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Chapter One
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That fall of 1803 many in England were alarmed that the country was to be shortly invaded. The brilliant French general, Napoleon Bonaparte, was even then amassing a threatening flotilla in the French ports, most particularly in Boulogne, and a huge military camp was known to be on the French shore ready to embark across the Channel. Watchfires were built up and down the English coast, ready to be lit if invasion became a reality.

A trade embargo had been erected between France and En­gland, resulting in brisk smuggling between the two countries. It was a profitable but dangerous business, steeped in tradition. Those along the English coastline, from the meanest of hovels to the gentlemen’s country seats, had for generations tacitly supported and protected the freebooters with their silence. The excisemen, whose duty it was to capture and stop the freeboot­ers, thus had a difficult time putting an end to the illegal trade.

The same tolerant light was not bestowed upon the spying that went on back and forth across the Channel. French and English spies traversed the smugglers’ routes for profit and for patriotism. In one year alone, twenty-seven French spies had been discovered and deported.

Stirring times, indeed.

At Halverton Manor, however, Lady Cecily Lester had no interest in momentous events. Her interest was centered upon her daughter, Vanessa. Her ladyship was determined to see that the girl was credibly established. For Lady Cecily, it was a matter of paramount importance that her daughter was wed.

Lady Cecily was a widow of formidable character and mien. Once handsome of face, discontent had marked lines from her nose to her mouth. There was a hard cast about her celestial blue eyes that did not lighten even when she smiled. Her fig­ure was still good and her ladyship was never seen abroad ex­cept in the height of fashion. Her ladyship was the daughter of an earl and she had often and bitterly regretted that she had married so far beneath her station. She had been a younger daughter. Her father had been in precarious circumstances due to his excessive gaming and she’d had no portion and very few prospects. The offer from a wealthy baronet had come at a most opportune time to save the earl from his embarrassments and his daughter from the humiliation of being left on the shelf.

Lady Cecily’s gratitude toward the baronet had not endured. She had hated the country. The windy downs to the west and the wooded lowlands had not appealed to her aesthetic sense. Most particularly, she had detested the smaller society in which she had found herself. She could only view her neigh­bors with haughty contempt, for none of them could aspire to her own high birth. She had demanded of the baronet that they remove themselves to the metropolis, where one could be as­sured of being able to mingle with others of the same social stature.

When it was gradually borne in upon Lady Cecily that her husband would never forsake his ancestral estate in order to establish a prominent place in London society, she quickly came to loathe him. After the birth of their daughter, Lady Ce­cily had spurned her husband altogether. She had done her duty, she informed him. He had his heir.

Now Lady Cecily had cause to regret that long-ago rebellion toward her husband.

Sir Charles Lester had indeed made his daughter his legal heir. He had brought the girl up just as though she had been the male heir of the estate, training her in her responsibilities and duties toward the land and their tenants. In the end, at his death, it was brought to light that Sir Charles had bequeathed all that he had to his sole blood descendant.

Halverton itself and all its rents were settled upon Miss Vanessa Lester. Nothing was left to Lady Cecily except the right to remain at Halverton until Miss Lester was wed, at which time a generous settlement would devolve upon Lady Cecily. The baronet had known his spouse very well. Sir Charles had written dryly that he had wished to be certain that Miss Lester would have proper chaperonage at Halverton in the event that his death took place before Miss Lester was es­tablished in her own household.

“Ridiculous! Absurd,” said Lady Cecily forcefully, drawing her Norwich shawl closer over her shoulders against the room’s chill. She stared out the window at the long green that was bounded by the woods. The south lawn was awash with sunshine, but its pleasant contours left her unmoved.

She had made the same statement over and over since the baronet’s will had been read nine months earlier. That future settlement represented to Lady Cecily the key to her freedom. Bitterly, she reflected that if there had been a male heir, Sir Charles would never have set up such an idiotic condition. Naturally a brother could have been expected to offer his pro­tection to his sister. Lady Cecily would likely have had a rea­sonable pension settled upon her and she could have shaken the dust of Halverton from her heels as soon as her husband had been interred.

Lady Cecily would have returned to London at once. And perhaps, once she herself had reentered society, she might have sent for her daughter to join her. It was her obligation to see that the girl was creditably established in polite society, after all.

However, that was what might have been. Lady Cecily felt her present circumstances to be intolerable. She was obliged to kick her heels at Halverton while every fiber of her being yearned to be in London. But her daughter, Vanessa, had flatly refused to stir from Halverton. Lady Cecily could not go with­out her daughter, for she had no monies of her own to draw from and her daughter firmly held the purse strings.

Vanessa had quietly advanced the argument that it did not make sense to maintain two households, nor did she wish talk to arise that too early a departure from Halverton was certain to incur.

“It would be a disrespect to my father’s memory to ignore the canons of proper mourning, ma’am,” Vanessa had said.

“Pooh; nonsense. Sir Charles doted upon you. He would be the last to deny you any amusement that you desired,” said Lady Cecily in her characteristically impatient way.

“But I do not desire it, Mother,” said Vanessa quietly.

Nothing had moved her. Not all Lady Cecily’s representa­tions of the advantages of a London Season; of the delights of gathering an intimate circle of high-bred acquaintances and admirers; of shopping and entertaining and being entertained.

When these appeals had failed, Lady Cecily had resorted to cold, quelling lectures on a daughter’s obligation to honor and obey her mother. But Vanessa proved equally impervious to these also, only remarking that she was perfectly willing to fall in with her mother’s wishes once the period of mourning was at an end.

“I fully intend to have a London Season. Papa and I dis­cussed it at length. But there is a time for all things, and it has not yet come. When I have put off black gloves, it will be soon enough to think of amusements,” said Vanessa. The hint of a smile had touched her lips as she regarded her mother’s set ex­pression. “Pray exercise a little patience, Mother. I promise you that the time will pass quickly enough.”

Lady Cecily had not agreed. She did not want to wait out a Season, which was precisely what would happen if she waited much longer. It would soon be impossible to lease an accept­able address in the fashionable quarter of London and natu­rally she could not consider residing in anything less than the most prominent area.

Another year at Halverton! It was insupportable. Lady Ce­cily recalled that she had last discussed the matter of taking leave of Halverton with Vanessa three months previously. They were in half-mourning now. Surely that must make a dif­ference.

“It must make a difference!” said Lady Cecily, glaring about her at the pleasantly appointed drawing room. There was nothing for the undiscerning eye to object to in the graceful shield-back chairs, the velvet-covered sofas, the side table and crested mirror. But Lady Cecily had been often enough to London to know that styles had changed. Vain and arrogant, that knowledge was enough to give her an impatient contempt for her surroundings.

With an angry swish of skirts, she crossed the thick Oriental carpet to pull the heavy bell rope. The door opened and a ser­vant appeared to inquire her ladyship’s wishes. Without look­ing around, Lady Cecily said briefly, “Send Miss Lester to me.”

“Very good, my lady.” The door closed again.

Lady Cecily stared up at the painting that was hung to one side of the huge gilt pier glass over the mantel. The painting was of her late unlamented husband and was very well done. Lady Cecily fancied that the baronet’s eyes gleamed at her, faintly mocking.

Lady Cecily turned sharply away from the portrait. She had never succeeded in besting the baronet. He had resisted all of her cajoling and manipulations. Only in the matter of beget­ting another heir had she been able to claim a victory; but that, too, had proven to be merely a hollow triumph. Even now, when Sir Charles had been in the ground for these last nine months, he continued to hold the reins of all their lives.

The door opened and Lady Cecily’s daughter entered the drawing room. Miss Lester was a tall young woman, well-proportioned but slim. She wore a black riding habit with long sleeves and cuffs. The bodice was double-breasted and orna­mented down the front with the same design that circled the cuffs. A black beaver hat accented by a single ostrich plume angled over her head, in striking contrast to the fiery lights in her dark hair. The long hem of the habit was caught up over one arm, allowing a glimpse of her black half-boots. She car­ried a whip and tan leather gloves. She had obviously obeyed her mother’s summons just as she was leaving the house.

Gravely, Vanessa met her mother’s eyes. Not for the first time Lady Cecily was struck by the thought that at nineteen years of age, her daughter was remarkably self-possessed.

“You wished to see me, Mother?”

“Indeed, I did, my dear. It is high time that we had another little talk about the future. Pray sit down, Vanessa. I dislike looking up at you,” said Lady Cecily, sinking into a silk-covered shield-back chair. She did not offer a smile or her hand to her daughter. It would never have occurred to her to do so. She had left the upbringing of her daughter to a nurse, a nanny and, later, to a superior governess. Such small tokens of esteem that might have been expected to pass between mother and daughter over the years had never materialized. As for Vanessa, she would have been greatly surprised if any such shows of affection had been implemented at this late date.

Vanessa’s dark brows rose slightly. She chose a comfortable carved and gilt armchair near the fireplace. It had been her fa­ther’s favorite seat. “The future, Mother? I thought we had dis­pensed with that question some months ago.”

Vanessa had sat down directly below the painting of Sir Charles, thus affording Lady Cecily the opportunity to renew her unwelcome observation of the striking resemblance be­tween father and daughter. Vanessa had inherited the baronet’s well-formed long aquiline nose and large gray eyes, the dark brows and heavy waving hair, as well as a firm resolute mouth that could as easily display quivering amusement or obstinacy. She was cast out of the same physical mold, as well, being tall and graceful.

In fact, thought Lady Cecily with asperity, there did not seem to be one characteristic that she could point to that was of herself. The painted baronet’s slight smile seemed to widen. Lady Cecily irritably shook off the impression.

“I am not at all content nor satisfied with how we left it, Vanessa. You will recall that I objected most strenuously at the time,” said Lady Cecily.

Vanessa smiled, in a manner disconcertingly reminiscent of her father’s expression. “I do recall something of the sort,” she agreed.

“Yes, and particularly to that ignoble condition of your fa­ther’s will that virtually ties me to Halverton. I cannot support it, nor shall I ever forgive Sir Charles for the insult he dealt to me,” said Lady Cecily.

Vanessa still smiled, but her eyes had hardened somewhat. “I shall not sit by if you intend to vilify my father, ma’am. If that is all that you wished to say to me, I shall take my leave of you. There are matters to do with the estate which I must at­tend.” She rose to her feet.

Lady Cecily was startled and exasperated. She quickly dis­claimed. “No, no, of course not! How you do take one up, and over a completely innocuous statement. Do sit back down, Vanessa! I am getting a crick in my neck.”

Her daughter did not avail herself of the imperious invita­tion, but merely stood looking down at her ladyship with a faintly quizzical look. Lady Cecily pressed her lips together. However, it was not in her plans to set up the girl’s back and so she did not press the matter. Instead, she said, “No, what I wish to discuss with you was our going up to London for the Season. I was just thinking about it. We must be quick about our preparations, for it would not do to take up residence too late. Nothing is so detrimental as a bad address or as annoying as missing the first invitations.”

“You go too fast for me, Mother,” said Vanessa, drawing her whip through her slim fingers. “What London Season are you referring to?”

“Why, this Season, of course. We are out of full mourning and in scarce three months more we will be out of black gloves altogether. It cannot be thought odd in us to leave Halverton now,” said Lady Cecily. At her most persuasive, she added, “You are nineteen, Vanessa. Another year lost without introduction into society and you will be twenty. On the shelf before you have ever been seen! My dear, you must think a lit­tle.”

“While I appreciate your concern on my behalf, Mother, it does not alter the fact that we are still in mourning,” said Vanessa.

Lady Cecily preserved her temper with difficulty. She man­aged a superior smile. “Attending a few quiet, select parties would be unexceptional, I believe. It cannot be thought shock­ing.”

“No, I will agree to that much. However, you know as well as I that once we were in London it would not end at a few un­exceptional functions,” said Vanessa dryly. “And a whirl of social squeezes would hardly be considered proper, situated as we are.” 

Frustrated, Lady Cecily drummed her longer fingers on me arm of her chair. “Yes, yes! I do not forget the restrictions upon us. It slips your memory, Vanessa, but I was bred to up­hold the sanctity of such conventions. However, it is not to be thought that we can wait another three months and expect to acquire a decent address in London. The Season will already have begun by then and there will not be a suitable residence to be had. No, we must make the necessary arrangements now or we shall be forced to wait until next spring.”

“Then we shall wait, ma’am,” said Vanessa.

“Pray do not be absurd!” said Lady Cecily sharply. “You cannot mean for me to spend another year here at Halverton. Why, it is not to be thought of. I shall go out of my mind.”

“I am sorry that you are so repulsed at the prospect, Mother. However, my decision is the same as it was. I shall not show disrespect toward my father’s memory by throwing off my black gloves too soon. You cannot expect it of me,” said Vanessa.

“And what of me, pray? I have been buried in this forsaken place year after year after year. Is that nothing to you? I am your mother, Vanessa. Surely my wishes must count for some­thing,” said Lady Cecily.

Vanessa was unmoved by her ladyship’s hasty speech. She knew that Sir Charles had never objected to his spouse’s fre­quent and lengthy visits to friends, whether at their country es­tates or, more usually, up to London. What he had objected to and had refused to contemplate was the upkeep of an extrava­gantly fashionable town house that would have been occupied only during the height of the Season of any given year and otherwise been a useless drain on the estate. She reminded her mother of this. “You have always been at liberty to visit friends for months at a time.”

Lady Cecily swept away the unwelcome reminder with a grand gesture. “It is not at all the same!”

“My father left Halverton and its concerns to me. As you are undoubtedly aware, several matters have cropped up since my father’s death which demand my attention,” said Vanessa.

“What care I for that?” asked Lady Cecily coldly.

Vanessa smiled. She had few illusions. “What, indeed?”

Lady Cecily shot a sharp glance up at her daughter. “What do you mean by that, pray?”

“Only this, ma’am. Quite beside our half-mourning, I shall not shirk my responsibilities at this juncture only to indulge your impatient whims. There will be time enough to consider a London Season when matters are satisfactorily in hand and I am confident that my agent can manage on his own for a time,” said Vanessa.

“Halverton! That is all I hear. I do not know what Sir Charles was about, to place the estate and all the rents into your inexperienced hands when I could have managed everything very much better. I was bred to a greater position than this, after all!” Lady Cecily shook her head, her lips thinned. “But it is all of a piece. Sir Charles never once considered my wishes, nor even my advice.”

Vanessa held her peace, though she very much wished to re­spond. She knew what it had cost her father to redecorate and refurnish the entire manor to his new bride’s extravagant taste. She had seen the figures in the books, recorded in Sir Charles’s own firm hand, and how such expenditures had proven to be a charge upon the estate. But she knew also that no good purpose would be served in reminding Lady Cecily. It would only lead to further strife between them, for she would not stand meekly by while her mother abused her father’s memory.

Lady Cecily threw a glance of dislike up at the portrait of Sir Charles. “He insisted in his stupid obstinate fashion to rear you as though you were his true heir and see what has come of it! You think more like a man than a female.”

Vanessa had not been enjoying the interview, but she laughed then. Her somber expression lightened and her eyes sparked with the light of affection. “Perhaps that is true. How­ever, I do not regret it in the least. Papa’s training and influ­ence has disciplined me to know my own mind, and for that I am truly grateful!”

Upon uttering those words, Vanessa gracefully exited the drawing room. Outside the closed door, she turned toward the back of the house. Her ride had been delayed by the interview with her mother, but it was not so much a matter of urgency as it was the desire to remove herself from the house that set her walking quickly down the wide hall.

Before she had traversed much distance, an elderly gentle­man emerged from a doorway. Vanessa stopped, a smile com­ing at once to her face. “Good morning, Howard. I see that you are better.”

“Aye, Miss Vanessa. I am quite capable of resuming my du­des,” said the elderly gentleman, resting his weight on the cane. “Shall you require correspondence to be written later this morning?”

As a young man of scarcely twenty years of age, Howard Tremaine had taken service with Vanessa’s grandfather and then had acted as her father’s secretary. Vanessa had inherited his loyalty along with Halverton. Though bent with age and in fragile health, Howard Tremaine was still an astute and able secretary. He was also very much a part of the fabric of life at Halverton. He had gained the status generally enjoyed by dis­tant relations, often sitting at table with the family and being included at their entertainments.

Vanessa had known him all of her life and she trusted him implicitly. She smiled warmly at him. “Yes, after luncheon. I will be out for the remainder of the morning. I intend to ride down to visit with the tenants, particularly Tommy Whetton. I wish to judge the man for myself.”

Tremaine nodded. “Whetton’s father was a good solid man. I believe that his son will prove to be equally trustworthy once he is back on his feet.”

“As do I. I hope to offer him a bit of encouragement,” said Vanessa. She pulled her whip through her fingers as she spoke.

Tremaine noticed the gesture. “Very good. I shall not delay you longer, Miss Vanessa. I know well that you prefer to be away before her ladyship is about,” he said with the glimmer of a smile.

“I have already been closeted with my mother this morning,” said Vanessa. Her brows creased, she said, “Lady Cecily is extremely restless, Howard.”

“Ah.” The old man instantly understood. He raised his white brows. “Shall I speak with Lady Cecily?”

“You may do so, of course,” said Vanessa. “But I doubt that any word you say would do the least good, unless you were to tell her ladyship that we were removing immediately to Lon­don.”

“No doubt,” said Tremaine dryly. “However, railing at a third party is often beneficial to one suffering from an excess of emotion.”

Vanessa impulsively put out her hand to him. “My dear old friend! You would do that for me, I know. But I do not wish you to subject yourself to her ladyship’s uncertain temper. It would not be right to expect it of you.”

“However, you do not expect it of me,” said Tremaine qui­etly.

“No, I do not,” said Vanessa emphatically. She smiled again. “I must be off now or I shall not return in time to change for luncheon. Take care, dear friend.” She walked swiftly away.
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Tremaine looked after Vanessa thoughtfully, then he turned back to continue his slow progress. Outside the drawing room, he signaled the footman to open the door.

“Begging your pardon, sir. But ye’ll not be wishing to go in there. Her ladyship is in a rare nasty temper,” said the footman quietly.

“That is precisely why I must go in,” said Tremaine on a sigh.

The footman bowed respectfully and opened the door. The old man passed through and the door slowly closed behind him.

Seated in her ornate chair, Lady Cecily looked around upon hearing the door open. “I do not wish to be disturbed,” she snapped.

Tremaine advanced. “Forgive me for this intrusion, my lady. I have just spoken with Miss Vanessa. She is concerned on your behalf.”

When Vanessa had exited, Lady Cecily had been left prey to seething emotions. The old man’s quiet statement acted like a torch on her. “Do not speak to me of her! I am most dis­pleased, Tremaine, most displeased!”

“So it is seen, my lady,” said Tremaine. He indicated a chair. “May I?”

Lady Cecily irritably waved her permission, her thoughts still churning on her daughter’s refusal to accommodate her. She suddenly burst out with a confidence, just as Tremaine had known that she would. “Vanessa has once again proven every bit as obstinate as I could have expected, Tremaine. I shall not acknowledge defeat, however. There has to be some way that I can get to London for thee Season.”

“Perhaps a visit to one of your dearest friends?” suggested Tremaine quietly.

Lady Cecily toyed with the appealing idea of importuning some friends in putting her up, but she swiftly discarded it. “Lady Simmons is bringing out her second daughter this Sea­son, as well as preparing for the nuptials of her firstborn. She would be extremely reluctant to extend the hospitality of her house at this time,” she said.

“Ah. What of Lady Daphne or Mrs. Peckam?” asked Tremaine.

Lady Cecily thought about her other two bosom bows. She had quarreled with both when she had last seen them. Lady Cecily knew that both ladies would still be holding a stupid grudge against her and that it would delight them to no little end if they were able to, regretfully, of course, indicate that having her as a guest was not at that time possible. However, that was not for Tremaine to know.

Lady Cecily made a sharp gesture of dismissal. “That will not answer the purpose, Tremaine, as well you know! The true problem will still exist. It will not be resolved by simply find­ing a welcoming domicile for myself over the Season. No, the answer lies in seeing to it that my daughter is wed, so that wretched codicil to the will can be met and I will at last have control of the income that I deserve.”

“It is naturally the dearest wish of every mother to see her daughter well wed,” said Tremaine quietly.

“Yes, indeed! However, it is beyond my understanding how Vanessa is to attach an eligible parti if we remain in these re­mote parts,” said Lady Cecily.

“I cannot offer you a swift solution, my lady. I can only as­sure you that I will do my utmost to clear away the remaining obstacles inhibiting Miss Vanessa’s sojourning in London,” said Tremaine.

“Do so!” snapped Lady Cecily sharply. “You may go, Tremaine. I had hoped that perhaps you might bring light to my dilemma, but you have done nothing but mouth mealy as­surances.”

The old man levered himself out of the chair, using his cane for a brace. He bowed, but Lady Cecily was already turned away from him. Tremaine shook his head and walked across the drawing room to the door. He opened it and went through.

Lady Cecily scarcely heeded the quiet click as the door closed. She continued to brood, her thoughts going around and around. Eventually she came up with what she persuaded her­self to be an acceptable solution. If Vanessa would not go up to London and take advantage of all the opportunities that might be had in a larger, more glittering society, then the girl would simply have to be pawned off on some local rustic. It was not what Lady Cecily might wish for a daughter of hers, of course. However, Vanessa was willfully choosing to over­throw all of her mother’s good intentions and so the girl must live with the consequences.

Her decision made, Lady Cecily began to review the gentle­men of her acquaintance. It was a small list. There were few that she could call to mind who were in the slightest way eligi­ble. Besides the dearth of possibilities, there was the hurdle of lack of acquaintance to be gotten over. Naturally she could not simply invite the gentlemen to court her daughter. One must be subtler than that. One first had to court the gentlemen’s families and come to be on an intimate footing with them.

For the first time Lady Cecily almost regretted that she had not formed very many close connections in the neighborhood. Then she shrugged, brushing aside the obstacle. What matter? She was still Lady Cecily Lester. However much she was dis­liked, her consequence must still carry weight with less ex­alted personages. If she summoned the neighborhood to a gathering at Halverton Manor, she was confident that the ma­jority would come.

Her daughter could scarcely object, either, for Vanessa had herself agreed that a few quiet parties would be unexceptional. Naturally, their neighbors would wish to return the favor of hospitality and so there would be invitations proffered to other entertainments.

Lady Cecily’s mind was already hatching and evolving vari­ous amusements that would bring her daughter into proximity with the eligible bachelors in the neighborhood. Regrettably, there were only three, once Lady Cecily had eliminated the young sprigs which were younger than Vanessa herself and a widower who was too elderly. The reverend could conceivably be considered a shade too old for a nineteen-year-old miss, himself being a widower every day of forty. He had a trio of hopeful children on his hands, as well. But Vanessa was ma­ture and capable for her years and Lady Cecily did not think it outside the realm of possibility that Vanessa might well like such a challenging situation.

Reverend Haversaw had the advantage of having a hand­some living, given to him by Sir Charles. The two had been distant cousins, so it was not as though Vanessa would be pre­cisely marrying beneath her. Reverend Haversaw was at least a gentleman born.

The other two eligibles were Mark Nashe and Howard Pemberton. They were both estimable young men of adequate if not good birth.

Lady Cecily dispassionately thought of Mark Nashe’s unimposing person. He was unremarkable in face or form, being several inches shorter than Vanessa. But there was nothing to really object to in that, thought her ladyship. It was perhaps unusual for a man to be shorter than his wife, but certainly not unheard of. Mr. Nashe’s position was secure as the scion of the neighboring estate. There would be an advantage in pro­moting the match with the Nashes, Lady Cecily knew, for the prospect of adding Halverton to their own holdings through a marital alliance could not but appeal to them.

Lady Cecily made a mental note to begin cultivating a better and warmer acquaintance with Lord and Lady Nashe. It was fortunate that they were still out of circulation due to their long recuperation from illness. She would be able to make a sympa­thy call. Lady Cecily decided to do so the following morning and then turned her thoughts to the next eligible on her mental list.

Howard Pemberton. Lady Cecily involuntarily grimaced. As she recalled, the young man had seemed to be a coming sort as a boy, full of high spirits and mischief before he had been sent off to school. It was a pity that such promise had not been ful­filled in the man.

Not much had been seen of the Pembertons for some years. They had inherited a tidy estate somewhere in the north, it was said, and had quite abandoned their former place. Then Howard Pemberton had returned to reopen the house with a maiden aunt as his hostess and to take charge of his domestic staff. It was quietly said that the lady was probably his keeper, too, for a duller young man it would be difficult to find. He was kindly enough and well-liked, but was unfortunately rather slow-witted.

However, Lady Cecily was prepared to welcome even such a dullard as Howard Pemberton as her son-in-law if it would enable her to receive possession of her allowance and leave Halverton.

With the exception of Mr. Pemberton’s slow thought processes, Lady Cecily saw little reason for Vanessa to take exception to him. The gentleman was tall and would comple­ment Vanessa’s own inches. His countenance was pleasant, even to a degree handsome if one discounted the lack of spon­taneity in his expression. He was well-set up, having a breadth of shoulder much envied by men less blessed. Lady Cecily had heard in passing that the gentleman was something of a sports­man, being particularly skillful on horseback. That should ap­peal to Vanessa, at least, for she was a notable horsewoman in her own right.

Each of the three eligibles had their drawbacks, but none were so severe as to be insurmountable, reflected Lady Cecily. All in all, her ladyship thought that she could very well bring something about for her daughter. Vanessa was nineteen. It was past time that she made a push on her daughter’s behalf, and certainly next Season must be considered too late. Indeed, the more Lady Cecily reflected on the matter the more certain it appeared to her that her daughter would have had no more than a slim chance at a credible match, even in London. The girl was simply too old. Really, Vanessa should thank her for looking out for her interests so well, she thought virtuously.

Lady Cecily left the drawing room and went upstairs, seek­ing the privacy of her own dressing room. Her maid was in at­tendance but Lady Cecily dismissed the woman. She sat down at her satinwood writing table and pulled out paper and pen and ink. She had several lists to make for the planning of the various entertainments that she had in mind.

Lady Cecily was almost cheerful. Another winter at Halverton would be worth it if she could engineer a match for Vanessa. She would then be able repair to London, ensconcing herself in her own residence rather than making a stay as a guest in someone else’s town house. She would never be obliged to return to Halverton.

That evening Lady Cecily presided at her usual place at the end of the elegantly set dining table. As was her custom even when dining en famille, Lady Cecily had attired herself in an elegant gown and jewels. Her ladyship was noticed by the serving men to be in spirits, for unlike her usual habit she voiced few criticisms of the excellently prepared dinner. The veal and fish, removed by several side dishes, were pro­nounced to be for once quite edible.

Vanessa, seated at her mother’s right hand, was also sur­prised by her mother’s affability. She had dressed carefully for dinner that evening, having kept in mind that Lady Cecily would be quick to censure any perceived carelessness of attire. The ruched crepe gown she wore was lavish for a private set­ting, but it had the advantage of having once earned Lady Ce­cily’s approval as being very pretty. Now it seemed that her precaution had been unnecessary.

Tremaine sat below Vanessa at the table. He said little, but his keen old eyes rested often and thoughtfully upon Lady Ce­cily’s almost benign countenance. He did not think any words of his could possibly have led to this unusual amiability in Lady Cecily. He had been at Halverton when Lady Cecily had come as a new bride and he had had many years in which to become familiar with her character. He had seen this phenom­enon before, and always it had heralded some scheme that her ladyship had hatched to get her own way. Tremaine awaited events, alert for any clue to what was in her ladyship’s mind. All of his loyalty and concern were for Miss Vanessa, for whatever Lady Cecily had in mind would most nearly concern the mistress of Halverton.

Vanessa had steeled herself for more argument or a meal endured in cold silence with the exception of a few exchanges with Tremaine, but neither of these circumstances was forth­coming. Lady Cecily seemed almost mellow. Her ladyship even unbent enough to inquire how Vanessa’s day had pro­gressed.

Vanessa answered willingly enough but with sparing words. Past experience had taught her that her mother had no interest in the affairs of Halverton, or indeed, in anything that did not directly impact upon her ladyship’s comfort. She touched briefly on her visits with the tenants and ended with the matter that had most absorbed her afternoon. “There was a bit of a dilemma over the flooding in the west end. Papa had meant to secure the services of an engineer who had experience in draining bottomlands. Mr. Travers agreed with me that we should go forward with Papa’s intentions.”

Lady Cecily nodded. “Sir Charles always gave great thought to whatever he did with Halverton. I do not doubt that you have made the correct decision, my dear.”

Vanessa regarded her mother with a faintly amazed look. She glanced at Tremaine and saw the same emotion mirrored in his eyes. This shallow praise of Sir Charles was virtu­ally unparalleled.

Vanessa wondered what was the nature of this new tack that Lady Cecily had undertaken. Deliberately, she tested the wa­ters. “It will take some weeks before the engineer arrives. I shall myself interview him. If he is able to accomplish the task, we shall end with several acres more of tillable land. That will eventually mean a considerable profit to us.”

“Excellent, my dear. I am glad that it is in a fair way to being decided,” said Lady Cecily, but with a somewhat bored air. She waved away the footman who would have replenished her wineglass. Glancing at her daughter as she set aside her napkin, Lady Cecily announced, “I am going up early to my rooms, Vanessa.”

“Very well, Mother.” Vanessa was not surprised. Lady Ce­cily had always indicated a clear preference for her own com­pany over that of the baronet or her daughter after dinner. Her ladyship’s habits had not changed overmuch since Sir Charles’s untimely death.

Truth to tell, Sir Charles and Vanessa had both preferred to have the evenings reserved for their own easy conversations. Tremaine had generally respected their privacy, excusing himself at an early hour unless it was insisted upon that he was to remain. On those occasions, he and Sir Charles had enjoyed playing cards for mild stakes and Vanessa had occupied her­self with embroidering. Lady Cecily’s rare presence had al­ways brought tension into the drawing room.

Leaving Tremaine to his after-dinner wine, Vanessa exited the dining room with her mother. She said good night in the hall as Lady Cecily parted company with her to go upstairs.

Vanessa retired to the drawing room, where coffee would shortly be served to her. She sat down in a comfortable chair in front of the warm hearth and took up her embroidery. This was the hour of the day that she had looked forward to most. It had always been a peaceful, informal time. Sir Charles had en­couraged open discussion between them upon all manner of topics. As a consequence, Vanessa had never felt restraint in her father’s company. He had come to know her hopes and dreams and goals.

Now there was only herself to rely on. Tremaine was a dear soul and devoted to her, but he had never presumed to put his own wishes or opinions above hers. Vanessa glanced up at her
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