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  Chapter 1


George Thornton
Beloved Husband and Father
May 6, 1798—October 17, 1837




      [image: image-placeholder]A lone figure stood before the graven stone, head bowed and hat doffed. A few had passed by, but if any remarked on the novelty of the sight, they did so from a distance and at a whisper. It was an annual pilgrimage; one the man before the headstone made with religious precision at half past three of the appointed day, every single October, and always alone. 
John Thornton, one of the most powerful men in the prominent industrial city, was not a man to be ruled by emotion. His life—for the past seventeen years and four minutes to be exact—had been one of mechanical drive and unswerving purpose. The work of his life had been allotted him at an exceedingly young age, and he had accepted it as a man.
Ensuring his family’s welfare had been his first duty. Restoring its honour had been his second. Everything after that had been another step in the logical progression of his life, as the ambitious young man had risen up the ranks in business. The man who stood today before the cold slab of granite was a man who held his head high among his peers, and at whose command hundreds sought their livelihood. He was a man often applied to for his perceptive advice and infallibly fair judgement; one who by all appearances could have no causes for regret and called the world at his feet.
He squeezed his eyes shut. No causes for regret… except one. It was nothing, really. Not something that should have had any lasting importance. After all, he could not be the first man who had been rejected by a woman. As far as he knew, the consequence was not fatal. There were times, though, when he felt like it ought to be.
Was it the natural state of affairs that he should still, several times a day, fail to remember to breathe? How long had it been? His mind calculated the answer before he was aware it had asked the question. Three months, twelve days, and four hours. Just over a quarter of a year since his heart had found the courage to beat once more, and then had been promptly crushed for its audacity.
He turned his hat awkwardly in his hands, unconsciously brushing the nap smooth as he did so. His eyes blurred. Why was he still standing there? He had paid his tribute, made his annual salute to the man who had sired him and set him upon this course. Nothing else was owed his sense of justice. For the first time in many years, however, he wished he could have asked that man one single question.
The natural question—Why?—had long since been canvassed to exhaustion. Nothing remained there but heartache and misery. No, the question he would have asked today was far less profound, but a great deal more practical-and it was one for which he felt sure the man in that cold ground might have once had the answer. What is a man to do with a broken heart?
Yes, surely George Thornton would have known, for Hannah Stewart had not been the first woman to catch his father’s eye. That first, a London heiress, had been far above the humble reach of George Thornton—even more so than his own remarkable mother.
Perhaps that was the answer. Margaret Hale was not the only woman on earth. His father had found another to admire, and even love, had he not? Though George Thornton’s final act had been the ultimate betrayal, he remained convinced that his father’s heart had at one time been healed, and at the hands of a woman.
He himself had never paid heed to women, obsessed as he had always been with the all-consuming demands of his life. Never once had he felt the lack—or at least it had not been such a nagging torment that he had not been able to overlook it in favour of his ambition.
Then, something rather extraordinary had occurred. A fire had sparked out of nowhere, a flicker of that aspect of manhood long neglected. Man, after all, was not made only to labour, to produce, and then to expire. He was shaped for life, to search beyond himself and to seek his peace in relationship. He was made to find an answer to his masculine singularity in the form of a complement to himself—an opposite, yet in the greatest paradox known to humanity, a perfect match. Love.
The word flashed through his consciousness, triggering an agonized shudder in his soul. I admit it! He gritted his teeth, refusing to allow his emotions to display over his features for the world to see. Aye, I confess. Yes, I loved her! No, that would not do; not if he were fully honest. I love her still. There was no recourse but to clench his eyes shut again.
The insignificant spark had blazed to a raging inferno in the blink of an eye. He had been wholly unprepared for the awesome ferocity of that emotion. How had he even been capable of it? Rigid control had been the order of his life. One glance from a haughty young woman and all had ruptured. Despite himself, he could not help feeling that the heavens were laughing at him. Fool that he was, he had thought he had the world in his palm, when in truth he barely clung to his pathetic self-discipline.
His father had certainly had the right of it in this one point. There were other women on the planet—women who would receive him. Others would not fling his heart back in his face as though it were the vilest of refuse! There must be yet a woman out there who would not despise him… whose very presence would ignite the long-dead embers of his soul. Surely there was… there had to be another whose every word would inspire him... whose every touch had the power to scorch him to his very marrow. There… there must be another woman somewhere the equal of Margaret Hale. And perhaps there was, but never for him.
His eyes were by now blinking rather rapidly. John Thornton never wept. Never. Not even when his father’s body had been lowered forever out of sight. Not even when his broken mother had turned to the boy for all that the man had lacked. Never did sorrow dim his eyes. Right now, however, he was grateful for the soft drops of rain just beginning to fall. It would spare any awkward explanations as to why the Master of Marlborough Mills suddenly required a handkerchief for his face.


      [image: image-placeholder]Margaret Hale shifted her pitifully small bundle of letters under the crook of her arm as she manipulated her father’s heavy umbrella. He had insisted that she take it today, citing his fears for a coming storm. She had complied more out of a desire to cheer and comfort him than any actual fear of the weather. Of course it would rain. It was Milton! It rained nine months of the year here, though not always heavily enough to justify an umbrella. Most of the town’s residents did without one of the ungainly contraptions unless the rain picked up some real vehemence, which it just might do today. 
Most of the poorer residents, she corrected herself. The more well-to-do tradesmen’s wives and daughters who did not own carriages nearly always kept one near, but Margaret had developed something of a sense of independent competence. She was proud of her newfound ability to cope nearly as well as those who did not possess her resources. The weather was of little concern to her these days.
Of great concern, however, was one particular letter in her clutch. She had been waiting anxiously for many days, calculating and recalculating the length of time it ought to take before it could arrive. Her heart had leapt into her throat when she had claimed that day’s mail at the office, and she had promptly trod a direct path out of the city so she might have the privacy she required to read it.
Glancing about, she made her way to a small bench along the path where she could separate out the much-coveted correspondence and break the seal. Her eager gaze flew over the opening script, slowing in sorrowful denial as it continued, and halting in abject mourning at its close. She dropped the missive to her lap.
So, that was it. There would be no reprieve, no pardon which would allow her brother to return to his homeland in safety once more. He was in Spain to stay. She bit her lip, refusing to cry. Her poor father! How he had counted on that hope, that one chance that his son might return! An unbidden sob pierced her and she felt convicted of her guilt. It was she who had planted that false hope there. Her father had told her it was a futile exercise before she had begun, but naively she had pressed onward, insisting that the world must bend to her wishes.
Her hand stretched out, her fingers curled into a tense little vise to snatch up the letter and crumple it along with her broken dreams. Clenching her fist, she stopped herself. Frederick’s letters were now to become all the more precious, as they were apparently the only contact she would ever have with him again. Heartbreaking as this particular specimen was, it would take its place of honour in her mother’s old box of memories.
Oh, Mother! She swallowed hard, that shooting pain returning to her heart. At least Maria Hale had seen her son that one last time, and would nevermore mourn his absence. Her father, on the other hand—bruised and jaded from the loss of his wife—still lingered half his days in a dreamy stupor. Once or twice even of late she had heard him speaking as if her mother still sat across the table from him. Perhaps, she mused, it would be best not to share with him the contents of this recent letter right away.
Margaret had, in the last months, grown startlingly adept at burying her own sorrows. She could not afford to show them, not at home. It was only here, far away from all humanity, where she could slowly piece out her troubles; giving them full examination as was their due, and then carefully packing them away again for perusal at a later date.
Her father… no, he should not hear of this just yet. He was not yet strong enough to learn that he would never see his son again. Let him cherish that hope a little longer, if it gave him pleasure.
The other letters in her stack—two of them, to be exact—were meaningless by comparison. One was from Edith and the other was from Mr Bell. Both would be admired and savoured in their proper time, but the dry comfort of her father’s study would do for their examination. Tucking the paper stack into a fold of her cloak, she gathered the umbrella once more and began her return home. The few sparse droplets which had begun to sprinkle down as she read Frederick’s letter had multiplied in number and in force. Adjusting her umbrella to account for the wind blowing the water back into her face, she set out with long strides for home once more.
There was scarcely a soul about, as she had chosen the rather melancholy route of her walk specifically for the privacy it offered. Thus it was with no little surprise that she made out a tall black figure as she crested a small knoll. The man was standing stock still, only about twenty paces from the path on which she walked. His back was turned, but there was no possible way anyone in Milton—least of all she—could fail to recognize his towering figure. She froze. Mr Thornton. He was the last person whose notice she wished to attract just now.
He gave no indication that he had heard her approach, standing as he was with his bare head lowered. Perhaps if she moved to the sparse grass off the path and stepped very softly, she might hurry out of sight before he could turn from whatever held his interest. What was it?
Curiosity took her, and she craned her neck momentarily to see what had captivated him. He was not the kind of man to waste time in one attitude. It must be something of some marked distinction to command his attention so.
An abrupt chill washed over her when she realized what it had to be. She suddenly did not need or even wish to see the actual object, standing silently just beyond him. There was only one possible explanation for Mr Thornton to pause so reverently in a graveyard, hatless in a pouring rain. Catching her breath, she redoubled her wish to escape as quickly and discreetly as possible. No man would desire a witness to his grief….
That last thought arrested her even as she gathered herself to move away. It had little occurred to her that the enigmatic, powerful man who held sway over half of Milton might yet grieve the father he had lost as a child. For her, the loss of a parent was still raw and fresh. His sorrow could hardly compare, seasoned as it had been with the passing of time.
And yet, if that were the case, what would compel him now to bear such a pitiable sentinel? He stood in only his suit coat, as if the cold rain threatened little further distress for him as he rendered his duty. Intrigued by this notion, she forgot her attempts at escape. Instead she merely stood as silently as he, watching and marveling and wondering what he could be about.
She was still rooted thus when, a moment later, he slowly turned, his eyes down until they encountered her feet on the path. His head jerked up as if he had been shocked. He said not a word, merely stared, dumbfounded, as she gazed quizzically back. Her open, honest expression searched his, and shame filtered into her conscience. The man before her was a man broken and heart sore, and one who no doubt had felt assured of solitude as he explored his pain.
She pressed her mouth firmly, dropping her eyes from his and swallowing. For the first time, she began to feel a trickle of compassion for him. Almost the first time.
Slowly, and not quite knowing what she intended, she took a deep breath and a bold step in his direction. He drew himself back slightly, almost as a frightened animal. She stopped, watching him uncertainly. At her hesitation, he visibly forced himself to an easier posture. Blinking, she took another step, and then another.
There, this was not so bad. Another step, and then a few more. She was within arm’s reach now, and with great trepidation, she turned her face up to his. Still, neither had spoken.
Propriety insisted that he ought to greet her by name, and that she should respond in kind, but what would be the point? It was useless to claim they had not acknowledged one another. Indeed, the shock of her sudden appearance and the memory of all that had passed between them reflected in every fiber of his being.
What more could they say to wipe out the misery of their past several encounters? Nothing, Margaret concluded. All she could offer him was basic human civility; what she would offer and what was owed to any other creature.
With that resolve, she deliberately extended the umbrella to him, her manner gently insistent. Surprise flashing in his eyes, he responded in the only way he could. He took it.
He stared rudely, in mute amazement, no doubt appalled at her lack of deference for his privacy. She took another long, trembling breath. It was too late to withdraw gracefully now.
All at once, the carefully ingrained manners of a gentleman reasserted themselves. He replaced his hat, shifted the umbrella and offered his arm, silently inviting her to share in its shelter. With a miniscule nod, she nervously accepted. Her gloved fingers hovered over his drenched coat sleeve until she gingerly touched them down, sealing their uneasy truce.
She found herself standing uncomfortably close to the most bewildering man she had ever encountered. What on earth have I just done? She closed her eyes, clenching her teeth. Given him another reason to doubt my modesty, that is what I have just done!
She blinked the drops from her briefly exposed lashes and discovered that she was looking directly at his chest, where a very soggy handkerchief dangled uselessly from his breast pocket. Bravely she raised her eyes to meet his face, which was also thoroughly drenched from the rain. He, too, was blinking rather rapidly as more droplets trickled in stubborn rivulets down from his hair.
Still without a word, she held out her own handkerchief to him. It seemed only the right thing to do, she reasoned. No matter how tempestuous their relationship had been, she could not simply walk away from another person whose pain was so obviously raw.
She dropped her gaze again discreetly as he hesitantly accepted the article from her, and so she was unable to witness with what feeling he received it. She was the intruder upon his solitude, and though she found it within her power to offer some simple comfort, she would never betray his vulnerability or seek to encroach more deeply where she was not welcomed.
“Thank you, Miss Hale.” At last the first words were uttered. Succinct, but sufficient.
She dipped her head in acknowledgement. “You are welcome, Mr Thornton,” she murmured softly.


      [image: image-placeholder]Mr Thornton stared at the top of her head, reaching just to his shoulder. Those glorious eyes would not look up at him again. 
They had been the first thing he had noticed about Margaret Hale. She had from the very beginning met his gaze freely, with a refreshing frankness, and idiot that he was, he had looked right back.
Now, even that tenuous connection had been severed. Of course it had. He disgusted her by the gritty realities of his life. The very force of character and willingness to labour which had borne him to his position—placing him at the pinnacle of Milton society—had sullied and defiled him in her scornful eyes, locking him forever out of that coveted place in her company.
Yet, here she was. Why must she torment me? He had looked to this day’s homage as a temporary escape from the regrets haunting him. To get away from his thoughts of her, and every room of his house where she had once set her foot, and from each street corner where he had ever caught fleeting glances of her; if only for an hour to retreat from those memories, that had been his hope. Despite his efforts, here she had found him out in the most unavoidable of ways.
What could she have been thinking to stop? Would that she had simply walked on, pretending quite properly not to have taken notice of his presence or posture! Not Margret Hale. Oh, no, he thought bitterly. Never she. She would think to offer some paltry succour to her fellow man, claiming to owe it to her own sense of feminine dignity.
That was, after all, what had once led him on to the agonizing folly which even now he longed to forget. There was a righteousness about her, compelling her to extend her gentle touch in refuge and defence to anyone in need. Yes, anyone—even if that particular one was a man she detested.
He glued an iron gaze to the top of her hat brim, daring her to look up at him again. He could not decide whom he despised more—her for avoiding his eyes, or himself for desiring the fleeting contact. Her head had tipped fractionally, and he intuitively determined the trajectory of her gaze. He tilted his own chin back to the flat stone over his shoulder. She absorbed the cold script in silence, then the corner of his eye caught movement as that hat brim finally lifted.
Her clear eyes studied him, boring into his very thoughts as she held him breathless in her grasp. She needed no snare or noose. He was helpless and utterly at her mercy. Those expressive eyes spoke volumes of her empathy without resorting to words. She, so familiar with grief herself, looked into his brokenness and acknowledged their shared bond.
If that were only the sum total of the pain he carried! Curse her! I don’t want her pity! She thought she understood. She knew nothing of it! She could not know how this moment, sharing the same space and the same air with her, was equal parts anguish and ecstasy to him.
He stared back unflinchingly, refusing to allow her to know the full measure of the emotions drowning him. After a moment of uncomfortable silence, she dropped her eyes.
“Excuse me, I beg you, sir.” Her voice was scarcely audible. “I have been too long from home.” Her fingers, still resting lightly on his forearm, lifted and broke their faint connection. She began to withdraw herself.
“This is yours,” he stopped her, moving to return the umbrella.
She shook her head slightly, beginning to protest. She would not easily take what she had previously offered to him, though the rules of civility absolutely demanded the item’s return. He sighed. “May I see you home then, Miss Hale?”
Her eyes flashed back to his. She clearly wished to deny this as well. Exactly as he would expect. She had made it plain enough before that she never voluntarily sought his company... yet, had she not done just that? He firmed his resolve. She had been more than forthright with him in the past. She ought to bear a little of the same from him.
“Miss Hale, I thank you for sharing the shelter of your umbrella, but if we are to part company you must take it back. I need hardly be reminded that you do not think me a gentleman, but I cannot suffer a lady to leave with me her protection from the elements.”
Her eyes flared indignantly. “I meant no insult, sir! I only wished to offer… I at least have a warm coat. You look very cold, sir.”
His determined hand, thrust toward her, dipped somewhat at the unexpected concern in her voice. His tone softened. “And much do I appreciate your offer, but one of us must be so. It is my own lack of foresight which brought me out thus.” He firmly pushed the contested article back to her.
She glanced disinterestedly at the handle of her father’s umbrella, then back to his face. To take it would be to admit that he was in the right, and that, he knew, she was not pleased to confess. She lifted her chin. “Mr Thornton, I would be grateful if you could see me home.”






  
  Chapter 2


The rain increased. The only way to comfortably walk together under their small shield was for Margaret to tuck her arm under his, avoiding his steady gaze as she did so. She kept her eyes forward and on the path. 
Neither knew of anything appropriate to say. She would not relive the discomfort of that little scene in the cemetery by bringing the subject up again, even in the form of an offered consolation.
He, however, was busily admiring her light and easy movement as she walked beside him. No stranger to exertion was she! Her flushed cheeks glowed with radiant health and her steps were firm and untiring. He repressed a little sigh of aggrieved pleasure as he watched her striding next to him, falling neatly into step at his side. This singular event would live long in his memories, but was destined never to be repeated. More was the pity.
After some moments, he had cause to steer her gently around a large puddle in their path. If it was all the thrill to be afforded him, he would exult in her easy responsiveness to his guiding touch. If only he could think of something to say!
Sighing again, he tried to resign himself to the awkward silence. He would go to his solitary chamber that night having been in her sweet, torturous presence this day, and that, at least, was something in which he could take a small measure of perverse satisfaction.
“May I ask, sir,” she ventured, breaking the silence at last, “how does your mother today?” That, she hoped, would be a safe and civil few words they could exchange.
He hesitated before replying. “She never comes with me,” was his blunt response.
Her eyes swept up to his in surprise. “Excuse me?”
“To the grave. She never comes.”
Her gaze returned to the path. “I see, sir.” Her forehead creased. Not such a safe topic after all.
He bit his upper lip. “Forgive me, Miss Hale, I fear you find me somewhat agitated at present.”
She considered silently a moment. Though she had been unwilling to return to the melancholy setting in which she had found him, he appeared not to have left it yet. “You come often, then?”
“Only once a year.” He studied her reaction, wondering if he were causing her much unease. “I gather you must come more often?”
She flicked a pained expression up to him. “It is a good place to be alone,” she answered softly.
He thinned his lips and nodded in wordless commiseration. That was a longing he could understand. In the absence of a true companion of the heart, there were times when the next best thing was complete solitude.
Did she come here for the same reasons as he? Surely her grief over her mother was still fresh, but did she yearn for a shoulder to lean upon in her sorrow? She found one once, he remembered bitterly. Where is that fool now? Some vengeful spirit hoped viciously that she had been spurned and rejected by the one she had turned to in favour of himself. Perhaps she does know some measure of what I feel!
Even as the thoughts were born he angrily shoved them away. He had made his decision, and he made it again every day. He would not despise her for loving another instead of himself. How could he, when the mere sound of her voice took his breath away? He felt like some wandering, homeless knight of old, who devoted his unrequited fealty to a distant and unattainable Lady Fair. That was what she was, was she not? Always holding his undying allegiance, occasionally dropping her errant devotee a token, but otherwise completely beyond his reach.
They had walked on several more paces during his reticent musings. Her musical voice, an even alto, floated to him again, though her face remained turned away. “Why does your mother never come?”
He stared briefly, wondering if she were simply making polite conversation or if she truly wanted to know the answer. He recklessly decided in favour of the latter. After all, what did it matter if he gave offence? It was not as though relations between them could grow any worse. “She does not acknowledge my father. He is never mentioned in our home. She wishes to forget… a good many things, Miss Hale.”
His voice had been so soft, so devoid of his recent brittleness, that it caused her to look him full in the face and half draw to a halt. She opened her mouth as if to reply, then, sucking in a deep breath, closed it and looked away again. He wondered at her reaction. The mere death of a parent or spouse would not normally engender such a response as his mother’s, but Margaret seemed to take it in stride, as though she knew more than he had once told her.
“Father made some mention of the matter to me,” she confessed after a moment, as if she could read his thoughts. She halted her strides and looked up to his face again, those green eyes offering her whole sympathy, and perhaps even a speck of contrition. “I am very sorry, Mr Thornton.”
A reluctant smile softened his lined mouth for a moment. “Thank you, Miss Hale.” He paused. Did he dare say more? “And if I may, I would also thank you for your company. It has been most welcome to me just now.”
Those bright eyes flashed again. She fixed him with a careful expression, tilting her head ever so slightly. “I had thought, Mr Thornton, that we had declared our mutual dissatisfaction with our acquaintance. Was I mistaken? If so,” she forged ahead before he could interrupt, her ears turning pink, “I might receive your thanks with complaisance... with goodwill.”
“I…” he tried to respond, and broke off, his throat suddenly quite dry. Was she trying to ask forgiveness or extend it? “I do remember words to that effect, Miss Hale, but have since had sufficient time to regret them.”
She focused her gaze intently, in the most unmaidenly attitude he could imagine. Bewitching. She reminded him of some of the toughest negotiators he had ever encountered as they prepared to unbendingly broker high-stakes transactions.
“I realize, Mr Thornton, that you have reason to despise me, and I accept your censure if I must. Know, however, that in light of more recent events, I consider my own judgement of yourself to have been somewhat in error.”
His heart lurched. She did not regret…? Could she? “In error?” he croaked.
“I… I abused your good name when I spoke with Mr Higgins. I spoke prematurely, and I owe you an apology. You are very noble to have taken him on after everything, and I ought to have said as much sooner.”
His hopeful breath left him. So, that was all. He began walking again, drawing her reluctantly along. “Think nothing of it, Miss Hale. I was in need of experienced hands, and so far I have no regrets in his employment.” He unconsciously quickened his pace, not noticing that she had to lengthen her strides considerably to keep up.
“Also, Mr Thornton…” she tugged his arm, dragging him again to a grudging halt. He faced her unwillingly, waiting as she battled for whatever shocking statement was next to come forth. “As I may not have another opportunity,” she took a trembling breath, “I must beg to offer you my gratitude in one other matter.”
His eyes narrowed, his tones hardened as he brushed her hand from his arm. “I said before that no thanks were necessary!”
Her rosy lips puckered in annoyance. “Then in that, I suppose we are even! We, neither of us, are able to accept the other’s gratitude! There can really be no reason for us to go on walking together, Mr Thornton. I will bid you good-day!”
She shrugged her arms further up inside her cape, out of the cold rain, and marched off, squaring her shoulders. His face crumpled in bewilderment. Aggravating woman! Contrary, exasperating, obstinate, provoking female! Magnificent.
He caught up to her in a few quick strides, his jaw set. He could be just as stubborn! Without speaking, he paced beside her, holding the umbrella awkwardly aloft so that she might still reap the benefits of its shelter without forcing either of them to endure physical contact.
She ignored him, her eyes fixed ahead and her sculpted cheek muscles twitching as she walked on without slowing. She really had quite a ground-covering stride for a young lady. Idiot. Stop looking!
It was in this manner that they gained the outskirts of Margaret’s neighborhood. Anyone with eyes could detect some spat had taken place between the unlikely pair, and Margaret at last halted. “This is ridiculous, Mr Thornton! I offer you a choice. Allow me to have my say, or let us part company!”
He tightened his grip on the umbrella. Neither seemed a safe option. “I yield to the lady’s pleasure,” he answered stiffly.
“Very well.” Her tone was clipped, irritated, and not at all grateful. “I would thank you, Mr Thornton, for your actions to prevent damage to my reputation. It was most unlooked for, I assure you. Yet my thanks are not primarily concerned with myself. Had an inquest taken place, another would have been compromised, and I speak of the sort of injury which is far more serious than a mere slight to my honour.” She narrowed those brilliant eyes, daring him to respond.
Oh, how her words galled his raw feelings! This was why he had not wanted to hear what she had to say. He had somehow done a service for that reprobate, that scoundrel who put her at risk! His very dignity as a man rankled by the association.
“I suppose I am to say now that you are welcome!” he returned icily, his voice threateningly lowered so that she had to strain to make out his words. “You are welcome for your own sake, and for your father’s. The gentleman, if he can be such, I take no notice of. I wonder at the kind of man who would cower behind a woman!”
He glared right back at her, his tall, powerful figure squaring off in the middle of a public street during a rainstorm with a mere slip of a woman. Had he been able to see himself in that moment, he would have been horrified, but blinded and baffled as he was, all he could see was the livid woman seething before him.
“You know nothing of the matter!” she lashed out hotly.
“Nor do I wish to! Are we finished here, Miss Hale?”
“One thing more, if you please sir!” She clenched her little gloved hands into fists, her eyes blazing with righteous indignation.
He bit back his temper. Awareness of his surroundings was slowly registering, and John Thornton had never in his life raised his voice to a lady. He locked his jaw. “Proceed, Miss Hale,” he growled between his teeth.
Her form, rigid and potent with the fury of a moment ago, withdrew somewhat as her face softened. She had not expected him to relent. “Simply this, sir. Had you never considered that my mother may have had those cherished loved ones who would risk the very gravest of consequences, simply that they might see her once more?”
His mouth gaped. What could she be speaking of? “I have not the pleasure of understanding you, Miss Hale.”
“Nor, I fancy, will I be able to enlighten you further. I only demand of your justice that you allow the possibility of… of other explanations for what you believed yourself to have witnessed. We both know of my failings regarding that event, and you have been good enough to keep the matter to yourself. I am not afraid of my shame—I quite deserve it—but you have shown yourself to be a man of the very highest honour in this business, Mr Thornton. I feel I owe you what explanation is within my power to offer without compromising another. Things are not as they likely appear to you. I am in your debt, Mr Thornton.”
He stared dumbly, not realizing that his hand had begun to slacken and the heavy umbrella tilted rakishly to the side. Both of them stood once more unprotected from the rain. That blinding flash of her ire had spent itself, and she was looking back at him almost beseechingly, begging him to accept her explanations.
He blinked and swallowed, making some effort to command himself. “Come, Miss Hale,” he murmured huskily. “I promised to see you to your door.” Her petite frame relaxed somewhat, and she meekly accepted his escort once more.


      [image: image-placeholder]“John! How pleased I am to see you!” Mr Hale’s gentle voice surprised him through the door as Miss Hale offered her cool parting civilities. 
Mr Thornton tore his longing eyes from her downturned face to greet his friend. “Mr Hale,” he nodded in acknowledgement.
The father turned his curious gaze on his daughter. “Margaret?”
“Mr Thornton was good enough to walk me home, Father.” She removed the drenched cape from her shoulders, hanging it to drip dry. With an uncomfortable little dip of her head, she bid Thornton her farewell and stepped behind her father.
“Oh! Well, that is indeed good of you, John! I thank you.”
He offered his friend a tight smile. “Miss Hale is being modest. She happened upon me at a time when I had forgotten my own umbrella, and she spared me the discomfort of a return trip without it. I am most grateful for her thoughtfulness.” He searched her face until she raised hesitant eyes to his. Her features flickered, but he could not discern the meaning. Well, if that was to be all he could expect in response… “Excuse me, Mr Hale, Miss Hale. I have appointments to keep.”
He removed himself from the top step but Miss Hale’s exclamation froze him. “Wait!” she cried. She extended that much-debated object once more, pressing it firmly upon him. “You must not go without. I fear the rain shall become quite fierce, and you have three miles yet to walk.”
He shook his head politely. “Thank you, Miss Hale, but doubtlessly you will have need of it.”
“Well, as to that, John, Margaret rarely carries it at all, except at my behest,” Mr Hale smiled kindly. “You are most welcome to it. I should hate to see you take cold, John. We have not seen you much lately, I do hope you have not been ill! I was hoping you will still be able to read tomorrow—if you are not too busy, that is.”
Mr Thornton relented, aware that the pair of them had determined that he should take the blasted thing and there would be no escaping without it. “I did intend to keep our appointment. I am sorry I have not been able to come for the last few weeks.” He flicked a meaningful glance at Margaret. “If it is agreeable, then, I shall return this to you on the morrow.”
“Of course, John! Do come a little early if you can,” Mr Hale peeked hesitantly to his daughter, requesting her endorsement of the invitation. “Well, you know, we are always here, and we would be happy for you to take tea with us later as well, if it suits. I only mean, do not worry on that account. You are always most welcome, John.”
He shook his head, both grieved and grateful that he could not accept. “I am afraid I have guests of my own tomorrow evening.”
“Oh,” Mr Hale’s face fell a little. “Well… well, we shall still be most glad for you to come in the afternoon, will we not Margaret? Do get dry as soon as you can, John. Will you give Mrs Thornton our good wishes? She has been very kind to us. We were so honoured when she called on Margaret… well, good day, John.” Mr Hale’s hopeful smile beamed; his pleasure in anticipating his good friend’s call the next day, and his disappointment that it would be cut short, causing him to bumble quite a deal more than was his wont.
Margaret had observed it too. Thornton glanced at her and noted her faintly worried expression. It smoothed almost immediately as her eyes met his once more. She parted from him in complete civility—not offering her hand, as she had done once or twice before, but not shunning him either.
“Good day Mr Hale, and Miss Hale.” He tipped his hat, and took his tormented self out of her presence.






  
  Chapter 3


Mr Thornton did not return to his own residence until quite late that evening. He had a score of other matters to attend, not to mention a mind in uproar at the afternoon’s encounter. He was not equal to his mother’s keen eye, and so he worked well past the evening meal and into the late hours. 
When he finally did enter his own door, he found his mother awaiting him in the drawing room. Her sharp senses, finely attuned to every nuance of her son’s manner, searched him immediately. There was little he could hide from her, but that did not mean he did not try.
Her gaze frisked over him. She knew where he went on this day each year, but the fact was never spoken between them. She disliked—no, was infuriated—that the weak man who had been her husband yet had the power to grieve the noble man who was her son. Her frigid calm gave lie to the anxious turmoil within as she hungrily sought any clues to his thoughts this night.
His greeting was perfunctory—the bare minimum civility from a tired man at the end of a sixteen-hour work day. His exhaustion was understandable, but what remained a mystery to her was the compelling reason behind his excessively long days of late. He was in his office before dawn and home barely in time to crawl into his bed—if, indeed, he went to bed at all. Had she not been so unwilling to believe it, she might have suspected him to be avoiding her.
That, of course, was preposterous. She was her son’s only confidante, and he had always come to her with those matters which weighed heavily on his heart. This burden he carried now surely had its roots in that ill-guided strike, and nothing more. The mill was beset on all sides, and John had savagely taken hold with the bite of a determined bulldog, dragging it back to prosperity by sheer force of will.
She took in his appearance as he drew near the evening fire, in anticipation of her mandatory nightly devotionals. The rest of the household would be joining them shortly, though Fanny was always late. “John, what happened to your collar? It is perfectly limp, and... are those water stains?”
He glanced up at her quickly, and a flash of something crossed his face but he made no answer other than a small tightening of his lips.
“You ought to have changed those wet clothes hours ago,” she clucked in admonishment. “You will be down with a fever.”
“I never take ill, Mother. My office stays quite warm, next to the stacks as it is.” He dropped himself into a chair, listlessly reaching for the paper she had placed there for him. He picked it up and hid behind it. He did not want to encourage the topic further. She would naturally turn to the reason for his long, wet walk and her bitterness would only grow. It would then cause her to wonder at his lack of foresight in taking his own rain gear when the weather threatened so.
He did not want her to know the truth. John Thornton was never caught by surprise from a storm. He watched the weather as keenly as he scrutinized cotton futures and market fluxes, for, as he knew better than anyone, all were in the end tied together. Today’s downpour had been fully expected.
His pilgrimage today had been one of self-loathing and penance, and he had intentionally denied himself any comforts. Then she had to show up and provide shelter for him! Hours later, he still could not explain her sudden compassion, and he churned in frustration.
He bit his lip behind his newspaper. It would never do to allow his mind to wander back to Margaret with his mother in the room. Mrs Thornton possessed an uncanny knack for sensing his thoughts, particularly when they lingered on the contemptible woman who had rejected him. He would have to wait until he had gained the solitude of his own room before reopening that trove of feelings.
“John, you do remember that the Hamiltons and the Smiths are coming to dinner tomorrow?”
He nodded, only the top of his head visible to her as it bobbed. “Yes, Mother. I shall not be late from the mill.”
“I should hope not,” she scoffed. It would do John good to sit down to a decent meal with respectable company. He had been obsessively detached of late, shunning all company but hers when he was not working. “Mrs Hamilton tells me,” she ventured cautiously, “that her daughter Genevieve has returned from her tour on the Continent.”
The black head moved noncommittally over the rim of the paper.
She watched what she could see of him carefully. His fingers gripped the paper until the knuckles were whitened. His heel bounced in agitation, a mannerism he had only recently collected. He was not at all easy. A long breath left her. What John needed was something—no, someone—to distract him from the mill, and that pernicious Miss Hale.


      [image: image-placeholder]Margaret saw her father off to his bed, promising him that she was bound for hers. As soon as the door had closed, however, she fled down the stairs and to the rear quarters of their residence. She found Dixon mumbling over a basket of linens to be pressed. 
The family servant looked up quickly at her entry. She screwed her mouth into a scowl. “That Martha’s taken off again. How many times that mother of hers can be ill, I’m sure I don’t know.”
“Hush, Dixon,” Margaret chided softly, “I was pleased to be with my own mother when her health failed.” Margaret reached for the top set of draperies and flicked a droplet of water on the iron to test its temperature. “I cannot think,” she continued wistfully, “what it must be like to be stretched so thinly as many are—to have no way of both keeping food on the table and caring for one who is ill.”
Dixon made a disapproving face. “That’s this uncivilized city talking, that’s what! What’s become of the kingdom when the scullery maids can up and leave whenever they please?” Margaret reached to pick up the iron after she had spread the drapery out, but Dixon snatched it from her with a demanding glare.
Margaret pursed her lips and deliberately took the iron back. “What makes me any different from Martha? We are both about the same age, are we not, Dixon? Why should I not take a hand in caring for my family and lightening your burden?”
Dixon crossed her arms. “It’s not fitting, that’s what. Miss Beresford’s daughter....” She continued to grumble, but that was no great trouble to Margaret’s mind. They had this conversation almost every night of late, when Margaret snuck back to help with the household chores after her father was abed. As always, far more was accomplished than Dixon ever could have wrought on her own.
Margaret found she liked the manual labour. It kept her hands busy but allowed her thoughts to wander, and she was not troubled with much talk. She set her iron aside for a moment to array the fresh linens, then began again. Her deft fingers flattened the cloth and swept the scalding metal plate over it. She watched with satisfaction as the rumpled linen became once more smooth and elegant before her eyes. Indeed, it was gratifying to work something with her hands, to feel and see the fruit of her labour plainly. How very different it was from the nuanced, plodding, invisible work of a scholar!
She set her iron back on the stove to warm and walked her freshly pressed drapery to the drawing room. Dixon followed reluctantly and found her tottering precariously on an antiquated stool as she attempted to hang the article.
“Don’t see what all the fuss about them drapes is,” she pouted, lifting a corner in half-hearted assistance. “They’ll be sooty again by next week, and don’t nobody see them. Master hardly never comes down, and you spend all your time in the kitchen these days!”
“It is the dignity of the thing, Dixon,” Margaret reasoned, stretching as far as she could manage to reach the last hook. “Mother never wished our house to get into slovenly ways, and no more do I. Besides, we shall have a guest tomorrow. Mr Thornton told Father he would be coming for his lesson.”
“Reading in the Master’s study, like all the others do,” Dixon pointed out. “Not here taking tea, pretending to be a gentleman.”
“Dixon!” Margaret pounced down from her stool. “I shall hear no more such talk! Mr Thornton has been very good to us—to poor dear Mother, you remember!”
Dixon frowned. “He don’t often come no more for to see the Master. Mark my words, Miss, he’ll drop the acquaintance since Master fell out of favour with some of the younger set. All work, that’s these Milton folk, just like the Missus always said. How’s that for a gentleman, I ask?”
Margaret stretched to her full height, her cheeks flushing. “Dixon! You know very well it was Mr Thornton who helped Father become established in Milton! He is not a changeful man, Dixon, not in the slightest. He has been greatly occupied these past months, and it shall not be for us to judge how he chooses to spend his time. I am most grateful he has found an afternoon to come sit with Father. You know how Father values his visits.”
Dixon wrinkled her lips in disdain and gave a reluctant little “Humf.” Much as she might have longed to make a saucy retort, she could think of little to say in contradiction to her young Miss. Margaret had taken to checking her tongue of late, for which Dixon could only respect her, but she groused inwardly to hear her young lady defending that tradesman.
The pair retreated to the kitchen once more, where by silent accord they set about separate chores. Margaret returned to the linens, while Dixon washed up. Even had they each desired it, which neither did, it would have been difficult to return to conversation.
Margaret kept her eyes steadily on her work. She felt compelled to do all she could to keep her home to its best standards, so that she might—even in this dreary city and their family’s reduced circumstances—always remember what she owed herself as a gentlewoman. All within her influence ought to be nurtured and sustained, from her own personal dignity and the training of her mind, to her relations with her neighbours and the very upkeep of her home. That Mr Thornton intended to visit on the morrow had nothing to do with her desires to present her home at its most gracious. Nothing at all.

      [image: image-placeholder]The clock ticked evenly and ominously in Mr Thornton’s office. His eyes drifted to it occasionally as he sorted through his account books. If he sent a note now, it would not be too late to cancel his appointment with Mr Hale… but no! Hooked over his doorknob, so that he might not forget his duty, was that infernal contraption of wood and silk which had occasioned so much distress the day before. Glaring fleetingly at the unfortunate item, Mr Thornton made another mark in his ledger. 
Surely it could not be so painful to sit an hour reading with Mr Hale. Where had they left off? Oh, yes, Plutarch. In truth, he would have quite looked forward to the opportunity to hone his mind and speak of deep, philosophical matters for a change, but he dreaded the gauntlet he must face at his arrival. He did not know how he would bear to see her again so soon.
He dropped his pen and rubbed his eyes. Even then, her image danced before him. She was looking up to him with that gentle, vulnerable expression—the one that, for just a moment yesterday, had nearly made him forget that she despised him. With a short gasp, he blinked his eyes open again, fixing them on the papers before him. Perhaps if he stared at his desk long enough, he would see his ledgers before his eyes when he closed them, rather than her cherubic face.
Mr Thornton managed five entire minutes before she again invaded his thoughts. Exasperated, he slammed his pen down and rose to gaze out the windows of his office. Spread before him was a marvel of machinery, a testament to the ingenuity and willpower of man. Willpower. Yes, that was all he needed! Always before it had been sufficient. Surely he could find that inner strength again!
He would not allow himself to wonder at her cryptic statements from the previous day. What could she have meant? No! He did not care. Why ought he? Whatever it was she was trying to tell him, it did not matter… except, perhaps it did.
What if she truly were innocent of unmaidenly conduct? What if there were some perfectly irreproachable reason for her to have been found alone with… with whomever he was?
Angrily he shut his mind down again. All it could possibly mean was that she may not have involved herself in the sort of disgrace he had imagined. She still disdained him as much as ever, but perhaps he had not truly been deceived in her character… perhaps his devoted admiration had not been as ill-placed as he had feared. But that falsehood! She had admitted to it! Was that wrong not as great—nay, greater—than the other?
He gritted his teeth. Much as he might have wished to be able to respect the woman his heart adored, he no longer could… and he hated himself for it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Margaret intentionally retreated to her room at the time Mr Thornton was expected to make his call on her father. She heard his voice on the stair and tensed. The house was arranged oddly, so that he had to pass by the floor on which her room was located in order to reach her father’s study. Her eyes unconsciously followed his unseen movements as he ascended to the third floor, his tread rhythmic and firm. 
Once she heard the click of her father’s door, she exhaled deeply and went below. She had thought to call on Mary Higgins to see how the Boucher children were getting on. If she stayed long enough, he might be gone when she returned. It would surely be as much of a relief to Mr Thornton as it would be to herself if their paths were not to cross today.
She dressed quickly and set out. Upon reaching the modest dwelling on Francis street, she was promptly met with the sound of sobbing and childish woes. The door flung open and a tear-streaked girl of six dashed out, nearly colliding into Margaret’s skirts.
“Jenny!” she cried. “Whatever is the matter?”
The girl turned abashed eyes up to her. “‘E’s taken me dolly!” she wailed.
“I ‘aven’t!” Daniel, age seven, followed close on the heels of his sister. “Whadda’ I wan’ wi’ yo’r ould dolly?”
The children paused only a moment at Margaret’s feet, then raced down the street. Jenny was crying and trying to escape her disagreeable brother, and Daniel was trying to retrieve his wayward sister. Margaret looked after them in some bewilderment until Mary’s voice brought her attention back.
“Don’ worry none ‘bout them,” she sighed tiredly. “The’ll be back. ‘Appens ‘bout ever’ day.”
Margaret offered her friend an understanding smile. Her firsthand experience with children had been only minimal, but she did enjoy them. The Boucher children were, by and large, sweet youngsters. This display of domestic combat startled her somewhat, but she did remember disagreements with her own… oh, dear. Margaret blinked a little as an image of twelve-year-old Frederick, laughing and teasing her from his perch in the apple tree, flashed through her memory.
She shook her head. “How are you today, Mary?”
“Well y‘nough, Miss Marg’et,” came the shy answer. “Da’s been so much ‘appier, now ‘e’s workin’!”
Margaret smiled, an expression of pure joy. “I am so glad! Oh, here, I brought some treats… for the children, of course.” She accompanied that comment with a small wink. Nicholas had always vehemently rejected her attempts at charity where his own family was concerned, but she had discovered that gifts specifically intended for the Boucher children were accepted with at least grudging consent, if not genuine grace.
Mary thanked her as she received the basket, uncovering one of Dixon’s fresh tarts and several bright apples. The four children remaining in the room admired the shining fruits as Mary placed them on her sideboard, but none dared ask to taste them.
Margaret sighed a little. Children who knew what it was to wonder where their next meal would come from never took such a treat for granted. The apples would be spared, carefully sliced, and shared at the proper time. In all likelihood, they would last the six children far longer than they would have lasted Margaret and her one brother at that age.
Margaret settled herself in a corner chair with a book she had brought, and the children eagerly gathered at her feet. This had become her ritual when she visited. She always tried to bring only the most interesting selections from father’s rather musty and cerebral library, but she often found it did not matter what she read to them. They loved the attention she bestowed, the precious time she gave, and they adored the gentle sound of her voice.
Sally, age four, would often place herself under Margaret’s hand, simply so she might feel something akin to a motherly touch on her hair. Little Johnny, the youngest, would usually toddle into her lap, while two-year-old Benjamin liked to rest his head on her knee as he sucked his thumb. Five-year-old Joseph typically sat a little aloof, but utterly enraptured.
Margaret’s breast swelled in bittersweet contentment. The affections of the children were a soothing balm to her own aching heart, and it was likely that they did her as much good as she could hope to do them. Mary, too, benefitted from the respite for that half hour when Margaret paid her visits. She laboured over her stove, but her curious gaze often found Margaret from across the room as she listened to the story.
All too quickly, her time came to an end. She did not like to be long from home these days, as her father seemed to depend upon her more and more. She bid each child an affectionate farewell, promising to come again soon.


      [image: image-placeholder]Back in her own neighborhood, she scampered lightly up the stone steps to her door. Just before she touched the handle, it swung open to her. Her head came up in surprise, and she found herself again staring at Mr Thornton’s chest. She took an awkward step back. “Excuse me, sir!” she fumbled, nervous at nearly crashing into him. 
Thornton stood uncomfortably in the doorway, unsure whether he ought to back into the house once more or hold the door for her from the outside step. Either solution would bring her into close physical proximity, but if he stepped back into the house, he could shield himself behind the door. Moving quickly, he did just that, realizing only after he was inside again that he would be forced to say something to her.
As an afterthought, he swept his hat off his head once more, then offered her a perfunctory nod in greeting. The unattended door rocked on its hinges and creaked nearly closed. They stood face to face in the darkened entry, each trying to work up the courage to meet the other’s eyes. He drew a deep breath. “Good afternoon, Miss Hale.”
Margaret swallowed, taking a small step to angle herself a little more out of his path of escape. “Good afternoon, Mr Thornton.” She forced herself to meet his gaze, but could not hold it long.
He glanced down to his hat. “Well… if you will pardon me, Miss Hale….” He reached for the doorknob to let himself back out of the house, replacing his hat as he neared the threshold.
Margaret’s breath was catching. Her conscience scolded her viciously, demanding that she speak some words of welcome, or gratitude… something! Her father set such store by Mr Thornton’s visits, and it was because of her that he had been lately denied that pleasure. If she could only say something to smooth the way, to encourage Mr Thornton to continue as before… before everything had happened!
“Sir!” she cried, then her voice halted.
He turned curiously, finding her face awash in shock at her own audacity. He paused, allowing her a chance to collect herself. “Miss Hale?” he prompted.
She drew a deep breath, her lashes fluttering. “I—I wanted to… to thank you, sir. For finding time to visit, I mean. I… I know you are very busy.”
He narrowed his eyes, studying her in silence.
“I only mean,” she defended herself, “that Father was most pleased you could come today. I hope that you can find it possible… what I mean, sir, is that if it would be easier if I am not here….” She stopped, her hands gesturing vaguely as she looked helplessly to him, wishing she could articulate what she wanted to say.
Mr Thornton was gazing at her in what could only be described as a mixture of gratification and distress. His breath had quickened and his eyes dwelt on her face for what seemed an age before he responded. “I have no objections to your presence,” he answered softly. “It is your own home, after all.”
“Then…” she raised her eyes timidly to his, “... you will come again? That is, if you are not otherwise occupied? It is not my wish,” she hurriedly explained, “to impose upon your time. I only thought... if you would be more comfortable if I should be out… I do not wish to be the cause of my father losing his friend.” She dropped her eyes to his feet, swallowing hard. What an awkward muddle she was making of it! Why could she not simply speak her mind?
“Miss Hale,” he bit his upper lip, “may I?” He indicated the door with a tip of his head, and she nodded, stepping out of his way again so he could enter the house once more. He closed the door, removed his hat, and held it as a barrier before himself. He stared down at it for a moment to gather his thoughts, then summoning his courage, he faced her.
“I do not pretend to understand what you spoke of yesterday. I am willing to accept the explanation that you are protecting someone, and it is clearly no business of mine. Your affairs are a matter for your own conscience. I believe we have already settled between ourselves that we are common acquaintances, nothing more. I do esteem your father, and I very much value my lessons with him. Do you think, Miss Hale, that we may proceed from such an understanding?”
She nodded wordlessly, her brow furrowed.
“If that be the case, it matters not to me whether we should meet in passing. I hope my occasional presence does not trouble you overmuch.”
“No!” she shook her head, holding up a hand. “I shall not be troubled, sir. I would be most pleased… that is, you are most welcome,” she stammered, her cheeks flaming.
He looked down to his hat again, fingering it briefly, then abruptly dipped his head in farewell. “I shall bid you a good day, then, Miss Hale.”
Margaret released a long breath, watching him turn out of her door and proceed down the street without a backward glance. “Good day,” she murmured after him.






  
  Chapter 4


Thornton gave himself a cursory final glance in the mirror, smoothing the front of his dinner jacket and checking his tie. He would much rather not be entertaining this evening, but the invitation had been a strategic one. Gerald Smith was the new president of the primary bank in Milton, and Stuart Hamilton one of his best customers. These were contacts he would do well to cultivate. 
He found his mother in the drawing room. The swift uplift of her brow requested his approval of her arrangements. With a quick glance about and a satisfied nod, he gave her a thin smile. Hannah Thornton took great pride in her position as mistress over his home, and her hospitality was always utter perfection. He released a tight breath. What need had he of a wife? In his mother he had a devoted companion who required so little of him! She presided over everything of his with a fierce dedication. Surely none could surpass her faithfulness.
Fanny arrived presently, fussing over her gown and stealing glimpses of her hair in any reflective surface she passed. She had looked forward to this night with the greatest anticipation, eager to renew her acquaintance with Genevieve Hamilton… and possibly with her brother Rupert.
Mr and Mrs Smith arrived first. They were well into their sixties, but Gerald Smith showed no signs of retiring. His professional ambition rivaled Thornton’s own, and he had ascended to his position through strategic connections, sound business policies, and relentless toil. Thornton still knew little of the man, but he respected what he did know. Mrs Smith was a prim woman, preferring to observe rather than speak.
The Hamiltons, all four of them, were shown in only a few moments later. They were an old Milton family, and Stuart had increased greatly in consequence after a few lucky investments in his youth. Thornton generally frowned on desperate speculations, but that was not the way of Stuart Hamilton. He was a cautious and strategic investor, and it was known that Hamilton never gambled anything which was not wholly his own. He had resources to spare, and found amusement in backing struggling enterprises, then reaping the benefits later. He had a keen eye for business and a long string of success stories to his name.
Thornton greeted Mr and Mrs Hamilton, then turned his attention to Rupert. The son was several years his junior, and only just returned from three years in London rubbing elbows with some of England’s new money.
“Thornton!” Rupert shook his hand firmly. “Good to see you again, old chap. I say, very handsome of you to invite us!”
“The pleasure is mine, I assure you.” He smiled broadly at the younger man. He remembered Rupert to be… entertaining. Certainly their tastes did not perfectly coincide. Perhaps some maturity had settled the young man a little.
At last, he moved on to Genevieve Hamilton. She was about Fanny’s age, and she had been touring the Continent with her former governess some while. He had not seen young Miss Hamilton in two or three years, at least, and had hardly given her a second thought.
Time, it seemed, had been exceedingly kind to the young lady. She was slightly taller than Fanny, with a most womanly figure. Her hair was the exact shade of honey—a rich blonde with traces of auburn, all coiled and arranged tastefully to accent high cheekbones and a perfect brow. Something about her face was immediately striking, though he could not at the moment put his finger on it.
He did not dare allow himself the luxury of openly satisfying his curiosity. He had learnt years ago that unless he wished to be forcefully ushered to the altar, it would not do to pay extra civility to any female, and never yet had he been in any serious danger. Except in that one case… much good my caution did me there!
Drinks were served and Thornton moved smoothly among his guests until the bell was rung for the dining room. He found himself near Miss Hamilton at that point, so it was the natural thing for him to escort her to dinner. She had a light, pleasing voice, and with some mortification he was forced to concede that her manners were far more refined than those of his own sister. She took her seat with a demure smile to him. Fanny, he noticed, had contrived for Rupert to escort her, and she
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