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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Elizabeth Ashling took up the pearl drops from their blue velvet bed to fix in her ears, while her maid slid the final pins into her hair. She reflected upon how different she felt from the first time she had sat before this same mirror, only three years previously, and suppressed a sigh. She had been anticipating her first ball, and been so excited that her maid had shaken her head and claimed it was all but impossible to dress her hair properly for all her fidgeting. Tonight Ditcham was beseeching her mistress to abandon the long face that she said would have suited a wake rather than a come-out, and did so with all the authority of one who had been her mother’s tirewoman and had known her from infancy.

         ‘Well, it is not my come-out, thank goodness. My cousin will be the focus of attention, but I promise I shall not give anyone the opportunity to say that I am not delighted to be present.’

         ‘It is high time you were out in society again, Miss 8Elizabeth, and enjoying yourself at your age. As for being admired, well, there is no reason you should not find yourself the belle of the ball, so lovely as you look, and the image of your poor dear mama.’

         ‘I sincerely hope you are wrong. It would put both Cousin Amelia and my aunt’s noses very much out of joint. Besides, Amelia is an exceedingly pretty girl, and I am sure my aunt has very reasonable expectations of her making a most advantageous match before the Season is over. Amelia, at least, will not disappoint her.’ There was a bitter stress upon ‘at least’.

         ‘It was never your fault, not one bit of it, as I said then and will say now, for all that you frown at me.’ The maid clasped the single string of pearls about her mistress’s neck. ‘Cruel it was, and unfair, and—’

         ‘Thank you, Ditcham, that will be all. I shall do very well.’ Elizabeth softened the dismissal with a smile, and a hand on her maid’s arm as she rose. ‘You mustn’t wait up for me.’

         Ditcham sniffed, and declared she would be ready to attend her mistress at whatever hour of the morning she retired. She then twitched the folds of the spangled gauze scarf that draped over Elizabeth’s elbows, and gave a nod indicative of approbation at the final effect.

         
             

         

         Lady Chalford viewed her niece with eyes equally as critical. Her approval was tempered by the fact that she had no wish that her niece should detract from her daughter’s launch into Society. She had chaperoned Elizabeth with what could even be described as pleasure, those three years past, 9when Amelia was still firmly in the schoolroom, and there was every chance of Elizabeth making a reasonable match for which she could take no small degree of credit. After all, it had been she who had taken the girl into her own home when she was a quiet thirteen-year-old, immured in the schoolroom at Dowlands. She had given her the benefit of worldly wisdom and how to go on, without which, in the absence of a mama, she would have been singularly unprepared to take her place in grown-up society. That it had ended as it did, with the embarrassment, the pitying looks, made her doubly determined that Amelia would be a hit.

         Not that this was unlikely, she told herself. She smiled indulgently upon her elder daughter, as she watched her self-consciously adjust the pearl and diamond-chip bracelet, a gift for this special occasion, about her wrist. Miss Amelia Ashling had, at just gone seventeen, a figure womanly enough to appeal to the most demanding of gentlemen, without being buxom, and which owed nothing to padding or wax enhancements. Her face was heart shaped, her complexion, despite some fears during the previous year, was flawless, and her features attractive. She beamed at her mama and cousin, and squeezed that damsel’s hand quite tightly in her excitement. Lady Chalford looked at the pair together, her daughter golden-haired, her niece a contrasting brunette. Amelia had a thrilled glow about her that the more experienced Elizabeth lacked. Elizabeth, thought her aunt, looked elegant, cool and composed, though it might make Amelia seem gauche, and her ladyship had a lingering doubt that she should have permitted Elizabeth to wear the 10plain three-quarter dress of bluebell-coloured silk over a straw satin underdress. It was certainly appropriate to a young woman not in her first Season, but it did not make Amelia’s faintest shell pink appear to advantage when they stood together, and tonight she wanted her daughter to outshine every other girl present. It was not a foolish aspiration, given her looks.

         Lady Chalford had the honesty to admit that although she herself had been accounted a remarkably good-looking girl in her day, her daughter’s beauty owed much to her sire. Lord Chalford, though now rather more solid in build than twenty years previously, was frequently described as ‘distinguished-looking’, and had been remarkably handsome. All three Ashling brothers had been thus blessed, and it had been no surprise when the second son, Edward, with little beyond good lineage and good looks, had married well. Cecilia Dowty might have had her pick of suitors. Lady Chalford cast a glance at her niece’s profile; how Elizabeth looked like her mama. Dear Cecilia had brought, with her hand, the Dowlands estate and ten thousand pounds a year. Her gentle, calm good sense, added to the obvious affection in which Edward held her, had proved a very steadying influence upon one whose youthful excesses had caused some concern. He had proved a model husband, but when Cecilia and their son had been carried off within a week of each other by diphtheria when Elizabeth was ten, he had become reclusive, and turned increasingly to intoxicating liquor. His friends and family had shaken their heads and done what they could, but to no avail. He had shunned everybody, including his 11daughter, and drunk himself slowly but inexorably into the grave. It had been the Christian thing to do, taking the poor girl under her wing, and Edward Ashling’s morose inebriation was something that was discreetly forgotten. At least Elizabeth’s chances of matrimony had not been harmed by it. What damage, other than to himself, might the poor man do? Lady Chalford permitted herself a sigh. Little had they known.

         His sudden death, when Elizabeth was on the very verge of a respectable alliance, had been ‘most inopportune’ in Lady Chalford’s view, since it ruined any plans for a lavish wedding, which would have reflected upon her good taste. Worse was, however, to follow. It became apparent that he had been persuaded into some highly risky investments, which had failed and left his daughter with an encumbered estate and no capital. At this point Lady Chalford had resorted to her vinaigrette and feared the worst.

         Elizabeth’s grief was tempered by the fact that her father’s abandonment of her after her mother died had made her feel orphaned long before he actually died. She had wept often enough in those lonely years, and had no tears left. Cast into full mourning, she had expected her anticipated engagement to be longer, and her wedding a quieter affair, but not that the Honourable Henry Freshford would pay a visit of condolence, murmur about ‘changed circumstances’ and thereafter ignore her completely. It had all been the whisper of the week in Society, and Lady Chalford had been forced to accept some most unpalatable insincere commiserations from ladies who had been expecting to make just as insincere felicitations.

         12Elizabeth had withdrawn briefly to Sussex with a heart, if not broken, then at least severely bruised, and in the knowledge that everyone was aware she had been jilted. Henry had not been courting her for her wealth, she knew, for his family were not poor. He had seemed genuinely taken with her, and, after a period of natural caution, she had moved swiftly from surprised delight to infatuation. He was everything a girl could wish for: handsome, thoughtful, just a trifle dashing. Then everything had changed. Whatever he had felt for her was so shallow that he abandoned her when she was no longer ‘a good match’. He had proved beyond doubt what she had already feared, that men spoke of love and affection, but they could not be trusted. One loved, laid oneself open, but to them it was no more than words. First Papa had rejected her, then Henry. Disillusioned and dejected, Elizabeth had had nothing to do but contemplate the disaster that had befallen her, and the perfidious nature of the male of the species. Her aunt, insistent that she should not be left alone, had brought her to reside once more at Marden Hall, whilst her uncle and Wimborne, the family man of business, struggled to rescue what they could from the financial disaster that was her legacy. By the following summer, it looked very much as if the creditors would compound no more, and even the house and home farm would have to be sold. What they had not accounted for was a rescue from an unexpected source.

         The Honourable Gerald Ashling, the youngest of the brothers, had gone into the army, and beyond letters home and a period of furlough to recuperate following a wound at Salamanca, he had been on the periphery of the family 13for well over a decade. He had joined Wellington’s ‘family’, the group of staff officers about the Great Man, following Napoleon’s escape from Elba. Before his departure he gave Wimborne very precise instructions about what to do with the accumulation of pay, of which he had spent but little. In the course of the war in the Peninsula, he had come into contact with Mr Nathan Rothschild, whose efforts had ensured the army was paid. He pressed Wimborne to keep the closest of eyes upon what Mr Rothschild did and to do the same, however risky it might appear. Thus, when everyone was selling out of Funds upon rumour of an Allied defeat in Belgium, Wimborne, desperately unhappy, and with the bankers telling him he was mad, followed the Rothschild example and bought stock.

         Waterloo thus made Gerald Ashling considerably wealthier, but he did not live to enjoy the fruits of his acumen. Gravely wounded upon the field of battle, he lingered some three weeks before expiring, and left all his worldly goods to his niece, Elizabeth Cecilia Ashling, to be held in trust until her twenty-fifth birthday or her marriage, by his eldest brother, William, and Josiah Wimborne.

         In the space of little over a year, Elizabeth had been hopeful debutante, penniless relative, and then, if not an heiress, at least the possessor of a very respectable competence. She had begged her aunt not to make her go to London for her second Season, and in view of the impossibility of her achieving any marriage, that lady had acquiesced and permitted her to remain in Sussex. With the recovery of her fortune there was pressure brought to bear upon her to return to London for the 1816 Season, 14Lady Chalford being keen to have her niece off her hands before Amelia’s come-out, but Elizabeth, still haunted by the idea that she would be an object of pity and hushed, behind-the-hand conversations, withstood every entreaty and even command. She had neither the intention nor wish to marry, she said, and would rather learn more about the management of her estate from Frimley, the Marden land agent, so that upon coming of age, she could live in peace and quiet at Dowlands, with some suitable female companion.

         This Season, however, Amelia was to make her bow to Polite Society, and Lady Chalford was determined that Elizabeth should not remain behind.

         ‘Think, my dear, how odd it would appear. It would be said that your uncle and I were behaving very shabbily towards you.’

         ‘But if it was made clear, Aunt …’

         ‘In what manner? Would you take out an advertisement in the pages of the Morning Post? Believe me, Elizabeth, what you ask is not possible. I understand, truthfully I do, your reluctance, however little I may like your future plans, but you are still underage and in your uncle’s care, and so this Season you will be with us in Mount Street.’

         Elizabeth had, perforce, to submit, and if she did not look tonight like a young woman delighted to re-enter society, she had, her aunt noted approvingly, the good breeding not to exhibit any missish behaviour. The clock struck the hour, Lord Chalford emerged from the library just in time to wish the ladies of his household a pleasant evening and crack a mild jest, before the front door was 15opened and a breath of cool evening air reached them as they descended the steps to the waiting carriage.

         Amelia was silent during the short journey, but fidgeted. Lady Chalford had been careful in her selection of parties through which she might ease her daughter into Polite Society. She was confident Amelia would not be overawed, but the ball at Devonshire House was going to be the first ‘squeeze’ of the Season, and she might be forgiven her agitation. Elizabeth sat composedly, and watched her cousin with sympathy.

         
             

         

         Elizabeth withdrew into herself, and though she smiled and curtseyed prettily as they were presented to their hostess, she felt remarkably hollow and alone. However, she revived a few minutes later as she heard the announcement of the Earl and Countess of Godmanchester. Lady Godmanchester had been, three years ago, Miss Turville, and Elizabeth’s closest friend among the debutantes. She had made a very good match, and whilst circumstances, including her ladyship’s presenting her lord with a son and heir shortly after their first anniversary, had precluded their meeting, they had remained frequent correspondents. She entered the brightly lit room on her husband’s arm, looking much as Elizabeth remembered her, and when she caught her friend’s eye she greeted Elizabeth affectionately.

         ‘How nice to see you at last, Elizabeth. Do tell me we can enjoy a comfortable chat later on. Oh, but do not let it be too late, for Godmanchester will not let me tire myself, and will drag me home unconscionably early.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I have discovered I am increasing 16again, which annoyingly means a curtailed Season for me, and he is most careful of my health.’ She turned and smiled at her husband, and Elizabeth realised with a start that the swift glance they exchanged spoke volumes. He did look inordinately proud and solicitous.

         ‘I shall be sure to do so, Helen. You will not be dancing, I take it?’

         Lady Godmanchester pulled a face. ‘Alas no, upon strict instruction. Though I do see it is sensible. It is bound to be a cause of speculation among the tabbies. I shall need your company very much, stuck as I will be among the mamas and dowagers.’

         With which she passed on, and Elizabeth schooled her features into polite interest once more.

         It was something over an hour later when she found her friend seated upon a sofa, fanning herself gently.

         ‘You are not feeling faint, are you?’ Elizabeth looked suddenly worried. She had no experience of ladies in expectation of a happy event.

         ‘Just a trifle hot. It is nothing. Lucius Radstock has just gone to find me some lemonade, but you can be sure he will return with Godmanchester. I said nothing, but he is frighteningly acute, and they are close friends. Even if it were only the heat he would fetch him to me, but, oh, trust him to guess at something more.’ She blushed, and her eyes misted slightly. ‘Though it might be he has guessed from Godmanchester’s demeanour. Bless him, he is so pleased.’ She sighed and took Elizabeth’s hand. ‘I only wish I could see you as happy as I am, my dear friend.’

         ‘I think you found the best of men, Helen. I doubt I 17could be as fortunate, and if not, then I am happier single.’

         ‘Do not say so, please. To think of you hiding yourself away in Sussex …’

         ‘Hiding? No such thing! Were I but older it would be easy. I admit that at present the thought of having to have a companion and oh, all the constraints, is irksome, but far more irksome it would be to be wed to some man or other without real love. And that is rare. You are very fortunate.’

         ‘I am. He is such a dear. Overprotective, of course, at the moment, but …’

         ‘Well, even I would not deny a man the right to feel so in such circumstances.’

         ‘Even you?’

         ‘Ah.’ A dimple peeped in Elizabeth’s cheek. ‘I would prefer to deny men everything, but …’

         ‘Your lemonade, my lady.’

         Elizabeth flushed and half turned, looking over her shoulder. Sir Lucius Radstock presented the glass to Lady Godmanchester, and she wondered if he had overheard her. If he had done so he gave no sign, and Elizabeth heaved a sigh of relief.

         ‘I took it upon myself to tell Godmanchester that you were a trifle indisposed,’ the grey eyes held far too much understanding, ‘and he will be here … Ah, now.’

         ‘My love?’ Godmanchester’s handsome face wore a frown of concern.

         ‘My lord, really. It is nothing, except that the warmth of the room became a little oppressive. I beg you will not look so, nor whisk me away on the instant, for it would be as well to announce everything in the newspaper, and I 18shall have no peace from the busybody mamas with their sovereign remedies and recommendations from now until I have to retire from Society.’

         ‘Not immediately then, but soon.’ He smiled, but the worry remained in the hazel eyes.

         ‘Oh.’ Lady Godmanchester put her hand to her lips. ‘How imprudent of me. Sir Lucius, I beg of you …’

         Sir Lucius bowed. ‘Not imprudent, my lady, since I had already surmised, and you may be sure I shall not reveal anything, especially to any, er, “busybody mamas”. My felicitations, to you both.’ He acknowledged his friend with the briefest of touches upon the arm. ‘And now I find myself somewhat de trop and will go in search of something rather stronger than lemonade. Ladies.’

         With a bow and a smile he turned, and Elizabeth watched his tall form weave its way between the guests until lost from view.

         ‘Good fellow, Lucius,’ remarked Godmanchester, a little gruffly. ‘Now, my love. If you are perfectly sure you are not unwell I will, most reluctantly, leave you, but be advised I shall return within the half hour and bear you off home.’ He lifted his wife’s hand to his lips and kissed it.

         ‘My lord, what will people say?’ She coloured.

         ‘That I adore my wife, which is perfectly true. Half an hour, my dear, no longer.’ He smiled at her, spoke a few words to Elizabeth, and withdrew.

         ‘You see how fortunate I am, Elizabeth?’ Lady Godmanchester blinked away a tear. ‘When he offered for me I could not claim to have had more than a slight tendre for him, a predisposition towards him, perhaps. But then, 19I did not know him, the private “him”, you understand. But oh, before the end even of the honeymoon, my feelings for him were as strong as his for me. Forgive me. I am emotional. You must put it down to my delicate situation. There, I am quite composed again.’

         ‘What need for apology?’ Elizabeth patted her hand. ‘Indeed, it is I who should apologise, for I have not congratulated you, which was remiss, though I hope you knew it, even unspoken.’

         ‘Of course I did. You know, perhaps one reason I felt unwell was lack of food. I am really not able to take more than a dry, sweet biscuit in the morning, and my appetite today was wayward, but I did see that there were spiced apple tartlets. Shall we go and see if there are any remaining, and then I will return here quietly to await my lord.’

         Lady Godmanchester took her friend’s arm and they made their way to where various delicacies had been set out, the fair head of the countess contrasting with Elizabeth’s own dark locks.

         
             

         

         Lady Godmanchester laid her head against her husband’s broad shoulder in the darkness of the carriage, letting her fingers entwine with his, and sighed.

         ‘I am sorry if I seemed dictatorial, my dear.’ He spoke gently, and breathed in the fragrance of the perfume in her hair.

         ‘No, no. I was ready to leave, I promise you, but I was so glad to be with Elizabeth again. I asked her to visit me tomorrow afternoon. I told her I wished she might be as happy as I am, though I doubt that is possible.’

         20‘Say that again.’

         ‘I am so happy, blissfully happy, Giles.’ She sighed again, and he turned slightly to kiss her.

         ‘My love.’

         She murmured something unintelligible, and her hand touched his cheek. What she had meant was not just that nobody could be as happy as they were, though it was true, but that she thought that Elizabeth was refusing to admit the possibility of such happiness. Thinking about it tonight was too difficult, so she let herself drift, secure in her own deep contentment, until the carriage drew up at her own door.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         The Honourable Amelia Ashling made no attempt to conceal her delight at the success of her first ball, and positively bounced into her cousin’s room next morning, her hair still in curling papers, and eager to discuss the previous evening in minute detail. Youthful excitement, rather than any puffed-up idea of her own worth, was the cause of these transports, and, beyond requesting that her cousin did not make her spill her morning chocolate on the coverlet, Elizabeth did nothing to restrain her. After all, a girl’s first ball ought to be memorable. Hers had been, and she had foreseen nothing but pleasure for the rest of the Season. It had been a delusion, but it would be cruel to ruin Amelia’s innocent delight. Having lived in her aunt’s house since she was thirteen, Elizabeth had been more of an older sister to her cousins Amelia, nearly four years her junior, and the even younger Anne. She held her sweet-natured but biddable cousin in deep affection, and so Elizabeth sat in bed and listened patiently to the litany of introductions, 22interjecting only the occasional murmured agreement.

         ‘Did you not think Isabella Crowthorne looked a positive fright in that dress cluttered about with knots of pink ribbon? Mama says that simplicity is best, and although I would have liked those paste buttons we saw in the haberdasher’s, I know she was right not to let me purchase them for my gown last night. Mama says …’

         It was apparent that Amelia had developed no firm thoughts of her own, and was currently an echo of her mother. Elizabeth secretly hoped that, as she unfurled her petals, she would gain the confidence to hold her own opinions, not least because it would be unfortunate if she accepted the offer of a man simply because her mama told her it was what she should do.

         ‘… And Mama says that Lady Cowper actually sought her out to say she was delighted to have been the one to provide the vouchers for Almack’s, having observed us last week, and she said to Mama that she thought I would “break hearts”.’ Amelia giggled. ‘Me! Was there ever anything so funny? Why, when you think of how little attention James’s friends paid me at Christmas …’

         Elizabeth smiled. It was hardly likely that Amelia’s brother’s Oxford friends, barely two years older than Amelia herself, would think of his sister, still officially in the schoolroom, in a romantic light. This was especially true since James treated his nearest sibling with a studied casual air that belied their underlying deep affection. However, it would not be prudent to tell Amelia this. She was a generally sweet-tempered girl, not prone to scowls and sulks, and willing, thus far, to be guided entirely by her mama. 23Elizabeth wondered whether she was so biddable because she simply sailed through life expecting everything to go well, or because it was easier not to upset her parent. Amelia had proved an able pupil at music and her watercolours, of which her mama made much, but was not given to deep thought. She would, thought Elizabeth, be the perfect wife for a man of moderate intellect who would delight in a helpmeet who would defer to him with any problem beyond the running of the house, and never challenge his authority. If Elizabeth thought that lily-livered, she did at least accept that it would make for a peaceful and contented existence. For herself, she was inclined to think she would be driven to distraction, especially since men had a vastly inflated idea of their own importance. She was grateful that she had escaped the confines that marriage would have put upon her, and had resolved to revel in the freedom of her single state rather than bemoan spinsterhood.

         ‘I am sure Lady Cowper was paying your mama a compliment as much as you, Cousin, and as long as you do not actually set out to “break hearts”, for that is not appealing in a girl, you will be very popular.’

         ‘You sound like old Aunt Risborough.’ Amelia grinned, and her eyes twinkled. ‘But you are barely four years my senior, so I do not know why you should want to be like her. You will be wearing quizzy hats and moth-eaten sables like she does, next.’

         ‘Oh no!’ Elizabeth laughed. ‘Not the sad sables! They really are atrocious, are they not? And how can they be so moth-eaten when they reek of camphor?’

         ‘Perhaps it is Aunt Risborough who smells of camphor.’

         24Both young ladies collapsed in giggles for a moment, then Amelia reverted to the ball.

         ‘By the time I went to bed, my feet positively ached from dancing.’

         ‘That must have been that man who trod on your foot.’

         ‘Oh, how did you know? There was one!’

         ‘Indeed, and you should have warned me, for he trod on mine later. I would have cried off and had him fetch me a glass of champagne instead, had I known. I only danced because my aunt positively pushed the man at me. I am sure he had no control over his lower limbs at all. He danced like a frog.’

         ‘He was quite amusing and very polite, except that he did not even seem to notice when he crushed my toes. I was glad that Mama had given me strict orders not to dance more than once with any gentleman, for he did request a second.’

         ‘I doubt any woman would care to dance twice with him.’

         ‘True. Nor would I have wished to stand up with Sir Lucius Radstock. He dances well, but he is very dry. He spoke to us while you were with Lady Brightlingsea. Mama seemed to find him amusing but I think he was mocking me a little, although I cannot be sure.’ She frowned, then her brows lifted. ‘But I would not have minded dancing again with Lord Bensthorpe, or Mr Selborne.’ She blushed. ‘He said that his evening was quite ruined when I refused him a quadrille.’

         ‘Yes,’ responded Elizabeth drily, ‘I did notice him withdraw to the card room shortly afterwards.’

         ‘Wretch!’ Amelia pouted, but mirth bubbled up again.

         25Elizabeth smiled, and set her chocolate cup to one side. ‘Now, you must leave me to get up. I am going riding in the park this morning.’

         ‘Oh, with whom?’

         ‘Just a groom. You see, I am going for the riding, not the company. Mind you, if that hack my Uncle Chalford hired turns out to be anything more than a slug, I shall be surprised.’ She coloured. ‘I am sorry, that was ungracious. It is very good of him to find me a horse, but his idea of a mount suitable for a lady is very … staid.’

         ‘Mama never really liked horses, and I prefer to be in a carriage, so I suppose …’

         ‘No, no. There is no fault, excepting mine. I only wish I could have brought Pallas up with us for the Season, but there.’ She sighed. ‘No point bemoaning the fact now, though, so off with you. Oh, and I fear I shall not see you after luncheon, for I believe you are to visit Lady Ellesmere this afternoon, and I am engaged to visit Lady Godmanchester.’

         With which she shooed Miss Amelia from the bed and rang for Ditcham.

         
             

         

         Elizabeth could not but dwell upon the evening herself, as Ditcham twisted her hair into a knot on the top of her head. Amelia might regard it as a triumphant dream, but for Elizabeth it had dissolved into a nightmare. At first she had thought herself at ease and under control, and indeed, until shortly after the Godmanchesters had left, she had been enjoying herself, in a mild way. Then it had happened, an encounter that shattered her equilibrium. She had accepted that she was bound to meet her erstwhile suitor, Henry 26Freshford, at some point. He was the Viscount Syston now, and she knew that he had married, but she was praying she might not have to greet them in the house where they had met, and in such similar circumstances. It would be almost too much to bear. Elizabeth was unconsciously focusing upon the ignominy of three years ago, wondering if it would be brought into people’s minds again, and she would be the object of pitying looks and snide remarks. Whilst she was in fact spared Henry, she suffered almost as great a misfortune in that she had come face to face with Aurelia Northcott, who had made a brilliant match, and who had seen herself as Elizabeth’s rival at her come-out. Perhaps it had been that they had looked too alike, both brunettes, both with good complexions and regular features. If Miss Northcott had the more perfect mouth, there were many to swear Miss Ashling had the finer, and more naturally arching brows, and if Miss Northcott had the sweeter singing voice, Miss Ashling was the better dancer. The main difference between them had been ambition; Aurelia Northcott had set out to make as stunning a match as her modest fortune would permit, and woe betide any whom she saw as standing in her way. Elizabeth did not aspire to more than the vague wish that some eligible and reasonably handsome man would appear out of nowhere and sweep her off her nimble little feet, but Miss Northcott saw every man who so much as cast Elizabeth an admiring glance as a recusant who ought to be worshipping her elegant self. That Henry Freshford had looked favourably on her for a short time only, and had then transferred his adoration, most perfidiously, to Elizabeth Ashling, was a personal 27affront. It rankled until the moment when it was rendered unimportant by her own conquest of a marquis, who had been a widower some years and was not considered likely to remarry. He might be forty, and prone to ponderous witticisms, but Lord Rendlesham was perfectly willing and able to keep Aurelia Northcott in the style she deemed her right, would place her on as high a pedestal as she demanded, and give her a title to which she assumed every other debutante must aspire. Not content merely with her own success, she had revelled in Miss Ashling’s sudden ignominious withdrawal from the ‘lists’, vanquished and unwed.

         The Marchioness of Rendlesham had chosen to appear fashionably late at the Duchess of Devonshire’s ball, having already made an appearance at Lady Merton’s rather overshadowed rout earlier in the evening. It had given her the chance to enjoy that lady’s chagrin at having picked the worst of dates for her party.

         Marriage had given the former Miss Northcott the supreme air of assurance. Indeed, those who were not enamoured of her suggest she had secretly regretted that there had been no marriageable dukes available when she had accepted Rendlesham. She certainly swept in, bedecked in diamonds and with a supercilious look upon her face, and, as bad luck would have it, came up face to face with Elizabeth. For a fleeting moment there had been no recognition, then the sapphire-blue eyes hardened, and the smile had become fixed. There had been a stiff acknowledgement, an exchange of formal insincerities, and then her ladyship had moved on, but not before Elizabeth 28had heard her comment to a dyspeptic-looking lady in lilac.

         ‘One wonders why on earth dear Lady Chalford, with that sweet daughter of hers to launch, would care to advertise past failures.’

         Elizabeth had stood very still, though the room seemed to spin about her for a moment. Her kid-gloved hands clenched involuntarily, and she took a deep breath. The colour had drained from her face, but then returned in a rush. It took all her self control not to turn and run from the room, but she had regained her composure, and if her manner seemed a trifle brittle thereafter, she successfully concealed her inner turmoil. She had danced, mechanically rather than with any pleasure, including the quadrille with the hapless man who had trodden on her toes, and which had added a final dismal note to the evening. Her aunt and cousin, caught up in who had said what and danced with whom, barely seemed to notice with how much relief Elizabeth had climbed into their carriage at an advanced hour.

         The trouble, she thought, and sighed, was that last night was just the beginning. Weeks and weeks of this stretched before her, of wishing that she could be invisible. If only Aunt Chalford had let her remain in Sussex. There was no point to her coming to London, none at all. For all that her aunt retained the faint hope that she would find a husband at this late stage, Lady Chalford was deluding herself. Elizabeth had resolved not to let herself be exposed to the humiliation and hurt again. At least she thought that she could avoid it, but if Lady Rendlesham and her friends chose to rake up the past, that was what she faced, even 29without falling into the trap of believing the shallow lies that men offered as ‘love’. She shut her eyes.

         ‘Have you the headache still, Miss Elizabeth? Would you not be better laid upon your bed rather than out in the park in that nasty cold wind? I could burn pastilles if you so wished.’

         ‘No, Ditcham, it is not a headache, I promise, and the chance to let the wind blow away my foolish thoughts would be welcome. I am visiting Lady Godmanchester this afternoon, so would you lay out the fawn twilled silk and my green spencer.’

         ‘As you wish, miss. And I ought to mention there’s a nasty mark on one of your satin slippers that you wore last night, and I am not sure as it will come out, for the fabric is damaged.’

         ‘Oh dear, how vexatious. I had thought it was only my toes that were bruised. I think gentlemen should produce certificates of competence before requesting to dance with one. There was a man last night who is a danger to every toe in London.’ Elizabeth smiled at her maid, who shook her head, but thought that whatever had blue-devilled her mistress would pass quickly enough.

         
             

         

         It so happened that Lady Chalford had not been blind to her niece’s failure to enjoy the evening, and whilst her daughter’s palpable success weighed most with her, she did spend some minutes wondering what might have occurred to put Elizabeth out so much. She had not entertained the false hope that Elizabeth would spend an evening of unalloyed pleasure, but when she had seen her early on 30during the ball, she had seemed in tolerable spirits, and several gentlemen had sought introductions as partners. Admittedly, one was Colonel Bettison, who had been a friend of Elizabeth’s late uncle Gerald, and another was Lord Farncombe’s hapless heir, a weak-chinned youth inclined to poetry. The Honourable Gregory Escott had eschewed the normal mistakes of youth; he did not give his mama sleepless nights over heavy drinking or the muslin company, nor was his father forced to advance him his quarter’s allowance to cover his debts, beyond those to his tailor, which was expected. Instead, he had determined that he was a poet in the Byronic mode, and turned the simplest phrase into a grandiloquent outpouring littered with excessive, and sometimes random, emphases. He awaited admiration of his poetic talent, but in fact the rest of the Polite World simply tolerated his folly and waited for him to grow up. He was a pleasant enough youth, and everywhere received, and Lady Chalford had introduced him without any thought but that he might be anything more than a reasonable partner for the cotillion. Neither of these gentlemen had been seen by Elizabeth as a threat, the one being too old, and the other too juvenile.

         Lady Chalford was wise enough to know that her niece now regarded men with the utmost suspicion, but retained the hope that somehow, somewhere, there might be a gentleman who would see past her unapproachable, if not antagonistic, manner, and find a way to make himself acceptable to her. Elizabeth might talk of living the single life at Dowlands, but her aunt was under no illusions that, once the novelty wore off, such an existence would prove 31lonely and miserable. Single ladies were difficult to invite to any function, and, with age, generally became eccentric. She herself had had such an aunt, and it was not the future she wanted for her much-loved niece.

         She was sure that none of the gentlemen could have given Elizabeth cause to be upset. However, at some point in the evening something had happened, something untoward. The gentle cynicism in Elizabeth’s eyes had been replaced by a ghastly emptiness by the time she had seen her at supper. She had danced thereafter like an automaton, she who could dance with such vivacity and joy in every step. Elizabeth herself would certainly not reveal the cause and Lady Chalford saw no reason to ask Amelia if she had heard or seen anything. Not only had the dear girl been caught up in her own excitement, but Amelia was largely ignorant of what had happened three years past, and how it had twisted her cousin’s view of the world. She had been but a fourteen-year-old and firmly in the schoolroom when ‘The Disaster’ had occurred, and had been kept from all but the sketchiest details by her mama, for fear that it might make her unnecessarily nervous and cautious at her own come-out.

         Lady Chalford was not unfeeling, and it distressed her to think her niece had been made unhappy, but she was at a loss to know what to do about it. She sighed, instantly dismissed the idea that she might mention it to her husband, and having come to the conclusion that there was nothing to be done but hope that it was a passing case of agitated nerves, set it on one side to think of more pleasant things. The most pressing of these were the decisions upon which 32of the invitations that had arrived in the course of the morning should take precedence in the following weeks, and whether attending the military review in Hyde Park was likely to give Amelia an unfortunate predisposition towards young men in regimentals. They did look so dashing, but none she had ever encountered had a feather to fly with, and they were universally high on the matchmaking mamas’ list of dangers. It was with thoughts of scarlet cloth and gold tassels, rather than Elizabeth’s disquiet, that she rang for her dresser.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Elizabeth’s every worst fear about the horse that her uncle had selected for her was fulfilled. It regarded her with patent suspicion, as someone likely to want it to go at a pace it had little inclination to attain. It had four legs, yes, but calling it a horse was, in her opinion, an error. What her uncle, who was well aware that she was a considerable horsewoman, was thinking when he selected it, she could not imagine. Perhaps, as Amelia had said, he had reverted to thinking about what he would select for his daughter, if she had to ride in London.

         It had been Elizabeth’s intention to go for a ride rather than be ‘seen’. Riding around Hyde Park was undoubtedly something that many people did as a social exercise, taking the opportunity to meet and exchange gossip rather than simply take the fresh air upon horseback. From choice, Elizabeth would have preferred the freedom to gallop, but this would have attracted the most severe censure, since it was forbidden, even assuming she had been able to force 34her mount to such an expenditure of energy. As it was, even a sedate canter proved more than it was happy to maintain for more than a hundred yards or so. Elizabeth was faced with the alternatives of kicking the beast in an unseemly effort to get it to keep to even a moderate pace, or maundering along at a desultory trot. The only advantage that she could see was that nobody would wish to be seen riding beside her, assuming they could get a real horse to match the pace.

         On the other hand, it prevented her passing the highly polished barouche of Lady Rendlesham without exchanging courtesies, just as she emerged from Hyde Park at the conclusion of her inadequate ride. Lady Rendlesham was not a rider, but it did not take an expert to tell that Elizabeth was mounted upon a hired beast of dubious worth. It was therefore too good an opportunity to be wasted. Lady Rendlesham commanded her coachman to halt, waved her gloved hand and nodded, smiling, at Elizabeth.

         ‘Dear Miss Ashling, riding out in the fresh air so early, I see. No doubt it is good for the complexion, or is it indigestion? I never can remember, never having been worried by either. Lady Cumnor – oh, have you been introduced … yes … Well, Lady Cumnor and I were saying how well you look upon a suitably mettlesome steed. You were accounted quite the horsewoman, as I recall.’

         Lady Cumnor blinked, having said nothing of the sort, but made a vague gesture of agreement. The smile on Lady Rendlesham’s face grew, for it was an insult couched in the most unexceptional terms, but one which Elizabeth was bound to feel. The retort that sprang to her 35lips, had, perforce, to be bitten back, for she had not the added experience of the married lady of fashion to reply in kind, and knew she would be openly offensive, which was unthinkable in front of Lady Cumnor. She was therefore reduced to bland inanities. Complaining about the horse would do nothing but give pleasure to her torturer. Elizabeth wondered why on earth Aurelia should seek to continue to denigrate one whom she must have considered ‘defeated’ three years since, and decided it was simply a natural malevolence.

         With a condescending nod of her elegantly bonneted head, indicating dismissal, Lady Rendlesham had her carriage move on.

         Elizabeth gritted her teeth, and smiled as falsely as the ladies in the barouche. Even when upon horseback, it seemed, London was determined to ruin any chance of not only pleasure, but even contentment. How could one feel liberated upon a creature as uninspiring as the one she had been given to ride?

         It was therefore an out-of-temper Miss Ashling who returned to Mount Street, a little dusty and most displeased with life.

         
             

         

         Her mood was not improved by finding that, in her absence, Mr Escott had called, been cast into apparent despair by her absence and had left a bouquet of garish red roses with a message, which turned out to be in rhyme. This offering, at which she took one appalled glance and then flung upon the table in disgust, was pounced upon by Amelia. It sent her into whoops of laughter, which were only curtailed by 36her mama’s arrival upon the scene to deliver an admonition on unladylike ‘yelling’.

         ‘I am sorry, Mama, but this … Oh, it is just too funny! Mr Escott has written a poem to Elizabeth.’

         ‘Then it is hardly your place to be reading it, surely, Amelia,’ remonstrated Lady Chalford gently.

         ‘Oh no, Aunt,’ interposed Elizabeth, still fuming. ‘At least if it gives Amelia some merriment it has done something, other than fill me with the strong desire to stamp these roses into your new carpet.’

         ‘Oh dear! Is it that bad?’

         ‘Worse, if possible. Go on, Amelia, read it out, if you can bear to do so.’

         Amelia tried to school her features into a semblance of disinterest, cleared her throat, and promptly choked over the first line. It took her three attempts before she managed to recite the short stanza.

         
            
               ‘Fairest of fair, yet beauteous dark, 

               Alas, your absence in the Park 

               Leaves me disconsolate and low.

               For without speech you cannot know

               The heights to which your vision bright,

               Carried me speechless, yesternight,

               And these poor flowers, no words possessing, 

               I leave, my stolen heart confessing.’

            

         

         Tears were streaming down Amelia’s cheeks from laughter.

         ‘I think,’ enunciated Elizabeth slowly, ‘that I feel ill.’

         ‘He is very young, and working under strong emotions,’ remarked Lady Chalford soothingly.

         37‘Then he should spend his time in curbing them, rather than in producing such nonsense.’ Elizabeth was clearly not mollified.

         ‘Are you not being a trifle harsh, my dear?’

         ‘Harsh? No, for “nonsense” seems a generous term.’

         ‘But you will not be uncivil to him, will you, when next you meet?’ Lady Chalford gave a small, nervous smile. ‘You must not be seen as cruel and unfair.’

         ‘Nobody would think me cruel if they had to read that,’ Elizabeth fumed, pointing at the note, ‘but since, thankfully, they will be spared it, I suppose I shall have to appear unmoved.’ She sighed. ‘He only had one dance with me. What perversity of fate made him select me, of all people, as his latest goddess?’

         ‘He did not actually call you a “goddess”,’ noted Amelia judiciously.

         ‘No, but he will, I have no doubt. That, do not forget, was merely written upon finding me not at home. Oh goodness, what if he writes pages of it?’

         ‘Or there is a literary soirée, and he reads them,’ declared Amelia, collapsing once more into helpless laughter.

         Her mama glared at her and sent her immediately to her room to compose herself, and sit for an hour with the book of homilies that her Aunt Risborough had sent her. Levity, she said repressively, was not to be encouraged in excess. With Amelia gone, Lady Chalford set about soothing her niece’s ruffled feathers, with limited success.

         ‘You might be making too much of this, my dear. It is most provoking, I am sure, but is in no way your fault, as anyone would accept. Young men in the grip of the poetic 38urge may select their muse upon the flimsiest of premises, but thankfully their interest tends to wax and wane quickly, and they transfer their fleeting adoration elsewhere. It is just bad luck, like catching the mumps.’

         At which point, with the analogy of Mr Escott as a disease, even Elizabeth began to laugh.

         
             

         

         The subject was carefully avoided at luncheon, and afterwards Elizabeth set off to visit her friend, declining the offer of the landaulet, and stepping the short distance to Brook Street accompanied by a footman. She found Lady Godmanchester reclining upon a sofa, but looking in good health.

         ‘I am not near as invalidish as I must appear, Elizabeth, but I have been recommended to put my feet up as often as possible. I do find myself in need of rest if I am to go out in the evening, and later, as one becomes larger, it does help prevent one’s ankles from swelling.’

         ‘You seem very unperturbed by the prospect.’

         ‘Well, one is less concerned, the second time, I think. The loss of one’s figure is sad, but once the sickness passed, and the baby quickened, I have to admit I was very content whilst carrying George, and Godmanchester is a perfect dear about it all, putting up with the odd humours that afflict ladies when increasing without complaint.’ Her eyes misted. ‘He even said he thought me beautiful when I was positively huge, and waddled rather than walked, and once I was safely delivered, came down to London, and bought me the most beautiful sapphire bracelet, “for being brave”. As if one had a choice!’

         39‘Marriage suits you, Helen.’

         ‘My husband suits me,’ she corrected. ‘I am very well aware that many women are not nearly as fortunate as I am. I dread to think what marriage must be like where there is no mutual love, or even deep affection. Can you imagine being married to Lord Newlyn, who never does anything but find fault, or a man with an erratic temper?’ She shuddered. ‘No. I am blessed with the best of husbands, so how could marriage not suit me?’

         She was entirely sincere, and Elizabeth could not, though it went against her every experience, find a fault in what she said, nor indeed would have had the heart to disabuse her, had she been able to do so. The memory of her parents’ devotion was clouded by the ensuing misery of loss, and that was the only relationship that she had seen as truly complete.

         The major problem that Elizabeth foresaw was that her dearest friend, and only true confidante, would not be able to comprehend her actions. How could a woman so happy in the bonds of wedlock see that she recoiled from them in distrust and even fear? It created a chasm between them, which Elizabeth regretted. However, she was perfectly willing to share the baleful news of her couplet-writing admirer.

         ‘I did not encourage him, I swear, Helen. Indeed, one might more readily have complained that I was too aloof and distant.’

         ‘By which, you know, you probably placed yourself upon the
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