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            Chapter One

         
         
            Bolton, Cornwall, England

            June 21, 1889

         

         The brisk wind bit Madeleine Atherton’s cheeks as she stepped down from the train. Cornwall might be known for its temperate
            climate, but it felt more like November than June. At least the rain had stopped—for the moment.
         

         
         The rural station at Bolton was much smaller than Madeleine had remembered. Just a redbrick building that resembled a cottage,
            with a single wooden bench facing the tracks. The platform was empty. Beyond the station stretched a single street lined with
            small houses and shops. Beyond that, wide green meadows were bisected by a narrow road as far as the eye could see. There
            was no sign of an approaching carriage.
         

         
         Where was Alexandra?

         
         Madeleine had spent the entire seven-hour train ride from London thinking about this moment, how wonderful it would be to
            see her sister again, and how happy Alexandra would be that Madeleine had dared to come. But no one was here to meet her.
         

         
         Madeline pulled her velvet cloak more closely about her, worried. She had sent a wire yesterday to inform her sister of her
            plans. I’m stealing away, she had written, just like you did last year. Well, stealing wasn’t exactly the right word. She had simply left a note, packed a trunk, donned her best green traveling suit, and slipped
            out of Brown’s Hotel early that morning while her mother was sleeping.
         

         
         As the second of three daughters of one of the richest men in the United States, Madeleine understood that she was expected
            to make an exceptional match. The quest for a titled husband might be her mother’s ambition, to further the family’s standing
            in New York society, but Madeleine had agreed to give it a try. It had worked out so well for her sister, after all. Alexandra
            had fallen madly in love with Thomas Carlyle, the seventh Earl of Longford, and was now happily married and a countess.
         

         
         Madeleine wasn’t actually opposed to the man her mother was urging her to marry. In fact, she rather liked him. The problem
            was, unlike most of the girls unleashed on the London Season, Madeleine wasn’t a wide-eyed, immature debutante. She was twenty-four
            years old. She was a college graduate. This was her second Season in London, taking into account last year’s half Season,
            when she’d hastily crossed the Atlantic to take part after Alexandra’s impromptu exit.
         

         
         And Madeleine had specific goals in mind.

         
         Like her sister, Madeleine wanted love to figure into the equation in any match she made. And not just any love. Madeleine wanted a man who adored and respected her, but who also understood her and would be supportive of her dreams.
         

         
         Was Lord Oakley that man? She wasn’t certain.

         
         Her abrupt departure from town would no doubt enrage her mother, but Madeleine desperately needed a few weeks away to clear
            her head. She had a life-altering decision to make. And she needed her sister’s advice.
         

         
         “Is this everything, then?” The query from a mustachioed porter broke into her thoughts. He and another man had deposited
            Madeleine’s trunk and two bags onto the platform.
         

         
         “Yes, thank you so much.” Madeleine tipped both men, who touched their caps in thanks.

         
         She was trying to decide what to do, when she caught sight of an approaching carriage on the horizon. Thank goodness. Alexandra was coming at last!

         
         Just then, from another car further along the train, a tall, well-dressed gentleman descended, carrying a leather satchel.
            Madeleine’s breath caught in her throat.
         

         
         It was Charles Grayson, the Earl of Saunders. The best friend of her sister’s husband.

         
         A man she had no desire to see, much less speak to.

         
         But he had already spotted her. His eyes widened in surprise as he closed the distance between them, then greeted her with
            a bow. “Miss Atherton!”
         

         
         Madeleine gave him a terse smile and a dutiful curtsy. “Lord Saunders.”

         
         “I had no idea you were on this train.” His voice was just as deep as she’d remembered, just as cultured and refined. He regarded
            her with calm detachment and a hint of something like curiosity, as if unsure where he stood with her or what to make of her.
            “I spotted you last month at the Fitzhughs’ ball,” he added, “and another time at the races. But each time I sought you out,
            you seemed to disappear.”
         

         
         “Did I? I’m sorry,” Madeleine replied noncommittally. There was a good reason he hadn’t connected with her on either of those
            occasions. She’d gone out of her way to avoid him.
         

         
         Looking around, he asked, “Did you travel alone?”

         
         “Yes.” She knew it wasn’t the “done thing” for a woman to travel by train unaccompanied, but she’d had little choice in the
            matter. She and her mother were sharing the same lady’s maid while in England, and Madeleine couldn’t very well have robbed
            her mother of her only servant. She silently dared Lord Saunders to reprove her. But he only said:
         

         
         “So did I. My man Evans came up yesterday with most of my things. But why have you left the Season? I pray you are in good
            health?”
         

         
         “I’m fine, thank you.”

         
         A cloud of steam emanated from beneath the great locomotive, and the smokestack belched a dark, filthy blast.

         
         “I hope you are not here to see your sister?” he further prodded.

         
         His expression and tone sparked another dash of worry within her. “Why do you say that?”

         
         “Because I received a wire from Longford yesterday morning. He and his wife and sisters are away at Bath.”

         
         “Oh!” Madeleine’s spirits sank. “Then Alexandra never received my telegram.” What a fool she’d been to leave London on such
            short notice, without waiting for a reply! But it had never occurred to her that her sister wouldn’t be home. Alexandra was
            seven months pregnant, and had said she intended to remain at home until her child was born.
         

         
         A new thought worried her. “People go to Bath for their health, don’t they? Do you know if my sister’s all right?”

         
         “I haven’t heard otherwise. Bath is also a popular holiday destination.”

         
         Madeleine wished she felt more reassured. The train whistle blew, a bell clanged, and the huge wheels began to turn. With
            a rhythmic chug-chug-chug, the locomotive moved out of the station. Leaving Madeleine alone on the platform with Lord Saunders.
         

         
         “Do you know how long my sister and Lord Longford intend to be away?” she asked.

         
         “A fortnight, I believe.”

         
         Two weeks! Madeleine’s mind worked on the problem. If she could learn where Alexandra was staying in Bath and contact her,
            maybe her sister would return earlier. Assuming—praying—that she was all right. If not, Madeleine would go to Bath. In the
            meantime, she could wait at the Longfords’ estate, Polperran House. The carriage she’d noticed earlier was making its approach.
         

         
         “Well,” Madeleine observed, “it looks as though the staff at Polperran House opened my telegram, and have sent a coach for
            me.”
         

         
         “I am afraid that is my coach, Miss Atherton,” Saunders pointed out.

         
         Indeed, as the coach—a smart equipage, painted red and black, with large glass windows—drew up, Madeleine recognized the Trevelyan
            coat of arms and the coronet of a British marquess emblazoned on the side.
         

         
         “I see.”

         
         “Please, do not distress yourself.” Saunders’s smile was polite. “It would be my honor to escort you to Trevelyan Manor. You
            will be most welcome to stay there until Longford and his family return from Bath.”
         

         
         “Thank you, but no,” Madeleine replied quickly. She had no desire to spend time with this man, nor to stay at his family’s
            estate. “I would not wish to impose.”
         

         
         “It would be no imposition, I assure you.”

         
         “I appreciate the offer, my lord. But I would rather find a way to get myself to Polperran House and remain there, while I
            send word to my sister.”
         

         
         He nodded. “In that case, pray allow me to offer you a ride thither.”

         
         Madeleine considered. It was a two-hour drive from the Bolton station to Polperran House. She could try to find a cab, but
            she knew it would not greatly inconvenience Lord Saunders to do her this favor. Although she’d never been to Trevelyan Manor,
            Alexandra had told her that it was situated near the coast some five miles beyond Polperran House, which was more or less
            on the way.
         

         
         Still. Did she want to be cooped up in a carriage with this man for such a long period of time? It was bad enough that she’d
            traveled unaccompanied all the way from London. But to ride in a closed carriage with a man to whom she wasn’t related or
            engaged? An Atherton girl, her mother would insist, did not behave that way.
         

         
         Noticing her hesitation, Saunders added: “There are no more trains today. Your only alternative is to take shelter at the
            Inn at Bolton—and I would not wish my worst enemy to stay at that establishment, nor even have a meal there. Unless you are
            absolutely famished?”
         

         
         “I had something to eat on the train,” Madeleine admitted.

         
         “Well, then?” He quirked an eyebrow. His eyes, she noticed, were an arresting shade of hazel. As he looked at her, it seemed
            as though he was working hard to take the measure of her, as if she were a problem that needed to be solved. Despite herself,
            she felt a ripple of sudden interest run the entire length of her body from her head to her toes.
         

         
         Don’t let him charm you, Madeleine.

         
         She’d spent the past two months at endless balls and parties, subjected to the calculating scrutiny of every fortune-hunting
            bachelor in London. She’d learned to grin and bear it, and after meeting Lord Oakley, to actually enjoy it. But Lord Saunders’s
            gaze made her feel self-conscious somehow. And . . . rattled.
         

         
         A low rumble of thunder rent the air, recalling her attention to her predicament. Raindrops began to patter against the pavement.
            It was quite apparent that no one was coming for her. It seemed she had little alternative but to accept his offer.
         

         
         Madeleine swallowed a sigh. “Thank you. I’d very much appreciate a ride to Polperran House.”

         
         “Excellent.”

         
         Lord Saunders directed two porters to load Madeleine’s luggage onto the back of the carriage. As the men struggled under the
            weight of her trunk, Saunders asked her, “What have you got in here? Bricks?”
         

         
         “Books.”

         
         He eyed her with amusement as the coachman secured the trunks and covered them with a tarpaulin. “Did you bring an entire
            library?”
         

         
         “Not quite.” She’d only packed two dozen or so of her favorites novels in with her clothes. All the other books she’d brought
            from New York, she’d been obliged to leave at Brown’s Hotel. In truth, she felt a bit bereft without them. But, she reminded
            herself, this was a short trip. She’d be back in London in a few weeks.
         

         
         “May I assist with your satchel?” Saunders gestured toward the tapestry bag Madeleine carried.

         
         Instinctively, she clasped the carryall to her chest, feeling the weight of the precious cargo within. “No thank you.”

         
         He smiled agreeably, then offered his gloved hand to help her board. She took it. His grip was strong and firm, and once again, she felt a sizzle of sparks dance up her arm. Drat the man for being so charming.

         
         She climbed inside, withdrawing her hand and settling on the forward-facing upholstered seat. Saunders took the seat opposite.
            As the carriage pulled out of the station, rain began pouring down in earnest. Saunders removed his top hat and set it down
            beside him. Madeleine dared a glance at him across the carriage.
         

         
         She had to admit, he was very good-looking. His nose wasn’t perfect, but its slight bend gave it character. His cheekbones
            were, well, high. His curly hair looked soft and was a lovely shade of dark caramel brown. His three-piece suit was perfectly
            tailored to his broad shoulders, trim waist, and long legs. It was too much, really. No wonder the debutantes had called him
            “swoon-worthy.”
         

         
         Madeleine had no intention of swooning before any man, however. Especially this one. No matter what the other ladies had said
            about him, as they tittered and gossiped behind their fans.
         

         
         “It is a shame that he makes such infrequent appearances during the Season, and is so skittish about settling down,” one of
            her acquaintances had intoned breathlessly at a dinner party. “He is still young, just a year shy of thirty, and he will one
            day inherit the title of Marquess of Trevelyan. The way he flirts! Why, he almost married an American heiress a few years
            ago! Thank goodness that did not come to pass.”
         

         
         Madeleine knew all about that scandalous affair. It was the reason she disliked him.
         

         
         “So,” Saunders quipped, breaking into her reverie as his eyes lifted to hers, “have you run away from town as your sister
            did?”
         

         
         His voice held a teasing lilt to it. Madeleine realized she’d been caught staring and in embarrassment looked away, the question
            setting her on the defensive. “No! I haven’t run away. I have merely taken . . . a small break.”
         

         
         “In the middle of the Season? How unusual. What prompted your departure? Other than a sudden impulse to visit your sister?”

         
         “What prompted yours?” she challenged.

         
         His smile fled. After a pause, he replied: “My father is unwell.”

         
         “Oh!” Madeleine had only met Lord Trevelyan briefly, the summer before, but had the impression that he was well-liked and
            respected in the community. “I’m so sorry.”
         

         
         “He has been ill on and off for years, but never this seriously. It is why my parents remained in the country this Season.
            The physician and my mother are very concerned.”
         

         
         “I’m very sorry,” Madeleine said again. “I do hope he recovers fully and quickly.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Saunders sat in worried silence as the carriage rumbled along, rain beating against the windows. Madeleine felt bad that she’d
            deflected his question with one of her own. Hoping to fix her mistake and lighten the mood, she said, “You asked my purpose
            in coming to Cornwall.”
         

         
         He replaced his frown with a look of genuine interest. “I did.”

         
         “I’ve come because I’ve had an offer of marriage.”

         
         “Congratulations! Who is the lucky gentleman?”

         
         “The Marquess of Oakley, eldest son of the Duke of Courtenay.”

         
         “Ah! I know him well.”

         
         “Do you?”

         
         “We roomed together for a year at Oxford. Philip is an excellent fellow.”

         
         Madeleine hesitated. “Yes, he is.”

         
         “You sound uncertain.”

         
         “I don’t mean to. I’m honored by his proposal.” Lord Oakley was handsome, upright, intelligent, thoughtful. Everything Madeleine
            wanted in a husband. Her mother was thrilled with the match, and Madeleine knew that where titles were concerned, she couldn’t
            do better than the eldest son of a duke. “But it’s a big decision,” she added.
         

         
         “Indeed it is.”

         
         “He’s gone off on a tour of the Continent, so I have time to consider the matter. I didn’t want to accept until I’d discussed
            it with my sister.”
         

         
         “I understand why. The Countess of Longford is a paragon among women. I should very much like to consult with her myself before
            making a decision, were I a woman.”
         

         
         The comment made Madeleine’s hackles rise again. “Were you a woman?”
         

         
         Her tone seemed to take him aback. “Er . . . Yes.”

         
         Madeleine reminded herself to see the humor in the situation. He was, after all, a man. Most men viewed the world as though
            it were their exclusive dominion, convinced that women were a weaker, less worthy, less intelligent gender. “Are you saying
            that a man can only turn to another man for advice? That you would never seek a woman’s counsel on any matter?”
         

         
         “I . . . did not say that.”

         
         “Yet you implied it.”

         
         “Forgive me, Miss Atherton. That was not my intention.”

         
         “If you think about it carefully, you will see that what you said was condescension, thinly veiled.”

         
         He nodded solemnly as he considered her remark. “Perhaps it was. Again, forgive me. I see that I shall have to mind my p’s and q’s with you.”
         

         
         “P’s and q’s. That is such an interesting expression.”
         

         
         “It is, isn’t it? Now that I said it, I realize I have no idea what it actually means.”

         
         “It’s thought to be a schoolroom phrase,” Madeleine told him. “When pupils were taught to write the alphabet, they were reminded
            to place the letters in the proper order. P comes before Q.”
         

         
         “That makes sense.”

         
         “There are two other theories, though, that I recall.”

         
         “Please enlighten me.”

         
         “One is that it’s short for ‘mind your pleases and thank-yous”—the latter of which sounds a bit like the letter Q. My favorite insists that the phrase derives from English pubs of the seventeenth century, when bartenders were obliged to
            keep an eye on the pints and quarts their patrons consumed.”
         

         
         Saunders chuckled. “How on earth did you come to know all that, Miss Atherton?”

         
         “I had a rather remarkable English professor in my second year at Vassar.”

         
         He paused. “Ah, yes. Your sister mentioned that you just graduated from college. May I congratulate you on your accomplishment?”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         He cocked his head slightly, regarding her with what appeared to be a mixture of esteem and curiosity. “I find you most unusual,
            Miss Atherton.”
         

         
         “Do you? Why?”

         
         “Your father is one of the wealthiest men in America. You have no need to work. Yet you chose to attend university.”

         
         “Every member of the peerage goes to college,” she pointed out, “and you don’t engage in a profession.”

         
         His brows furrowed at that and he seemed perturbed. After a moment, he commented, “Yes, but that’s different.”

         
         “Why is it different? Why shouldn’t I educate myself? Because I’m a woman?”

         
         An awkward laugh escaped him now and he seemed incapable of a reply.

         
         Madeleine leaned forward in her seat, passion fueling her words. “Women are just as smart as men, my lord, and sometimes smarter.
            We are equally as capable. We can do anything men can do.”
         

         
         He studied her. “Is that so? Anything?”

         
         “Anything. Women are doctors and surgeons now—highly skilled ones. And we have women lawyers now in America.”

         
         “So I have heard,” he admitted. “But you must admit, there are some limits as to what women can do.”
         

         
         “Name one.”

         
         “Well, for example, a woman could not dig ditches.”

         
         “Give me a shovel, and I will prove you wrong.”

         
         His eyes twinkled. “Something tells me you would. All right, then. A woman could not be a police officer.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “She does not have the physical prowess the job requires.”

         
         “I beg to differ. You’d be surprised how strong a woman can be, my lord, when the circumstances demand it.”

         
         He took that in, seemingly considering it, but shook his head. “I do not see it. In the same vein, a woman could never serve
            in the military or go to war.”
         

         
         “Untrue!” Madeleine protested. “Absolutely untrue.”

         
         “How so?” He pointed a finger at her. “And pray do not use Joan of Arc as an example. She was an anomaly.”

         
         “Joan of Arc was not an anomaly. Women have served in combat since the dawn of history!”

         
         “Have they? Who?”

         
         “Chinese General Fu Hao, for instance, a woman, led thousands of people into battle in the thirteenth century BCE, and defeated
            the Shang. In the eleventh century CE, Matilda of Tuscany, an accomplished archer, commanded armies to defend the pope and
            made kings kneel before her. In our American Civil War, hundreds of women concealed their gender so they could fight alongside
            their Union and Confederate counterparts. And that’s barely scratching the surface of the—”
         

         
         “Truce! Truce!” Lord Saunders laughed again and raised his hands in defeat. “I stand corrected. This is clearly a subject
            which you have studied and I have not.”
         

         
         “Given the opportunity, women can accomplish great things, Lord Saunders. And one day—I hope to see it in my lifetime—we will have that opportunity. When we have the vote, men like you will be obliged to accept us as your equals.” She paused, conscious
            that she’d put a somewhat negative emphasis on the words men like you, and worried that she’d gone a bit too far. After all, she was a guest in his carriage, and beyond expressing doubts about women’s physical capabilities, he hadn’t said anything too terribly
            chauvinistic.
         

         
         He went quiet for a moment as he stared at her. “Miss Atherton, since the first time we met, I have had the sense that you
            do not like me very much.”
         

         
         “Oh, my dislike for you began long before we met, Lord Saunders.” The words tumbled from Madeleine’s mouth before she had
            a chance to stop them. She stifled a gasp at their brazenness, instantly regretting them. “Forgive me, I should not have said
            that.”
         

         
         “No, I appreciate honesty, Miss Atherton,” was his astonished reply. “But pray tell me, what did I ever do to give you offense,
            before we had even met?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Madeleine paused. Every nerve in her body itched to tell him exactly what she thought of him. To say:

         
         I know what happened four years ago. That you stole your best friend’s fiancée a week before the wedding and ran off with
               her to America.

         
         The fact that the best friend in question was Thomas Carlyle, her sister’s husband, made the whole thing cut even more deeply.
            Although Saunders didn’t end up marrying the heiress involved, and the woman had been more than a little at fault herself,
            the circumstances still marked a flaw in his character. He could have said no. How Thomas could have brought himself to forgive this man was beyond Madeleine’s comprehension. To be betrayed
            by a dear friend, in such a callous manner! After something like that, a person could never be trusted again.
         

         
         But did she dare to mention it?

         
         The finishing governess her mother had hired to prepare her and her sisters for their London debuts had impressed upon them
            the importance of reticence in English society. “Never say anything,” Madame Dubois had insisted, “unless it is unfailingly
            prudent and polite.”
         

         
         The thoughts coursing through her brain at the moment were neither prudent nor polite.

         
         So, she merely said, “You have a reputation, Lord Saunders.”

         
         “Do I? What kind of reputation?”

         
         “I think you know exactly what I mean, my lord.”

         
         His lips twitched slightly. “What have you heard? Rumors about myself and . . . the ladies?”
         

         
         It annoyed her that he seemed to find this amusing. “Yes.”

         
         Lord Saunders leaned forward, hands clasped together, elbows resting on his knees as he studied her. “I am unmarried, Miss
            Atherton. Don’t you think a single man ought to sow his wild oats while he can, before he settles down for life?”
         

         
         “I have no problem with that. Unless the woman with whom he’s sowing those wild oats is promised to another.”

         
         He flinched. Madeleine felt a heat rise to her face. She hadn’t meant to be so blunt.
         

         
         “I presume,” he said quietly, “you are referring to my relationship with Miss Elise Townsend?”

         
         It had not been her intention to force the issue into the open or to goad him. And yet she had. Swallowing her misgivings,
            she answered, “I am.”
         

         
         He let go a deep sigh. “I suppose your sister told you all about that?”

         
         “Yes, but it’s common knowledge.”

         
         “Is it?”

         
         “How could you do it?” she blurted. “How could you betray your best friend like that?” She knew full well what it was like
            to be on the receiving end of such a blatant betrayal, knew how much it hurt.
         

         
         He didn’t immediately respond. “What can I say, Miss Atherton? It happened a long time ago.” Bitterness took over his face.
            “And it was a mistake. The biggest mistake I have ever made.”
         

         
         Once again, Madeleine was sorry for bringing up a subject that appeared to cause him distress. Her feelings on the matter
            remained unchanged, but at least he had the decency to feel bad about the affair. That counted for something.
         

         
         He turned to gaze moodily out the window at the rainy landscape as the carriage rattled along. Silence stretched between them.
            Well, they had a long ride ahead of them. She might as well read.
         

         
         Madeleine slowly withdrew the novel she’d brought from her tapestry bag, being extra careful not to allow a glimpse of the
            other, more precious cargo the carryall contained. Glancing up, she noticed Lord Saunders watching her. A flush rose to her
            cheeks as she shut the clasp, then opened her book, and lost herself within its pages.
         

         
          

         Charles studied Miss Atherton as the carriage lurched on.

         
         Conversation had ceased long ago. He did not appreciate the topic she’d just brought up—it was something he preferred to never
            think or talk about again. Despite that, he found himself drawn to her.
         

         
         Her eyes were focused on the book she had retrieved from her tapestry bag. She certainly seemed possessive about that bag.
            He wondered what was in it. Gold bullion? Diamonds and rubies? She was an heiress, after all. He wouldn’t put it past her
            to carry her weight in jewels whenever she traveled.
         

         
         Today, her jewelry was relatively modest, though. Just a pair of pearl drop earrings. They looked well on her.

         
         Everything looked well on her.

         
         Madeleine Atherton was, unequivocally, an attractive woman. Her complexion was fair. Her reddish-brown hair was woven up in
            a becoming style beneath her fashionable hat. Her velvet cloak masked her figure, but he remembered the lines and curves of
            her body. He had seen it before.
         

         
         Charles would never forget the moment he’d first set eyes on Madeleine Atherton. It was at a party at Polperran House the
            previous autumn, a week before Longford’s wedding. Charles had been speaking with the vicar when he happened to look up and
            catch sight of Longford’s bride-to-be descending the grand staircase with two other young ladies. The resemblance between
            them was striking; they were clearly sisters, each as lovely as the next. But it was the woman in the middle who had captured
            his attention.
         

         
         Madeleine Atherton’s gown had been of lilac satin, embellished by spectacular beading that glimmered beneath the chandeliers.
            Her figure, he remembered, was lithe yet curvaceous in all the right places. As she’d regarded the festivities below, her
            smile had been incandescent, as though she were lit by a flame from within.
         

         
         Charles had lost sight of her as she’d made the round of introductions. Suddenly Longford was at his elbow, he turned, and
            there she was. Beauty incarnate, standing before him.
         

         
         Except that instead of the radiant smile he had formerly observed, her face had held a frown, and her eyes had flashed with
            something like disgust. He’d had no idea what was behind that expression, had certainly never dreamt that it had anything
            to do with him—that it was a reflection of her disapproval over something he had done years before.
         

         
         He had bowed and said hello, she’d murmured something in response, and Longford had hurried her away to greet someone else.

         
         All evening long, Charles had looked in vain for an opportunity to speak to her again. They had barely exchanged three words
            at the wedding. Soon after that, she and her parents and younger sister had sailed back to New York.
         

         
         When he’d spotted her last month in town, she always seemed to be frustratingly just out of reach. He now suspected that she
            had been dodging him deliberately.
         

         
         And why? Because of the Miss Townsend affair?
         

         
         He’d thought the subject long since dead and buried. No one else had mentioned it in years. Her brother-in-law had been affected,
            yes, but it hadn’t affected her. And no one regretted that episode more than he did. He wondered if Miss Atherton knew the whole story. If she did not, it
            bothered him that she was judging him based on an incomplete picture. That of all things, that was the reason she disliked him.
         

         
         Not that he required her to like or approve of him.

         
         It wasn’t as if his attraction to her could ever go anywhere. A relationship with her was out of the question—not just because
            of Sophie, or because of the offer Miss Atherton had just received from Osborne—but because she was an heiress in search of
            a title, and therefore in his eyes, persona non grata.
         

         
         He had been down that road before. He had vowed to never venture there again.

         
         He drummed his fingers on the seat, recalling the other things she’d mentioned about him. That thing about his reputation
            was interesting. Even though she had it all wrong.
         

         
         It was true that he’d had a number of relationships over the years. Never with a debutante or a virgin, though—he knew better
            than to entangle himself in something like that. He restricted his affairs to experienced women. Even those liaisons had been few and far between, and nowhere nearly as plentiful as people believed. It had been months since he’d
            ended the last one.
         

         
         The hints which he deliberately dropped, to let it be presumed that he was with some unnamed actress or widow, suited his
            purpose. They explained his absences from many events in town, allowing him the time to pursue his secret passion. A preoccupation
            of which his father—and society—would surely not approve, and was therefore best kept under wraps.
         

         
         In the meantime, did he enjoy flirting during the Season? Of course he did. What was the harm in it? Time was fleeting. One
            day soon, he would be tied down for life. His mother and father had nearly lost their minds when he had defied them and run
            off to America with Elise, a lapse in judgment that had nearly destroyed his friendship with Thomas. When it all blew up in
            his face and, to his great relief, he found himself still single, his parents had made him solemnly promise that he would
            never do anything so harebrained again.
         

         
         That he would marry an English girl. A woman who suited their notion of a proper marchioness.

         
         His cousin Sophie.

         
         The daughter of his mother’s favorite brother.

         
         It was a hope of long standing, that had been born in his mother’s breast on the day of Sophie’s birth. No one had asked his opinion on the matter, of course. But then, he was only seven years old at the time. If his mother had had her way, Charles
            would have married Sophie years ago and be living in Parmoor House now, raising five children.
         

         
         As the eldest son, Charles knew he was obliged to follow a particular path. Oxford was supposed to have been a minor step
            on the road, a suitable education followed by a lifetime of socializing, hunting, drinking, and card-playing, interrupted
            by the occasional duties required in overseeing the estate.
         

         
         But he didn’t fit the mold. Never had. Never would. Not without giving up a piece of his soul.

         
         He was to be the next marquess, no way of getting out of it. When the time came, he would grit his teeth and do his duty.
            But until that day, he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to spend every spare second doing what he wanted. Following his inclinations and dreams.
         

         
         It was those inclinations and dreams that kept his mind engaged. That made life worth living.

         
         If only he could make his parents understand that. His entire life, his father had looked down on everything Charles aspired
            to, insisting that it was a waste of time. His mother had been more interested and appreciative, but refused to stand up for
            him. His father’s word was law.
         

         
         And she wanted grandchildren.
         

         
         “Sophie will make you the ideal wife, Charles,” his mother had been insisting over far too many breakfasts and dinners to
            count, ever since he could remember. “You are approaching thirty,” she had reminded him only last month. “What are you waiting
            for? It is high time you asked Sophie to marry you and settled down.”
         

         
         He hadn’t seen Sophie in a couple of years. During her last visit, he had caught her staring at him meaningfully several times
            from under her pale lashes. He’d heard that she had turned down two offers of marriage because she was waiting for him. He
            felt a bit guilty about that. He hadn’t promised her anything, not yet.
         

         
         Unless you counted the talk they’d had all those years ago when she was what, sixteen? The one and only time he had kissed
            her. He hadn’t felt any particular excitement in the event. But Sophie had practically swooned. Every day since, he had been
            keenly aware of her and his parents’ expectations.
         

         
         Charles closed his eyes, trying to imagine what his life would be like if he married Sophie. She was the daughter of an earl,
            and a true English rose. Pale. Quiet. Pretty. What society called accomplished. She had impeccable manners, was adept at small talk, played the piano, sang a little, excelled at dancing, spoke some French,
            had been taught (so he had been told) how to manage a household and throw a dinner party, and did prodigious amounts of needlework.
            All the skills which were required of the wife of a peer.
         

         
         Why, then, did he feel that something was lacking? Why, then, was he dragging his feet?

         
         His mother was probably right, he told himself now. When he decided to settle down, Sophie would make him the ideal wife.
            If he should wish to go off for days at a time to pursue his other interests, Sophie would look the other way. She was not
            the kind of woman who would openly question his activities, or his reputation.
         

         
         He would certainly never marry someone like—

         
         The carriage came to a sudden, jarring halt, casting his thoughts to the wind.

         
         Rain was pouring down in sheets and battering against the windows. Why had they stopped? Charles heard Ned jump down from
            the box. Seconds later, the carriage door was yanked open.
         

         
         Ned, looking more like a drowned rat than a human being, said in his strong Cornish accent: “Beggin’ yer pardon, milord. A
            tree be fallen ’cross the road. It so be we can’t pass this way.”
         

         
         Charles wiped condensation from the inside of a window with his coat sleeve and glanced out. He could perceive the large tree
            trunk that impeded them. “I suppose we shall have to backtrack then, and take the longer way around to Polperran House.”
         

         
         Ned shook his head. “Nary can do that, milord. I seen that road when we passed it by. It be flooded and so deep in mud, no
            coach could pass through this day. We best ways go back to the main road and on to Trevelyan Manor, right quick.”
         

         
         Miss Atherton looked up from her book. “I beg your pardon. What did your man say?”

         
         Charles frowned. “He says we are unable to reach Polperran House after all. I have no alternative but to take you home.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Madeleine gazed out the window in frustration as the carriage rumbled along, pelted by the interminable downpour.

         
         Under normal circumstances, Madeleine adored the rain. Growing up in their old house in Poughkeepsie, she’d loved snuggling
            in her bedroom under the eaves, listening to the raindrops batter the roof during a storm. In the gilded mansion her parents
            had built on Fifth Avenue in New York City, she’d enjoyed cozying up with a book by her favorite window, watching the rain
            dance against the pavement as horses and carriages passed by in the street below.
         

         
         Today, however, the rain was just a cold, wet inconvenience. It was freezing inside the carriage. The windows were too fogged
            up to see out. How she longed for a hot bath and a seat by a warm fire.
         

         
         She was grateful to Lord Saunders for extending the invitation to stay at Trevelyan Manor, and giving her a ride. But she
            had imagined such a different outcome to this day. By now, she should have been sitting around the dinner table at Polperran
            House, laughing and exchanging stories with Alexandra, Thomas, and his sisters Julia and Lillie.
         

         
         Instead, she was going to spend who knew how long at a strange house where she was not expected, barely knew anyone, and would
            surely feel in the way. And every day spent there she would, no doubt, be obliged to see Lord Saunders.
         

         
         Although she’d sensed an initial warmth from him, after their conversation, he’d been moody and distant, exchanging only the
            briefest of comments. An unspoken tension filled the confined space that they shared. She knew that she’d upset him with her
            comments about the infamous Miss Townsend, and felt bad about that. But she’d spoken only the truth. It wasn’t her fault that he’d betrayed his best friend.
         

         
         The coach rumbled on for what seemed like an eternity. Madeleine was just starting to nod off when at last, she heard the
            crunch of gravel beneath the wheels.
         

         
         “Here we are,” Saunders said matter-of-factly.

         
         Madeleine wiped at a window with her handkerchief and peered out. The carriage was making its way down a long drive past tall,
            dripping trees and masses of shrubbery. Ahead stood an immense two-story Palladian building of granite and gray slate, featuring
            a triangular central pediment and a rooftop teeming with chimneys and dormers.
         

         
         “What a lovely house,” Madeleine murmured. It occurred to her that Lord Saunders had been born and raised here, and would
            inherit this place one day.
         

         
         “Thank you,” was Saunders’s curt reply.

         
         The coach stopped beneath the stone portico covering the front entrance. The driver pulled down the steps from the vehicle
            and they descended. Saunders dutifully offered his gloved hand to help her alight. This time, she felt no romantic stirrings
            when his hand gripped hers, and she was glad of it.
         

         
         As her feet touched the gravel, Madeleine felt a chill through the thin soles of her low boots. The cry of a distant gull
            pierced the air, an accompaniment to the steady beat of the rain. She inhaled deeply, detecting the scent of the sea in the
            air as she studied the immense house before them.
         

         
         “How close is the coast?” she inquired.

         
         “Less than a quarter mile,” Saunders answered. “Shall we?” He gestured toward the massive mahogany front door, which had just
            swung open.
         

         
         An imposing man in a black tailcoat appeared. His jet-black hair was threaded with hints of gray. “Good evening, my lord,”
            he said to Saunders, his keen blue eyes registering surprise as he stepped back to admit them entry.
         

         
         Saunders returned the greeting, then said, “Miss Atherton, may I present Woodson, our butler. Woodson, this is Miss Madeleine
            Atherton, Lord Longford’s sister-in-law. She will be staying with us for a while.”
         

         
         “How do you do,” Madeleine told the butler.

         
         Woodson bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Atherton.”

         
         Saunders handed his gloves and hat to Woodson, who also took Madeleine’s cloak. She glanced about. The entrance hall was spacious
            and beautiful, featuring several tall windows beneath a ceiling at least fifteen feet high. A fire burned in a marble fireplace,
            imbuing the room with warmth.
         

         
         “How is my father?” Saunders asked the butler.

         
         “He is sleeping, my lord. Dr. Hancock was just here and gave strict instructions that he not be disturbed until morning.”

         
         “What did the doctor say? Is Father . . . ?”

         
         “He said His Lordship is doing as well as can be expected.”

         
         “Whatever that means.” Saunders sighed, obviously distressed. “And my mother?”

         
         “She is awaiting your arrival in the saloon.”

         
         “Thank you. We shall make our way there.”

         
         “Shall I speak to Mrs. Dean about preparing a room in the guest wing, my lord? The green room, perhaps? And set another place
            for dinner?”
         

         
         “Yes, exactly so. Thank you, Woodson.”

         
         The butler bowed and vanished. Saunders silently beckoned Madeleine to follow him. Tension radiated off of him in waves. She
            wondered at the cause of it. Was it because he was worried about his father? Or was it her fault—because she was an unwelcome
            visitor who had called him on his bad reputation and mentioned a former, unhealthy alliance? Or all of the above?
         

         
         She moved after him with a sigh, searching for something to say. “Woodson seems to be a capable fellow.”

         
         “He is,” was Saunders’s brief reply. He led her through an arched entryway into a central hall, where a huge mahogany staircase
            swept up to the next level, its walls hung with seemingly endless numbers of ancestral portraits in gilded frames.
         

         
         As they passed through, Madeleine tried again. “Has Woodson been here long?”

         
         “Since I was a boy. Woodson knows precisely what a person needs before he or she even realizes they require it.”

         
         “What a handy person to have around.”

         
         “Indeed.”

         
         And there the conversation ended. They continued down a long hall. Madeleine knew she had an uncomfortable few days ahead
            of her unless she could figure out how to mitigate the discord between them. She might not approve of this man, but she felt
            now that some of the comments she’d made in the carriage might have been a bit insensitive. Perhaps she owed him an apology.
         

         
         “Lord Saunders,” she began.

         
         But her voice broke off as they entered a large, refined chamber, the beauty of which captured all her attention. Carved dark
            paneling gleamed on walls hung with so many works of art, it resembled a museum. The furnishings were elegant and of the finest
            quality. Brocade curtains framed a row of tall windows topped by fanlights, overlooking a green lawn. Everything beyond was
            shrouded in low-lying mist and the steady rain which poured from the early evening sky. “Oh,” Madeleine breathed in appreciation.
         

         
         Two women were seated in wingback chairs facing an immense white marble fireplace. Madeleine could see their long skirts,
            but not their faces. One of them set aside her needlework and stood.
         

         
         It was Lady Trevelyan. An attractive woman in her midfifties, she was attired in a perfectly tailored dove-gray gown. Her
            hair, styled in the newest fashion, was the same shade of dark brown as her son’s, and laced with a few silvery streaks. “Charles!”
            she called out in a throaty voice, holding out her hands as she crossed the room to greet him. “How was your journey?” Catching
            sight of Madeleine, her brows lifted with curiosity.
         

         
         “Uneventful,” Saunders replied. “I am so sorry to hear that Father is ill.”

         
         “Thank you, dear,” Lady Trevelyan responded with worried eyes. “I have been beside myself these past few days, but I trust
            Dr. Hancock is doing all he can.”
         

         
         Lady Trevelyan and Lord Saunders clasped hands and he leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. At this display of affection,
            Madeleine felt a twinge of envy. Her own mother was anything but affectionate. Their relationship was often fraught with difficulty,
            a tug of war between what her mother wanted for her and what Madeleine wished for herself.
         

         
         “Mother, do you remember Miss Madeleine Atherton, from New York?” Lord Saunders gestured to her. “You met at Longford’s wedding.
            She is his sister-in-law.”
         

         
         “Of course.” Lady Trevelyan smiled. “How delightful to see you again, Miss Atherton.”

         
         “And you, Lady Trevelyan. Please forgive me for dropping in so unexpectedly. My plans for today have gone awry.”

         
         “I found her at the train station in Bolton,” Saunders explained, “hoping to go to Polperran House.”

         
         “Is not the family away at Bath?” Lady Trevelyan inquired.

         
         “Apparently, everyone seemed to know that but me. Lady Trevelyan, do you know why they went to Bath?” Madeleine added urgently.
            “Is my sister unwell?”
         

         
         “I do not believe so,” Lady Trevelyan replied. “I recall Dr. Hancock mentioning something the other day about the countess
            being in fine health, but even so, Lord Longford wished her to take the waters at Bath.”
         

         
         “I see. Thank you, that is a relief to hear.”

         
         “Miss Atherton arrived at Bolton unexpected, with no means of transportation,” Saunders said matter-of-factly. “We found the
            road to Polperran House flooded, so I insisted that she stay with us.”
         

         
         “I’m only here until the roads are clear,” Madeleine put in hastily. “Which I hope won’t be more than a day or two.”

         
         Lady Trevelyan let go a short laugh. “You are clearly unfamiliar with the roads of Cornwall, Miss Atherton. With these rains,
            the road to Polperran House may be impassable for a week entire. And what would you do there in any case, with no one in residence
            except the servants? No, my son is right. You must stay with us until your sister returns.” She glanced at Saunders. “Have
            you spoken to Woodson?”
         

         
         “He said something about preparing a room in the guest wing, and setting a place at dinner.”

         
         “Perfect.” She gave Madeleine another smile. “You see, it is all arranged.”

         
         “You are too kind. Thank you so much. But I feel terrible, imposing like this.” She looked to both Lady Trevelyan and Lord
            Saunders as she spoke from the heart. “Especially with Lord Trevelyan being ill. And Your Ladyship, I know you have children—”
         

         
         “It is no imposition at all,” Lady Trevelyan assured her with a wave of her hand. “My son James is in Ireland with friends
            for the entire summer. Helen and Anna are cared for by the governess. Your being here actually comes at a good time. We have
            another guest who I believe will appreciate your company.” Lady Trevelyan turned to the unseen lady in the other wingback
            chair and called out, “My dear, do come and be introduced to Miss Atherton.”
         

         
         A young lady stood and, calmly smoothing out her skirts, strode over to join them. Her clothing proclaimed her to be a member
            of the upper class. She looked to be in her early twenties, and her pale blond hair was swept up in curls above a pretty face.
         

         
         “Sophie, may I present Miss Atherton from America. Miss Atherton, this is my niece, Lady Sophie Caswell.”

         
         “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Sophie.” They exchanged a curtsy.

         
         “And you, Miss Atherton,” the young lady responded in a gentle voice.

         
         In her rose-colored gown, Lady Sophie reminded Madeline of a spoonful of sherbet. Cool and sweet. Yet her expression was open
            and sincere, without a trace of haughtiness. Madeleine decided at once that she liked her.
         

         
         Lady Sophie turned to Lord Saunders and added with undisguised affection, “Hello, Charles.”

         
         “Sophie,” he said.

         
         It was only then that Madeleine noticed Lord Saunders’s expression.

         
         He was frozen in surprise. And he didn’t look particularly happy.

         
          

         Charles recovered his wits, took his cousin’s hand, and kissed it. “To what do we owe the honor of this visit?”

         
         “It all came about rather suddenly, Charles,” his mother said, before Sophie could reply. “You know that Sophie and her mother
            have been cast adrift these past three years, ever since my brother Dermot passed away?”
         

         
         “Of course I do.” To Sophie, Charles added, “I admired your father. Again, I am so very sorry for your loss.”

         
         “Thank you. It was a very hard blow indeed, losing Papa.” To Lady Trevelyan, she continued, “But we were not truly cast adrift,
            Aunt Charlotte. Indeed, we did lose our home—”
         

         
         “Which is such a shame,” his mother interrupted with a frown. “I do not agree with this entail business being reserved for
            sons, but not daughters.” For Miss Atherton’s benefit, she added, “As Sophie is my brother’s only child, his estate and earldom
            went to a distant male relation. His poor wife and daughter were left homeless and nearly penniless.”
         

         
         “It was not so bad as that,” Sophie insisted softly. “We have a small income and many friends and relations who were so kind
            as to put us up. Your mother invited us ever so many times, Charles. But then . . . Mama married again.”
         

         
         “Clarissa has just wed Baron Kedleston of Derbyshire,” Lady Trevelyan explained, “and they have gone off to Cairo on the first
            leg of a world tour. I would not hear of Sophie going with them, so I invited her to stay.”
         

         
         “Just for the summer,” Sophie put in, casting a quick look at Charles. “I mean to join them in Greece at the end of September.”

         
         Charles registered this information, aware of what had been left unsaid: that his mother had brought Sophie to Trevelyan Manor
            in the hopes that he would finally propose, making Sophie’s departure for Greece unnecessary.
         

         
         The doe-eyed look on Sophie’s face signaled that she was desirous of the same thing.

         
         His chest suddenly seemed to be constricted by a rigid band of steel.

         
         He sensed Miss Atherton’s eyes on him as well. Her look of silent, amused comprehension implied that she, too, suspected what
            was going on. Which made him want to hit something. Hard. It wasn’t so much the idea of being wed to Sophie that bothered
            him. It was the setup. The hope in her eyes. The look on his mother’s face. The apparent urgency of it, when there seemed
            to be no good reason to hurry.
         

         
         Charles gritted his teeth and forced a smile. “I wish your mother and her new husband all the best,” he told Sophie. “And
            how wonderful to have you here, cousin,” he added. “I only hope you will not find it too dull to pass the entire summer in
            our company.”
         

         
         “You know I have always loved Trevelyan Manor,” Sophie replied. “It will be even more pleasant now that you are home.”

         
         Thankfully, at that exact moment, Woodson appeared in the doorway with a maid and announced, “I have sent up Miss Atherton’s
            trunk to the green room, my lady. I thought you might wish Martin to assist her to change for dinner.”
         

         
         “Right you are, Woodson,” his mother responded. “I was just about to ring for you.”

         
          

         As his valet helped him change into his tailcoat and tie for dinner, Charles reflected with annoyance on the situation at
            hand. He had come home specifically to see his father, but was banned from doing so until tomorrow. In the meantime, he was
            stuck at the manor house with two women he had never thought to find here, with whom he would be obliged to dine and make
            small talk. Bollocks.

         
         Sophie was a lovely person. He ought not to object to her company. But . . . Sophie had expectations. Justifiable expectations,
            to be sure. But those expectations felt like a weight around his neck every moment he was in her presence.
         

         
         As for Miss Atherton—she was just too damned appealing for his own good. Even knowing that she was on the cash-for-coronets
            treadmill, a path he abhorred, he had been attracted to her from the moment of their first meeting. An attraction that had
            only increased when he’d encountered her at the train station today. He admired her spirit, and had greatly enjoyed their
            banter in the carriage—at least the first part of it.
         

         
         The accusation she’d made (How could you do it? How could you betray your best friend like that?) still rang uncomfortably in his ears, making him testy and irritable. He could hardly believe she’d had the temerity to
            ask the question. At the time, he had not attempted to defend himself. It had felt wrong to discuss such an intimate piece
            of personal history with someone he did not know very well. He wished there were a way to apprise her of the truth. But how
            did one even broach a subject like that?
         

         
         If only he could shake off this unwelcome interest in her. The interest was clearly one-sided. Which was just as well, since
            for a great many reasons, he needed to nip his in the bud straightaway.
         

         
         Damn it all to hell, she was going to be at Trevelyan Manor for days, possibly a week entire. How was he going to get through
            it, running into her in the halls, seeing her every day at breakfast, tea, and dinner? There was only one solution: he had
            to get his arse out of here. See his father in the morning and quit the house, the sooner the better.
         

         
         Charles had just settled on this plan of action and was striding down the hall on his way to dinner, when he ran into Miss
            Atherton at the head of the stairs, coming from the guest wing.
         

         
         He caught his breath at the sight of her. Her slender arms, tiny waist, and well-proportioned bosom were displayed to perfection
            in her low-cut evening gown of teal silk, which complemented her creamy complexion and made her blue eyes look even bluer.
         

         
         “My lord,” she said, tugging her long white gloves into place.

         
         A familiar, inconvenient tug of attraction coursed through him. He struggled to ignore it, reminding himself that she disliked
            him, and he was annoyed with her. “I hope you found your room comfortable, Miss Atherton?” he said politely.
         

         
         “It’s lovely. Thank you again for your hospitality.”

         
         “It is not my doing, but my mother’s, and the efforts of the staff.”

         
         “Even so. If not for you, I might still be standing on the platform in Bolton, drenched to the bone.”

         
         “I doubt that. You seem to me a very capable person. Had I not been present, I feel certain you would have found someone else
            to help you.”
         

         
         “I suppose I would have.” She looked at him. “Lord Saunders,” she added boldly and without sentiment, “I wanted to apologize
            for what I said in the carriage earlier. I regret bringing up . . . a certain incident four years ago.”
         

         
         Charles started. He hadn’t expected that. “I appreciate the apology, Miss Atherton,” he replied quietly. “Please, trouble yourself no further. I know I am not a perfect
            man.”
         

         
         “Well, I feel bad. I think we got off to a rocky start. I was hoping we could go back and start over?”

         
         He hesitated. Even though he didn’t perceive any lessening of the indictment in her eyes, her apology and wish to make amends
            appeared to be sincere, which took some of the sting out of the situation. If only he could tell her what had really happened,
            right now, this very moment. But they were standing at the top of the stairs, in earshot of passing servants, and there wasn’t
            time in any case—the dinner bell had already rung. “I would like that as well.”
         

         
         “Good.”

         
         They started down the staircase together.

         
         “So, am I reading the situation correctly?” she asked suddenly. “Is it your mother’s hope that you will marry your cousin
            Sophie?”
         

         
         The boldness of the question took Charles aback. This woman did not pull any punches, did she? She just said straight out
            whatever was on her mind. It was so un-English of her. “It is more than a hope,” he admitted. “It is more like a mandate.”
         

         
         “Is that what you want?”

         
         His jaw tightened. “I want to do my duty.” Charles glanced sideways at her as they descended. “What about you? You have a
            marriage proposal on the table. When does Oakley expect your reply?”
         

         
         “When he returns from his European tour, at the end of the summer.”

         
         “Well then, it looks as though we both have our futures laid out for us.”

         
         “Does it? I am not entirely sure about mine.”

         
         Charles took that in. He had long owed a debt to Oakley. Here, he realized, was his chance to repay it.

         
         “I know you are waiting to speak to your sister, Miss Atherton, and I applaud that. But in my opinion, you would be mad not
            to marry Oakley. He is the best of the best. And what woman in her right mind would refuse the chance to be a duchess?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Madeleine awoke to the sound of drapes being pulled open. Rolling over in bed, she opened her eyes and squinted against the
            bright morning light.
         

         
         “Good mornin’, miss,” announced Martin. A stout, cheerful woman in a prim black dress and white apron, she had helped Madeleine
            to dress and undress the evening before.
         

         
         How kind of Lady Trevelyan to share her lady’s maid. Madeleine returned the greeting, sat up, and stretched. She’d been so tired after her long day of traveling, she could barely
            remember anything that had been said at dinner last night. She’d gone straight to bed afterward and now, after a sound sleep,
            felt wide-awake and refreshed.
         

         
         Her room was delightful. The four-poster feather bed was sumptuous and comfortable. The wallpaper was lime green with a pretty
            pattern of multicolored flowers and birds, and the bed linens and upholstery were tastefully matched. Sunshine poured in through
            the tall windows. Madeleine bounded out of bed to take in the view. The sky was a bright, cloudless blue, the complete reverse
            of the gloomy grayness that had pervaded everything the day before.
         

         
         The room, which faced the back of the house, overlooked a wide, verdant lawn and manicured gardens blooming with flowers in
            a variety of hues. Beyond the gardens stretched green woods, and then the world seemed to drop off, replaced by the vast blueness
            of the sea. In the distance, the coastline curved away, high cliffs towering above blackened rocks and golden sand beaches
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