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CHAPTER ONE
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Summer had settled over southern England in a most agreeable manner, with long days of warm sunshine, gentle breezes, and just enough rainfall to help the crops yield a bountiful harvest and to keep trees, lawns, and pastures fresh and green. Flowers bloomed in colorful abundance, whether wild over hedgerows and walls, in ditches and meadows, or cultivated with loving care in gardens and beds.

The English, of course, could never quite relax into full enjoyment of such a perfect summer. How long could one expect it to last, after all? There would always be pessimists squinting off to the west, whence most weather approached, nodding sagely as though they could see something beyond the bent horizon invisible to everyone else, and predicting that they would pay for such a perfect spell. Even the optimists were ready to admit it could not last forever, and in that at least they were bound to be right sooner or later.

The Ware family of Ravenswood Hall in Hampshire, the inhabitants of the village of Boscombe just across the river from it, and residents of the surrounding countryside became especially anxious when June passed into July and there was still no break in the beautiful weather. For it seemed impossible that it could last a whole month longer. Yet a continuation of the perfect weather was all they asked for. They would not be greedy.

There was to be a grand fete in the neighborhood on the last Saturday of July, and everyone looked forward to it with an almost sick longing. For eight long years had passed since the last one. The Ravenswood summer fete had once been an annual event and for most people their very favorite day of the year, even including Christmas. It had offered feasting and music and dancing and varied contests and entertainment for all ages from the middle of the morning until late at night. The weather had always cooperated with bright sunshine and blue skies and the gentlest of breezes and warmth without searing heat. Always. Ask any old-timers and they would tell you it was so. How everyone hoped the eight-year break would not destroy that string of good fortune. It might rain with their blessing on the Sunday following the fete, but please, please let the sun shine on the Saturday.

Eight years ago the fete had come to an abrupt and horrible end in the middle of the grand ball with which the day’s festivities always culminated. Devlin Ware, Viscount Mountford at the time, son and heir of the Earl of Stratton, the genial and well-loved owner of Ravenswood, had come upon his father engaged in a blatantly improper embrace with a lady guest out in the temple folly on top of the hill close to the ballroom. But instead of keeping his shock and outrage to himself until it could be dealt with privately at a more appropriate time, Devlin had confronted his father very publicly outside the open French windows of the ballroom, in the sight and hearing of his family and virtually every neighbor for miles around.

To call it a shocking scene would be a severe understatement.

It had ended in disaster for the Ware family and in intense embarrassment for everyone, even neighbors and village folk who had no reason to be embarrassed. Except that they had always set the Wares of Ravenswood upon some sort of pedestal. They had seemed the perfect family, virtuous and happy among themselves, amiable toward all, impeccably well mannered, unfailingly charming leaders of the community. They had always been generous about sharing their home and the spacious park surrounding it for community events that ranged from the extravagant grandeur of the summer fete and the joyful warmth of the Christmas party and ball to the fun of the Valentine’s treasure hunt and tea and the impromptu and less formal invitation to public days, when everyone was welcome to enjoy the beauty of the park for picnics and walks.

Everything had changed after that night. The guest who had been caught with the earl, a supposed widow and newcomer to the village, had disappeared overnight. Devlin had left abruptly the following morning with his elder half brother, not to be seen again in the neighborhood for more than six years. Clarissa, Countess of Stratton, who had always been warm and hospitable, the perfect hostess, had withdrawn into her home and into herself and was rarely seen in public except at church on Sunday mornings. Her sons Nicholas and Owen had left soon after their elder brothers, one to begin his career as an officer with a prestigious cavalry regiment, the other to attend boarding school. The elder daughter, Lady Philippa Ware, a happy-natured beauty sparkling on the edge of womanhood, had become suddenly subdued and eventually almost a total recluse. The youngest child of the family, Lady Stephanie Ware, only nine years old at the time of the fete, had kept mainly to herself and her family and her governess except for her involvement with the youth choir at the church.

The Earl of Stratton himself—handsome, openhearted, and genial—was the only one among them who had carried on as though nothing untoward had happened, as though he had not been exposed in the most humiliatingly public manner imaginable as an almost certain adulterer and a probable philanderer on a larger scale. Everyone knew, after all, that for most of his married life he had spent the spring months of each year in London for the parliamentary session, while his wife and children remained in the country. After the incident at the ball, several people admitted to having always felt uneasy about that arrangement. Was it realistic, they asked themselves, to have expected that their earl would remain celibate during those lengthy separations from his wife, when London abounded with members of the ton eager to amuse themselves at the myriad entertainments of the Season?

Life as usual after the catastrophe had not lasted long even for the earl, however. He had collapsed at the village tavern one evening while he drank ale and chatted jovially with his neighbors. According to those neighbors, he had been dead before he hit the floor.

The biggest change the catastrophe of that summer fete had brought to those who lived in the village and countryside around Ravenswood, however, had been the complete cessation of all the social activities for which the earl and countess had opened their home since their marriage more than twenty years before. The countess had organized and hosted those events, and the earl had paid for them. No longer. Open days, two or three times each week, had never officially been canceled, but they had come to an end anyway. At first no one had wanted to intrude upon what was obviously a difficult time for the family. And who wanted the embarrassment of coming accidentally face-to-face with one or more of them and having to say something? After a while, it had seemed just too awkward to go back there.

Then the earl died.

Two years had passed after his death before Devlin, the new Earl of Stratton, returned home, looking very different from the quiet, pleasant, essentially unremarkable young man his neighbors remembered. He had come home, at the age of twenty-eight, looking dour, even morose, and rugged and battle-scarred. He had purchased a commission in a foot regiment after leaving home and had gone to Portugal to fight in the Peninsular Wars. His elder half brother, Ben Ellis—his elder, illegitimate half brother, that is—had gone with him, nominally as his batman. The allied armies had fought their way across Portugal and Spain and over the Pyrenees into France until Napoleon Bonaparte surrendered and abdicated as emperor after the Battle of Toulouse in 1814. Devlin had sold out then, the wars apparently over, and come home. Ben had been married and widowed during the six years they had been gone, and brought an infant child home with him. He had not stayed at Ravenswood. He had purchased the manor of Penallen by the sea thirty miles away, spent a year or so renovating it, and finally settled there with his daughter.

The new Earl of Stratton, meanwhile, so forbidding in looks and manner, had surprised his neighbors. At a tea his mother had dutifully arranged to welcome him home, he announced that Ravenswood would once again be open for public days and social events, and he carried through on his promise almost immediately by offering the ballroom for an upcoming assembly. It had been a great blessing to the villagers, for the assembly rooms above the inn were small and cramped and always so congested on those evenings that it was difficult to find space in which to dance. There was to be a difference, however, from the old assemblies at the hall. At Devlin’s suggestion, the planning was done not by his mother but by the landlord of the inn and his wife, with the help of a committee of villagers. Those who attended paid an admission charge to cover costs incurred. The present earl’s only contribution was the venue.

It was not a sign of meanness on his part. Quite the contrary. Everyone was delighted by the new arrangement, even though it had involved them in a great deal of work and some small expense—or perhaps for those very reasons. Older people remembered the time when it had always been that way, when they had all participated in organizing their own entertainments, and the involvement of the Wares of Ravenswood had been minimal. They had done it again during the years following the great upset at the hall, even if it had been a bit halfhearted, as though they had feared somehow offending the family by ignoring them and carrying on with their lives as if the Wares and Ravenswood itself did not exist.

The social life of the neighborhood had been altogether more robust and cheerful in the two years since Devlin’s return. Everyone had continued to have a hand in their own individual and communal activities, but also Ravenswood had become a warmer, happier, more welcoming place than it had ever been. The Earl of Stratton had married at Christmas a few months after his return, and the wedding in the village church had been a joyful occasion for all. For the bride had been Gwyneth Rhys, daughter of Sir Ifor and Lady Rhys of Cartref, the estate adjoining Ravenswood to the east. Sir Ifor was the church organist and conductor of the various village choirs, and both he and his wife were much beloved by everyone who knew them.

Lady Philippa Ware, at the advanced age of twenty-two, had finally gone to London with her mother the following spring for a come-out Season and had met and married the heir to a dukedom. Before the year was out, Gwyneth, Countess of Stratton, had given birth to a son, Gareth, Viscount Mountford. Lady Philippa, now the Duchess of Wilby, had been delivered of twins, a girl and a boy, early in the spring of this year.

The Ware family had moved forward from the dark, gloomy years that had followed the last summer fete. They seemed happy with one another again and open to their neighbors and friends. A new generation was in the nursery. And now the transition was to be complete with the resumption of the annual summer fete and its busy entertainments for all.

Not all the events would happen at Ravenswood itself. Some would center upon the village green. The day would begin there, in fact, in front of the church instead of on the terrace outside the hall. The maypole dancing would happen on the village green, a more appropriate setting than the lawn before the house. And the green would be surrounded by the various booths and stalls at which the villagers and their children would be enticed into parting with their pennies. Other events—especially those needing more space, like the children’s races, the archery and log-splitting contests, and the baking, needlework, and wood-carving competitions—would take place as before at Ravenswood. The evening ball would of course be held in the west wing of the house itself. The ballroom there was the only room for miles around large enough to hold all who would attend.

But everything depended almost entirely upon the weather.

The family at Ravenswood was as eager as anyone else for the resumption of the annual fete. They were already busy with plans for those parts of it that were to be their responsibility. But it was still a few weeks away, and they had other, more imminent pleasures to occupy their minds and their time.

Owen was already home after his second year at Oxford, but he was expecting a friend and fellow student to join him for a few weeks. Nicholas—Major the Honorable Nicholas Ware, that was—had been granted a few weeks’ leave from his regiment, which was a part of the occupation force stationed near Paris. He was to spend those weeks at Ravenswood with his family, whose members had not seen him since before the Battle of Waterloo last year. Lucas and Philippa, Duke and Duchess of Wilby, were coming with their young twins all the way from Greystone Court, the ducal residence in Worcestershire. And Ben, who had at first sent word that he would stay home at Penallen for the summer, had changed his mind and was coming with his daughter after all.

Viscount Watley, Owen’s friend, would not be the only guest from outside the family. Lady Catherine Emmett was a longtime friend of Clarissa, Dowager Countess of Stratton, though they had seen each other only rarely since meeting during a London Season when they were both young brides. They had met again last year when they were in London. Lady Catherine’s niece, Lady Jennifer Arden, with whom she lived, had become a close friend of Philippa, and then Philippa had married Jennifer’s brother, and suddenly they all seemed like one family—very much to the delight of the two older ladies. Lady Catherine and Lady Jennifer had accepted an invitation to spend as much of the summer as they could spare at Ravenswood.

It was going to be lovely to have all the family at home together again. However, the situation would not be perfectly ideal, for Lucas and Philippa, as well as Lady Catherine and Lady Jennifer, were in mourning for the old Duke and Duchess of Wilby, who had died within an hour or two of each other on the night following the christening of the twins back in the early spring. They had been Lady Catherine’s parents and Lucas and Jennifer’s grandparents. It would not be entirely appropriate, then, for them to participate in all the festivities of the fete. However, as Lucas had explained in his correspondence with Devlin, it was important to his wife that they spend a few weeks at her girlhood home. She would enjoy showing off her children to family, neighbors, and friends. And both of them needed a break after the busy months of settling into their new ducal roles. They would take pleasure from their visit and simply abstain from any activity that did not feel appropriate—dancing at the ball on the night of the fete, for example.

Lady Catherine, in her reply to Clarissa’s invitation, said much the same thing. She and Jenny needed some cheering up, she had explained, and she really did not believe her mother and father would expect them to live in unrelieved gloom and isolation for a whole year. One could mourn just as sincerely with light and laughter, after all, and the memory of good times with her parents.

So the Wares of Ravenswood and the families in the village and the countryside enjoyed the unusually near-perfect summer weather they were having and hoped it would continue through July and possibly even beyond. Hoping was all they could do, of course, since no one could control the weather.

It was everyone’s fervent wish that this year’s fete would be the happy beginning of a new annual tradition.




CHAPTER TWO
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Ben Ellis was on his way to Ravenswood. He sat comfortably with his arms folded across his chest, watching his daughter play with her dolls on the carriage seat across from him and pondering the issue that had been plaguing him for several months now. He had never been a ditherer. When a decision needed to be made, he considered all the options, made his choice, and acted upon it. But suddenly he had become a ditherer, and he was not at all happy about it. It felt like having a hive of bees buzzing inside his head.

The basic question and its answer were not the problem. He was ready to marry again, and the sooner he did it the better it would be. Joy needed a mother. Having a father who doted upon her was not enough for her. Nor was having the kindly, grandmotherly nurse Ben had employed and a houseful of servants who watched out for her and indulged her probably far more than they should.

His daughter needed a mother. And brothers and sisters. Soon. She was already three years old. And he needed a wife—or perhaps wanted was the better word. He had liked being married, belonging exclusively to one woman, having her belong to him. Mutual affection and comfort, shared lives, a shared bed, regular sex—it was a way of life that had satisfied him, and he wanted it again. No one could take Marjorie’s place, of course, but she was gone and he was still here. And he was still young at thirty-three. He was invited with some frequency to the homes of his neighbors and occasionally returned the favor, but he felt awkward attending social events alone. He felt even worse entertaining alone. He needed a partner, and Penallen needed a mistress.

He had purchased the property from Devlin soon after their return from the wars. It had been sadly neglected in their father’s time. He had considered the house too small for his tastes and too shabby and damp for his comfort. It was too close to the sea for the late earl’s liking. He had hated the perpetual smell of salty air and even fish when the wind blew in a certain direction. He had never seen the appeal of gazing out at the endless expanse of the sea. Ben, on the other hand, had always loved Penallen and dreamed of what he would do to improve it if it were his.

Now it was his, and the most pressing of those improvements had been made, not the least of which had been replacing all the heavy curtains and nettings that had covered the front-facing windows with lighter draperies that could be drawn back during the daytime to fill the house with light and reveal the view across his own lawns and the public cliff walk and down over the village nestled on the shore at the base of the cliffs to the waters of the English Channel beyond. The nettings had been permanently removed.

The issue plaguing his mind was not whether he should remarry. It was whom he should marry.

It might have been expected that in such a small rural neighborhood he would have trouble finding even one eligible woman. But that was not the issue either. He had been presented instead with an embarrassment of riches in the form of three women. Three. But try as he would, he could not narrow that number down even to two. Reducing it to one was virtually impossible, and he was driving himself slowly insane. One day he would convince himself that he had made a definite decision, only to wonder the following day—or the following hour—if maybe one of the others would suit him better.

His dithering struck him as being horribly arrogant, as though he considered himself God’s answer to a single woman’s prayer and expected that any one of the three would trip all over her feet in her eagerness to become Mrs. Ellis of Penallen. That mental image of himself appalled him. It was just as likely that one or all three would be outraged at his effrontery in considering them.

He was, after all—to use the plain English word—a bastard. The bastard son of the late Earl of Stratton, to be exact. It was true that he had been brought up at Ravenswood Hall thirty miles away with the earl’s legitimate family, that he now owned Penallen, which was not exactly a mansion but was a manor of considerable size and dominated the skyline above the village. Nevertheless, he was a bastard, a fact that might well deter any respectable young woman to whom he offered marriage. And if not her, then her parents.

He had tried making a choice based upon that possibility. Which of the three was most likely to ignore the blight upon his name and accept him anyway? There was no way of knowing.

It had been an easy decision the first time. Marjorie had been his woman—he had never called her his mistress—for more than two years before he discovered that she was with child; six months with child, actually. She had not told him and he had been as blind as a bat and as stupid as an ox before he saw her in profile one day when she had not seen him, her hands behind her hips, flexing her spine backward. He had married her the very same day and had never regretted it.

He brought his mind back to the present. Their daughter, his and Marjorie’s, was manipulating the arms of the larger of her two dolls so they could hug the woolen cat and she could murmur endearments to it in a higher version of her voice. It was an awkward procedure, as the black, white, and orange cat with its round, startled-looking eyes, which had been knitted by his younger sister Stephanie as a Christmas gift last year, was larger than the doll.

After a moment the cat pulled sharply and rudely away from the doll’s fond embrace and bounced about the carriage seat opposite, mewing loudly, pausing briefly to kiss the cheek of the doll, perhaps in apology, and leaping right over the head of the other, smaller doll before settling flat on its belly on the seat and licking one paw with lapping sounds that came from Joy’s mouth.

“Naughty kitty,” she scolded in the voice of the bigger doll. “Lie still. Time for your nap. No stories for you today. You been bad.”

His daughter had been slow to talk, using single words and a pointing finger long after Ben had thought she should be saying more. He need not have worried. Suddenly whole sentences had started to pour from her mouth, and soon after they had been largely intelligible even to people other than himself.

She came out of her imaginary world now as she glanced across at him. She still did that frequently, even though two years had passed since her mother died and her whole world and security had come to depend upon her father alone. She needed at all times the reassurance of knowing where he was. He smiled. She did not like her make-believe world to be invaded by adults, though, and could become very self-conscious, even irritable, if she was made suddenly aware that her nurse or her papa was within hearing distance.

“Are we there yet, Papa?” she asked in her own precise little voice.

“Not quite,” he said. Thirty miles was not a very long journey, but to a child even a five-mile stretch could seem endless. “We will be there for tea.”

She yawned noisily, grasped the cat by one incongruously long ear, jumped down from her seat, and climbed onto his lap. She curled against him while his arms came about her.

“Tell me a story about Mama,” she said.

She would never have any conscious memories of her mother, of course, just as he had almost none of his mother, but he tried to keep Marjorie alive for her as much as he could. He told her one of her favorites, of the time when an officer, all decked out in pristine scarlet coat with gold lace and silver facings and buttons, had demanded his washing from her and proceeded to curse her when she told him it was not ready. But Marjorie had interrupted him, her dunking stick waving before his face, the sleeves of her dress rolled up above her elbows to display her reddened, muscular arms.

You shut your mouth right there, sir, she had said, or I will wash it out with this here soap. When you bring your washing to me, you take your turn with everyone else, even if you are King George of England. I told you it would be ready tonight, and I meant tonight. Does this look like tonight, with the sun almost directly above your head? She had pointed skyward with the stick before shaking it in his face again. Go away, now. Shoo. I have work to do even if you do not. Sir.

Unfortunately Ben could not imitate her broad Cockney accent.

“And he went,” he told Joy, “as meekly as a newborn lamb. And everyone who was standing around listening applauded and Mama curtsied to them like a princess, waving her stick like a wand.”

“Even if you are King George of England,” Joy said, giggling with glee. “Shoo.” They were always her favorite words from the story. She hugged her cat with one arm while pressing its ear against her mouth with the other hand, turned her face against his waistcoat, and was asleep within moments. Ben felt the familiar ache of love for her, his own flesh and blood, born of two bastards—the word he had been called more than once in his life, and Marjorie too.

Not that Marjorie had known for sure that that was what she was. She had never known either parent but had grown up in the grim, bleak setting of an orphanage in a poorer part of London. She had married a boy from there when she was about sixteen—she had never known either her birthday or her exact age. Her husband had taken the king’s shilling soon after and been sent off to the Peninsula as a private soldier. Marjorie had gone with him, having won the regimental lottery to determine which wives could accompany their husbands and which must remain behind in England. And so she had gone there and done her part by becoming a washerwoman, and her feet had been set on the path that would eventually cross Ben’s. It was strange how life could be like that. The odds against their ever meeting had been enormous. He had usually done his own washing, but on one occasion, when the army had been marching for days and it had got a bit out of hand, he had taken it to the nearest washerwoman and asked if she had time to do it for him.

He did not think of himself as a man of strong passions. He had not been in love with Marjorie, though he had cared deeply for her. He was not in love with any of the three women he was considering as his second wife. There were other considerations more important to him than romance. He was capable of loving with all his heart. His love for his daughter was total and unconditional. He and his wife had named her Joy quite deliberately. She was theirs, their own legitimate child, an important concept to two orphans. But he had always been Ben Ellis. Not Benjamin or Benedict. No middle name. No mention of the name Ware. Just Ben Ellis.

Joy was his very own, as she had been Marjorie’s. She bore his name—as had his late wife. She had been the joy of their hearts.

When he had been invited to Ravenswood to spend part of the summer, he had excused himself at first. He had already given up a few weeks of the early spring to travel north for the christening of Pippa’s twins and had remained longer than he intended for the funeral of the old Duke and Duchess of Wilby, grandparents of Pippa’s husband. He had come home to Penallen at last, dreaming of settling permanently there in his new home and neighborhood, of supervising the work on his farm all summer and through the harvest, of choosing a bride, of proposing to her and arranging a wedding, perhaps soon after the harvest or maybe closer to Christmas.

But then he had been faced with the dilemma of having no clear and obvious choice of bride, but rather three eligible and very equal possibilities. He turned his head to gaze out through the carriage window and saw the familiar landmarks that told him they would be at Ravenswood within half an hour or so. Good. Perhaps the bees would take a nap inside his head once he arrived. Perhaps by the time he returned home, he would have made a clear and firm decision.

All he wanted was an ordinary woman, though he meant no offense by that word. Quite the contrary, in fact. He certainly did not want anyone of high social rank, into whose world he could never quite fit—just as he had never quite fit at Ravenswood despite the efforts the countess and his half siblings had always made to treat him as a son and brother equal to themselves. They all genuinely loved him, he knew, just as he loved them.

But there had been the little things, or not so little, perhaps. He had been sent to a good school at the age of twelve, just as his half brothers had, and received an excellent education there. His father had been eager to send him to Cambridge when he was eighteen. His half brothers, however, had been sent to a different school, where most of the pupils were sons of the aristocracy or the upper crust of the gentry. Devlin had gone to Oxford to further his education and now Owen was there. Nicholas had had a commission purchased for him in a cavalry regiment in which all the officers were sons of elite British families.

Ben was not looking for outstanding beauty in a bride either. Character was of far more importance than looks. Marjorie had been a tall, strong woman with a broad, round face and wavy light brown hair she had worn ruthlessly scraped back over her head and twisted into a tight bun. Her hands and arms had been powerful and permanently reddened from all the hours they spent in her washtub, scrubbing and wringing clothes filthy with mud and blood. She had not been pretty, just pleasant looking. She had been a satisfying lover, a comfortable companion, a devoted mother, and a good woman.

Mrs. Collins was the childless widow of a fisherman who had done well enough for himself to leave her a small cottage in the village down by the shore and enough money to support herself, though there was probably no surplus to spend upon luxuries. She was a quiet, seemingly sensible woman, who nodded to him pleasantly at church each Sunday and often handed Joy a sweetmeat to suck upon during the sermon.

Miss Green, one of the numerous children of an impoverished gentleman from Gloucestershire, had been offered a home and employment as companion by her maternal great-aunt, Miss Gibbons, who lived a mile or so west of the village. Miss Green was an unassuming young woman, though neither dull nor unintelligent. Ben had been in company with her a number of times at various church functions and evening gatherings at the homes of his neighbors and had been in conversation with her on one or two of those occasions.

Miss Atwell was the schoolmaster’s eldest daughter and helped her father out a few days a week by teaching some of the slower learners their letters. She was a serious-minded young woman, but she obviously cared about children and had a way of drawing the very best out of them. She had lifted Joy onto her lap at one church picnic while she told a story to a circle of older children sitting on the grass before her. She had smiled at Ben as she carefully handed over his sleeping daughter when reading time ended, with the humorous remark that she must be an interesting reader indeed if she so easily put children to sleep.

Which of the three would suit him best? Mrs. Collins? Miss Green? Miss Atwell? Which would make the best mother for Joy? With which one could he imagine himself living in some contentment for the rest of his life, even if they both lived to be eighty? Which one did he most fancy sleeping with?

There was no clear answer.

He would allow himself these few weeks away from home to relax with his family. Joy was excited about seeing the babies, her cousins—Devlin and Gwyneth’s Gareth and Pippa and Lucas’s Emily and Christopher. She was also eagerly looking forward to being made much of by the family, particularly her joint favorites, Uncle Owen and Aunt Stephanie.

He bent his head to kiss the soft, unruly curls on his daughter’s head. She made sounds of sleepy protest and pressed the cat to her face.

“We are there,” he said after the carriage had passed through Boscombe and rumbled over the bridge that spanned the river between the village and Ravenswood. It was now climbing the slight incline of the drive, which passed between flowering meadows on either side and the few sheep that grazed there, and up between freshly scythed lawns above the ha-ha to the house itself.

Joy yawned hugely before sitting abruptly upright on his lap, wide awake and eager to leap down from the carriage the moment it drew to a halt and the door was opened and the steps set down.

The front doors at the top of a tall flight of steps had opened and Devlin and Gwyneth had come outside, smiling in welcome. Stephanie was close behind them. She came hurrying down the steps, her arms spread wide, as Joy squealed and bounced on Ben’s lap and lifted the cat to wave one of its paws at her aunt.

The following day another carriage drew close to Ravenswood, though this one was coming from the east rather than from the south.

“Clarissa and I felt an instant liking for each other,” Lady Catherine Emmett was telling her niece. She thought a moment. “It was actually more than just liking, though. Sometimes one meets someone and senses immediately that that person will be a close friend, almost as though one had known her before though clearly it is impossible. In a previous lifetime, perhaps. It would be very convenient, would it not, to have the sort of religion that believed in such a thing?”

“Reincarnation?” Lady Jennifer Arden said.

“That is the word,” her aunt said, raising one ringed finger. “I felt just that with Clarissa the first time we met during a London Season when we were both young brides. And I knew she felt the same way. Have I ever told you that by some incredible coincidence our weddings were solemnized at the same hour on the same day in the same year but in different places? We did not see a great deal of each other after that Season until last spring, but we always corresponded regularly and still do.”

Yes, Jennifer had heard it all a number of times before. But it was inevitable when one lived with someone that one heard—and told—some favorite stories more than once or even twice. She had enjoyed watching the friendship of the two older ladies blossom last year when they had met again in London. Clarissa, Dowager Countess of Stratton, had been there for the come-out Season of her elder daughter, Lady Philippa Ware.

“It was exactly how I felt when I met Pippa,” Jennifer said. “Her daughter and your niece. Perhaps there is something in that reincarnation theory, Aunt Kitty. Maybe we reincarnate in groups and somehow recognize one another when we meet again in the new life.”

They both chuckled at the absurdity of that notion and for a few moments were content to watch the English countryside through the carriage windows.

“He was not nearly good enough for her,” Lady Catherine said after a while. “The earl, Clarissa’s husband, I mean. He was extremely good looking and charming and sociable. He was the center of attention wherever he went and was widely liked and admired. Clarissa was beautiful and charming herself, but she always seemed to move in his shadow. Other women openly envied her.”

“Except you,” Jennifer said, smiling.

“Well,” her aunt said. “It seemed to me that it ought to have been the other way around. Other men ought to have envied him, and perhaps a few did. But he somehow chose to eclipse her, and I did not think that well done of him. Your uncle and I were friendly with them before Clarissa stopped going to London every year for the Season, but I never succumbed to his charm. It was clear to me from the start that he liked women rather too much, that he had a roving eye. I always suspected he was a womanizer. I do beg your pardon, Jenny, for such plain speaking.”

Her niece laughed. “I have been twenty-five years old for three weeks, Aunt Kitty,” she said. “It is unlikely that at my age I will succumb to a fit of the vapors when I hear such a word.”

Her aunt patted her hand. “I recall the letter I had from Clarissa soon after the birth of Devlin,” she said. “She ought to have been over the moon with happiness in those early days of new motherhood, and on the surface she was. But I knew her well enough by then to be able to read between the lines. The earl, her husband, had just brought a three-year-old child home with him from London and explained that the boy was his son, conceived before he fell in love with Clarissa and married her. He told his wife that the child was the unfortunate result of a youthful indiscretion during the brief spell when he was sowing some wild oats, as most men do before settling down. It had happened the one time only, he assured her, and never since or ever again. But the mother had recently died and he had not had the heart to send the boy to an orphanage. He had brought him to Ravenswood instead, sure as he was that his generous, warmhearted, and beloved wife—I am perhaps adding some of my own words here, Jenny—would forgive him and open her arms and her heart to the motherless child. Which, of course, Clarissa did. Her terrible pain pulsed through every word of that letter, however. I suspected then that he would never be faithful to her or totally honest with her, and that she would never confront him on it.”

“That child was Ben Ellis?” Jennifer said. It was not really a question. She had heard the story before, and she had met him on two separate occasions, once in London last year at Pippa’s wedding to Luc, her brother, then this spring at Greystone for the christening of Luc and Pippa’s twins and Grandmama and Grandpapa’s funeral, which had followed close on its heels. He must be in his early thirties by now, the illegitimate son of the late earl, whom her aunt had heartily disliked. Jennifer did not have any clear picture in her mind of Mr. Ellis, though she knew she had spoken with him a few times. It seemed to her that he was a very ordinary man and not the sort people did notice or remember. Unlike his father, apparently. Yet he had had the good fortune to be raised in a noble household with a stepmother and stepbrothers and sisters who accepted him as part of their family. They had, after all, brought him with them to that wedding at Arden House, and Pippa must have invited him to the christening this year. Jennifer hoped he was grateful.

She did remember that he had a young daughter, who had been born somewhere in Portugal or Spain during the wars. The mother had died before they returned to England. Actually Jennifer had more memories of the child than of Mr. Ellis himself. She was a little wisp of a thing with large blue eyes and a mop of unruly fair curls. She had patted Jennifer’s knee after the wedding, pointed at Jennifer’s wheeled chair, which she used because she could not walk, and asked if she could come up for a ride. Someone—one of the Wares? Mr. Ellis himself? No, it had been Susan, Jennifer’s young niece. She had come to invite the little girl to play in one corner of the large drawing room with the other children. And away the child had gone, tripping along beside Susan, her ride forgotten.

But not forever. At the christening this spring, she had patted Jennifer’s leg and smoothed a hand over her knee while asking again for a ride on the chair. Her language skills had developed in the months since the wedding. She had even said please. It was Stephanie Ware that time, Pippa’s younger sister, who had whisked the little one away with an apologetic grin for Jennifer. So the child—she was Joy Ellis, Jennifer recalled—still had not had her ride on the wheeled chair. Jennifer wondered if she would be at Ravenswood this summer with her father.

“He must be a constant reminder to Clarissa of her husband’s infidelities,” her aunt was saying, still talking of Ben Ellis. “And I do not doubt they were plural, Jenny. But the audacity of the man! Her firstborn, their son and heir, had just been born. She was given no advance warning of the arrival of his other son, or even of the boy’s existence. Can you imagine how she must have felt? Actually it defies imagination, does it not? It is perhaps—No. There is no perhaps about it. It is undoubtedly wicked of me, but I was never more delighted than I was when I heard of the earl’s sudden death. Dear Clarissa, I thought. Free at last. But Ben Ellis must be a permanent millstone about the neck of the family even now that his father is gone. Though that is probably unfair of me. Why should the son suffer for the sins of the father, after all? He seems to be a pleasant enough young man.”

Jennifer hoped the journey would not last much longer. Her right leg—the twisted one—was aching terribly, but there was not enough space between the seats for her to be able to move or stretch it. Her back was aching a bit too from being tipped to one side whenever she tried to set her aching right foot flat on the floor, a near impossibility even at the best of times. Her right leg was shorter than the other, and thinner and weaker. But she would not breathe a word of her discomfort. She never did. It was bad enough that she had to suffer. She did not need to make anyone else suffer with her.

They were on their way from Amberwell in Lincolnshire to Ravenswood Hall in Hampshire. Invitations had come from both Gwyneth Ware, Countess of Stratton, and Clarissa, the dowager countess. Clarissa had been eager since last year to have Aunt Kitty come to stay, but of course the invitation this year had included Jennifer too. She was, after all, Pippa’s sister-in-law as well as Aunt Kitty’s niece. Her aunt lived with her. Jennifer was effectively crippled as the result of a lengthy childhood illness that had almost killed her before leaving her permanently maimed.

She was looking forward immensely to the visit, especially to seeing the babies, her niece and nephew, who would no longer be the newborns she remembered from a few months ago. She and her aunt had been a bit dull at Amberwell lately, the fact that they were in mourning having forced them to curtail their social activities in the neighborhood. It had also prevented them from going back to London during the Season. Both of them genuinely mourned, Aunt Kitty in particular, for Grandmama and Grandpapa had been her mother and father and she had loved them dearly. It had been hard to ward off the spells of depression that had sometimes descended upon them, though, no matter how hard they were determined to remain cheerful.

Jennifer, with memories of last year when she and her aunt had spent a couple of months in London, found it hard this year not to make the comparisons and not to feel sometimes that she was still nursing a bruised heart. For a brief spell last year happiness had blossomed and hope along with it. Neither had lasted. Ever skeptical and ever cautious—what man, after all, could really want or love a thin, plain-faced, crippled woman past the first blush of youth—Jennifer had resisted falling in love with the Honorable Mr. Arnold Jamieson, who had been young and handsome and attentive and well born. And impoverished. The only thing surely that could make Jennifer attractive to such a man was her considerable fortune. She had known reality from the moment of their first meeting at a ball, where she had set herself up as a spectator.

She had enjoyed his company and his attentions for a while anyway. And, to his credit, he had never denied that her fortune was the main factor that had encouraged him to seek her acquaintance. When it had come to the point, however, she had refused his marriage proposal. Ever since then her mood had alternated between pride in herself for not grasping what at best might have been a tolerable marriage and sorrow that she had not taken a chance on the slim possibility that it might have brought her some happiness.

She was not suffering from heartbreak, she told herself in her more sensible moments. That was really a silly, theatrical notion. It was just that her heart sometimes ached, and the dull routine of their days at Amberwell while she and her aunt observed their year of mourning could do little to distract her. She was determined to shake off her gloom during the next few weeks, however, and then return home with a renewed cheerfulness of disposition. She had spent years cultivating it. Most of her life, in fact. It ought not to be impossible to retrieve it. Smile and the world will smile back, her father had told her once when she was still a very young child and making a slow recovery from her mysterious and painful—and frightening—illness. It had become something of a mantra with her. At the very least, if one smiled the world would not be dragged down into one’s own darkness.

“The last time we changed horses,” her aunt said, leaning closer to the window on her side to peer ahead, “we were told we had one and a half, maybe two hours to go. We must surely be close. Your leg must be aching, Jenny. I never know how you are able to impose such quiet patience upon yourself. You never complain.”

“Would having a tantrum help?” Jennifer asked with a smile.

“Probably not,” her aunt said, flashing a smile of her own. “I would pretend to be asleep. Or I would burst into tears and make you feel even worse.” She turned her attention to the window again. “Oh, look. We are coming up on a village. Do you think it may be Boscombe? Surely it must be. Cross your fingers and eyes, Jenny. I will cross my toes.”

It was indeed Boscombe. The carriage skirted the village green before crossing a stone bridge over a river and then passing between wrought iron gates that stood open and proceeding up a slight slope toward a stone mansion with a vast central block flanked by two equally imposing wings. There were sheep grazing in meadows colorful with wildflowers to either side of the carriage road and cultivated lawns at the top of the rise.

“I am so looking forward to these few weeks,” Lady Catherine said. “I have been promising both myself and Clarissa for years that I would come for a visit, but I have never actually done it until now. More than anything else at present, though, I crave a cup of tea.”

More than anything else, Jennifer wanted to stretch her leg and foot.

Their approach had been observed. The front doors opened even as the carriage drew to a halt at the foot of a tall flight of steps. The earl and countess—Devlin and Gwyneth—stepped out first, but Clarissa, the dowager countess, was right behind them, and Luc and Pippa stepped around all three and came hurrying down the steps, their faces alight with welcome.

Luc swung Aunt Kitty down to the terrace, ignoring the carriage steps despite her shriek of protest, and hugged her tightly while Pippa leaned into the carriage and reached for Jennifer’s hands.

“I know, I know,” she said. “It is not me you wanted to see. Or even Lucas. But we will have to do for now. The twins are still fast asleep in the nursery, the wretches. We have been quite unable so far to teach them that it is really not the best of good manners to sleep through the arrival of special guests. Oh, it is so good to see you, Jenny.”

She leaned farther into the carriage and hugged her sister-in-law, and for the moment Jennifer forgot the pain in her leg and foot.
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