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1785

It was a moment Matthew Taylor knew he would never forget. A fanciful thought, perhaps, when he was eighteen years old and all of life and life’s experiences stretched ahead of him. Or so it was said, most notably by his parents, as though his childhood and boyhood were of no consequence.

He knew, though, that he would always remember. He stood watching Clarissa Greenfield, drinking in the sight of her, willing the present moment not to end, hoping she would not move or speak again for a while.

She was leaning back against a tall tree, her arms slightly behind her on either side, her palms pressed to the trunk. A breeze he could scarcely feel fluttered the sides of her long, full skirt and her dark hair, which she had shaken loose when she’d dropped her straw hat to the ground. She was achingly pretty, with all the freshness of youth and the innate warmth and charm that were an essential part of her.

She was seventeen years old.

Their families were neighbors. She had been his closest friend for most of their lives, though they could not be more different in nature and temperament if they tried. She was even-tempered, devoted to her parents, and obedient to them and her governess. She wanted to be the sort of young lady they wished her to be. They loved her, after all. She had a deep affection too for her brother, a good-natured lad who was five years younger than she. It seemed to Matthew that there was never discord within the Greenfield family.

He, on the other hand, was a misfit within his family. He had tried to love his parents and Reginald, his brother, who was ten years his senior. In his more generous moments he admitted they had probably tried to love him too. It just had not worked. His mother and father had very rigid ideas about the sort of person a second son ought to be if he was to expect a prosperous and respectable future. His father, though a gentleman of property, did not have a large fortune. Everything he did possess would pass to Reginald upon his death, just as his father’s property had passed to him while his younger two brothers had forged successful careers, the elder as a diplomat, the younger as a solicitor. Matthew had not met either uncle or their wives and children, his cousins. His uncles wrote to his father but never came home for a visit. His father used them as examples of what Matthew must aspire to be. He must be educated to enter one of the professions suited to his birth.

The whole of his boyhood was designed to prepare him for that future. Any idle activity, any behavior that ran counter to the plan, was firmly discouraged. It seemed to Matthew, looking back from the age of eighteen, that he had never been allowed to be simply a boy, exploring his world and perhaps finding enjoyment in it.

He had decided early in his life that he could not always, or even often, conform to the sober, joyless expectations of his parents. He gave up even trying after repeatedly being scolded and punished for behavior that came naturally to him—falling into streams, for example, while trying to cross them on mossy stones he had been warned were unsafe; whittling away at pieces of wood with a knife he was not supposed to have and being careless about clearing away every last scrap of shavings that gathered about him on furniture and floor; being late home when visitors were expected for afternoon tea—late and grubby with dust and mud and sweat from head to foot. The list went on and on. He spent more time in his room with only dry bread, stale water, and a Bible for company and sustenance than he did anywhere else, he sometimes thought.

Even his grandmother—his mother’s mother, who lived on the estate adjoining theirs and next door but one to the Greenfields—upon whom he called quite frequently as a young child, told him one day that unless his behavior at his own home improved, he would no longer be welcome in hers. He had never again gone there voluntarily.

Matthew gave up trying. He developed into a moody, rebellious boy, until the worst thing of all happened. His brother, the beloved Reggie of his early years, began to punish him for bad behavior by refusing to do things with him such as fishing in the stream or flying a kite in the meadow or going to the village shop for the rare treat of buying sweetmeats. When Matthew had rebelled even more in protest, Reggie had washed his hands of him and become Reginald ever after. Their mother sometimes wept and complained that she did not know what she had done to deserve such a disobedient, ungrateful child. And the more his father tried to insist that Matthew toe the line for his own good, the more Matthew deliberately did just the opposite.

Life at home became intolerable—for all of them, perhaps. It had seemed to Matthew as he grew up that his only real friend was Clarissa Greenfield. She was the one person in the world who accepted him as he was, though she had never tried to excuse his least admirable exploits, such as the time he had been told to take his ball farther from the house lest he break a window and had instead hurled it quite deliberately through the one at which his father was standing while issuing the order. Clarissa had merely asked him why.

It was a question she asked frequently as they grew up, but it was never rhetorical, an accusation in disguise, as it was whenever his parents asked the same thing. It was, rather, a question in genuine search of an answer. She always waited for his explanation. More important, she always listened and never told him afterward that he had been wrong or bad, that he ought to do this or that to make amends. She allowed him to rant when he needed to and pour out all his bad temper and self-pity. She listened until he ran out of complaints and instead talked about his dreams and listened to hers.

She could always bring out the best side of his nature, though he was never sure quite how she did it. Just by being a good listener, perhaps? By never judging him? She was also a good talker, given the chance, a cheerful and amusing companion. They had often laughed together over the merest silliness, sometimes quite helplessly. She was one of the few people with whom he ever did laugh, in fact. She was the only person who seemed to give him leave to be happy, to frolic with no purpose but pure enjoyment.

And frolic they did through long summer days, always remaining within the boundaries of her father’s property because that was where she was expected to be. They walked and ran and waded in the stream and lay in the grass and picked daisies to fashion into chains and talked endlessly about anything and everything that came to mind. They often just sat cross-legged in the grass, their knees almost touching, while he whittled a piece of wood and she tried to guess what he was making.

“A beaver,” she would say. “How darling it is, Matthew.”

“A squirrel,” he would say, and they would both laugh.

She never told him to be careful with the knife. She always admired what he carved and called him marvelously clever, even when she mistook a squirrel for a beaver.

Even in winter they had spent time together, sometimes tramping about the park side by side, dressed warmly with little more than their eyes exposed to the elements, but more often in a small, little-used salon inside, where cakes and biscuits and warm chocolate or tea were brought to them in a steady stream and Mrs. Greenfield would ask him if his mother knew where he was.

“She will guess,” he would say.

She would smile and tell him she’d send a note so his mother would not worry, and she would include in the note the time at which she would turn him out of the house and direct his footsteps homeward. But those words to him were always spoken with a good-humored smile. And the funny thing was that he always left at the appointed time and hurried home so his mother would have nothing for which to blame Mrs. Greenfield.

Now Matthew watched Clarissa leaning back against the tree, all but grown up, just as he was. But after all these years, she had just broken his heart. Oh, it was an extravagant way to describe his feelings. But he was about to lose her and was trying to postpone the realization that he might find the loss unbearable. It was a silly idea—yes, silly was the right word—to describe his heart as broken, whatever that meant. He was eighteen years old, for the love of God.

He watched as she gazed ahead at a seemingly endless expanse of lawn and trees stretching off into the distance across the park. The afternoon sunlight was upon her face, but he could not tell what she was thinking. Was she staring off into the brightness of her future or back with nostalgia to the past she was leaving behind? Or was she fully present and feeling the breeze on her face and in her hair while being consciously aware that everything familiar was about to change? Was she aware of his silent presence close by, almost in her peripheral vision, or had she forgotten he was there? Did she know she had broken his heart?

Surely she was feeling at least some sadness. She loved him, after all—as a friend. But sadness was not her dominant mood today. He knew that. She had told him so.

“He is so . . . gorgeous, Matthew,” she had said. “So good-looking and charming and good-natured. And his smile! Everyone admires him. Mama says he is possibly the most eligible bachelor in all England. Yet he has chosen me.”

She had been talking about Caleb Ware, Earl of Stratton since his father’s death three or four years ago. He lived about ten miles away at Ravenswood Hall, an imposing mansion and park close to the village of Boscombe. Matthew had seen him a time or two and knew him to be well thought of by his neighbors. But he had no personal acquaintance with the man. Stratton must be twenty-four or twenty-five years old and, yes, a very eligible bachelor since, in addition to everything else, he was said to be fabulously wealthy.

Two days ago the earl, with the countess, his widowed mother, had taken afternoon tea with the Greenfields, by appointment. Before they left, Stratton had arranged with Mr. Greenfield to return three days hence—tomorrow—to discuss a matter of some significance to them both. His mother, meanwhile, had had a private word with Mrs. Greenfield, and the two ladies had agreed that a connection between their families, specifically a marital connection, was greatly to be desired.

Stratton was coming tomorrow, then, to have a word with Richard Greenfield, and it was no secret what that word was to be. In all probability it would be followed immediately by a marriage proposal to Clarissa herself.

She intended to accept, even though she was only seventeen years old. If she asked to postpone her decision for a year or two until she was eighteen or nineteen, she had explained earlier, she might very well lose her chance altogether. The Earl of Stratton would marry someone else, and his choices would be limitless. His mother had apparently explained to Mrs. Greenfield that she would far prefer to see him married to the daughter of a respected near neighbor than to someone of possibly higher rank about whom she would know very little. It was time Caleb settled down. He had the succession to ensure, besides which he had been restless lately and clearly needed a bride who would have a settling influence on him. He would almost certainly not wait, then, nor would his mother, if Clarissa asked for more time.

Richard and Ellen Greenfield, though surely somewhat uneasy about the tender age of their daughter, nevertheless must be very conscious of the great honor being bestowed upon her and the dazzling prospects such a marriage would bring her. She would be the Countess of Stratton, with all the prestige and security of position and untold wealth the marriage would bring her. And she would remain relatively close by at Ravenswood. It would have been strange indeed if they had not encouraged the match.

They had not pressed it upon Clarissa, however. Indeed, they had been careful to point out to her that she was very young, that it would be perfectly understandable if she wished to have a few more years to enjoy all the pleasures of a presentation at court and a social Season in London, where she could hope to capture the attention of numerous eligible young gentlemen. If that was her wish, then her father would inform Stratton of her decision before he could embarrass himself by making her a formal offer.

Their caution and consideration for the feelings of their daughter were typical of them. They had raised her to be a lady with high expectations, but they would never force her to do anything about which she had any doubt.

Clarissa was hugely flattered, however. And excited. The prospect of an early marriage and of a title and new home at Ravenswood of all places would not perhaps have been enough in themselves to sway her, but . . . well, there was the Earl of Stratton himself. She had seen him only a few times in the past and mostly from afar until he came for tea with his mother, but . . . Well.

“He is so gorgeous,” she had told Matthew. And he had understood that she was quite in love with the man, though she did not know him at all.

She had known him, Matthew Taylor, almost all her life. They had been close friends for years, but only friends, Matthew reminded himself as he stood, feet slightly apart, hands clasped loosely behind his back, watching her gaze off into the distance.

He wished he could capture this moment for all time. But he had never been much good with paint and brushes. Somewhere between the picture he saw in his head and the image that came through his hand onto paper or canvas, there was a gap in communication. It was very frustrating, because the images were always vivid and insistent. His fingers itched at his back at the thought and he flexed them. He would love to carve her out of wood. Not that he had any great skill at whittling either, but it was wood carving he yearned to do almost more than anything else. He saw life and shape in wood. He saw soul there and longed to reveal it with the aid of his knife.

But he had never been encouraged to discover any real talent he might have. Quite the opposite, in fact. So he had never been able to develop his meager skills. One day, perhaps . . . Oh, one day he would carve this scene.

Or would he simply forget?

No. He would never forget.

She had no idea that he loved her not just as a friend but as a lover. He was in love with her and had been for some time. For the last year or so anyway. It was not a love he would ever reveal to anyone, of course, least of all to her. For he was the younger son of a landed gentleman of only modest means, while she was the daughter of Richard Greenfield, who was untitled but nevertheless of the upper gentry, with an impeccable lineage on both his side and his wife’s. He had a home and park at least twice the size of the Taylors’, a correspondingly profitable farm, and a sizable fortune. The Greenfields had always been kind to Matthew, but there could never be any question of his marrying their only daughter. Everyone understood that. It had never had to be put into words. Matthew had understood it, even as he was falling in love with his childhood friend. He had known that in doing so he was dooming himself to heartache, even heartbreak. For the time would come when she would inevitably marry.

Someone else, that was.

He had just not expected it to happen so soon. He had been totally unprepared for what she had told him today. He had not had time to fortify his heart. He had expected that he would have at least another year or two before it happened.

She had turned her head, he realized, and was gazing directly at him. She was not smiling.

“Matthew,” she said softly. “You are not happy for me?”

He strode closer and stood in front of her, cutting the sunlight from her face. Putting her in shadow.

“I am happy if you are,” he said. “Are you?”

Her eyes were searching his, but he could still not interpret her expression. Usually he could read her well.

“I am,” she said. “I believe this will be a good marriage for me—and that is surely an understatement. But it means everything will change. Even though I will not be far away, this will no longer be home, will it? I will be Clarissa Ware of Ravenswood Hall, Countess of Stratton. Yes, I am happy, Matthew. I am even excited. I believe I will be happy with him. He is amiable and charming. I was quite bowled over by him when he came with the countess to take tea with us. But what is going to happen to our friendship—yours and mine? If you were female, it would continue regardless, but there is the minor inconvenience of your being male.”

She paused to smile at him.

“Yes,” he said.

“It would not be the thing, would it,” she said, “for us to be forever traveling back and forth to spend time with each other.”

“No,” he said. “Not the thing at all.” He tried to smile back, but he could not seem to command his facial muscles to do his will.

“What will you do with your life, Matthew?” she asked. “Do something that will make you happy.”

He shrugged. “I will find something,” he said. “Not the church or the army or navy or a courtroom, but something. I will never be able to satisfy my father, unfortunately. He and I will never be able to sit down and discuss my options as two equals even though I am eighteen now. You must not worry about me, however. All will be well.”

“Will it?” She almost undid him then. She lifted one hand and cupped her palm about his cheek. “You are a searcher,” she said. “And one day you will find what it is you seek, and you will be happy. You must not settle for anything less, though I do not doubt your father is well-meaning in his efforts to secure your future. Seek, Matthew. Do something positive. Do not just rebel.”

There were tears in her eyes then, and he was not sure there were not some in his own too. He blinked rapidly to clear his vision.

“Promise me,” she said.

“I promise,” he told her, though he had no idea how one sought what one could not even name. Or where one went to look for it. And this was surely the first time in their long acquaintance that she had given him actual advice. Urgently, forcefully given it.

They gazed at each other, their faces only a foot or so apart, and he felt a dreadful urge to kiss her. Just once. A goodbye kiss. A good luck kiss. But it would be a terrible mistake—for her, for him, for them. For if he kissed her, she would know, and she would definitely be sad. And he would know—though he already did—that it was hopeless, that any image to which he clung of their being tragic lovers about to be driven apart by circumstances would be dashed forever. He would end up looking foolish and knowing he would feel it every time he saw her in the future—which was bound to happen from time to time.

“Now you promise me,” he said, “that you will be happy. That you will live happily ever after.”

Her smile turned instantly brighter. “I promise,” she said.

She stooped down to pick up her hat and the ribbon she had placed inside it. She tied back her hair and secured the strings of her hat beneath it at the back, brushed her hands over her full skirts, and raised a smiling face to his.

“Time for us both to go home,” she said, and turned in the direction of the house. She waited for him to fall into step beside her.

Clarissa walked homeward, Matthew at her side, and thought how bewildering it was to be seventeen, to be bursting with happy anticipation of a dazzling future on the one hand yet heavy with heartache on the other. To love two men, one she had known all her life, one she scarcely knew at all.

She had always loved Matthew Taylor. They were close in age, while his brother was ten years older than he, and George, her brother, was five years younger than she. She and Matthew had enjoyed doing the same things. They could walk for miles while scarcely noticing the distance. They could wade in the stream and sit for hours in the branches of a tree, seeing shapes in the clouds above their heads. And always they talked endlessly about everything and nothing.

They were very different, of course. She was eager to learn all a young lady should know by the time she grew up. She wanted to conform, to fit in, to be liked, even loved, by everyone, young and old, rich and poor. She knew that the life of a lady was often a life of service to her family and friends and neighbors and servants, and she wanted to do it well. Matthew sometimes called her a dullard, though he always said it fondly and it made no difference to their friendship. He was a dreamer and a rebel, both of which attributes got him into constant trouble at home, some of which he deliberately courted, as though he enjoyed incurring the wrath of adults and drawing the punishments they could mete out. She occasionally called him reckless. But it never, ever occurred to her to put an end to their friendship.

She wished now that he was not in love with her. But she feared he was. And she wished she was not a little bit in love with him, though she feared she might be. She was too sensible, too rooted in reality, however, to encourage the budding feelings either in herself or in him.

She was the beloved only daughter of a wealthy, privileged landowner, a member of the ton. She had always known she could expect to make a good, even brilliant marriage when she grew up. Matthew was the second son of a landowner of moderate means and must make his own way in the world when he grew up. His brother would inherit everything, including his maternal grandmother’s estate after her passing. She had never made a secret of that fact.

Unfortunately, Matthew did not fancy any of the careers his father had tried to thrust upon him—the church, the military, a seat in Parliament. Not even the diplomatic service or the law, though his uncles had apparently declared their willingness to help him get a start. Nor did he fancy trying to snare a wealthy heiress—his mother’s suggestion. Perhaps it was just as well, he had told Clarissa, that no wealthy heiress in her right mind would ever fancy him.

His father had lost patience with him long ago. So had his brother, who had married three years ago and produced two sons in rapid succession. Matthew had always been a rebel. Clarissa had frequently shaken her head at him, but she had rarely if ever scolded him. She had always listened to him and sympathized with him, for she knew that all his bad behavior was a cry for help, a plea to be accepted and loved for who he was. She had once held him in her arms while he wept on her shoulder, though he had been only ten at the time. It had not happened again.

It was all stupidity. For Matthew Taylor just did not know who he was or where he belonged in life. And he had been blessed with the worst possible family to help him find answers—in Clarissa’s opinion anyway. They were well-meaning. She was sure that deep down they loved him and were genuinely concerned about his future. But they had not an ounce of imagination among them. They simply could not understand that Matthew would never fit into any mold of their devising. The more they tried to insist, the more outrageously he would rebel.

To be fair, though, she did not know how anyone could help someone who would not help himself. She had given Matthew her friendship and her love and sympathy all her life, but she knew they were not enough. At least she had let him know he was not all alone in the world, that someone cared, really cared, for the precious, intelligent, talented person who lay somewhere deep inside the troubled boy.

Yet now she was making matters worse for him, and she feared he would feel she was abandoning him. For she believed he was a fair way to being in love with her, while she was about to make a brilliant marriage with the man of every young girl’s dreams.

Ah, life could be very cruel. What would become of Matthew?

Clarissa had always looked forward eagerly to the future, though she had known it would not include him. A young lady of her social stature did not marry a younger son who would have neither property upon which to settle her nor the means with which to support her in the manner to which she was accustomed. More important, he would not be able to provide their children with any sort of secure prospect for their future. It all sounded a bit calculated and unfeeling, perhaps, but it was how society worked.

Besides, she was young. She wanted everything the world had to offer her. Did that make her shallow? Surely not. The future did not just happen. At least, one did not have to let it just happen. One must try to shape it into something that would bring stability and security as well as happiness to one’s life.

She desperately wanted to be the Countess of Stratton, especially as merely thinking of the earl made her feel breathless. He was terribly good-looking and amiable and charming. At tea two days ago, he had demonstrated impeccably good manners and made conversation with her parents and even with George, her twelve-year-old brother. But when he had talked to her, or listened to something she was saying, she had felt herself really seen and heard. She had felt his liking, his admiration. And it had seemed natural, not forced in any way. It perhaps seemed conceited to believe he had been enchanted with her, but . . . well, she really believed he had been.

Yet not many minutes ago she had desperately wanted Matthew to kiss her. She had wanted to kiss him. For over the last year or so she had found her feelings for him changing, and she had not been firm enough with herself to quell them before they developed into something troubling. She had always loved him more than she loved anyone else except her parents and George. Matthew was her friend, almost the other half of herself. But now she was a little bit in love with him too. If she was perfectly honest with herself, it was more than a little bit.

He was slender and wiry in build, not particularly tall. He had very dark hair, one heavy lock of which was forever falling down over his forehead. His face was narrow and angular, interesting more than it was handsome. It was often a frowning face, sometimes even sullen, though occasionally a smile would transform it and make him irresistibly appealing. He had lovely white teeth. His eyes were very dark. Clarissa sometimes described them to herself as fathoms deep. She also thought he was a bit like the tip of an iceberg, as her governess had once described it to her. What one saw of Matthew Taylor, what he allowed the world to see, was only the merest fragment of all that was within him.

All muddled up within him.

He was the most exasperating, contradictory, tortured person she had ever known. Sometimes she felt she could shake him. Yet she loved him.

“Matthew.” She stopped walking and turned toward him. She was almost home. This was the most convenient place for him to branch off and return to his own home. “You are very quiet.”

“You have not exactly been prattling yourself,” he said.

“Do you think I am being foolish?” she asked him, suddenly all doubt and uncertainty. “To marry someone I scarcely know? When I am only seventeen? When most girls do not even make their debut into society until they are eighteen? Am I doing the wrong thing?”

“Oh no, Clarissa,” he said, raising both hands, palms out toward her. “You are not going to do this to me. This has nothing to do with me. It is something you must decide—with the advice of your parents.”

Even now—stupidly—she wished he would grasp her by the shoulders and pull her against him and . . . Well.

She wished he would tell her not to do it.

But she wanted more than anything in the world to do it—to accept the marriage offer the Earl of Stratton was almost certain to make her tomorrow. He was surely the most attractive man she had ever met—not that she had met many in the course of her life except neighbors, it was true.

“You are right.” She smiled ruefully at him. “I am sorry. You will come to my wedding?”

“No,” he said. Baldly, just like that, with no hesitation at all.

“No?” She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Why not?”

“Clarissa,” he said with soft reproach.

She felt deeply hurt even as she understood and was relieved that he would not be there.

“If you were female,” she said, “you would have to come. You would be my bridesmaid and would be needed to hold my gloves and flowers if I was carrying any.”

“I am not female,” he said.

“No.” She laughed shakily. “And you would look silly holding my flowers. Oh dear, this feels very like goodbye. It is not, surely. Is it?”

He drew breath as though to answer her, but then he shook his head slightly and remained silent. His face tried a smile but settled upon a frown instead.

She opened her mouth to speak, found there was nothing to say, and closed it again.

They had never been at a loss for words with each other. Until now.

She turned and made her way with long strides toward the house. It was goodbye, even if they continued to see each other from time to time in the future. She could feel a single teardrop running down her cheek.

It was goodbye.

And tomorrow was a new beginning. For her it would be the beginning of happily ever after. She felt a spring in her step, and a leftover heaviness in her heart.

What would tomorrow bring for him?
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