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Chapter One

 


 


As her fingers lingered on the last notes of
the Mozart sonata, the sound of laughter broke through Deborah
Martin’s reverie. It was with almost a shock that she realised she
was in the drawing room at Briarly; surely she was not at her
father’s country estate, but in the house in Florence. She had been
there in her mind only moments before, with her mother and Mr.
Swanson, looking down from the window over the River Arno, hearing
their voices behind her singing something lilting in Italian.

But that had been a much smaller room,
crowded with furniture—a trifle shabby, perhaps, but warm with old
velvet and gilt legs. This drawing room was so large that the piano
where she sat was tucked inconspicuously into a corner. The
furnishings stood spare and simple in groupings before the hearth.
The chairs were mostly of severe, unadorned wood, although of a
very fine workmanship. Still, Deborah had to admit, this room was
surprisingly mellow, with its gleaming oak floor and walls. Perhaps
the feeling came from the late afternoon sun pouring through the
long windows. The room had been designed well for the cold English
climate; it faced south and received sun all day.

The laughter grew nearer, and two young
women burst into the room, ignoring Deborah as they seated
themselves. One rang for tea.

“This staff may be perfectly adequate for
country living, but it will never do for the house party,” scoffed
Elaine, fiddling with one of her chestnut curls as they waited.
“Clare, we shall simply have to bring in some help from London.”
She smoothed out her amber velvet gown, hardly seeming to notice
its rich soft texture or the artful way the high-cut bodice flowed
into the gathered waist.

Deborah glanced down at her own dress, made
of dark brown bombazine. Well, it was serviceable enough for
supervising the housekeeping and wandering through the woods, as
she so often found herself doing.

Clare’s voice brought her back to the
present. “I doubt that’s possible at such short notice,” she said.
“And with the season about to begin, we shan’t want anyone here
long. There’ll be no one in the house but Deborah, and she hardly
needs a staff from London.”

The two girls giggled, and Deborah felt
herself blushing as she turned away from their glances and
pretended to study her sheet music. Shortly thereafter a maid
brought in the tea tray and distracted them, so Deborah was able to
observe her two older half sisters unnoticed.

No one would have believed they were twins;
they certainly were not identical. Elaine was tall, with her
reddish-brown curls cut stylishly short to frame hazel eyes. Her
face was too long and thin, Deborah supposed, but she had an air of
poise hat made her seem prettier than she really was.

Clare, the younger by only minutes, had
reached only average height and tended to plumpness, but her golden
hair and green eyes more than compensated for her round shape. She
wore her hair piled high with a few curls around her face, and her
pale green muslin was lightly interwoven with vertical grey stripes
that slimmed her figure.

At twenty, the pair had spent two seasons in
London. Neither had yet found a husband.

“Terence has promised he’ll come,” Elaine
remarked, frowning as her sister reached for a second cake. “I had
a letter from him today. In fact, he expects to be here
tonight.”

“I don’t understand why he writes to you,”
pouted Clare. “He’s my brother as well.”

“I’m the eldest, and besides, I write to
him,” said Elaine. “Of course, Father will be our host, but
it will be nice to have Terry. If nothing else, he can dance with
Deborah; we’re obliged to have her at our ball, and I’m sure no one
else will look at her.”

“There’s no need to insult me,” Deborah
snapped. Why did her older sisters always goad her when they
already had everything she had not—stylish clothes, seasons in
London, and, most of all, their father’s esteem?

“I’m sure Elaine was only being practical,”
said Clare, starting to take a third cake and then apparently
thinking the better of it. “After all, at eighteen you’re little
more than a schoolroom miss.”

“And besides,” added Elaine, “with that dark
hair and those eyes, you look like your mother, more like a gypsy
than a lady.”

“My mother was not a gypsy,” Deborah
replied. “She was half-Italian.”

“She may not have been a gypsy, but she was
no lady, either,” Elaine said.

Deborah snapped the music back onto the
stand and fled the room, up two flights of stairs to the chamber at
the back of the house. There she flung herself across the bed and
gave way to sobs. No matter what she did, there was always that
set-down waiting behind their eyes, behind the smiles that were
never for her.

But Mother was a lady, Deborah thought. I
know she was, although she never talked of her family. How could
she, when they refused to acknowledge her? But then, I suppose they
couldn’t....

Why did she do it? Deborah wondered, wiping
her eyes with an old kerchief. I suppose she hated London, the
petty gossip, the nastiness behind the polite pretence. And she had
undoubtedly perished of boredom rusticating here in the
country.

Florence had been Amanda’s spiritual home, a
centre for music and art, theatre, and philosophy where she had
passed a happy childhood. She must always have felt out of place
here at Briarly. What tragic timing that just when her mother must
have been ready for Bedlam with the tedium of country life, Mr.
Swanson had come to tutor Terence, bringing with him a love of all
those things Amanda held dear.

Had I only understood, perhaps I could
have…have what? thought Deborah, remembering how her mother’s face
had lit up whenever the tutor entered the room, and the way they
had sat talking for hours late at night when the earl was in his
library and the children were asleep. But who would have guessed
they would elope and take Deborah with them? It was unheard of,
unthinkable, and yet that had not stopped them.

The door opened quietly. “Are you unwell,
Lady Deborah?” It was Mrs. Hudson, the housekeeper, for Deborah
didn’t have a personal maid.

“Only resting,” she said quickly.

“His lordship has returned from his ride,”
Mrs. Hudson said. “He’s asked why you aren’t at tea.”

“What is his mood, do you think?” She
smoothed back her hair.

“Out of sorts, I fear,” said Mrs. Hudson.
The woman had been with the family for years and was most discreet,
but she sometimes showed a welcome touch of sympathy for the
youngest daughter.

“I expect Elaine’s been telling tales
again,” said Deborah.

Mrs. Hudson’s look showed plainly she was
aware that the girl had been crying. “It’s a shame a man has so
good a daughter and does not acknowledge it,” the woman said. “Not
that I’m criticising, mind you. The earl is a fine man. But it’s a
bit of bad luck you resemble your mother so closely. In appearance,
that is.”

“Perhaps in spirit, too,” said Deborah,
wiping her face with a moistened cloth. “If I were a pinch-faced
thing with a turn for moralising, he’d no doubt find me most
disagreeable, but he would not turn on me as he does. Still, I
suppose I’ve his quick temper, so I must not complain. Certainly my
mother was never sharp, that I can recall, but I’m afraid I have
the tendency.”

“If you be needing anything, you’ll let me
know,” said Mrs. Hudson. “And don’t tarry.”

“I’ll be down directly.”

Deborah finished washing her face in the
basin and glanced into the mirror. Her dark brown eyes were wide,
lustrous with tears. Oh, Elaine was right, she thought; I do look a
gypsy, and I’ll certainly never be considered a beauty.

She paused before her reflexion. The light
olive skin took her back to Florence, to the sound of her mother’s
fingers strumming the beautiful guitar she had brought with her
from England. It was of the relatively new French design, with six
single strings instead of the traditional five double strings and a
single chanterelle. It was far easier to tune, although not so
different to play, since the double strings had been played as
one.

Deborah smiled for a moment, remembering the
joke her mother and Mr. Swanson had made about the old-fashioned
lutes, with up to two dozen strings on them. The jest had been that
one could see the lutenists tuning up, but one never heard them
play.

The smile faded as she gazed at the
instrument where it leaned against the wall. It was all Deborah had
left of them now—that and one opal necklace—for her mother had had
to sell all her jewels for funds to live on. They had worried so
about finances; how could the couple have known they would have
only four years together before a fever would carry them both off?
And how could they have known they would leave a frightened
fourteen-year-old Deborah to travel back to England, to the father
she would always remind of the woman who had abandoned him.

Well, his wrath would only worsen if she
delayed any longer. Reluctantly, Deborah descended to the drawing
room.

The Earl of Selvington was frowning into his
brandy as she entered. Clare and Elaine both glanced up at her
briefly and then at their father.

Oh, now what have I done? Deborah thought
desperately, sitting down and pouring herself a cup of tea that had
surely gone cold. If I visit the neighbours, I’m spending too much
time with the lower classes; if I don’t, I think I’m above myself.
If I wear my best dress, I’m too proud to supervise the housework;
but when I wear this....

“Elaine says you were rude to her,” the earl
commented finally, still not looking at her. “Apologise.”

“But I wasn’t rude!” Deborah set her cup
down hard, scarcely noticing the tea that slopped into the saucer.
“It was she…she said...” Then she stopped.

“She said what?” If only he would look at
her, even though his grey eyes were always cold and hard. Only the
twitching of his jaw muscle revealed that her father was waiting
for an answer.

“She….she made a remark about my mother,”
Deborah said miserably, and saw Elaine lift her hand to her mouth
to hide a smile.

“Precisely what did she say about your
mother?”

Deborah paused and heard the ticking of the
clock in the hall. The silences here were so long, yet no matter
how she delayed, her father never forgot his questions, or his
anger. “She said my mother wasn’t a lady.”

“And you believe she was?”

“Father—”

“I asked you a question!”

“I don’t know!” Deborah said. “But she was
my mother, and whatever she did to you, she loved me. I owe her my
loyalty, at least.”

“For what? For taking you to live with her
in sin?” His voice was strained with the effort of keeping the tone
even. He was looking at her now, but with such contempt! “I suppose
you liked the music, and listening to that... that villain quote
poetry to her. I suppose that’s how you believe ladies and
gentlemen should behave.”

It was an old theme, and Clare was evidently
bored with it. “Oh, Father,” she said. “Speaking of music, can we
hire an orchestra from London for our ball? And we’ve the most
splendid ideas for decorating the ballroom....”

Thankful for the interruption, Deborah
slipped away to change her gown. Her brother would be home
tonight.

*

“You’ve done well,” Terence, known to the
world as Viscount Briarly, told Elaine as he tasted the duckling,
but he wasn’t referring to the meal, for Deborah had ordered the
menu. “You’ve got Hampton coming, you say, and Foxborough? Now,
there is a coup. I swear, you’ll be all the crack this season.”

“It’s time they were,” the earl muttered
into his claret. “Twenty already, and neither of them married. It’s
not as if we had a fortune.”

“We’re plump enough in the pocket,” said
Terence easily. He certainly looked very tonnish, with his
high shirt-points and elaborately tied cravat. A few years at
Cambridge and a few more in London had left him, at twenty-four, an
eligible and even, Deborah had to admit, handsome gentleman. And he
was heir to an earldom and an estate as well. He could afford not
to marry as long as he liked and to live any way he pleased; it
must be lovely, she thought enviously, wishing not for the first
time that she might have been a boy.

“Cousin Melanie is coming, too,” Elaine
said. “And now that she’s a rich widow, and still beautiful at
twenty-five, she’ll be all the crack herself.”

“Speaking of which,” Terence said, “we’ve
got to find some new dresses for Deborah.”

“Nonsense!” snorted the earl. “Next thing
you’ll be saying she should have a season.”

“Well, she is eighteen,” Terence said
mildly. “At any rate, you’ll not want to be embarrassed by her
clothes next week, will you? Surely there’s some shabbily genteel
seamstress in the neighbourhood who can stitch up a few simple
muslins.” Catching Deborah’s glance down at the grey muslin she was
wearing, he added, “Ones that at least hint at this year’s styles
and don’t have grass stains around the hem.”

“There is Miss Johnson,” said Clare. “I
suppose we could walk over there tomorrow, Deborah.”

The younger girl blinked at the unexpected
kindness. “I’d be grateful,” she said softly. She wished, as she
often had before, that her mother hadn’t run away, or at least
hadn’t taken her along. It had estranged her—permanently, it
seemed—from this other part of her family. There was so much now
that she couldn’t share with them, especially her music, which
infuriated her father. A little playing at the piano was all right,
of course; seemly enough for a young girl. Indeed, it was expected
of her, although she’d never had the governess who had groomed
Elaine and Clare. But the guitar and her singing, especially those
songs her mother had loved and which fitted her own soprano voice
so splendidly, must be saved for when she was alone, deep in the
woods.

“Lord Albright has accepted our invitation,”
Elaine was saying. “Terence, do you think he and Melanie will suit?
They both are well enough off, and he can’t be more than
forty-five.”

“I’d never try to make matches where Melanie
is concerned,” said Terence. “And when you invite Foxborough,
there’s no telling what might happen. Oberon has quite a reputation
in town; some call him a rake, although I wouldn’t go that
far.”

“Well, I’m sure I don’t know,” Elaine
replied a little too quickly, and Deborah looked up. Could her
sister be interested in this man? He was perfectly respectable, of
course, a marquis, and from a prominent family, but at thirty-one—
or was it thirty-two?—he’d done more than his share of breaking
hearts in London. She’d even heard a little about him here, mostly
from her sisters’ gossip.

“He’s got to marry somebody,” Clare said
matter-of-factly. “And it might as well be Elaine as anyone,
mightn’t it?”

They chattered on, but Deborah’s thoughts
veered off on their own path. I wonder if I’ll ever find a husband?
she thought, and added bitterly to herself, But who would offer for
the dark-skinned third daughter of an earl, who’ll likely bring as
her dowry only a pretty voice and a guitar?

*

Melanie Winterset leaned irritably against
the back of her seat, peering through the carriage window at the
rolling green countryside and trying to ignore the chatter of her
companion. How trying it was to have to have a fat elderly woman
like Mrs. Chesney with her for propriety’s sake, and to listen to
her unceasing comments from morning till night.

Even the maid Eliza, who sometimes diverted
them both with her youthful high spirits, was left at home with a
bad cold. So her mistress would be vulnerable both to the
ministrations of a borrowed maid and to the unceasing sound of Mrs.
Chesney’s tongue.

“I can’t say as how Denmark lotion is much
of an improvement over plain old-fashioned rosewater,” the woman
prosed on. “I declare, I think all they do is dream up some
high-sounding name and charge an extra shilling. Now, when I was a
girl, we used....”

One would think that, at five-and-twenty
with a considerable fortune, a woman could go her own way, however
beautiful she might be esteemed, without inciting gossip. After
all, married ladies of the highest rank carried on affairs that
would put to the blush the Cyprians, those Fashionable Impures. Yet
nothing would do for it but that a widow must have some female
relative as her companion, and of course none was available but an
aging spinster of a second cousin—or was it first cousin once
removed? Well, the sooner she was removed, the better, Melanie
thought, and that means I must find a husband.

The thought brought a smile to her lips,
which a besotted admirer had once called rose petals touched with
dew. She had been declared an Incomparable her first season, and
had married a wealthy if somewhat dull baronet twice her age who
had had the good grace to die after half a dozen years. It had been
a bit of luck that there were no children to spoil her figure or
frighten off suitors. So now that her year of mourning had ended,
she could resume those delightful flirtations without the need to
seek money or the pressure to marry before she grew too old. No,
there was no question but that it would be infinitely more
pleasurable this time around.

Briarly was hardly the place to start her
first season back, Melanie reflected as she smoothed down her
mulberry pelisse so the small triple capes around the shoulders
would not crumple. Not that her cousins were socially beneath her,
of course, but she was not fond of the country. However, Foxborough
would be there, and that made it all worthwhile.

The carriage passed through iron gates and
started down a well-manicured drive. Briarly was a respectable
enough manor, but it lacked style, Melanie observed as she
descended at last. The gardens had always been unimaginative,
except for the years when the earl’s second wife had been in
residence; she had introduced new varieties of roses from China,
with semidouble petals and a peppery fragrance. After the scandal,
they had been quickly removed.

Clare and Elaine were at the door, pushing
past the butler to meet her, crying, “Cousin Melanie!” and pecking
at her cheek. Thank heavens they had the sense not to crush her
travelling gown. One could only bring so many garments on a short
visit, and it would not do to ruin them. Seeing the same people day
and night made it imperative to have numerous changes of clothing
in excellent repair, and satin creased so easily.

There was that Deborah, looking startlingly
like her mother, as Melanie vaguely recalled her. Dark just like
her, with most unfashionable hair pulled severely back, although it
was said the earl had been swept off his feet with love for Amanda
when they had first met, and even until the day she left. He had
certainly played the fool.

“Melanie! I say, that colour—what do they
call it?— becomes you so much more than black!” Terence bent to
kiss her hand, and she smiled warmly. Most of the people who could
properly call on her during mourning had been old and boring, and
her handsome young cousin with his blond hair and cornflower blue
eyes had been a welcome change.

“It was so kind to invite me,” she said in
her carefully cultivated, tinkling voice. “Such a lovely way to
open the season. I do love house parties.”

“You know you loathe the country.” Terence
laughed. “But you do look famous on a horse. We must be sure to
ride every day. We have just the mare for you.”

“I imagine you would like to freshen up?”
Melanie looked around and realised the quiet words came from
Deborah.

“Oh my, we surely would!” wheezed Mrs.
Chesney from behind Melanie. “Why, such a trip I haven’t had since
I don’t know when! It’s as if we’d gone to a foreign country; I’m
that tired. Why, my head is spinning. I truly must lie down.”

“You do look pale.” In the face of the young
girl’s evident concern, Melanie bit back a smile at the thought
that Mrs. Chesney might be indisposed during their visit and
confined to her room. What a treat!

Deborah showed Mrs. Chesney up to her room,
acting more as a housekeeper than a daughter. Well, that was none
of Melanie’s concern. Her attention quickly turned toward the sound
of a carriage in the drive, followed almost immediately by a second
one.

Terence and his sisters rushed to greet the
new arrivals. Standing just out of sight inside the front hall,
Melanie heard the boom of a woman’s commanding voice and the rather
restrained rumble of a man’s—Lord and Lady Linster, that would
be—and then a laugh that set her heart racing. Foxborough!

He had been only twenty-five when Melanie
had her come-out, and she remembered how she had breathed faster
when he danced with her. But of course he had not been ready to
settle his fancy on any female at so young an age, and regretfully
she had set her sights on a more attainable prize.

Slowly, Melanie glided to the door and stood
framed there, knowing she made a lovely picture with her soft brown
curls and grey eyes. Let Elaine and Clare make ninnyhammers of
themselves, rushing about greeting people. Their cousin knew the
impact of her own appearance too well to waste it.

“Lady Winterset.” He ascended toward her,
brushing the back of her hand with his lips. “Lovely as ever.”

The almost-black eyes were hooded, remote as
usual. What was there about him that drew her, that made her want
above all things to claim him as hers? Was it just that remoteness,
that haughtiness, the fact that he alone among the men she knew
failed to melt at her smile? No, it was more than that, Melanie
mused as she watched him turn to greet other arrivals. It was his
broad shoulders, hinting at a rough strength that contrasted with
his elegant costume, and the confident way he moved, and a sense of
the primitive masculine anger that could boil from beneath the calm
civilised surface.

As Elaine hurried up and drew the marquis’s
attention, Melanie turned back into the house and almost tripped
over Deborah. “Excuse me, Cousin,” the younger girl said quickly,
“but I fear Mrs. Chesney is unwell. She collapsed suddenly when we
were upstairs and cannot move her legs. Shall I call a doctor?”

“It won’t be necessary,” Melanie said,
irritated at the interruption. Good heavens, was Mrs. Chesney going
to be an annoyance even when she was physically absent? “She
suffers these attacks with some regularity. Usually she is fine by
morning.” Unfortunately.

“As you wish.” Was there a hint of criticism
in the girl’s voice? She had better watch her step with her elders;
the chit might conduct herself as she wished in the country, but
she knew nothing of town ways.

Yet another carriage had arrived. A
dandified man in his early thirties, dressed in a shocking yellow
vest with scarlet breeches and coat, strolled up the steps and took
Melanie’s arm. “My dear Lady Winterset,” he proclaimed. “How very
well you look.”

“And you, my dear Hampton.” Smiling, she
allowed herself to be guided into the drawing room. While she would
never make the mistake of confusing Lord Hampton’s attentions with
real interest—she suspected he rather preferred the company of
opera dancers to that of polite society—he always managed to be
entertaining. This promised to be a most amusing party indeed.

Deborah stood in the hall, feeling out of
place as she watched the guests parade by. There were only twenty
of them, she knew, but they seemed like a crowd, their elegant
clothes filling the house with color and their brittle laughter
crackling through the air. Even in a new white dress, with
square-cut neckline, puffed sleeves, and delicate blue embroidery
around the hem, she felt countrified and dowdy with her hair pulled
back so unfashionably. But she could never make it behave. Ever
since the time she singed it trying to curl it à la Meduse
and nearly choked on the harsh burning smell, she had yielded her
battle with nature.

Terence brushed by her, engaged in a lively
conversation with a pretty redhead. And there was Clare on the arm
of a middle-aged man, politely answering his questions about the
estate.

Melanie had vanished into the drawing room,
much to Deborah’s relief. She had always thought her cousin quite
beautiful and had tried to strike up a spark of friendship, but
barely civil disdain was all she had received in return. Well,
thank heavens she didn’t have to see her proud, condescending
relative more often, Deborah thought, and returned her attention to
the front door.

Elaine was entering with a man Deborah had
never seen before. When he threw back his head to laugh, her breath
caught in her throat.

He was tall and well built, with long legs
emphasised by his gleaming Hessian boots. There was a strength
about his face, a delight in the flash of his smile that made her
suddenly feel weak. Then he turned sharp, dark eyes on her, and she
realised he intended to speak to her. What would he say? How should
she reply?

“You had better warn the housekeeper my
valet snores like a thunderstorm,” he said. “She’ll want to put him
away from the other servants.”

Deborah stared at him blankly.

“Oh, this isn’t the maid!” Elaine giggled.
“But I don’t wonder at the mistake. With that dark complexion, what
could one think? This is my sister Deborah—my half sister. She’s
just out of the schoolroom and could pass for a gypsy, don’t you
think, Lord Foxborough?”

“I do beg your pardon, miss,” the man said
lightly as he was tugged into the drawing room. But he looked
amused and not at all remorseful that he had insulted her.

Deborah felt anger well up, the same fury
Elaine always seemed able to rouse in her. So he was like them, was
he? Haughty, sneering at her because she wasn’t good enough. She
thought with longing of the bright Italian sunshine and the
friendly neighbours, the children who had accepted her into their
games and helped teach her their language. How different life had
been.

She escaped upstairs to tend Mrs. Chesney,
who turned out to be sound asleep. Deborah longed to take her
guitar and slip away into the woods to sing the melodies that
carried her back to a happier time; but she would not dare do so
until this party was over, for someone might hear. She felt trapped
in the house as she listened to the guests’ maids and valets moving
back and forth in the hall and through the rooms, sorting and
arranging. Well, there was no choice but to make the best of
things.

Dinner was lively that night. Even the earl seemed
in good spirits at the bantering around the table as they enjoyed
their simple repast of soup, fish, pheasant, mutton, and, for
dessert, a whipped syllabub. All but ignored by the red-haired lady
to her left and Lord Linster to her right, Deborah had to admit it
was diverting to watch the guests. She found she rather enjoyed
studying their lush silks and elaborate manners, and listening to
their silly talk of balls and betrothals and what the Prince Regent
and Beau Brummell were wearing, and how those two great leaders of
fashion were said to have been quarrelling.

“Of course I shall be giving a ball this
season, now that my mourning is ended,” Melanie exclaimed. Her
brown curls bounced as she talked, and she had modishly red lips
that Deborah envied, regretting that her own were pale despite
their Mediterranean fullness. For a moment she considered the
possibility that her cousin employed rouge; but surely that was
unladylike.

“We shall all be looking forward to that
event,” murmured the foppish gentleman whom Deborah had identified
as Lord Hampton.

“Naturally, I shall want some masculine
advice,” Melanie tinkled on. “Perhaps Lord Foxborough would be so
good as to advise me?”

“I never refuse a request from a beautiful
lady.” He smiled cynically, but to Deborah he sounded bored. I
wonder what he does for amusement? she thought. Listens to his
valet snore, I suppose.

She chuckled at the thought.

“Have I said something amusing?” Those black
eyes fixed on her, and Deborah realised uncomfortably that the
others at the table were staring at her as well.

“No…I…”

“Then you find me tedious?” He awaited her
answer, his countenance inscrutable.

Deborah felt an urge to throw something at
him for putting her in this embarrassing spot, but she caught her
father’s cold stare from the far end of the table. Better to take a
leaf from Elaine’s book of hypocrisy. “I’m sure I am very
inexperienced at this fashion of chattering about nothing,” she
answered with false sweetness. “You do it so well, my lord. Perhaps
you will be kind enough to teach me.”

She wondered for a moment, as his eyes
widened, if she had overstepped herself, but then he laughed and
turned back to Melanie, and she breathed more easily. Elaine
glanced at her contemptuously. But she hadn’t done so badly, had
she?

The rest of the evening passed in a blur.
Deborah was grateful when she was able to slip away early with the
excuse of looking in on Mrs. Chesney, whom she found pale but not
feverish.

“I expect I’ll be all right in the morning,”
the poor woman murmured. “Please tell my mistress not to distress
herself.”

It would take far more than her companion’s
illness to distress Melanie, Deborah thought, but it occurred to
her that Mrs. Chesney was not so much worried about her employer’s
peace of mind as about her own position. It must be painful to have
to ignore one’s own ailments to please a mistress who had the power
almost of life and death—for, without funds, one might well starve
to death in the streets of this supposedly civilised nation. But
then, Deborah supposed was it the same everywhere.

As she climbed into her bed and pressed her
cheek against the pillow, she thought, I’ll be so glad when they’ve
all gone back to London, and Clare and Elaine and Father with them.
It will be nice to be alone again.

And yet for some reason, Deborah found
herself wondering what it would take to wipe the cynical aloofness
from a certain pair of hard black eyes.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Deborah awakened early, as was her custom,
and lay in bed listening. The house was surprisingly still,
considering it held so many people. But then, it couldn’t be past
seven o’clock, and her sisters never awakened till nearly ten, so
it stood to reason the other ladies and gentlemen would do the
same.

She arose, washed, and put on one of her
unstylish grey muslins. She would breakfast in the kitchen, go for
a ride, and perhaps call on the Fellows family, who lived nearby.
They were kind and unassuming people, untitled gentry, and she
always enjoyed a comfortable coze with their warm, good-natured
daughter Susan.

Deborah ate only a crumpet and butter,
asking Mrs. Hudson to be sure to keep an eye on Mrs. Chesney and
call the doctor if she seemed worse. Then, feeling energetic and
delighted to flee the house, she ran out the kitchen door and
toward the stables, wishing her long skirts didn’t hamper her.

She had loved to run when she was a child,
and her mother had smiled indulgently, even though her father had
never approved. She had been older in Italy, and not quite so
hoydenish, but the people there were more tolerant of public
displays of enthusiasm. She had grown accustomed to clapping with
delight when she turned an unfamiliar street corner and discovered
a new chapel or palazzo, jewel-like in its dainty Renaissance
splendour, tucked modestly away like a ruby.

Today, her spirits rising as she pelted
along, Deborah felt as though she might at any moment turn a corner
and witness something quite lovely, although she knew full well
that was impossible. Then she stopped in confusion. Ahead, Lord
Foxborough was leading his sleek, handsome bay from the stable and
watching her with some interest. As she halted her headlong race,
Deborah chided herself for forgetting that these annoying visitors
might be anywhere at any time.

“Good morning, my lord,” she managed to say
with some calm. “You rise early.”

“As do you,” he answered. “Perhaps that is
why you left so early last night?”

“I thought no one would notice,” she
blurted, and then blushed. She should have made some clever excuse
or a witty remark.

“Did our conversation bore you?” he
asked.

“Once again, you seem concerned that you
might be tedious. Why is that, my lord?” Without waiting for his
reply, she signalled the groom to ready her horse.

“Ah, my remark at dinner.” He was studying
her again. Why? To see if she would blush at the memory? “I have
never been accused of being so, but then, no one would dare do that
to my face.”

“Pray do not let me keep you from your
ride,” she said, moving as if to enter the stable, although she had
no reason to go inside other than to escape his merciless gaze.

“I thought perhaps, since we are both out so
early, you would accompany me and prevent my getting lost.” He
spoke with a mocking edge.

“We could certainly not have that,” she said
with a pleasantness she did not feel. “We would have half our lady
guests struggling through the bushes to find you, and it would
quite spoil their gowns.”

He gave her a startled grin. “What a sight
that would be!” he said. “Well, I am glad you agree.”

And so, when the groom returned with her
mare Queenie, she found herself handed up by the marquis himself.
It took all her composure to pretend his firm, commanding touch did
not make her heart pound.

They rode down a path that broke off at
right angles to the main drive and were soon cantering between rows
of oaks turned autumn shades of scarlet and gold, much like Lord
Hampton’s fashions of the previous night. “It’s odd,” Deborah
murmured as they slowed to a walk. “The colours that look garish in
some gentlemen’s styles seem so lovely on the trees.”

“Perhaps the colours are less intense in
nature,” Lord Foxborough observed.

Deborah cocked her head. “Perhaps we should
hang some of the gentlemen from the trees to make a fair
comparison.” She heard her companion chuckle and felt an
unaccustomed shiver of pleasure.

Hoofbeats behind them made both halt and
turn. Riding toward them were Terence and Melanie, the latter
looking splendid in an emerald green riding habit. The marquis
stared at her in obvious delight.

Just when Deborah had begun to feel
confident, she was reduced to the role of a child who had been
allowed to play grown-up but was now to be sent back to the
nursery. It irked her how quickly her companion switched his
attention to Melanie, even though she was undeniably breathtaking
as she chatted and laughed with him. The two of them rode ahead
together, leaving Deborah with Terence.

He frowned at her dress. “You had better go
and change,” he said. “That is hardly appropriate.”

“I didn’t intend...” She broke off. “All
right, then.” And she rode away, ashamed now to think what a sorry
picture she had cut before Lord Foxborough and wondering if it was
that which had amused him so.

Deborah spent the rest of the day and
evening avoiding the guests as much as possible. Mrs. Chesney’s
illness, while unfortunate for that poor woman, provided the
perfect excuse, especially as Melanie showed little concern for her
suffering companion.

“It’s been coming and going for some time
now, maybe two years, near as I can recollect,” Mrs. Chesney
confided to Deborah that afternoon when she felt well enough to sit
up in bed. The skin sagged greyly on the round face. “Sometimes
days go by—weeks—and I feel just fine, perky as ever, and then this
weakness comes on me. Once I lost all the feeling in my left arm
for several days.”

“What did the doctor say this morning?”
Deborah asked, wishing she dared bring her guitar in and play for
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