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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Somerset County, England

            February 1817

         

         His Grace the Duke of Radcliffe had reached the last of the wide marble steps that led from his house onto the graveled sweep
            and was just about to execute a gentle left turn when from above and behind him came a piercing voice which throbbed with
            annoyance and disapproval.
         

         
         “Anthony.”

         
         He turned and looked up.

         
         On the broad covered portico stood his sister Margaret, clad in habitual black from the lacy cap on her head to the trailing
            draperies of her gown and incredibly flat slippers. Her back was ramrod straight, her brows were drawn together, and her lips
            compressed into a thin, tight line. She had, in fact, the darkly ominous air of an avenging angel. All she lacked was a fiery
            sword. He said:
         

         
         “Hullo, Meg.”

         
         Rather than responding to his civil greeting in kind, her frown only deepened. “Where do you think you’re going?”

         
         “To the stables.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “To get my horse.”

         
         “For what purpose are you getting your horse?”

         
         He squinted up at her. Really, sometimes Margaret asked the most obvious of questions. “To go riding.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “To see Penhallow over at Surmont Hall. Apparently the enmity between our respective pigmen has been escalating.”

         
         “Indeed,” said Margaret, although in a noticeably flat way.

         
         “Yes, Johns says Cremwell has been threatening to sneak over from the Hall and put calomel in the Duchess’ slops. Can’t have
            that, you know. Very unsporting.” Anthony watched with mild interest as Margaret’s eyes began snapping with anger.
         

         
         “Why you had to name that revolting pig ‘Duchess’ is beyond me.”

         
         “I didn’t have to, Meg. And it was you who inspired me—don’t you remember? Saying that I cared more for the new piglet than I did Selina.
            Which, of course, was not entirely untrue.”
         

         
         At this frank reference to his wife, dead these five years, and the unvarnished truth of his marriage—a dry, sepulchral, mutually
            loveless match of convenience—Margaret said, with more tartness than seemed strictly necessary:
         

         
         “Your remarks, Anthony, are insupportable. Selina, may I remind you, was the daughter of an earl, and comported herself at
            all times with the dignity appropriate to her station in life. Moreover, if she had known you named a pig after her—”
         

         
         “You’re off the mark there, old girl. I didn’t name the pig ‘Selina,’ after all.”

         
         “Off the mark? Why, you—you’re—flippant—and feckless—and—and—” Margaret actually sputtered, briefly fell silent, then gathered herself again
            for her riposte, as might a duelist prepare for the killing blow. “Your juvenile absence of seriousness on the subject is an affront to anyone
            with a particle of sensibility.”
         

         
         “I assure you, Meg, I’m very serious about my pigs.”

         
         “And,” she went on, unheeding, “the manner in which you fraternize with your pigman is a complete betrayal of your rank.”
         

         
         “Is that what you came out onto the portico to tell me? Far be it from me to throw your own words back into your face, but
            you’ve said that many times before. Also, you’ll get chilled standing there without a shawl.”
         

         
         “I came out to inform you,” Margaret said, in the tone of one forced to call upon the last vestiges of extraordinary self-control
            in the face of unbearable provocation, “that instead of gallivanting off to Surmont Hall to chat about pigs with Gabriel Penhallow,
            you’re shortly expected at tea, in your own drawing-room, where you are to carry on—if at all humanly possible—a polite conversation
            with the Preston-Carnabys.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         “The Preston-Carnabys, whose daughter, as I have already explained to you twice today, you are to inspect with an eye toward
            matrimony.”
         

         
         Anthony groaned. “Oh, for God’s sake, Meg, another one?”

         
         “Yes, another one. It has evidently escaped your notice that you have but the one son, which leaves you in a very precarious position. You must
            marry again.”
         

         
         “Five years with Selina was enough.”

         
         “Your feelings in the matter, Anthony, are irrelevant. You have a duty to the family and to your ancient lineage. The Preston-Carnabys
            are our guests, and—”
         

         
         “Your guests. I didn’t invite them.”

         
         “They are our guests,” Margaret said with steel in her voice, “who have come all the way from Yorkshire. Incidentally, Nurse
            tells me that Wakefield has not been seen since breakfast, and I got a note from the vicar saying that Wakefield didn’t come for his lessons, and your tenant farmer Moore stopped by to complain that Wakefield was seen attempting to ride one of his bulls—all of which means,
            I daresay, that he could be anywhere by now.”
         

         
         “Oh, Wake’s somewhere about, you know.”

         
         “Your only child and heir is missing.”

         
         “Not missing, Meg. Just not here. When I was his age I could spend half the day up a tree, or fishing by the river.”

         
         “And look how you turned out. When Wakefield returns, I expect you to discipline him with the utmost stringency. He’s a marquis, after all,
            and ought to act like one.”
         

         
         “He’s eight.”

         
         “And in line to inherit one of the most illustrious dukedoms in the country.”

         
         “Very well, stale bread and water for a week. Maybe a few turns on the rack, too.”

         
         In the silence that fell between them after this last utterance, Anthony watched with the same mild interest as Margaret’s
            face turned so vehemently and comprehensively brilliant a red that she gave the appearance of one wearing an odd (and off-putting)
            theatrical mask. Finally she hissed:
         

         
         “You—you’re—you’re . . .”

         
         “Yes?” he said, politely.

         
         “You’re a very bad duke!”

         
         “Am I?” he said, still politely.

         
         “Yes! In fact, you’re the worst duke in the world!”

         
         “Well then.” Warm and cozy in his wool greatcoat and tall hat, his hands stuck comfortably into his pockets, Anthony stood looking up at Margaret on the portico. The black hem of her gown fluttered in a sharp wintry wind, her eyes were watering in the cold, and her teeth chattered ever so slightly. He knew from extensive experience that she would go on standing there until she gained her point, no matter how long it took. Little did he want on his conscience the nasty bout of pleurisy that might develop if she stayed like this much longer, so he said: 

         
         “I’ll talk to Wakefield, Meg. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll stop by the stables to tell them I don’t want my horse after
            all. Then I’ll come back for tea.”
         

         
         She eyed him narrowly, then nodded and turned around. A footman had obviously been awaiting her return to the house, for the
            door swung open wide to admit her, and then was closed very, very gently by the same invisible hand within. Had it not been
            beneath her, Anthony knew that Margaret would have loved nothing better than personally slamming the great oak door shut in
            a way that would have made her sentiments known to everyone within a fifty-foot radius.
         

         
         He gave a little sigh.

         
         Poor old Margaret.

         
         He wished she would marry again.
         

         
         At eighteen she had been wed to Selina’s older brother, who had died after only two years of marriage. His heir, Selina’s
            younger brother, had promptly booted the widowed Margaret out of the house, and so she had come back home to Hastings where
            she and Selina had—beneath a brittle veneer of civility—lived under the same roof as might two queens jockey for the same
            throne, an uneasy state of affairs which lasted until Selina’s death, five long years later.
         

         
         Now here they were.

         
         He a widower at thirty-one, she a widow at thirty-three. She still wore black for the late Viscount Peete, which was a mystery to Anthony, as Skiffy Featherington had not only been exceedingly stupid, he had also been vain, arrogant, and among the most extreme of the so-called Dandy set—notorious throughout half of England for the immense shoulder-padding in his coats, the soaring height of his shirt-points, the half-dozen fobs jangling from his waist, and the jeweled quizzing-glass he carried with him everywhere including (it was rumored) bed, bathtub, and privy. 

         
         Well, life was full of mysteries, wasn’t it?

         
         By way of further example, why had blight returned this past autumn to the northeastern apple orchards after a full decade
            of untroubled health and productivity?
         

         
         And was it true that the long white blurry swath in the night sky wasn’t a celestial sort of exhalation, as he’d been taught
            in his youth, but was instead, thanks to the revelations of modern telescopes, an immense grouping of distant stars?
         

         
         Too, recently he had found himself wondering why the self-styled village oracle, Mrs. Roger, had come up to him the last time
            he was in Riverton and said, nodding her head in a highly significant manner, You’re next, Yer Grace.

         
         Also, would Margaret ever stop presenting him with marital candidates, or would this dispiriting parade of hopeful females
            go on forever?
         

         
         Anthony turned away from the marble steps and began walking toward the stables, and as he passed a large and perfectly rounded
            shrub, a small form leaped out from behind it and onto the graveled path, shouting in a high-pitched childish treble:
         

         
         “Boo!”

         
         Anthony paused and calmly regarded his son, who in turn looked very disappointed.

         
         “Oh, Father, you never jump.”
         

         
         “Nerves of iron,” explained Anthony. “Only way a chap could survive in this family. How long have you been hiding behind that
            shrub?”
         

         
         “Ages. I heard everything you and Aunt Margaret said. I say, Father, are you going to marry Miss Thingummy?”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “You know, the lady from Yorkshire.”

         
         “Doubtful.”

         
         “Well, that’s good. I saw her in the drawing-room, Father, and she asked who I was, and when I told her, she said I ought
            to be away at school, and then I told her I didn’t want to go, and she said I was a foolish little boy and that you’re a nonglickful father.”
         

         
         “Do you mean neglectful?”

         
         “Yes, that’s what I said. And then she said that the first thing she’ll do after she marries you will be to pack me off to Eton.”
         

         
         “Fat chance of that. You’d run away and join the Navy.”

         
         “Yes, that’s what I told her! And guess what she said then, Father?”

         
         “She complimented you on your patriotic spirit.”

         
         “No, she said I was not only a foolish little boy, but a horrid one too.”

         
         “Hardly an endearing strategy to get me to marry her,” remarked Anthony. “I wonder why she didn’t think you’d repeat what
            she said to you.”
         

         
         Wakefield smiled a distinctly gleeful smile. “I told her I would, Father, and then she gave me a half-crown to keep my mouth shut.”
         

         
         “And yet here you are, telling me.”

         
         “Aren’t you glad I did?”

         
         “Well, yes,” Anthony admitted. “You’ve given me all the insight I need into Miss Thingummy’s character.”

         
         “I think you ought to give me a half-crown for that.”
         

         
         “Don’t push your luck. You’re already deep into morally ambiguous territory. By the way, what were you doing in the drawing-room?”

         
         “Hiding from Nurse.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “She keeps trying to give me castor oil, and it’s foul.”
         

         
         Anthony nodded, and resumed walking again. “She dosed me with that when I was a lad. Said it would fatten me up.”

         
         Briskly taking two or three strides to one of his own, Wakefield kept pace alongside him. “It didn’t work, Father.”

         
         “No, it only made me bilious. Does she think you’re too thin also?”

         
         “Yes. She says I’ll grow up to be a scarecrow like you if I don’t watch out.”

         
         “A scarecrow? How unkind of Nurse to say that.”

         
         “I stuck up for you, Father.”

         
         “Did you, Wake? That was ripping of you.”

         
         “Yes, I told her you don’t look like a scarecrow—you’re more like a crane. Because your legs are awfully long, you know.”

         
         “They may be long, my boy, but at least they reach the ground.”

         
         Wakefield thought this over, and grinned. “I say, Father, you’re the most complete hand.”

         
         “One does try.”

         
         “So will you talk to Nurse, then?”

         
         “Yes. Henceforth no drop of castor oil is to pass betwixt your unwilling lips. This is my ducal decree. Let no man—or nurse—flout
            it with impunity.”
         

         
         Wakefield gave a joyful skip. “That’s capital, Father, thanks ever so much.”

         
         “You’re welcome. Speaking of hiding in the drawing-room, why didn’t you go to the vicarage today for your lessons?”

         
         “I wanted to, of course,” said Wakefield, looking up at him with brown eyes that had somehow gotten all big and glistening,
            like those of a sweet, vulnerable fawn. “But there were so many more important things I had to do, Father.”
         

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “Well, for one, yesterday I told Johns I’d stand guard over the Duchess for a while, so he could go get his breakfast. He’d
            told me about Cremwell’s evil plan, you see, and he stayed by the Duchess’ pig-cote all night. And when he got back, I was hungry, so I went to Mrs. Gregg’s cottage. Because she makes the most dilickable muffins, Father.”
         

         
         “Do you mean delectable?”

         
         “Yes, that’s what I said. You ought to try them. So I had nuncheon with Mrs. Gregg, and then I was going to the vicarage, but I passed Mr. Moore’s field and saw that bull of his, Old Snorter, and thought I’d give it a go.
            So after I fell off, I had to run away from Old Snorter and Mr. Moore, who was shouting like anything. Then I tripped over a tree-root and scraped away half the skin on my arm—”
         

         
         “Did you really?”

         
         “Well, no, but I was bleeding a bit, and luckily Miss Trevelyan came by on one of her walks, and she took me back to her house and put a sticking-plaster
            on it, and then I was hungry again, so Miss Humphrey made some sandwiches for me, and then we all went into the library so
            Miss Trevelyan could read aloud to us from the book she’s writing, which was jolly good fun, and Miss Humphrey also brought
            in some biscuits. I saved one for you, Father.”
         

         
         Wakefield pulled from the pocket of his coat a vaguely circular object. “See? It’s only a tiny bit crumbled.”

         
         He offered it to Anthony, who accepted it, blew off what looked like some dog hairs, and took a bite. “I say, it is good.”
         

         
         Wakefield looked pleased. “Isn’t it? I ate five of them.”

         
         Anthony took another bite, then said, “Look here, old chap, these are all very worthy activities, but you and I made a bargain.
            I agreed to let you stay at home and not go off to school, and you agreed to have lessons with Mr. Pressley. So you ought
            to stick to the bargain, don’t you think?”
         

         
         Wakefield opened his mouth, closed it, kicked at the gravel, hopped on one foot, lagged behind, ran to catch up, and finally
            said, “Yes, Father.”
         

         
         “Splendid. Want the last bite?”

         
         “Yes, please.” Wakefield took what was left of the biscuit and ate it. “I say, Father, I don’t think Aunt Margaret meant it
            when she said you’re the worst duke in the world.”
         

         
         “Oh yes, she did,” answered Anthony dispassionately.

         
         “There’s probably worse ones in China, Father, or in the Colonies, or Antarctica.”

         
         “You’re a great comfort to me, my boy.”

         
         “One does try.”

         
         Anthony ruffled his son’s tawny hair, repressed a sigh at the thought of the predictably ghastly tea that lay ahead of him,
            and then the two of them passed into the stables which smelled so pleasantly of horse, hay, liniment, cheroot, and manure.
         

         
          

         
            Meanwhile, over at Surmont Hall . . .

         

         Shivering, Jane Kent stood on the porch of the intimidatingly vast old house, gazing with considerable uneasiness at the massive door of dark knotted wood and the polished knocker which was just a little above her eye-level. She was uncomfortably aware that the hem of her shabby old gown was rather short, showing far too much of her scrawny ankles in equally shabby stockings and also entirely failing to conceal the fact that her dark half-boots, though sturdy, were (unfortunately) shabby too. 

         
         She tightened her grip on the small battered valise she held in both hands, additionally aware that she was ravenously hungry,
            underdressed for the winter weather, not as clean as she would like after traveling in various dingy coaches for four days,
            and that in the tatty reticule she carried looped around her bony wrist was all the money she had left in the world.
         

         
         Three pounds, four shillings, and sixpence.

         
         No, wait, that was wrong.

         
         She had given the shillings to a nice old man named John Roger who had conveyed her from the village—Riverton—in his gig.
            He hadn’t wanted to take the money, but she had insisted.
         

         
         It was his wife, curiously enough, who had helped her find her way here.

         
         Jane had just climbed out of the coach from Bristol, and was standing, stiff and cold and bewildered, on the high street,
            when a stout old lady had come marching up and said in a satisfied way:
         

         
         You’re right on time.

         
         Of course, the old lady, who then introduced herself as Mrs. Roger, could have been referring to the coach’s traveling schedule,
            but somehow Jane didn’t think that was quite what she had meant. Still, before she could gather her scattered wits to try
            and frame a rational inquiry, Mrs. Roger had taken her over to where her husband happened to be standing with his gig and
            horse, hustled Jane up onto the high front seat, and said:
         

         
         You’re to ask for old Mrs. Penhallow.

         
         More bewildered than ever, Jane had thought about the fragile, yellowed letter she had in her possession, and only said, haltingly:

         
         At Surmont Hall?

         
         Mrs. Roger had looked up at her and calmly answered, Well, of course.

         
         And just for a second Jane felt like she had asked a stupid question.

         
         A loud complaining rumble from her empty stomach abruptly reminded her that she’d been standing on the wide gracious porch
            of Surmont Hall like a wax dummy. Well, it was now or never, she supposed.
         

         
         So Jane lifted her hand and rapped the knocker in a way that sounded, she hoped, neither too assertive nor too timid—the easy,
            casual knock of a person who was certainly going to be admitted into this very, very grand house despite looking as if she
            really ought to be going around the back to the servants’ entrance and begging for a bowl of soup.
         

         
         Which she might, in fact, shortly be doing.

         
         A blast of cold sharp wind whipped at the hems of Jane’s gown and pelisse and, as if embodied in an unseen malevolent hand,
            it also ripped from her head her old flat-crowned straw bonnet, which flew high into the air, did three or four jaunty somersaults,
            and landed gracefully onto the tranquil waters of the large ornamental pond which lay beyond the curving graveled carriage
            sweep.
         

         
         Jane was just about to go darting after it (as it was her only hat) when the big dark door opened and instead she was startled
            into immobility again. A beautifully dressed, well-fed, very clean young footman stood there, looking inquiringly at her.
         

         
         “May I help you, miss?”

         
         “Yes, please.” Jane realized that her voice had emerged all weak and croaky, like that of a despairing frog, perhaps, and hastily she cleared her throat. “I’ve—I’ve come to see Mrs. Penhallow.” 

         
         “Which one, miss?”

         
         Jane gaped at the footman. Was this a trick question? How many Mrs. Penhallows could there possibly be? A dozen—a hundred—a
            thousand? Into her muddled mind came Mrs. Roger’s instructions and she said rather wildly, “The—ah—older Mrs. Penhallow, if
            you please.”
         

         
         A little doubtfully, the footman said, “Is she expecting you, miss?”

         
         “I—I have a letter.” This was true, although Jane was miserably conscious that her answer was more than a little opaque. Her
            stomach rumbled again, as if to helpfully remind her of just how miserable things were.
         

         
         “Very well, miss. Won’t you please come inside?” The footman stepped aside, and gratefully Jane went into the light and warmth
            of an immense high-ceilinged hall, catching quick glimpses of an enormous fireplace flanked by gleaming suits of armor, a
            coat of arms carved into the massive chimney-piece, a large and unnerving display of old weapons on one wall, a wide curving
            staircase leading to the upstairs.
         

         
         Everything was so big—and it made her feel so very small.

         
         Jane shrank a little inside her pelisse, feeling extremely out of place among all this elegance and grandeur, and also hoping
            she hadn’t tracked mud inside. Her idea back in Nantwich, to upend her life because of a yellowy old letter discovered by
            chance, had seemed so brilliant and important at the time, but now it struck her as reckless, demented, asinine, ruinous folly.
         

         
         Still, maybe there would be soup.

         
         She thought of a nice fragrant steaming hot bowl of it, filled with, say, chunks of beef, and with carrots and parsnips and onions. Maybe some celery and diced potatoes, too. 

         
         Then she pictured a lovely thick slice of fresh bread, with a spongy tender crumb and a crisp chewy crust.

         
         No, two slices. Why not?
         

         
         In her mind’s eye she pictured herself lavishly spreading onto the bread as much butter as she liked.

         
         Lots and lots of it, fresh-churned and creamy, with a little sprinkle of salt, perhaps.

         
         Covering every bit of the slice, all the way to the crust.

         
         She would eat these two buttery slices very methodically—it would give her soup a chance to cool a little.

         
         Next she imagined another slice of bread, which she wouldn’t butter, but would instead dip into her soup. It would soak up the rich beefy broth, and
            get all soft and drippy, and she’d have to carefully bite at it so as not to spill a single drop.
         

         
         After that, she’d spoon up everything else.

         
         Then, when she had nearly finished the bowl, she would use some more bread to mop up the last of the broth, wiping her bowl
            clean.
         

         
         Of course, there would be plenty more soup and bread, and it would be perfectly all right for her to have seconds, so—

         
         Jane realized that she was salivating, and that drool was just about to start spooling out of the side of her mouth. Quickly
            she swallowed. As she did, she heard, from within a corridor off the hall, a man say, in a deep, cool, aristocratic-sounding
            voice tinged with faint amusement:
         

         
         “Cremwell’s been telling me that Johns—the Hastings pigman—has been grossly insulting him in the Riverton pubs, denigrating his professional expertise, mocking his appearance, and casting aspersions on his mother’s fidelity.” 

         
         “Dear me,” said another voice, a woman’s, also very cool and aristocratic. “The passions of these pigmen! You ought, perhaps,
            to speak with Radcliffe, before they come to actual blows.”
         

         
         Nervously Jane turned toward these new voices and, her fingers clenched tight on the handle of her valise, watched as from
            the corridor came two people walking side by side.
         

         
         One was a tall, broad-shouldered, excessively good-looking man in his early thirties, with neatly cropped brown hair and penetrating
            dark eyes, and dressed very fine in a dark blue jacket, dark breeches, and tall glossy boots.
         

         
         The other person was a handsome, slender old lady, very straight and graceful, with silvery curls and sharp blue eyes, and
            clad in a soft dove-gray gown of marvelous elegance and simplicity.
         

         
         Jane stared at her, her heart thumping hard within her chest, hearing in her mind once again Mrs. Roger’s firm voice:

         
         You’re to ask for old Mrs. Penhallow.

         
         She took a few tentative steps forward. “Please, ma’am—are you—may I speak with you, please?” Her voice felt to her as if
            it were being swallowed up in this enormous hall, but apparently it was loud enough to attract the attention of the handsome
            man and the elegant old lady, for they both paused and turned to look at her.
         

         
         The old lady’s reaction was more intense—far, far more intense—than Jane could ever have anticipated.

         
         At first moving over Jane with mild curiosity, those sharp blue eyes suddenly widened, her mouth went slack, and the old lady
            gasped out:
         

         
         “Titus!”

         
         Her face gone white as snow, she staggered back and would have fallen if not for the swift action of the man beside her, who
            wrapped his arm around her to keep her upright.
         

         
         The old lady didn’t faint, but she certainly looked as if she had seen a ghost.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Tugging her skirt down to cover her exposed ankles as best she could, Jane sat gingerly on the edge of a sofa which was upholstered
            in soft pink and embroidered in a repeating motif of roses, from buds to blooms. It was a very charming and elegant sofa,
            which was why she was trying to occupy as little of it as possible, all too conscious of how grubby her gown was. Nervous
            tension was skittering up and down her spine in a very uncomfortable way, and she felt like a gray bedraggled sparrow which
            had somehow landed amidst a family of sleek, shining swans.
         

         
         Grouped around her in this cozy and comfortable saloon was the old lady, Mrs. Henrietta Penhallow, who had rallied and was
            now sitting bolt upright with her blue eyes fixed on Jane with a painful intensity; her grandson, the handsome, aristocratic
            Mr. Gabriel Penhallow, whose manner was civil, but reserved and watchful; and his pretty wife, Livia, who had come from the
            nursery where she had been with their children and now sat next to Jane on the flowery pink sofa, her forest-green eyes wide
            and wondering.
         

         
         Maybe, Jane thought rather miserably, she should have simply gone around to the back of the house, begged for a bowl of soup, and crept away. What on earth was she doing here? She glanced over to the doorway, half-wondering if she should make a dash for it. 

         
         “You say you have a letter, Miss Kent?” said the old lady.

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” Abandoning the idea of a hasty retreat, however appealing, Jane reached down to the valise which she had set
            next to her feet, opened it, and pulled from it an old, crumbling chapbook entitled Four Hundred Practical Aspects of Vinegar As Used to Reduce Corpulence, Purify the Humours, Improve the Complexion, and Attract a Most Desirable Spouse.

         
         Carefully she opened the little book; between the first pages was the old yellowed letter. She took hold of it and leaned
            across the low table that separated her and the old lady. “Here it is.”
         

         
         With equal carefulness Henrietta Penhallow took the letter, and Jane, rigid with anxiety, watched as her eyes moved rapidly
            across the lines and down the page, then did it twice more.
         

         
         “Well, Grandmama?” said Gabriel Penhallow.

         
         The old lady gave him the letter to read, and when he was finished, he silently passed it along to his wife Livia. Jane didn’t
            need to look at it again to know its contents; she had read it so many times she knew it all by heart.
         

         
         
            4 October 1780

            My darling Charity,

            I long to see you—to hold you in my arms again—to put an end to this curst sneaking about. First I’ve got this curricle race against Calthrop—I’m honor-bound to it, you know, I can’t back out—which of course I shall win as he is a ham-handed ass despite his claims of being a superior whip—but it will take me to Brighton and back, which means the soonest I can come for you will be Thursday next. Hey ho! Be packed and ready, my dearest girl—meet me at the church on Decker Street, I’ll be waiting for you at noon with the parson standing by and a special license in my pocket. Man and wife at last! We’ll dash to France for a bit, till the flap of our elopement dies down, and then I’ll take you to Surmont Hall to meet my family. I know they will come to love you as I do. And Somerset is beautiful country, you’ll enjoy it very much, I’m sure. 

            We shall be the happiest couple in the world, you and I.

            Yours forever,

            Titus

         

         Gently Livia gave the letter back to Jane, and she slid it between the pages of the old chapbook, then put it on the table.

         
         Gabriel Penhallow said, “Is that Titus’ handwriting, Grandmama?”

         
         “Yes. I’ve no doubt it’s genuine.” Old Mrs. Penhallow looked to Jane, studying her all over again with that same eager, painful
            curiosity. “Charity was your grandmother, you say?”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         “But why this delay? It’s been nearly forty years since—” The shadow of old grief, freshly renewed, passed across Mrs. Penhallow’s
            face, but somehow she sat up even straighter. “It’s been nearly forty years since my son Titus died.”
         

         
         Jane leaned forward again. “He died, ma’am? I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

         
         “Yes. He perished in that race. Apparently his opponent—Edmund Calthrop—rammed his curricle against Titus’, which sent Titus and his team off an embankment. Richard—my husband—well, I had to restrain him from going after Calthrop, who, in any event, fled to the Netherlands where he was shortly killed himself, in some kind of vulgar barroom quarrel. As for my poor impetuous Titus—they found a special license in a pocket of his waistcoat, though it hadn’t yet been filled out with names.” 

         
         “So he never came for Charity,” Livia said softly. “He meant to, though, didn’t he? How very sad. What happened to her, Miss
            Kent?”
         

         
         “She died, ma’am, not long after giving birth to a son, Josiah—my father—but I never knew much about her. It was only when
            my great-grandmother, Charity’s mother, was very old, and began to speak more freely, that I learned a little more. She kept
            talking about Charity’s terrible fall, the shame of the family, and how Charity stubbornly refused to name the father of her
            baby.”
         

         
         Old Mrs. Penhallow was slowly shaking her silvery head. “If only she had. How differently things might have turned out.”

         
         Into Jane’s mind came an image of the cold, drafty, tumbledown little house in which she had lived for all her life back in
            Nantwich. It could easily have fit into the massive hall through which she had just passed, and with room to spare. But before
            she let herself fall into a dangerously wistful dream of what might have been, she gave herself a little shake and went on:
         

         
         “Yes, well—Charity never did say, ma’am. And when I found the letter a few months ago, hidden inside that chapbook, it was another piece I thought I could add to the puzzle.” Jane drew a deep breath and took the plunge, hoping she wouldn’t sound ridiculous, impertinent, or both, and thus promptly booted out of the house by the outraged Penhallows. “You see, I—I wondered if Titus was the father of Charity’s baby.” 

         
         “He most certainly was the father, and therefore your grandfather,” Mrs. Penhallow said. “You need only to look at his portrait.
            Gabriel, if you would bring it to Miss Kent?”
         

         
         “Of course.” Gabriel Penhallow rose to his feet, took from the fireplace mantel a small framed painting, and extended it to
            Jane, who carefully received it in both hands and stared down at it, her breath catching in her throat. It was uncannily like
            looking at her own reflection in a mirror. The same wavy hair, the color of palest straw. Eyes of an unusual gray, with thick
            dark eyelashes and above, dark winged eyebrows. Even the same pointed chin. “My God.”
         

         
         “Yes,” said Mrs. Penhallow. “The likeness is unmistakable, which explains my shock upon seeing you in the Great Hall. For
            further confirmation, you may wish at some point to see Titus’ other portraits, most of which hang in our Picture Gallery.
            Well! It seems, Miss Kent, that I am, in fact, your great-grandmother.”
         

         
         Jane stared at that handsome lined face opposite her, her hands gripped tight on the portrait frame as if it were the only
            solid thing in a topsy-turvy world. Was it really possible that her wild and rather desperate guess had been correct?
         

         
         Old Mrs. Penhallow continued firmly, answering Jane’s unspoken question: “Yes, thanks to the letter, your astonishing resemblance
            to Titus, and the license that was found in his pocket, I have no doubt. I’m your great-grandmother, and Gabriel is your cousin.”
         

         
           Jane stared at them both, amazed, thrilled, her heart beating violently in her chest with a kind of stunned happiness.

         
         “A day of wonders, to be sure,” remarked Gabriel Penhallow, his manner a little less cool, his expression a little less reserved. “A long-lost relation turning up on one’s doorstep. One feels quite like a character in a storybook.” 

         
         “One certainly does,” responded Mrs. Penhallow. “A feeling I’ve had more than once in my long, long life. Miss Kent, may I
            inquire as to your age?”
         

         
         “I’m twenty, ma’am.”

         
         “Indeed? You look younger. Perhaps it’s the slightness of your person.”

         
         Slightness of your person. Jane had to repress a sudden crazy desire to laugh. What a tactful way to say skeletally thin. Politely she replied, “Perhaps, ma’am.”
         

         
         “How very extraordinary this all is!” Livia exclaimed. “Jane—if you don’t mind my calling you that?—I have so many questions!
            Which I hope isn’t horribly rude of me? Oh—here’s Mary with tea. Thank you, Mary, I’ll move this little book so you can set
            down the tray.”
         

         
         As the maidservant placed on the low table a large, laden silver tray, Jane could feel saliva pooling in her mouth again and
            she forced herself to tear her gaze away from a plate heaped high with what looked to be ham sandwiches, cut attractively
            on the diagonal. Lord, oh Lord, there were devilled eggs too, and muffins, and a whole entire seedcake, dotted with caraway
            seeds and fragrant with cinnamon that teased at her nostrils in the most seductive way.
         

         
         Sternly Jane instructed her stomach not to rumble again, and for a few moments she felt that same disconcerting urge to laugh.
            Here she was, having miraculously found these interesting (and also slightly terrifying) new family members, thinking—once
            again—about food.
         

         
         Well, who could blame her?

         
         After two long years without much to eat, a certain interest in the subject was only natural.

         
         “Four Hundred Practical Aspects of Vinegar . . .” Livia had picked up the chapbook and was looking with fresh wonder at the title. “. . . As Used to Reduce Corpulence, Purify the Humours, Improve the Complexion, and Attract a Most Desirable Spouse. Jane, why did Charity keep Titus’ letter in this? Did it have a special significance for her?”
         

         
         Jane turned to face Livia, which was a fairly effective way of keeping the tea-tray out of her direct line of sight, although
            peripheral vision was still a bit of a problem. “Charity’s parents had a little print-shop in London, ma’am. They put out
            all kinds of pamphlets and chapbooks, mostly with—ah—advice like this. Apparently all written by my great-grandfather.”
         

         
         “Very creative,” said old Mrs. Penhallow dryly, and gave a sudden crack of laughter. “Oh, I can easily imagine Titus wandering
            into a shop like that, and buying several of these pamphlets as a joke to dispense among his friends! Ever one for a lark,
            my darling madcap Titus. That must have been how he met Charity.”
         

         
         “And so perhaps Charity tucked his letter into one of her family’s chapbooks,” said Livia. “But you only discovered it a few
            months ago, Jane?”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am. My great-grandmother died this past autumn, and with my parents long gone, it was just me left. I knew I couldn’t
            afford to stay in our house much longer, so I started clearing out the old trunks and boxes stored in our attic. That’s how
            I found the chapbook with the letter, in a little valise of Charity’s. This same one.” She nodded at the valise next to her
            feet, saw her skinny exposed ankles again, and gently set aside Titus’ portrait so she could tug her skirt down an inch or
            two. Titus: her grandfather!
         

         
         “And to think,” said Mrs. Penhallow, with longing in her voice, “I might have seen you years ago, Miss Kent, and your father, perhaps, in London.” 

         
         “No, ma’am, you wouldn’t have,” replied Jane. “My great-grandfather died of an apoplexy not long after the failed elopement,
            and without him to provide all the writing, the print-shop went under, so my great-grandmother took Charity back to the little
            town she herself had been raised in—Nantwich.”
         

         
         “That’s near Liverpool, I believe?” Mrs. Penhallow asked.

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         “It must have taken you quite a while to get here.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         “Had you a companion of any sort? A maid?”

         
         “No, ma’am.”

         
         “How very enterprising of you, Miss Kent.”

         
         Enterprising. Jane choked back another laugh. A diplomatic way to describe an unpleasant, uncomfortable, nerve-wracking journey. Still,
            it sounded like a compliment, so she said, “Thank you, ma’am.”
         

         
         “But Jane,” Livia said, “with the print-shop gone, how did you and your family get on? Were you happy growing up in Nantwich?
            What happened to your parents? Were you frightened, traveling all by yourself? Also—”
         

         
         “While these are all questions whose answers I am equally interested to hear,” interposed Gabriel Penhallow, in his dark eyes
            a subtle gleam of affectionate humor as he turned them upon his wife, “may I suggest that further inquiries be postponed until
            we’ve all had some tea?”
         

         
         Jane looked with admiration and gratitude at him.

         
         What an excellent idea.

         
         In fact, it was the best idea anyone, in the whole history of the world, had ever had.

         
         Her cousin Gabriel was obviously a genius.

         
         Jane hitched herself around on the sofa so that she was facing the tea-tray again, as it now seemed safe to do so, and folded
            her hands in her lap, just as might a person do who could wait forever for tea. But she did permit herself to look, rather
            gloatingly, at the big silver teapot, the empty cups and little plates just waiting to be filled, at the elegant linen napkins,
            and, of course, at the cake, the muffins, the devilled eggs, the sandwiches.
         

         
         What would she have first?

         
         Into her mind popped an image of herself with grotesque bulging cheeks, just like a chipmunk, having inserted into her mouth
            four eggs, two on each side.
         

         
         “Oh yes, of course, Gabriel, you’re absolutely correct,” said Livia, smiling at him and then at Jane. “I’ll pour out right
            away. Jane, won’t you please help yourself to anything you like?”
         

         
         “Thank you, ma’am,” Jane answered, and, making herself move very slowly, she took a plate, and onto the plate she put a muffin
            and a sandwich.
         

         
         She had taken three bites of her sandwich before she realized, glancing at Livia beside her, that she should have taken a
            napkin.
         

         
         Flushing hotly, she reached out to get one from the silver tray.

         
         As they had their tea, nobody said a word about Jane’s deliberate but methodical consumption of food and drink which was probably greater in total volume than that which Mrs. Penhallow, Gabriel, and Livia had collectively among the three of them. In between bites, she told them that Great-grandmother Kent had taken in sewing to make money, and had tried without much success to train Jane up to do the same, and also that her father Josiah had at eighteen married the daughter of a blacksmith, but they had both been taken by the cholera epidemic back in ’02 when Jane was five, and finally she described how poor Great-grandmother’s bitter spirit from first to last had rather alienated the Kent family from their neighbors, and so Jane had really left nothing—and no one—behind when she had embarked on her momentous trip to Surmont Hall. 

         
         As she talked and ate and drank, Jane couldn’t help but notice that old Mrs. Penhallow was gazing at her the whole time, as
            if more hungry for the sheer sight of her than for the food—barely touched—on her plate. And when tea was over, and Livia
            suggested that Jane might like to go upstairs to the bedchamber which had been prepared for her and rest for a while, and
            Jane, realizing that she was exhausted to the bone, had willingly agreed, and gotten up, valise in hand, and thanked them
            all from the bottom of her heart, Henrietta had stood up too, and went to Jane, and hugged her for a long, long time. And
            then she softly said:
         

         
         “Welcome home, my dear.”

         
          

         Anthony leaned his elbow on the stone balustrade of the Duchess’ pen, cupping his chin in one hand, and with the other hand
            he used a stick to scratch the broad, hairy pink back below him. The Duchess grunted with pleasure, but there was no answering
            smile on Anthony’s face.
         

         
         For his mood was melancholy.

         
         It had taken three full days for the Preston-Carnabys to finally realize that no offer of marriage was forthcoming, had been
            forthcoming, or would ever be forthcoming, no matter how tangled up he got in subjunctive verb forms.
         

         
         Or did he mean the present perfect progressive?

         
         Good Lord, who knew and who cared?

         
         The point was, those were three days of his life he would never get back.

         
         The teas, the strolls, the rides, the dinners that seemed to go on forever. The labored conversations. Margaret’s hard relentless
            eyes boring into him. The Preston-Carnabys leaning on his every word as if jewels fell from his mouth every time he opened
            it, which only made him feel less and less like saying anything at all. And to add insult to injury, after luncheon today
            Margaret had ruthlessly inveigled him into showing Miss Preston-Carnaby around the conservatory, a ploy so blatant that he
            wanted with all his heart to immediately decamp somewhere else—anywhere else—in a very rude and undukish way.
         

         
         Luckily, Miss Preston-Carnaby (who had been positively foaming at the mouth with spurious compliments about Wakefield) had
            an adverse reaction to the Siberian irises which were Margaret’s pride and joy, not to say obsession, and so Anthony was able
            inside of ten minutes to lead her, with streaming eyes and dripping nostrils, out of the dangerous privacy of the conservatory
            and return her forthwith to her parents who lay in wait just outside the door, practically with tails twitching, like stalking
            lions eyeing their innocent prey (him), after which he bowed himself away and escaped for a much-needed interval of respite
            in his library, where he found balm for his wounds within the ever-fascinating pages of Dinkle’s Advanced Concepts in Piggery.

         
         Margaret had found him there an hour or so later, with his feet up on his desk and his chair tipped back, deep in a gripping section on exudative dermatitis. In an unpleasantly icy way she had informed him that the Preston-Carnabys had left in high dudgeon for their home in Yorkshire, and he had made the mistake of saying “About time,” and she had angrily shoved his feet off the desk and nearly sent him sprawling, and then with what struck him as a triumphant sort of malice (or a malicious sort of triumph) she issued her coup de grâce, saying she had already written to her acquaintance the Countess of Silsbury, extending a cordial invitation to her and her
            charming, delightful, beautiful, accomplished, and highly eligible daughter, Lady Felicia Merifield, to come stay at Hastings
            for as long as they liked.
         

         
         Good God, Meg, we’re not a blasted inn, he had protested, but to no avail.
         

         
         Margaret had sent her letter by express.

         
         Anthony now reached out with the stick to expertly scratch just behind the Duchess’ ears, a highly sensitive area of her anatomy,
            and she responded with further happy grunts.
         

         
         Oh, to be a pig, he thought gloomily.

         
         Eat, wallow, sleep, and be scratched where it felt good.

         
         Why couldn’t his life be that simple?
         

         
         But no—he had apple blights to worry about, and Margaret’s incessant machinations to evade as best he could, and Mrs. Roger’s
            sinister comment to dwell upon.
         

         
         You’re next, Yer Grace.

         
         Just what the devil did she mean by that?

         
         In a perfect world, via this mysterious utterance she would have been giving him a prescient sort of wink to let him know
            that the premier Hastings pumpkin (at present a mere twinkle in his head gardener McTavish’s eye), which would be offered
            up at this year’s competition at the annual harvest fête, would finally best Miss Humphrey’s pumpkin, after several painful years of second-place ribbons rather than the treasured
            gilt cup.
         

         
         But alas, this was not a perfect world.
         

         
         Far from it.

         
         To this he could attest.

         
         Also, Mrs. Roger had never, to his limited knowledge, manifested the slightest interest in pumpkins, so it seemed unlikely that she had been referring to his aspirations in that regard. 

         
         “Foot-and-mouth,” a voice said, sounding aggrieved.

         
         Anthony turned his head to see that his pigman Johns had come stumping up to the pig-cote, and now stood looking over the
            balustrade, his big round red face creased in bitter lines.
         

         
         “I beg your pardon?” Anthony said, resisting the urge to look nervously down at his own feet which, so far as he knew, were
            in tiptop condition.
         

         
         “That there Cremwell’s been saying the Duchess has foot-and-mouth, guv’nor.”

         
         “A filthy lie.”

         
         “You’re not wrong there. I mean, look at those hooves, guv’nor. Ever seen anything more beautiful in your life?”
         

         
         “Well,” said Anthony, hesitating, torn between honesty and loyalty, but Johns was on a roll.

         
         “It hurts, don’t it, to know that damned blabby lickspittle’s spreading such things about. And here’s me, despite all his flams and clankers, the very soul of politeness! But it’s trying, guv’nor, very trying. Why, old Moore came shamble-legging
            up to me yesterday, blathering on about vinegar remedies till it was all I could do to not land him a facer.”
         

         
         “Vinegar remedies? What rot. I’d have been incensed too.”

         
         “Right waspish I was, guv’nor, that I’ll not deny.” Johns shook his head morosely. “But it’s just this sort of ill-meaning
            tittle-tattle that might sway them there judges come festival time.”
         

         
         “By God, so it might,” said Anthony, much struck. “We can’t have that.”

         
         “Weren’t you gonta tell Mr. Penhallow to make Cremwell stubble it, guv’nor?”

         
         “Well, I was, Johns, if not quite in those terms, but I’ve been tethered to the ancestral pile by the miserable chains of hospitality.”
            Even as Anthony said this, he felt a sudden burst of exuberance overtake him. The Preston-Carnabys were now little more than
            an exhausting memory, and he was (for now) a free man again. This, he thought jubilantly, straightening up, was no doubt how
            mighty Samson felt upon regaining his strength in the temple, casting off his shackles and toppling all those pillars.
         

         
         Although, of course, he did die right after that.
         

         
         A sobering detail.

         
         Anthony cast a glance past the Duchess’ pig-cote and to the lake beyond, where, on the opposite shore, stood the full-scale
            replica of a Greek temple built by his great-grandfather Osbert who, for some obscure reason, had seemed to think it an appropriate
            use of ducal resources.
         

         
         It was easy to imagine Samson, arms outstretched, poised between two of those massive columns.

         
         As he gazed thoughtfully across the lake, it also occurred to Anthony that it had been quite a while since his last haircut.

         
         Hadn’t Margaret been nagging him about that, in fact? He seemed to recall some pointed remarks on the subject recently at
            breakfast, but as he preferred at all times to read the papers while he had his eggs, toast, and so on, his memory was rather
            vague.
         

         
         Dismissing the question from his mind, he handed the Duchess’ stick to Johns, gave a loud whistle, and said cheerfully:

         
         “I’m off, then.”

         
         Four dogs came dashing out of the nearby woods with flattering alacrity. Bounding on long powerful legs, his wolfhound Breen came first, followed by—rather neatly in order of size—two dogs of uncertain parentage, Joe (possible retriever) and Sam (maybe a shepherd), and finally the lame little pug Snuffles, a runt and Wakefield’s favorite among the four, whom Anthony had rescued from certain extinction at the hands of the small-minded village draper. Strictly speaking, Snuffles didn’t dash—given the infinitesimal length of his legs, his run was more like a lolloping skitter, but it was, as he and Wakefield often agreed, the most adorable thing they had ever seen. 

         
         “Come on, you lot,” he said to them, and together they made their way to the stables where he left them to hobnob with the
            horses and shamelessly importune the grooms for treats. And then he was on his horse and on his way to Surmont Hall.
         

         
          

         Oh dear, Jane thought anxiously, she was going to be late.

         
         She had overslept (again)—what she’d intended to be only a brief afternoon nap turned into a deep sleep of some three or four
            hours—and she’d gotten lost (again) in the dizzying maze of corridors, galleries, hallways, and staircases within this vast,
            ancient house.
         

         
         Too, if truth be told, she had wandered (again, but by accident this time) into the Picture Gallery, and it was impossible not to stop and stare at the portraits of Grandfather Titus, marveling (again) at their uncanny resemblance to herself. Also, it was helpful to see the paintings of her cousin Gabriel when he was a little boy, and Great-grandmother Henrietta, too, as a girl, for it was a reassuring reminder that they too had once been actual children and, perhaps, not quite as self-assured as they were now as fully fledged adults. Jane also marveled once more at how nice everyone had been to her these past few days, how kind and accepting of her, as if she weren’t a little lost sparrow but actually a swan like them. Nantwich seemed further and further away, and with each passing hour she was beginning, slowly but surely, to feel more and more at home here. 

         
         Breathlessly Jane turned a corner, found herself at last in the hallway which led to the Little Drawing-room, and—still amazed
            at finding herself in a house so large that the various rooms actually had names—hurried to the open door, then stopped abruptly
            on the threshold when she saw that the family, at the moment represented by Great-grandmother Henrietta and Livia, had two
            guests for tea.
         

         
         This would be her first real encounter with people from the neighborhood.

         
         Reflexively Jane ran her hands along the smooth pale-green muslin of her gown—one of Livia’s, actually, which she had generously
            given to Jane. Great-grandmother had directed one of the maidservants to quickly alter it to accommodate Jane’s very different
            dimensions, and had also consigned forevermore to the rubbish heap the old, dirty gown in which Jane had traveled from Nantwich,
            saying that it wasn’t even fit to be cut down into floor-rags.
         

         
         Jane had not been sorry to see it go.

         
         She glanced down at the hem of her new gown, saw with satisfaction that her ankles were neatly concealed, and also noticed
            with satisfaction that three days of food and sleep and baths and also kindness did wonders for one’s confidence, then stepped
            into the room feeling more like herself than she had in a long, long time.
         

         
         “Here she is,” said Great-grandmother Henrietta, smiling at Jane, and introduced her to Miss Humphrey, a plump bespectacled middle-aged lady with lustrous brown hair and kind soft eyes, and to Miss Trevelyan, also middle-aged, slim, elegant, vigorous-looking, dressed in a plum-colored gown of modish cut and with a dashing coiffure of graying curls swept high on her head. 

         
         “You’re quite the nine days’ wonder, Miss Kent,” said Miss Trevelyan, who had stood up to affably shake hands with Jane. “To
            think that you’ve only recently learned your true identity! How delightful. You may inspire me to try my hand at a novel—it
            would make a splendid plot, you know. A lovely young woman, born to a life of humble obscurity, discovers at twenty she’s
            actually a member of one of England’s oldest and most distinguished families.”
         

         
         Miss Trevelyan paused, on her face a look of dreamy enthusiasm, then went on thoughtfully:

         
         “Although it would hardly be innovative, would it? Been done to death, really. Also, it would probably be better if the young
            woman turned out to be a princess or a duchess or something along those lines—especially if there’s some sort of dark, enigmatic
            hero, too, with a fine curling lip of disdain. I daresay the book would sell better that way.”
         

         
         “Oh—I—would it indeed, ma’am?” said Jane, rather blankly.

         
         “Miss Trevelyan is a writer,” explained Livia, and Jane, having eyed her new acquaintance with respect and not a little awe,
            went to sit on the sofa closest to where the tea-tray would, she hoped, shortly be placed. She said to Miss Trevelyan:
         

         
         “What sort of books do you write, ma’am?”

         
         “History mostly, Miss Kent. Just now I’m on a Tudor jag—all six wives of the monstrous Henry, each with their own book. I’m
            nearly finished with Anne of Cleves.” Miss Trevelyan sat back down next to Miss Humphrey, who said with fond admiration:
         

         
         “Sarah’s Anne Boleyn and Katherine of Aragon books were tremendous sellers.”
         

         
         “Yes, they paid for the new roof,” said Miss Trevelyan, with justifiable pride, “and Jane Seymour fixed the drains. If Anne
            of Cleves does as well as she ought, you’ll have that extension to the greenhouse you’ve been wanting, my dear Arabella.”
         

         
         “Oh, that’ll be lovely.” Miss Humphrey smiled at Miss Trevelyan. “I’d love to have a whirl at growing some more winter salads.
            One does crave something fresh and green when it’s so cold out.”
         

         
         This was going better than Jane could have hoped. Miss Trevelyan and Miss Humphrey were so nice, and didn’t seem to care one
            jot about her decidedly odd background. Her trepidations fell away, and she felt her shoulders, held tight with tension, begin
            to relax. Bravely she said:
         

         
         “It’s embarrassing to admit, but I always thought her name was Anne of Cloves. And I imagined her walking around the palace smelling so nice.”
         

         
         “Funny you should say that, Miss Kent,” replied Miss Trevelyan, “as Henry Tudor went about telling everyone that poor Anne
            smelled bad, which is quite the rich remark coming from a man with a suppurating ulcer on his leg that stank to high heaven.”
         

         
         “He should have tried a turpentine compress,” Jane said without thinking, then blushed when Miss Trevelyan looked at her with
            bright curious eyes and said:
         

         
         “Medical, are you, Miss Kent?”

         
         “Oh no, ma’am. I was quoting from an old—ah—remedy of my great-grandfather’s. He wrote pamphlets filled with such things for
            a living—we had a whole trunkful of them in our house, and as there wasn’t much else to read, I pored over them again and
            again. So I’m afraid my brain is quite filled with these remedies.”
         

         
         “My mother was a great proponent of farina cataplasms,” said Miss Humphrey nostalgically. “She always said there was nothing else so soothing for veinous palpitations.” 

         
         “Yes, and she also let those quacks in Bath wrap her feet in vinegar-infused cloths for hours on end,” retorted Miss Trevelyan.
            “And only consider what happened then.”
         

         
         “It was rather dreadful, having all her toenails fall off,” Miss Humphrey agreed. “Poor Mama! Yet she never lost her faith in medicine.”
         

         
         “On a different subject,” said Great-grandmother Henrietta, “I’ve been thinking that as Jane’s education has, through no fault
            of her own, been sadly neglected, she would benefit from some lessons with Mr. Pressley.”
         

         
         “Lessons?” echoed Jane in surprise. Well, she would certainly enjoy acquiring some more learning, because if she had been
            wrong about Anne of Cloves—Cleves—it stood to reason there were probably quite a few more gaps in her understanding of the
            world. It would be nice, though, if this Mr. Pressley wasn’t like the schoolmaster back in Nantwich, who, it was well known,
            drank so much that his young students often had to troop over to his favorite tavern, pour a bucket of water over his head,
            and together convey him back to the schoolhouse, two boys to each limb and one to keep his head from dragging on the ground.
         

         
         “Yes, lessons in geography, history, science, mathematics, English grammar, and so on, my dear,” answered Great-grandmother.
            “I’ve sent a note round to the vicarage, and Mr. Pressley says you’re welcome to begin tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Tomorrow?” Jane said, feeling a little dazed. Great-grandmother clearly wasn’t one to let the grass grow under her feet.
         

         
         “That’s right, my dear. You’ll certainly be one of his older pupils, but I understand the range of his scholarship is impressive.”

         
         “Oh yes, he’s an Oxford man,” said Miss Trevelyan. “If he hadn’t been a younger son and put to the yoke, you know, I do think
            he would have been a brilliant scholar.”
         

         
         “Mr. Pressley doesn’t seem to mind being a vicar,” Livia observed. “He’s so pleasant to talk to. And I always enjoy his sermons.”

         
         “Yes, nice and short,” Miss Trevelyan said approvingly.

         
         “He has only the one pupil at the moment, I believe,” said Miss Humphrey. “The Duke’s son. Dear little Wakefield. He came
            to visit us the other day, and we had such a nice chat.”
         

         
         “Speaking of the Duke,” said Livia, “he stopped by to talk to Gabriel, and I invited him to join us for tea. I expect they’ll
            be here shortly.”
         

         
         A duke! A thrill ran through Jane from head to toe, and she turned her eyes expectantly to the doorway. Great-grandmother
            Kent had avidly, if disparagingly, followed any snippet of news that reached Nantwich about the Royal Family and the nobility
            in general, and so Jane was well positioned to know that dukes were just below the royals in rank and consequence.
         

         
         Apparently her new relations, the Penhallows, were indeed—as Miss Trevelyan had said—one of England’s oldest and most distinguished
            families, but how exciting to meet a real live duke! And how grand he must be!
         

         
         It would be unlikely that he’d sweep into the room clad in, say, an ermine-trimmed velvet cape which would trail behind him by several feet, as that would necessitate having a couple of pages to follow him about to keep it from getting tangled around chair legs, but still, there was bound to be such an air of stately magnificence about him—and grandeur—and quite possibly hauteur. Jane wondered if she should curtsy. And what should she say? 

         
         Something noble and lofty and stunningly clever?

         
         For example, something about art? Philosophy? Literature? History?

         
         Unfortunately she didn’t know much about any of those things.

         
         What if the Duke asked her about them? Ideally, he might happen to mention Henry Tudor, and thanks to Miss Trevelyan, Jane
            now reliably knew something about his wives and the smelly ulcer on his leg.
         

         
         Sounds of deep voices, out in the hallway, reached Jane’s ears. One of them belonged to Cousin Gabriel, and the other was
            unknown to her.
         

         
         Now she could hear footsteps approaching.

         
         They were almost here!

         
         Jane noticed that in her excitement she had been holding her breath, and made herself quietly exhale. She glanced around and
            saw that nobody else was looking particularly agitated, but maybe (hard as it was to believe) when one spent a lot of time
            traveling in such elevated circles one got used to being around dukes. Back in Nantwich the thought had never, ever crossed
            her mind—that one day she would be in the same room as an actual duke.
         

         
         Cousin Gabriel came into the drawing-room, and with him was a tall, wiry-looking man of about the same age who had a great
            deal of tawny light-brown hair. He wore a plain dark blue jacket, a carelessly tied neckcloth, dark breeches, and tall, rather
            scuffed black boots.
         

         
         Jane stared.

         
         Why, he was quite ordinary-looking. In fact, he rather reminded her of a fellow one might see lounging around a Nantwich stable-yard,
            or herding a flock of sheep to the market square.
         

         
         And so, when Cousin Gabriel introduced her to His Grace the Duke of Radcliffe, Jane smiled politely up into his long thin face, but with a mild sense of disillusionment which she tried very hard to conceal. Unfortunately, she had one of those countenances which—as Great-grandmother Kent had often remarked, in a rather sour way—could be all too expressive. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Anthony sat down in a comfortable armchair, crossed one leg over the other, and looked around the room. Penhallow was talking
            to Miss Trevelyan, his wife Livia was chatting with Miss Humphrey, old Mrs. Penhallow had a faintly sardonic expression on
            her face, and the other person, a slim, flaxen-haired girl—what was her name? He’d already forgotten it—was gazing at him in a manner with which he was all too familiar.
         

         
         She was looking disappointed.

         
         Old Mrs. Penhallow said, “I trust, Duke, that you and Gabriel have between you resolved the pressing issue of your pigmen’s
            dispute.”
         

         
         Her tone did not, in Anthony’s opinion, convey serious concern over the matter, so rather than regale her with a thoughtful,
            nuanced reply which encompassed the subtler aspects of this complex and exceedingly delicate situation, he merely said, “Well,
            we hope so, ma’am.”
         

         
         Mrs. Penhallow nodded, in a way that could only be described as satirical. Anthony uncrossed his left leg from over his right leg, then crossed his right leg over his left, and began to gently swing his uppermost foot back and forth. It was really only the imminent arrival of the tea-tray that was keeping him here. If he wanted sardonic glances sent his way, he could just go home and talk to Margaret. 

         
         “I believe, Duke, that your son Wakefield remains at home, instead of going off to school?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “A rather unusual arrangement.”

         
         “Perhaps.”

         
         “Didn’t you yourself go off to school when you were that age?”

         
         “For a while, ma’am.”

         
         “I see.”

         
         Anthony braced himself for further interrogation on that point, but Mrs. Penhallow went on:

         
         “Wakefield is a pupil of Mr. Pressley’s, is he not?”

         
         “Yes, that’s right.”

         
         “And are you satisfied with his progress?”

         
         “Quite.”

         
         “I’m pleased to hear it, as Miss Kent’s going to begin lessons with Mr. Pressley tomorrow.”

         
         “Who is?”

         
         “My great-granddaughter.”

         
         “Ah.”

         
         Mrs. Penhallow gave him a slight, caustic smile. “I refer, of course, to the young lady sitting opposite you, Duke.”

         
         Anthony looked across the low table to the sofa on which the gray-eyed girl sat, and tried to piece together what little he knew of the situation. Mrs. Penhallow had a great-granddaughter here at Surmont Hall, who, having appeared seemingly out of nowhere, was going to have lessons with Mr. Pressley. Speaking of unusual arrangements, wasn’t this one as well? He vaguely remembered Margaret having a governess, or a series of them—it was difficult to recall as they all seemed to be tyrannical, severely dressed women who sported a deeply intimidating pince-nez. 

         
         “Will he mind?” said the gray-eyed girl—Miss Kent—and Anthony found himself jolted out of misty memory into the present again
            where, he was pleased to recollect, he knew no one who wore a pince-nez. He answered:
         

         
         “Will who mind?”

         
         “Your son Wakefield.”

         
         “Mind what?”

         
         “If I have lessons too.”

         
         “Why would he?”

         
         Miss Kent’s delicate dark brows drew together ever so slightly, as if she were puzzled. “I mean—will Wakefield object to sharing
            Mr. Pressley’s time with me.”
         

         
         Anthony thought about it. “I can’t see why he would. But of course, you can ask him yourself if you like.”

         
         “Duke,” said old Mrs. Penhallow, “you’re a most unusual parent.”

         
         He gave her a wry smile. “So my sister says.”

         
         “How is dear Lady Margaret?” In the old lady’s voice was the same satirical tone, which reminded him that between these two formidable women absolutely no love was lost. Just the other day Margaret made a waspish remark about how Henrietta Penhallow must have been completely addled to allow her only grandson to marry such an inauspicious person as Livia, and also to think herself (or her head gardener) capable of growing decent roses of Provins. To which Anthony had replied that he found Livia rather an auspicious person, a phrase which made little sense in retrospect, but a fellow couldn’t stand idly by and allow Margaret to go on snobbishly insulting a perfectly nice lady who, whatever her origins, was also a dab hand at raising Blue Andalusian chickens. An unpleasant scene had followed, which concluded with Margaret storming out of his library and slamming the door with such violence that two paintings had fallen off the wall. 

         
         Anthony now answered:

         
         “Oh, she’s fine. Busy.”

         
         “You’ve had houseguests, I understand?”

         
         “Unfortunately, yes.”

         
         “Dear me, how inhospitable of you, Duke.”

         
         Well, this was certainly putting him in a bad light. Nor did he particularly care to explain and so paint himself for the
            harassed, ruthlessly pursued single man that he was. “I say, here’s tea,” Anthony said with relief, especially as the conversation
            then became more general.
         

         
         Miss Humphrey asked after Titania, Lucy, and baby Daniel, the three young children of Livia and Gabriel; Mrs. Penhallow mentioned
            receiving an interesting letter from her former companion, Mrs. Markson, who was traveling in Europe with her husband, Mr.
            Pressley’s predecessor, and with Miss Gwendolyn Penhallow, the younger sister of Gabriel’s cousin Hugo; and also Miss Trevelyan
            issued a scathing critique of Lady Caroline Lamb’s scandalous, gossipy novel Glenarvon, primarily finding fault with its sensationalist themes and its sloppy writing, which included the murder of a character who
            was later shown to still be alive.
         

         
         Anthony listened as he made his way through several small iced butter-cakes, a plate he’d filled with delicious fish-paste
            sandwiches, and four sweet York biscuits. He noticed that Miss Kent wasn’t saying much either, and that she seemed to have
            quite an appetite. As he watched her take two more biscuits, he also noticed that she had long-fingered, capable-looking hands,
            with very slim wrists and a prominent, knobby bone showing in the delicate juncture between arm and hand.
         

         
         Then he watched as one of those interesting and beautiful hands also took another sandwich. And saw with a little ripple of alarm that there were only two sandwiches left. So he took one, and ate it. 

         
         Then he saw Miss Kent take another butter-cake, leaving only three left. She ate it, without hurry but with great precision,
            and had a sip of her tea.
         

         
         Surreptitiously Anthony glanced around. Everyone else—with the exception of Miss Kent, who apparently had at least one hollow
            limb—seemed to have finished their tea. So he took one of the three remaining butter-cakes, ate that, and took another one
            which he also ate.
         

         
         That left one butter-cake, one sandwich, and three York biscuits.

         
         He took a fortifying swallow of tea, then looked across the low table and into Miss Kent’s big, gray, dark-lashed eyes. And
            he saw that she was looking right back at him, on her face a determined expression. (Which, he thought, was preferable to
            a disappointed one.)
         

         
         And before he could do anything about it, she took the last butter-cake.

         
         She ate it in two bites.

         
         There was a trace of icing on her upper lip when she was done, and Anthony watched, fascinated, as delicately she licked it
            away with the tip of her tongue.
         

         
         She could have used a napkin, of course, yet he found himself rather glad she hadn’t.

         
         All the icing was gone from that nicely shaped upper lip, the very color of—well, in point of fact, the glorious pink color
            of a Provins rose in full bloom.
         

         
         Rather dreamily Anthony wondered if she would lick her lip again, just to
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