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Chapter One 

“London is Not so Very Far Away”
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"WHERE IS IT?" MISS Miranda Fraser cried, her anxiety rising as she frantically riffled through the desk drawer. "It should be right here!"

A bewhiskered man stood in the doorway of the small room, his icy gaze following Miranda's every move.

"It has been here ever so many years," Miranda added. "Ever so many!" She shot an anxious glance at the elderly man, who only moments ago had appeared at the door to Fraser Cottage, an ancient half-timbered manor home situated in a pretty glen a few miles beyond the tiny hamlet of Halifax.

Today had begun much the same as countless others for Miranda and her sisters, who lived alone in the country now that both their parents had passed on. Soon after luncheon, Katie and Lucy had set off for the village and Miranda had curled up in her favorite overstuffed chair in the great room with a tattered copy of Ellen, Countess of Castle Howell, a widely circulated Minerva novel lent to her by their closest neighbor, Mrs. Willy-Harris.

Less than a quarter-hour later, however, Miranda's attention had been shattered by the insistent crunch of carriage wheels on the graveled drive in front. Thinking that perhaps a stranger had become lost in the tangle of country lanes and needed help in finding his way back to the main road, Miranda laid her book aside and proceeded to the front door of the cottage. Confused travelers at their doorstep were not an uncommon occurrence. Many were the times Miranda had listened to her papa, the late Vicar Fraser, steer lost souls back to the right path, both literally and figuratively.

Papa was the kindest man Miranda had ever known and she and her sisters dearly loved him. His sudden death just above one year ago, coming so quickly upon the heels of Mama's passing, was something the three Fraser girls had not yet got over. Still, despite their deep sorrow, the young ladies knew they had a great deal to be thankful for.

Although Papa had left them very little in the way of worldly goods, he'd always said that no matter what, they'd always have their home, Fraser Cottage. Though not the official rectory in the parish where Papa had held his living, the right to occupy the lovely manor home had been granted to Great-grandfather Fraser and any, or all, of his descendants who wished to remain there. Many times throughout her nine and ten years of life, Miranda had watched her papa carefully withdraw the aged yellow parchment from the top drawer of his desk and solemnly read over each and every word, then nod his head with satisfaction and slowly return the ancient document to its resting place.

So, why . . . Miranda frantically flung open another drawer in her father's large desk . . . could she not find the document now?

"A fortnight, Miss Fraser," said the gentleman darkening the doorway. "You and your sisters have a fortnight in which to vacate the premises."

"No!" Miranda cried. She flung another frightened gaze at the unfeeling stranger. Who’d introduced himself as Mr. Fitch, a solicitor from London. Mr. Fitch said he had traveled the great distance from London to personally deliver the wretched news to whomever was currently occupying the cottage. It was clearly apparent to Miranda that the man did not believe in the existence of Papa's grant.

But it did exist! It did! Miranda's heart thundered wildly in her breast as she turned her attention again to her search. Where had the document got to? Already, Miranda had scattered the entire contents of three long drawers onto the desktop. Now, stooping over the row of smaller drawers to the side of the kneehole, she frantically worked her way to the bottom of them.

It must be here! It must be!

A mere week before Papa's passing, he'd again gathered his three daughters together and shown it to them once more. Miranda tearfully recalled the hollow sound of her papa's once-strong voice as he solemnly reiterated the terms of the agreement made between his great-grandfather George Fraser and . . . Miranda's stomach clinched fearfully as she valiantly tried to recall the other signature that appeared alongside that of George Fraser, but she was too overset now to remember what the other name was. It was obviously a distant relative of the gentleman who had sent this Mr. Fitch up from London to deliver the terrible news to the Fraser girls that the somewhat derelict estate upon which their home sat had been sold and the new owner meant to take immediate possession of the cottage himself!

"I assure you, Mr. Fitch . . ." Miranda tried to remain calm as she pulled herself to her full five-foot-two-inch frame and addressed the man again. "My sisters and I do have a legal claim to occupy our home. Fraser Cottage is called Fraser Cottage for the simple reason that it has always been . . . "

A sharp tone cut her off. "The estate has been sold, Miss Fraser. No entailments to it exist. Any verbal agreement made between your father's predecessors and those of the former owner are now null and void."

"No!" Miranda gulped down her terror and fought the sudden rush of tears that sprang to her eyes.

The solicitor turned to make his way back to the foyer. Numbly, Miranda followed the cold-hearted man. She watched as he paused before the arched opening that gave onto the sunny great room. Blue chintz curtains fluttered at the mullioned windows, three of them standing open, a bright swath of afternoon sun spilling onto the freshly scrubbed hardwood floor and the hand-woven rug before the hearth. A breath of fresh air, rich with the heady scent of cool, dark earth and the new growth of spring reached Miranda's nostrils. Her heart lodged fitfully in her throat as she watched the man's gaze calculatedly assessing her beloved family home.

She and her family loved every nook and cranny of the quaint old house, from the strong-beamed ceilings overhead to the sturdy oaken floors beneath their feet. Never in her life had she contemplated living anywhere but here. She and her older sister Katie, three years her senior at two and twenty, had already accepted the fact that they would live here forever. With few to no likely candidates for marriage hereabouts, neither she nor Katie had given much thought to becoming any man's wife.

Lucy, of course, would marry. The youngest of the three Fraser girls, at sixteen, she was by far the prettiest and most outgoing of the three. Lucy was like Mama. Papa had always said that he had only to take one look at Maryella Brantley and he knew he would spend the rest of his life with her. It had been love at first sight for Mama and Papa. Miranda expected the same sort of romantical thing would happen to Lucy. She was that pretty.

Not so Miranda, or Katie. Not unattractive, they had both inherited Papa's even features, slender build, and brown hair, though Miranda's eyes were a lovely shade of sea green, whereas Katie's were brown, like Papa's and Sir Oliver's, Papa’s older brother. But Lucy, with her thick auburn hair and bright blue eyes, was much more vibrant than either of her sisters. Lucy already stood a good head taller than they and her figure was more rounded, one might even say buxom. Lucy would indeed marry, but Miranda and Katie would stay right here, the same as they always had, enjoying the simple, peaceful life they loved at Fraser Cottage.

Although without the precious document in hand, how was she to convince Mr. Fitch of that?

A fierce longing for the life she had always known gripped Miranda. She could never leave their home! Never! Despite the family's reduced circumstances now, she and her sisters wanted for nothing. So long as they had their home and one another to love and care for, they were happy. They were safe. Even with Papa and Mama gone, life had changed very little for them. For the past year, the girls had managed quite well on Papa's pension, and there was still the hope of someday receiving the money Uncle Oliver, a baronet in his own right, had left to them. Although lately, Miranda had begun to seriously doubt that Uncle Oliver had had any money at all when he passed on. Given his penchant for excess, it seemed far more likely that he'd have exited this world with all his pockets to let than with anything to bequeath.

Oh, dear Lord, what was to become of them?

With no other living relatives, at least none that would welcome them, they truly had nowhere else to go!

Miranda thought again of her papa's disorderly desk in the study. Surely, in her haste to find it, she had simply overlooked the precious parchment. Surely, once Mr. Fitch was gone, she would find it. She must find it!

She hurried after the gentleman, who was now making his own way through the heavy front door that still stood ajar where Miranda had left it after the solicitor had so abruptly stated his business. One gloved hand resting on the latch, the man flung a backward nod at her. " 'T will make a fine hunting lodge," he said.  The door slammed shut behind him and he was gone.

Miranda gasped aloud.

A hunting lodge! Not their home! Papa would roll over in his grave; Mama, too. They were the kindest, gentlest people to ever walk the earth. Papa would never turn anyone from their home! 

"Mr. Fitch!" she called after the man, whose boots she heard crunching the pebbles beneath his feet as he made his way again to his carriage. Darting onto the drive after him, she shouted, "My sisters and I will not be turned from our home, Mr. Fitch! Not ever!"

The man from London did not even glance up. Glaring at his retreating backside, Miranda's nostrils flared with fury. Her small breasts rose and fell with frustration and indignation. How dare the man ignore her!

After the coach door had snapped shut, a swirl of dust and pebbles filled the air as the dusty black carriage made a wide turn, then hurled down the lane, headed toward the fork in the road that, unless one was paying close attention and did not miss the sharp turn to the left, would not take one straight back to the main highway.

Miranda's head ached with anger. She hoped Mr. Fitch's driver was as clunch-headed as he was and had not noted the markers on the way here. She hoped the pair of them became hopelessly lost in the thick woods that lay north of Fraser Cottage and that they never made it back to London! She hoped . . . 

Oh! What was the use?

She felt her chin begin to tremble as anguish and yes, hatred! for the bearer of the bad news filled her to overflowing. She fought the flow of hot, stinging tears that of their own accord were already trickling down her cheeks. 

But, a scant second later, she bit down hard on her trembling lower lip and squared her small shoulders. Self-pity was not in her character. She would find the proof of their claim to Fraser Cottage and take it to the new owner herself! London was not so very far away.
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Chapter Two 

“How Would She Tell Them?”
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AN HOUR LATER, MIRANDA was still searching. She had begun methodically, sorting through all the papers in the desk, coming across notes and parts of sermons her father had written, as well as various receipts for goods and supplies he had purchased throughout his lifetime. But, after looking through all the desk drawers . . . even discovering a secret compartment she did not know existed but which, nonetheless, was empty . . . she still had not found the familiar sheet of aged parchment.

Just as she was about to give up, she heard the gentle murmuring of her sisters' voices drifting through the opened window at her side. At the sight of her sisters coming down the lane, Miranda's heart caught in her throat. Lucy's auburn curls gleamed like burnished copper in the sunlight and the fresh spring air had brought roses to Katie's cheeks. Miranda’s very soul ached as she wondered how to tell them the awful news?

Suddenly, Lucy broke away from Katie and came running into the cottage. "Miranda!" she gaily called to her sister.

Miranda gulped back a sob. Dear Lucy. She had already suffered a great deal in her young life, the loss of both her parents . . . and now this. Miranda pulled herself to her feet as Lucy burst into the room, lightheartedly swinging her old straw bonnet by its frayed blue ribbons. As always, the pretty smile on Lucy's lips nearly took Miranda's breath away. Lucy looked so very much like Mama.

"Miranda . . ." Lucy's smile vanished the minute she dashed into the study and spotted the mess strewn atop the desk. "Why, what have you done to Papa's desk? Katie! Come and look. Miranda has torn up Papa's desk!"

Shrugging from her brown stuff pelisse, Katie's brows drew together when she, too, caught sight of the rubble. "Oh, my, Miranda . . .?" Katie lifted a concerned gaze upward.

"It's . . . gone, Katie," Miranda murmured. Feeling her knees buckle beneath her, she slumped again onto the chair behind her, her small body not filling the larger imprint left on the seat where Papa had sat, poring over his Bible, year after year. "I've looked everywhere."

"But, what are you looking for, Sister?" Katie's tone was gentle as she hung her pelisse on a hook behind the door, then advanced into the room.

"Oh, she is probably looking for another of Papa's sermons," Lucy said with some disdain, "which she will have you read to us tonight after supper. It appears to me we get enough churchifying every Sunday, I don't see why we also have to . . . "

"Do be still, Lucy dear," Katie said absently. "Miranda, pray tell us what is amiss."

"Oh, Katie." Miranda felt hot tears well up again in her eyes. How was she to tell them?

As Katie's look of concern grew, Lucy asked brightly, "Did a gentleman call here whilst we were in the village this afternoon, Miranda? Mr. O'Malley at the Mercantile said a stranger had asked directions to the cottage only minutes before we arrived."

Miranda's eyes were still fastened on Katie. "We . . . did have a caller this afternoon."

"Did we, indeed?" Katie asked with interest. "Who might have called on us, Miranda? We so seldom have callers this far out." She waited expectantly, and when Miranda said nothing, she asked again, "Who called, Miranda?"

Miranda gulped back her terror. "A . . . gentleman from London."

"From London!" Lucy cried excitedly.

"Lucy, do be still."

Again, Lucy paid her older sister's gentle scold no mind. "Was he dashing and handsome? What did he say, Miranda? Did he come to tell us that Uncle Oliver's affairs had been settled and we are now rich as kings? Oh, that must be it!" She began to dance about the small room, her blue eyes shining, her cheeks aglow. "I am to have a Season, after all! Mama always said I should have one and now I shall!"

"Lucy!" Katie's tone, though still contained, was considerably firmer this time.

Miranda's solemn gaze had not left her older sister's face. "The gentleman's name was Mr. Fitch. He is a solicitor in London and he had come to tell us that we . . . that we . . . must leave." Her tone was barely above a whisper.

"Leave? Leave where? Leave what?" Katie moved closer to the desk. "I do not understand what you are trying to tell us, Miranda."

"Oh, Katie . . ." Miranda's fingers sifted listlessly through the pile of papers scattered atop the desk. "I have looked everywhere and I cannot find it. It has simply vanished."

"What has vanished?" Lucy demanded. "I declare, you tell me to keep silent so Miranda can explain and she has not yet said one sensible thing." With an impatient toss of her auburn curls, she flitted from the room. "I am near to famished," she announced to no one in particular, but the sound of her footfalls echoing in the corridor told the older girls that she was headed for the pantry in search of a biscuit or a slice of cake.

"What have you been searching for, Miranda dear?" Katie asked quietly.

"The document. Papa's parchment. The one that says . . . "

"Oh." Katie smiled sweetly. She stepped to the bookcase and pulled down a large black book. "I put it in Papa's Bible for safekeeping. Here it is." She withdrew the faded sheet of paper and handed it across to Miranda.

"Oh-h, Katie!" Miranda sprang to her feet and hugged the tattered page to her breast. "We are safe!" Her eyes quickly scanned the familiar missive, then she carefully slipped it again into Papa's Book. "I shall take it to London straightaway and show it to Mr. Fitch. Otherwise, we shall be obliged to remove ourselves from the cottage within a fortnight."

The pronouncement did not appear the least bit alarming to Katie. "But, Miranda," she said, the ever-present smile of serenity still upon her lips, "we've only to present our claim to the new owner when he arrives and I am certain the gentleman will honor it. Frasers have always lived at Fraser Cott . . . "

"The property has been sold, Katie!"

"But surely the new owner and his family would not wish to live here. The main house on the hill would be far more to their liking. True, it needs a bit of attention, but it is much more grand and even now lies vacant."

"Mr. Fitch said the new owner intends turning Fraser Cottage into his hunting lodge!" Miranda blurted out. "I have no choice but to go to London and present our claim to him at once!"

"But, Sister, surely such a trip is unnecessary."

"On the contrary, Katie, it is imperative!"

"But this has always been our home. Surely this Mr. Fitch was mistaken in his assertion that . . . "

"He said the property was unentailed. Katie, I must present proof of our claim." Miranda sat back down again and began to straighten the assortment of papers she had strewn about the desk. "I am aware that such a trip will be quite costly, but this is an emergency and I can think of no better way to spend the money we have set aside. I shan't be gone above . . . "

"No, Miranda," Katie said firmly, "I cannot let you go. A young lady traveling alone on the post . . . Why, what would Papa say?"

"We have no choice, Katie. I am certain Papa would do the exact same thing I am proposing."

"No, Miranda. He would not. Papa would settle the matter his way, through prayer and supplication. And that is precisely what I believe we should do." She reached to take Miranda's hand. "Kneel with me now, Sister, and we shall ask our Heavenly Father to show us the proper way to go."

Miranda snatched her hand away. "I see no reason to trouble our Heavenly Father with this matter, Katie, when the proper way to go is already perfectly clear to me. I could not find the document when Mr. Fitch was here. Now I have found it. I shall simply go to London and show it to him. It is the only way."

"But do you know where the gentleman's place of business is situated in Town, or which law firm he is associated with?"

"Indeed I do. He is a partner in the office of Fitch, Fitch, Abercrombie and Fitch. I confess I do not know which Fitch he is, but I expect any Fitch will do." She paused to draw breath. "The entire journey should not take above five days, including the time it takes to get up to London and travel back home again. Once the gentleman sees that we do, indeed, have a legal right to occupy our very own home, there will be an end to it." She turned again to the task of putting the desk to rights. "I shall remember to thank our Heavenly Father in my prayers tonight, Katie dear, for showing me where you had hidden, er . . . that is, where you had put the document."

Katie's lips pressed together as she watched her younger sister work. Presently, she said, "Miranda, I do not feel that this is the wisest course for you to take. In fact, the more I think on it, the more confident I am that the Lord would want me to accompany you to London. I am the eldest, after all."

Miranda did not look up. "And what of Lucy? If you mean to accompany me to Town, who shall look after our baby sister?"

"Lucy may stay with one of her bosom bows in Halifax. Prunella Fitzhugh springs to mind, or perhaps Caroline Wright."

"Yes, well, I suppose Lucy would like that above all things, but I cannot think it the wisest course for her. Lucy is quite easily influenced by her friends these days, and not always for the better, I might add."

"You said yourself it would only be for a few days. I hardly think a few days sufficient to ruin our Lucy."

"It is not necessary that you accompany me, Katie. I am perfectly capable of . . . "

"Is Miranda going somewhere?" asked Lucy, strolling back into the study, a thick wedge of cinnamon bread in her hand.

"She is determined to go up to London," Katie replied absently.

"To London!" Lucy squealed. "Then it is true! I am to have a Season! It is what I have been praying for these many months! Every night I ask our Heavenly Father to please settle Uncle Oliver's affairs so that I might have a . . . " She halted abruptly, a sheepish look flitting across her face, "I-I mean, I . . ." Her voice trailed off again as apparently she realized how very selfish her pronouncement must sound to her sisters.

Indeed, a pained look had appeared on Miranda's face. It was true. Mama had promised Lucy from the time she was a little girl and it was quite clear to all of them that Lucy was destined to become a famous beauty, that she would have a Season, but none of them, except perhaps Lucy, had really believed it would ever come true. Even Lucy had ceased to speak of it until word reached them some months back of Uncle Oliver's passing.

Dear, sweet Lucy. She was so very pure and innocent, so full of youthful dreams for the future. In the past year, Miranda and Katie had done their best to fill the chasm left in Lucy's life by their parents' passing. Neither of them, most especially Miranda, wished to deny their baby sister anything.

"Lucy, dear," Miranda began patiently, "none of us are going to London for the Season. We've merely a . . . a pressing business matter in Town that must be settled straightaway."

"Oh, Miranda!" Lucy pouted prettily. "I never get to do anything I want! Why, only today, Katie refused to let me have the lovely new bonnet I saw in Mr. O'Malley's window when it is plain as a pikestaff that my old one is in tatters!"

"Plain as a pikestaff!" Miranda gasped. "Lucy! Wherever do you hear such vulgar talk?"

Katie's brown curls shook. "She hears it from the village lads. There were at least half a dozen of them hanging after her today, every last one of them making sheep's eyes at her; Theodore O'Malley among them," she added, it being common knowledge that this week, Teddy O'Malley was Lucy's favorite beau. "It was quite a shameful display."

"It was nothing of the sort!" Lucy cried. "Can I help it if the boys think I am pretty?"

"Lucy!" Miranda sputtered afresh, while Katie piously intoned, "One must endeavor to guard against becoming vainglorious, Lucy dear."

Lucy shot an indignant glance at her older sister. "But the boys all tell me I am the prettiest girl in Halifax. What would you have me say back to them? Tell them to hush, that I wish not to become vainglorious?" She thrust her chin up. "I am only being friendly. I like to talk to gentlemen and I . . . I like it when they look at me."

Miranda gasped anew, then turned to Katie. "We shall all be going up to London, Katie, dear. We've no choice but to take Lucy with us."

A whoop of joy escaped Lucy's pretty lips while both her elder sisters regarded their delighted younger sister with worried frowns.

Two days later, all was in readiness for the young ladies' trip. A quick visit to the posting office in Halifax the day before had netted them three seats on the morning stage to London, which on such short notice was fortunate, indeed. Less costly than traveling on the Royal Mail, the public stage was also less comfortable and far less dependable, plus the frequent changes and stoppages along the way made it unable for anyone to exactly determine the time, and sometimes even the day, of one's arrival. Mr. Willy-Harris, the girls' closest neighbor, was set to drive the young ladies to the inn in Halifax early that morning to board the coach.

At half past eight that next morning, Miranda stood in the foyer of Fraser Cottage, hurriedly drawing on her gloves after she'd scribbled a hasty note to Mrs. Willy-Harris asking her to please water the new seedlings Miranda had planted in the kitchen garden only last week. Tending the kitchen garden and growing fresh flowers each summer was one of Miranda's most pleasurable pastimes. She loved watching new growth spring up from the earth and the smell of pretty flowers, and the taste of fresh vegetables in the summertime.

She propped the note up on the commode by the door where Mrs. Willy-Harris would be sure to see it, then stooped to make certain that she had, indeed, tucked the three five-pound notes, which was all the money she and her sisters possessed in the world, into the secret pocket inside her valise. The additional coins they would need for meals and constant tipping along the way she'd already secured in a handkerchief in her reticule. She dearly hoped that in the course of the next week they did not require more, for there would be no more money for them until next quarter day, over a fortnight away.

Having assured herself that all was safe, she rose again to her feet. Glancing through the opened front door, she spotted Katie, standing alone on the graveled drive, patiently awaiting the arrival of Mr. Willy-Harris. Miranda sighed. She hoped she could remember to borrow a leaf from Katie's book and remain as calm and serene as Katie always was when next she encountered the odious Mr. Fitch.

With a sigh, Miranda turned toward the stairs, expecting to find Lucy scampering down them. Lucy's things had already been packed, along with her sisters', in the one large valise the girls shared between them.

"Lucy!" Miranda called. "Make haste, dear." Gathering up the fairly bulky portmanteau, she called again, "Lu-cy!"

When no reply was forthcoming, Miranda called to Katie, "Katie, where has our Lucy got to?"

"She has gone on ahead, Miranda. She is to meet us at the inn in Halifax."

Emitting an exasperated breath, Miranda pulled the door shut behind her. "I do hope she is not late. The stage waits for no one, you know."

Katie smiled her assurance. "Lucy is quite a-tremor about our journey, Miranda. I expect she is awaiting us even now at the inn."

But, a half hour later, they discovered that Lucy was not at the inn. The next quarter hour was a frenetic blur as other travelers gathered in the busy inn yard, swelling the noisy crowd of ostlers, stable hands, post boys, shoeblacks, and other hangers-on who frequented the place; if for no other reason than to ogle the coach drivers who swaggered about the inn yard in multi-caped coats, freely dispensing advice on road conditions, horses, and other subjects of interest to the male gender. To impressionable rural lads, these knowledgeable men of the road were heroes of the first order.

Waiting to climb aboard the large black-and-yellow coach, its wheels and windows picked out in red, Katie watched as each traveler's bag or bundle was secured atop the coach, while beside her, Miranda's eyes frantically searched the throng for their truant younger sister.

"We cannot leave without her, Katie! Perhaps I should go on ahead and you and Luc . . . Oh! There she is. Lucy, do make haste! You have given us all a fright."

Her bonnet tumbling down her back, Lucy breathlessly scampered toward the coach just in time to board it. With eight people squeezing inside, and a half-dozen or more set to cling to the rails on top, loading up was nothing short of a mad scramble.

"I simply had to say good-bye to all my friends," Lucy exclaimed to Miranda, who had ushered Lucy ahead of herself and Katie, "especially to Teddy O'Malley. I might never see him again, you know!"

"Of course you will see him again, Lucy."

"I shan't if some dashing London gentleman offers for me and I agree to become his bride," Lucy retorted, her tone near indignant.

Miranda's eyes rolled skyward as she settled herself between a portly gentleman whose diet she could already tell consisted mainly of onions and garlic, and a young matron cradling a sleeping babe in her arms, although how the child could sleep amidst all the noise and confusion, Miranda couldn't think. Lucy and Katie took seats on the opposite bench and, at last, the heavy coach lumbered off.

A scant half mile down the road, however, Lucy insisted on changing places with Katie so she could better see from the coach window. "I told Teddy I would wave good-bye to him as we drove past."

Miranda said nothing. On the one hand, she quite enjoyed seeing Lucy in such high spirits, for the girl had had little enough of late to rejoice about. She directed a somewhat sad smile at her pretty younger sister. Lucy looked quite fetching today in a lovely lilac cambric gown that Mama had made especially for her. Miranda felt keenly the responsibility that had fallen to her and Katie to look after Lucy. When Mama died, Miranda had vowed to do all that was possible to see that Lucy had a happy life. Now, it appeared that if things did not go well for them in London, Lucy might have to forgo love in favor of a sensible marriage. Lucy might very well be the sisters' only hope for the future.

The overcrowded coach made several stops that morning to change horses. Not until they'd disembarked for luncheon at yet another noisy inn did the girls have a moment alone to converse amongst themselves.

"Shall we call on Aunt Isobel while we are in Town?" Lucy asked innocently as she popped a buttery potato cake into her mouth.

Katie and Miranda exchanged guarded looks. "I think not, Lucy dear," Katie said quietly.

"But why ever not? Aunt Isobel sent a kindly note to us when she learned of Mama's passing. Perhaps that means all is forgiven. We have never set eyes on Mama's relatives in the whole of our lives. I expect Uncle John is a regular swell. He is a 'lord' after all."

"And Papa's brother was a 'sir,' but that did not make him a gentleman," Miranda retorted as she hurriedly scooped up a forkful of the tasty green peas on her plate.

"Papa must have thought so."

"Papa thought nothing of the sort."

"Then why did he insist on taking you and Katie with him to London when our uncle Oliver needed Papa to keep him out of prison?"

Startled gasps escaped both Miranda and Katie, who looked quickly about in the hope that no one else in the tiny parlor where they sat had overheard Lucy's careless remark. "Our uncle Oliver did not go to prison, Lucy dear," she said, her tone a tad bit louder than it usually was, just in case. "He was merely accused of . . . of a misdeed and needed Papa to stand witness to his good character at the hearing. That is the whole truth of it."

"The charges against our uncle Oliver were dropped," Miranda added. Although, even back then, the entire affair had seemed a bit havey-cavey to her. Of course, at age fifteen, she had hardly been in a position to question the decision of the authorities. "It was all a very long time ago, Lucy, I wonder that you even remember it."

"I remember it quite well. You've no idea how I envied you and Katie going up to London. Mama promised me over and over again that to make up for it, I should have a Season in Town when I grew up."

"I can assure you, Lucy dear," Katie began, her tone again calm and well modulated, "our short stay in London those many years ago was as unremarkable as this one shall be."

Miranda sniffed piously. She might have agreed with Katie's assessment except that, for her, that long-ago trip to Town had not been quite so . . . unremarkable as Katie thought. But she chose not to enlighten her sisters on the circumstances of that unfortunate episode now. She had never revealed a word of it to a living soul, not even to Katie, and she had no intention of doing so now.

"Do you not agree with me, Miranda?"

The gentle sound of Katie's voice penetrated Miranda's thoughts.

"I said the weather could not be more pleasant for a road trip, do you not agree?"

Miranda nodded. “Indeed.”

"It tells me that all of us going up to London is, indeed, His will," Katie added softly.

Miranda nodded absently and, moments later, when the shrill sound of the guard's horn reached their ears, signaling that the quarter hour allotted for the meal had elapsed, they snatched up their belongings, and after Miranda had paused at the counter long enough to deposit the three crowns due for their fare, they scurried again into the sunny yard and climbed into the waiting coach.

A short piece down the road, Lucy said, "I believe it would also be His will for us to call upon our aunt and uncle while we are in Town." She looked to each of her sisters for a reply, but Miranda merely flung a speaking look at Katie and both girls remained silent.

Undaunted, Lucy turned to the young man who had joined up with the travelers at the inn just now and who had quite clearly jostled for a seat next to her inside the coach. "Our aunt and uncle, Lord and Lady Heathrow, have a lovely home in Mayfair," she began conversationally. "I understand Mayfair is quite near Hyde Park. Are you familiar with London, sir?"

Miranda's eyes rolled skyward again, but instead of issuing a stern warning to Lucy on the impropriety of addressing a gentleman to whom one has not yet been introduced, she merely swallowed her displeasure as Lucy and the young man commenced quite happily to converse. Lucy, it appeared, had not the least notion how to go on outside the tight confines of their small village of Halifax. There, everyone was acquainted with everyone else so it hardly mattered to whom one addressed oneself.

That night, however, as they were preparing for bed, Miranda did deliver the warning, trying not to lace her words with too large a dose of censure. Of late, it seemed that either she or Katie were constantly ringing a peal over poor Lucy's head. She fervently hoped that this rebuke did not come a day after the fair.

Lying abed that night, Miranda allowed that, all in all, the events of their first long day of travel had, indeed, brought fresh insight to her. 

Earlier that evening, as they were entering the inn, the legion of gaping, even lewd looks, bestowed upon their Lucy by every last man they encountered had made her feel like a hen quite unable to protect her chick. In fact, she had opted to spend the few cents extra that it cost to have their supper brought to their room in order to further protect Lucy. Taking their meal in the common room could very well be likened to throwing her baby sister to the wolves. Odd, that she had not noticed till now how very grown-up Lucy had become.
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Chapter Three 

“Frightful Things Can Happen to a Young Lady”
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THAT FOLLOWING MORNING, after experiencing a particularly troublesome dream, Miranda awoke with her thoughts again fixed on her concern for her blossoming younger sister. She and Katie had awakened a good bit earlier than Lucy and were now lingering quietly over their tea while the least Fraser sister slept.

"It is not that I mean to dash any small pleasure Lucy may gain from our trip, Katie, it is just that we are not on holiday and I do not feel she should be allowed to view it as such. You observed her yesterday in the coach, nattering on to that young man as if she hadn't a care in the world . . . as if we hadn't a care in the world. And it simply is not so, Katie. It isn't."

"All the same, I cannot help but think you are making much ado about nothing, Miranda. I am certain that once Mr. Fitch is made aware of our position, this will all come to nothing. We have the right of it, and I am convinced that Divine Providence will see us through this trouble, the same as always. In fact, I am certain of it," she added, conviction firm in her tone.

Miranda heaved a worried sigh. How she longed for even a smattering of Katie's strong faith. But she would think on that later. At the moment, another matter was weighing far more heavily on her mind; that of protecting Lucy from the clutches of unscrupulous men. If Lucy were indeed to make a good marriage, it was imperative that she remain pure and unspoiled. Katie, Miranda was certain, was still innocent to the ways of men less principled than their father had been, but Miranda knew from personal experience that frightful things could happen to a young lady when there was no one about to look after her. Fortunately, the horrid episode she had endured those many years ago in London had come to naught, but their Lucy might not be quite so lucky. Lucy was far prettier than Miranda had been at that age, or was now, for all that.

"It is just that I wish to protect our Lucy from . . . well, from herself, if you will, Katie. She is unwise in the ways of the world. And with my thoughts so very full of concern for our home, I have very little time left to worry over Lucy."

"I do not understand what you are trying to say, Miranda dear. What possible harm can befall our sister when she is beneath our watchful eye every moment?"

Miranda clamped her lips tightly shut. She could not tell Katie the whole of it. She could not. But the truth of the matter was, trouble had befallen her when she had supposedly been under the watchful eyes of both Papa and Katie, and even Uncle Oliver.

She had been younger than Lucy was now when Papa took her and Katie with him to London, and she'd been every bit
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