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Chapter  1


  
  
    And so it begins. We must leave in a fortnight, and Mother has had the modiste to the house twice just this week to alter my gowns. There was no need for it. They fit just fine. However, she is convinced that a few more embellishments or a little less room to breath will help them make me more desirable to some quizzing glass-carrying fop.
  

  Frederick Bartholomew George looked at the directions on the front of the rain dampened letter a second time. Those smudges definitely looked as if they were his address, but the letter was most certainly not meant for him. According to the address on the front, it was meant for an S. G– something. Rain and ink were not friends. What one attempted to make clear, the other washed away. Perhaps there was a name in the letter which would give some indication as to for whom this letter was intended.

  
    That is not fair of me to count all gentlemen as peacocks, but you know how it is. Mama has her ideas about what constitutes an acceptable husband, which, you know full well, are not the same as mine.
  

  
    Oh, Sally, I am torn. I want so much to see you, but I dread our visit to your home for it will mark the end of a pleasant autumn of books and unchaperoned walks and the beginning of a trying season filled with ‘stand tall’, ‘smile’, ‘my is he not the most handsome gentleman you have ever seen’, and the like. 
  

  
    Please write and assure me that all will be well, and that I will be able to weather the machinations of my mother long enough to find a suitable husband. I have no time to write more, for we must be off at once to secure some ghastly concoction from the milliner. (It will be lovely, I am sure. However, at present, I am very ill-disposed to liking much of anything.) 
  

  
    I send my love to you and yours. 
  

  
    Yours affectionately,
  

  
    Lily
  

  Sally? He searched his memory for any gently bred young lady he knew who was called Sally. Sadly, he could not think of one. If he knew who she was, he would send this letter to her straightaway.  However, all he knew was that he was not Sally, and Miss Lily Whoever-She-Was would not be receiving a letter in reply to calm her nerves about her mother’s matchmaking ways. Unless…

  He put the letter on his desk and leaned back in his chair. There was a return address. He could inform Miss Lily that her letter had been delivered to the wrong person. Recognizing that this was likely the best idea, he opened his writing box, took out a pen, and uncapped his ink. He drew a line under Miss Lily’s closing remarks and began to write.

  
    Dear Miss Lily, 
  

  
    (Forgive me, but there was no surname attached to your signature and the name on the outside of the letter was smudged. I am afraid it has been dreadfully rainy lately, and it is preventing me from being more formal in my address.) 
  

  
    It is my regrettable task to inform you that your letter has not reached its intended destination and has, instead, landed on my desk amongst a pile of papers. I thank you for the diversion your missive has provided, and I wish to express my condolences regarding your mother. I know some of what you face, for I also have a mother, as well as a sister, who are both anxious to see me married. However, I willingly admit that my being a gentleman does put me at somewhat of an advantage, though only marginally, as my mother is a terrific schemer. 
  

  
    I am returning this to you in hopes that your friend will eventually receive your news and that she might send you her assurances. 
  

  
    Sincerely and with best wishes for your impending travels and season, 
  

  
    F.B. George
  

  There. He read Miss Lily’s letter once again and chuckled at the seeming disparity between mother and daughter. Then, he reread his own. It was brief and friendly. Not at all stiff and business-like. He had tried to keep it in a tone which he might use if writing to his sister or his good friend. From what he could see, he had succeeded. Confident that there should not be a thing for Miss Lily to find wrong with his note, he sealed it and had it posted before returning to the much less interesting estate matters which still remained on his desk

  ~*~*~

  “I heard Flitcroft instructing a footman to see something sent by express.” Frederick’s mother kept her eyes on her dinner plate and meticulously cut her venison into tiny pieces while she pried into her son’s life.

  “A letter was misdirected, and I wished to have it returned as quickly as possible.” The roasted celeriac was particularly good this evening, nearly as tasty as the mushrooms in butter sauce. Nearly, but not quite.

  “Who was it for?” His younger sister’s fork on which was skewered both a slice of venison and a mushroom hung just over her plate as she turned to her attention to her brother.

  She was far too curious by half, in his opinion, and his mother did little to curb such behaviour. In fact, his mother was looking just as expectantly at him as his sister was.

  “The directions were somewhat spoiled by the rain.”

  “You could not make them out at all?” She finally popped her bite of food into her mouth. He should be free from questions from her for a minute or two.

  He shook his head. “The names were the worse for the wear, I am afraid. The person for whom the letter was intended has the initials S.G. That is all I know other than the sender’s name is Lily.

  “Lily?” A curious look passed between his mother and sister. “That is a very pretty name, do you not think, Rosalie?”

  “Simply lovely. I would imagine the lady who bears such a name to be quite delicate, much like this cup.” She lifted her teacup and took a sip.

  Why she refused to have wine with her meal, he did not know. But she did. It was always tea with dinner and wine with a bit of something sweet later. It was completely against how things should be done if you asked him.

  “See how it is so delicately painted?” She held the cup in his direction. “There is not a garish flower on here. Just simple rosebuds twining around each other in a field of white, bordered by a golden band.”

  Roses were a favourite in his family, and all the cups and saucers in this particular set of dishes paid homage to his grandmother’s favourite flower.

  “She did not sound delicate,” Frederick muttered, returning to his delightful mushrooms. His sister could be so fanciful.

  “What did you say, Freddie?” Rosalie skewered her brother with a pointed look.

  “I said that she did not sound delicate,” he repeated as he attempted to avoid both his sister’s and his mother’s raised brows. “I read the letter,” he admitted.

  “You did what?”

  He winced at his mother’s sharp tone.

  “I know that it is rude to read someone else’s correspondence, and yet it was necessary.”

  It was also rude to read the words written in a journal which was not his, and it was beyond the pale to stand close enough to someone’s shoulder so that he could read a letter as it was being written. How many times had his curious nature won him that lecture as a child?

  “I was looking to see if I could discover to whom the letter was addressed so that I might find its rightful owner. It was intended for some lady named Sally. That is all I know.”

  “No, it is not all you know,” Rosalie said, her lips were pursed with displeasure when he looked at her. “You said Lily did not sound delicate, and there must be a reason for such disparagement of a lady you do not even know.”

  “I was not disparaging,” he defended.

  “You said she was not delicate.”

  “Exactly.” That was not a disparagement. It was a statement of observation. And there was, in his mind, absolutely nothing wrong with being considered not delicate. In fact, if he were pushed to be blunt, he’d rather have a lady who was not delicate.

  “Delicate means easily broken. Miss Lily did not sound easily broken.”

  She sounded rather as if she might be capable of withstanding a great deal of disagreeableness with just a sardonic word and a roll of her eyes. The thought brought a smile to his lips. He might like to meet this Lily.

  “A lady may be delicate and strong,” his mother cautioned, drawing his mind back to the conversation at hand rather than allowing him to continue imagining Miss Lily. “A teacup holds very hot water without so much as a whimper of complaint. Fine features and manners do not indicate a lack of fortitude.”

  Frederick sighed, loudly, purposefully, and with a look of exasperation for his mother. “I am certain that is true. Could we please not make this into a lesson on what I should be looking for in a wife?”

  His mother batted her lashes and smiled. “Would I do that?”

  “Yes. And it would likely come with a list of ladies whom you think I should court.”

  “You are not getting any younger.”

  “Thank you, Mother. I had forgotten,” he retorted wryly.

  She was laughing at him behind her wine goblet. He could tell by the way her eyes were dancing. She did like to tease him about his need to marry.

  “Since I am nearly thirty – it is only three years away as you might remember – perhaps I should just propose to the next lady who enters our door.”

  “I would not be opposed to that.” His mother smirked at him as she returned her glass to the table.

  That was not the response he had hoped for from his mother. She was supposed to tell him that he was being foolish or some such thing. The eyebrow over his left eye arched.

  “Are we expecting guests?”

  “It is nearly Christmas,” his mother said.

  How had he forgotten? His mother always entertained at Christmas. Of course, there would be guests. Their period of mourning was over. The thought was sobering and tinged with sadness.

  “A dear friend of mine from my school years is coming to visit. We see each other each year in town during the season – when I am there. At one time, she visited here on a regular basis, but, with how busy life gets as one’s children get older, it has been years since she has visited Rose Hall.

  “However, her youngest daughter is to take in the season in town this year, and since our estate is closer to London than theirs is and could very well be her last year to be required to take in the season, it seemed a good plan to have her visit on her way.” She took a sip from her wine glass. “Her husband will join us, but not until she and her daughter have been here for a fortnight.”

  “Will it not be fabulously grand to have so many around our table for the Christmas feast this year?” His sister was far too excited.

  “I take it you know who these people are?”

  Rosalie’s head bobbed up and down. “I have met the daughter, and we get on famously.”

  “But this is the daughter’s first time in town for the season, is it not? How have you met her?”

  “One can be in town for reasons other than the season.”

  He scowled at her. That was not a very good explanation.

  “Her older sister just married this past June,” Rosalie said. “Now, it is her turn. She has been in town but not part of the season proper on account of her sister.”

  He nodded. That made sense. It was not unusual for only one daughter to be presented at a time in order to put her at as good an advantage as possible in securing a husband.

  “Do these people have a name?” He should likely know who would be arriving at his house. His mother was usually good about informing him of these details, and that she had not was excessively suspicious.

  “Of course, they do, silly,” his sister replied before taking up her teacup once again and deigning to not tell him anything further.

  He looked to his mother. “Would someone please share this tidbit of information with me? I should like to know who I will be hosting.”

  “Do you really need to know it?” Rosalie asked.

  “Yes.” Why would he not need to know the name of his guests?

  “The family name is Brinson,” his mother answered, causing Rosalie to roll her eyes as if displeased that such information had been shared.

  “And it is just Mrs. Brinson, Miss Brinson, and eventually Mr. Brinson who will be spending the yuletide with us?”

  “Yes.” His mother sighed. “Your father enjoyed having guests.”

  Frederick settled back into his chair. He wished his father was still here to see to all the guests and
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