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        “Dear, you should not stay so late,

        Twilight is not good for maidens;

        Should not loiter in the glen

        In the haunts of goblin men.”
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        “And as the evening wanes to night,

        And the Moon Lake’s tide recedes,

        The water nymph comes

        ’Neath silver light,

        To punish man’s cruel deeds.”

      

      

      

      

      I paused in my recitation to an audience of none, my eye caught by the illustration alongside the lines. The delicate watercolour depicted a nymph lounging on a boulder at the edge of a lake. Her long, silvery hair curled around her shoulders, while the hem of her white dress dipped in the water. There was a wistfulness about her expression that made me sad to look at her. A sigh lingered in her painted blue eyes.

      Sitting on my own rock, I emulated the pose, holding the tattered book open with one hand, my bare toes dangling in the little brook that flowed beneath me. Curling my legs to one side, I turned to gaze over my shoulder just as the nymph did in the picture—and spotted my sister crossing the lawn towards me.

      Charlotte, who was with child and beginning to show, had an irritating habit of rubbing her swelling belly when she thought no one was looking. Catching herself, she darted her hand behind her back, though not without a fleeting, smug smile.

      “Emma! Whatever are you doing with your feet in the water?” Charlotte’s eyes widened in horror, and I followed her gaze to see the bottom of my dress dragging in the stream.

      “I was only reading.”

      She sighed. “It’s getting late. Edgar will be here soon. And now you’re going to have to change.” She glanced at my book. “Please don’t tell me you’re reading that dreadful Lord Vairnruth again.”

      “It’s my favourite poem.” I detested how petulant I sounded, like a stubborn child. Yet my sister would insist on treating me as such, as if I weren’t nineteen years old and as much a grown woman as she was.

      “He’s a bad influence.” Charlotte struck out back across the lawn, forcing me to hurry after her.

      “Why?”

      “The why is not for you to know. All that matters is that Papa doesn’t want you filling your head with Lord Vairnruth’s ideas.”

      “It’s a poem,” I protested. “About a water nymph. There are no ideas.”

      My sister shot me a sly, sidelong glance. “Only because you’re too young to understand. Once you’re married, you will⁠—”

      “Oh, pray don’t start with the ‘once you’re married’ nonsense again. You’ve been married less than a year. What gives you the right to act so superior?”

      “I’m only saying that once you’re married, you’ll see some things differently.”

      Charlotte’s hand drifted to her belly once more, and I bristled. Ever since her marriage, she’d dropped hints about some secret knowledge she’d gained upon her wedding night. The worst of it: I was curious to know what happened between man and wife. Dreadfully so. Charlotte had told me enough to pique my interest, but no more, and at times it was all I could think about. But I was a maiden still, and all I could do was read my books—poetry, novels, romance—and imagine what secrets lay unspoken between the lines.

      I rolled my eyes at my sister’s complacent expression, but by then we’d reached the driveway, and my sarcastic retort was whipped from my lips when I put my bare foot down on sharp gravel.

      “Ouch!”

      Charlotte looked down. “Where are your shoes?”

      “I … must have left them by the stream.”

      “Emma.”

      “I’ll fetch them. It will only take a moment. You go inside.”

      Sighing, Charlotte turned and waddled towards the front door. I hitched up my skirts and ran back across the grass. The wind hit my face, cool and fresh, making me feel as light as feather, and I laughed with the simple delight of it as I swept up my shoes and sped back. Pausing at the edge of the driveway, I slipped them on and crunched across the gravel, before heading into the entrance hall.

      Crawford Manor was a modest home as country piles went. Only half-a-dozen bedrooms, plus space for the servants, of course. The hall’s white-tiled floor was buffed to a shine, and a sprig of fresh wildflowers adorned a vase by the door. Charlotte, too, looked pristine, waiting by the stairs in her pink gown, her light brown hair neatly curled and pinned. The only blot on the unsullied landscape was me—I looked down to see a muddy puddle forming around my feet, thanks to my sodden dress.

      Charlotte tutted. “Go up and get changed. I’ll send Sarah to help you. Wear something nice. The blue silk dress, perhaps. And please re-pin your hair. You look as though you’ve been through a hedge backwards.”

      Older sisters. With a huff, I headed upstairs and shut myself in my room, closing the door a little harder than was strictly necessary. While I waited for the maid to appear, I wandered to the window, still holding my book. The volume I’d been reading when my sister so rudely interrupted me was my much-beloved copy of The Water Nymph by Lord Augustus Vairnruth, undoubtedly the most famous—and certainly the most talented—poet in all of England. Perhaps all the world. His tragic tale of an innocent maiden cursed by a jealous Faerie King had bewitched my imagination, and since I first discovered it, not a day had gone by that I hadn’t found the time to sink myself into the poem’s enchanting depths. The lyrical verse, the exotic setting, the exquisite romance … all had captivated me until I was quite unable to think of anything else. Certainly not tedious dinners with my family. Certainly not our esteemed guest, Edgar Goodwin.

      There was a timid knock on the door, and Sarah crept inside. She bobbed a small curtsey before opening my wardrobe.

      “Lady Melrose says you’re to wear the blue silk, if it please you, miss.” she said, relaying my sister’s command. I had half a mind to argue, but recognising that it was Charlotte who riled me, not the maid, I checked myself and only nodded. Though it pained me to admit it, Sarah was the closest thing to a friend I had in Crawford Manor.

      “You’ll be dining with Mr Goodwin tonight, I suppose?” Sarah ventured, as she took my gown from the wardrobe. “You’ll want to look your best.”

      “I want to look presentable. As always.”

      “Naturally, miss.”

      Once my dress was laced up and she was re-pinning my hair, Sarah said, “Is Mr Goodwin very handsome, then, miss?”

      “Handsome? I can’t say I’ve ever noticed whether or not he is handsome. Perhaps he might be considered so, but what interest would it be of mine?”

      “What indeed, ma’am?” Sarah stepped back to examine my hair. “Perhaps a little something else … These!” She plucked some fresh cornflowers from a vase on my dressing table and arranged them in my hair. “See? They bring out your eyes.”

      I turned to the looking glass. She was right—the blue of the cornflowers did indeed match my eyes, and they stood out strikingly against my dark hair, too.

      “How pretty you look, ma’am,” she said. Then, slyly, “I’m sure Mr Goodwin will think so, too.”

      With a sudden flush of anger, I pulled the cornflowers from my hair and tossed them on the dressing table. “I wish I could tell Mr Goodwin I don’t care what he thinks.”

      Turning away from the looking glass, I walked out, feeling guilty for taking out my anger on the maid. I knew what was really bothering me, just as I knew the reason behind Sarah’s sly looks, and my sister’s insistence that I wear my finest dress. My parents hadn’t spoken to me about it, not directly, but Mr Goodwin had been at the house increasingly often, and a terrible suspicion was growing in the pit of my stomach—a suspicion that hardened into certitude by the time I reached the bottom of the stairs and stood hesitating in front of the drawing room door.

      Mr Goodwin was going to propose tonight. And my parents were expecting me to say yes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I steeled myself, trying to settle my fluttering nerves. Me? Marry Mr Goodwin? How had I not seen it before? All those dinner parties and quiet afternoon teas my parents had invited him to. The walks and picnics we’d taken alongside Charlotte and her husband. How could I have been so foolish not to have suspected what they had in mind?

      But of course, I had suspected. I simply hadn’t wanted to admit it. I’d wanted to stay in my own little world with Lord Vairnruth and the water nymph for as long as I could. And now I was going to reap the consequences of my self-imposed ignorance: I had no idea how to act, or what to say. I had done nothing whatsoever to put Mr Goodwin off, and it was possible that I had even inadvertently led him to believe I might say yes.

      But I was getting ahead of myself. Perhaps, I thought desperately, I was reading the situation all wrong. Perhaps he was not here to propose at all. With a shaking hand, I pushed open the door.

      In the drawing room, Charlotte sat with her feet on a footstool, trying to cool herself with a painted fan while her husband, Francis—a man of stork-like proportions with a nose that greatly resembled a beak—fussed over her. It was a warm evening, and in her delicate condition, my sister felt the heat greatly. Beside them, my mother expounded at great length about which scullery maid Charlotte ought to choose to replace a girl who had recently gotten herself with child: “There are three girls in the village who might suit, but of those I would recommend only two. The other is known for her loose ways. I should not have her under my roof, if I were you. Not unless you want a repeat of last time …”

      Meanwhile, my father stood by the fireplace, talking with Edgar Goodwin. They turned to me when I entered, and my father gave me an appraising look.

      “I’m so glad you’ve decided to grace us with your presence, Emma.”

      I cast my eyes down and bobbed a small curtsey. “Good evening, father. Good evening, Mr Goodwin.”

      “Good evening, Miss Crawford.” Mr Goodwin took my hand and kissed it. “May I take this opportunity to tell you how delightful you look tonight.”

      No, you may not, I thought, but I suppose he took my look of embarrassment as proof that his advances were welcome, because his face lit up with a smile.

      With his sandy blond hair, light eyes, and clear skin, Mr Goodwin was as handsome as Sarah could have hoped. He led me through to the dining room and we took our seats side by side. I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. At nearly thirty, he was ten years older than me, and had a decent living as the parish rector. He was not a bad match for a younger daughter with a very meagre dowry, and I knew I was not as pretty as Charlotte. Her full figure and rosy cheeks had managed to catch the eye of a baronet. I, skinny with ebony-dark hair and a pale complexion, was not likely to be so lucky.

      And yet, and yet … As I tried to calmly sip my wine, a mad desperation seized me, as though I were being walked to the gallows. I couldn’t quite articulate, even to myself, why I had such a strong aversion to the idea of marrying Edgar Goodwin, yet I knew in the depths of my heart that I could not. I was not ready. I thought I had more time. I had imagined balls and parties, trips to London and Bath. All the new people I might meet, the friends I would make.

      I had imagined a lover, someone like the Faerie King who seduced the water nymph when she was still a human maiden named Ondine. A man of sublime beauty, with hair like spun gold and eyes like stars, who would be so overcome with passion for me that he would offer me eternal life if only I would return to his magical land with him. And if I could not have all that, I thought, I would settle for someone who made my stomach flutter with butterflies when I looked at him. Someone with a mind like my own, with whom I could share ideas and dreams as equals. A soulmate, I suppose.

      None of that would happen if I were wife to a rector, living out the rest of my days in a small cottage in the next village. I felt the world shrink around me like a vice.

      “Are you quite well, Miss Crawford?”

      I plastered on a smile. “Very well, thank you, Mr Goodwin.”

      “Please, call me Edgar. We have known each other long enough by now, I am sure.” He began carving his steak into neat cubes. “Your sister tells me you spent the afternoon reading. I’m very fond of reading myself.”

      “Indeed?” I looked at Charlotte, hoping she would extricate me from this conversation, but she refused to meet my eye.

      “Do you have a favourite author?” Edgar went on.

      “Lord Vairnruth,” I answered without thinking, my enthusiasm bubbling up in spite of my wish to appear cool and noncommittal. “His poems are simply heavenly.”

      “Vairnruth!” Edgar’s eyebrows shot up, and I knew right away that I had made an error. No doubt he was thinking, as my sister did, of Lord Vairnruth’s controversial reputation. Good. The less he likes me, the better.

      “My sister’s taste is still developing,” said Charlotte, solemnly. “What books would you recommend to her, Edgar?”

      “Books? Well, I’m sure Miss Crawford is already well acquainted with Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women …”

      “Very well acquainted,” I answered, trying to hide the sour expression that threatened to creep onto my face at the thought of that hectoring tome. “But I much prefer novels. Mrs Radcliffe, for example, is a favourite of mine.”

      “The trouble with novels, Emma,” my father cut in, “is that they fill your head with unrealistic ideas.” There was a warning edge to his voice. He turned to Edgar. “Sometimes my daughter forgets that she lives in nineteenth-century England, not a fairy tale. But a little careful guidance would soon cure her of such fancies.”

      I shuddered inwardly. I didn’t want to be cured of anything. But I kept my face passive, smiling politely as my father launched into his oft-repeated rant against novels. His argument, which he had made to me many times, amounted to the idea that women did not require—indeed, should not have—an inner world of any kind. Women, as far as my father would have it, were supposed to look beautiful, behave impeccably, and have heads as empty as dressmaker’s mannequins.

      “Vairnruth was an old schoolfellow of mine,” Edgar said cheerfully. “We were at Cambridge together.”

      I looked at him anew.

      “Is that so?” Francis said. “Were you acquainted with him?”

      “Very well acquainted. We ran with the same crowd. We were good friends, in fact.”

      A surprised silence settled over the table. That a rector could have been friends with Lord Vairnruth was an impossible idea to reconcile. Everyone had heard the rumours about Vairnruth: his many affairs, his wild exploits—several of which had happened at university, just at the time Edgar claimed to have known him. And he was a genius—a man of unrivalled literary talent and imagination. Whereas Edgar was just … Edgar. I had never heard an interesting word drop from his lips in all the weeks I’d known him.

      “In fact,” Edgar glanced sidelong at me, “he has invited me to his birthday celebrations next week. His house is not far from here, you know. Just a day’s journey or so, in the heart of Derbyshire.”

      I said nothing. I felt like a fish on a hook, being lured in. Yet my heart fluttered as I imagined the birthday celebrations his Lordship might have. Surely something decadent and fabulous. Perhaps Edgar was not as boring as I had assumed.

      “How fascinating,” said Francis. “You will have to tell us all about it.”

      “Mr Goodwin will not be going, I am sure,” said my father.

      “On the contrary,” said Edgar. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      My mouth twitched at the sight of my father’s astonished expression, and Edgar shot me a look as if to say, ‘See, we might have fun together after all.’

      Soon after, the conversation moved on to Francis and Charlotte’s plans to modernise their home, and I finished my dinner in silence. I had nothing to add to the discussion of house extensions and garden renovations. Such things had never interested me, and soon my attention drifted. I began to daydream about Lord Vairnruth’s
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