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The house party had been in full swing for days. Upwards of twenty relatives and neighbors had descended at some point to celebrate the Christmas season with the Huntingtons.

Some had expressed surprise and disapproval that the family should enter into the frivolities of the season while still in mourning, but Sir Henry had decreed that the happy traditions were to be observed despite the loss of the scion of the house.

“Tony would have been the last to have wanted the living to be buried with the dead during Christmas,” he had declared.

And so, the decorative fir garlands and red ribbons had gone up; tantalizing scents of roasted goose and Christmas puddings had wafted through the house; and laughter rang out as children dashed to and fro under their elders’ feet. The ladies chattered as though they had not seen one another for years, while the gentlemen’s deeper tones provided a fine counterpoint.

Theresa Huntington paused at the bottom of the stairs, her hand resting lightly on the balustrade, as she thoughtfully gazed around.

The manor house had never appeared more handsome bedecked in its fragrant greenery, red bows, and tinsel. Everywhere one looked, there was the scent and sight of Christmas. Fir decorated the mantels in every room and was wound through the balustrade and up to the upper balcony. For days the sideboards had groaned with the scrumptious offerings from the kitchen – roasted fowl, hams, puddings, pastries, sweetmeats, sweetbreads, and pies. The heady scents of the traditional eggnog and rum punch hung on the air.

Theresa crossed the hall to join the rest of the household in the parlor. Here, too, the signs of the holiday were lavishly displayed. A kissing bough hung from the chandelier in the parlor, heavily laden with bright red apples and candies and tiny gifts and candles. Mistletoe, lavishly tied with ribbons, garnished the center of the bough. It was unfortunate that she would not herself be the object of sweet gallantries under that same bough. The traitorous thought whispered through her mind. She suppressed it at once.

Theresa quietly greeted everyone with a smile and a gracious word as she made her way across the room. She took her place at the periphery of the company, preferring the semi-solitude near the draped windows to the excited conversation closer to the blazing hearth. This evening, as had every previous evening, was to be solemnly marked by the lighting of another of the kissing bough candles that symbolized the twelve days of Christmas. The candle lighting was always followed by the traditional joyous carols.

Theresa turned to the window behind her and lifted the heavy velvet drape aside. She did not know whether she could bear another moment of frolic and good spirits. This day had been particularly trying, simply because it was the eve before Christmas, and as the hours had drawn on toward evening, the time she most dreaded had also drawn nearer.

She stared out on the quiet winter night, reflecting, quite without bitterness, that much of the heartache of the past months could have been avoided if she had not gone up to London for a Season.

It had been her first Season, and toward the end of it, Miss Theresa Huntington had done her duty and accepted Lord Robert Houser’s suit.

It had not been expected that Miss Huntington would make a spectacular match, for she was not an heiress nor a diamond of the first water. Oh, her portion was known to be well enough. And certainly, there was nothing to complain of in the thick dark tresses that accented her deep blue eyes, which could spark alike with laughter or temper, nor in her slender graceful figure.

However, it could not be denied that the Huntingtons, though a very old family, were rather obscure, having had a preference for some generations for their country holdings over the position that they might have otherwise enjoyed for themselves in London Society.

There had been other suitors, of course. Miss Huntington was one of those who did not cause ripples, but neither had she sunk out of sight. She had enjoyed a certain measure of popularity and had even been honored with two other offers. But Lord Robert had seemed to her fond family to be the best of the lot, and so it had not come as any great surprise when she had chosen his lordship.

Lord Robert was the youngest son of the Earl of Hampton, and with two elder brothers, it could be safely said that he could not expect ever to aspire to the title. Yet since he had his own inheritance from the maternal side of his family, his was a position of comfort and prestige in society. It had therefore not been necessary for him to marry an heiress.

In point of fact, Lord Robert had not thought of marriage at all, having toyed with the notion of leaping into the war being waged on the Peninsula, until he had met Miss Theresa Huntington. His restless boredom had vanished and become supplanted with a feeling of contentment that his life was at last taking direction. Thus, Lord Robert was suitably pleased that his suit had prospered.

By and large, the match was thought to be a respectable one by both families. The betrothal contract had been duly signed, and the date of the nuptials set.

Then the brother closest in age to Lord Robert was killed in a driving accident, leaving a widow and infant daughter. Lord Robert stepped into his brother’s shoes, as joint guardian to his niece, and the wedding was postponed until the family had come out of deep mourning.

Before the six months was completed, the earl, who had suffered for some years from an incurable illness, also succumbed, and the family was plunged once more into deep mourning. The countess took to her bed, too overwrought by these successive blows to contemplate the planning of the forthcoming happy event.

Lord Robert, who had sustained the loss of his favorite brother and his father with admirable fortitude, became the mainstay of his mother’s tottering strength and the patient recipient of the new earl’s alternating flashes of ill temper and uncertainty. There was no question of setting aside the needs of his family in the pursuit of his own selfish wishes. The date for the wedding was once again postponed, this time being consigned to an indefinite future.

His betrothal had obviously been entered into at the worst of times.

Indeed, the whole affair had been plagued from the beginning with bad timing, and what with one thing and another, had become a source of great frustration to a gentleman who had thought his future in a fair way to being securely settled.

Perhaps, then, it was not surprising that Lord Robert reacted in the manner that he did when he discovered his betrothed in the arms of another man.

Lord Robert had accepted an invitation from his prospective in-laws to a long weekend in the country, and he had looked upon the opportunity to be away from London with weary relief. For weeks, he had accepted the condolences of acquaintances, managed the slow business of probate, and soothed his mother’s distraught humors. He had also endured his eldest brother’s sudden pomposity upon inheriting the responsibilities of the earldom.

The new earl was jealous of his own newfound authority. He came to resent that Lord Robert should be so capable and cool, when he was himself terrified of the position that had been thrust upon his shoulders. At the same time, the earl felt that as head of the family, he should be consulted in all matters. He also demanded that their mother look to him for the advice and support that she had asked of Lord Robert. Matters came to a head between the brothers, ending with the earl hurling shouted insults, which Lord Robert had received with icy disdain.

Lord Robert had begun to give more serious thought than he had ever done before to the notion of buying a commission in the army, but no longer simply out of patriotic conviction; rather, as a way of shoving aside everything that had become so onerous to him. The deaths of his father and brother had profoundly shocked him, and shown him how insignificant his role was in society. It would be far better to be a soldier fighting for a worthwhile cause. However, he was uncertain how his betrothed would feel if he were to ask her to follow the drum.

When the invitation from the Huntingtons came to him, Lord Robert thought a few days rusticating in the country would be just the respite that he needed. It would, as well, give him an opportunity to become better acquainted with his prospective bride, whom he had not had the opportunity to speak to more than a few dozen times
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