, but not
yet willing, to face the knowledge that a reckoning must come. But
for the moment her spirit soared: she felt dizzy with lightness,
with a truly physical sense of some large, heavy weight having been
lifted from her heart and it was impossible not to smile, not to
laugh even, as she waltzed around the room in the morning sunshine.
The only thing she must beware of was not appearing too
ridiculously happy at breakfast, and the irony of having to pretend
solemnity where for the last few days she had had to pretend its
opposite struck her as absurdly funny. Really, she was in danger of
shocking the company by collapsing into helpless giggles! It must
end, such airy, dangerous elation must end, but for now not even
this certainty could stop her revelling in its incomparable
sweetness.

Breakfast was a merry affair, with much
light-hearted discussion of the previous evening among the older
ladies, who all agreed that from their youth onwards they derived
almost as much pleasure from talking of a ball as they did from
participating in it. Georgiana was carried along happily enough in
this placid current, until mention of the forthcoming dinner later
that day at which everyone was to be present set her heart pounding
with thrilled anticipation. What would happen? How would Guy
behave? How, more importantly, should she? But this was threatening
to cloud her sunshine, something she was determined to avoid: she
must make this singing, summery holiday in her heart last for as
long as she possibly could. Aunt Charlotte and the other ladies
were perfectly contented to continue their harmless gossip so that
she was free, free to smile as broadly as she liked without fear of
detection, free to hug her bewitching secret close to her breast,
free to relive, over and over again, the incredible, the
indescribable enchantment of those few short minutes … Quickly she
ran to her room, and donning her bonnet and warm shawl, she slipped
into the gardens to wander unobserved in delicious
solitude.

The day was one of those strange precursors
of spring when all of God’s creatures seemed happily deluded:
robins sang from every tree and even the blackbirds tried out
snatches of their piercingly sweet song, whilst small columns of
tiny insects frolicked in shafts of mild sunshine. The world seemed
a sort of presage of paradise, her eyes and ears filled with the
sights and sounds of harmonious beauty as she wandered through the
red-berried yew hedges bordering the dormant flower beds. Closing
her eyes, she lifted her face to the sun. She had been in the dark
for such a long, dreary time that her young energy responded almost
flower-like to the impulse of its life-giving warmth and light. A
sudden shadow darkened her eye-lids, and opening them, she gave a
little gasp of shock as she saw Roland Sydney standing in front of
her. He had advanced soundlessly, and was holding his hat in his
hands as if in anticipation of meeting her. Nothing could have been
more unwelcome than an intrusion on her privacy at this moment, not
even by such a friend as he, and the first, tiny stirring of a
buried memory from last night sent a ripple through her
consciousness. But he could have seen nothing, surely?

She strove to command herself, to speak with
something like welcome in her voice, though it was obvious that he
could see how displeased she was.

“Mr. Sydney – you startled me. I – I did
not expect to meet anyone here. I was just…” she struggled to sound
composed as realization dawned. “But the hunt – I had supposed you
would join it. That is –”

“Pray forgive me, Mrs. Leighton. I had no
notion of coming upon you so soon, otherwise I should have
signalled my approach. I apologize for having startled you. Any
intrusion, I know, is unwelcome when one is enjoying one’s own
company. I apologize again.”

“Not at all.” With customary tact his
little speech had given her time to collect her wits and appear
more like herself. She knew that he disliked hunting so his
avoidance of the day’s meet should not have altogether surprised
her. Why had she not had the foresight to guess it? But then, as
the master of Combe Florey, surely his participation would be
expected? It seemed strange, but she swiftly prepared to sacrifice
herself to the demands of civility. “Would you care to take a turn
with me, Mr. Sydney? The day is uncommonly lovely, is it
not?”

But to her surprise he did not answer,
continuing to stand before her, his eyes downcast, his expression
troubled. Sudden fear gripped her. “Is anything wrong? Is Daniel
–?” The certainty that he had come to break the news to her of an
accident had flashed into her mind, and she almost sank beneath
it.

“No – no, not that dear lady,” he said
quickly, taking her elbow as he realized her thoughts. “No indeed –
heaven forbid. But let us sit down for a few minutes, if you will
be so kind. I would like to talk to you a little – we will be
undisturbed here.”

The first cracks were starting to appear in
the perfection of her happiness. She knew it even as she moved
automatically, guided by Roland’s arm, to a sheltered bench set
back in the yew hedge and waited with a sick certainty of something
unpleasant to come for him to begin.

“Mrs. Leighton – my dear lady – I hardly
know how to start,” he said unsteadily. She had never known him
hesitate before, never heard any utterance of his that was not
crisply articulated, and this stumbling manner unnerved
her.

“What is it?” she said faintly. “For God’s
sake, tell me.”

“I am almost vanquished by the delicacy of
what I have to say, and beseech your forgiveness if I express
myself in any way that offends you. Yet speak I must.” He still
looked down at the bench between them, and his normally clear voice
was low and hoarse, as if his throat could barely bring itself to
frame the dreaded words. She knew now, beyond a shadow of a doubt,
that he had seen what had passed between herself and Guy, and that
her gossamer dream was about to be torn to pieces.

“Pray tell me,” she said again, though the
voice seemed not to be her own.

He lifted haggard, imploring eyes to her
face. “Very well. I am sure you remember that a few weeks ago I had
occasion to mention to you that Guy’s regular visits to London were
a cause for concern and that his financial standing has been
grievously damaged.”

He waited for her to speak, but she could
only nod.

“Well, I must confess that I was not
completely honest with you then. I knew, and have known for some
time the reason for both his visits and his losses. Mrs. Leighton,
it is with the utmost sorrow that I have to tell you that Guy
Mandeville is addicted to gambling. He is a regular at a number of
the most notorious gambling hells in London, and they are his
destination whenever he leaves Exmoor.”

“How – how do you know?” she whispered at
last. The world seemed to be spinning away from her.

“He has admitted it to me himself. I first
heard of it through my visits to my friend near Reading whom I have
spoken of. Not from he himself, naturally, as he is entirely
confined to the house. But there are many, many visitors from town,
and once the connection between myself and Guy was made known, the
stories became more and more frequent. I confronted Guy at last and
he confessed all. I begged, I entreated him with all the persuasion
of which my poor tongue is capable, but to no avail. Oh, he did
promise to resist some of the temptations, and, to be fair, made
efforts to do so, but the lure was too strong for him, poor fellow.
He is no villain, Mrs. Leighton, that I do emphasise, merely weak
as so many are, I fear, who are caught in that loathesome
web.”

“And Miss Mandeville?” Her throat ached and
burned.

“Ah! She is my chief concern, as you may
imagine. Mrs. Leighton, you have been such a short time among us –
what is it now? Six weeks? – although we seem to have known you for
ever. During that time you have become very close to Miss
Mandeville but I must remind you that I have known her all my life.
Indeed, I flatter myself that she looks on me almost as a second
nephew, and I had the honour of watching over her concerns – from a
tactful distance, you understand – for all the years when Guy was
serving his country. I know her as only two other beings – Arabella
and Guy himself – know her. And I am as certain as I can be of
anything that should she ever find out the truth it would kill her.
She did know a little of it – there was a scene in which Guy
promised to give up gambling and she forgave him his
transgressions. He has always been indulged, from the earliest age,
and I suppose she looked upon it as a leftover of his foolish
youth. She repaid his debts – the ones he confessed to – as I said
to you before, but has no notion that he has continued.”

“But what does she believe he does on these
visits to London?”

“Indeed. You are quite right to wonder. He
told me that he has invented a story that he goes to town in order
to help fellow officers from his regiment who have fallen upon hard
times. He tells his aunt that he is involved in good works
supporting them and their families, and she believes him
absolutely. Indeed, I hate to remember … no, I cannot utter it. But
yes, I must. I am determined that you should have the fullest
picture so that there is no possibility of further confusion. I
bitterly regret to tell you, Mrs. Leighton, that he laughed –
actually laughed when he told me how completely he had deceived his
aunt. Oh, but I have forgiven him! He is at heart a good man who
has been capsized by this abominable weakness. I pray that some day
he will conquer it. But that does not alter the fact, Mrs.
Leighton, that whoever undeceives Miss Mandeville is signing her
death warrant. She seems well now – indeed is as well as I have
seen her for some years, chiefly as a result of your loving care, I
am convinced – but believe me, her health is always precarious. I
have known the slightest shock undo her, and throughout the time
when Guy was on active service we were in a positive agony. She
must never, never, know the truth.”

Dark clouds from nowhere had suddenly
blotted out the sun, and the garden, one moment filled with light
and warmth, was instantly chill and dead. Georgiana sat as though
turned to stone, then the cold piercing her body made her shudder
convulsively. She said nothing. Roland Sydney was watching
carefully for her reaction and took her silence as invitation to
continue. He spoke hurriedly now, still in the same hoarse, urgent
tone.

“I know what this must mean to you, dear
Mrs. Leighton, you above all people, and I would have done anything
in my power to avert this situation. But the fact is that taking
the air in the garden to refresh myself last night I saw – I cannot
deny that I saw – oh dear –”

“You saw myself and Mr. Mandeville through
the library windows,” she supplied in a small, tight
voice.

“Exactly so.”

A numbness was creeping over her mind, a
merciful inability to peer into the chasm that was opening up at
her feet. That, she knew, would come later. For the moment she
needed to hear her own voice speaking the cruellest words, now, at
this moment and as quickly as possible before he could utter them.
She needed to hear herself say them in order to make this horror
real.

“And are you making the connection between
that scene and Miss Mandeville’s announcement that she has left her
fortune to me, Mr. Sydney?” she said without expression.

He did not reply, and she turned her blank
gaze fully on him. “Are you?”

“My dear lady, I think I should –”

“Are you, Mr. Sydney?”

He stopped, forced into directness by the
strength of her will. “I am, yes.”

 

“I see. Let me go before you as this is
such an obviously painful disclosure. You have come to warn me that
Mr. Mandeville’s sudden attentions to me are the result of knowing
that I am to receive his aunt’s money after her death. That I will,
in short, be extremely wealthy. And that he, having squandered his
own fortune, seeks to enrich himself by gaining his aunt’s money
through marriage to me.” Some strange automaton seemed to have
taken up residence in her body, making her normally gentle speech
clipped and harsh. She was being driven on to respond in this
abrupt, bloodless manner by a force beyond her control, some
fantastic reserve of as yet untapped strength which was carrying
her through this unspeakably humiliating scene with dignity and
self-control. Nothing would make her break down in the presence of
this man who was, with the kindest of intentions, bringing fresh
calamity and shame into her life. There would be years, stretching
ahead in blank sameness, in which she could give full rein to her
misery. But for now, the cold lash of stinging truths was essential
if she were not to be crushed under this new, penetrating
sorrow.

He bowed his head. “Mrs. Leighton, I am
speechless before your unflinching honesty. I would give worlds to
be able to say that this was not the case, I would give anything
–”

“But it is the case, Mr. Sydney, so speculation on what we should
prefer is idle.” She was astonishing herself. That part of her mind
which had detached itself and which was impelling her to respond
with such icy control seemed to have a life completely independent
of her poor, shattered self, the self so cruelly enticed into the
brilliant sunlight only to be snatched back into the darkness of
the oubliette. She would never, never, never trust her heart again.
But the mind that was outside herself, cool, rational and acute,
was rapidly recognizing other implications. “Tell me, Mr. Sydney,
since we are being so brutally frank with each other. If you have
known for some time that Mr. Mandeville is a gambler who is in the
process of squandering his fortune, how could you, as a loving
brother, possibly allow your sister to remain in ignorance? How
could you see her in danger of giving herself to a man who seeks to
spend her fortune and make her wretched?”

“You do right to ask.” He held up both
hands in a gesture of hopelessness. “What can I say, Mrs. Leighton,
about the wonderful mysteries of a woman’s heart? My sister knows,
of course, about Guy’s gambling. But like every woman before her,
she believes that she will cure him. It quite overwhelms me, indeed
it does –” he turned aside for a moment, pressing his fist against
his mouth as if to control his passions, then resumed more calmly.
“For many years now she has loved Guy Mandeville with a passionate
devotion, and not all the revelations – or tiny infidelities –”
Georgiana felt her cheeks burning savagely – “in the world will
change that fact. I believe she would run mad if she were to lose
him. What can a brother do, Mrs. Leighton? We have always been
equal partners in everything, and I scorn the heavy-handed approach
some men take with their sisters. Whatever she wants, I will do my
utmost to support and assist her. The fact is that I have set aside
– my dear madam, I am entrusting you with details of our most
private family business, but I have no qualms about doing so – I
have set aside, I say, a portion of my own fortune so that she will
be protected no matter what happens to her own money through Guy’s
indiscretions. Of course our earnest prayer is that he will conquer
his weakness and return to sanity, in which case there is every
reason in the world to believe that they will enjoy the happiest of
unions. They are so well matched in every other way!”

“That is a most generous gesture, Mr.
Sydney,” she said faintly.

“Not at all, not at all, Mrs. Leighton. If
I could do more for my beloved sister, I would.” There was silence
between them for a few moments. Then he spoke again almost in an
undertone as he looked down at his hat resting between them on the
bench. “This would not be the first time, of course.”

“I beg your pardon, but did you say the
first time? I am afraid I do not understand you.” But her heart had
understood, and she braced herself for the final degrading
blow.

“Oh, the agony of causing you more pain,
dear madam!”

Suddenly she could not bear to look at the
expression of melting compassion on his face and turned quickly
away, staring sightlessly at the dead, brown branches of the rose
trees in the flower bed before her. “Please finish what you wish to
tell me, Mr. Sydney. It will soon be over.”

“Very well. My sister’s fortune is thirty
thousand, Mrs. Leighton. There was an occasion earlier last year
when Guy’s name was linked with another lady’s, a lady who had
recently inherited more than that sum, I understand, though nothing
came of it.”

“You mean he goes for the highest prize, I
suppose.”

“I choose to believe that his feelings for
Arabella were more powerful ultimately and that love overcame
cupidity. For as I cannot state too often, Guy is at heart a
decent, good man, only too indulged, Mrs. Leighton, too encouraged
in every capricious venture from his earliest childhood by his
adoring aunt, the dear creature, who has not always been wise in
her efforts to compensate him for the loss of his parents. And now
we see the fruits of that excess of love!”

Her mind was rapidly running over his
reasons for disclosing this. It could only be in order to prepare
her for the ultimate humiliation. But she was still unprepared for
what he said next.

“You must have been very surprised to see
him in Bath.”

She turned to him in absolute astonishment.
“What?”

“In Bath, when Guy himself came to accompany
you.”

“I do not follow you,” she whispered. She
felt as though she were only now beginning to be acquainted with
trouble, only now, after all her bitter experience, was she
beginning to realize the full extent of what her heart could
suffer.

“You must have realized, dear Mrs. Leighton
– indeed, knowing your wonderful quickness as I do, I cannot
believe you did not – that it was extremely unusual, to say the
least, not to have been escorted by a senior servant and a lady’s
maid? It must have entered your mind that you were being, shall we
say – assessed – by someone with an ulterior motive? What possible
other reason could there be for Guy Mandeville himself coming to
escort you and your servant?”

The truth of this struck her so forcibly
that she sprang to her feet, confronting him furiously. He
automatically rose, his expression almost pleading.

“What do you mean, sir? I insist that you
speak plainly.” She could never have imagined that she would speak
to Roland Sydney, arch, amusing, gallant Roland Sydney in this way.
Yet she felt pushed beyond endurance.

“A thousand pardons, madam. This is as
execrable a duty as any I have ever performed. But I must save you
from darker forces, if it costs me my life. Have you ever
considered the possibility that Guy Mandeville, knowing you were
his aunt’s heir, seized his chance on hearing of your husband’s
tragic death to persuade Miss Mandeville to invite you to Garlands
with the sole intention of making you his wife and thereby securing
his aunt’s fortune? I have every reason to believe that fortune to
be considerably more than the thirty thousand of my sister’s
inheritance. And that he came to Bath because he was impatient to
see – that is – he wished to discover –”

“Whether I was so unattractive that he could
not consider marrying me whatever his financial needs were, is that
what you are trying to say?” Her heart was pounding so hard that
she could feel her body shake with every beat. Hideous, vile
memories of her impressions of Guy’s behaviour, of his secrecy and
unapologetic arrogance were clamouring for entry into her mind, but
for now she must think clearly. “You are entirely wrong there, sir,
whatever else is true. I know that Miss Mandeville invited me to
live at Garlands expressly against Guy Mandeville’s advice. He
thought it a dangerous plan as we had never met, and tried to
persuade her to offer her kind help from a distance. The
arrangement was her idea, and hers alone.”

“That is what you and Miss Mandeville have
been led to believe, of course,” he said softly.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Mrs. Leighton, I beg you to consider, for
one moment, what such an addiction can lead a man into, a normally
decent, honourable man. He becomes a liar to his most dear
companions, a devious monster who must hide his ugliness under a
veneer of reasonableness in order to get what he needs to feed his
addiction. For this he is prepared to do anything. He can implant
ideas in the minds of his loved ones and manipulate their actions
to serve his ends, without their ever realizing that they are doing
his bidding, not their own. And he can do this casually, smilingly,
charmingly, often seeming to oppose the very thing he wants most in
the world to happen, actually arguing against it, knowing full well
that the thing will come to pass to his secret delight, without his
seeming to have anything to do with it. He of course knew of Miss
Mandeville’s predisposition to do whatever she could to help you,
and of course could not show his enthusiasm for your coming here to
live else suspicions would be raised. He had only to oppose the
scheme to make Miss Mandeville more determined to carry it out, and
then could derive the extra advantage of appearing to give in
gracefully when she had her way. Which was, of course, his
way.”

She could see from the peculiar light in
his eyes that he knew his arguments were striking home with her,
knew that he was describing a thousand incidents from her married
life with Edward when he had cajoled and tricked her into doing his
will in precisely the manner he was describing. She could feel the
spirit dying within her. Nevertheless she must speak, must bring
this living nightmare to an end with some semblance of
dignity.

“Thank you, sir. You have said quite enough.
I appreciate how unpleasant this has been for you, and – and am
grateful. I must, however, beg that you will not refer to it again.
There will be no need.”

“Of course. I must repeat –”

“Pray do not, Mr. Sydney. I now request
that you leave me alone to contemplate awhile.”

“Certainly.” He bowed, and seemed about to
say something more, but she knew that her expression forbad it
utterly and stood like a statue until his retreating footsteps on
the gravel had completely faded. Then she sank onto the bench,
trembling violently. Every word that he had spoken had reached its
target, had reinforced her initial impressions of Guy Mandeville
which she had suppressed with a foolishness and weak vanity beyond
expression, beyond comprehension. She could hear her own breath
coming in tearing gasps and her head ached intolerably. The beauty
of the day, as if in some mocking partnership with events, had all
vanished, leaving a dark, dank greyness. But she could not go in
yet. The only thing that sustained her was the imperative need to
behave normally, to somehow simulate her previously happy mood –
ironically carefully held in check at breakfast – through the rest
of the day. Had Roland Sydney told his sister what he had seen last
night? She was almost certain that he would not betray her, yet the
dreadful thought of Miss Sydney’s vigilant scrutiny at that day’s
dinner braced her. To betray by one flicker of an eyelid that she
had behaved wrongly, to give the tiniest indication that she knew
she had made an incomparable fool of herself – she must, must
summon all her resolve to prevent it. Falteringly she resumed her
walk through the garden, with what different sensations from when
she had entered it! But gradually the exercise brought some
stillness to her spinning brain, though a hard chip of ice seemed
to have lodged itself in her breast. So this was how it was to be:
the money which had made herself and Daniel secure had become the
very thing which henceforth would make her eternally wary and
suspicious, acting as a permanent barrier between herself and her
fellow creatures. Not two months ago, rescue from financial ruin
was all she yearned for, and now it had come – but with what
fateful consequences! Her liberation had become her imprisonment,
separating her from mental ease, from trust, and worst of all, from
love, as her heart cowered behind its high defensive walls from all
that it really craved.

But these revelations were almost easy to
bear compared with those about her own behaviour of last night and
this morning, which now filled her with a self-disgust so absolute
that for a long time she was unable to confront it. But it must be
done: she must force herself to recognise fully her own disgraceful
self-delusion and abandonment of all moral sense, her surrender to
the basest and most treacherous of impulses. How could she have
fallen so low that dalliance with another woman’s intended husband
could be thought of for an instant, let alone indulged in to the
point where they had almost – no, it was too appalling to remember.
But what insanity had possessed her? She tried to recreate the
feelings which had led to her capitulation last night, the sight of
happy couples, the bewitching music, her sense of terrible
loneliness – all had contributed, surely, to the human weakness
which had overwhelmed her. But this was too lenient. The fact was
that she had flirted like any common drab with another woman’s
intended husband, and the hot tears flowed unchecked as she walked
blindly through the dead and wintry gardens. What desperate need
had driven her to that? There must indeed be the most profound
weakness in her character that she could forget all sense of
propriety so easily, and she felt real terror at this thought. What
else might it betray her into? She must mount eternal vigilance
over herself, maintain by an iron discipline a permanent guard over
her fragile emotions. From henceforth, no-one should see anything
of the chaos within that could evidently be so easily exposed: she
had brought enough misery on herself, heaven only knew, by the
foolishness which clearly must be such a lamentable feature of her
character. This recognition was at least a start, the first firm
footing on the crumbling path back to sanity. She was aware that
she could not stay outdoors for much longer: now that the weather
had turned aunt Charlotte would be anxious for her return. As ever
in this apparently carefree household, she must be on the watch
against raising suspicions.

“You look rather pale again, my love – I
hope you have not taken cold.” Miss Mandeville was peering
anxiously over her spectacles as Georgiana joined the other ladies
in the pleasant morning room.

“I am quite certain I have not,” she replied
lightly, laying a hand on Miss Mandeville’s shoulder as she bent to
admire her beautiful embroidery. “It is probably a result of late
hours last night.”

“Quite so, indeed. Lady Mountford and I were just remarking
on the advantages of taking an afternoon nap after going into
society – one of the unsung benefits of advancing age,” she smiled.
“I would advise you to follow our example, my dear.”

But Georgiana could not, when the others
departed for their rooms, face the solitude of hers with no
distraction from the painful thoughts which tortured her. Garlands
possessed a pretty orangery on its south side and she sought
comfort and seclusion in its ordered green privacy while the rest
of the household was quiet. She paced its length, gazing out at the
grounds and parkland, or sat with an unopened book in her lap, her
internal inquisition never for one moment ceasing. How completely
she had fallen for Guy’s apparent generosity over the will! Of
course – she could see it all now. Perhaps there had been harsh
words between him and his aunt when his losses at gambling came to
light, although Aunt Charlotte had definitely told her that she,
Georgiana, had been the heiress since her mother’s death. Well,
there was no reason why that should not be true, because Guy had
great family wealth of his own. But had he tried to persuade his
aunt to change her will in his favour in the intervening years,
and, failing to influence her, hit upon the plan of encouraging her
fondness for her old friend’s daughter so that he could marry her
and inherit it anyway? It seemed horribly plausible – but what if
Edward had not died? The fact of her being here in the first place
was a bizarre twist of fate, after all. But she was not taking into
account the gambler’s distorted thinking. Who could know better
than she how men in its clutches always counted upon their luck
changing, counted upon it as a certainty in fact? For Guy, Edward’s
death and its consequences must have seemed the most fortuitous
gift from above, proof positive that he was blessed with the luck
that all gamblers believed was their exclusive possession. He had
merely taken advantage of this chance that providence had thrown
into his lap to get his hands upon the money that he believed was
rightfully his. And how swiftly and completely she had fallen into
his trap! With shrinking revulsion she recalled his gradual working
his way into her good opinion, the slow but assiduous softening of
her initial suspicion. And the most despicable element of all was
his transparent befriending of Daniel to guarantee his entry into
her favour. Like any vain and over-fond mother she had allowed him
to use her precious child to insinuate himself into her esteem –
oh, it was unbearable! She had been pacing the length of the
orangery, but now stopped as if physically struck and buried her
face in her hands. This was what a handsome face and powerful form
could do to her, she who had been so duped once before in her life
by her weakness for these attributes in Edward. His wicked betrayal
in marrying her for her fortune should have made her proof against
such another desperate trickster, surely? She was weak, weak,
foolish and unspeakably naive.

Suddenly aware that she felt completely
exhausted, she flung herself into a chair, lying back with eyes
closed while she gripped its arms as if for strength. Now, of
course, the look of fear which had flickered across Jane’s face
when she heard of her inheritance made perfect sense. Jane, as a
family member, must know about Guy’s gambling, indeed might
probably know the full extent of it. She could instantly see
Georgiana’s danger even though there was no doubt that she loved
her cousin – the poor woman must be suffering agonies from
loyalties divided between him and her friend. Divided? This was
another piece of gross self-deception. Georgiana had been on Exmoor
for less than two months, after all, and no matter how affectionate
she felt towards Jane, such a short acquaintance would be nothing
compared to the family loyalties of a lifetime which bound them.
What did she know about them, when it came down to it? She had been
seduced by a mixture of relief and gratitude into the illusion that
she was far closer to them than she actually was. No – Jane would
say nothing, of course, and merely hope that her worst fears for
her new friend would not be realized. It was impossible ever to
raise the subject with Jane. For one thing, it would involve
breaking the promise she had made to Roland Sydney, quite apart
from the inevitability of revealing to Jane something of what had
happened in the darkened library – no, quite
unthinkable!

A small sound made her turn and there, his
hunting clothes still muddied from the pursuit and his riding whip
in his hand, stood Guy Mandeville. A tiny gasp escaped her as she
leapt to her feet, her heart contracting.

“My horse has cast a shoe, just south of
Harper’s Wood,” he said easily. “Normally something that would
exasperate me but today I am grateful.” He was walking slowly
towards her as he spoke. The informality of his manner and his warm
gaze enveloping her, his smile, his gentle tone, all indicated that
he was expecting a favourable reception, but after several paces he
stopped, a look of puzzlement flashing across his expressive
features. “I trust you are glad to see me?” he added in a more
doubtful tone.

Georgiana could not speak. She turned
abruptly from him and stared out over the park. Nothing could be
more perilous than him coming upon her like this when her emotions
were at boiling point, and before she had formulated how she was
going to act towards him. Nevertheless some deep instinct for
self-preservation stopped her from giving full vent to her anguish.
“I – I would appreciate being left alone,” she said in a choked
voice, still not looking at him.

“Are you ill? Is there anything I can do
for you?” He came a step closer, and she turned towards him
defensively, pulling her shawl tightly round her and keeping her
eyes lowered. She absolutely had to make plain her feelings now, to
put a stop to his outrageous advances, but without betraying the
confidences with which she had been entrusted.

“What you can do for me, Mr. Mandeville, is
to behave towards me with the respect to which my position as an
unprotected woman entitles me.” Her tone was frigid, her
articulation crisp, and the words seemed suddenly to gush forth
from an icy spring within her. She heard his sharp intake of breath
as he registered her meaning, was aware of his body stiffening,
although she still did not look at his face.

“I am amazed, Mrs. Leighton, that you
believe I have ever done otherwise.” Shock and displeasure mingled
in his voice.

“I refer to last night’s incident.”
Desperation was giving her a reckless courage she had not dreamt
she possessed, forcing her to utter words whose brazen vulgarity
would normally quite vanquish her. But an overwhelming need to
crush any prospect of intimacy between them drove her on. He made
to speak but she intercepted him. “I regret that I allowed myself
to fall so far below my own and society’s notion of respectable
conduct. I must have taken rather too much wine during the
evening.”

“Indeed?” His voice was cold now, and
involuntarily she flicked her eyes upwards to his face. It was set
in rigid lines, the flesh white around his tightly compressed
mouth. “And are you suggesting that I took advantage of your
inebriation?”

She felt her poise waver for a moment
beneath his sarcastic anger, then seized wildly on a disgraceful
idea which had just darted into her brain. “Not entirely. I had
been thinking of – of my late husband, and when you came upon me in
the darkness for several foolish and inexplicable moments I thought
he had returned to me. The deception of an overtired and
overstimulated brain, I fear.” She heard the wicked lie tripping
easily from her tongue, but if it saved her from this scheming
adventurer, she could not repent it.

He did not speak.

“I must therefore insist upon two things.
Firstly that you never make reference to the incident again, and
secondly that henceforth your conduct towards me will be what
common civility requires, and nothing more.”

“I see. And have you any other instructions
for me while we are about it?” There was an almost savage edge to
his voice.

“No.” She could feel her self-command
beginning to falter, and cast about frantically for ways to end
this agonising interview.

“That is some comfort, at any rate. Thank
you, once again, for illuminating unsatisfactory aspects of my
conduct. I count myself fortunate to have such a judge as yourself
on hand.” The heavy irony could not altogether disguise the slight
tremor in his voice, but he was prevented from saying more by
sudden sounds outside. Daniel and some of the other ladies,
accompanied by grooms, were making their way through the park to
the southern approach of the house. Guy turned back to her, his
expression slightly softened at the sight of her son despite his
own anger, but before he could speak again she administered what
she knew would be the final blow.

“I beg you not to trouble yourself with
assisting Daniel, sir. The grooms will do all that is necessary,
and I myself will go out to meet him. I have been remiss in
allowing – others to attend to him. He is still very young, and
should be cared for only by his mother.”

It was unworthy, it was cruel, yet it must
be done. Whatever she needed to do to protect herself and her child
from yet another man who threatened to destroy them, she would do
it. His eyes narrowed as though he had received a blow.

“I understand you, madam,” he said with acid
terseness, and making the slightest possible bow he turned on his
heel and left her alone.

Hardly pausing to gather herself, she
walked briskly outside and greeted the returning party, lingering
with Daniel while Willow was attended to and then chattering
happily with the delighted child as they mounted to the nursery.
She listened with complete attention to all his excited stories as
he was bathed, changed and fed, deriving the most satisfying sense
of safety, of some terrible danger narrowly averted, which for the
moment buoyed her up and allowed her to ignore a dragging sense of
sadness which on some deep level had established itself. Nor did
her elation diminish as she went down for dinner, enabling her to
mingle with all the house guests as they assembled in the drawing
room, moving from group to group with a vivacity and grace quite
charming to behold. Amid the large party at dinner she talked
animatedly, a strange elation making everything easy and gay.
Arabella, lovely in her cloud of pastel-blue silk gauze, was seated
further up on the opposite side of the table, clearly enjoying the
chance to bestow her charms on elderly Lord Mountford and his son
on either side of her. Guy, near the head of the table, was
faultless in his role as joint host, attending to his nearest
neighbours and taking a full part in the conversation. Georgiana
had managed to avoid him completely so far, the number of guests
making it easy to do so, but on the few occasions when she had had
to look at his face she had noticed a slight pallor beneath the
smiles and attentive demeanour. She could hear snatches of
conversation, enough to glean that he had been suddenly called to
London on the following day on unexpected business which would keep
him in town for three weeks at least, and felt an instant flood of
relief. Time to allow memories to fade, to settle tempestuous
emotions and wait for the pain to subside.

When the ladies withdrew after dinner she
had some charming conversation with Jane, as she and Richard had
been seated at some distance from her during the meal.

“Georgiana, my dear,” said Jane in her usual
kind, sweet way after they had been talking for some minutes, “let
me congratulate you on your looks this evening! Your eyes are so
bright and your complexion so glowing that I have never seen you
looking better – it must surely be our Exmoor air. But look – I
think Miss Mandeville wants to speak to you.”

Georgiana swiftly crossed to her aunt, who
wished to show her prized collection of portrait miniatures to some
of the other ladies. Happily complying, she fetched the small ovals
in their velvet case and joined in the general admiration with
pleasure. One, of a small boy painted in the last century, was her
particular favourite, his dark, curly hair and rosy cheeks
reminding her strongly of Daniel, a fact mentioned by Miss
Mandeville.

“Yes, one always wonders what happened to
this dear child in later life, though I am afraid we will never be
able to find out. But is he not charming? Not, of course, as
delightful as our own dear Daniel, who is perfection itself,” she
laughed.

“No, I am quite sure he is not,” replied
Georgiana, smiling, “Even a fond mama must sometimes see a flaw, I
think.”

The gentlemen were about to join them, the
tea board was being brought in, and amid the general re-alignment
of the room’s occupants Georgiana carefully carried the tray of
miniatures back to their drawer. She found herself joined by
Arabella, deftly assisting her with the small key and commenting
again on the perfect little masterpieces.

“See this lady with her powdered curls –
how sad she looks. One does ache to know their fate in later life,
as dear Miss Mandeville observed. But there is no doubting your
favourite, Mrs. Leighton – this enchanting study of the
boy.”

“Yes indeed,” replied Georgiana
companionably, enticed into expressing a personal feeling by
Arabella’s friendliness. “I must confess that I should one day love
to have it as my own.”

“Ah, my dear, that is a tendency one should
guard against. To try to possess what rightfully belongs to another
can only lead to disaster.”

The words were spoken lightly, with one
prettily smiling glance into Georgiana’s eyes as the drawer was
closed and Arabella swept gracefully away. But her meaning was
unmistakable, and for a few moments Georgiana occupied herself with
needlessly rearranging the case of miniatures in its drawer in
order to still her thudding heart. Arabella knew, and was
determined to let her know that she did. Roland had told her. Fool
that she was, not to have seen clearly that he would do so! Here
was another stick to beat herself with – her insane, unexamined
belief that Roland would somehow keep his knowledge of what had
happened from his own sister! With deadly accuracy, Arabella’s
words had pierced the bright, sparkling bubble in which Georgiana
had floated, sustained by her own self-contempt, since her fateful
meeting with Guy this afternoon, and without its protection she did
not know how she could get through another minute of this ghastly
charade. The gentlemen had returned, music was being called for,
and Arabella, with a blushing display of self-deprecation, was
taking her place at the instrument. Georgiana longed to flee the
room, to cover her head in an agony of shame in the dark sanctuary
of her chamber, but for the moment she must endure. Having to sit
through the social demands of the evening in a pretence of
normality, even gaiety, was the fit punishment she had so richly
deserved.

At last release came, and in the quiet of
the night she sobbed as if her heart would break, sobbed for her
own foolishness, for her own isolation, for her own loss. The only
comfort was the knowledge that she would only have to encounter Guy
on the morrow for a few hours before he left for London, but when
she came down in the morning, he was already gone.
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Four days into the new year, snow fell with
purposeful intensity, muffling the house, the grounds, the moors
and, if stray reports reaching Garlands were to be believed, much
of England in its thick blanket. Young William Charteris was this
term boarding at school and Daniel had begged to be allowed to join
him, but Georgiana had refused to consider it until another term
had passed. The snow, however, decided everything. Before its grip
on the landscape became absolute, Dan’s boxes were sent over to
Lynton, to his great satisfaction and his mama’s consternation.
Beneath a lowering sky which presaged more heavy falls, Garlands
was held in an eerie stillness, its interior brightly illuminated
during the short hours of daylight by the reflection from the white
world outside it, all sounds deadened, almost all communication cut
off.

Apart from losing the comfort of Dan’s
presence, Georgiana would have regarded this isolation as a blessed
time of healing for her wounded heart, were it not that a new fear
had supplanted everything else. Miss Mandeville was ill. She had
begun to feel unwell after the last guest had departed and rapidly
worsened as a heavy cold and sore throat took hold. Her physician,
Dr. Granger, had managed to struggle through before the icy weather
had taken complete hold and pronounced her in no immediate danger,
though naturally the strictest watch must be kept over her. The
lungs were always a weakness. Georgiana hardly needed further
inducement to maintain a vigil over this lady who had become so
dear, so indispensable to her in such a short time. Having lost
both her parents early, the spectre of now losing this beloved
benefactress was a constant cold dread within her, for the moment
displacing every other thought. She nursed Miss Mandeville
devotedly, only reluctantly giving up a few short hours of the
night watch when her own strength threatened to give way. Garlands
was like an island marooned in the white expanse, sufficient unto
itself as its store rooms were always replete and the home farm
close by yielded fresh provisions. Winters had always to be
prepared for on Exmoor, but this one threatened to be one of the
hardest in memory.

Several days after Dr. Granger’s visit,
when more heavy falls had cut them off completely, Georgiana was
resting in the morning room while Miss Mandeville slept when she
heard the unmistakable sounds of a visitor being admitted to the
house. She looked toward the door in astonishment, then leapt from
her chair as the certainty that it must be Dr. Granger, by some
miracle got through from Lynton, took hold. Thank God! Although she
was carrying out his instructions faithfully and her minutest
observations had failed to reveal any actual worsening of the
patient’s condition, his calm wisdom would be an inexpressible
solace. But the door opened and Roland Sydney, who had evidently
divested himself of his outer clothing and footwear in the brief
interval, came hurriedly into the room. He immediately approached
and took both her hands, his expression one of anxious
concern.

“Dear Mrs. Leighton! I have come as soon as
I could get through. How is she? How is dearest Miss Mandeville?
And how, just as vitally, are you? What a fearful burden for you
this must be – so quickly to be thrust into the role of sole
guardian and nurse to our precious charge! Come, sit down here and
tell me all. You look much too pale.”

Surprise at seeing him was mixed with
immense relief at the advent of one who could bring assistance and
fresh energy into their isolated little world. Until this moment
she had not realized how alone she felt. Hannah’s wise head was
always to be relied upon of course, but the anxiety and strangeness
of her situation were beginning to take their toll.

“Oh, Mr. Sydney, I am so delighted to see
you,” she cried with unaffected pleasure. “Let me give you a degree
of reassurance at least. Miss Mandeville has a very bad chill, with
much discomfort in her throat and a slight oppression of the chest.
But Dr. Granger has assured me it is no worse than that, and that
warmth, time and careful nursing will set her right.” She had tried
to speak as cheerfully as possible, but actually felt less
certitude than she spoke. He divined it at once.

“I see how it is. You are treating me as
another subject for your solicitude, dear lady, and are more
anxious to put me at ease than to speak of your own concerns. I beg
you not to keep me at a distance from your true thoughts. Do you
apprehend any immediate danger? Be entirely honest with me, I
entreat you.”

She looked away briefly. The luxury of
sharing her fears with one so sympathetic and responsive was too
tempting. “I would be very naive indeed, Mr. Sydney,” she replied
slowly, “if I did not realize that danger is always present. I know
how quickly a decline can take place, and with this snow, making
help so hard to summon …” She bit her lip, looking down quickly.
She had not meant to reveal her anxiety so easily, indeed she had
not: had been scarcely aware of how intensely she felt it with all
the demands on her time and energies. But in the presence of his
natural empathy she felt her defences weakening, the weariness of
the last days and nights suddenly catching up with her.

“Say not another word, madam: I thoroughly
understand you. Your tender ministrations could not be improved
upon by the cleverest doctor in Christendom. She could not be in
better hands. We must all add our earnest prayers to your tireless
care and take what comfort we can from the knowledge that we can do
no more.”

“I wish I could feel that I deserved such
kind praise,” said Georgiana with a rueful smile. For the first
time she could hear the tiredness in her own voice. “I have done
everything that Dr. Granger instructed, to be sure, and
–”

“Ah, but now you are in the presence of the
eminent Dr. Sydney,” he gently teased, “and he pronounces the
patient before him in need of more rest and proper
sustenance.”

“Indeed, you are beginning to sound like
Hannah,” she replied with a laugh, the first time she had laughed
in many days. “She plagues me constantly with her hot possets, so I
assure you I am well looked after.”

“Possets!” he exclaimed in mock horror.
“Milk and ale nonsense, no use to man nor beast.” He had risen and
was crossing the room to the bell as he spoke. Georgiana could only
watch in amusement as he relayed to the servant the precise amounts
of brandy and hot water, lemon and honey for Mrs. Leighton’s drink,
followed by instructions to Hobbs and Hannah to remain with Miss
Mandeville while Mrs. Leighton rested. She knew it would be useless
to protest at his orders, but while her aunt slept, this most
thoughtful care of her satisfied a need of which she was almost
ashamed, and she could only accept it gladly.

He insisted on placing a footstool in
front of her chair, moved a screen behind her because whatever she
said, he was sure she must feel a draught from the door, arranged
her shawl himself around her shoulders while she sipped at her
comforting drink, before he would sit down and take any of his own
brandy and water. After another interval in which she detailed for
him every particular of Miss Mandeville’s symptoms and the precise
time of their onset, exactly when Dr. Granger had been called and
every word he uttered, and her own – he was most insistent here –
her own feelings and fears throughout the period, the conversation
broadened into other avenues.

“I have not yet asked you, Mr. Sydney – how
did you get through to Garlands today? Is not the way between here
and Combe Florey impassable?”

“It was until yesterday. It was only when
my men clearing a way across the park met up with the Garlands men
that word got through to us of Miss Mandeville’s illness. It is
quite wonderful to see, Mrs. Leighton, even in our experience of
hard winters. The snow is piled up above a man’s head on either
side of the narrow channel they have dug out, a strange and
fantastical landscape indeed. Naturally I came as soon as I could –
indeed it was only through Arabella’s strong fears for me last
night that I did not come then, though as darkness was falling it
would have been folly to attempt it. But here I am this morning,
and I shall come again before dark.”

“No, no, indeed, I will not hear of it!
There is no necessity –”

“Pray let me be the judge of that,” he
intervened firmly. “Quite apart from anything else, my dear Mrs.
Leighton, you will be doing me an immense kindness by allowing me
to visit.” He sounded suddenly less than cheerful, as if a slight
shadow had briefly passed over him. “This white silence all around
one can drive a man mad. Just before the snow came I was about to
go to L–, that is, to visit my friend near Reading, so I am feeling
myself rather …rather thwarted and confined.” He broke off, looking
into the fire for a few moments before drinking back the last of
his brandy and returning his eyes to her, his good humour
apparently restored.

“There is one thing on which I would dearly
like your opinion,” Georgiana began shyly.

“And that is? Name it, dear madam.”

“Well, I have been wondering whether I
should try to get an express message through to Mr. Mandeville in
London, to ask him to return.” She had been expecting him at least
to consider the necessity for this, but to her surprise his
response was instant.

“Decidedly not. I cannot advise against it too strongly. The
snow is widespread, and even if London has been spared, word will
have reached him that Devonshire is cut off so he will not be
expecting letters. This is a common occurrence in this part of the
world, Mrs. Leighton; we are all used to it, and Guy understands
that it is a hazard of winter. Quite apart, of course, from the
dangers and inconveniences that a return journey in these atrocious
conditions will expose him to. We would never forgive ourselves –
and Miss Mandeville certainly would not forgive us – if an accident
were to befall him in any frantic attempt to get through. And he
would, of course, be frantic at
being summoned. No matter what we said in the message, he would
conject that his aunt’s illness was grave indeed if we should be
sending for him.”

“Perhaps you are right,” she said
uncertainly. The awkwardness of the situation arising from her
recent, most painful dealings with Guy was keen indeed, but nothing
mattered to Georgiana except that she should do what was right for
Miss Mandeville and her nephew. Beside that, her own feelings were
unimportant. She felt relief at his words, but also a vague,
troubling sense that something was not right. He must have guessed
it, because he continued with a fulsome heartiness evidently meant
to sweep all further scruples before it.

“Besides, consider how foolish we shall all
look! This illness of Miss Mandeville’s will surely be over in a
week at most. I have known her recover with miraculous speed when
all around were despairing. Guy will be dragged away from his
– pressing
business –” he widened
his eyes dramatically – “and will not be best pleased to risk life
and limb in returning to a fully recovered aunt who will be very
cross indeed for the trouble people have caused on her
behalf!”

After Sydney had departed, Georgiana mounted
the staircase to her aunt’s room and thought about these words.
Strange that Roland should suddenly paint Miss Mandeville’s
constitution in so robust a light where a few minutes before he had
been emphasising her frailty! But perhaps he was simply trying to
cheer her up with his bright optimism. Either that or her tired
brain had misunderstood him. It was probably one or the other she
finally decided, as she opened the sickroom door to resume her
place.

 


 


 


Roland Sydney was as good as his word. He
established a routine of visiting in the early morning and again
before darkness fell, and Georgiana came to depend upon his steady
optimism, his comfortable companionship, as an indispensable
bulwark against despondency. There was no let-up in the cold
weather, but no matter what fresh falls of snow intervened to alarm
her, he never failed to get through. By this constancy, this token
of his unwavering
concern both for Aunt Charlotte, and, she had to acknowledge, for
herself, she was deeply moved. Richard and Jane Charteris had gone,
before the snows had really set in, to visit Richard’s sister who
lived with her own husband and young family near Bristol. Georgiana
would have been deprived of their nearness whatever the season, but
this great freeze meant that there was no possibility of their
imminent return. Thus Roland Sydney became her chief support, the
brightener of her lonely days, initially filled with horrible
anxiety as no news of Daniel could be got through and Aunt
Charlotte seemed not to be improving. He always cheered her, always
managed to bring some little piece of news or nonsense to divert
her, and, most touching of all, quickly ordered some of his ablest
estate workers to get through to Lynton so that word of Daniel
could be brought to her. In the midst of her anxiety, she felt
particularly blessed to have been provided with such a neighbour,
so thoughtful, so sensitive to her needs and moods, so entirely
dependable. After that first discussion about contacting Guy, no
mention was made of him between them, and for this she felt
additional gratitude. She knew this was the result of his natural
tact, his sensing that the mere mention of Guy’s name was still a
great difficulty for her after the too-shameful incident on New
Year’s Eve and their agonizing conversation after it. Aunt
Charlotte, she told herself constantly, was no worse than she had
been, yet she was not recovering as Georgiana fervently wished and
prayed. All she could do was watch and wait, administer with her
own hands the drops and medicines which Dr. Granger had left, and
tempt the invalid with delicate broths and dainties which she fed
her tenderly, buoyed up to hopefulness when her aunt accepted them,
anxious and miserable when she did not.

And through the long, weary time marooned
in their monochrome and silent world she thought of Guy and of
their now scarcely credible encounter and its aftermath. For the
first few days after his departure she had managed to banish him
from her thoughts entirely, though conscious all the time of the
iron discipline she exercised in order to achieve this. Then,
unbidden and savagely vivid, a flash of that scene in the library
would leap before her vision, causing her to mentally recoil as
though scalded. The memories seemed worse the more she tried to
deny them, until at last she was forced into an uneasy truce,
actually revisiting the events of the New Year voluntarily. At
least she would have some command over her mind in this way, she
reasoned, for to be entirely at its mercy was simply unbearable.
The strategy seemed to work, and for a day or two she could review
their exchanges over that momentous period like any rational
creature, gradually wearing away at their power to vanquish her.
But then, to her utter dismay, she found that her anger at his
deviousness, so scrupulously fed with fresh fuel in order to keep
the flames leaping was beginning to subside, and no matter how
assiduously she tried to stoke it, the initial blaze was dying down
into something less spectacular but more permanent: something
peculiarly like grief. For a few days after she had admitted this
to herself she went about her duties numbly, no less meticulous in
her nursing and housekeeping, for all at Garlands looked to her now
as the head of the household while Miss Mandeville lay helpless,
but nevertheless with a heart of lead. The worst times were when
Roland Sydney called, but if he noticed any difference in her he
was much too discreet to press for a reason, and her thankfulness
to him deepened as he ascribed her pale looks to weariness, and
became more solicitous of her welfare than ever during his
visits.

How she longed for a confidante, someone
who could make sense to her of this depthless whirlpool of emotions
which dragged her back each time she struggled to reach the shore!
But she was too hedged in, too acutely conscious of all the
conflicting interests and secrets which she held so unwillingly in
her hands. And at last some kind of solution did come, bringing
with it a semblance, at least, of peace. Was this sense of grief a
response to Aunt Charlotte’s treatment at her nephew’s hands? The
sight of her lying so helpless and uncomplaining, having endured
countless other periods of illness in her life as an invalid was
reason enough, surely, to provoke feelings of sorrow in anyone not
completely inhuman? To think that this lady who had devoted her
life to the care of her nephew should be so callously ill-used by
him, lied to and deceived, while he virtually laughed at her behind
her back as he took her money! What had Roland said about the story
Guy had invented to explain his visits to London – that he went to
help brother officers fallen on hard times? Yes, a story exactly
calculated to win his aunt’s complete approval as he gambled away
his money and hers while she fondly imagined him following her own
example and doing good to those less fortunate. The cynicism was
breathtaking! And she, Georgiana, could do nothing about it, for
what good could possibly come of enlightening her, of utterly
destroying during what could be her brief time left on earth her
faith in humanity? This knowledge was clearly abundant reason for
grief in anyone party to such insight as she now possessed. She
told herself this over and over again, and began to feel
calmer.

After nearly two weeks of this cloistered
existence there was a slight let-up in the weather and, to her
overpowering relief, Dr. Granger managed to get through. One look
at his grave expression as he examined his patient was enough to
tell Georgiana all that she feared to hear. It seemed an eternity
of almost insupportable speculation, during which wild scenes of
what might now happen flashed through her brain, before he spoke.
An enlightened medical man regarded with suspicion by his more
conservative colleagues, Dr. Granger never used the normal
procedures of much bleeding and purging if they could be avoided,
and now counselled more of the same restoratives as before. His
manner with Miss Mandeville was kindly and calm, but outside her
chamber when he spoke to Georgiana he was more cautious. He had
hoped and expected to find his patient more recovered than this,
but was still sanguine that more time and a continuation of the
excellent nursing she was evidently receiving – he smiled kindly
and pressed Georgiana’s hand here, causing her eyes to sting with
sudden tears – would bring their reward. But his final words made
her smile, in spite of herself.

“I have had the honour of attending Miss
Mandeville for many years, and am convinced that the best medicine
she could have is to be allowed her own way when she is strong
enough to express it. I am sure you are well enough acquainted with
her by now to realize this?”

“Indeed, Dr. Granger.” She noted his
twinkling eye. “I shall obey.”

“That is what we all do, when it comes to
Miss Mandeville,” he replied with a smile. “Although she always
makes us believe that it is the other way around.”

 


 


 


Several hours after this conversation,
Georgiana was fervently wishing that Dr. Granger could be in the room with her now as she
sat by Aunt Charlotte’s bed in the deadest part of the night. She
had relieved the faithful Hobbs at midnight, and had fallen into a
light doze in her great chair with her shawl about her. A storm was
howling outside, and the wind surged around the house rattling the
windows and waking her suddenly. She softly crossed the room to
secure them more tightly, noticing with dismay the fresh
accumulations of snow on the ledges and the whirling, relentless
flakes as they spun and spiralled dizzyingly against the panes. The
draught from the chimney was making the fire leap and spark,
sending strange shadows around the room dimly illuminated by the
few night candles which guttered and hissed. She sat down again,
gazing anxiously at Aunt Charlotte who was turning restlessly in
her bed, her cheeks flushed, her brow, when Georgiana touched it,
burning. Striving to quell the alarm that was rising within her,
she gently raised her aunt’s head and induced her to take a few
sips of water containing the drops meant to ease her discomfort.
But after a few moments the restlessness began again, now
accompanied by a low murmur of words ceaselessly repeated, which
Georgiana had not known her do before.

“What is it, dear aunt?” she whispered,
bending over the poor sufferer and taking her hand, which was
trying to pluck at the covers as if to throw them off. Aunt
Charlotte opened her eyes and after a moment seemed to recognize
her. Then she said, “Guy.”

Georgiana’s heart seemed to stand still,
then to give a strange leap, as if it were actually in her
throat.

“What – what of Guy, my dear?” she managed
to whisper. Terror was almost robbing her of the ability to move,
to speak – the certain terror that she was about to hear her aunt’s
inmost thoughts about him and the revelation that she knew the
truth. It would be a descent, in what might be her dying moments,
into utter despair, to which she would be able to bring no word of
comfort. After a moment Miss Mandeville began to speak again, but
so quietly that Georgiana had to put her ear almost to her lips to
hear her.

“Write to Guy – must write to him, write to
him.” She was becoming more and more agitated, the words, repeated
over and over, tumbling out in her urgent distress. What should she
do? Her first instinct was to soothe her aunt to sleep lest she
should increase her fever by this fretful activity. But then the
words of Dr. Granger came back to her – she must comply with her
wishes and pray that she acted rightly.

“Of course, of course.” She flew about the
room, collecting writing materials and clearing a space on a small
table near the bed, all the while almost sobbing with a shaming
relief that her worst dread had been groundless.

Aunt Charlotte was still murmuring in a
low voice, and for the next ten minutes Georgiana did nothing but
calm and revive her, so that she was fully aware of her
surroundings and in command of herself, speaking weakly but clearly
as she told Georgiana what she desired. This was not, as she had
automatically assumed, a letter to Guy in London begging him to
return. Instead it was clear that Aunt Charlotte feared that she
would not survive the night, and she wanted as the last act of her
life to send a message to him who had been the centre of it, and
whom she feared she would never see again.

The sacred and urgent nature of the task
made Georgiana’s heart thud and her hands shake so much that she
could scarcely hold her pen: nevertheless she braced herself with a
rapid determination to do whatever was required of her in this
extremity. “I am ready, aunt,” she said, wondering at the
steadiness of her own voice which belied her breaking heart. A few
minutes later she was looking at the note which Aunt Charlotte had
dictated with amazing composure and fluency. There, in Georgiana’s
familiar hand were words of tenderest love to Guy Mandeville, to be
seen by him, she had been made to promise, only in the event of
Miss Mandeville’s death.

 


My beloved,

You will read these words knowing that we
shall never meet more in this world. You have been the centre of
that world for your whole life, and I count myself the most blessed
of all women to have had your dear, dear love. Goodbye, my dearest
darling.

 


The words dissolved in a wavering blur as
the tears streamed unchecked down Georgiana’s cheeks. Aunt
Charlotte was lying quietly now with her eyes closed, and Georgiana
threw herself back in her chair while the great tearing sobs shook
her body, mercifully released from the need to control her feelings
as her sleeping aunt’s breathing became deep and regular. But there
was no more sleep possible for her, and when, about five o’clock,
Hannah came in to relieve her, she could not tell whether Aunt Charlotte was resting
comfortably or slipping into the ever-deeper sleep of death. She
said nothing to Hannah about what had happened, but holding the
precious note beneath her shawl, crept to her own room.

There, she lay down upon her bed fully
clothed and immediately surrendered to the blackness of utter
exhaustion. Her next sensation was of brilliant sunlight flooding
the room and Hannah shaking her shoulder. In a second she was up,
springing towards the door in an agony of certainty that the worst
had happened, and that she had deserted her post at the crucial
time. But Hannah was holding her fast, laughing out words too
wonderful, at first, for comprehension. “Madam, madam, Miss
Mandeville’s taken some broth and is sitting up asking for tea and
toast!”

 


 


Two days later, Miss Mandeville was
sitting up in bed looking the picture of neatness in her spotless
frilled cap and pretty shawl, as comfortable and elegant as
Georgiana’s hands could make her in order to receive her first
visitors. Roland and Arabella, looking lovely in her fur-trimmed
bonnet and pelisse, were seated by her bedside opposite Georgiana
in her usual chair. A thaw had suddenly set in, enabling Arabella
to make the journey with relative ease, and the steady drip of
melting snow pattering from all the trees outside in the mild
sunshine formed a background accompaniment to their conversation.
The morning sunlight fell in dazzling shafts across the floor,
warming the room and seeming to dispel all the dark fears of the
past few weeks with the promise of renewed life and hope. Miss
Mandeville’s cheeks were pale, but she was evidently relishing this
first step on the road to normality. Georgiana, however, still felt
wary of any untoward exertion, and was on the watch for the first
signs of fatigue in her charge.

“I have been in such agonies about you,
dearest Miss Mandeville,” said Arabella for perhaps the third time.
“Have I not, Roland? I would have come before, of course, but my
dear brother here would not countenance it. The risk of infection,
you know – I am sure you understand, dear Mrs. Leighton – nothing
that I would have
considered, naturally, but –”

“My sister would never think of herself,”
interjected Roland, smiling fondly at her and patting her hand. “So
I am afraid I rather laid down the law.” He looked across
confidingly at Georgiana. “She is not as strong as she would like
us all to believe, you know. Arabella can be quite a delicate
flower, Mrs. Leighton, though she hates to admit it.”

“I am sure that you were wise to take every
precaution,” Georgiana answered with a smile. The notion of the
delicate flower sat rather strangely with all Arabella’s own
accounts of her robustness as a huntswoman, however, but Miss
Mandeville accepted it immediately.

“Good heavens, Arabella, I should have been
horrified if you had attempted a visit sooner! It has been trial
enough to expose dearest Georgiana to danger –” she turned and held
out her hand, which Georgiana took – “without risking anyone
else.”

“And how wonderful she has been!” cried
Roland warmly. He was gazing at Georgiana, his voice almost
breaking with admiration.

“Nonsense – I will not accept it,” she said
quickly, looking away in embarrassment. “I have done far less than
I would have liked, in fact.” Miss Mandeville pressed her hand but
could not speak.

“You mean about sending for Guy, I suppose,”
said Arabella. She spoke lightly, but with such astonishing
directness that Georgiana was completely taken aback.

“No – I mean – I was not thinking of that
when I spoke, I merely –” she looked down, cursing herself for the
blush which she could feel rising. Had her discomfiture been
Arabella’s intention? She felt quite at a loss for a reply.

But Aunt Charlotte came to the rescue. “And I should have been
most displeased if any such thing had been thought of.” Her voice,
though weak, was unmistakably firm. “To jeopardize Guy by dragging
him back here through all this snow, even if a message could be got
through to him in the first place – absolutely not.”

“You see, Mrs. Leighton?” murmured Roland
with a sly look. “Just as I predicted.”

Arabella was silenced. But in a moment she
resumed brightly, “And Daniel, Mrs. Leighton? You are pleased, I
hope, with reports of him? Was not that a good thought of Roland’s,
Miss Mandeville, to send Cartwright and his men to get through to
Lynton?”

This, of course, had the desired effect of
calling forth appropriate gratitude, and for a few minutes Daniel
and his progress at school made an unthreatening general topic.

“How you must be longing to leave this room,
dear Miss Mandeville,” said Arabella after a short pause in the
conversation, signalling that her interest in Daniel was exhausted.
“I would imagine one must tire so abominably of the sameness of it
all. I never was confined to my room for more than two tedious days
together, I believe, so cannot think how anyone endures a long
illness without losing their reason.”

Georgiana wondered again about the delicate
flower, but said nothing. “Since I have been well enough to care
about such things, my days have passed very pleasantly,” replied
Miss Mandeville gently. “Dear Georgiana has been such a source of
joy, simply by her nearness when I did not feel like talking. But
she has been reading to me, you know. We have had some of Miss
Burney and Sir Walter Scott, and I have been so enjoying The Faerie
Queene again.” She turned affectionately to Georgiana, once more
reaching for her hand.

This response seemed not quite to be what
Arabella wished to hear, though her pretty smiles betrayed nothing.
Nevertheless she rejoined rather too quickly, “Ah, but your
needlework, dear Miss Mandeville. No-one can guess more than I, who
am such an admirer of your genius, how you must long to take it up
again. I have been sitting here wondering why you look so unlike
yourself, and I have just discovered it. You have no work in your
hands!” She looked at her brother in mock surprise, and he laughed
good naturedly.

“I do not think,” began Georgiana, “that we
are quite ready to consider that yet. After all, the strain on the
eyesight –”

“As to that, my dear,” interposed Aunt
Charlotte in a small, guilty voice, “I must confess that I should
dearly like something to occupy my fingers when I am sitting
comfortably here. I am sure it would do no harm.”

“I knew I was right!” declared Arabella
triumphantly, before Georgiana could reply. She guessed that
Arabella was far more anxious to assert what she believed to be her
superior knowledge of Aunt Charlotte, far more interested in
establishing her own precedence than in any consideration of what
might actually be wise for the invalid, and determined to withstand
any rash proposal.

“Nevertheless, it might be a little
premature, do you not think, aunt?” Her voice did not lose its
gentle tone, but there was a cool firmness too which all could
detect.

“I was not thinking of anything demanding,
my dear,” said Miss Mandeville, who had obviously carefully weighed
up what her solicitous nurse would be likely to allow her. “I began
some wool-work last year when I was not feeling quite the thing for
a few weeks, and dear Arabella was kind enough to sit with me on
several occasions. Do you remember, my dear?”

Georgiana glanced at Arabella, fully
expecting to see her radiant in her total victory, but her smile
seemed suddenly fixed. It was the impression of a moment, however,
for then Roland said something which made them all laugh, and Miss
Mandeville continued innocently, “You patiently wound my wool for
me with such good humour. It must have been very dull work,
particularly when I dozed, which I am sure I frequently did. I have
never touched it since, I am afraid. It is useful only for invalid
occupation, you know, with such a large needle and no fine work
involved.” As she spoke, she was watching Georgiana’s face for
signs of relenting. “Can I trouble you to fetch it for me, Arabella
dear? It is exactly where we used to keep it last year, if you will
be so kind.”

Georgiana was at once remembering Dr.
Granger’s words, and overcoming her own misgivings. With only the
tiniest hesitation, which Georgiana ascribed to Arabella’s
realization that she had perhaps gone too far, Miss Sydney rose and
crossed the room to a handsome black Chinese lacquered chest of
drawers, its gold decoration glistening in the sunlight. Georgiana
had admired the piece of furniture often as she kept her vigil, but
had never opened it. Arabella smoothly slid out one of its drawers,
and with her customary grace brought the wool tapestry over to the
bed.

“There,” breathed Miss Mandeville with quiet
satisfaction. “I am quite replete with every good thing now. What a
pampered creature I am, to be sure!”

But later that afternoon when Georgiana
took over from Hannah she found Aunt Charlotte dozing, the
wool-work advanced by only two or three stitches of fresh colour
and now lying abandoned on the bed. The invalid opened her eyes and
smiled at Georgiana who was settling into her accustomed
place.

“What time is it, my dear?”

“Four o’clock, aunt. Hobbs will shortly
bring us some tea, and cook has made some of your favourite
marzipan cakes.” Formal mealtimes had been abandoned at Garlands
since Miss Mandeville’s illness, Georgiana having absolutely no
wish to dine in solitary state. Instead she had fallen into the
habit of taking light meals on a tray while she watched, or in her
own room when resting. She had come to derive much comfort from the
cosiness of this arrangement, particularly now that Aunt Charlotte
could share these little treats with her. She plumped up pillows
and helped the patient to sit up, and soon they were sipping their
tea while the fire was made up by the housemaid. The evening air
was coming in cold and chill after the mildness of the day and
threatening a hard freeze.

“I am afraid you were right, my dear,”
observed Aunt Charlotte presently. Georgiana knew that she was
referring to the wool-work, but would not for the world acknowledge
it. “It quite wearied me. I shall have no use for it for a few days
yet, I believe. Perhaps you would be good enough to put it away for
me – there, in the top drawer of the Chinese chest, if you
please.”

“Certainly, aunt,” replied Georgiana
placidly. How wise Dr. Granger’s advice had been! Now, at least,
Aunt Charlotte would not be fretting to attempt more than she was
equal to. “One always overestimates one’s strength after a serious
illness.” She was gathering up the skeins of wool and crossing the
room as she spoke. “We will try again in a few days. How beautiful
this piece of furniture is! And how smoothly the drawer slips out –
just like satin, I declare. I remember that papa had one very
similar to – but what is this?” She had expected embroidery
materials only, but in placing the wools into the drawer had come
upon a rolled parchment tied with ribbon, which she held up in mild
surprise. “I think it must have been placed here by accident. Would
you like me to move it to your desk?”

Miss Mandeville was peering across the room,
which was rapidly growing dusk. “I cannot quite make it out, my
love. Could you bring it closer?”

Georgiana complied, delivering the
document into Aunt Charlotte’s hands.

“Oh, it is only a copy of my will. You need
not trouble yourself about it, my dear. It can remain there.”

“Your will!”
exclaimed Georgiana, amused at yet another example of Aunt
Charlotte’s carelessness about matters that to other people would
have been life or death. “How does it come to be here?”

“Quite by accident, of course. The original
is naturally with Mr. Brightwell and I have a copy locked in Guy’s
desk in the library, but… let me see – ah yes, I recall. I had
brought this second copy up here to examine at my leisure whether
everything was correct after Mr. Brightwell drew it up some years
ago. I had almost finished when some visitors were announced – I
cannot recollect exactly who, but – wait, yes I can. It was Lady
Summerford and her daughter who happened to be in the area and who
– but no matter. The point is that I hastily put it into the drawer
and then completely forgot about it, and there it has been ever
since. Not that it matters of course, for it is but a copy,
although…” She paused, looking puzzled.

“What is it, aunt?”

“Nothing important, I am sure, it is just
that…”

“What, my dear?” Georgiana asked again after
a few moments.

“Well…” began Miss Mandeville thoughtfully,
“well it is just that I always tie ribbons round documents such as
this using a clever little slip knot that my mother taught me.” She
was re-tying the ribbon as she spoke. “You see? So neat. I have
never met with anyone else who could do it. There – it is
accomplished in a second. I cannot understand… but there, it does
not signify. I must have tied it with a plain bow on that
occasion.” She looked up at Georgiana with a sad smile. “I am
evidently becoming a very old lady indeed, I fear, forgetting the
habits of a lifetime.”

“Now I will never allow that,” smiled
Georgiana. Hobbs was at that moment bringing in the warm marzipan
cakes, and after the curtains had been drawn and the candles lit,
they settled down companionably to enjoy them.

That night as she lay in bed, Georgiana
went over the events of the day. The memory of the Sydneys’ visit
afforded her little real pleasure though she reminded herself that
Aunt Charlotte had been pleased to see them, which was all that
mattered. She was becoming so used to being discomposed by
Arabella’s presence that she did not at first register that
something about her behaviour today had been even more discordant
than usual. She tried to recall all that had been said and the
sequence of it: something seemed to be tapping for admittance at
her tired mind, something that she could not quite bring into
focus. But the more she tried to pinpoint it, the more it seemed to
slip away, before the weariness of all the past weeks drew her
tired body and mind into a deep and dreamless sleep.

The following day brought Dr. Granger, and
his look of quiet satisfaction as he carried out his examination
told Georgiana all she required to know. The treatment and nursing
could be proclaimed a triumph, and Dr. Granger chuckled as
Georgiana showed him downstairs when she recounted the story of the
wool-work. "It is always pleasing to hear that one’s advice has
been acted on to good effect,” he commented as they shook hands.
About the other occasion however, in the desperate hours of the
night, she said not a word.

And the advice came into her mind again
that evening, as she was settling Aunt Charlotte for the night. The
older lady seemed preoccupied and restless, until at last Georgiana
decided to avoid matters no longer. “I fear that something is
troubling you, dear aunt. Pray tell me what it is. I hope you feel
you may confide in me.”

Miss Mandeville smiled deprecatingly. “My
dearest love, of course I do; that I hope goes without saying. It
is just…”

“Yes?”

“It is just that I have been thinking
whether I ought to write to Guy. He will not have expected a
letter, knowing how severe the weather has been – we are quite used
to that.”

“Well – what is the difficulty?” Her heart
had merely skipped one beat at the mention of his name, and apart
from a familiar tightness at her throat when he was being spoken
of, she now felt equal to what was evidently about to be requested
of her. “Do you wish to dictate a letter to him?”

“Yes – that is, no, not until I have decided
whether to tell him of my illness. If I do not I shall be
untruthful, and, moreover, have great difficulty in explaining what
we have been doing these past weeks. But if I do, I fear he will
come back immediately on my account.”

“Will that be so very bad?” Georgiana was
folding some shawls, and could conveniently keep her face
averted.

“I shall be vexed if he comes back
prematurely and curtails his business for my sake. And yet I feel
that I should send him some word –” she broke off, shaking her
head. Georgiana came and sat beside her on the bed.

“Well, I have a compromise plan. What if we
– that is, you – write to him and say that you have been unwell but
that you are almost completely recovered now, and that by the time
the letter reaches him, you are confident that you will be as right
as a trivet.”

They laughed together, and Georgiana once
more collected writing materials to take down her aunt’s words to
Guy, all the while congratulating herself that after her first
flutter she felt quite equal to the task. She was just placing her
candles when the commotion of an arrival could be heard downstairs,
and before they could exchange another word the door burst open and
Guy himself, still cloaked and booted with the mud of the road
visible upon him came swiftly into the room to Miss Mandeville’s
bed, where he knelt and took her in his arms.

“Dearest aunt!” he said hoarsely, then
neither could speak for a few moments while he held her.

The violence of Georgiana’s emotions on
witnessing this scene almost undid her. On seeing him she had leapt
back, scarcely able to breathe, quite, quite beyond speech. Her
only instinct was to leave the room to allow their reunion to
continue in absolute privacy. She had no place here. She was dimly
aware of Guy explaining how he had been overcome, in London, by a
sense that something was wrong, and that he had set off without a
moment’s delay as soon as the roads were humanly passable. He had
gleaned enough from the servants downstairs to know that his worst
fears were realized, and had hurled himself upstairs in a frenzy.
Aunt Charlotte was reassuring him, calming him, but in the presence
of his anxiety seeming herself to realize exactly how perilous her
situation had been. Georgiana had edged to the door and was about
to escape when Aunt Charlotte saw her.

“Do not feel you should go, my child. I owe
my life to Georgiana, Guy – no, my dear, do not demur. She has
nursed me with a devotion beyond description. God bless you, my
love!”

Guy turned then, and saw her as if for the
first time. No matter how long she lived, Georgiana knew that she
would never forget the expression on his face, the mixture of
shock, relief, gratitude and another emotion so intense that her
poor, frozen heart almost shattered. Then he turned back to his
aunt, and she slipped away.

Sitting by the fire in her own room, she
went relentlessly over all their dealings from the very first time
she had seen him in the churchyard in Bath, while the coals burnt
low and the tiny French clock chimed the small hours. Then she took
from her pocket the paper that had lain there since Aunt Charlotte
had dictated it, nights ago. It would never be needed now. She
smoothed out its creases on her lap and read again the words of
passionate love, written to Guy Mandeville in her own hand. Then
she reached forward and thrust it into the flames, watching until
it turned utterly to ash.
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Spring had come to Exmoor. The stealthy
emergence of a hundred different shades of green had begun in the
hanging woods which clothed the sides of the deep valleys and the
sound of birdsong filled the air. Georgiana had developed a daily habit of walking
beyond the park and into the woods, where the ground was carpeted
with primroses and celandines, violets and wood sorrel which she
delighted in gathering into posies for Aunt Charlotte, still
confined to her room although now moved to the sofa. Life at
Garlands was tranquil once more after the tribulations of the
savage winter, and the passage of time was performing its usual
office of smoothing the jagged edges of raw memories. For much of
the time now Georgiana could feel confident that she had adapted to
the new relations which must henceforth exist between herself and
Guy, and no longer dreaded his presence as she had done. He was
keeping his distance: there was no doubt of that. There was little
necessity for contact with him when he was at home, as formal
mealtimes would not be resumed until Aunt Charlotte was downstairs.
Georgiana either took her meals with her aunt in her room or
excused herself while Guy did likewise, on the real pretext that
too much company would tire the convalescent. Their dialogue, when
it occurred, seemed always to take place with a third person
present, either Aunt Charlotte herself or one of the servants. He
seemed careful to avoid any encounter alone with her, and for this
she was thankful. There was a price, however. She sometimes
regretted the constraint that sat permanently between them, wishing
often, before she pulled herself up, that they could speak
naturally together, like friends.

But that would never be. His routine had
settled into a few days spent at home, then a week or more in
London, but whether he visited the city in order to avoid her she
had no means of knowing. Now that the roads were completely open
Aunt Charlotte could write to her nephew and receive letters from
him without any reference to Georgiana, though she had to inure
herself to listening to passages of news from the city in Guy’s
latest communication, read out to her as they sat together. Were
his accounts of friends encountered and theatres visited true? She
still found herself silently asking this despite her efforts to
banish it from her mind as none of her concern. Whenever they did
meet at Garlands she found herself watching for the agitated
manners of the perennial gambler, signals that she knew only too
well from the wretched years with Edward, but never once did she
see the slightest sign. But that probably meant nothing. All men
were different, and just because poor, weak Edward could not
control the violence of his ever-changing moods it did not mean
that Guy was subject to the same vacillations. He was cut from
altogether sterner stuff. And would that not make him more, and not
less adept at disguising his actual business in London? The thought
was a chilling one.

Daniel’s absence at school, although
difficult for her, removed another reason for communication between
herself and Guy, and she marvelled at the workings of Providence
for releasing her from a situation which would have been
excessively awkward given Dan’s fondness for Guy Mandeville. On his
last two visits home, Guy had dined at Combe Florey. The
invitations had been brought by Roland who had also cordially
invited her to join their party. She had pleaded her wish to remain
with Miss Mandeville and declined, and Roland, somewhat to her
surprise but greatly to her relief had acceded immediately. Another
reason to feel indebted to him for his kind diplomacy! His visits
were as regular as ever, and as soon as he discovered her love of
the outdoors, he became a fount of knowledge about where the
earliest wild daffodils were to be found, or the most abundant
periwinkle in the hedgerows, or the most prolific catkins. He
enticed her with suggestions for walks both from his own knowledge
and from that of one of his men, an expert in local fauna and flora
who had guided them on several short expeditions in the nearby
countryside, to her utter delight. Roland, as ever, was the perfect
companion, never overbearing or wearying, seeming to read her every
mood and inclination with delicacy and good humour. Arabella never
accompanied them on these walks despite her frequent claims to be a
countrywoman, although she often visited Garlands with her brother.
Georgiana always left her alone with Aunt Charlotte, usually
joining them for a few minutes at the end of the visit: she had no
wish to make any point about her own precedence with Miss
Mandeville and perfectly recognized Arabella’s infinitely longer
relationship with her. On one or two occasions she found herself in
the same room as Guy and Arabella, but could detect no change in
Guy’s normal friendliness towards Miss Sydney, despite that lady’s
attempts to extract some more distinguishing mark of attention from
him.

On a fresh April day of surpassing beauty,
Georgiana was wandering alone through a woodland dell just outside
the Garlands parkland, marvelling at the swiftly changing patterns
of light and shadow upon a carpet of wood anemones as fluffy white
clouds chased the sun across a sky of deepest blue. The wood had
become a favourite haunt in the past few weeks, one that she had
found while out for a ramble alone in early March, when Aunt
Charlotte had insisted she exercise her young limbs in the fresh
air after weeks in the sick room. The wood was situated not far
behind the house on a slight slope, and could be reached in
minutes. She had come to regard it as her private sanctuary where,
for the hour or so she allowed herself away from her duties, she
could cast off all her roles as nurse, widow, and even mother, and
reclaim her old, free, vigorous self again. This morning another
treat awaited her, for she carried in her pocket the latest letter
from Jane which had arrived that morning, and which she had
devoured eagerly over breakfast. Now she meant to find the mossy
fallen tree where she loved to sit and gaze about her and digest
her letter properly. They had been in correspondence since
communication became possible after the snows, and Georgiana had
learnt that Jane, at first desperate for news of William, had
managed to keep in touch with him by sea, using ships which sailed
from Lynmouth to Bristol as her messengers. They had planned a long
visit to Richard’s sister before the weather had made it
inevitable, but Georgiana felt she could discern in some of Jane’s
phrases a longing to be at home again now that spring was come.
However, it seemed that Richard desired to lengthen their stay, and
as Eliza was very happy with her little cousins for playmates and
Richard was enjoying the company of his sister and her husband,
Jane was all compliance. Georgiana thought she could understand it.
Here again was an example of Richard’s seeking out the undemanding
company of his closest family, and taking any excuse to prolong
their visit. She could picture it perfectly – the days spent in
informal ease among children and familiar, understanding kinfolk.
How patiently dear Jane supported him! Nevertheless, they were to
be home in less than two weeks, and Jane could not disguise her
pleasure at the prospect.

Georgiana put away her letter with a deep
sigh of satisfaction. The return of her friend would be an
inexpressible comfort. Spring was here, with the promise of a
delightful summer in its wake, Aunt Charlotte was recovered, and
Daniel would soon be at home for Easter. Surely she had more
blessings heaped upon her than any woman had the right to expect!
She looked up to the branch where a warbler was singing in
full-throated ecstasy, feeling the sun warm on her face. Into this
scene of bliss there flashed unbidden from deep in her heart the
old, familiar, nagging sense of sudden emptiness. She would not
recognise it; indeed she would not! She jumped to her feet and
began her return to the house. She had promised to bring up a new
book to read to Aunt Charlotte, who had left the choice to her.
What should it be? Shakespeare? Dr. Johnson? She was frowning in
thought as she entered the house by the back entrance and, meeting
no-one, walked straight into the library.

Five steps over the threshold she pulled up
with a violent start.

“Mr. Mandeville! I did not know… that is, I
was not aware you were returned.” She was instinctively withdrawing
as he stood up from the desk where he had been writing, his hat and
whip beside him on the floor, evidently just arrived.

“It is of no account, Mrs. Leighton. Pray
continue your business. I shall be done in a moment.”

Georgiana’s response to this unexpected
encounter was a most unpleasant mixture of shock and dismay. That
they should have their first meeting alone for many weeks here, in
the very room where the event which had caused her such torment had
actually occurred! It seemed that a similar realization might be
occurring to him, and for a moment neither spoke as though trying
to gauge the mood of the other.

She forced herself to sound composed. “I
merely came to collect a book. I shall leave you in peace very
soon.” She was moving to a shelf as she spoke, determined to show
that his presence meant nothing to her, that she could behave as
calmly and distantly towards him as she had requested him to behave
towards her.

“I have to ride on to Exeter shortly,” he
said by way of explanation, though she had not requested any. “I am
merely pausing here to answer an urgent note and, of course, to see
my aunt.”

“Of course.” She had chosen her book, though
scarcely aware of what it was, and made to move towards the door.
He took a small step as though to block her way, then instantly
appearing to realize the error of this, moved back quickly.

“Mrs. Leighton – I beg you. Please stay for
one moment. I shall not detain you long.”

“Very well.” Her heart misgave her, but to
demur would be to betray her discomfort.

He glanced towards a chair as though about
to request her to take it, then seemed to think better of it. “It
is just that I have never had the opportunity to thank you properly
for your selfless care of my aunt this winter. When she is ill her
life is always delicately balanced. I, of course, had no idea of
her condition, otherwise I would have … but what I wished to say
was that I have no doubt that you saved her life by your devotion,
and I can never repay what I owe to you.”

She glanced down, unable to bear the power
of his ardent look. Whatever else his sins might be, she could
never doubt the genuineness of his love for Miss Mandeville. She
was trying desperately to keep before her the image of him as a
gambler, a deceiver, a profligate adventurer skilled in using his
many personal charms to maintain his vicious, hidden life. But it
was hard, so hard when he was standing before her in such simple
acknowledgement of his most elemental feelings.

She had to say something in response,
though wishing only to go. "I … I was doing not only what duty
prompted, but what I wished to do with all my heart, Mr.
Mandeville, so you must not feel indebted to me.” She still could
not look at him, although her words were gentle. Should she say
more? After a moment she added softly, “Although you might consider
it presumptuous in me to say so, I love your aunt
dearly.”

“I know.”

His response was so immediate, so sincere,
that she involuntarily lifted her eyes to his. He was regarding her
steadily with that particular intensity that he seemed to reserve
only for her. There seemed nothing else to say, and she made as if
to turn.

“One moment more, I pray, and then I shall
have done. May I enquire how Daniel does?” There was a new
hesitancy to his voice that, despite her clearly expressed wishes
to him on the subject of her son, she could not hear without a stab
of self-reproach.

“He is very well, I thank you,” she replied
readily, for a moment casting aside the cool tone that she was
becoming accustomed to use when she was required to speak to him.
“He comes home next week for Easter, but will be very happy to
return to school for the summer term now that he is a seasoned
boarder.” A little smile was playing about her lips, despite
herself.

“That is excellent news. I regret that I
will not be at home to meet him.” She did not reply, acknowledging
the softly spoken words with a slight inclination of her head, her
eyes once more downcast. “I daresay he will be pleased to see
Willow again,” he went on. She could hear the uncertainty in his
voice, and guessed that he feared to say too much.

“I daresay he will, yes.”

There was a silence.

“Thank you, Mrs. Leighton,” he said after a
few moments. “I trust I have not detained you unwillingly. May I
wish you a good day.”

He bowed, and as she closed the door behind
her, she saw that he had not moved, and that he watched her
still.

 


 


 


A few more weeks saw Miss Mandeville
recovered enough to take her usual place downstairs. Jane, now
joyfully returned to Broomfield, had visited twice and on both
occasions Georgiana had had the opportunity of some delightful
private conversation, and her regard for her new friend was
strengthening with each fresh meeting. Richard, however, had not
yet accompanied her, and as she was taking her leave on her second
visit, Miss Mandeville teasingly drew attention to the fact.

“I shall think he has quarrelled with me, I
declare! I have not been so long without seeing dear Richard since
– well, I cannot remember the occasion.”

“He feels it most acutely, I do assure you,”
replied Jane loyally. “There has been so much to attend to since
our return, for of course we never intended to be half so long
away. However, I will undertake to bring him as soon as he is less
pressed with business.”

“I count upon it, my dear,” smiled Miss
Mandeville. “The Sydneys have deserted us this three weeks since –
Bath, I believe, at least I think that is correct. I did not
thoroughly understand their intention when I first read their note
as I was not quite myself at the time and I seem to have mislaid it
since… but no matter. I beg the pleasure of your company soon so
that dear Georgiana is relieved of having no creature but myself to
talk to. Guy will not return for some time yet, I believe. I fear
she will run mad without some rational society.”

“Now, aunt,” reproved Georgiana with a
smile, “you know that nothing could be further from the truth. We
have delightful times together. I am perfectly happy as we are. The
additional company of dear friends is of course a great felicity –”
she looked shyly at Jane – “but I love to stay quietly here with
you.”

Miss Mandeville threw Jane a mischievous
look. “You see what a perfect companion I have, my dear! Am I not
the cleverest of women to have captured her?”

“Of course you are, dearest Miss
Mandeville,” replied Jane, amused. “None of us is in any doubt of
that. But I undertake to bring Richard soon, and a strait-waistcoat
for Georgiana, in case she has indeed run mad.”

And the result was that they were all seated
in the morning room a few days later, Georgiana acutely aware,
though superficially unruffled, that this was the very first time
she had actually been in close company with Richard. All her senses
were keenly attuned to his manner towards her, and it was wonderful
to see the skill with which he appeared to include them all with
equal emphasis in the general conversation which was pleasantly
going forward without ever once really looking at her directly. Was
she imagining this? Tantalizingly, she could not be entirely
certain. If he seemed slightly ill at ease that could surely be the
result of being the only male in female company and, moreover,
somewhat embarrassed by his failure to pay his respects to his near
neighbour before now. However, conversation flowed easily on a
subject dear to them all, and the small concerns of the children’s
health and activities during the Easter holidays, tedious to an
outside party but fascinating to their small one, provided seamless
and dependable material. She could feel a determination forming,
the need to establish certainty on this point of his behaviour
towards herself: as the minutes ticked by she could bear it no
longer. She turned to him, sitting a short distance away on her
right beside his wife.

“And may I enquire whether you are pleased
with Bristol, Mr. Charteris? I have never been fortunate enough to
see it. It is a great city, I believe.” The question was unoriginal
and a complete change from what they had just been talking of;
nevertheless she looked him straight in the eye as she awaited his
response. She had literally uttered the first words that came into
her head, but all she desired was to see how he would answer her.
He coloured slightly, obviously rather disconcerted at the switch
of topic.

“Yes indeed, it is a most fascinating
city,” he began. His eyes had flashed up to meet hers, then he
turned to include Jane and Aunt Charlotte. "Excellent for shopping,
I believe,” he added with a little nervous laugh, “though of course
you ladies …” He was saved from having to continue, as he had no
doubt hoped, by the other two chiming in with their contributions
to this irresistible bait. Georgiana was convinced. He did not want
to talk to her, could hardly bear to look in her direction, and was
evidently using all his powers of contrivance and disguise to hide
the fact from them all. And he was succeeding – it was plain that
Jane and Aunt Charlotte noticed nothing, chatting away with
carefree good humour and inadvertently forcing her to pretend the
same relaxed ease. But why? Why did her presence disturb him so?
She simply must attend to what was being said, though her mind was
struggling with the daunting certainty of his intense
dislike.

“… do not know what I would have done
without him, Georgiana.”

Something significant had obviously just
been uttered, and she had no idea what it was.

“Indeed?” The word seemed the only safe
cover, and she waited for a way back into the conversation. She was
not disappointed.

“No, I would have been quite lost. During
all those fearful years when Guy was away at the wars, Richard was
my strength and shield. His support was magnificent – no, do not
blush, Richard, you are much too modest.” Jane was looking
adoringly at her husband, and gently laid a restraining hand on his
arm as he made to speak. “What on earth would I have done without
you?” Aunt Charlotte repeated.

Somewhere in Georgiana’s mind, an alarm
bell began to sound. Something was very wrong with this but in the
face of such lavish praise she could not for the moment place what
it was. Then it broke upon her. What had Roland said about himself
being the sole overseer of Miss Mandeville’s business while Guy was
at the wars? And yet here was Aunt Charlotte declaring that Richard
– Richard whom Georgiana had not estimated at more than a
preoccupied family man who preferred to mind his own concerns,
Richard whose aversion to herself she was still grappling with –
that Richard was her only support!

“But I thought –” she blurted out before she
could stop herself. The two ladies were looking at her expectantly,
while Richard looked at the floor.

“Yes, my dear?” enquired
Aunt Charlotte
mildly.

“I – I thought that Mr. Mandeville, that
is, Captain Mandeville as he must have been – could continue to
oversee his business by letter to you. I understood communications
were good,” she ended lamely, hating the sound of her own
stupidity.

“Bless you, my love, no,” laughed Aunt
Charlotte. “Before he went, Guy made all his concerns over to
Richard. There was no-one else he could ever trust so well: indeed,
he trusted him like a brother. And how fortunate he did so, was it
not, my dear Jane and Richard? Do you recall all the difficulties
with our investments as a result of falling rates during the war? I
never will forget, Richard, what endless trouble you went to in
Bristol on our behalf. But I will have done. He is blushing, dear
Jane, and we will not embarrass him further. Let us have some
refreshments. Georgiana, my dear, if you would –”

But she had risen already, glad to have
something to do to hide her swirling thoughts. As she did so the
door opened and just preceded by a hurried maidservant who could
still be heard informing them of the other visitors, Roland and
Arabella came into the room. Their surprise was evident, but it was
too late for them to withdraw. Richard had risen and after the
slightest hesitation, quickly covered, Roland came forward to shake
his hand briefly, guiding his sister with his other arm. But Miss
Mandeville was welcoming the newly returned travellers with her
usual warmth, and after the general bustle of their unexpected
arrival they all began to settle themselves.

Possibly because Georgiana was so tautly
strung by the sequence of strange mysteries which seemed every
moment unfolding, she noticed instantly a slight tension in the
air. She could not tell what it was, and tried to recall whether
any such feelings had existed previously when they were all
together. And then it struck her for the first time. She had never,
in fact, been in an intimate situation with the Sydneys and
Charterises together. It was incredible, but it was so. How had
that come about? They had seemed, somehow, to be part of the same,
small social group who were always meeting, but when she thought
about it now she remembered that there was always a reason, usually
at the last minute but always insuperable, why these meetings never
actually happened. Was this merely coincidence? A few minutes’
close observation convinced her that it was not. There was
definitely a new constraint in the room, one that was being
camouflaged under the chatter of Miss Sydney, who was recounting to
Miss Mandeville her adventures in Bath.

“I am so glad you have been able to enjoy
the change of scene, my dear,” the older lady was observing kindly.
“It must have been so vexing in the winter when we were all so pent
up. I know how much you enjoy your annual winter visit there.”

“Oh, the most vexing thing in the world!”
cried Arabella. “I suppose you must think me a strange creature,
Mrs. Leighton, but I am unfortunately not blessed with your
admirable talent for passivity. I do so much wish that I could
derive as much pleasure out of being at home as you evidently do,
but it is not to be, alas. Mrs. Charteris, how do your children do?
Well, I trust? Excellent. But how recovered you look, dearest Miss
Mandeville! You are quite your old self again.”

“I thank God that I am. I am the most
fortunate of women, as I realize every day. And here I am in my own
familiar chair with all you dear friends about me. But tell me
Arabella, how did Roland occupy himself in Bath while you were busy
conquering all hearts?”

“He was not –” she began, evidently
surprised, then broke off abruptly.

“Ah yes, now I remember – of course!”
interjected Miss Mandeville with a triumphant smile. “Your note
said that you were visiting your poor sick friend near Reading,
Roland. Does he improve at all?”

Roland shifted slightly in his seat before
answering, but Georgiana was more interested in observing a tiny
but significant look between Richard and Jane. It lasted only a second, but some urgent
recognition had obviously passed between them. She could not
understand it. Roland in the meantime had changed the subject and
seemed to have recovered his usual poise. After a moment or two,
Richard rose.

“I regret that we must take our leave, Miss
Mandeville. Jane, my love – Eliza will be anxious without us.”

Jane rose too, and Georgiana was now more
sure than ever that they were leaving because the Sydneys had come,
for not a few moments before their arrival Jane had mentioned that
Eliza was happily at play with a young cousin who had returned with
them for a visit. Did Miss Mandeville guess it? She gave no
indication of doing so, and after the Charterises’ departure the
twins stayed on to divert their hostess with their charm and
vivacity, full of the amusing stories which she loved to
hear.

Georgiana smiled and nodded through the
rest of the visit, thankful that nothing more was required of her
but the appearance of attention. Her mind was working furiously to
make sense of this morning’s impressions, and failing continuously
to do so. In the few short months she had been at Garlands the
ground beneath her feet seemed to have been subtly and permanently
shifting. Just as she had begun to feel certain of something, the
shape of relationships would change again like the coloured glass
of a kaleidoscope continually forming new patterns, each one as
convincing as the last. Wherein, for Jane and Richard, lay the
difficulty with the Sydneys? For difficulty there was – she was
absolutely certain of it. Why, then, did Aunt Charlotte seem not to
notice it? Her unquenchable good nature could be the reason,
possibly; that and her failure to recognise that Roland was perhaps
jealous of the fact that Richard had acted for Guy when he was on
active service. Roland would expect, as the one whom Miss
Mandeville had known since his birth, to be the surrogate nephew.
But then perhaps Miss Mandeville, recognising that Richard was
distantly related through marriage, considered him the more
appropriate choice in order not to slight Jane – who could tell?
And then what was the significance of the look exchanged between
Jane and Richard when Roland’s visit to his friend was mentioned?
She pondered these things for many hours in the days following the
morning visit, while wandering in her wood or lying sleepless at
night, without ever coming closer to any answer.

In the second week of May, Guy came home. It
was the first time he had returned since his short visit before
Easter, and Georgiana felt confident that she could now meet him
without agitation. That little exchange between them in the library
seemed to have neutralized much of the bitterness that had been
present in the air between them, and she felt able to accept his
presence with equanimity, if not indifference. A morning had been
fixed for the Sydneys to visit, Arabella remaining with Miss
Mandeville and Guy, while Georgiana was to accompany Roland on a
short excursion to see an area of woodland that she had not yet
explored, and where a profusion of wild flowers now at their zenith
was to be found. Their guide, as ever on these outings, was to be
Roland’s man Prentiss who had been instructed to meet them at the
wood’s edge.

The day was a particularly fine one in a
period of warm and settled weather and the twins arrived early,
driven by Roland himself in their curricle. Miss Mandeville had
still not made her morning appearance so the four young people sat
together for a few minutes to await her. But it was clear that
Roland was impatient to be off, a fact that Arabella was keen to
emphasise.

“My brother has talked of nothing but this
visit these last two days together, Mrs. Leighton. He is delighted
beyond anything that he has found a willing audience for his
lectures on local flora. So – so unusual a taste for a lady, I cannot help but think.
Delightful though.”

“I like wild flowers, Arabella,” said Guy immediately
with a wry curl of his mouth. “Do you think me unusual?”

If Miss Sydney felt herself slightly
wrong-footed, she covered it instantly. “You are the most unusual
of men, sir,” she replied archly, throwing him a sideways look
through her long lashes. “Unusual, if not downright
mysterious.”

“Mrs. Leighton,” put in Roland smoothly,
“may I suggest we leave as soon as possible? Although the weather
looks very settled, it would be so pleasant to take advantage of
the best part of the day. Besides, Prentiss will be expecting us
and I know he has a great deal of work in the top pasture this
afternoon …”

“Of course, Mr. Sydney.” She rose, glad to
escape more of Arabella’s effusions. “Pray excuse me for a few
moments.” But after she had quitted the room, Roland too went
outside to prepare the curricle, leaving the other two alone. Guy
walked to the window, looking across to the stable block as if to
watch for the vehicle’s appearance, and Arabella immediately joined
him.

“Come now, Guy,” she began after a moment
when it was clear he was inclined to be silent. “I really must take
issue with you over your comments.”

“Oh? What have I said that has piqued
you?”

“Piqued me!” She tried to brush the
suggestion aside with a careless laugh, though a faint flush was
just discernible on her slender throat.

“Yes, piqued you. I can tell that you are
about to pull me up about something.”

“Ah, you understand me so well. It is just
that you seemed a few minutes ago not to agree with me that a
feminine interest in botany is not exactly – well, not exactly
ladylike.”

“Ladylike? It has never occurred to me to
consider the question. My aunt is a keen botanist. Would you call
her unladylike?”

“No, of course not – the very idea! Miss
Mandeville’s case is different, surely –”

“Really? How so?”

“Her poor health of course, the fact that
she has been cruelly excluded from many of the delights of society.
Naturally she has had to compensate by turning her interests
elsewhere. No indeed, your aunt is not a typical example: I will
not admit it.”

“My aunt would have indulged her
intellectual curiosity whatever her health, I fancy, Arabella.” He
turned to smile equably at her, but could see that the subject was
not exhausted.

“That is as maybe. It is in any case
different for an older lady, one who needs mental resources to fall
back upon in the evening of life –” Irritation was beginning to
announce itself in her tone. She stopped, pretending to be absorbed
in rearranging some flowers near the window, then began again
lightly, “But in younger women I wonder whether it is altogether
becoming. It smacks rather of – oh dear, one does not like to say
it, but I simply cannot believe that you do not see it – rather of
the bluestocking.” She was looking at him with eyes wide, evidently
confident that with this dread word her argument had won the
day.

He regarded her in silence for a moment,
then began to laugh. “Arabella, you really are too delightful!”

This brought forth her most dimpling smiles,
but only when he continued did she understand his drift.

“If by a bluestocking you mean Mrs.
Leighton, and if you mean to suggest that a woman – any woman – is
one whit less attractive because she is unafraid to show that she
possesses an enquiring mind, then I could not disagree with you
more.” He turned back to the window, still amused.

“Come Guy,” cried Arabella brightly as soon
as she had swallowed her mortification. “Let us not quarrel. Your
aunt will be down in a moment and we shall have a delightful
morning.” He did not reply, having resumed his thoughtful
observation of the stables. After a few moments Arabella gave up
all pretence of being interested in the same view, and began
twisting her head to inspect his neck-cloth. “Pray forgive me, Guy,
but there appears to be something amiss with your cravat. I only
mention it because dear Roland is always grateful if I adjust his –
a woman’s eye, you know …”

“There is nothing whatsoever wrong with my
cravat, Arabella. I assure you my valet thoroughly understands his
business.”

“If you would just humour me a moment, I
simply need to …”

He sighed, further amused at her persistence
and turned to her. It was at this moment that the door opened and
Georgiana entered the room.

What she saw were the figures of Guy and
Arabella very close together, Arabella’s hands raised to his
shoulders as they both instinctively turned towards her. She had
time to register the complacent expression on Arabella’s face and
the look of shock on his before she withdrew in confusion.

“A thousand apologies. I had thought Mr.
Sydney still here …I shall … I beg your pardon.”

Then she walked briskly across the gravel
and greeted Roland with a radiant smile, scorn and disgust at what
she had just witnessed for the moment filling her with an energy
that was almost frightening. Instantly catching her mood, he became
even more voluble than usual and for fifteen minutes they sped
along country lanes in an exhilaration of laughter and
conversation. Reaching the wood’s edge, they pulled up and Roland
tethered the horses, all the while looking around for Prentiss.

“Where can he be? Drat the man! I expressly
told him to be here at this hour. I cannot understand it, Mrs.
Leighton – he is normally so reliable.”

He was walking about anxiously, peering in
either direction as he spoke. Still floating on her cloud of
contempt, Georgiana was only half attending as she stooped to
admire some rare fly-orchids at the wood’s border. “Hmn? Oh, no
matter, Mr. Sydney. I am sure he will be here presently. He has
never failed us yet.” But ten minutes passed in this fashion with
no Prentiss, until at last Roland turned to her
hesitantly.

“Would you – that is can you consider
entrusting yourself to me alone, Mrs. Leighton? I am sure I know
the way, as I closely examined the fellow to make certain the path
was suitable for a lady. Would you feel safe with me?”

The possibility that she could have any
doubts was ludicrous. “Of course, Mr. Sydney! I am amazed that you
would need to ask. Come sir, lead the way!” She felt almost
light-hearted, intoxicated with this new spirit of carefree
abandon. All she could feel was that the sky had never been as
blue, the woods had never been as green, the sheets of bluebells
and stitchwort, orchids and campion could never, since the dawn of
time, have been as brilliantly colourful. Her eye was dazzled,
seeming to see everything magnified in intensity through the prism
of her shock. Roland was at his witty and amusing best: she had
nothing to do but surrender to the elation of the moment,
responding gaily to all his appeals. At length they came to a
little stream splashing merrily over stones to a calmer pool, the
whole bordered by kingcups and flag irises, and as they sat on a
flat rock to admire the scene she gave herself up completely to the
beauty of the day as though in some delirious dream.

“Are we not happy together?” Roland’s voice
close beside her made her smile contentedly as she sat with her
bonnet off and her eyes closed, trailing her fingers in the
water.

“Oh yes,” she murmured absently, still in a
daze of high emotion.

“Then let us always be so. Marry me, dearest
Georgiana!”

For a moment she did not move as the words
slowly penetrated the strange, heightened feeling which seemed to
insulate her from reality. Then she slowly opened her eyes,
dumbstruck, unable to believe she had heard him aright.

“Pray forgive me for speaking, but I can no
longer contain my feelings.” He took her hand and, paralysed with
incredulity, she could not withdraw it. He interpreted this as
permission to continue. “I know that this has come with unseemly
haste so soon after your bereavement, and I beg you not to give me
an answer now. It is too soon for you, far too soon. But I am
prepared to wait, to wait for years, if need be. Why would I not,
for the woman I have come to adore more than life itself? I cannot
believe that I have misinterpreted your feelings – I flatter myself
that you have been forming an equally constant regard for me over
these past months of ever-strengthening acquaintance. If you can
come to love me I shall be the most exquisitely happy of mortals,
and will lay my poor self and all that I possess at your feet.
Dearest, dearest Georgiana, say that I need not abandon
hope!”

While he was speaking Georgiana had the
terrifying sensation of being inside a glass bauble that was
beginning to fracture, splintering into a thousand shards as the
treacherous daydream upon which she had been floating sent her
crashing to the earth. She could feel herself almost literally
falling from the dizzying height at which she had been suspended,
spinning down into an abyss which would close over her head and
snuff out all hope and freedom for ever. Was this to be her fate?
Instantly she realized what any fool watching their relations for
the past months could have predicted. How could she not have seen
that she was leading him on? How could she now explain that their
friendship had been a crutch to her, a disinterested companionship
which, she had assumed, meant only that to him? How stupid, naive,
foolish and base had she been to encourage him in this way? For
through all the darkness which had come upon her in the brightness
of the day, one blinding truth was shining out: she could not love
him, not now, not ever. She could not bear even to have him touch
her hand. There was only one man whom she longed to touch her, to
speak words of love to her, and he was – dear God in heaven! – he
was Guy Mandeville. She could utter no word, but to her unspeakable
relief he seemed to need none, choosing to interpret her silence as
thoughtfulness. After a few moments during which he still held her
hand, now ice cold, he reminded her that they should return to
Garlands. She rose numbly, the beauty of the day and the scene now
translated into an ugliness beyond compare. Their drive back was
almost silent, Roland occasionally looking keenly at her and
apologizing for his precipitateness, urging her to take her time
before answering.

When they arrived at Garlands Miss
Mandeville was taking a slow turn on the sunny gravel, leaning on
Arabella’s arm with Guy in attendance, and she detained Roland for
an account of their walk as he was handing Georgiana down. Under
cover of this respite, she almost ran into the house. There was a
quick step behind her in the vestibule, and in a moment Guy
Mandeville was blocking her way.

“Mrs. Leighton – you look ill. Are you
unwell?”

“No sir, I – that is – I beg you to let me
pass.” Anguish was flowing like ice in her veins despite the warmth
of the day, this additional torture more than she could bear. She
knew that her eyes were wet with tears and would not look up. To
her horror he laid his hand upon her trembling arm, holding her
fast.

“Not until I see your face. Look at me.”

“Please –”

“Look at me.”

Recognising that he would not release her
until she obeyed, she raised her eyes to his. Through the blur of
her misery she could see how white he was, how a nerve in his cheek
by the livid scar was pulsing, how desperate he looked. “For God’s
sake Georgiana, what is it?”

Even in this extremity she could have
swooned at the sound of her name in his mouth. “I cannot say.
Please let me go.” He still held her. “A violent headache, that is
all,” she stammered through ashen lips. “I have overtired myself –
pray excuse me to the others.” And with that she broke free,
running up the stairs and into her room.

There she stood like a statue, still in her
bonnet and tippet. She had uncovered to herself the secret agony of
her heart. She loved Guy Mandeville, and all that awaited her in
the years ahead was the certainty of her endless loss.
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“How beautiful these roses are,” observed
Miss Mandeville, gazing at the blue china bowl containing a
selection of fresh blooms from the garden. “Do you not think so, my
dear?”

“Oh … yes, aunt, indeed they are.”
Georgiana continued with her stitching. Miss Mandeville watched her
for a moment, then picked up her own work which had fallen into her
lap and resumed it. There was silence save for the ticking of the
clock. After a few minutes Miss Mandeville tried again. “And Daniel
is playing at cricket today! I wonder how the game progresses?”

“Yes – I had almost forgot. He will be sure
to let us know in his
next letter.”

“Quite. Such a diligent little
correspondent.” She regarded Georgiana in hopeful expectation of further speech, but
her companion was steadily sewing, apparently absorbed. Miss
Mandeville slowly took up her work again, held it at arm’s length
for critical scrutiny, then with an impatient sigh set it
aside.

“My dear, I am unhappy.”

This, at last, had the desired effect.
Georgiana looked up, startled. “Unhappy? What is the matter,
aunt?”

“The matter, my love, is your poor self.
Your looks are altered – you seem low in spirits. Will you not tell
me what troubles you?” These last words were uttered with such
heartfelt appeal that Georgiana, as so often happened nowadays,
felt herself instantly on the verge of tears and had to battle to
smile. “Nothing at all, dear aunt, truly; I am perfectly
well.”

Miss Mandeville did not reply; instead
continuing to watch her with the furrowed brow and pursed lips
which clearly spoke her disbelief. “So you always say,” she said
slowly after a few moments, during which Georgiana had consciously
lifted her chin and smoothed her features into something like
serenity, if not cheerfulness, “so you always say, and so I
continue to doubt.”

“Now aunt, please do not distress yourself
again about me. I am merely –” she cast about for some excuse that
did not seem threadbare even to her, for she had been repeating
this conversation with her aunt now for the last few weeks; “–
merely a little tired.”

“Ah, I knew you had overtaxed yourself in
the winter looking after me, nuisance that I am!”

“No – no indeed!” She spoke with more energy
than she had been able to muster for many days now, vexed with
herself at her clumsiness in rekindling this old argument. “No,
that is quite, quite wrong. It is just that –” she cast about
despairingly for something, anything to explain her depression of
spirits which, despite all her efforts at disguise, could not
escape her aunt’s keen eye.

“Just that what?” There was no reply. “Oh
my love,” Miss Mandeville began again after a moment, “you may
confide in me, you know. My experience of life has not been varied,
I realize, but I think I am blessed with sufficient imagination to
bring most things within my compass. Is there anything you wish to
tell me?”

Oh, if only she could! All she longed for
was the chance to pour out the secrets of her overflowing heart to
a wise sympathy. If remedies were not possible, than at least she
would have the relief of unburdening herself of all the conflicting
passions which were tearing her to pieces. But she dreaded, almost
more than anything, Aunt Charlotte knowing of Roland’s proposal. It
seemed to her heightened and morbid sensibility that her aunt would
probably look on the match with favour, or even delight. What
should she do then? How would she be able to stand out against it
when her period of mourning were over, if she were not to make
everlasting awkwardness and cause for reproach in their tight
little circle? The continual need to evade all Aunt Charlotte’s
gentle probings was almost the worst thing of all. A few days ago
she had decided, after thinking of little else since the
catastrophic day of the proposal, to open her heart to Jane and to
beg for her advice. This was a venture fraught with danger, she
knew, and one that she was recklessly embarking upon given what she
had now witnessed of the mysterious tensions existing between the
Charterises and the Sydneys. Nevertheless she was prepared to risk
all by speaking out, so unbearable had become the pressure of
concealment upon her. Then news had been brought from Broomfield
that Eliza’s young visiting cousin had contracted the whooping
cough, and the house must be regarded as out of bounds until the
danger was past. Even then Georgiana was prepared to ignore the
risk until Miss Mandeville almost made herself ill with worry at
the proposed visit. She had been forced to retract with every
appearance of willingness, but never with such railings in her
heart against the bitter workings of fate.

Miss Mandeville was still awaiting an
answer. “No aunt – there is nothing, truly.” She was aware that the
older lady was continuing to scrutinise her anxiously. This was
becoming intolerable. Suddenly something flashed into Georgiana’s
mind – a letter from Mr. Brightwell which she had received the
previous week and which had actually been of so little interest
amid her current preoccupations that she had forgotten to mention
it. But it could serve a useful purpose now. “Although I confess I
am a little anxious about –”

“About what? I beg you to speak of it.”

“Well, I heard recently from Mr. Brightwell
about the sale of goods from my house in Hanover Square. It has
taken an unconscionable time to organize, it seems. There are a few
items of papa’s and mama’s that he wanted to tell me of
–”

“My dear child, why did you not say so
before?” Miss Mandeville threw herself back in her chair in the
attitude of one from whom a great weight has been lifted. “Of all
the – well, I am quite dumbfounded. All the time you have been
worrying about these cherished objects that you are about to lose,
and never saying a word to me! How could you be so unkind as to
shut me out?”

“Indeed, aunt … I … I did not wish to worry
you.” She had never expected such an energetic response, but the
relief she felt at throwing Miss Mandeville off the scent was
immediately outweighed by guilt at the fact that she felt it. At
every turn she was driving herself deeper and deeper into
dishonesty and guile.

“Worry me!” burst out Aunt Charlotte again, with a vehemence that
Georgiana had never before guessed that she was capable of. “God
bless the child! You have worried me half to death with your wan
looks, and all the time you were grieving for the loss of your dear
parents’ possessions. Thank heavens you have told me at last! But
we will waste not another moment. My dear – fetch pen and paper. I
wish to write instantly to Mr. Brightwell informing him that I will
buy the items at whatever sum is necessary, and if they have been
sold already, I shall pay handsomely for their return.”

This was worse than anything, and in her
agitation Georgiana rose, almost speechless. “I cannot – you must
not do this.”

“Of course I must do this, my dear. It is
all my fault that things have gone this far. Why did I not think of
it, foolish, foolish old woman that I am? Of course you are
embarrassed because you have no ready funds – what pain that must
have caused you! Oh my dearest Georgiana, can you ever forgive me?
How thoughtless and blind I have been not to –”

“Pray, pray aunt, do not say so.” The tears
were coming now, but Aunt Charlotte was perfectly deceived as to
their cause. Georgiana could hardly bear it, and could only cast
herself down at Miss Mandeville’s feet and allow her aunt to
embrace her. She was in a veritable agony of guilt and remorse, but
even as she knelt in her aunt’s arms, recognition was dawning that
she must continue this frightful pretence of concern about
possessions in order to preserve her inmost secrets. She had
already made Roland promise that he would not utter a word to a
living soul. She guessed that he had already broken that promise
with Arabella – indeed she had expected nothing else – as that
lady’s knowing and slyly triumphant looks constantly revealed, but
Georgiana’s firm avowal that she would have done with him for ever
if he told anyone else of his hopes had hit its mark, she was
confident. The next moment she was startled to hear his
name.

“Now we have settled this you may thoroughly
enjoy Roland and Arabella’s company when they dine with us later.
You were almost silent when they were here last week – I am sure
they noticed the difference in you, my love. How delighted they
will be to see that you are your old self again.”

The words were a timely corrective,
jolting her back into an awareness that more and yet more
subterfuge on her part would be necessary: she could see no end to
it. Aunt Charlotte’s simple faith – inspired by no-one but
Georgiana herself – that she would now be happy and carefree was an
appalling abuse of that lady’s trust. She could feel herself
becoming brazen in her desperation to escape scrutiny, for her
powers of acting had long since reached their limit. If she got
through today’s encounter with the Sydneys by means of a virtuoso
performance of lightheartedness, what would happen on the next
occasion, and the next, quite apart from daily closeness with her
aunt requiring the utmost effort? She could feel the monumental
weight of it crushing the very life out of her. And the only
possible escape, if any indeed existed, was to wade deeper into the
morass, not withdraw from it.

With her face still hidden in her aunt’s
embrace, she said, “I have been thinking a good deal lately of
Edward.” The wicked lie slipped easily from her tongue, and for a
moment she actually expected some form of divine retribution to
strike her dead.

“Oh, my dear love,” murmured Miss
Mandeville softly. A defensive shield seemed to be hardening about
her, enabling her to repel her aunt’s tender words without them so
much as touching the surface. Later, later she would think of them
with the bitterest of remorse, but for now she must maintain this
vile falsehood. “That of course explains everything, my dearest,”
Miss Mandeville continued, rocking her gently. Then she leant back
to look at Georgiana’s face, cradling it in her hands. “I should
have guessed. This is at the bottom of things, is it not, far more
so than the Hanover Square sale?”

Georgiana nodded dumbly.

“I was waiting for the natural process to
begin, and I am almost glad for you that it has,” she continued.
“Events moved far too swiftly after your husband’s death and you
had so many great changes to make. But now it has at last overtaken
you.”

Only by forcing herself to remain in this
trance of numbness could Georgiana bear to endure her aunt’s gentle
words. How could she ever forgive herself for so wickedly
misleading this lady who had given herself and her son everything
she had? “Sit beside me, my dear.” Georgiana obeyed, painfully
conscious that relief at this reprieve was once again quickly
replacing her guilt. Was she really as despicable a person as her
behaviour was suggesting? “I think you should go to London for a
few weeks.”

“London!” Shock and horror at these words
for the moment drove out every other sensation. “Dear aunt, how
could you think so? I cannot possibly leave you!” Even as she spoke
she knew beyond any question of a doubt that the real reason for
her violent opposition was that Guy was in London.

“I shall tell you. Firstly, I think it
would help to lessen your grief if you actually revisited your old
haunts. You were forced to leave far too hurriedly and after all,
you did reside there for a number of years. You have never bid it a
proper farewell and such things matter you know, they matter very
much. Secondly, you will be able to meet with Mr. Brightwell and
oversee the sale of your goods yourself to ensure you keep what you
want. Oh, I know that it may not seem important now, but believe
me, in years to come you will deeply regret allowing things to be
dispersed which you would give half the world to have back again,
for Daniel if not for yourself. You must think of his wishes when
he is older, my love, if you will pardon me for saying so. Possibly
memories associated with certain objects are too painful to bear
now, and you would wish to be rid of them, but it will not always
be so. Thirdly, it would give you so much pleasure to visit your
old acquaintance! One should maintain one’s friendships, my love,
as good Dr. Johnson says. I know how much you enjoy your
correspondence with Miss Carruthers and Lady Butler – they were
very good friends in the London days, were they not? They would be
delighted to have you among them again.”

“What you say, aunt, is very true, but I do not really think
–”

“Pardon me, my love, but I have not done
yet. The most important reason is not because of furniture or
friends. It is because of your sweet self, and what is necessary
for you to recover your health and spirits. The change of scene and
air would be an incomparable benefit. I realize that I am turning
the old belief on its head in recommending the town in exchange for
the country as a restorative, but you have been closeted here with
me far too long. I remain here because it has pleased God in his
wisdom to prevent me from undertaking much travel, but you have no
such excuse. You are young and must begin to take part in the world
again. I never intended that you should be isolated here for ever,
to waste all your years of vigour and youth hidden away in deepest
Devonshire!”

“My dearest aunt, the very notion that I am
wasting my life in being here with you, when I owe you everything
–”

“Exactly! The very thing that I have
dreaded! You are feeling beholden to me, weighed down with
gratitude that I do not want. It is I who am grateful to you, my
love! What more can anyone give but their constant devotion, their
complete trust, as you have given to me? Now if you are not to make
me utterly wretched, to feel that I have prevented you from living
fully because of what you perceive as an obligation to me, you will
not dismiss my suggestion out of hand.”

“But –”

“Silence.” She put her finger gently to
Georgiana’s lips. “We will not speak of it again. I simply wish you
to think very seriously about what I have said before you make a
decision. I am in great hopes that you will not disappoint me.”

She could only smile faintly in reply and
presently moved back to her place, for the moment too mentally
exhausted for anything but the soothing rhythm of her mechanical
stitching. The silence that Miss Mandeville had enjoined could not
have been more welcome, but it was soon apparent that that lady was
herself finding it difficult to maintain. After a few observations
about the weather, Miss Mandeville could no longer refrain from
returning to the theme that was occupying her.

“And apart from anything else, my love, if I
may just mention one or two last things, I have a few commissions
in town which you could carry out for me. Indeed it would be the
most helpful thing in the world if you would oblige me.”

Despite everything, Georgiana could only
marvel at her aunt’s inventiveness. “And what are they, aunt?” she
asked, looking up.

“Well, to begin with, I would like a new
chandelier for the drawing room.”

“Indeed?”

“Yes, my love. I have been considering it
these two years past, and only sheer indolence has prevented me
from acting. But the present one looks quite disgracefully
old-fashioned now – it has been there since before I was born. So I
would like you, my dear, to choose a replacement.”

“Me! The responsibility is too great, aunt;
I should be too afraid of misjudging what you would prefer.”

“Stuff and nonsense! It is precisely because
you are young and au fait with the world that I request it. It is
time for some new, young, fashionable taste to make its mark at
Garlands. The more I think of it, the more I am depending upon
you.”

“Of course I shall do my best since you ask
it of me, but cannot we find something suitable in Exeter?”

“Good heavens, no. Provincial tradesmen are
all well and good, but ultimately that is exactly what they are –
provincial. Only the best will do for this house. I should like you
to consult Pellatt and Green in St Paul’s Churchyard. If they can
meet the Prince Regent’s requirements, then there is every chance
that they can meet mine.”

Georgiana shook her head in amusement but
said nothing, and for a few minutes both continued in silence. But
she was conscious that her aunt was still trying, despite her own
advice, to extract a positive answer from her about the London
visit, and presently Miss Mandeville began again. “But there is
another commission that I should like you particularly, above
anyone else in the world, to discharge for me.” There was no
doubting the serious tone of this utterance and Georgiana dropped
her work, looking up expectantly. “I have a bracelet that needs
cleaning. It is one of the pair in pearl and amethyst that I
commissioned to my own design, years ago at Rundell and Bridge. You
will know that I gave the other to your dear mama as a token of our
friendship. May I ask … I can guess what happened to most of your
jewellery dearest, and pray do not feel that you are required to
give me an answer if you do not wish to, but –”

“No, aunt, I greatly regret that I no longer
have it.” She thought of the last night that she had seen Edward
alive, his wheedling pleas for more money which she did not have
and the discovery, after he had left for the gambling assignation
that led to his mysterious death, that he had taken this last
keepsake after all.

“I see,” said Aunt Charlotte quietly. “In that case, it seems all
the more important to preserve the existing one, does it not?”
Georgiana did not trust herself to speak, but nodded faintly. “I
should like you to take it to their shop on Ludgate
Hill.”

She could feel herself weakening. It was
obvious that this barrage of persuasion would continue in a
multitude of guises until she gave in. But the next moment all her
defences were on full alert again at Miss Mandeville’s words.

“And should you require an escort, my love,
if none of your friends can accompany you on these errands, then of
course Guy would be only too happy to oblige. He is as usual
staying at The Royal Society in St. James’s, and not at our house
in Grosvenor Square – these men and their clubs! And that is
another reason I should like you to visit. I really would like the
house to be used a little more often. When I was younger I could
manage the journey and a season there was most agreeable, but these
last few years have seen a sad falling off. So if you were to go,
you see –”

“Yes, aunt, I understand,” she broke in
swiftly. The very prospect of being anywhere near Guy was not even
to be contemplated. She was wondering how to continue her dogged
refusal until some other glimmer of escape from her predicament
should present itself when the dressing bell sounded, bringing her
some much-needed breathing space.

The respite did not last long, however.
The evening had to be got through somehow, but at least she had
provided a reasonable explanation, heinous though it was, for her
lack of animation. All she had to do now was avoid Arabella’s
speaking looks and ensure that never, not even for a second, would
she and Roland be alone together. She had broken this implacable
rule only once, a few days after his proposal, when she had
engineered their brief meeting. With a steely self-command born of
desperation she had extracted not only the promise never to speak
of the proposal to another person, but equally, never to speak of
it to herself until she gave him permission. It was an act of utter
cowardice, she knew, for never as long as she lived would she
consent to be Roland’s wife. But it was better than causing the
general upset that she knew would inevitably follow her flat
refusal, and any deferral seemed a straw to clutch at in her
exhausted state. His attentiveness however was unaltered, and she
would have to bear it as she had on every recent meeting in the
mortifying knowledge that she had been complacently allowing and
even encouraging this familiar behaviour for months. At least,
thank God, she did not have to bear Guy’s presence as well. After
their exchanges on that hateful morning he had lingered only a few
days before departing for London for his longest visit yet. During
that time he had seemed withdrawn and unlike himself, seeming to be
watching her closely yet unwilling to speak to her more than was
absolutely necessary, obviously sensing that she, too, wished to
avoid him. That a stronger understanding than she had hitherto
guessed existed between himself and Arabella Sydney she could no
longer doubt. Again and again she revisited that moment when she
had come upon them, vainly trying by constant usage to wear away
the pain of it. Her only solace was the determination never to show
Arabella that it was significant to her, despite that lady’s
frequent mentions of Guy when they were together. She knew that
Arabella was testing her, and would never give her the satisfaction
of acknowledging it by the slightest sign. The perpetual need to be
on guard was crippling.

A heavy rain had set in by the time of the
Sydneys’ arrival, and Georgiana was sitting with her aunt in the
drawing room waiting to receive them.

“I am so concerned at their having to be out
on so unpleasant a day on our account,” Miss Mandeville mused
again, looking worriedly out of the window at the drenched garden
and drooping flowers.

“They will not mind it, I am sure, aunt. It
is but a short drive.”

“Thankfully it is, my dear, and I am sure
they will drive up as close to our entrance as they can – but
still, Arabella is bound to get wet. I know how intensely she
dislikes spoiling her beautiful clothes, the dear girl.”

“Well, she will soon get dry again by our
cheerful fire.”

“Indeed. Is not a fire on a chill summer’s
day such as this worth any number of fires in the winter for sheer
comfort? I have always thought so, from a child. I remember that –
but hark! That is them now. I will go into the vestibule myself to
greet them on such a dreadful afternoon – no, my dear, I insist. It
is the least I can do after dragging them from their own fireside
in all this rain. You remain there, my love,” for Georgiana had
risen to accompany her. “You look so comfortable. We shall all come
to join you presently.”

Georgiana sank back into her chair
gratefully as Miss Mandeville left the room, glad of a few minutes
to herself to prepare for the evening ahead. The worst part –
Roland’s kissing her hand – would be over very quickly and would
not have to be endured again until his departure. She could hear
the bustle of arrival in the vestibule, cries of consternation from
Miss Mandeville and reassurances from the twins, the sound of
hurrying footsteps and mingled voices as servants attended them.
Then the door opened and Arabella and her brother entered, coming
across to greet her in all the parade of ceremony that she had
anticipated. Both seemed to be talking at once in their usual
bright and loquacious style, and it was only as they were all
seating themselves that Georgiana glanced at Miss Mandeville.
Something had changed in Aunt Charlotte’s face – she saw it at once
– something so subtle that only one who had become as accustomed to
observing her as closely as Georgiana had done would notice. Her
manner, however, was the same as ever. But something had happened:
she was certain of it. Aunt Charlotte betrayed no hint of it in her
manner and all was progressing smoothly as they sat down to dine.
The twins seemed, if possible, even more determined to please by
their wit and charm than ever before, and Georgiana was finding the
evening altogether easier than she had anticipated as so little was
being asked of her. The Sydneys were all agreeableness and
compliance, Roland as deferential as ever and Arabella, to
Georgiana’s surprise, seeming to exert herself to be pleasing not
only to Miss Mandeville, but to her.

“I am trying to persuade dear Georgiana to
go to London,” said Miss Mandeville suddenly during a natural pause
in the conversation. Georgiana was expecting an animated response,
but instead there was total silence. Roland was the first to
speak.

“London!” He was trying to smile politely,
and not succeeding. “I very much regret, Miss Mandeville, that I
cannot endorse such a suggestion.”

“Why ever not, Roland dear?”

“It is perfectly obvious, is it not? With
all possible respect, ma’am, I cannot help but feel that it will be
regrettable if Mrs. Leighton, such a lover of the countryside,
misses the chief beauties of the summer. The smoke and clamour of
the city are a poor substitute, you must agree.” He had recovered
his poise swiftly, Georgiana noticed, but beneath his reasonable
tone she could sense that he had taken up arms in a battle of wills
with her aunt.

“Oh, we are not talking about the whole of
the summer, Roland, you may rest assured. Just a few weeks.” She
looked across at Georgiana, patting her hand reassuringly.

“I expect you intend to meet up with Mr.
Guy Mandeville,” interposed Arabella. Despite her sweetly modulated
voice, Georgiana could feel her suspicion.

“Indeed not,” she answered firmly. “This is
a scheme of Miss Mandeville’s, I do assure you, and I have not by
any means yet agreed to it.” She hoped by this, and the little
deprecatory laugh which accompanied it, to defuse the atmosphere of
discord which was becoming palpable to her.

“I am very relieved to hear it, Mrs.
Leighton,” went on Arabella. “What! To be in town at this point in
the season when everyone worth knowing must have long since retired
to the country! It would be insupportable.”

This, however, Georgiana could not allow to
pass. “Not so, Miss Sydney. I have a number of dear friends who
leave London for only a few weeks each year as they lead perfectly
contented lives there. I should be very happy to meet them
again.”

Roland by now had had chance to martial
his opposition, and once more entered the fray. “I simply cannot
believe you would derive any pleasure from it, my dear Mrs.
Leighton. Such a long and fatiguing journey, and then the
limitation on entertainment when one is there! The official
mourning period for the late Princess Charlotte has not yet
expired, of course, and –”

“That would be of no concern to me, Mr.
Sydney. I derive no pleasure from public
entertainments.”

“No, madam, forgive me, naturally you
yourself are not yet able to – but … I am sure you would not have a
moment’s peace of mind if you were to leave dearest Miss Mandeville
after what has happened this winter –”

Here he was interrupted by both the Garlands
ladies protesting together, though from different sides of the
question. But an uncomfortable tension was still in the room, and
Georgiana tried again for a lighthearted way of reducing it.

“Oh no, I assure you – Aunt Charlotte will
be infinitely the worse if I did not go.” She looked around the
table, striving to appear smilingly unconcerned. “She has already
set her heart on my carrying out commissions for her. I am to
choose a chandelier, if you please, all by myself! Can you conceive
of anything more rash, or more flattering to my vanity? I am
becoming quite puffed up with my own importance. And then I am
instructed to go to Ludgate Hill in order to get her b
–”

She was stopped by Miss Mandeville suddenly
choking in a violent fit of coughing. All thought of anything else
instantly disappeared as Georgiana jumped up to provide water,
aided by the twins offering advice until the fit had subsided.

“Are you quite sure you are recovered,
aunt?” Georgiana was standing over her, glass of water in hand,
with Hobbs in anxious attendance.

“Yes, quite, quite well now, thank you all.
A wretched salmon bone! I am usually so careful. A thousand
apologies for frightening you all so – what a sorry excuse for a
hostess I am, to be sure! Yes, thank you, Hobbs, that will be all.
You may tell them to bring in the apricot tart. I trust I may get
through that without mishap.”

The rest of the evening passed
uneventfully and without further reference to the proposed London
visit, though Georgiana knew by the twins’ pointed silence on the
subject that it still rankled with them. At last the hour for their
departure came, and she accompanied Aunt Charlotte to the portico
to see them to their carriage. Rain was falling without let-up in
the pitch black night, and Georgiana shivered as she turned away,
pulling her shawl closer. But instead of going immediately upstairs
as was her aunt’s unvarying habit after a social evening, Miss
Mandeville drew her back into the drawing room with an order to the
footman to make up the fire. “And we will take a glass of my dear
father’s Madeira, my love, shall we not? Then we may be quite cosy.
Not the most conventional time of day, but very welcome on such a
dismal night as this.”

Georgiana was puzzled, but nevertheless
settled herself on the other side of the fire as the servants left
the room.


“Your excellent health, my love,” said Miss
Mandeville as she raised her glass.

“And yours, dear aunt.” She was becoming
more intrigued by the minute. What on earth was she about to
hear?

Miss Mandeville sipped her wine, seeming in
no hurry to disclose what was evidently on her mind. Georgiana
watched her in silence.

“Something absolutely inexplicable happened
this evening, and I confess to feeling so shaken by it that I
really cannot retire for the night until have talked it over.”

Into Georgiana’s mind darted the memory of
her aunt’s strange, altered look, quickly disguised, as she had
entered the room with the Sydneys. “Was it – was it something that
happened when Mr. and Miss Sydney first arrived, aunt?”

Miss Mandeville had been staring
thoughtfully into the fire, but now looked up quickly at Georgiana.
“Exactly so. How did you know?”

“I cannot really say for sure. It was just –
just something about the way you looked. I am certain that no-one
noticed it but me, though.”

“I am relieved to hear it.”

“But what happened, aunt? Can you tell
me?”

“Yes.” She paused for a moment to order her
thoughts, and began to speak with slow deliberation as if to ensure
that she had the facts sequenced correctly. “The twins came in,
both heavily cloaked against the rain, of course – Hobbs was
helping Arabella off with her cloak and I stepped forward to
assist, and as it slipped from her arm I saw that she was wearing a
single bracelet over her left glove. It was but the merest
impression – I had only the briefest glimpse. But I am certain that
Roland saw me observe it, and in a flash he had seized his sister
by the wrist – very affectionately, merely to congratulate her on
not wetting her gown or some such nonsense, but the fact is he had
covered the bracelet with his hand. Then – and I am trying to
remember exactly what happened, but of course things were passing
so quickly that the whole incident took but a few seconds – then he
shouted out something quite sternly to one of the servants who was
standing behind me. Instinctively I turned to see what the matter
was, and when I looked back Arabella’s bracelet had disappeared.
Neither Roland nor Arabella gave any indication that anything had
happened, and Roland was chattering away in his usual flow of
spirits, so I thought I must have imagined it. But I am certain
that I did not.”

“How very strange!” She pondered for a
moment while Aunt Charlotte gazed at the fire, still lost in
thought. “Perhaps Arabella thought that the bracelet did not
complement the gown she was wearing after all, or perhaps
–”

But Miss Mandeville was shaking her head
slowly, still looking into the fire. Then she switched her gaze
directly to Georgiana. “I am rather afraid that that is not the
point, my dear.”

Something seemed to be crawling over
Georgiana’s skin, and a tiny shudder ran through her.

“The point is that it was the amethyst and
pearl bracelet that is the partner of the one that I have, the one
that we have been speaking of only today.”

The only sounds in the room were the
crackling of the fire and the rain beating against the windows. “So
– so what is your explanation?” Georgiana managed at last. She felt
as though her chest were being squeezed very tightly, and it was
almost an effort to breathe.

“I have none. I can only think that I have
imagined the whole thing.”

Georgiana grasped at this possibility.
Anything else was too intensely disturbing, too impossible and wild
to consider. “Yes – yes! Perhaps it was so. The light can play
tricks on us all –”

“But I did not imagine it,” repeated Aunt
Charlotte flatly. “I might only have had the merest glimpse, but
that bracelet is quite distinctive. I designed it myself and know
it intimately. I cannot shake off the impression that Roland was
desperate that I should not see it, and very angry with his sister
for wearing it, though God knows I cannot make any further sense of
it.”

For another half hour they went over the
same ground, no nearer to any possible solution, until Miss
Mandeville had begun to persuade herself that her talking of the
bracelet only hours before had brought it into her mind. “Perhaps
you are right, my dear, and it was a trick of the light,” she
concluded, glancing at the clock. “However, there is no point in
cudgelling our brains further. Come, let us go to bed. It is very
late.” But as they were rising, a thought struck Georgiana.

“Aunt – earlier this evening when I was
about to mention taking the bracelet for cleaning to London –” Aunt
Charlotte was looking slyly at her, eyes twinkling behind her
spectacles.

“Yes, my dear?”

“The salmon bone …”

“I always fancied myself as something of an
actress in my youth,” she replied drily. “Do you not agree that I
have the talent still?”

But as she lay in the darkness listening
to the ceaseless rain, the mystery of the bracelet was soon
superceded in Georgiana’s mind by her reaction to the Sydneys’
behaviour over the London visit. The effect of it was to do what
all of Aunt Charlotte’s persuasion could not achieve – to make her
almost wish to go. The reasons for their antipathy were not hard to
discover. Roland obviously did not want her out of his sight while
he worked further upon her affections, and Arabella wanted her
nowhere near Guy. But it was the thought of Guy, the insuperable
barrier to her being in London, which stopped her feverish
calculations at last. Whatever she had to endure here at Garlands
was still infinitely easier to bear than the chance of meeting
him.

When she went down to breakfast next
morning however, Aunt Charlotte was already there and reading a
letter in Guy’s hand with evident delight. “Guy is coming home, my
love! He left London two days ago and sends this letter from
Oxford. A sudden decision it seems, for he had planned to stay in
town for several more weeks. He will stop again in Bristol
apparently, but should be home by – let me see, what day is this?
Tuesday? Yes – he should be here by Saturday.” She put down the
letter, her sweet face radiant. “Is not that wonderful
news?”

“Yes, aunt.”

“My love!” Miss Mandeville took off her
spectacles. “You are still so pale! I had hoped to see you in
better looks after our talk yesterday, but –”

“That is just it, aunt.” Since the news
about Guy her mind had been working frantically, straining towards
this tiny chink of light as a way out of her darkness. She could
not, could not bear to have him back at Garlands, to see Arabella’s
triumph, to endure Roland’s attentions, to force herself constantly
to shun the presence of the one person her treacherous heart still
yearned for. “I have been thinking about your kind offer to use the
London house, and I have decided to accept.”

Miss Mandeville sat back in her chair,
relief and satisfaction making her look, if possible, even happier
than before. “Oh, my dear, I rejoice heartily that you have seen
the sense of this! I know that you will come back to us revived. I
will help you to prepare this week, and we will put our heads
together about the sale in case –”

“No, aunt, I wish to go tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow! My dear child, what is your
haste? I will have to write to Mrs. Sloper of course to prepare her
for your arrival, and –”

“Well, cannot that be done today? I mean – I
… now that I have made up my mind, I really cannot wait to be off.”
She tried to smile reassuringly, hoping that she sounded
convincing.

“What an enchanting creature you are, to be
sure! The energy of youth, I suppose. Well, I could write to Mrs.
Sloper today of course, and the house would certainly be ready to
receive you at any moment as she is the most excellent housekeeper,
and –”

“So that is settled then? I can depart, if
not tomorrow, then Thursday at the latest?”

“But you will not see Guy,” said Miss
Mandeville, suddenly crestfallen.

“Alas, no – not on this occasion. But I feel
such a restlessness to be gone. I am sure you are right, dear aunt.
I am in great need of a change of scene.”

Aunt Charlotte replaced her spectacles and
regarded her steadily over the top of them, then smiled fondly.
“Very well, my love. I will write directly.” She turned again to
the perusal of her letter, and Georgiana felt that her own
transformation into a hardened liar was now complete.
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London, with all its vivid and teeming
life, had reclaimed her as though she had never been away. In the
ceaseless clamour of the great city she marvelled again at the
ordered existence which emerged each day with effortless magic from
the seeming chaos of its crowded thoroughfares. The familiar, quiet
squares of Mayfair were at a secluded distance from the bustling
throng to the east, but still the early morning streets were alive
with busy housemaids sweeping the steps of the great houses as the
water-carts made their rounds. To the hushed mansions of the West
End came a daily procession of meat and fish wagons from the great markets
of Smithfield and Billingsgate, while carts from Covent Garden
brought geraniums and pinks, roses and lilacs for eagle-eyed
housekeepers to select the most beautiful.

Georgiana loved to watch for the postman
in his scarlet tunic on his morning rounds, for rarely was she
disappointed of a letter from one of her three
principal
correspondents: Daniel, Aunt Charlotte and Jane. She loved too, to
hear the early morning clatter of the milkmaids with their pails,
and to see the respectable countrywomen in their red cloaks and
straw hats who had set off at first light with butter and cream,
eggs and cheeses for the discerning patrons of the area. She had
once thought their produce the finest imaginable, but that was
before she had tasted what Devonshire could offer, and she gave a
small, rueful smile as she looked down from her window at the
square below. She had lived some eight years only several hundred
yards from this house during her marriage to Edward, never guessing
as she passed its anonymous door that behind it lay the strange new
existence that had now overtaken her. How unguessable life was! She
sighed as she moved away from the window, turning her thoughts to
the day ahead.

Aunt Charlotte had predicted correctly
that Georgiana’s friends would be glad to see her: they had almost
overwhelmed her with invitations for all manner of delightful
things, scarcely leaving her a moment to herself. She had carried
out her commissions faithfully, and an elegant crystal chandelier
in the latest style was at this very moment somewhere on the road
to Garlands, its lustres carefully wrapped and swaddled in Pellatt
and Green’s own conveyance. The pearl and amethyst bracelet had
been expertly cleaned and was safely in her possession once more.
She had been delighted to meet with Mr. Brightwell again and had
been received by him, as ever, with unaffected pleasure, airily
waving aside his apologies for not disclosing the full facts of her
inheritance at their last meeting. His delight that all had worked
out for the best almost made her forget that it was not quite so,
and she was thankful that lingering discomfort over his enforced
secrecy in Bath now seemed to inhibit him from mentioning Guy
Mandeville’s name. As they walked through the rooms of her old
house in Hanover Square discussing the pieces that she wished to
keep, Georgiana marvelled at how completely the misery of those
years had faded. While she was enduring it she had believed that it
would shadow her for the rest of her days, but it was gone, gone
utterly, and as they closed the door she knew for a certainty that
she would hardly ever think of it again.

During the six busy days she had been in
London she had already enjoyed a greater variety of entertainment
than she had through all the unhappy years of her marriage. With
her old friends she had eaten ices at Gunter’s, laughed at the
latest prints at Ackerman’s on the Strand and watched the hot-air
balloons in Hyde Park, all the time telling herself that she was
carefree, secure and valued, with nothing left to wish for in this
most cosseted of existences. There was but one cloud to darken her
sunshine. She had fled Garlands to escape having to see Guy, but
the thought of him there obsessed her. Visions of him with Arabella
intruded constantly into her thoughts, so that she often found
herself shaking back her head as if to fend them off like so many
stinging insects. While she was at Garlands her imagination could
be held in check by the reality before her eyes: that apart from
that single occasion she had never detected anything between them
but the friendship naturally arising from years of proximity. But
now she was in London it ran riot. She had played into Arabella’s
hands by leaving: the field was open, and she was certain that each
letter from Aunt Charlotte would bring news of their engagement.
How could she go back to face that, the ever present reality of it,
the absolute finality of it? In running away she had created a
fresh and entirely unforeseen set of torments for herself, and the
bitter irony dragged at her night and day. And alongside this her
anger at Guy’s fortune hunting flourished unabated. How could these
conflicting feelings co-exist? Why did her rage not cancel out that
softer emotion which appeared to be daily growing despite all her
striving to quell it? On the streets, in the parks, on the river,
the battle raged within her. The music of the opera last night had
been but a background accompaniment to her thoughts, the coloured
scenes and tableaux moving before her eyes merely a mesmerising
dumb show. Why could she not despise him as every rational impulse
dictated that she should? Again and again she tried to summon up
that fury and disgust which had boiled within her after Roland’s
disclosure in the garden. Guy Mandeville was an adventurer, a
gambler, an unscrupulous violator of women’s trust, coldly
calculating the greatest financial advantage and clothing it as
genuine attachment!

And it was worse this morning, worse
because she had just finished reading a long and comfortable letter
from Aunt Charlotte detailing their activities with frequent
mentions of all their circle. Arabella’s name was mentioned no more
than the others, yet it seemed to leap out at her from the page
with a clarity almost painful to the eye. Would Arabella manage to
convey to Guy that she did not care about his debts and was willing
to lay her own fortune at his feet? But what had Guy himself said
to her about the disgrace of not providing for one’s wife? It would
depend, of course, on how desperate his financial situation had
become. And if he were so dishonourable as to accept Arabella’s
scarcely disguised advances, should not that put an end, once and
for all, to Georgiana’s feelings towards him? The memory of them
standing close together in the window still dominated all this
self-questioning. If he truly loved Arabella – and this prospect
was so exquisitely painful that only rarely could she contemplate
it – if he truly loved her then it surely must make his behaviour
better, and not worse, for at least he was acting from genuine
feeling. But it failed signally to make her feel one whit better.
If on the other hand he engaged himself to Arabella for her fortune
and thereby declared himself to all the world as a common
adventurer, how could she, Georgiana, possibly still harbour this
desperate yearning to see him, to hear his voice, to touch
him?

She moved to the dressing table on which her
letter lay and sat down, and in a moment Hannah came in to help her
prepare for her morning’s engagement. She was to drive with Lady
Butler to see the flowers at Kew and the day stretched before her
in a cruel masquerade of pleasure and ease. Hannah began to brush
her hair, and Georgiana closed her eyes as the familiar ritual for
a moment lulled her.

“May I enquire after Miss Mandeville, madam?
I trust she is in good health?”

“In excellent health, thank you Hannah.” She
would have preferred silence to accompany the rhythmic movement,
and remained with her eyes closed.

“And all is well at Garlands, I hope?”

“Indeed it is.”

There was silence for a few moments.

“And may I make so bold as to enquire
whether Mr. Guy Mandeville is enjoying his visit home?”

“Apparently so, yes.”

Another silence. Hannah began pinning up
the long dark tresses into their elegant coils. “I suppose Mr.
Mandeville is in company a great deal with Miss Arabella Sydney.
And Mr. Roland Sydney, of course,” she added quickly.

Georgiana’s eyes snapped open, but Hannah’s
reflection in the mirror was impassive, her face bent to her task.
“Why would you suppose that, Hannah?” She could not quite keep the
sharp edge out of her voice.

Hannah looked blankly back at her in the
glass. “Oh – no particular reason at all, madam. I was merely
imagining all the young people together in this lovely summer
weather.”

“I see.”

Hannah put several pins into her mouth as
if to silence herself, then concentrated on her work until it was
complete. Georgiana rose and began to collect items needful for the
day, Hannah busying herself with tidying, neither woman speaking.
There was a tap at the door and a housemaid entered, bobbing a
curtsy as she began her announcement.

“If you please, ma’am, Mr. Guy Mandeville
is downstairs and begs a word with you. He is talking to Mrs.
Sloper presently and requests a few minutes’ conversation in the
drawing room if you will be so good as to receive him.”

Georgiana was dimly aware of a sharply
assessing look from Hannah as her whole body was galvanized. Even
the muscles in her face had stiffened, but not betraying the
slightest tremor she said instantly, “Certainly. I shall come down
directly.”

Without hesitating for a second she made
her way out of the room and down the stairs, her carriage erect,
her bearing almost regal. The turmoil with which she had lived for
the past days seemed instantly to have receded and now in his
actual presence all she could feel was the scorn that she knew was
proper. It had come to her rescue, then, at the vital moment! Why
had he returned to town almost immediately after arriving in
Devonshire, as her rapid calculations proved? Had he feared that
the prize she represented was slipping from his grasp, that she
would return to her London circle and be claimed by an admirer
there? When actually confronted with Arabella’s clear intentions,
had he realized that a far richer prize might be his with a little
more effort? But it was much more likely that the lure of the
gaming tables was simply too strong, and she winced at her own
foolishness in not thinking of this first. With self-lacerating
thoughts like these she scourged herself into a state of mind
capable of withstanding the appalling power he held over her, and
entered the open door of the drawing room without a moment’s
pause.

He had seemed to be pacing its length when
she entered but came forward a few steps and bowed upon seeing her.
“Mrs. Leighton. Thank you for receiving me. I trust I find you
well?”

She noticed that he had not offered to
shake hands. “Perfectly, I thank you. Pray be seated.” She would
not deign to show him how agonizingly uncomfortable she was and
selected the first chair in her path placed slightly away from the
others, so that he could not be near her. The usual pleasantries
were exchanged, Georgiana hardly conscious of what was passing as
her beating heart subsided. He had been recalled to London it
seemed only a very few days after reaching Garlands and brought, by
way of excuse for his visit, a letter from Aunt
Charlotte.

“She recognized that I would probably travel
more swiftly than the mail coach,” he said with a faint smile, “so
entrusted this missive to me.”

“Thank you. I had the pleasure of receiving
a letter from her only this morning, so am doubly fortunate
today.”

There was an uneasy pause. Why did he not
go? He knew that she was preparing to go out because she had
already mentioned it. “And may I enquire whether you have heard
from – anyone else on Exmoor?”

“Anyone else?”

“Yes … I mean any of your other friends
there.”

“Certainly. I have heard from Jane
Charteris, who is a faithful correspondent.”

He seemed to be expecting her to say more,
then made some slight acknowledgement.

“And have you many engagements
for the next few days?” he
continued. “I am sure you have many friends to visit.” This was
safer ground, and for the next few minutes she detailed her
forthcoming schedule while he nodded sagely, both going through the
motions of a polite exchange exactly similar to the hundreds that
would that day be enacted in drawing rooms across the
city.

There seemed nothing else to say, and he
rose. She earnestly wanted him gone, yet was dissatisfied and
irritated after he had done so. Naturally Aunt Charlotte would have
expected him to call upon her on his arrival in town – his visit
meant no more nor less than that. Well, it was over, and she had to
acknowledge one huge and shaming relief: if he was in London he was
not with Arabella. She re-entered her room, parrying Hannah’s
quick, questing glance with a warning look and finished her morning
preparations with no word of Guy Mandeville spoken between
them.

Two days passed in a continual round of
engagements, leaving her little time for reflection. Yet wherever
she went she half-hoped, half-dreaded to see him: imagined him
walking in the same streets, seeing the same sights, hearing the
same sounds as she did. It was as if he had taken up residence in
her very consciousness, a perpetual presence through whom every
sensation of her own was filtered. Then he called upon her again at
the same time of the morning when she was preparing to go out, and
again she came down to receive him, hiding behind her queenly
demeanour a pounding heart that was threatening to betray her at
every moment.

His tall figure was at the window when she
walked into the room, bringing the last occasion when she had seen
him thus at Garlands flooding lethally into her mind. He was still
holding his hat as if he had entered without ceremony, and she had
to repeat her invitation to sit down before he seemed to hear.
After perfunctory enquiries about her well-being, he suddenly
startled her by saying, “And have you had the pleasure of seeing
Mr. Roland Sydney? I believe he is in town.”

Surprise and discomfiture at the sound of
a name which until a few weeks ago she would have heard with
pleasure caused her to blush deeply, and she knew that in the clear
morning light he saw it plainly.

“Mr. Sydney?” she faltered, battling to
control herself. “No, indeed I – I had no idea of his being in
town, and have certainly not seen him.”

“That is most – surprising,” he said,
looking at her steadily. There seemed to be almost a wariness about
him now, and she could feel her discomposure mounting by the
second.

“Why do you ask?” Her attempt at casualness
was pitiful, and she knew it.

“Because I am certain that I saw him
yesterday near St. Clement Danes, there where the road divides
around the church. There was the usual clamour of traffic and
pedestrians and he was on the other side, walking away from me. But
I am certain it was him. I called out to him but he would not have
heard me.”

“Extraordinary!” She was feeling slightly
better now in the knowledge that Guy had undoubtedly been mistaken.
“I am perfectly sure that it could not have been Mr. Sydney,
however.”

“Perfectly sure?” he returned instantly.
“Perfectly sure? You have been informed of his movements,
perhaps?”

She could feel herself flushing again, but
this time with annoyance. “Certainly not. I am completely at a loss
to imagine why you would possibly think so, Mr. Mandeville.” But
her curt and decisive response belied the sudden vulnerability of
her defences. What did he know? But more than that, what right had
he to imply what she seemed to be hearing?

“Merely a letter, perhaps, from Miss
Sydney. I thought perhaps you might be in correspondence.” He
sounded only vaguely placatory.

She looked away quickly, again wrong-footed.
“No, I have not heard from her. We have made no arrangements to
correspond, I believe.” Was he using this story merely as a pretext
to introduce the subject of Arabella? Her emotions, already at the
peak of tension, seemed to escalate yet further.

“I see. It must remain a mystery then, I
fear. He did not mention to me when I saw him a few days ago that
he was coming to town. I could take my oath upon its being him,
nevertheless.”

Perhaps in her relief at his failing to
revert to Arabella, she said far too hastily, “Besides, Mr. Sydney
has told me on a number of occasions that he has not visited London
for years and has no wish to do so. I recall clearly his mentioning
that the last time he was in town was during the Frost Fair in the
year ’14.”

“Indeed? Then I am afraid his memory must be
at fault. Roland Sydney is a frequent visitor to London and always
has been.” There was a sardonic bite to his tone that momentarily
silenced her.

She made as if to answer, then checked
herself quickly. She was in danger of exposing too great an
interest in Roland Sydney, of suggesting an intimacy that she
desperately wished to minimize, and the thought flashed through her
that Guy Mandeville was testing her out on exactly this point. He
seemed to sense it immediately, turning the subject to polite
enquiries about her activities and much more feeling ones about
Daniel’s latest communication.

Her irritated feelings after his departure
this time were almost more than she could manage, and it was only
unwillingness not to disappoint her dear friend Emily Carruthers of
the shopping expedition they had planned that stopped her pleading
indisposition. Miss Carruthers was shortly to be married, and
Georgiana went through the round of dressmakers and milliners,
mantua makers and jewellers with every appearance of attention,
though with thoughts distressingly preoccupied. What did Guy
Mandeville mean about Roland Sydney visiting London? She thought of
the many occasions when Sydney had denounced city life to her, his
frequent assertions that he had not visited it for years. No – Guy
Mandeville could not have seen him: impossible. It was merely a
feeble excuse to call upon her in order to – to what? To win his
way back into her good opinion? But he had not seemed during this
visit to be at any pains to ingratiate himself. Whatever his
motive, it must certainly be linked to his inability to stay away
from gambling hells. Why would he have left Garlands after only two
or three days otherwise? She thought of Aunt Charlotte’s excited
anticipation on hearing that Guy was returning, her well-concealed
desire to have him at home more often, and felt a surge of real
anger on her behalf. After all the years that she had missed him
during the wars, that he should neglect her declining days in this
shameful pursuit, especially after a winter in which she had been
so ill! Surely he could spare an extended period at home with the
dear lady who worshipped him, could he not? The more she thought of
this, the more she wondered at him even daring to show his face to
her. Perhaps he was convinced as all gamblers were that the next
game would amply restore his fortunes so that he could go back to
Devonshire and marry Arabella. Yes, this seemed a plausible
explanation when she considered it. The evening had set in damp and
gloomy, and she allowed herself to be fussed over by Hannah after
the exertions of the day, thankful for warm, spiced wine and early
rest.

But summer had returned by the next morning,
and a stroll in Hyde Park with pleasant companions almost succeeded
in banishing these thoughts from her head. And then she saw him,
standing at a distance and talking to a group of men, but so
positioned that he was facing her and had perhaps been watching her
for some time. It was too late to turn away – he had caught her eye
and bowed and she was forced to acknowledge him. To her
overwhelming relief her companions were occupied and did not appear
to notice, thus winning her a reprieve from the awkward ceremony of
introductions. Undoubtedly her friends would have pressed him to
join their party, and she breathed a heartfelt prayer of gratitude
at her escape. What an infuriating coincidence that he had appeared
just where she should be walking! Then she remembered telling him
of her engagement to do so, and had to concentrate with all her
will on the conversation of her friends in order to shut out the
implications of this. Her instant, disgraceful response was joy,
joy at the possibility that he had sought her out for herself.
Almost viciously she crushed this thought: was his behaviour not
more reminiscent of the days of their earliest acquaintance, when
he had unapologetically watched and appraised her like an object
whose purchase he was considering?

And when she returned to Grosvenor Square
late in the afternoon an even greater shock awaited her. In the
silver tray on the vestibule table lay Roland Sydney’s card. So Guy
had been right! Then the dreadful thought struck her that Sydney
had come to London in pursuit of her, to press her for some form of
commitment despite his assurances that he would not; that there was
to be no escape. She almost threw the card into the tray, her hand
shaking and her mouth dry. At that moment Mrs. Sloper bustled in,
all solicitous smiles.

“My apologies, ma’am, for not being here to
greet you when you arrived – but you have seen Mr. Sydney’s card, I
think?”

“Yes, thank you, Mrs. Sloper.” She made to
move away, desiring solitude to think what she should
do.

“Begging your pardon, ma’am, for detaining
you, but Mr. Guy Mandeville also called a few minutes
ago.”

Her stomach tightened involuntarily.

“Indeed?”

“Yes ma’am. He said that he would wait for
you and I made so bold as to ask him how he left Miss Mandeville in
Devonshire. We were having a comfortable talk – such a fine
gentleman, Mr. Mandeville – when he noticed Mr. Sydney’s card on
the table. I do not know what I had been thinking of in forgetting
to mention his call, such near neighbours as they are! Mr.
Mandeville seemed quite surprised. But then he remembered something
urgent and was forced to take his leave.” She dipped a small curtsy
after relaying this information, blithely unaware of the effect her
words were creating. “Wishing you a pleasant evening,
ma’am.”

Georgiana ascended the cool marble
staircase hardly daring to breathe. She had an evening engagement
with Lady Butler at Drury Lane, and was already somewhat late. She
dressed quickly, relieved that the pressure of time prevented the
usual chatter about her day between herself and Hannah. In the
darkened theatre she smiled and applauded on cue, her performance
every bit as convincing as that of the actors on the stage before
her, but all the while longing to be gone, longing to be in her
green and shady wood in Devonshire and away from this draining
necessity for continual watchfulness. She did not even notice that
Lady Butler, her elderly friend normally full of vigour and good
spirits was quieter than usual, until at the first interval she
confessed that her headache, mild when the evening began, was now
much worse.

“I know that I will be better out of this
stuffy theatre, my dear – it is so warm in here this evening! Do
not alarm yourself. I have had too many late nights recently and
shall be quite myself when I have some fresh air. But you must stay
here and enjoy the evening: there is Lady Phelps and her party –
they would be only too happy to have you join them.”

Georgiana declined with as much certainty as
politeness would allow, secretly rejoicing at her early release and
inventing a headache of her own as further insurance, for she was
beginning to feel safe nowhere. Slipping out into the corridor
behind their box to convey a message to Lady Butler’s coachman she
was met with the usual scene of noise and colourful confusion, and
she peered down the length of the glittering, fashionable throng in
an attempt to spot their servant. In the shifting multitude she
could not see him, and turning swiftly in the other direction she
found herself face to face with Guy Mandeville.

“Can I be of service, Mrs. Leighton? I fear
you are rather anxious.”

Georgiana had actually gasped with shock on
seeing him, but was now so beset with torments that she hardly
cared that he must have heard her. The noise, the glare, the
unaccustomed crowds, the frenzied need to escape, all threatened to
overpower her, and for a dreadful moment she thought that she would
faint. Without pausing to think she seized upon his words heedless
of any consequences and possessed only of the imperative urge to be
anywhere but here.

“Yes – that is if you would be so kind. My
companion Lady Butler is unwell and desires her carriage, but I
cannot see her servant.”

“Say no more, Mrs. Leighton. I undertake to
have her ladyship’s carriage at the door in ten
minutes.”

She made her way back to their box as best
she could, heart beating fast and head still spinning at the drama
of this latest encounter. Within minutes their servant appeared and
escorted them to their carriage, Georgiana sufficiently in command
of herself once more to countenance the thought of thanking Guy
outside the theatre for his aid. But he was nowhere to be seen, and
after accompanying Lady Butler to her door she was driven back to
Grosvenor Square. She entered swiftly, surprising the servants by
her early return and abruptly requesting Hannah to prepare her some
soothing drink in order to defer having to talk to her while she
undressed. She needed time, time to think over what had just
happened, time apart from every other creature so that this
intolerable burden of concealment could be for a few minutes laid
down. Without thinking she turned into the drawing room and shut
the door unconscious of the fact that she still wore her evening
cloak, then began pacing its length as she twisted her handkerchief
in her hands. Only a few candles had been lit although it was
quickly growing dusk and a fire burnt low against the chill of the
summer evening.

Her mind was racing. She distinctly
remembered mentioning the theatre visit among other engagements
when Guy had called yesterday, and could not doubt that he had gone
there deliberately to speak to her. And he had called on her
earlier today too, leaving when he saw Roland Sydney’s card. What
did this betoken? Furiously she tried to smother the obvious
answer, that he wanted to see her very badly. She dared not allow
this thought into her head! Pausing for a moment she turned to the
window to calm herself and instantly imagined in its outline the
forms of Guy and Arabella standing so close together, her hands
upon his neck … She jerked into motion again as though stung, and
thought of Aunt Charlotte’s shyly expressed hope that Guy and
Arabella would marry, of Mr. Brightwell’s almost positive assertion
that their engagement was regarded as a near definite thing, of the
striking couple they had made at the New Year’s ball, when she had
utterly disgraced herself by allowing him a few minutes’ dalliance
with her. That was all it had been for him – a few minutes with
another woman who had forgotten herself so completely that she had
virtually invited him to take advantage. How hateful it now seemed.
In a very short time she would be able to loathe the very thought
of him.

But the next second a commotion of arrival
in the vestibule and the hasty opening of the door by a footman
announcing Mr. Guy Mandeville almost caused her to sink to the
ground, her nerves stretched to breaking. He came quickly towards
her in the gathering gloom, the hesitant manner of recent meetings
entirely vanished. Neither thought of moving to a chair and they
stood facing each other, a few feet apart.

“Mrs. Leighton.” His voice was firm, even
stern, and she instinctively tilted back her head in defiance. “I
am come with the express purpose of asking you a question, to which
I am expecting an honest answer.” He was almost glaring into her
eyes, his tone unapologetic, his features unyielding. She felt her
hackles rising.

“Ask it, sir.”

“Are you engaged to be married to Mr.
Roland Sydney?”

Whatever she had been expecting, it had not
been this, and she gasped as she took a step backward as if she had
been struck.

“I beg your pardon?” The ritual defence was
pitifully inadequate, yet she could find no other words.

“Pray do not toy with me, madam. I repeat…
are you engaged to Roland Sydney?”

“It is no business of yours whether I am or
not,” she returned desperately, anger beginning to carry her along,
“and I must insist –”

“Yes or no?” He moved a step closer and she
thought he might seize her.

“I am not,” she said finally. His features
relaxed slightly, but he still held her in his powerful gaze.

“But has Mr. Sydney made you a proposal of
marriage?”

This was too much, and she glared back at
him fiercely. “How dare you question me thus! I decline to
answer.”

He narrowed his eyes, regarding her
appraisingly for a moment. “Then I must infer from your refusal to
answer that he has.”

“Infer what you please, sir! What right have
you to burst in on me in this offensive manner? I must ask you to
leave.”

But he appeared not to hear her, instead
turning away and briefly pressing his knuckles against his mouth as
though regrouping his thoughts and when he turned back to her there
was almost a pleading edge to his voice.

“I have two excellent reasons for asking you
these impertinent questions, madam.”

“Indeed?” Her tone was still bitterly
contemptuous despite his slightly softened manner.
“Two
excellent reasons? You are very
specific. What is the first of them?”

He hesitated briefly, then said as if
choosing his words with care, “I have some grounds for believing
that there might be something against the character of Sydney that
I was previously unaware of. I have nothing to prove that my doubts
have any substance, but I cannot in all conscience hold my tongue
any longer. I have for some months past observed your … your marked
preference for Sydney, and I felt that I should speak.”

Georgiana felt the hot blood scalding her
cheeks and coursing through her veins in an agony of shame and
guilt. He could not have touched on a more acutely painful spot,
and she writhed beneath the justice of his observation. She had
fallen all unawares into a fatal laxity, openly distinguishing by
her unseemly behaviour a man who now believed she would welcome his
proposals! And in this she had no-one to blame but herself. All she
could do to protect herself was to lash out, saying the first wild
words in self-defence that came into her head.

“I will hear no more, sir. That you, of all
people, should impugn Mr. Sydney! What would I have done, what
would your aunt have done throughout this winter when he was an
unfailing bedrock of support? When I think of what we – of what you
– owe to him, I am ashamed that I have given you audience.” He made
to reply but she surged on, all her pent-up humiliation, anger and
passion finding outlet in one destructive outburst. “And if you
mean to impute significance to his being in London while I am here,
I can tell you that I have not seen him, that after leaving his
card today he has not followed me, spied upon me, found out my
movements and observed me from a distance as you have done,
sir.”

“You are becoming irrational, madam,” he
said through clenched teeth. “Nevertheless I think I have my
answer. Your preference obviously still exists.”

“Preference! Preference over whom? Mr.
Sydney has been a good friend to me and never failed me during the
winter, whereas you -”

“Yes? Whereas I?”

It was abominably cruel, but she flung it at
him. “You were far too attracted to the gambling tables. That is
your preference, sir, since we are on the subject.”

He stared at her, his face becoming by the
second more incredulous as her meaning sank in. “Gambling tables?
Is that what you imagine I have been doing? Great God, it is almost
amusing.”

“Yes sir, gambling,” she almost spat at him.
She had thrown every inhibition to the winds now and forged on
sustained by a torrent of energy, relief at pouring out this stream
of poison for the moment obliterating all thoughts of its effect.
“I have proof positive that it is so.” It was a lie and she knew
it, but all she craved was to see the effect of the accusation upon
him, to see him flinch, to know beyond doubt that he was a villain
so that she could learn to hate him.

“What is your proof? I demand to know it.”
His tone was now almost savage, so that for a moment even her
eloquence was checked.

“I – I cannot tell you. But I know.”

“You know nothing about my life away from
Garlands.”

“You speak with truth, sir. But why do I
know nothing? Why would you not be open about your absences if they
were not disreputable? What would a true gentleman have to
hide?”

His lip curled. “I am slain by your
rectitude, madam. If you do not regard me as a true gentleman then
life can offer nothing further.”

“Your sarcasm is wasted on me, sir. Give me
a plain answer, as you have demanded of me. For what purpose do you
continually leave Garlands? Answer me!”

He compressed his lips tightly, looking at
her through half-closed eyes. “I cannot tell you,” he said at
last.

“Cannot tell me? Therefore I shall repeat to
you what you have just said to me: I must infer from your refusal
to answer that my accusation is true.”

“Very well, madam. It is not that I cannot
tell you. It is that I will not tell you.”

“Will not tell me? Why will you not tell
me?”

Again he did not reply immediately, then
said in a tone that was almost placatory, “For your own safety.”
Then added, “And my own.”

She gave a short, bitter laugh. “An
excellent excuse, sir. You forget my history, however. It is one
that I have heard many times before when trying to extract painful
truths. There was always some reason why I should be
protected
from knowing certain
things.”

“I am acutely aware of your history,
madam.”

She stared at him in silence. He was very
white now in the deepening dusk, his eyes dark, unreadable pools
beneath his black brows. “Are you addicted to gambling?” she asked
at last, willing her voice to remain strong.

“I am not.”

Suddenly all the fire that had carried her
through this ordeal seemed to flicker and die within her, leaving
her utterly spent. Her exhausted mind weakly trawled through the
wreckage of the last twenty minutes, and rested perversely on the
one thing that had been left unexplored.

“You said there were two reasons for coming
here tonight, Mr. Mandeville. What is the other?” She spoke without
emotion, almost without interest, knowing that she had no heart
left for another battle but wishing to have it over
nonetheless.

He regarded her silently, dropped his head
for a moment then looked at her again and there was, she thought, a
sort of sadness about him now after the high emotions of their
conflict. “I do not think, Georgiana, given what you have said to
me tonight that even an utter fool such as myself would dare to
speak it. I bid you goodnight.”

The door closed behind him and she sank
into the nearest chair as she had on a previous occasion in a
darkened room after he had left her. But those parting words! She
felt literally dizzy, so that she had to remain for a few minutes
with her head thrown back and her eyes closed. What did he mean?
After everything she had said to him he had used her name softly,
gently, and called himself a fool for – for what? Could he really
care for her? She was shivering with exhaustion and the aftermath
of intensely wrought emotions, yet the breathtaking possibility
thrilled through every nerve as she slowly mounted the stairs,
immune to every effort of hers to quell it.

The pretence of normality could not be
sustained tonight before Hannah, and Georgiana submitted like a
child to her ministrations which felt this evening exceptionally
tender. Guy Mandeville had said he did not gamble. Could she dare
to believe him? Could she dare to believe that – no, she was weak,
vain and obviously so easily duped that she could never trust her
instincts again. Hannah, she noticed, was watching her anxiously as
she moved about the room. How wonderful, how exquisitely,
inexpressibly wonderful it would be to speak aloud her feelings to
Hannah’s solid good sense! As if reading her thoughts, Hannah
suddenly said, “I had some talk with Mr. Mandeville’s man George in
the kitchen while you were engaged with his master this evening,
madam.”

“Oh yes?”

Hannah was darting surreptitious looks at
her mistress as she busied herself. “We were speaking of places in
London that could provide amusement in the coming week, and George
happened to mention where he and his master were going after
leaving this house.”

Georgiana looked across at her, a slight
frown creasing her brow. The statement was sufficiently unusual to
instantly alert her to something wrong, something difficult that
Hannah was trying to say.

“And?” As she whispered the word a hush
seemed to fall momentarily in the room, like the second of
unearthly stillness before a bolt of lightning strikes.

“And he told me they were going to White’s,
madam.”

“Oh God, no.” The words were torn from her
like a low moan and she almost fell onto the side of the bed with
her face buried in her hands as her world crashed into fragments
once more. In a moment Hannah was beside her, all formality between
them instantly banished as Georgiana burst into a storm of weeping
in her old nurse’s arms. “How am I to bear it?” she sobbed, in all
the agony of her treacherous passion, “oh, how am I to bear it?”
understanding at last that Hannah had guessed her secret. For five
minutes the floodgates opened, and she wept again for the loss of
innocence, the loss of hope, the loss of trust and the loss of
faith, in herself as much as in others, while Hannah rocked and
soothed her. “Oh, Hannah.” The tempest had at last begun to
subside, and her lips tried to form a whispered confession. “I did
… I did truly …”

“I know you did, my honey,” murmured Hannah
softly.

Slowly they pulled apart, Georgiana entirely
washed clean of all sensation, empty and strangely peaceful. Yet
into the void a new impulse was already seeping, and strengthening
with every moment. “We will go to White’s ourselves and watch as he
leaves it,” she said slowly.

“Madam! You are overwrought – this is as mad
a scheme as ever I heard. What use can it possibly serve?”

“That I might satisfy myself with my own
eyes, Hannah. I am so lost to all other reason that nothing but
that will suffice. And he will see that I have seen him. There can
be no more lying then.”

“But consider, madam, I beg you! St.
James’s is bad enough for respectable females in the day, never
mind at night. You know the sort of women who go there, dear madam!
How can you possibly consider exposing yourself so
outrageously?”

“We will not be exposed. We will go in a
closed carriage, and coachman can take the stoutest of the grooms
to protect us. We will come to no harm.” She was speaking more
quickly now, her resolve deepening as the idea took hold. “And
before you tell me that he might not come out until dawn, I know
it. This is my unique opportunity.” She lifted up her head, a
determination that Hannah knew only too well glinting in her blue
eyes. “And I do not intend to let it slip by me.”

 


 


 


But Guy did not go immediately to White’s.
Instead he returned to his own club and flung himself down in a
chair in the near-empty reading room in a fury of despair and
indecision. She had given him the answer he dreaded to hear, or if
not directly given it, then confirmed just as surely by her silence
that she would marry Sydney. What could he do? What should he do?
The answer to the first question was plainly nothing. He would have
to endure the sight of the woman who had haunted him waking and
sleeping for months past married to that gadfly Sydney! He had
always tolerated his aunt’s soft spot for that family, born, he
knew only too well, from her kind-hearted impulse to mother the
orphaned children. But he himself had never seen much to admire in
his near neighbour, never expected much beyond the superficial
charm and invariably sprightly manner. He had always accepted
Sydney for what he was, an amusing companion always happy to be
sociable as well – and here he felt a pang of disquiet – as a
usefully entertaining neighbour for his aunt during the long years
of war. But never a man whom Guy would have entrusted with anything
truly important, not from anything that Sydney had ever done but
simply from an instinctive recognition of his essential
shallowness. Never, for instance, as he had trusted Richard
Charteris or Greville and Wyatt from his regiment, whom he had
literally entrusted with his life.

And Arabella, now. Guy threw back his head
impatiently as he thought of his dealings with her. She had made
her hopes for a shared future very plain since he had come home
last year. Before that time he had seen little of her on his brief
sojourns in England, but could honestly not remember any particular
marks of favour from her then. It was almost as if she had suddenly
decided on his reappearance in Devonshire to set her cap at him. It
was a phrase he detested, but no other language could adequately
describe the determination she had evinced. Aunt Charlotte fondly
imagined that a marriage would take place, he knew, for she
harboured nostalgic notions about continuing the tradition between
the two estates. But he had never taken it seriously, not believing
for a moment that Arabella really cared for him. There was
something coldly precise, something calculating and unspontaneous
about her controlled and flawless charm that was antithetical to
love, surely? He had never known that emotion before, so he could
not tell. But he knew it now: he most assuredly knew it now.

And while his guard was down, while he was
still reeling from the effect that the mere sight of Georgiana
Leighton was having upon him and still struggling to deny it – poor
fool that he was – Roland Sydney had stepped in and won her with
that smooth and polished charm that women seemed to like so well
and which he, Guy, had never learned the trick of. And all of this
would have been hard enough to bear, God only knew, without the
addition of the strange things he had learnt while in Devonshire a
few days ago, and which he was now wrestling with. It had started
with Aunt Charlotte relating the mysterious incident of the
bracelet, simply a puzzle in itself but then disturbingly brought
back into his mind the next day during a conversation with his land
agent, who asked whether employment could be found for several men
from the Combe Florey estate. Apparently they had not been paid for
some months and discontent among them was growing. How this could
be connected to the bracelet Guy did not know, but he felt sure
there was some link. So he had happened to mention these incidents
to Charteris, and had been startled by his reaction. He knew
something of Charteris’s dangerous flirtation with gambling which
he believed had started just before he had returned from active
service but he had never pressed him. It was plain that Charteris
was too ashamed to speak of it, and as long as Jane had forgiven
him and the regrettable phase was over and done – which Guy was
certain it was – it really was none of his business. But Charteris
had clearly been deeply troubled by Guy’s concerns, and had
admitted for the first time – his strict sense of rectitude and
self-blame having prevented him before – that Sydney was the man
who had led him into gambling. It was during his captivity in this
hellish world that Charteris had realized the extent of Sydney’s
debt and his precarious hold over Combe Florey and its estates, and
he conveyed as much now to his astonished friend. Guy had been away
too long to know or care how Sydney had been spending his time over
the years: he had never been a keen sportsman or skilled rider, it
was true, and country life was known to hold few attractions for
him. Still, Guy had never imagined this, and since he had been back
at Garlands he had used London only as a staging post for his
continual trips across the channel, never staying in town long
enough to pick up any gossip. But this visit was different. He had
come for Georgiana and for her alone, desperate and yet dreading to
discover whether what he guessed about her and Sydney were true.
And in the long hours between seeing her he had inevitably spent
much time kicking his heels, and it had not been difficult to pick
up rumours. Indeed, he had not even had to try, so common was
Sydney’s name around Brooks’s, Watier’s, Boodle’s and The Cocoa
Tree Club, not to mention, he was by now perfectly sure, the
numerous gambling hells of lesser repute in the area.

And this brought him to the second of his
burning questions: what should he do? Should he persist in trying
to warn Georgiana after what she had said to him tonight? What
reason had she ever given him to even entertain the thought that
she could care for him? She had spoken words to him that he would
not have borne, not for a minute, from any man on earth, yet try as
he may to convince himself that she was cold, fickle, proud and
vengeful he could not make himself believe it. Whatever she said or
did from now until the end of his life it would never wipe away the
abiding memory of her yielding softness as they danced in the
library that night, the heartstopping nearness of her dark mystery,
her mouth so close to his … Roughly he shook himself, dragging his
senses back to concentrate on the question in hand. Should he in
one last throw of the dice – the phrase made him smile bitterly –
try to expose the truth about Sydney so that at least she knew
clearly what she was undertaking? He did not quite know how he
would do it, but confronting Sydney at White’s where Guy knew he
was to play that night might be a start. Or should he leave her to
her fate, bearing his misery as best he could while Aunt Charlotte
lived and then removing permanently to the continent for the rest
of his days? Abruptly he picked up his hat from the floor where he
had thrown it, and made for the door.

 


 


 


Under the blazing chandeliers of White’s
opulent dining room, servants scurried with plates of smoking beefsteaks amid a hubbub of
conversation and frequent calls for more port. Guy wondered how
digestions could stand it, this everlasting repast carried on here
with members dining perhaps twice or even thrice in one evening,
and hurried through to the gaming rooms. It was only just past
midnight, early yet for the rooms to be full, but already most
tables were occupied and small groups of men were gathering to
watch the sport or await their chance to join it. He stood for a
few minutes surveying the room, noticing the tables of whist and
macao, but fancying that the game of hazard he sought was over
there in the far corner, the seated players obscured by spectators
no doubt enthralled by the stupendous sums – whole livelihoods,
entire estates perhaps – being staked on the roll of a dice. As he
looked around him he felt a mounting distaste for the victims – for
that was how they appeared to him – of this ghastly enslavement,
the flushed, eager faces of some and the blank expressions of
others as they lost themselves in the seductive delusion which held
them in thrall. Now that he was here he almost repented of his
decision. It would be so easy to turn on his heel and walk away
from this hell-hole, for what did he hope to achieve by staying?
She had made plain her indifference, even downright antipathy
towards him on many occasions, had she not? What further evidence
of her rejection did he require? And if she was intent on Sydney
after all – he clenched his teeth until his jaw ached at this
thought – would anything that he had to say change matters?
Probably not – but he had to try.

With a small shrug of his shoulders he
crossed the floor to the hazard table, his height enabling him to
look over the shoulders of the spectators in front of him without
revealing his presence immediately. He saw Sydney at once. He was
sitting directly opposite and unlike the other players in their
bizarre headgear and superstitious costume, was dressed simply in
dark evening clothes. His face though, was almost unrecognizable.
Gone was the alert, attentive countenance with its practised
expressions of interest and pleasure. It was as if a mask had
finally slipped and what lay beneath was predatory, even vulpine in
its naked greed and cunning. He was flushed, completely absorbed,
and seemed to be losing heavily judging by the comments of some of
the observers. Guy could not take his eyes off him, could never on
any occasion when he had seen men in every extremity of terror and
pain remember witnessing such raw, crude, almost lascivious need,
and the sight disgusted him. Possibly sensing even in the throes of
his compulsion that he was being watched, Sydney briefly lifted his
eyes and met Guy’s. But no sign of recognition flickered there, and
he instantly became reabsorbed. Guy continued to watch him, and saw
the very moment when realization broke. Sydney’s body suddenly
stiffened and slowly, slowly, he raised his eyes again, the hideous
set of his features swiftly dissolving as the familiar lines of his
face reappeared. He had just lost another game as he rose, a smile
now replacing the venomous glare of a moment before, and came
around the table to Guy.

“Mandeville! What a pleasant surprise. I
knew you were in town of course, and am delighted to have bumped
into you like this.” Guy had accepted his proffered handshake but
could not speak, silently marvelling at Sydney’s ability to produce
this seamless flow of well-bred nothings. “What an absorbing
diversion these tables are, to be sure! I merely stepped in about
half an hour ago out of interest and the next thing, you have found
me out getting quite carried away.” He had taken Guy’s arm and was
leading him out of the room as he rattled on, his self-possession
and insouciance quite restored. Guy could almost admire it.

They had reached the vestibule before he had
had chance to say a word. “I think we should discuss a few matters,
Sydney,” he said gravely. With no indication that he recognized any
significance in Guy’s tone, Roland was busy greeting some
acquaintances who had just walked in and consulting his pocket
watch.

“Certainly, certainly – we must arrange to
dine together. Unfortunately I had completely lost track of the
time, and see that I am woefully late for a very smart drawing room
in Park Lane where I have engaged to call.” They had reached the
steps, and Roland again extended his hand. “I shall do myself the
honour of calling upon you at your club in the next few days, my
dear Mandeville.”

Guy’s strange, instant impression was that
he was being forced to play the role of dupe in a brilliant
theatrical performance which the flickering gaslamps at the base of
the steps framed dramatically. And the next second he realized that
there was, indeed, an audience, for as Sydney’s figure merged into
the darkness the sound of a coach across the street quickly pulling
away caused him to look straight ahead. There, before the blind was
hastily drawn down he saw Hannah’s unmistakable form and behind her
for a split second the shocked, pleading face of
Georgiana.
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Somewhere outside her window a blackbird
had started singing. She was coming to recognise it now, her own
harbinger of each new day, beginning its rich and fluent melody
while the sky was still dark. But quietly though, softly muted, as if politely
conscious that not everyone wished to begin the day yet. Georgiana
half-smiled at the thought, then stood up from the bed on which she
had been reclining fully clothed after returning from White’s a few
hours earlier. She had not wept or evinced any outward sign of
distress: indeed felt calmer than she had felt for many months. She
simply felt that she had closed the door on the old life and was
about to begin a new one, though still unsure what it might be. She
went to the window and gently pulled back the heavy drape, but
despite her caution the bird was startled and she saw its dark
outline flying away as the singing stopped. For some strange reason
she felt more grieved at this than at anything that had happened in
the last twelve hours, remorse at frightening away the perfect,
delicate creature which had blessed her sadness making her mouth
tremble and her throat ache.

She put her face in her hands, cupping her
tired eyes and willing herself to think clearly. The first thing to
do was to write to Jane, merely a brief note to be sent by urgent
express the minute the house was stirring. Then Hannah would be
requested to pack up all their things – they could be on the road
by nine at the very latest. She had considered merely setting off
at first light with little preparation, then considered how
undignified, how wantonly like melodramatic flight this would
appear and knew that she could not do it. No – they would leave
abruptly but in proper order, respect for what was due to Miss
Mandeville and her servants, if nothing else, saving her from
excess. Sitting down by the writing desk on which candles had burnt
all night she carefully composed her note, finally leaning back to
scan it critically. Yes, this would do. Assuring Jane that she was
safe and well, she nevertheless gave warning that some difficult
personal matter was causing her to leave London suddenly and that
she emphatically needed Jane’s counsel. She expected to reach
Broomfield before dark on the following day. Thus Jane would not be
unduly alarmed but would be prepared for her arrival – might even
have had the opportunity by then to guess at what Georgiana’s
troubles might be.

For she had spent the hours since her worst
fears about Guy were confirmed minutely going over ground she had
mentally traversed before, exhorting herself to spot some clue,
some indication that would make sense of what was happening. It had
not taken long to reach the conclusion that she must, despite all
her former scruples, lay everything before Jane and beg her help to
unravel some of the mysteries. There seemed nothing left to lose
any more except Jane’s friendship, but she knew instinctively that
she would have that whatever temporary disquiet her confessions
would arouse. Jane would forgive her foolish weakness, surely, but
if not? If not she must simply carry on as best she could, for at
this moment in her young life she felt it was impossible for her
heart to be broken further.

Again and again she recalled the vision of
Guy and Roland Sydney on the steps of White’s. She had been braced
for the sight of Guy – but Sydney? He had seemed perfectly at ease
in marked contrast to Guy’s stiff and formal posture, walking off
apparently without a care in the world while Guy seemed daunted and
uncertain. It had been but the impression of a few moments, but try
as she might to place a different construction upon it she could
not. What had Sydney told her about Guy’s gambling? That he had
confronted Guy, begged him to desist and been horrified by the
callous indifference of his response. Had Sydney then, acting in
support of his sister and her interests, pursued Guy to London to
confront him in the very act of gaming, attempting to shame him out
of his obsession? What she had seen on the steps would fit this
scenario – Roland, voluble and in command of himself, Guy nearly
silent and uneasy. She almost wanted to believe this version of
events as promising the quickest road back to acceptance and
sanity, but something in the picture did not fit, and it was
something mysteriously connected with the Charterises. There had
never been any doubt about Aunt Charlotte’s position: she looked
fondly upon Roland and doted upon Guy and seemed entirely
unsuspicious, at least publicly, of wrongdoing on Guy’s part.
Georgiana had seen her close to death and still she had evinced no
sense of Guy’s betrayal of her trust, although that could always be
explained by the natural partiality of an aunt for her only living
relative.

But the Charteris connection was of a
different order. That froideur which had pervaded the atmosphere on
the occasion of the Sydneys’ unexpected visit – it had its roots in
something farther back, something that had happened well before her
coming to Exmoor, she was convinced. How slow she had been to pick
it up! What had that look between Jane and Richard meant when Aunt
Charlotte had mentioned Sydney’s invalid friend near Reading whom,
it now struck her for the first time, she had never heard named?
They had left very soon afterwards, though giving the impression
before the Sydneys came that they were come for a long visit. And
what of that strange, troubled look of Jane’s when she first heard
at the New Year ball that Georgiana was to inherit Miss
Mandeville’s wealth? Was that connected to Sydney, too? She
remembered the artless manner in which Jane and Richard had moved
away when Sydney joined their group – mere coincidence at the time,
but now looking more and more like a deliberate act. Then there was
Richard’s indisputable coldness towards her and Roland’s
description of his social ineptitude which would explain it – but
how could she possibly square this with Aunt Charlotte’s assertion
that she and Guy trusted Richard most in the world, their often
expressed admiration for his decency and warmth? She could torture
herself no longer. She must confront these swirling calumnies, pin
them down and force herself to face the answers, for barring –
please God – any harm coming to Daniel, nothing could hurt her more
than the wounds she already nursed.

By dint of travelling with their courier
riding before them to order fresh post-horses, they approached
Broomfield in the late afternoon of the following day. Hannah had
said little beyond what was essential throughout their journey,
either, Georgiana thought, out of recognition that too much had
been acknowledged already or alternatively a disapproval of her
mistress’s precipitous dash from London. She had pursed her lips
and raised her eyebrows when Georgiana had enjoined her silence on
their destination, but even then had said nothing. Coachman would
be told when they reached Exmoor that their goal was to be
Broomfield and not Garlands, and not a moment before. But Georgiana
could not think about that now, visions of how she would begin her
confession to Jane filling her mind and causing her stomach to knot
in apprehension. Was this the right course after all? And what
would be Richard’s manner towards her?

As their post-chaise entered the long
driveway with its avenue of shady limes, Georgiana could just
discern a small figure walking up and down the gravel in front of
the house in the late afternoon sunshine, a figure proving as they
neared to be Jane herself, now pausing at the sound of the horses.
Georgiana’s fingertips had begun tingling with nervous excitement
and she fancied that she could see an answering apprehension in
Jane’s face, which her natural smile of welcome was only just
managing to disguise. Not for the first time she was glad that the
need to pretend before the servants that all was perfectly normal
carried her through the business of arrival, and it was not before
an hour of refreshments and change of dress had passed that she
found herself in Jane’s private sitting room alone with her friend.
Richard was gone upon some business to Barnstaple and was not
expected home until dusk and the two women moved instinctively to
chairs covered in an old-fashioned pattern of China roses before
leaded windows opened wide to the drowsy scent of their real
counterparts outside. They sat down facing each other, their chairs
close. Around Jane’s clear grey eyes there seemed to Georgiana to
be a fascinating mixture of anxious concern and calm determination
to encounter whatever it was with rigorous honesty. After a few
commonplace observations there was silence. The woods around the
house were full of birdsong, making the quiet stillness of the room
more profound.

“My dear Jane,” began Georgiana, taking a
deep breath in a vain attempt to steady her nerves. “My dear Jane,
I am come to you on an extraordinary quest for which I must beg
your utmost indulgence. I am aware that in asking you to explain
certain things, I am encroaching on what I know to be sacred ground
between –” It was very hard to go on, but she must “– between
husband and wife.”

Jane was regarding her solemnly and after a
moment, as if accepting the necessity for this, inclined her head.
“Go on,” she said softly. This was the permission Georgiana needed,
but for a moment her courage almost failed. Her mouth felt dry, her
tongue thick, and the words she had rehearsed on the journey were
fast sliding away from her.

“I wanted to ask you … that is, I have
decided to tell you … upon my honour, I do not know how to begin,”
she burst out in frustration, the effort too much. She hid her face
in her hands, feeling tears alarmingly close. This was not how she
envisaged the scene at all! Then she felt Jane’s hands gently
taking hers and her courage began to return. She must dive in
headlong, abandoning all pretence of logical narration. “Oh Jane –
Mr. Roland Sydney has asked me to marry him, and it is all my
fault! I never dreamt his attentions to me were anything more than
neighbourliness, but I see now that in responding as unguardedly as
I did I have encouraged him to suppose something far more
significant. I am mortified at my own stupidity!”

“But where is the difficulty, my dear?”
asked Jane in calm reasonableness. “I am inferring from your
distress that you do not actually love Mr. Sydney and do not wish
to marry him when your mourning period is over. Why do you not
merely tell him so? He will have to accept your refusal ultimately,
even if he flatters himself for the moment that you will change
your mind. It is a common enough disappointment, after all. I think
he will survive it,” she smiled wryly.

“I realize that, of course, dear Jane – I
have not expressed myself clearly, I fear. What I was really
concerned to know was whether – was whether if I had told you I had
accepted him, you as my friend would –” she groped blindly for the
most tactful way of eliciting Jane’s real feelings “– would rejoice
for me.”

Her answer was instant, captured in the
clear expression of repugnance in Jane’s open countenance. “Oh my
dear Georgiana, no,” she said quickly. Despite the feeling of dread
at the certainty that she was at last about to hear difficult
truths which had been kept from her, the tightness in her throat
seemed to loosen, her breath to come more easily.

“Why not?” she asked tremulously as Jane
said nothing further, though her expression signalled that she was
calculating swiftly how much she should reveal. Jane looked down,
now herself grappling with the need to choose her words
carefully.

“If I tell you, my dear, it is only because
I see you before me in this extremity. It is against my strongest
principles to speak damningly of others for I always believe there
is another side to the story. In Mr. Roland Sydney’s case however
…” She looked sightlessly out of the window for a few moments, and
Georgiana could see that her chin was trembling and her eyes
glistened. But with an effort Jane collected herself and turned
back to Georgiana. “I happen to know on the most reliable authority
that Sydney is an inveterate gambler and Combe Florey has been
mortgaged to the hilt to support his addiction. You may chastise
yourself, dear Georgiana, for encouraging his attentions but I
believe you to be completely innocent of that taint. True, I have
not observed you in his company on many occasions but whenever I
have I have noticed nothing but Mr. Sydney being his usual charming
and high-spirited self and you responding as people generally do
who do not know him well – pleasurably and with amusement, nothing
more. So I had no fears for you until Miss Mandeville told me on
New Year’s Eve that you are to be her heir. I had a sudden fearful
premonition of what might happen, that knowing his desperate
financial situation as I do – and I cannot, my love, even for you
reveal how I know and
must beg that you will forgive my withholding it – that he might
now make you an offer. Nothing more natural in the world, of
course, in the fulness of time than that an eligible bachelor
should marry a charming and beautiful widow on the adjoining
estate, especially if she is possessed of a fortune.”

From Jane’s very first words Georgiana had
fallen back in her chair, too transfixed with horror to utter a
word. Yet again the world was crashing into pieces around her but
despite everything, already beginning to reassemble itself into new
forms and shapes that she knew would take many hours of cogitation
to comprehend plainly. “Mr. Sydney a gambler?” was all she could
say as the implications began to take hold. “Then – then his
invalid friend in Reading –”

Jane gave a laugh as near scornful as her
sweet nature would allow. “Does not exist, my love. A useful
invention merely. He takes care only to mention it to people who
are entirely unsuspicious of the truth, such as yourself and Miss
Mandeville. Richard was so incensed when –” But she broke off,
compressing her lips, and Georgiana could not urge her to divulge
what was plainly too private, though she longed to know. Jane would
not draw Richard’s name into their conversation, it was clear, but
Georgiana was already struggling with a series of realizations that
were striking her with a force that was almost physical.

“Great heavens! So the story he told me
about setting aside part of his fortune for Arabella in case her
own thirty thousand was squandered is not true then?”

Jane stared at her incredulously. “Thirty
thousand? My dear, I cannot believe it is any more than three, and
that is all spoken for in debts. They exist upon credit – in great
style of course – but on credit, and their situation must now be
nearly desperate. Unless one or other of them marries money very
quickly – and there certainly seems no prospect of that – they must
be done for.”

The rapid computations that were taking
place in Georgiana’s brain were leading her to a conclusion too
overpowering to acknowledge, so incomparably wonderful that before
she collapsed beneath the relief of it she forced herself to speak,
although her voice was so faint she could hardly recognize it.

“Mr. Guy Mandeville, then, is not … has not
ever been …” Jane was looking at her wonderingly. This was absurd.
With an immense effort Georgiana forced herself to speak lucidly.
“Mr. Sydney assured me that Guy Mandeville was an addicted gambler,
that he had taken large sums of money from his aunt who knew
nothing of his weakness, and that his marriage to Arabella could
not yet take place because of his debts.”

Jane had risen in horrified disbelief as
Georgiana was speaking, her hands crossed at her throat as she
struggled to speak. “Guy! Guy a gambler! May God forgive Sydney,
because I never can!” She could say no more, staring down at
Georgiana as she strove to choose which of her statements to rebut
first. But Georgiana could not stop now that she had opened her
heart so fully, and the torrent swept her on.

“But it explains his frequent visits to
London, Jane,” she cried in an anguish which Jane was sure to
decipher. “Why else does he leave Garlands so regularly with no
explanation for his long absences?” She could bear it no longer and
the hot tears came, gasping sobs which shuddered through her as she
felt the encircling comfort of Jane’s arms.

“Now let us be clear.” Jane was looking
gravely into her eyes as she knelt beside her. “I am going to tell
you something which apart from Guy himself, only three other people
in Devonshire know – Richard, myself and Miss Mandeville. There is
a very obvious reason why I am telling you. Do you understand?”

Georgiana nodded, forcing back a rising
sob.

“When Guy was a serving officer at Waterloo
his life was saved upon the battlefield by two of his comrades,
Captain James Wyatt and Captain Frederick Greville, who had also
served with him in the Peninsula. They protected him from a
cannonball by shielding him with their bodies when he had fallen,
suffering very grievous injuries as a consequence while Guy escaped
with only a cut to the eye, the scar of which he bears to this day.
Greville and Wyatt, though unrelated, had one very significant
factor in common: they both had a mother who was French, and both
are eldest sons. Their fathers had married French ladies in France
before the Revolution, and both Wyatt and Greville were born and
spent their formative years there, fleeing, of course, with their
parents when the Terror took hold.”

She paused, but Georgiana, now composed, was
gazing in wonderment at what she was hearing.

“Tragically, their maternal grandfathers did
not escape, and were murdered on the guillotine. They were both
minor aristocrats with large estates at Amiens and Beauvais which
would have passed through their daughters – each an only child – to
Wyatt and Greville. Without that inheritance Guy’s friends are
largely destitute since their fathers had no money of their own to
speak of. As able and resourceful young men they would have made a
glory of their military careers, no doubt, and fortunes to match,
but as it is they are sadly invalided, both with wives and young
children to support. It has been a common enough story with many of
our brave soldiers, God knows.”

“But Guy –” began Georgiana, as truth began
to dawn.

“But Guy will move heaven and earth to
prevent them losing their rightful inheritance. He would have done
all in his power to help them if they were in perfect health, but
since they are broken down by wounds which they sustained on his
behalf, he will not rest until he sees restoration made. It would
be madness to expect that everything will be recovered – plainly
that cannot be – but if something of their ancestral patrimony can
be regained it will be enough to remove financial worries, which
are very great, even if it cannot perform the miracle of restoring
health and vigour to the poor men.”

“And – and this work has been dangerous?”
breathed Georgiana, understanding at last and feeling that a whole
lifetime would never be enough to right the wrongs she had done
him, even if she never looked upon his face again.

“Exactly so. As you know, there is still a
small movement in France which would like to restore the monarchy
and the families of executed aristocrats still consider themselves
in danger. They are still perceived as royalist remnants by
elements determined to crush them. Guy has had to proceed with
extreme caution. One indiscreet word could have terrible
consequences. That is why, my dear, Roland Sydney has had no idea
what Guy has been doing apart from what Miss Mandeville has let him
think – that Guy is in London helping former fellow officers. Miss
Mandeville is fond of Roland to be sure, but not so fond as to be
blind to his lack of circumspection.”

“He told me that Guy himself had given that
explanation, laughingly, as a means of deceiving his aunt,” she
whispered, as the extent of the tangled web in which she had
allowed herself to be wound began to reveal itself. “So Guy has
been visiting France, not London?” she added after a moment. She
felt dazed, stunned, and thoughts would only come
slowly.

“Indeed. He has been a regular traveller on
the Brighton packet to Dieppe and the Dover packet to Calais, using
his London club as his base for all correspondence. That is one of
the reasons why Miss Mandeville would not allow you to send for him
when she was ill – she feared that the continent might be similarly
in the grip of winter and that Guy would be endangered.”

Georgiana had a sudden, vivid memory of
Sydney summarily dismissing her suggestions that Guy be recalled
then and his motive was now horribly clear. It was to keep Guy and
herself asunder so that he could work unhindered to sustain her
prejudices. For once Sydney had unwittingly done something to help
Guy, it seemed. She could only gaze at Jane dry-eyed while her
tongue tried to form words. “You said at the outset,” she managed
at last, “that there was one very obvious reason why you were
telling me this great secret. What is it?”

Jane knelt forward and kissed her forehead
lightly. “Because, my dearest Georgiana, you are now the fourth
member of a very select group of people.” She leant back, her hands
on Georgiana’s shoulders as a little smile played about her
lips.

“What group of people do you mean?” she
faltered.

“I mean, my dear, the very select group of
people who truly love Guy.”

Georgiana made to reply but Jane gently
hushed her, and there was silence as they looked into each other’s
eyes. “Now,” resumed Jane in a lightened tone, “I as a dutiful wife
must go to greet my dear husband whom I just hear returning, and
supervise his late dinner. I shall leave you here to think over
what has passed – no, my love, do not attempt to speak – and come
to you again later.”

For long minutes after Jane had gone
Georgiana could not move from her chair, nearly stupefied by what
she had heard. She found herself blinking hard as if to check that
she was, indeed, awake and not in the midst of some strange and
half-delirious dream. Everything that she believed had been
overthrown, and its destruction was comprehensive, resounding and
absolute. She could not have a shred of doubt when the unreality of
the present hour had passed that at last she knew the truth. Her
unquestioning acceptance of all the lies that Sydney had told her
was utterly unforgivable, and she tried again and again to account
for a naive credulity that was beyond description. Why had it never
occurred to her to doubt him? And even more inexplicably, why had
he taken such pains to deceive her, to blacken Guy’s character so
assiduously, working incessantly – she could see it clearly now –
to win her approval? Even her weak-headed vanity could not
entertain the belief that he had fallen madly in love with her at
first sight but even if he had, why could he not have sought her
honourably? It could certainly not have been her wealth that he was
attracted to, for when she first came among them she was a
penniless widow living beneath the shadow of her husband’s
dishonourable death, and Sydney had singled her out for his devious
attentions from their first encounter.

She rose and walked about the room, shaking
her head, sighing, frequently stopping at the open window to gaze
out at the quiet garden without really seeing it as she began the
process of assimilating all she had heard. How entirely unlike
anything she had ever imagined! Each time she tried to think about
Guy her mind shrank away, so acutely painful was her consciousness
of the wrong she had done him. Her foolish, childish, wicked words
to him at their last meeting! And although Jane had not actually
said as much – there was no need to – was it not now perfectly
obvious that she had utterly misread that scene on the steps at
White’s? Undoubtedly it was Roland who had been surprised by Guy
and not, as she had instantly imagined, the other way around. All
her ignorant impugning of Guy’s character had arisen from an
overweeningly arrogant belief in her own rightness for which she
had no justification, none. When she compared her own conduct –
misjudging, credulous and vain – with his, with his risking of his
life in arduous endeavour to help others, suffering her slights the
while rather than expose his mission she could have wept and did
so, sorrow and bitter remorse mingling. But she was tired, weary
with the taxing journey from London and their night on the road and
with the stringent mental exercise which she was now undergoing –
she would strive to be better, to do better, please God, after a
night’s rest.

She was just drying her eyes and composing
herself when there was a tap at the door but instead of a servant
with candles Richard Charteris entered, followed by Jane. Georgiana
had one moment before felt that she had reached the limit of
endurance for one day, but at sight of him she was instantly on the
alert once more, preparing for some distressing scene in which his
growing dislike of her would reach a climax. Was he angry that she
had come? Would he order her from the house? She froze, fearing the
worst. He bowed, then looked boldly at her and immediately her
alarm mounted. There was something determined and intense in his
manner that she had not seen before, certainly not in any dealings
with herself. She waited for him to begin, scarcely daring to
breathe.

“Mrs. Leighton, I stand before you almost
too dishonoured in my own mind to address you. I can only throw
myself upon your mercy and pray that, gracious lady as you are, you
can find it in your heart to forgive me.”

Georgiana’s amazement was almost too great
for expression. Richard was very pale, his voice unsteady, and Jane
was regarding him with a wide-eyed look of fear and
incomprehension. Georgiana knew she was expected to speak, but knew
not how to respond to this extraordinary outburst. “I can assure
you, Mr. Charteris,” she replied with a small smile in an effort to
ease the tension, “that anyone who considers herself less of a
gracious lady than I would be hard to find. I cannot conceive what
in the world I am to forgive. But I am sure, whatever it is, that
you can be assured of it already.” But rather than ease his
discomfiture her words seemed to have the opposite effect, and she
was dismayed to see that tears were standing in his eyes. Jane saw
them too and attempted to take his arm, but he gently removed her
fingers.

“I wish I could think myself worthy of it,”
he said after a struggle. No-one spoke, and the silence in the room
was heavy with dread anticipation. Then Richard resumed in a
stronger voice, “Jane has told me what you have been talking of,
Mrs. Leighton. We have no secrets between us, and she was anxious
that I would be displeased at some of her disclosures. She has
sought my approval, and I have given it unhesitatingly.”

Georgiana was just beginning to imagine that
this was all and that Richard’s peculiarly over-sensitive nature
seemed to imagine this elaborate self-abasement necessary. She was
thinking of something reassuring to reply when he resumed.

“Nevertheless, disclosures this evening have
not gone far enough. Not nearly far enough,” he added grimly. They
were all standing in the window embrasure, all under a kind of
malign spell which seemed each second like the gathering of a
mighty storm about to break. He turned to his wife. “Jane, my love,
you are about to hear things which will pain you excessively. I
would give anything, anything to spare you this, but knowing your
character as I do, I trust and believe that you would wish me to
say what I have tried to hide for many months past, to the point
where I have almost lost my reason.”

“My dearest – !” Again Jane seized his
hands, looking earnestly into his eyes. He returned the pressure,
then released her and turned again to Georgiana where she stood
facing them both, transfixed. “Mrs. Leighton, I know that you are
perfectly well aware that I have, since your arrival in Devonshire,
exhibited a manner towards you unfailingly distant and withdrawn. I
have made pitiful excuses to avoid being in your company and
shamefully drawn my unsuspecting wife into the falsehood. And you
have borne this disgraceful behaviour with grace and dignity,
patiently covering my loutishness with such skill that even my wife
has not seen it – which it is clear she has not.”

For Jane had begun protesting, looking
from Richard to Georgiana in disbelief. Richard laid a hand on her
arm. “My love, it is true. I told you that you would hear things
that would pain you, and I fear we are only now on the brink of
them. Mrs. Leighton, dear Mrs. Leighton if I may be allowed to
address you thus – is it not true?”

Georgiana, put upon the spot by his
directness but not wishing to hurt Jane who was evidently reeling
in disbelief could only answer, “Yes, it is true.” She knew that
Jane wished to cry out, to repudiate this slur on her adored
husband and demand a denial and had never loved her friend so much
as at that moment, watching her bite hard on her lip for Richard to
continue. He did so.

“I am now going to reveal to you something
that began about eighteen months ago, something that I regret more
bitterly than anything I have ever done in my life. I was
introduced to gambling by – by Roland Sydney. I will not say he
drew me into it because I and I alone allowed that to happen. I
should have been strong but I was not, and I shall suffer until the
day I die at the memory of the anguish I caused my beloved wife,
who stood by me and forgave me my weakness. She has never breathed
a word to a living soul in her effort to protect me, even when she
feared I was lost forever and longed for a friend to comfort
her.”

“Oh Richard,” was all Jane could say over
and over, as the tears fell fast. He turned to embrace her, and
Georgiana thought rapidly over his words. He undoubtedly meant to
impute his aversion to her to the awakening of painful memories
which her own association with gambling brought forth. The very
sight of her must have been a penance. She must allay his misery –
really, it was not so very bad!

“Mr. Charteris, pray, pray do not distress
yourself more – and dear Jane, dry your tears, I beg you. You have
no need to excuse yourself before me, no need to –”

“Ah, but I do.” He lightly kissed the top
of Jane’s head, then set her apart from him once more, clasping his
hands behind him with head bowed as if summoning resolution. “Jane
has been mercifully ignorant until now of what I am about to say,
but on the night your husband was killed, Mrs. Leighton, I was
present.”

Georgiana’s breath caught in her throat, her
heart constricting in horror as Richard resumed.

“He was playing a game of hazard with
Roland Sydney, and he lost. It was well known to everyone there
that night – well known throughout the entire gambling world – that
your unfortunate husband was at the door of ruin. But it was
equally well known that Sydney was not far behind him. There was an
absurd argument – a trumped-up argument, I now believe, by Sydney,
who called your husband outside. They were in the alleyway for only
a few minutes when two shots were heard. I rushed out and found
your husband mortally wounded. Sydney claimed that Leighton had
fired first, that he had shot him in self-defence.”

Georgiana was standing with her hands
clasped over her mouth, a tiny sound coming from her throat that
she could not stop. But she was jolted out of her numbness by
Richard’s next question.

“Was your husband right or left-handed,
Mrs. Leighton?

She stared for a moment, stunned.
“Left-handed. Daniel is too.”

“So I had observed. The pistol that Sydney
claims was used against him was in Leighton’s right hand, however,”
he finished quietly.

Suddenly she knew exactly what he was
saying, suddenly saw the dark landscape in which she had been
wandering violently illuminated, but with all the imagined
landmarks rearranged. Sydney had murdered Edward, and Richard had
all but witnessed it and had said nothing. Then she had come among
them all – she whose presence must have been such torture to this
man whose life hitherto had been one of unstained honour. The
implications came thick and fast now – all Sydney’s efforts to
persuade her of Richard’s inadequacies, lent credibility by
Richard’s own evasiveness which Sydney had vilely counted upon!
Georgiana almost fell back into the large chair behind her,
twisting to bury her face in it as though seeking sanctuary and for
a moment neither Jane nor Richard could move. Then Jane was running
for the bell, urgently ordering wine and restoratives, something,
anything to bring some relief to those she loved. Georgiana hardly
needed the salts and brandy but obligingly took them nevertheless,
now herself concerned to assuage the distress of her friends – how
glorious that word sounded! – her dear friends the Charterises. The
shock of Richard’s revelation had been terrible but already it was
bringing her escape from the nightmarish maze of deception and
ignorance in which she had so long been lost. They were sitting all
three together now, their chairs drawn close, all barriers down as
they tried to piece together the events of the last months and to
disentangle the truth from Roland’s elaborate duplicities. The
incident of the bracelet which Miss Mandeville had witnessed now
made perfect sense, and she related it to her dismayed hearers. It
was the final, damning evidence – the trinket that Roland must have
stolen from Edward’s pocket as he lay dying, not sufficiently
valuable to risk selling but pretty enough to tempt Arabella when
she found it at Combe Florey.

“I have wrestled with my conscience every
minute of my waking life since then,” said Richard sorrowfully.
“But I did not actually see what happened and could prove nothing.
I would have had to live with that knowledge – was even prepared to
do so if you can believe me – as just punishment for my own
deplorable actions. I see that my dear wife is about to try to
comfort me again, Mrs. Leighton,” he said with a sad smile as he
gently touched Jane’s face, “but I beg you all to let me feel it as
I should. I was resolved never to let my own penance affect my wife
and children however – it was my burden, created by my own vast
folly, and I would bear it as I must. But when you of all people in
the world came to live at Garlands I could only believe that I had
been singled out for a particularly cruel form of punishment. How
could I tell you what I suspected without plunging us all into the
horrors of the past? It still strikes me as a most singular
coincidence. I had of course heard of Miss Mandeville’s childhood
friendship with your mother and knew vaguely of your existence, but
if I had ever heard that your married name was Leighton then I had
most certainly forgotten it. I had only heard of your husband a
matter of weeks before he died, after all. Indeed, the more I think
of it – and I have thought of little else these past months, I
confess – the more amazing it seems.”

“I could not agree more,” said Georgiana,
frowning. “But what I cannot understand is why Mr. Sydney sought me
out, as he so evidently did, immediately upon my arrival if he – it
seems almost impossible to conceive it – but if he had just
murdered Edward? It could not have been for any money I had, as he
must have known I was penniless. And why did he work so hard to
blacken –” Suddenly the thought of Guy seemed to click open
something in her brain, bringing, as it automatically did now, a
connecting thought of Arabella. It was something which had lain
there among a hundred other discarded notions for months and she
sat bolt upright in her chair, her eyes staring, alarming Jane so
greatly that she sprang forward to support her.

“No – no, Jane – I am quite myself. I have
just remembered – dear God in heaven!” And as abruptly she threw
herself backward clasping the chair arms at the memory of Miss
Mandeville’s will with its mysteriously different ribbon knot,
there in the drawer which Arabella had visited last year while Aunt
Charlotte slept – it could not be, surely! No human being could be
capable of such depth of evil, of meticulous, calculated cunning,
of orchestrating such a gigantic, murderous charade in order to
save themselves from ruin! But it was so: it stood before her in
all its abominable wickedness and half gasping, half crying in
shock she related it as the evening drew in to a thunderstruck Jane
and Richard.

No-one could speak when she had finished.
“So what we have to grasp,” said Richard slowly, “is that all this
began when Arabella found that will and told her brother that you
were to inherit Miss Mandeville’s fortune. The whole vicious scheme
was founded on that. Of course he would have known who you were –
he must have hugged himself with delight when he learnt your name
and realized not only that he knew your husband, but how easily he
could entrap him.”

“Indeed,” added Georgiana quickly as the
thought struck her, “I recall Aunt Charlotte telling me that Roland
had alerted her to the notice of Edward’s death in the Times, and
have heard her actually expressing gratitude to him! It simply
beggars belief.” A shudder of fear ran through her as the enormity
of the malevolence in which she had been the most gullible of
victims gripped her. Richard saw it at once.

“Dear Mrs. Leighton, Sydney’s villainy has
indeed been almost too much for mortal comprehension but I beg you
to accept that the worst is over. We must all consider what to do,
of course, but we can sustain ourselves with the knowledge that he
is completely unaware that we know anything. He fondly imagines he
still has us all entangled in his web.”

“That is just it, Mr. Charteris.” Not even
in this intimate exchange of confidences had she been able to
mention her own relation to Guy and its results, but she must do so
now. “That is exactly why I am beginning to feel afraid that he
will try something further. If he is capable of what he has already
done, what power could prevent him? And we must never forget that
he bears the mind of a hardened gambler, who always imagines he can
win.” As she spoke she could feel panic beginning to rise within
her, formless, without an object, and it was precisely this that
made it so terrifying. What might he do? The others were looking at
her expectantly and the moment had come to explain herself. “You
see, someone does know what he is about. Mr. Guy Mandeville has
discovered him gambling at White’s and I fear that this might make
him desperate.”

“Guy? At White’s?” Richard looked puzzled and glanced at
Jane’s answering expression. “Perhaps you are mistaken. I cannot
imagine that –”

“I saw them leaving together in the early
hours,” she said quickly, before her nerve failed. She could see
their astonishment, quickly suppressed, and in her heart blessed
their delicate refusal to press her for details. But Richard’s
features had taken on a new look and he rose, walking a few paces
back into the room as he considered the implications. Then he
turned, his face grave.

“This does indeed alter things. Up until
now Sydney has been confident – with good reason, I am bitterly
ashamed to say – that his secret has been safe with me. He judged
correctly that I would never divulge anything that would bring
shame on my innocent family. But now – he must realize that Guy
will not let his friends be further deceived, even if it is only to
tell Miss Mandeville. He will be desperate to maintain the picture
of himself as a mild-mannered philanthropist.”

Georgiana had both hands to her mouth as she
listened in increasing alarm and swiftly perceiving that he had
spoken too plainly, Charteris immediately softened his tone. “But I
see before me two dear ladies who have been through more than
enough for one evening. We can do nothing further tonight, except
try to gain some rest which I fancy for all of us will not be easy
to come by.”

“We are to dine with Miss Mandeville
tomorrow, Georgiana dear – imagine her surprise when you arrive
with us!” smiled Jane, quickly catching her husband’s attempt to
allay Georgiana’s fears.

“So we are, my love – that falls out
excellently. You must rest here and recover yourself in the
morning, Mrs. Leighton, in Jane’s company, and then we will all go
to Garlands and somehow break the awful sequence of events to poor
Miss Mandeville. God knows how she will bear it!”

With so many transforming revelations to
think over, Georgiana was convinced that despite the fatigue of her
long journey she would lie awake until dawn. But as she felt
herself drifting off in her lovely bedchamber one thought remained
stubbornly uppermost: after all the confidences she and Jane had
exchanged, she still did not know whether Guy loved Arabella.
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At about six in the morning, Guy gave up
the attempt to sleep and crossing the floor, doused his face and
head in cold water. The moment when he had seen Georgiana’s
distraught look a few hours earlier was burnt into his
consciousness. Her preposterous belief that he was a gambler must
now be confirmed for her beyond all doubt. But what did it matter?
What did it possibly matter? He flung down the towel and stood
still with hands on hips as the realization he had wrestled with
these five hours past gripped him anew. What could she possibly
have been doing there, if not waiting to fulfil an assignation with
Sydney? When Sydney claimed to be off to Park Lane, was he merely
walking around the next corner to await Georgiana’s carriage?
Perhaps that was what her horrified expression had meant – that Guy
had intercepted their tryst. The next second he dismissed this idea
angrily, resuming the endlessly circular argument which had raged
within him all night. If she had been so aghast at the notion of
his own gambling then why would she countenance it in Sydney if
indeed, as he was being forced to accept, she intended to marry
him? After the tribulations of her previous marriage the idea was
incredible. But then perhaps Sydney had been telling the truth when
he claimed to have merely stopped by at White’s and unintentionally
fallen into a game. Perhaps he had arrived early for his meeting
with Georgiana, or she had arrived late, and he had stepped in
merely until she came. But why in the name of God would they meet
there, at such an hour, when Sydney could perfectly well go to her
house as he had done before?

Guy picked up the towel again in order to
have the relief of flinging it with extreme force into the corner
of the room. He would drive himself mad at this rate. There was
only one thing to be done. Walking swiftly to the bell he rang for
George. He would breakfast like a perfectly sane man, complete a
careful toilette, and call upon Georgiana later that morning.
Having decided this he immediately felt better, his active nature
finding outlet for this unaccustomed mental uproar which was fast
becoming, since he had first set eyes on Georgiana, second nature
to him. The desperate thought actually entered his head that he
would reveal all to her about the French business, but he pulled up
sharply. If she and that cursed Sydney were indeed attached, he
could not trust her not to reveal it to him, or rather, he could
not trust Sydney not to wheedle it out of her. No – no matter how
intolerable it was, he could only deny to her that he was a gambler
– he smiled grimly to himself as he imagined what she would make of
this fresh ammunition – without being able to prove it.

Some five hours later, having been ready
for at least the last three, Guy presented himself at Grosvenor
Square. Mrs. Sloper was all affability and he submitted to the
regulation polite enquiries about his own health and that of his
aunt in secret torment. “Is Mrs. Leighton at home?” he eventually
asked in what he hoped was a light and indifferent tone. Confound
this business which made a man act in such a hole-in-corner way! He
could only pray that he did not appear as great a fool as he felt.
Mrs. Sloper’s face fell.

“I regret that madam is gone, sir. She left
first thing this morning, very suddenly.”

“Gone?” He realized that he had spoken
almost violently, and hastily added in an attempt at a milder tone,
“That is – I did not expect … Do you mean gone back to Devonshire,
Mrs. Sloper?”

“Yes sir. As I say, it was a very sudden
decision and we have been busy all morning sending messages around
the town to cancel her engagements. Madam gave no explanation, sir,
but I imagine she suddenly felt at too great a distance from her
little boy. She had a letter from him only yesterday, and she is
plainly such a doting mama.” A faraway look had entered Mrs.
Sloper’s eyes. “I remember feeling just the same when I had been
forced to leave my youngest once, and I could not rest until
–”

“Yes, thank you, Mrs. Sloper,” said Guy
crisply. “I will detain you from your duties no longer. George!”
This last brought his man scurrying up from the kitchen where he
had been hoping for some pleasant banter with one of the
housemaids, but one look at his master’s thunderous face told him
it was not to be. Regaining the street George could hardly keep up.
After five minutes of this they were forced to stop at a busy
thoroughfare and George came abreast of his master,
panting.

“May I make so bold as to enquire whether
anything is wrong, Captain?” All his years of military service as
Guy’s man made it impossible for him to use any other form of
address. “Mrs. Leighton is well, I trust?”

“Mrs. Leighton is gone, George,
gone.”

“Gone, sir?” blinked George. “That’s a
rum’un. Hannah never mentioned it last night.”

“Hannah? What the devil are you talking
about? What has Hannah to do with anything?”

“Nothing sir, beggin’ your pardon. It’s
just that I had some talk with her below stairs while you was with
Mrs. Leighton, and she was tellin’ me some of their engagements for
next week in London, sir. It was plain they had no plans to
leave.”

“And?” Guy had turned to give his man the full benefit of a savage
glare, but George stood up to the inquisition boldly.

“Well, sir, not wishin’ to be unfriendly,
for Hannah’s a good sort
−”

“Yes, yes.” Guy waved a hand impatiently.
“Get to the point,
George. And quickly.”

“ −
I told her that as for our
plans, beyond the visit to White’s straight after leaving them, I
couldn’t hardly answer for the next few –”

“White’s?” Something like a bolt of
lightning seemed to pass through Guy, and for a second George
thought his master was about to seize him by the shoulders. For the
first time a stupendous thought had entered Guy’s head, piercing
the despair which had nearly engulfed him. Could it possibly be
that Georgiana had fled town because of him, because she could not
bear the idea, apparently confirmed for her last night, that he was
a gambler? Could it be – he actually began to smile until George’s
puzzled gaze stopped him – could it be that after the word from
Hannah who had passed the information on, she had gone to White’s
especially to see him, and him alone, because he actually mattered
to her?

“Captain? Are you quite well, Captain?”

“Never better. Go and pack up my things and
arrange horses. We leave town immediately.”

“For Garlands, sir?”

“For Garlands. Now. At once.”

“Shall I order a post-chaise, sir?”

“Damn the post-chaise. You can travel in
that, with our baggage. I go on horseback.”

 


 


Wherever he stopped to change horses, the
story was the same. The post-chaise in Mandeville livery had passed
through not three or four hours since with two ladies on board. As
he rode steadily on it was hard not to feel his hopes rising, hard
not to respond after so many pent-up, detestable days, to the exhilaration of
movement and the surge of spirited optimism which it excited. Now
it seemed to him less and less likely that Sydney was as innocent
as he claimed. How could he ever have doubted it? There was so much
damning evidence to the contrary – the unforgettable expression on
his face at the gaming table being the most prominent. And then
there was Richard’s disturbing news that Sydney’s labourers were
unpaid and the extraordinary revelation about his ownership of
Combe Florey itself being in danger; that peculiar business with
the bracelet which although a complete mystery suggested something
underhand and odd, not to mention Sydney’s plainly false assertion
to Georgiana that he had not visited London. Was it possible that
all those people he had heard gossiping of Sydney’s gambling debts
at the clubs had been lying or inventing stories to confuse him? It
flew in the face of all sense to suppose it for a second. If he
kept going until dark he calculated being on the road again in five
hours at most, then, even allowing generous time for change of
horses he should be back at Garlands by dusk. And then … and then …
He rode on, the blood singing in his veins.

But a bitter disappointment met him when
he arrived at Garlands exactly as he had calculated at dusk on the
following day, a disappointment which turned to horrible
consternation as Georgiana’s failure to arrive threw up a dozen
anxious questions. Fortunately his aunt, undoubtedly preparing for
her customary early passage to bed, had not seen his arrival and he
was able to glean information from the grooms while quickly
covering his dismay. The last thing he wished was to excite
concern, so merely passed off his minute enquiries as having heard
vaguely from an acquaintance in town that Mrs. Leighton had cut
short her visit – but evidently he had been misinformed. Then,
mustering all the casualness that he could for his aunt’s sake he
turned into the house, knowing that never in his life had he
received her delighted welcome with a heavier heart but carrying on
with this loathsome pretence that all was as usual for her sake.
With guilty relief he watched her to bed, then called for brandy as
he threw himself into a chair to think what he should
do.

Where was she? The first thought was that
some accident had befallen her, but this could not be. He had last
enquired when on the edge of Exmoor and the answer had been the
same – the Mandeville chaise had gone through not two hours since,
for he had made up much ground on them. He would have overtaken it
upon the road if something had befallen – it could not possibly be
otherwise. Then the thought struck him and he turned sick to the
stomach. Had she eloped with Sydney, after all? After Sydney had
left White’s, could he not have immediately returned to Combe
Florey, riding through the night and begging Georgiana to follow,
giving the impression that she was coming to Garlands? As the idea
took hold he could see that this was the most probable answer. He
rose, hurling himself out of the house and into the night air,
walking he knew not where in an agony of uncertainty and jealous
despair and tearing off his coat and stock as though they would
choke him. Then he thought of Daniel, and stopped. Whatever
Georgiana’s inexplicable equivocations towards himself, in respect
of Daniel she was unyielding and fierce as a lioness. He would
answer with his life that she would never do anything to harm her
child. Why would she then do as dishonourable a thing as eloping
with a man she scarcely knew not twelve months after her husband’s
death? What would be the necessity for it, anyway? If she intended
to marry Sydney all she had to do was allow a decent period of time
to pass, and all the world would smile benignly at it. But Sydney
was at the bottom of this mystery, he was convinced. He would go to
Combe Florey – he would go to Combe Florey the next morning, and
face whatever he had to.

 


 


When he was shown in to Arabella’s elegantly
appointed sitting room, having seen nothing in coach house or
vestibule to indicate that Georgiana had been there, his first
fleeting impression was that she was displeased about something,
although she came forward to receive him with her most becoming
smiles and graceful gestures.

“My dear Guy! Such a delightful surprise! So
you are come back to us again after running away so disgracefully
last week.” She clicked her tongue in pretended disapproval,
shaking her head.

“Good morning, Arabella.” He took the hand
which she had extended for him to kiss but shook it lightly
instead. A tiny flicker crossed her face as she registered this,
quickly dissolving into her usual dimples. “I hope I find you in
good health,” he continued briskly. “I am come to see Roland on
some rather urgent business. The servant did not seem to know where
he was. Can you oblige me?”

“Roland?” she said vaguely, turning aside to
adjust a perfectly placed statuette. “Oh – he has just stepped out
– to see his agent, I think. He will return presently. Would you
care to wait for him? Unless –” she turned back, her smile now
securely in place, “unless, of course, you find my undiluted
company too irksome.”

“My dear madam, that is impossible.” Even as
he uttered this inevitable reply he knew it was not true. Nothing,
in fact, could be more irksome at the present moment than
Arabella’s constant demands for flattery. Nevertheless he sat down,
not registering until it would have been gross ill-breeding to move
that he had chosen a small sofa. She immediately sat beside
him.

“And now, my dear Guy,” she said gaily,
“you may entertain me with all your goings-on in London. How I wish
I had been there too with you and Roland – and Mrs. Leighton of
course. What a draw that lady seems to be! Do tell me exactly what
you have been doing.”

“Oh, nothing much of any consequence. I can hardly remember, in
fact. London is always more or less the same, I believe,” he
replied, ignoring the obvious barb.

“Nothing much! Why is it that every
gentleman one asks about his activities always gives that reply? It
is hardly designed to amuse. A woman, now, would never provide such
a dull answer. There would be spirited accounts of the latest
fashions and gossip, not to mention trips to the opera and theatre.
Did you go to the theatre, at all?” she asked, looking closely at
him with her wide eyes.

“Theatre? No – yes, I believe I did.”

“It must have been a most unmemorable
performance if you can be in doubt,” she replied, raising her
eyebrows in mild reprimand.

“Mr. Keane was to give his Hamlet, as a
matter of fact, but I left early.”

“Good heavens! Walked out on Mr. Keane?
There must have been strong inducement.”

Her relentlessly arch manner was becoming
ever more objectionable. “Not particularly – Arabella, how long do
you think Sydney will be? I very much wish to speak to him.”

“By and by, Mr. Impatient,” she replied,
tapping him lightly on the arm.

He wanted to get up and walk about, have the
room to himself to go over yet again what he planned to say, yet
could not exhibit such blatant rudeness to Arabella. But he had
never felt so sorely tempted. “So how have you been passing your
time, Arabella?” Perhaps if he made a real attempt he could
introduce a more straightforward note into the conversation.

“Oh, the usual round, as you might guess. We
have such a small circle here that one tires of it all so
dreadfully. Except for your dear aunt, of course,” she added
swiftly. “Indeed, without her eternally delightful presence I
hardly think I could bear to stay on Exmoor. Oh I know you are fond
of the Charterises, and she is a distant cousin, but you must
confess that they are somewhat –”

“Yes?”

“Well, somewhat countrified. And all that talk of their children! I
will not believe you if you do not agree with me that they bore one
to death.”

“Then I must run the risk of your not
believing me, Arabella. I am never less bored than when I am in
their company. They are the epitome of good sense, sound judgement
and conjugal felicity as far as I am concerned. How greatly we
differ.” He was fast running out of patience despite his earlier
efforts, and could not keep the annoyance out of his voice. Where
the devil was Sydney?

She looked piqued, and for once made no
effort to hide it. “Indeed? I had not thought you quite ready yet
for the armchair by the fireside and the dreary duties of the
paterfamilias. But I see you already have your eye on that
role.”

“What do you mean, Arabella?” He looked at
her in surprise and displeasure, and she rose and took a little
turn, evidently calculating whether to continue with this refrain
or revert to her earlier teasing. She did not resume her seat, and
he stood up also. “You cannot make such a statement and not expect
me to take it up,” he added when she did not reply. “I repeat –
what do you mean?”

She turned then, to face him and the smile
had disappeared although her features were carefully calm. “I mean
that you will have a ready-made family in the pretty widow and her
son. I fancy she is your object?” The question was uttered very
quickly, but with a curve of her mouth that was almost sly.

Guy could feel his colour rising at her
insolence, her bare-faced contrivance to force him into some kind
of declaration. “That is absurd,” he said curtly, the banal phrase
the first thing he could think of.

“Is it? I am heartily glad to hear it, as I
fear you will be disappointed. She will marry Roland at last, I
think you will find.”

“You are to be congratulated on your powers
of prophecy, madam,” he said through clenched teeth. “Now, where is
Sydney? When exactly do you expect him?”

She gazed at him for a moment, then turned
away, not caring now to hide her petulance. “Oh, do not speak to me
of Roland. I am very angry with him. I have hardly had a word out
of him since he returned yesterday morning. It is his own fault for
travelling through the night from London without sleep. How
disagreeable men can be! He has been in a black temper ever since
and stormed off in such a passion. He is in no fit state to ride
this morning but he would not listen. He is no horseman at the best
of times, of course. Perhaps he will meet with an accident,” she
ended indifferently.

“I do not follow you, Arabella. You said
that he was with his agent and would be back shortly. Are you now
telling me that he has gone somewhere?”

“Oh Guy, Guy, pray stop talking of Roland.
Come, let us sit down and take some refreshment.” The smiles had
returned now but Guy was impervious.

“Where is he, Arabella? Tell me, I beg
you.” He had actually taken her by the elbow, a sign she chose to
interpret as returning compliance. “Guy, do not be so angry. I know
it is because of what I said to you about Mrs. Leighton.” She
looked up winningly at him through her lashes, an unmistakably
inviting expression in her eyes while her fingers strayed to the
buttons of his cuff. “Merely think how suitable a match it would be
for both of them. They are so entirely suited. And then, of course,
there are the financial benefits which we all have a duty to
consider.”

“Financial benefits?” he repeated
slowly.

“To be sure. We are the guardians of two of the finest estates in
Devonshire, after all, and it behoves us to consider our duty to
posterity. Roland is – in a little difficulty at present, but if
events take their natural course it will be easily got over.
Naturally while Miss Mandeville lives we can do nothing to
discharge the bulk of the debt – it is far too great – but I make
no doubt that Miss Mandeville would do something handsome for widow
Leighton until she comes into her inheritance. She and the boy have
very successfully wound their way into her affections, have they
not? Your aunt would not wish to see Combe Florey seized by odious
creditors the minute her favourite takes over as its new mistress.”
This was all spoken in a playful and wheedling tone and Guy could
only stare at her, appalled.

“And what would happen to its present
mistress?” he forced himself to ask. The dimples deepened as she
placed her hands on his chest.

“Well,” she began coyly, “that would depend
upon when the master of Garlands asked for her hand. She would have
very little to bring as a marriage settlement, certainly, but the
master of Garlands would not care about that, would he? Only
imagine how pleased his aunt would be to have the two estates
united once more as they were for hundreds of years. Nothing would
give that lady more pleasure, as her dutiful nephew knows! What
greater recompense could he pay her for all those years she cared
for him, than to grant her heart’s wish of securing the two
estates? And he would bring into the house as his bride the very
person who used to be her favourite before the Leighton
interlopers, and who would give her every possible attention. Only
think what a charming future awaits us all!”

Guy felt as though he were suffocating as
the enormity of their scheming sank in. A vague dread was creeping
into his very marrow at this glimpse of the cold reckoning with
which the Sydneys were planning the lives of every person dear to
him, a dread compounded by Arabella’s account of Sydney’s violent
state of mind since arriving from London, and he was rapidly
calculating how to extract the one piece of information he needed
with increasing desperation. To use force was out of the question,
yet he had to make an effort of will not to do so. Instead he tried
to relax the stiff muscles of his face.

“I will … I will think about what you have
said, Arabella,” he replied, gently removing her hands. “But in the
meantime, I need to know where Sydney is so that I may speak to
him. Urgently.”

“Oh – Lynton I believe he said,” she replied
impatiently, turning away now that she could see her charms had
failed to move him. “I hardly care after the way –”

But Guy was out of the room, out of the
house and galloping towards Lynton before she could finish the
sentence, in dread certainty that Sydney was intent on harming
Daniel. He had gleaned enough from Arabella, putting it together
with what he had himself surmised about Sydney not to doubt that he
would stop at nothing. He must have realized that the game was up
when Guy tracked him down and would now be desperate, probably
imagining that he could extract some disgusting ransom for the
child before abandoning him – or worse – and fleeing abroad. As he
galloped headlong towards Lynton he prayed that he was being
outrageously melodramatic and that Sydney would be found there,
innocently visiting some harmless acquaintance. But he did not
think so, and a rapid exchange with Dr. Barrington, the headmaster
of Daniel’s school, made his heart lurch sickeningly. To be sure
Mr. Sydney had called, wishing to take Daniel out for a half-day
holiday at his mama’s request, apparently, and when Dr. Barrington
had suggested civilly that he might also wish to take out Master
William Charteris on account of them all being such close
neighbours Mr. Sydney had with many regrets declined. There was
nothing amiss, was there?

Barely conscious of his reply, Guy drove his
horse down the hill to Lynmouth, and on the harbour was not long in
discovering that a gentleman and a young lad riding a fine grey
mare had been there not an hour since seeking passage to France,
and had been directed to Minehead since there was no sailing that
day. Turning his horse’s head towards the path over the high cliffs
to Minehead, Guy could only implore providence that he would not be
too late, that what he knew of Sydney’s inexpert horsemanship, the
sedate grey mare that he nervously rode and the added encumbrance
of Daniel before him on the saddle would make his progress slow,
and he was not disappointed.

Soon he saw them in the distance, ambling
up the gradual ascent to the cliff’s highest point in the full
glare of the sun and urged his favourite chestnut, still fresh from
his long rest while Guy had been in London, on to renewed efforts.
The idyllic beauty of the day made it almost impossible to imagine
the heinous act that was taking place within it: Guy was
peripherally aware of a clear blue sky and sunlight glittering on
the sea as waves crashed on the rocks far below, of a group of farm
labourers walking towards him with their scythes over their
shoulders, of a family of children with their nurse some yards
inland flying gaily coloured kites. His desperate hope was that the
noise of the sea and the wheeling gulls would drown out the sound
of his approach, that he could advance near enough to Sydney to
grab the reins, lunge at him – but all the while keenly aware of
the danger of their location. But when he was within a few hundred
yards of them Sydney turned and recognized him, spurring on his
horse savagely as Guy caught a heartrending second of Daniel’s
frightened face looking backward around Sydney’s body. The mare,
clearly startled, charged forward with Guy now in pell-mell
pursuit. At that very moment one of the children, entirely
oblivious of the drama being enacted there, ran jubilantly forward
towing a large kite decorated with silver paper, unconscious of the
advancing horses. What happened next Guy would remember for the
rest of his life. The grey mare veered slightly towards the kite,
bedazzled by its flashing in the sun and reared up so that Sydney,
only feet from the cliff edge, was thrown violently backwards.
Half-stunned and scrabbling from the range of the thrashing hooves
as the mare circled in panic he got to his knees, tried to rise,
his hunched and swaying body helpless against the terrified animal
now lashing out wildly at this new obstacle behind her. A heavy
blow sent him reeling backwards, the momentum throwing him to the
precipice edge with his upper body hanging over, desperately
grappling for a handhold among the clumps of smooth grass which
provided no leverage. Then he was gone.

All this Guy registered in seconds. He was yelling with all his
might to Daniel to hang on and the child, exactly as Guy had taught
him, was clinging like a limpet to the mare’s mane as she reared
and plunged. The farm labourers were running, strong, able men who
in seconds had the bridle, had the reins both of Sydney’s horse and
his own, as Guy leapt from the saddle to catch the terrified child
in his arms and fall with him onto the grass as his own tears
came.
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“I cannot think,” said Miss Mandeville
again, “that I have ever been more astonished and mortified in my
life. That the twins have been capable of all this! The proverbial
viper in the bosom does not begin to describe it.”

Richard was giving her his arm as they
walked slowly together on the terrace in the shade of the late
afternoon, Jane and Georgiana alongside them. Miss Mandeville
clicked her tongue disbelievingly, then repeated the same
sentiments which she had been expressing at intervals since hearing
the heavy news a few hours earlier. Dinner had had to be delayed as
she begged to hear the details several times over in order to
comprehend the thoroughness of the deception.

“If only we could tell you that none of it
were true, dear madam,” said Richard sadly. “I know we would have
done everything in our power to shield you from this if we could,
so fond as you have always been of the Sydneys.”

“Fond? Yes – I have been sadly duped, I
fear. They were very comfortably provided for by their parents and
it is quite dreadful that everything seems to have been squandered.
And to think that Arabella … But when did the decline begin? I
could torture myself for ever on that point –” Georgiana looked at
her in alarm, “but I will not do so, my dears, have no fear. It
will avail nothing, and no-one could ever know whether they would
have been tempted into such evil even if their parents had
survived. It would not be the first case in recorded history, I
fancy. They were such well-behaved, amiable children, too!” She
stopped at the memory, causing them all to pause before moving off
slowly again. “I simply cannot believe –” she reiterated. “And to
think that I once hoped for a union between Guy and Arabella! Can
anything have been more fatally misconceived? To be sure it was
entirely wishful thinking on my part, I recognize that now, since I
cannot honestly say that Guy ever showed any signs of –” She broke
off, staring at the ground and shaking her head, lost in amazement
once more. Georgiana’s heart had begun to thud and she willed her
aunt to continue, all the while betraying no sign. But Richard
broke in to divert Miss Mandeville’s train of thought.

“I am acutely sensible, dear madam, that in
all this atrocious business you have never uttered one word of
reproach towards me.”

“Why should I, dearest Richard?” She
stopped, looking up at him in surprise.

“For the very good reason, Miss Mandeville,
that my own behaviour has been abominable. I confess that it would
be a veritable relief to my feelings if you were to express your
real sentiments about my dishonest conduct.”

“Would it, indeed?” She was still looking up
at him, but now with a mischievous glint in her eye. “Then you must
prepare to be disappointed, I fear. If you had not suffered your –
little lapse, none of us would have been any the wiser, would we?
How else should we have known of Roland’s gambling debts and his
part in Edward Leighton’s death which allowed the final parts of
the puzzle to emerge? No, Richard; if anything we owe you a debt
for saving us all from a possible future which I shudder to
imagine.”

“Oh Miss Mandeville, you are too, too good,” cried Jane
tearfully as she kissed her.

“Not at all, my dear. And I think you were quite right to fib
about Richard’s absences last year – there is no need to blush.
Exactly what a dutiful wife should do to protect her temporarily
erring husband.” Richard briefly placed his free arm about his
wife’s shoulders as she smiled up at him.

“What a momentous day!” said Georgiana,
glancing at Miss Mandeville. “I am concerned that you do not
overtire yourself, aunt. All these demands to see everything in a
new light are exhausting and we still have not discussed what, if
anything, we are to do. Let us go in for tea, and then we may – but
what is this?”

A rider had just come into view down the
long drive, a rider cantering on a chestnut horse with – with
Daniel before him! As soon as she recognized her son on Guy’s
saddle – Guy whom she had last seen outside White’s three nights
ago – she knew that something was terribly wrong and began running
to meet them. Alerted by the commotion, two grooms came hurrying
from the stables and Jane had the presence of mind to dart back to
the house and call for Hannah. Georgiana could see that Daniel was
distressed, and upon seeing her he started calling her name as he
began to cry. The awful premonition which had been nagging at her
since yesterday was enacting itself in hideous reality and she fell
upon her knees in the gravel as Daniel slid down into her arms,
burying his face in her neck as uncontrollable sobs shook his small
body. Guy was beside them instantly with one hand on Daniel’s head
and the other on her shoulder as she looked up beseechingly into
his drawn face.

“He is well, Mrs. Leighton, merely
frightened, badly frightened. I have alerted Dr. Granger and I
trust he is on his way now, though I believe there is no physical
harm.” An unmistakable plea in the dark urgency of his eyes warned
her to ask no more questions now. After a few moments he scooped up
the child in his arms while Georgiana, still retaining her son’s
hand, hurried alongside, and followed by Hannah he carried Daniel
up to his bedchamber. Servants were scurrying to make all ready,
and Georgiana snatched a few brief seconds away from Daniel’s
bedside where Hannah was undressing him to speak to Guy outside the
room.

“For God’s sake tell me what has happened, I
implore you. Spare me nothing.” She was just managing to fight off
the clutching hands of terror which threatened to plunge her into a
wild outburst now that the first shock had passed and her son was
safe, here, in her own care.

“I will do so as briefly as I can. Sydney
took him from school at noon and was trying to get to France with
Daniel as hostage, I have every reason to believe. Of course he was
after money.”

“Dear God!” Her hands had flown to her mouth
and she gazed in stunned horror at Guy’s face. He looked strained
and weary and she was conscious that his voice was almost
hoarse.

“The details can be told later, Mrs.
Leighton. I will keep you no longer from your son. Having his mama
close will be the best cure in the world. I will send Jane to you
in a while so that you may know the rest. God knows it is bad
enough.” He made to turn away, but she laid a hand on his
arm.

“Mr. Mandeville – Guy – I am aware that I
owe you –”

“Do not speak of it now, madam. You do not
yet know the worst,” he said quietly.

“The worst?” she whispered.

He turned to face her fully, plainly bracing
himself to tell her some dreadful news. “Sydney is dead.” There was
a pause while he searched her face as she registered this.

Her lips tightened and she raised her chin.
“Then he has met with his just desserts at last,” she said simply,
and turned back into Daniel’s room.

 


 


Dr. Granger had been encouraging. He had been apprised of the
full details and was confident that Daniel would make a complete
recovery from the horror of the cliff-top accident. His young mind
would bear no permanent scars, the resilience of childhood and a
mama wise enough to allow him to repeat the story as often as he
wished would ensure there would be no lasting damage. For the
moment he was shocked and exhausted, but the natural balm of sleep,
so easily accessible to a healthy child, was all that was needed
for the moment.

Georgiana sat by his bedside until long
after he was asleep, frequently stooping to kiss his soft cheek and
smooth the hair from his brow as she anxiously watched for any sign
of nightmare. But none appeared, and presently Jane came to sit
beside her in the twilight. In a low voice she related the sequence
of events from Guy’s first calling at Dan’s school.

“But how did he think to go there in the
first place, Jane? That is what mystifies me. How did he happen to
leave London at just that time and guess that something was wrong?
I simply cannot understand it,” Georgiana whispered.

“We have not had time enough to talk over
that yet, my dear. Remember that Guy has had to learn much from us,
as well. All about Sydney’s luring your husband to his death as
well as the vile calumnies against him that Sydney made you
believe, and the bracelet and the will and – oh, it will take days
yet to comprehend everything. But all in good time, my love, all in
good time. I wanted to tell you the salient facts as soon as I
could.”

“Of course. Oh Jane, it has been so – so
–”

“I know.” Jane’s hand pressed hers. “But we must all be brave.
Thank God this dear child came to no harm!” She dropped a gentle
kiss on Daniel’s brow and pressed Georgiana’s hand again as she
sensed her struggling with tears.

“Now I will go and assist Miss Mandeville to
settle for the night, and Richard and I will return first thing in
the morning to see how you all do. We will spend the day together
and begin to recover our senses a little.”

“Dear Jane, how good you are!” murmured
Georgiana tearfully.

“Good? There is someone, I fancy, who
deserves that epithet rather more than I do.” She rose with a
mysterious smile and laid her hand lightly against Georgiana’s
cheek. “Let me recommend a walk in the rose garden, my love – so
refreshing at this time of the evening. Hannah would be only too
happy to take your place here for a while.”

For fully ten minutes after Jane had slipped
out, the import of her words made no impression. Instead
Georgiana’s mind was overburdened with the events of the last
twenty four hours – was it only that? – since she had first opened
her heart to her friend. What an age of ignorant innocence that
time before her enlightenment now seemed! And here was her beloved
son, safe and secure, delivered back into her care by the man who
knew with a perception rarely granted to anyone not a parent
himself that her life would end – beyond any question would end –
if he were harmed. Suddenly she thought of Jane’s parting words and
rising, went to the window. In the opalescent light of a pale
turquoise sky she could see Guy slowly walking in the rose garden
below, his coat discarded in the warm evening air. Hannah was busy
in Georgiana’s own room and eagerly took her mistress’s place, the
signs of her own weeping still evident.

Without even pausing for her shawl,
Georgiana went swiftly down the stairs before she could think
better of her resolution. Setting aside any dearer feeling, she
suddenly wanted more desperately than anything else to thank him –
except that the word was too feeble – and to beg his forgiveness
for all her wicked accusations. Through the dark library where they
had had their unforgettable encounter she hurried, stepping out of
the glass doors onto the terrace without making a sound. He had
stopped at the end of the walk and was looking towards the crescent
moon, but turned at the sound of her approach. She spoke first, as
she had determined to do.

“Mr. Mandeville – I am at a loss to know
where to begin what I have to say to you.” He moved towards her and
tried to reply but she stopped him, actually holding up her hand.
“No, I beg you. If it is your gallant impulse to make this easier
for me then I must ask you to desist. Let me feel everything as I
ought. My conduct towards you has been deplorable enough, God
knows, to merit punishment. What words can I find,” her voice began
to crack dangerously, and she paused to control herself “– what
words can I find to express the sense of gratitude, obligation and
respect in which I will forever hold you for what you have done for
us today? How can I ever make amends to you for all the despicable
calumnies I have accused you of, all the detestable, hurtful things
I have said? I have been ungenerous, small-minded, petty and
unspeakably foolish, and I could not blame you if you despised me
for ever for my littleness. You have ever been the kindest, the
most considerate of men, the most careful of Daniel’s good and the
most honourable in all your dealings, whereas I –”

“Georgiana, Georgiana, pray stop.” His
voice was low and urgent and the sound of her name on his lips
thrilled through every nerve. He was shaking his head slowly as he
came towards her in the dusk, the moonlight behind him making his
expression unreadable.

“But it is true!” she continued
impulsively. “I fell so readily into the trap that had been
prepared for me, though I will never understand why it was thought
to be necessary.” Even in this extreme, when she had vowed to
herself to speak with absolute truthfulness, she could not bring
herself to refer to Sydney by name. But Guy was now close enough
for her to recognise his puzzled look and she forced herself to
explain. “I mean Mr. Sydney’s relentless campaign to blacken you in
my eyes. Oh, I do not try to excuse myself, not one whit, but I am
entirely baffled as to why he tried to make me despise
you.”

“Oh Georgiana,” he said softly. “What am I
to do with you?”

“I – I do not understand …”

“No, you truly do not, do you?” She could
see that he was smiling faintly. “Georgiana –” it seemed that he
could not have enough of repeating her name, “what man in his
senses could look upon you and not love you?” Her breath caught
sharply and the world began to recede. But he was speaking rapidly
now and she had to wrest her imagination from what he might be
implying to what he was actually saying. “As far as Sydney was
concerned his plan was flawless, except for one thing. He had never
before seen you and when he did, must have known that any
red-blooded man not blind or mad would desire you. He wanted to
frighten off all possible competitors, or to be accurate, the one
competitor who could ruin everything, namely myself.” She could not
speak, breathless to hear more. But he had reverted to her earlier
words. “Far from being the paragon you make me, I am in reality
easily led into error, not willing to trust my instincts, too
rapidly toppled into despair which, try as I might – and I have
tried, Georgiana – I cannot extricate myself from. So what am I to
do to correct these grievous faults?”

“I do not know,” she said uncertainly.

“I think, however, that I have the remedy to
hand. I believe it can be answered by one simple response to a
question and you, Georgiana, are the only person who can supply
it.”

She could find no words.

“It will, however, anger you I fear.”

“I can assure you that nothing you can now
say would anger me after –”

“Ah, but it angered you once before.”

“Indeed?”

“Indeed. But I will now rephrase it in
words which I wished to use at the time in London, but was too
fainthearted to do so. Did you love Roland Sydney?”

“Never! Never at any point! The very thought
is an abomination!” she burst out, only too relieved to have the
chance of disabusing him at last about her relations with
Sydney.

“But he did propose marriage to you, that
day when you went on your expedition together? I knew it when you
returned but could not fathom what you felt.”

“Oh God – if only you knew what I felt! Yes,
he did propose marriage and the shock was terrible. I realized that
I had appeared to be encouraging him but had only behaved
pleasantly towards him because I thought that you – that is –”

“That I what? That I was a gambler?”

“Yes - no, not only that but …” He was
looking at her wonderingly as a new light seemed to dawn in his
eyes, and she plunged on headlong. “I had no idea that he was
intending a proposal but now I know of course that it was part of
the plan. But I was never in any danger of accepting.” Her words
were coming in a great rush, cascading out in all the relief of
establishing complete honesty between them at last.

“Are you certain?”

“How can I make you believe me? I knew I
could never love him because at that moment I finally accepted what
I had known for weeks, that I actually loved –” She stopped dead,
breathless, gazing at him helplessly and quite, quite unable to
retreat or pretend. There was a long moment of charged silence and
she could feel her heart thudding. He came yet closer and took both
her hands in his as his dark eyes seemed to devour her face.

“My sweet, lovely, most dear Georgiana,” he
began gently, and she thought that her body would melt. “I am a
plain soldier, unskilled in the language of love. I have no artful
words to beguile you. All I can give you is this simple truth: no
woman in the world exists for me besides you, nor ever can. You
have berated me, spurned me, baffled me, reviled me and made me
half-mad with jealousy. I have faced the cannon’s roar with less
trepidation than I feel before you now.”

She was moving closer towards him as he
spoke, drawn either by his gentle pressure as he raised her
enclasped hands to his breast or through her own will, she could
not tell. She only knew that her breath was suspended in the
unimaginable ecstasy of the moment as his tender words
continued.

“The mere sound of your name capsizes me,
the sight of you makes me forget who I am. It was only when I
guessed you had left London because of me that I found the courage
to act, pitiful fool that I am. I can offer you and Daniel no more
than everything I have, everything I am, and beg you to consider
whether you can love me in return.”

The moon, the warm dusk, the scent of roses,
all seemed to meld in a shimmering haze which was enveloping her in
the incomparable sweetness of his words.

“Oh yes,” she whispered. “Oh yes.”

He kissed her then, a long, lingering kiss
in which her body moulded tightly to his, his racing heart
answering hers. After long moments she pulled away, laughing and
breathless, while she spoke what she had to say.

“And you, sir? You have extracted my secret
from me. What of you and Miss Sydney?” Passion was making her
reckless.

“Arabella? A fantasy of my aunt’s and
Arabella’s only. False smiles concealing a false heart, as I always
suspected.” He made to kiss her again, but with an effort she held
his head away long enough to whisper the irresistible question.

“But you have not told me – how did you know
I had left London because of you?”

“Oh – just something that George
and Hannah told me.” He smiled
down at her puzzled expression, then bent once more to stop her
mouth.
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The Countess
hurried along the corridor to Cynthia Sheradon’s room. She and Lord
Sheradon had arrived at Pommeroy an hour ago for this weekend’s
house party, and Lady Edith was desperately hoping to catch her at
leisure before the formalities of the evening. The door was opened
by Cynthia’s maid, the room strewn with clothes while unpacking was
in progress and Cynthia herself, having just changed from her
travelling dress, was lounging in a peignoir on a chaise longue.
One look at Lady Edith’s face made her rouse herself sharply.

“Parry, you
can go.”

“Oh Cynthia,
thank heavens you’re here.” Lady Edith could barely wait for the
door to close before bursting out with these words, her chin
trembling.

”My dearest
Edith, what on earth is the matter?” She was crossing the room as
she spoke, taking her friend’s clasped hands between her own. “Come
and sit down beside me here, and tell me at once.”

At the sound
of her sympathetic tones Lady Edith succumbed to the sobs that she
had been struggling to contain, clutching a lace handkerchief to
her face in a most un-Edith like manner. No thought of the red eyes
and nose which would inevitably ensue seemed to cross her mind.

“Good God,
Edith, what has happened? Is anybody dead? Is Richard – is Arthur
–?”

But the
Countess could only shake her head violently, still unable to
speak. Feeling genuinely anxious now, Cynthia reached into her
beaded purse for a small brandy flask, quickly pouring a large
measure into its silver cup.

“Drink that.
Come along, do as I say – there, that’s it. I’ll get my
eau-de-cologne. Where did that damn fool of a maid put it? Ah,
there it is.” She hurried back from the dressing table, her
beribboned peignoir billowing out behind her. “Think of your
complexion, my dear!” This was the ultimate rallying call, and
after a few moments of gulping and very unladylike hiccupping while
Cynthia dabbed at her smeared face, the Countess was slightly
calmer. “Now, out with it, whatever it is.”

“Oh Cynthia,
it’s Leonora. I’m simply at my wits’ end.”

“Why? Is she
ill again?”

“Ill, no!
Obstinate and undutiful certainly. But as fit as you or me.”

“Ah. I take it
we’re talking about Charles Naysmith then?”

“We are. Oh
Cynthia, I’m so afraid she won’t take him, along with all the
others she’s rejected.”

“Really? I had
no idea she’d had so many proposals. Do tell.” This was territory
in which Cynthia reigned supreme, the world of matches and
strategic alliances, emotional transactions and the language of the
heart. She leant forward in pleasant anticipation of more.

“That’s just
it. She hasn’t had a single one.” The Countess turned to face
Cynthia, her eyes brimming with tears again and her mouth
trembling. Another sob burst from her and Cynthia took her in her
arms. “The shame of it!” she whispered hoarsely against her
friend’s shoulder.

“Darling Edie!
I’d positively no idea. I’d always imagined that she was simply up
to her knees in proposals and that you never spoke of them because
they didn’t matter. But d’you really mean to say …?”

“Yes, really.
Really and truly,” whispered the Countess as they drew apart.
Cynthia had never seen her look so humiliated, so without recourse
to the serene front that they could all adopt in any crisis. “Not
one. Isn’t it too shaming? She’s so frosty with all the young men
she meets. I’m sure she scares them half to death. I tried not to
think too much of it at first, quite sure that she’d be certain to
meet someone she could like. But it’s gone on and on. I know
people are talking.”

“Well, I
certainly haven’t heard anyone –”

“Naturally
they’re all like oysters in front of you. They’re all trying to
spare my feelings because they feel sorry for me – oh Cynthia!” And
another bout of weeping for a few minutes prevented anything
further being said. There was nothing for Cynthia to do but make
soothing noises, stroking her friend’s shuddering back.

“My dearest
Edith –” She was about to say that what people were probably
feeling was not sorry but secretly pleased, but thought better of
it. “My dearest Edith, I’m sure you’re making too much of
this.”

“Too much of
it!” The Countess stopped crying at once as anger triumphed over
self-pity. “What is the point of having a beautiful daughter if not
to see her well-married? You know perfectly well that there’s not
another girl of her age who can hold a candle to her. And they’re
all married now, every one, some of them with three or four
children. And yet she, the one who should have been married in her
first Season, is fast becoming an old maid! I cannot endure it
Cynthia, not with Louisa as well.” She buried her face in her
sodden lace handkerchief again. “You can’t think how lucky you are
not to have any. The worry is too ghastly.”

“But what’s
brought this on so dramatically? Oh … Charles has never proposed,
has he, and she’s –”

“No. And I’m
so afraid he won’t if she doesn’t start showing some interest. He’s
too proud to risk a refusal and will never ask unless he’s sure of
her. And he certainly won’t ask twice. It’s been months now and I’m
sure he’ll start to look elsewhere soon.”

“I see,” said
Cynthia, thoughtfully. “You don’t think, do you, that she knows of
Charles’s reputation? Still quite the roué, I hear, and what a
tricky scrape he got into with that young actress! She wasn’t the
first either, not by a long chalk if we’re to believe the gossip.
And his poor mother was so desperate to have it all hushed up of
course: she managed it brilliantly, but it was a strain. I wouldn’t
be surprised if half of Honoria’s health troubles stem from worry
about what Charles will get up to next.”

“No – no, I’m
certain of it,” the Countess replied impatiently. “And it’s neither
here nor there anyway. He’ll calm down when he’s married, and if he
doesn’t she’ll just have to put up with it. It’s a mere nothing
compared to the advantage she’ll gain from the match.”

“Very true.
He’s just a healthy young buck after all. But he was lucky that the
brat died, you must admit. The little actress could have become
rather a bore about it.”

“Oh what is
the matter with girls these days?” Lady Edith burst out, petulant
again. “When we were young we knew our duty, and did it. You and I
were engaged in our first Season and it’s never done us any harm. I
simply don’t understand it. What has she against him? Money, blood,
Southstead Priory – an eminently suitable match.”

“Have you
asked her?” ventured Lady Cynthia.

“That’s just
it. She flares up so violently – you can’t imagine how horrid – if
I so much as mention his name.”

“What about
the Earl? Would he have any influence over her?”

“Oh, Arthur!”
exclaimed the Countess disdainfully. “Don’t talk to me about
Arthur! Worse than useless. Whenever I try to raise the subject
with him he stares into the middle distance and then wanders off.
Mutters something about giving her time. Time! We don’t have time,
that’s the point. Who will want a girl that’s been left on the
shelf? Someone who’ll take pity on her?” The thought brought a new
outburst of tears. Cynthia sat quietly, seeing that the best thing
she could do was to let her friend get this weight off her chest.
She knew there was no-one else that Edith would feel safe enough
with. “And then this morning I mentioned – I just happened to
mention – that I’d had a note from Honoria crying off this weekend
as she’s unwell again. Charles is still coming though – should be
here by now.”

“Leonora
couldn’t have taken umbrage at that, surely? What could be more
reasonable?”

“Quite. And
then I just observed – as anyone would – that Honoria’s health was
declining fast and how dreadful that must be for her knowing that
her only son is not yet married.”

“Indeed?”

“The whole
estate will go to the cousin in Australia – Australia, for
heaven’s sake – if Charles doesn’t have an heir. All I said was
that his mother could die happy if she could see him settled
soon.”

Lady Sheradon
could hardly bear to ask. “And what did Leonora say?”

“Oh Cynthia!”
The Countess clasped a fresh lace handkerchief that her friend,
anticipating the need, had proffered.

“I never will
forget it, never! She said that I was no better than a cheap
blackmailer and why didn’t I just tie her hand and foot and deliver
her in a cart to Charles’s door! Can you believe how vulgar? I’ve
been quite ill ever since. Just imagine us speaking to our mamas
like that. Respect has gone to the dogs: this young generation is a
disgrace.”

“Come, come my
dear, you don’t mean that.” Cynthia rose and crossed to a small
table where an ebony and gold cigarette holder lay. She fitted a
cigarette into its end and lit it, then came back and poured
another nip of brandy into the cup, handing it to Lady Edith
without a word. “Now, let’s think what we can do.”

The Countess
turned towards her eagerly. “As a matter of fact, darling, I’ve
already thought what we can do. Would you agree to talk to
her?”

“Me? Good
heavens, what makes you think she’d listen?”

“Well I know
she’s very fond of you, for one thing. And you’re not me for
another. And you have so much experience in this – in this –”

“What you mean
is I’ve had so many lovers I know what I’m talking about,” said
Cynthia, blowing smoke from the corner of her mouth.

“Precisely. Do
forgive me, darling, I’m too desperate to mince words. I thought
perhaps you could observe her and Charles this weekend – I know
she’ll behave perfectly civilly when we’re all assembled – and see
what you think, whether there’s any hope. Then you could have a
long talk with her at Southstead when we all go there on Wednesday
for the hunt. I’m sure I can arrange a tête-à-tête. Do say yes, darling Cynth,” she ended
imploringly.

“Well … I can
certainly try.” She was prevented from saying more by the Countess
embracing her passionately, more sincere than she had ever been in
her life.

“I’ll never
forget this, darling – promise. Oh damnation, there’s the dressing
bell.” Her hands flew to her face in horror as they separated.
“Lord! Do I look a fright? Quick – help me with cold water and
eau-de-toilette.”

Lady Cynthia,
relieved to see that some degree of normality had been restored,
complied swiftly.

 


 


 


Leo lay on her
bed, one arm flung over her eyes. She heard the dressing bell and
sighed heavily. Simpson would be here in a minute. What should she
wear this evening? She would leave it to Simpson. She often
wondered if her maid guessed at the sadness that gnawed away at
her, and which this afternoon felt like a monstrous weight crushing
her down into the bed. Simpson would go about her business quietly,
tactfully, sometimes showing a care for Leonora that brought a lump
to her throat. During her illness she had been tireless in her
efforts to help Louisa, her faithful nurse. Leo took her arm from
her eyes, staring at the ceiling. She should not have spoken to her
mother like that this morning. She was trying so hard to school
herself to be indifferent to her fate and was angry to know that
she could still care enough to react so vehemently. But the
blatant, outrageous manipulation of it! There was a soft tapping at
the door. She must rouse herself to effort, to talk of gowns and
headdresses, gloves and shoes, or Simpson would notice something
was wrong.

But the head
that appeared around the door was not her maid’s, but Louisa’s. Leo
was immediately on guard. She could not for ever be depending upon
Louisa for comfort and protection. She had done that for long
enough, and brought nothing but sorrow and anxiety to that beloved
sister. If she told Louisa what had passed between her and their
mother Lou would rush passionately to her defence and beg and plead
with her not to give in to a fate that would make her wretched. All
she ever seemed to do was to worry Louisa, and to what end? For so
long now, it seemed, Lou’s life had been dominated by concerns
about her: she had seen that dear face become prematurely aged in
her service. Louisa would never return to her old life of cheerful
occupation as long as she, Leonora, remained in this morbid state
of suspension. No matter how much she tried to appear normal she
knew that her sister saw straight through the act and grieved for
her. She had jumped up from the bed, busying herself with
rearranging things on her dressing table.

“Hello dear,
what a nice surprise. I was expecting Simpson.” One glance at
Louisa’s concerned expression confirmed her fears. She would have
to be careful. “I was so sleepy after luncheon I simply had to take
a short nap. I knew I shouldn’t have begun reading when I got to
bed last night. I just couldn’t put that new novel down.”

Louisa came
forward hesitantly, looking into her face. “You still look a little
pale, my love. I noticed at luncheon that you seemed … Anyway, I
just thought I’d come in and see.”

“That’s sweet
of you. But as you can see I’m perfectly all right.” Leo kissed her
sister’s cheek and stood back, smiling brightly.

“You’re sure
you haven’t had words with mama? Forgive me, dearest, but I felt
sure I could sense some sort of atmosphere between you at luncheon.
Nobody noticed among all the gossip apart from me, I’m sure, but I
thought –”

“Oh, that.
Only this dratted Maid Marion costume. Mama told me this morning
that she wants me to have yet another fitting in town to make sure
it’s perfect. I absolutely refused, naturally, and she got cross.
She’s just sulking because I won’t comply.”

“But you
always enjoy going to London! I’d have thought you’d seize the
chance to get away for a day or two.”

“Well I would
normally, of course, but I’m determined she shan’t get her way.
Don’t worry – she’ll have forgotten about it tomorrow with all the
guests.” Leo had been unpinning her hair while speaking, but now
turned back to Louisa confidingly as a sudden thought struck her.
“Don’t mention it whatever you do, dear. Sore point, I’m
afraid.”

“No, no, I
won’t.”

Leo could see
that her sister was puzzled by this story and was trying to
convince herself of its truth. “Won’t we all be relieved when
Christmas and this silly fancy dress nonsense is over!” she
exclaimed with what she hoped was a careless laugh.

Louisa nodded.
“Well, if you’re sure you’re not upset about anything ...”

“Nothing in
the world except that. Where is Simpson? I thought I might
try something different with my hair tonight.” She had turned back
to the mirror, and held up a cloisonné comb. “I haven’t worn this
since grandmama left it to me. Aren’t these rubies pretty with the
lapis and gold? Something in the Spanish style might look rather
striking. What do you think?”

“Yes dear, it
will look quite lovely, I’m sure. I’ll tell Simpson to come in,
shall I? She’s waiting outside.”

“Please.”

And Louisa
left the room, feeling even more concerned than when she had
entered it. The Maid Marion gown was finished, she knew, and
awaiting collection. It seemed strange that her mother should be
insisting on changes now. She had declared herself entranced by it
often and loudly enough. But if she was indeed being unreasonable −
always a probability − it was good that Leo had refused to submit.
And why was Leo suddenly and uncharacteristically enthusiastic
about a new hairstyle? Perhaps both incidents pointed to the fact
that she was beginning to take fresh interest in life – it was
possible, after all. Louisa paused, struck by the wonder of this
thought. She had always dared to believe that recovery could
happen. Maybe the process had begun. Suddenly daring to feel
optimistic about the future, she hurried off to dress.

 


 


 


The hunting
party at Southstead was not expected back for a few hours. Richard
had ensconced himself in the library and in the absence of their
hostess Lady Naysmith who was still keeping her room the Countess
had organized the remaining ladies into card parties, ensuring that
Louisa was charged with the dull work of assisting the older ones.
She and Cynthia Sheradon had arranged the scenario exactly and as
the non-hunting members of the house party rose from luncheon, Lady
Cynthia took Leo’s arm and whispered conspiratorially.

“Do take pity
on me, dear Leonora. I shall simply scream if I have to sit
pretending to be interested in everlasting cards all
afternoon.”

“By all means.
How did you guess I’d be dreadfully bored too? Clever you. Shall we
go −”

“To the
fernery. I positively ache to see the Southstead collection, don’t
you? So green and – well, ferny somehow, aren’t they? We can
utterly lose ourselves in there. What bliss after all this
exhausting chatter.”

Despite Leo’s
amusement at Lady Cynthia’s melodrama a faint alarm bell had
started to ring. Nevertheless they passed arm-in-arm into the
fernery built, like the rest of the house, on a vast scale, where
statuary and groups of pretty, white-painted furniture offered
comfortable seclusion among the lush greenery.

“I do so adore
Southstead, don’t you? Something eternal about it I always
think. What heaven to live here. Just fancy – mentioned in Magna
Carta, or so Reggie tells me. I’ve never read it myself. Have
you?”

“What – you
mean read Magna Carta?”

Lady Cynthia
nodded hopefully.

Despite her
fast-growing suspicion Leo had to struggle not to smile. “No, I
haven’t actually. But I don’t think it’s a book one can buy.”

“Isn’t it?
Then how does Reggie know? I’d always assumed it was one of the
dusty old volumes he has in his library. Anyway, the point is that
it’s more ancient than, well, anything, you must agree. It’s
definitely more ancient than –”

“Pommeroy?
Yes, it’s older than that.”

They were
still strolling through the fernery and had reached a small pool
into which water trickled with a restful murmur from a moss-covered
grotto. Lady Cynthia sank down onto a bench, patting the seat
beside her. She busied herself with arranging her skirts while
evidently arranging her thoughts for the next foray. Leonora turned
to her.

“Lady
Sheradon, has mama asked you to speak to me?” she said crisply.

Her companion
did a rapid mental calculation. Instinct and her own deep well of
shrewdness told her that she was dealing with someone who would
only respond, if she were to respond to anything at all, to
complete honesty. To continue dissembling would be disastrous.

“Yes,” she
said flatly, her elegant waftings suddenly vanished. “Yes, as a
matter of fact she has.” She laid a restraining hand on Leo, who
had started to rise. “Please, my love, hear me out. If you decide
to reject all I have to say at the end, then so be it. I am the
last person who would ever judge you. But at least listen, I beg
you. Your mama is terribly troubled on your behalf – you must see
that. And I know, my dear, that you have justice enough in your
character to admit that she has a right to feel concern. She does
love you, you know, and only wants the best for you.” Her hand was
still on Leo’s arm. The appeal was irrefutable. “Will you agree to
hear me?”

There was a
moment of silence, then Leo nodded.

“Thank you, my
dear. I won’t beat about the bush. I respect your intelligence too
much for that. You’re by far the cleverest of any young girl I know
– always have been. I can only guess, never being able to lay claim
to any brains myself, that you sometimes find the rest of us rather
dull. But the fact is that you’re one of us, and whether you like
it or not you have a duty to maintain everything that we hold
dear.”

Leo shifted
impatiently, but did not speak. She had picked a white daisy from a
nearby jardinière and sat looking down at it, twisting the flower
in her hand.

“And that duty
for a young lady means marriage. It means making the best, most
advantageous and generally approved match that one can, to reflect
the dignity of one’s own family and firmly cement one’s position in
Society. And of course, above everything else, a girl must
establish both her security and independence.”

“Independence?
It hardly seems the way to do it to me, tying oneself to a man whom
one must promise to obey.”

“My dear!”
Lady Cynthia raised her eyebrows in amused surprise. “Nobody has
the least intention of obeying – at least nobody that I’ve ever
known. You really are too scrupulous, my dearest Leonora.”

“But it’s a
vow one makes before God. That has to mean something, surely?”

“Well you see,
I’ve always been convinced that God is an awfully good sort really,
and he knows – because he knows everything, doesn’t he? – that it
was probably men who made up these silly vows in the first place.
Why did he make half the human race female if he wanted to make
their lives misery? He’d be a real brute if he did that. No, I
refuse to think so badly of him. It’s just something one says at
weddings, like don’t the bridesmaids look charming and solemnly
declaring about impediments. Nobody takes it seriously.”

“I’m sure
there are men who would never want their bride to make such a
medieval vow.” Leo suddenly turned to Lady Cynthia and spoke with
an energy which surprised the older woman.

“Yes, I’m sure
you’re right, but … Let us get back to the point. There is no
possible life for an unmarried lady in Society. What is more
ridiculous than an old maid?”

But Leo had
turned on her, and too late she realized her mistake. “Now I don’t
mean dear Louisa, please don’t imagine I was referring to her. The
very idea! Louisa is a special case: we would all be bereft
if she were to marry. What would we all do without her? She belongs
to us all and is quite indispensable. I was indeed just about to
say that our dearest Louisa is exempt from these observations,” she
finished emphatically. Leo turned once more to her flower which she
had begun to tear apart, and Lady Cynthia breathed freely
again.

“What I mean
to say is that I have observed Sir Charles when he is in your
company for months now, and it is crystal clear that he wishes to
make you an offer. What an exemplary, enviable match it would be!
You would have all Society at your feet. Are you not flattered?
After all, he could have anybody, absolutely anybody, and he
chooses you. Think how delighted your dear parents will be.
Mistress of Southstead – for I am sure old Lady Naysmith will
retire to the Dower House if you marry. An alliance with Sir
Charles would be the summit of achievement for a young girl, short
of marrying into the lower ranks of the royal family.”

“So what
should I do, Lady Sheradon?”

“Do? Why, you
hardly have to do anything. You must do just what a young lady of
unimpeachable background and upbringing should do. Appear
receptive, smile a little more, and all will be well.”

“And what
about love?”

“Oh my dear
child, what are you talking about?” Lady Cynthia briefly
allowed her ramrod straight figure to fall against the back of the
bench. “You don’t imagine that people in our position love
each other before they marry, do you? Why, we hardly know each
other. This is why you are in such an advantageous position. You’ve
known Charles and his family for years.”

“Did you not
love Lord Sheradon when you married, then?”

“Good heavens,
no. He offered for me after we had met at a few balls and I knew my
duty immediately. And I’ve never regretted it. I’m sure your mama
would say the same, for she hardly knew Lord Arthur either. They’ve
both turned out to be very decent, kind men.” She was about to add
that Charles was certain to be the same, but had always privately
suspected that he might be the sort who had pulled the wings off
flies when he was a boy. Still, that was beside the point. “When
you marry you will be at liberty to be yourself, to nurture your
own interests once you have your own establishment. Without that, a
woman is nothing. If you remain single you will find invitations
diminishing and Society as a whole embarrassed by your company.
People won’t know quite where to place you, d’you see? The married
ladies will suspect you’re after their husbands and the unmarried
ones will very quickly begin to patronize you. They will
have no intention of remaining spinsters.”

Leo still
remained silent, with downcast eyes. But at least she seemed to be
listening. Lady Sheradon took this as a good sign.

“Many other
people have noticed Sir Charles’s preference for you during the
past few months, of that you may be quite sure. Nothing would be
more damaging to your reputation if you do not, in the end, marry
him. They will quickly reach the conclusion that at the last moment
he found out something against your character which will leave a
taint. Other men will become suspicious and be deterred from paying
court. Or worse, you will be called a tease. Nothing more fragile
than a young girl’s reputation, my dear! It is all we have until
the protection of marriage frees us.”

At this Leo
suddenly looked up into her companion’s eyes and nodded slowly.
Lady Sheradon felt a surge of triumph: she had surely struck a
nerve. But she betrayed nothing, merely pinching Leo’s cheek
affectionately. “Thank you, my love. That’s quite enough lecturing
from me. I suppose we’d better wander back. The hunt will return
soon: there’ll be tea and tall stories – what fun!”

As they made
their way from the fernery Lady Sheradon congratulated herself
quietly. She had done her best and Leonora had listened
attentively. She herself liked a man with a sense of humour and Sir
Charles’s obvious lack of one had never made him a favourite with
her. But she would never dream of betraying this, just as she would
sooner have died than utter the truth that was lurking behind every
point she had made to Leonora. Once you are married and have become
used to Charles’s infidelities, she longed to say, then you can
find love or if not that, then most certainly lust. She had thought
she had found the former a number of times in her frequent amours
but it had always turned out to be the latter. She had become
practised at dismissing her lovers with kindness and dispatch as
soon as they began to tire her. Until now. What had started as a
dalliance with Sir Francis Torrance had turned to her surprise and
discomfiture into something close to a passion which showed no sign
of abating – indeed, it seemed to grow stronger by the day. She
would never let him know this of course, and for the first time in
her life Cynthia Sheradon was finding herself in the acutely
painful world of the one who loves rather than the one who is
loved. The years had been kind to her and she knew her allure was
still strong, but he was at least fifteen years her junior and not
yet attached. He would be back from the hunt soon and the evening
would be spent in meaningful glances across the crowded room, the
brushing of fingertips against her skin as he passed and the small,
private jokes all underlining the deliciousness of their secrecy.
And then the longed-for moment when he would slip into her room in
the small hours for a night of indescribable ecstasy. Yes, love was
a force to be reckoned with; that was something she was learning
for the first time.

“If you’ll
excuse me, Lady Sheradon,” said Leo as they approached the others,
“I’ll retire to my room for a little while.”

“Certainly, my
dear.” And Cynthia bestowed her most bewitching smile on the
departing Leonora before turning to answer the anxiously enquiring
eyebrow of the Countess seated at her card table with a reassuring
nod. All the signs were favourable.

A bright fire
was burning in Leo’s luxurious apartment. Dusk was falling, and she
sank into a huge chair by the fireside, dismissing her maid and any
offers of lights. The soft gloom lit by the crackling blaze was
soothing to her spirit. It was as though she had passed through a
long and weary journey but had at last reached the end of it, for
there was an undeniable sense that something had changed. What had
Lady Sheradon said about the protection of marriage freeing her? It
had been those words which had caused this sudden clearing of her
dulled brain. If she married Charles she would at least be free of
the intolerable burden of pretending to those at home that she was
her old self. And marriage would certainly free her from the
torture that Pommeroy and everything about it had become, where
every scene was redolent of her grief, her culpability. Beyond
dispute was the fact that her heart was broken, dead and buried on
the South African veldt with Jack. She had nothing left to give
anyone and this, she believed, would never change. What better
thing could she do therefore, than give herself in marriage to one
she was certain did not care a jot for her personally, but viewed
her simply as a trophy of beauty, breeding and wealth? She had
never been deluded as to the true nature of Charles’s interest in
her. She had heard the stories of his other women too, or at least
knew there were stories, albeit not their details. Often in the
past few months she had entered a room only to sense that
conversation among the older ladies had suddenly ceased, with many
a significant glance in her direction.

Charles knew
nothing about her apart from superficials which any of their circle
could know, had never asked her one personal question, had never
discovered what her tastes or interests might be, what pleased or
distressed her. He had no conversation to delight or engage, no
topic but himself and his pursuits, no sense that she was anything
but a cipher who must automatically be honoured by his notice. The
simple fact was that he had decided in his mid-thirties that it was
time he had a wife, just as he might decide it was time he had a
new motor – though that would be far more important, naturally –
and she was the most eligible and prestigious catch. And if the
prospect of life ahead with him was appalling, it was exactly what
she deserved. Nothing was too bad for her – she would relish her
punishment like a hair shirt. She was of no value to herself or
anyone else – what did it possibly matter what she did with the
rest of her life? The best was over and gone, what remained a mere
ticking off of the days.

Jack would
never have enlisted if it had not been for her. She had been the
cause of his death, had killed him as surely as if she had shot
him. That was the truth and she would have to live with it for the
rest of her life. He was so fearful that their love would be
discovered, not for himself but for her reputation and the scandal
that would engulf the family which he revered so highly. How she
had begged him to seek an alternative – any alternative. But he had
been adamant. He had said he did not trust himself to separate from
her by any other means, knew only too well, though he never said
so, that she would be unable to maintain a distance either and that
she would be compromised irrevocably. The only way was to put
thousands of miles between them in the hope that both their
feelings would cool.

And now, the
hardest thing of all to face, the glaring fact that she had done
everything to avoid confronting. She had not cooled in her
feelings, not by one shred, had become if possible more intensely
in love. Whereas he – not one word, not one syllable, not one
mention of her in his letters to Lily. He had told her that Lily
had known, and dear, dear Lou had faithfully found occasions to see
her and ask for news. Not directly of course, that would have been
too difficult for all of them, but Lily must have known, must have
guessed that she yearned for some small allusion, however vague,
that could have been passed on. Just to know that he still thought
of her sometimes! But he had been killed right at the end of the
war without one word reaching her that he still cared. If she had
had the least sign that he did so then not all the pressure from
all the mothers in the world would make her marry. Never, never!
She was his, and would have lived out her life with the memory of
their love a sacred flame within her. But he had not cared. No
matter how much she writhed and twisted in her struggle to deny
this, it was true. The separation had worked for him.

The commotion
of the returning hunt had long ago died away on the gravel sweep
beneath her room. They would all be bathed and assembled for tea by
now. Calm and dry-eyed she rose and turned on the lamps, then rang
for Simpson. She would put on her newest tea-gown, the one with the
charming pink roses at the throat and join the others, where at
this moment the Countess was drinking in Lady Cynthia’s account of
her conversation with Leo in a quiet corner.

“I can’t thank
you enough, darling. You really think you made an impression,
then?”

“I’m daring to
hope so.” Lady Sheradon paused, a rare frown crossing her usually
untroubled features. “I know you’ll think this odd, and it’s really
only just struck me. But there was something about Leonora that’s
making me wonder …”

“What?”

“Well, she’s
not in love with someone else, is she?”

“Good heavens,
no! Absolutely impossible. Apart from anything else, I’d definitely
know. Whatever makes you think so?”

“Oh, I don’t
know, just …” She shrugged her shoulders dismissively as they
approached the groaning tables. “Ah, the utter bliss of crumpets on
a cold afternoon! Don’t they look divine? Such a shame one can’t
eat them.”

And with a
vision of her slim body in Frank Torrance’s arms, she sailed off in
the opposite direction to sparkle amid the returned hunting
party.
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