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Chapter 1


Felicity Deacon hadn't seen the inside of Morwood Hall for almost ten years. As far as her hostess was concerned, she has never seen it all, and Felicity thought this blissful ignorance should be allowed to live on.  
Although her memories were partly blurred by the inevitable passing of years, and partly suppressed with her considerable force of will, Felicity still couldn't help but notice the changes. The dark, thick Aubusson carpets that had once smothered the floors had been replaced by lighter Axminster ones. Either Mr. Winters started to interest himself in the niceties of fashion in the last years of his life, or, more likely, his second wife had. 
Most of the withdrawing room, however, remained the same as Felicity remembered—a touch more grandiose than such a place for intimate gatherings strictly required to be, luxurious as thick cream, with brocatelle curtains framing the windows.
Mrs. Abigail Winters, surprisingly young, smiled benevolently as she had probably noticed her guest's curiosity. A guest was a rather generous word, however—whatever courtesies were preserved, no one could pretend that Felicity was on anything like an equal footing with the dainty Mrs. Winters. The former might have been the veritable toast of London's literary gatherings, and the latter a widow of a trade-wealthy squire whose name was hardly known outside Somerset, but it mattered not. One had to earn her living, however genteel the profession; the other did not. 
'I am so glad you have accepted my invitation, Miss Deacon', Abigail said, pouring them both a cup of pekoe—flowery orange, of course, the highest grade. 'Summer in the country can be so very dreadfully boring. When my dear husband was still with us, we used to mostly live in town. His matters of business demanded it, of course. Edmund had free run of Morwood Hall'.
'I imagine that has changed, now that your stepson is a man grown and likely to be in want of a wife'. Felicity's memories of Edmund Winters, the playmate of her childhood games who she had once considered to be her twin soul created for her by the Almighty himself, were rather better than those of his house. She recalled the stubborn gray eyes, the dark hair soft under her fingers as she teased him over this joke or other, the lanky limbs. 
He had never been the kind of ravishing creature who would set any novel-reading lady's heart aflutter. This she could judge now with the ruthlessness and experience of years. Nonetheless, she could imagine he would not lack for invitations by these ladies' rather more level-headed mothers. His name might be young and green, and his family's possession of Morwood Hall anything but ancestral, but the prospective of having a son-in-law who actually can pay the tradesmen's bills must be enticing indeed at least to some.
This, too, Felicity could judge with experience.
'Oh, Edmund would not hear of that', Mrs. Winters suddenly replied. 'One would never find a young man less interested in the delights of the town, or in anything to do with the marriage mart, than him. To hear my stepson, he would be perfectly happy conversing with trees, brooks, and tenants.' 
Had the circumstances been different, Felicity would have bristled at the fact that all these entities were evidently perceived by Mrs. Winters to be of the same order. She would have had to keep that response under control, in the grim confines of her head, but she would have bristled nonetheless.
As it was, however, she had to put her cup back very, very carefully, for the fear of spilling the contents on the carpet—such was the shiver that ran through her.
'Do you mean that Mr. Winters is here?' Felicity asked, hoping her voice was as steady and courtly as she had trained it to be when dealing with influential patrons.
'Why, yes. Pray do not worry, Miss Deacon, he is unlikely to be a nuisance. He has little interest in poetry and even less interest in human company.” 
Felicity could only bear to answer something so noncommittal that it didn't even touch her mind on the way to her lips. 
Edmund Winters was here, on this estate. Perhaps, in this very house. What was he going to think when he saw her—which he would inevitably do one day, if in passing, if from afar? Was he going to even remember her? Or, if he would, was he going to look upon her with pity? Once the daughter of an ambitious father, a neighbor, someone striving to be an equal, now a supplicant before a patron?
Perhaps, she reflected, she made a mistake when she accepted the sudden invitation. But she had been so sure that a young man of considerable fortune would never choose to spend the summer in the country. Besides, she was so desperate...
On the other hand, Edmund Winters had never been the sort of gentleman one imagined upon hearing about a young man of considerable fortune. Even as a child, even as a youth, he had always been rather solitary, fond of strenuous exercise, and proud to the point of sullenness. 
Solitary, that is, with one exception. That exception had been the neighbor's daughter, the girl with unruly dark curls and the kind of energy that could not be satisfied by running with hoops to improve her figure (which her mother insisted she do). 
But that had been a long time away, Felicity reminded herself. A great gulf of years separated her from that girl with her innocent wildness. For all she knew, he was a veritable rake now, perhaps, or at the very least a man-about-town.
'The Lavender Cottage had been prepared for you, Miss Deacon', Mrs. Winters mentioned. 'It's a trifle far from the house proper, that is true, but...'
Felicity put on a smile that felt like a counterfeit porcelain even before Mrs. Winters finished speaking. She was grateful for a small cottage on the premises, of course—ever, ever so grateful! She, who had once taken tea with this woman's rather more stern predecessor countless times, who had ridden dappled horses with the estate's heir, was now grateful to be housed in the Lavender Cottage safely far from the stately home itself. 
She did not get a chance to utter the supposed gratitude in question, however—any more than Mrs. Winters herself got a chance to finish her phrase. For, at that moment, the door to the withdrawing room opened abruptly, and a tall young man strode in. Although he was dressed with stern impeccability, he had the ruffled air of someone who had just come back from a bout of riding. 
'Mrs. Winters', he addressed the older woman. 'We need to speak of...'
Abigail Winters coughed with the utmost delicacy.
'Edmund, we have a guest'. 
At this, Edmund Winters—for, of course, it could be no one else—turned, and looked Felicity in the eye. 
She stared back.
He had changed, that much was true. Although he still was no perfect beau of Viscountess Granville's novels, the last years had been kind to him. The uncomfortably lanky limbs were no longer so; rather, he was slim in the way that hinted that his horse-riding expeditions must have been rather frequent. 
The gray eyes were stubborn still, but Felicity could not recall them having ever been so light, so piercing. 
'Edmund', she called out without thinking. The years fell away for a second, as did the notions of what was prope–r—and the knowledge that calling a man who was so infinitely above her now by his Christian name was most certainly not on that list.
His eyes widened in a barely perceptible way. 
'Felicity'. His voice was just as soft as hers. If one didn't see her, but judged the proceedings solely upon his expression, one would have thought he saw the headless ghost of Anne Boleyn walking the corridors of the Tower, not a pink-satin-clad living woman in a sunlit withdrawing room. 
Although, perhaps, the latter really was a more dire vision. Or, at least, a more personal one. Edmund Winters hadn't, after all, cut Anne Boleyn's head off himself.
The thought helped Felicity regain the hold over herself.
'Miss Deacon,' she corrected him in the tone she always used with her betters when she didn't want them to know they were being corrected. 
'Miss Deacon. To what do I owe this pleasure?' His bearings returned, too, that much was clear. The self-control, which she used to compare to a particularly well-starched collar, was in place once again. 
'To my invitation, of course', Mrs. Winters chimed in. 'Why, Edmund, do you not recall it?'
'No, Mother, I do not'.
He called his stepmother Mother, no doubt to mollify her feelings. Correct as always. 
'I am positively sure I have discussed it with you', Abigail Winters insisted. 'Did I not tell you that the ennui in summer is dreadful?' 
'Yes, Mother. That, I do remember. Indeed, we have had conversations on the subject of your ennui so often the notion had imprinted itself on my mind like a pamphlet'.
'How peculiar. I was sure I have told you that I decided to deal with that inconvenience by engaging in some patronage of the arts'.
'So you have, but I rather thought you were going to commission Mr. Lawrence for another portrait, not invite guests'.
'Miss Deacon is going to stay in the Lavender Cottage. Do not worry, Edmund, she is not going to interrupt your vital business'.
'I hadn't thought you were such an ardent admirer of Miss Deacon's poetry,' Edmund Winters said quietly. There was suspicion in his voice, and a mere trace of hurt, like a smudge of red paint.
Felicity was a poet, first and foremost. She knew how to recognize the shades of feelings in the supposedly proper men and women around her, just as she knew the names for different shades of flowers. 
In those last years, she had mostly seen the flowers in question upon botanical drawings, but that was no matter at all.
'I did not even know you knew her name, Edmund', Abigail Winters retorted. 'Have you yourself been one of those ardent admirers while at Cambridge? I know that students used to run riot over her first poems, when she still published as The Merry One'. 
'I did not even know The Merry One was a lady', Mr. Winters replied. 'Much less that it had been one I once knew'.
Felicity knew she shouldn't have been wounded by these word–s—after all, Edmund Winters has never been the sort of man to agonize over the hidden meanings of poetic lines in the best of times. Besides, even if he were, it was sheer folly to imagine that he would somehow deduce the identity of the young woman he hadn't seen since her girlhood merely by the manner of her versifying. 
But wounded she was. 
'You knew each other?' Abigail Winters exclaimed with genuine-looking amazement, therefore clearing herself of suspicion. 'But how?'
This time, Felicity could reply for herself. 
'My father used to rent a rather splendid house not far from here. I had the honor of calling upon Mr. Winters once in a while'.
'My goodness, but if your situation had been so comfortable, what on earth led you to earning your own living by the quill?'
Felicity shuddered inwardly. The second Mrs. Winters was not a malicious woman by any stretch of the imagination, but she clearly didn't suffer from the surfeit of tact. 
She did not lower her gaze, but looked into the young widow's cloudless blue eyes. 
'The American War has ruined more than one livelihood, Mrs. Winters. That country house was the least of the things we had to let go of'.
And the vultures were waiting by the door. 
'I did not know of your…circumstances', Edmund Winters said, looking at Felicity. Such precise choice of words. Circumstances. Another man might have said ruin, but no such dramatic expressions in the measured world of Morwood Hall.
The old Mr. Winters had been the same, as far as Felicity could remember. The son did grow up to follow his father.
But then, she should have guessed that.
'It was not your responsibility to do anything, Mr. Winters.' Felicity smiled with as much formal charm as she could muste–r—and she could muster considerable resources on that front. 'It is not, after all, as though I had been your intended'. 
***Edmund could not help staring at the closed door for a few moments after Felicity Deacon had been escorted out of the room. She was accompanied by a footman who had been told to show her to her new accommodation. Edmund wondered if it was courtesy on his stepmother's part, or ignorance. She had rarely taken any interest in the parts of the estate beyond Morwood Hall proper, and might have simply not known where Lavender Cottage was located. 
God, what a predicament it all was.
'I hope you understand, Mother', he turned to Mrs. Winters, his words clipped and clear, 'that Miss Deacon cannot stay with us for long'.
'I hope you understand that I cannot go back on my promise. I have promised her the run of the cottage for the rest of the summer, and that is what she is going to get'.
'The rest of the summer. Which has barely started'.
'Indeed. May I ask why you object to her presence so? Did she not say you used to know each other? Even if some childhood rivalry lies between you, I do hope you can set it aside, being a man grown'.
Childhood rivalry. He could have laughed at it, had he been in any mood for laughter. No, there was no rivalry, no juvenile enmity. If anything, there was an enchantment. 
But Edmund had made his choice, all those years ago, in his father's study. He realized, even then, that enchantments were for children, and games in the meadows. A man had to make difficult choices, and, if need be, drink the bitter drought to the dregs. 
'I cannot imagine Miss Cadogan would see it quite this way', Edmund said aloud instead. 'To say nothing of Sir Jonathan'.
'It is not as though Miss Deacon would live under the same roof as yourself.”His stepmother waved the objection away, as though it were but an annoying fly. 'I cannot say anything for Sir Jonathan's daughter, but he himself is a reasonable man'.
'He might suspect my relationship with Miss Deacon to be improper'.
'He is no sermon-writer himself, from what I hear'. 
'But not when it comes to his daughter. In that case, he would demand the behavior of her suitor to be one of the utmost correctness. Quite rightly, of course'. 
Edmund could hardly imagine having a daughter of a marriageable age, but he supposed that if he had one, he would have never allowed a man of rakish habits to court her. Especially, his pragmatic side added, if those habits were coupled with a recent possession of the land, and the fact that he was a mere generation away from trade. 
It was not difficult to imagine how Priscilla Cadogan might develop some suspicions of her own. Not that she herself was not lovely—the color of her hands was that of placid pallor, and her fair hair might have belonged to a Meissen shepherdess. However, she lacked that unnameable quality that animated Miss Deacon's veins even when she was but a sprightly girl. Edmund could remember Felicity Deacon reading Homer in his father's gleaming-new, mostly untouched library, and pronouncing she would not want to die through any way but a shipwreck. 
She has changed with years, as he supposed most women change when they grow and mould themselves to the necessary demands of the world. There was a hint of polish in her deportment, and the kind of self-control in her voice that had not been there before. But she still had that dark hair curling of its own accord, those eyes so deeply brown they could almost be twin black ponds. 
The expression he saw when he looked into those eyes for the first time in years could not be mistaken for anything but shock. Even that was bright and intense in her, a primary color.
'Miss Deacon is my guest, in a certain way. She would expect my behavior as a hostess to be one of the utmost correctness, too. I have offered her our hospitality, and our hospitality she is going to have. Of course', Mrs. Winters added, 'you can remind me that I am merely a widow, and not your true mother; that it is only through your good favor that I am not residing in one of those cottages myself…'
Edmund furrowed his brow in mild irritation. This was a crude instrument to employ on her part. 
Which was not to say it was ineffective. 
'You know very well that I would never wrong you. I have never expressed the faintest desire to turn you out of father's house, and I never will. This is your home as well as mine…Mother'.
She smiled as though she were a soft white cat having come upon a dish of soft white cream. 
'In that case, since it is my home as well as yours, I am sure you won't begrudge me my choice of guests'.
God, what a predicament it was. 
'I am going to join Sir Jonathan's hunting party tomorrow', Edmund reminded her. 'I dearly hope he is not going to ask me why a woman of uncommon beauty is currently residing on my estate just as I am trying to court his daughter. In your place, I would harbor the same hope'.
'You know my opinion on Sir Jonathan Cadogan and




OEBPS/images/a07a4240-8ac6-483f-8084-b26bd1f2bb69.jpeg





OEBPS/images/814d7a7d-764c-4268-aec5-89fded88eb5a.png







