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      APRIL 1812 - HAMPSTEAD HEATH

      “Seven! Eight! Nine! Ten!”

      The morning was cool and wet, the visibility fair. The mist had only just cleared from the ground minutes before. Both men turned to face one another. They straightened their arms leveling their pistols toward their opponent, taking aim. Sir Christopher Glory stood calmly across from Lord Linwood.

      Martin Chandler waited next to the coach with the surgeon, well off the dueling field in what was deemed the safe area.

      The two men were well-matched marksmen. Christopher was a tolerable shot. Certainly no better than Lord Linwood but neither could have outperformed Martin.

      This was exactly why he had not wished to be a second to his friend Kit, he wanted to be the one facing Linwood.

      Martin felt his insides seething with pure loathing. It was his fiancée whose character had been slandered. Victoria was to be his wife in a month’s time and now he doubted…. His jaw ached from clenching his teeth, containing his fury.

      The filthy, lying wretch deserved to die, and Christopher had every right to kill him. Did Linwood feel even an ounce of regret for his actions?

      Idiot! Kit had removed his hat and faced him straight on, providing an enormous target. Even Linwood might successfully wound, if not kill, Martin’s friend. Christopher had only to turn his shoulder toward his opponent to prove a more difficult target. Instead of covering the front of his shirt with his coat lapels, they lay flat. The white cravat stood out as if it were marking the very spot where Linwood’s ball should land.

      It would be pure luck if he managed to hit any mark from the twenty pace distance. The pistol in his lordship’s hand visibly shook. It gave Martin a great deal of satisfaction to see Linwood’s pitiful condition.

      By God! Martin could feel himself shaking with rage. Linwood had said horrendous things about his Victoria and Martin was the one who wanted satisfaction. If Kit did not pull the trigger soon, Martin would lose all composure and run onto the field and strangle his lordship with his bare hands!

      Shoot him now!

      “Hush, sir,” Mr. Braithwaite, the surgeon, whispered. Martin had no idea he had spoken out loud. “We would not wish to disturb the gentlemen’s concentration.”

      Linwood fired first, his pistol emitting a booming sound and a cloud of smoke engulfed the two men. It took a few minutes before it drifted slowly off the center of the field and dissipated. He missed, just as Martin predicted.

      Christopher, who had not yet fired, stood in the same spot with his arm, pistol in hand, still by his side.

      “Go ahead, Glory,” Linwood called out. “Kill me, you’ve got the right. But it’d be murder.”

      “That is correct, sir. I do have every right.” Christopher called out, clear and strong. “You have cast dishonor onto my family by insulting my sister.”

      Martin could see the beads of sweat on Linwood’s brow. If his lordship ran he’d be branded a coward and never be able to show his face in Town again. The empty pistol slipped from his hand and fell on the ground at his feet.

      Kit paused and with a slight lift of his chin he pointed his loaded weapon at his opponent. A pivot, slightly to the left, moving his arm off his target.

      He’s going to fire wide and miss!

      The second gunshot sounded. As the smoke cleared it was soon evident that Sir Christopher had missed. Lord Linwood remained, quaking.

      “There you go, Glory, we’re done, I say,” Linwood shouted. His voice trembled as much as his hand had.

      “And so we are.” Christopher returned, an easy smile graced his lips. He walked toward Linwood and leaned forward to speak words meant for only his opponent’s ears.

      Linwood nodded and moved back before stepping away. He gave Christopher a last glance over his shoulder before gathering his retinue and departing.

      Christopher retrieved Linwood’s fallen weapon then headed for his coach. He handed the pistols to a footman who held the empty velvet-lined box and with a nod to Mr. Braithwaite said, “There is no need for your services today, sir.” He inclined his head. “I thank you for coming.”

      “Thank goodness for that.” The surgeon touched the brim of his hat before taking his leave. “I bid good day to you both, then.”

      “I have gained satisfaction, dear friend,” Christopher murmured to Martin while working one glove off.

      “But Linwood walks away. How can you allow that?” Martin ground out, barely able to keep his temper in check. “He said all those wretched things about Victoria and…. How can you tolerate knowing…. She’s your sister, man. Don’t it matter what he’s said about her?” He would not be able to tolerate a slur to his own dear Pauline under the same circumstances. “You have a chance to silence him or wing him, teach him a lesson. But that’s not what you did.” Martin shook his head. He could not believe what he’d just seen. It was an opportunity lost.

      “I fought this duel on your behalf, not Victoria’s.” Christopher pulled off his remaining glove. “You surely would have killed Linwood, there is no doubt, and then where would you be? Charged with murder? Fleeing the country? And what of Pauline? Who would be her protector?” He handed his footman the soiled gloves he’d shed and pulled out another pair from his coat pocket. Now standing a mere foot away, he met Martin’s gaze. “Linwood has said nothing that isn’t common knowledge, he don’t deserve to die.”

      “Common knowledge?” Martin repeated, taken completely by surprise. What did Kit mean by that? Certainly the accusations of her infidelity, her ‘freely bestowing her favors’ as Linwood put it, could not be true. If it were so, she was not the female Martin believed her to be.

      He loved her…he thought he loved her. At this moment, he wasn’t quite certain what his feelings were. Anger? Hatred? Betrayal? He certainly did not suffer from a broken heart.

      “Vic has behaved abominably. If you had faced Linwood in your current state you would have had no trouble dropping him to the ground, I have no doubt. I am not about to risk your or my life to preserve what honor Vic may have left, if any. Now that the duel is over” —Christopher drew on a new glove and stepped around his friend— “You need to ask yourself what are you going to do about it? Is Victoria truly the type of woman you want to marry?”

      The importance of the matter came to him. If what Linwood alleged, and Kit now confirmed was true, then simply taking aim and pulling a trigger would not solve Martin’s problem. That would have been too easy a solution.

      Martin looked away from Kit to the surrounding trees, noting the growing light illuminating the branches and leaves. Now that Linwood’s insult had been settled Martin needed to extricate himself from Victoria. Their marriage could not take place. How would that come about? That might require a skill he did not possess.
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        * * *

      

      The four women in the front parlor of Grayson House did not wait calmly. They had been awake far earlier than any of them were used to rising, dressed long before they were used to dressing, and they now sat or stood, or paced, without having their usual breakfast.

      The news had arrived from outside of this house. Lady Yardley’s maid had it from her friend who was told by her brother last night. He had been informed by a friend of Lord Ortone’s younger brother’s valet who had heard the news from his friend, name unknown, who overheard it from one of Lord Linwood’s seconds relaying the incident that led up to the instigation of the duel at White’s Gentlemen’s Club the previous evening before the start of the Partridge rout.

      That was how the females residing at Grayson House knew to rise early and wait belowstairs, hopefully for Christopher’s safe return and to learn the outcome of the not-so-secret affair. All were too nervous to sit down to breakfast and took turns pacing the carpeted parlor floor.

      “All will be well, Mama. Shall I pour you a bit more tea?” Jane Stiles sat next to her mother, Grace, Lady Yardley, and tried her best to comfort her parent.

      “Yes, thank you, dear. I fear it must be growing cold.” Far from being an elderly woman, Lady Yardley lifted the cup and saucer she held with both hands as if she were far older than her six and thirty years.

      “That’s all right, Miss Jane, allow me.” Mrs. Heffelfinger, Jane’s aunt and chaperone, intervened and moved to retrieve the pot from the tray. “We’ve yet to put up your hair this morning.”

      “My hair, Auntie?” Jane glared at Mrs. Heffelfinger incredulously. “What care I of my hair when my brother faces such peril?”

      “Peril?” Mrs. Heffelfinger all but scoffed. “I don’t think it will be as bad as that, do you, Lady Yardley?”

      “I cannot imagine Christopher to be so careless as to allow himself to be shot. I confess…I have many sons and if I were to make my secret known, although perhaps I should not, that he is my favorite among them. He is all too kind to intercede as the head of the family when Harry really should do his duty as the eldest.”

      “But Harry is far too busy managing his father’s estates,” Jane defended her eldest half-brother’s absence.

      “Squire Swithins,” Lady Yardley uttered the name of her beloved first husband on a sigh. “God rest his soul.”

      “Then there are both the Pomeroy brothers, Samuel and William, who might have stepped in but must needs continue their father’s business,” Jane continued. She knew the members of her immediate family well but it never hurt to recite them, especially when she had the time.

      “My dear second husband Anthony. God rest his soul.” Lady Yardley’s eyes misted at his memory. “However, Christopher takes care of us all, and he is but one and twenty himself. I know that his father, my dear third husband Sir George, God rest his soul, would have been so very proud.”

      “I do wish I could claim to be a stronger relation,” Mrs. Heffelfinger turned away from the group and sighed, continuing with more than a touch of concern in her voice. “Since my dear Jane is only his half-sister, and I, her aunt, my connection to him is tenuous, to be sure. I completely agree that Sir Christopher truly deserves your kind words, ma’am. I do hope he comes out of this in fine form.”

      “I knew he would be in danger!” Jane turned to address her older sister. “I do not know how you can sit there and remain calm when all this is happening because of you.”

      “Because of me?” Rising from the overstuffed chair, Lady Yardley’s eldest daughter Victoria crossed to the hearth. “I can hardly understand why you would blame all this on me. I wasn’t even in attendance when the disagreement occurred.”

      “Although we do not know why,” Jane’s tone turned quiet. “We do know it has something to do regarding you, Vic.”

      “And don’t you think it is rather romantic that two gentlemen are dueling over me?” Victoria posed the question sounding quite detached from the entire matter. Had she risen with the rest of them because she was worried for Kit or because she was curious of the outcome?

      “Not when one of the participants is your brother.” Mrs. Heffelfinger interrupted. “I have my own thoughts on what that means and if I were to venture on the reasons for the duel they would not put you in a flattering light, Miss Victoria.”

      After the companion’s pointed remarks directed to Victoria, she swept her gaze around the room pausing on Lady Yardley and then Jane, giving each a knowing nod of her head.

      The women had been awake for hours, waiting for Christopher’s return. If he were to return…of course he would return. Jane would not accept any other outcome.

      Their tea had been replaced with several fresh pots. Each person had taken several turns about the room, singularly or in pairs to pass the time. The longer the minutes, hours passed with no word of the duel’s outcome, the thicker the tension grew in the room.

      Then male voices were heard, just outside in the corridor or from the foyer. He had returned, for it must have been he. The women turned toward the doors and froze, waiting to see who had arrived and to hear the news they had brought.
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        * * *

      

      Christopher, accompanied by Martin Chandler, entered through the double doors of the front parlor and drew the full attention of the four ladies within.

      “Kit!” Jane ran into her brother’s arms, tears of relief had been shed and now streaked down her face at his entrance. “Thank goodness you are all right! We were afraid you might have been killed!”

      “Killed?” Christopher replied somewhat taken aback. “Nonsense.”

      There was no need for Lady Yardley to stand, her son came to her with his youngest sister held tight by his side.

      “No cry of relief that I have returned unharmed, my dear?” Martin leveled this less than lover-like remark at his fiancée.

      “You did not face Lord Linwood on the field, Martin,” she replied. “There is no reason that you should have been harmed.”

      “But I was your brother’s Second and you do not know what may have transpired. What if I needed to intervene or step-in? You cannot have known.”

      “Alas, you both are here, clearly unharmed.” Victoria took his hand in both of hers. “I am glad to see you well.”

      Martin pulled his hand from Victoria, not pleased at all.

      “Well, Christopher, what happened? What were you fighting about?” Lady Yardley near-begged her son but did not allow him time to speak. “Dreadful business, this dueling. How were we to know the outcome? You leave the females to wring their hands while you gentlemen wander off without a thought to our nerves.”

      “It is not done to vex you, dear ma’am, I can assure you.” Christopher set Jane upon her feet, determining she felt quite the thing again. His sister’s tears were gone and she made one last sniff.

      “Really? I daresay some word from you, of what happened out there would have⁠—”

      “He deloped! That’s what happened.” Martin answered impatiently in a stern voice, almost a shout.

      Christopher had listened to his friend’s ire during the entire journey home. Apparently that was not enough time to come to terms with the outcome.

      “You should have killed him, Kit.” Martin still sounded angry.

      “Oh, no. Linwood’s a cur, not a liar. And a remarkably bad shot at that. Did you see the way his hand was shaking? Poor fellow.”

      “Poor fellow? How can you possibly say that after…after….” Martin silenced once he noted his friend’s frown. No, it was not a topic that should be discussed in this company.

      “Now that we have established that I am quite well, may we get on with our lives?” Christopher glanced about the room. “I would like to rid myself of the travel dirt and change my clothes before sitting down to some breakfast. However, before I can do either, I must speak to you, ma’am” —he inclined his head toward his mother— “and to you, Vic.”

      “Am I to leave?” Jane remarked, sounding quite offended.

      “What I have to say does not concern you, my dear.”

      “Come now, Miss Jane, let me take you abovestairs and we’ll fix your hair.” Mrs. Heffelfinger tried her best to distract her niece.

      “Enough about my hair, Aunt,” she exclaimed in exasperation.

      “If you please, Jane.” Christopher entreated with exaggerated patience that she so disliked.

      “Oh! The pair of you!” Jane turned to her mother for a reprieve. “Mama?”

      “I’m sure you will learn what transpires soon enough. Now do as your brother bids.”

      “Very well.” Jane was not at all pleased and turned to Mrs. Heffelfinger. “Shall we go then, Auntie?” The two ladies linked arms. The younger one tilted her chin a bit higher to demonstrate her displeasure before quitting the parlor.

      Silence suffused the room. The occupants turned to Christopher and he took his time to address them.

      “There is no need for me to stay, I am sure. Shall I bid you all a good day?” Martin, who clearly battled with the blue devils since the fateful night of the disagreement regarding Victoria’s virtue, felt he had no cause to remain, even with his fiancée present.

      “I believe this will be of interest to you, Martin. I beg that you remain.”

      “If you insist.” Martin’s deep intake of air and the length of time he held it, displayed his patience.

      Christopher gestured to the doors. “Will you be so good as to provide us with some privacy?”

      Martin’s near-silent grumbling, a sound to which Christopher was acutely attuned, had nothing to do with the task but with his request to stay. Martin closed the parlor doors and sat in an armchair next to him, as far as possible from his intended.

      It was clear theirs was not a loving couple’s reunion. Victoria did not regard Martin’s presence with any particular kindness, and Martin did not gaze upon his fiancée with particular affection.

      “Vic, I have done my duty and stood up for your honor as a brother should, however, I am unwilling to place blame entirely on Lord Linwood when all he did was tell the truth.”

      “What was it he said that caused offense?” Lady Yardley turned to her son.

      Christopher inhaled, taking a moment to rephrase the original insult for feminine ears. “It ran somewhere along the lines of…it was a shame Martin had taken the bother to marry her when her wares were freely given.”

      Lady Yardley gasped. “He did not! Say it is not so!” She brought her hand to her mouth which did little to conceal the rising color in her face.

      Victoria gazed heavenward. Christopher felt it was not the reaction of an innocent.

      Martin cleared his throat, seeming discomfort at his presence in this family matter.

      “I am afraid so,” Christopher admitted. “Of course, ma’am, it was Martin who is the true injured party here, not Vic. It may be a game for you, ma soeur, you have greatly wronged my friend, but he was quite attached—as you should have been.”

      Lady Yardley, still overcome by the nature of Victoria’s insult, could not speak.

      “Kit, you are too horrible for words.” Victoria did not show the least bit of discomfort at the accusation.

      “I would not say such a thing if it were not true, sister.” Christopher would not allow her to escape this incident without making amends. “Now that the duel has been fought, I expect what is left of your honor has been maintained. Whether you have any remnant of such, I cannot say.”

      “Christopher!” his mother cried.

      “If you have any sense of decency, ma’am.” Martin rounded on Victoria in a very hard and sudden manner, clearly doing his utmost to maintain control. “I beg you give me my congé.”

      “It would save your reputation, would it not?” Victoria replied in hauteur.

      “I have no concern regarding my reputation.” He took his time to form each word. “From my understanding, Lord Linwood’s allegations appear to be true. I do not wish to cause you further harm but it is clear to me that although your heart, if you have one, may be untouched, mine—” There was a catch in his voice, momentarily silencing him. “I am not so unaffected.” He fell silent again, blinked back the moisture in his eyes, and drew in a breath before continuing. “As you can imagine this dreadful incident finishes our engagement.”

      “Oh, do not say so,” Lady Yardley managed. “Our families have grown very close, indeed, these past few months. Why there is you and Christopher. And just look at Jane and your little Pauline, they are the best of friends. Would you see that come to an end?”

      “No, ma’am, I would not,” Martin admitted. “And I see no reason it should be so.”

      “The associations between the two families may remain. However—” Christopher remarked but a sterner tone told of the approaching seriousness of their situation. “Because of the unseemly gossip I expect to arise from the duel, as it does in such cases, I have made arrangements for you, my lady, to accompany Victoria to Bath for the remainder of the Season. Lady Belton is expecting us. We leave this afternoon.”

      “Bath!” Victoria shrieked. “No one, who is anyone, goes to Bath anymore!”

      “You may feel right at home there, I daresay. You have been the cause of this Scandal and it is only right you pay the consequences, not Martin who should be free to remain in Town.”

      “I believe it is a reasonable resolution,” Martin replied. “There is no chance that we will accidentally come across one another.”

      Christopher had already decided upon Victoria’s relocation, convinced that it was the best for all concerned. Life, as he imagined, would have a very good chance of returning to normal.

      “I have written to Lady Belton, accepting her hospitality on your behalf.”

      “It will be good to see Tilly,” Lady Yardley commented. “It has been an age. How good of her to invite us.”

      “I expect you will not find Bath lacking in amusement, Vic.” Christopher hoped Victoria would do her utmost to find a husband there. It would be impossible, after this morning’s incident, for both to remain in Town. “There is Society.”

      “Old Society!” was his sister’s comment. “It is inhabited by old men, widows, and broken down sailors!”

      “Mama should find her next husband if she is of a mind to do so,” Christopher replied, trying to sound encouraging.

      “Do not say such things.” Lady Yardley fanned her warming face to cool herself. The color swept up her neck reaching her cheeks. “I am an old woman, far too old to think of marriage again.” She paused as if pondering the idea of another husband before fully rejecting it. “Oh, no!”

      “I do beg you, ma’am, that you do not settle for anyone below the rank of duke else you will be doing yourself a great disservice on your ascent of the Social ladder.”

      “Oh, Christopher, you are too monstrous to say so!” his parent scolded him.

      “All your many years, your hard work will be for naught.” He shook his head and delighted in teasing her.

      “No. No—you abominable boy!” She rose from her chair and crossed to the double doors to exit. “I am off to pack now.”

      “I must admit that she is quite charming,” Christopher commented with a smile. “I can see how any gentleman would find her enchanting. There is not an unpleasant bone in her body. You have inherited much from her, Vic.”

      “Careful, Kit. That comes dangerously close to resembling a compliment.” Victoria tried to take the position of the victim—a younger sister being abused by her elder brother...which, as far as Christopher was concerned, was far from the truth. “Martin may get the idea you’ve changed your mind and insist our engagement should stand.”

      “No such thing, my girl. It’s a shame you cannot learn more from our parent.” Christopher imagined the inspiration Lady Yardley elicited in a suitor. “She has the power to unwillingly captivate men and they fall willingly at her feet and forfeit what they must to make her their own—for they understand she has become the center of their world. You, my dear sister, should be more discerning regarding your choice of gentleman.”

      “You are hateful, brother,” Victoria responded in a violent hiss. “Hateful!” She pushed past him to quit the room and he caught her upper arm to stay her until he had finished.

      “It is of no matter. You may or may not choose to make preparations for the journey but I will personally see to it that you are seated in that coach when we leave.” Christopher sounded as insistent and sage as any older brother. “The welfare of our many younger brothers may not be of concern to you but I must see to their well-being, consider their futures, as well as Jane’s, until they come of age.”

      “Will you kindly unhand me?” Victoria appeared not to care what he said. She glared at Martin as if he had something to do with deciding her unpleasant fate. “I hope you are satisfied.”

      “I am happy to say, ma’am, that we are at an end. I have nothing more to say to you.” Martin displayed a polite, tight smile. “I bid you a good day. Kit,” he acknowledged his friend with the nod of his head before leaving.

      “It would be for the good of both our families,” Christopher continued to his sister, “if you would quietly withdraw from the notice of Society and allow this disgrace to pass. The outcome may be minor and all forgotten in the space of a month or two, certainly by Season’s end.” He released his hold on her arm and, without a further word, Victoria stalked out of the room.

      For Christopher, partaking in a duel, planning an expeditious journey, and alienating a sibling all before sitting down to breakfast was quite enough for one morning.
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        * * *

      

      Entering the Conduit Street house, Martin handed his hat, coat, and gloves to the footman and planned to head straight for his bed. Even though he had skipped breakfast, he had no appetite now. His morning was an emotional drain filled with frustration, disappointment, and anger.

      He started toward the staircase when he heard his mother call out.

      “Martin? Is that you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He could not keep the forced indulgent tone from permeating his reply to his parent. Stopping at the base of the staircase, Martin closed his eyes, curbing his need for immediate solitude, took a deep breath, and headed down the corridor toward the breakfast room.

      “Heavens!” Mrs. Chandler straightened in her chair, looked up from her plate of buttered eggs, and set her steaming cup of coffee onto its saucer. “Are you just coming home now? At this hour?”

      Martin took a moment to appreciate the scene before him. Lingering over a simple cup of coffee, contemplating a hearty breakfast while perusing the morning paper, perhaps? Enjoying the company of one’s family—even at this difficult moment. This was domesticity that might be out of his reach.

      “No, Mama.” Pauline studied him carefully, taking in his clothing…his jacket…his boots. “As you see he is not in evening dress. He’s been out already this morning—though he’s not been riding.”

      His sister was too keen an observer to keep much from her. Martin met her gaze hoping she could not read his thoughts. She could not have an inkling of what he had been doing. If she had known, she would have bombarded him with questions when he had first entered.

      “Where have you been?” Mrs. Chandler eyed her son from toe to head. “Your boots are filthy.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ve been out.” And that was all he was prepared to divulge about his whereabouts. He did not wish to discuss his early morning activities at present. Martin’s cravat felt tight around his neck and he found it difficult to wait to shed his jacket. Perhaps later, later today or tomorrow, he would bring up the topic of Kit’s duel, although he expected they would hear talk of what had occurred before then.

      “Out? Where can you have gone?” His mother placed her palms on the table before her, taking a sterner attitude. “Before this hour, for you are presently home and presumably finished with whatever-it-was that had occupied you.”

      “Suffice it to say, ma’am, all that is important for you to know is that as of today, my engagement to Miss Victoria Abbott has come to an end.”

      “You have not returned from an elopement, have you?” Mrs. Chandler’s eyes widened and she pressed her hand to her throat.

      “No, Mama.” Pauline quickly laid her hand over her mother’s to divert her attention from her brother. “Martin has done nothing of the sort, I can assure you. He would never do anything so reprehensible.”

      “Your father would be outraged! He’s been looking forward to attending the wedding since Christmas!”

      Martin doubted his father cared where the nuptials took place as long as the deed was done. That was why he remained at their country house and arranged for his arrival only a few days before the wedding ceremony.

      “She’s handed you the mitten, then?” Mrs. Chandler continued to search for the dissolution of his engagement.

      Martin merely answered, “We agreed that we would not suit.”

      “What do you mean by not suit? After all this time?”

      “That is very sad to hear, Martin.” Pauline’s downcast demeanor portrayed a sorrow he could not feel himself. “I think it is much better you learn now than make the mistake of marrying her.”

      “Agreed.” Martin bowed. “If you will excuse me, I believe I need to retire to my room.” It was not yet noon and yet the day had already felt extraordinarily long.

      “Of course, Martin.” The sympathetic intonation came from his sister. “Martin?”

      He turned back to face his family.

      “Is there anything we can do for you?” Her small, compassionate voice was very comforting. There was no doubt that his sister cared.

      “No, thank you, pet. I believe right now I’d like to rest.” He smiled at his sister and walked from the breakfast room to ascend the staircase.

      His life, he felt at this very moment, was a complete shambles, an utter ruin, through no fault of his own. It could have been far worse if Kit had not intervened and persuaded Victoria to break their engagement. It was so very clear now that she was not a good choice for a wife.

      He should have felt shattered that the woman he loved had betrayed him.

      He would have felt shattered if he had truly loved her. Perhaps that was the crux of the matter. He really had not loved her, although he had done his utmost, over these last six months, to convince himself that he had.

      It was not the upset of his pending marriage that made him feel blue-deviled. It was that he had not loved her. He hadn’t truly felt angry at Victoria, the faithless female who had betrayed him. He felt angry that his plans for his future had been ruined.

      At this moment he wished only to be alone. Perhaps, he thought, he was not the marriage-minded type. Perhaps he was the kind of man who needed a lifetime of solitude. There would be time for that in years to come. Once he took up his own residence and Pauline had married and moved away to start her own family.

      With no wife, no children of his own, Martin imagined that life would be sad for him, indeed.
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      “I am so very sad to see them leave.” Now properly coiffed, Jane stood at the window facing the street and watched their family’s traveling coaches pass before the townhouse on their departure. “I will miss them a great deal.”

      “Come away from there, my dear.” Mrs. Heffelfinger waved Jane away from the window. “It can do no good to pine after them. Never worry, your brother shall return soon enough and you will have his company once more.”

      “I know but still….” Jane sighed. She was very close to her family and to remain in Town without them, even for a little while, was too sad to contemplate. “I know Vic has been naughty but to send her away is a horrid thing.”

      “We don’t know what she’s done. I expect Sir Christopher would not have set such a harsh penance if her conduct had not warranted such. And I must say that Bath, my dear, is hardly a punishment.” Mrs. Heffelfinger led her niece from the window to the sofa and chairs where they seated themselves. “From what I could glean, I expect her ill-deeds are much worse than we can imagine and— Though I can only speak for myself, I honestly believe I do not wish to know.”

      Jane sighed again and made a moue.

      “Perhaps we should find some way to keep ourselves occupied until your brother’s return. I believe there is some mending to be done or, if you would like
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