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Chapter One

 


 


Marianne strolled down the gravelled path
through the rose garden, reading and rereading the letter.
Excitement welled up in her so that she could scarcely breathe.

“My dear mysterious Mata,” read the familiar
bold masculine writing. “I cannot convey to you my joy at learning
that you are to come to London, and that in the course of your
visit here you may make yourself known to me. Greatly as I admire
your poetry, and deeply as I have enjoyed our correspondence these
last months, I had not dared to hope I might have the honour of
meeting you in person.”

There was more, commenting with admiration on her
latest poem in the Gazette, and then the closing, signed
only, Your Humble Servant, J.

Your Humble Servant. Quite clearly, from the
heavy cream paper and the elegance of the footman whom her cousin
Will had seen delivering one of the letters at the Gazette
offices, he was no servant at all. The J—was it his first initial
or his last? James, perhaps, or John, or Mr. Jones?

She had feared, when she wrote that she was
to come to London for the Season, that he would not wish to meet
her, perhaps would end their correspondence entirely. Now she could
scarcely bear to delay a moment, and only eighteen years of proper
breeding kept her from throwing back her head and shouting with
happiness.

The lowering angle of the sunshine over the
leafy rosebushes, already bud-swollen although it was barely March,
drew Marianne back into the present, and she turned reluctantly
toward her grandfather’s house. It would never do to keep the
fierce Lord Thomas Marlow cooling his tea, waiting for a laggard
granddaughter.

Even though she had lived here for three
years, since the deaths of her cousin Will’s parents, it had never
occurred to Marianne to confide any of her wishes or hopes to her
grandfather, and certainly not her secret identity as Mata. Only
Will Sloan and his wife Celia knew that, for it had been necessary
to have an intermediary in London to place the poems for her and
forward correspondence addressed to her pseudonym. Besides, she
could never keep secrets from Will; he had become the brother she’d
never had.

Marianne hurried up the steps and paused in
front of a hall mirror to pat her hair back into its chignon. She
glanced ruefully down at her simple green muslin dress, with its
soiled hem. It was well enough for walking in the garden, and
brought out the emerald tint of her eyes and the silver highlights
in her ash-blond hair, but it was hardly the thing for the drawing
room. Yet if she stopped to change she would be late to tea.

Marianne glided noiselessly into the room,
glancing quickly about the massive Palladian space that seemed so
suitable to her grandfather. She herself always felt constrained by
all the grandeur, the triumphal arch of a doorway and the carved
and gilded ceiling. Still, the heavy velvet curtains had been
looped back to allow in the afternoon sunshine.

Marianne perched upon a Chippendale chair.
Her grandfather glanced over only briefly from where he sat
conversing with Aunt Edith Marlow and her daughters, Lucinda and
Jane.

The girls looked up, and Marianne noticed,
not for the first time, how unlike they were. Lucinda—long-necked,
chestnut-haired Lucinda, so proud of her elegant bearing, so
contemptuous of her younger cousin’s open ways—all but sneered at
her, yet it would not do to be unfriendly to Lucinda. It was only
through Aunt Edith’s generosity, with perhaps a touch of prodding
from Grandfather, that Marianne was to have her come-out this
spring along with Jane. Lucinda, with her two years of experience,
would be vastly important in advising them of the myriad subtleties
of pleasing the ton, the members of London’s finest circles.
All the same, Marianne admitted to herself, there were times she
longed to slap Lucinda’s arrogant face.

Jane and Marianne exchanged glances, and
were barely able to repress their giggles. The two had seen little
of each other while growing up, but they found themselves possessed
of a natural affinity. Little mouse-brown Jane, who kept her hazel
eyes timidly focused on the floor in the presence of most people,
laughed and chattered with Marianne, while in her turn Marianne
found Jane one of the few relations besides Will with whom she did
not have to watch her every word and gesture.

“We will have tea now,” Lord Marlow told the
butler, and nodded at the ritual response, “Very good, my
lord.”

Edith resumed speaking almost immediately.
“Charles would not think it necessary, I am sure, Thomas.”

“What my son thinks does not concern me,
since he is in Dover.” The earl stared through his quizzing glass
in a manner that would have withered anyone less strong willed than
his daughter-in-law. “I think it necessary.”

“Oh, Mother, there is no cause to fuss,”
Lucinda said crossly. “If Grandfather wishes us to attend a ball in
the country before we go to London, what objection can there
be?”

“It is not that I object, Lucinda,” said
Aunt Edith in a tone of rebuke. “I merely fear that we have not
brought the proper clothing.”

“But he has already accepted the invitation,
has he not?” asked Jane shyly.

“Besides, Mother, I am sure we have
sufficiently fine dresses for a country ball,” sniffed Lucinda.

Their conversation was interrupted as a
footman and a maid entered with the tea and cakes. Marianne had
been listening idly but now, in the silence, her aunt’s true
meaning reached her and she flushed.

What Edith meant was that Marianne did not
have sufficiently elegant clothing, and it was quite true.
Grandfather had arranged to purchase a new wardrobe in London, but
until then she had only her schoolgirl dresses.

“Perhaps I need not attend,” she said when
the last servants had gone. “It is true that I, at least, do not
have the proper gown yet, and I shall not mind missing an evening
with the Hounsleys.” -

“You can wear any of my dresses you like,”
Jane said. “Certainly you must come.”

“Nonsense, Jane, she is much too tall and
slender to wear your clothing,” said Edith. “But I suppose Lucinda
has something or other she might borrow.”

The older girl assumed a petulant
expression, one Marianne was sure she never disclosed to her London
acquaintance. After all, Edith had told them all that Lucinda had
passed two seasons without a husband only because she could not
bear to give up being the reigning beauty. Furthermore, Edith had
said on more than one occasion, the Marquis of Whitestone—whom
everyone knew to be the leader of society and a close friend of the
Prince Regent— had distinguished her several times and was said to
be on the point of offering for her.

“I suppose she could wear the rose
sarcenet,” Lucinda said grudgingly. “I find the colour does not
look so well on me as I thought, and the style is, as the French
say, un peu démodé.”

“Do not overwhelm us with your generosity,”
said Lord Marlow with a trace of humour, and Marianne almost smiled
as their eyes met briefly. Although her grandfather was never easy
with her, he had always been fair—more than many members of the
family.

“Jane, do not eat so much,” Edith said as
her younger daughter took a second cake. “You are too plump
already. I fear you will not make so good an impression as your
sister unless you are more careful.”

And what sort of impression shall I make?
Marianne wondered, retreating into her thoughts. I shall be decked
out decently enough, and after all, I am the granddaughter of an
earl. But how can I blame society if it cannot forget who my father
is?

Jean-Pierre Arnet. A handsome émigré from
the French revolution, a count, or so it was believed. He had
established himself in trade, like many of his countrymen who had
fled to England to avoid the horrors of the guillotine.

Yet he maintained certain connexions among
the English nobility, and thus he had become acquainted with Mary
Marlow, Marianne’s mother. Despite the opposition of her family,
Mary eloped with Jean-Pierre to Scotland, and afterwards the young
couple was grudgingly accepted.

Although Marianne was their only child, she
scarcely knew them, for the requirements of her father’s business
frequently took him to the continent, to Holland and Germany and
Spain. His devoted wife chose to accompany him, and their little
girl was handed off to boarding schools, spending her holidays with
unwelcoming relations.

Then, when she was twelve, her mother’s
cousins, the Sloans, returned from India with their son Will, ten
years her senior. The Sloans were delighted to have Marianne join
them for the holidays, and Will encouraged her writing.

For three years she had a family. Then the
older Sloans died in a carriage accident and Marianne came to live
with Lord Marlow. Will, having married, went to London, where he
could improve his skills as a painter by contact with the finest
talents in England, but he and Marianne corresponded
frequently.

Seeing Will again would make her visit to
London even more enjoyable, but she also looked forward with much
curiosity to the Marriage Mart, as they called the subscription
balls at the exclusive assembly rooms at Almack’s. She was to ride
in carriages through Hyde Park, and go to Vauxhall Gardens, and
attend all manner of balls and routs.

Above all, she was to meet J.

After her poems started appearing in the
Gazette under a pseudonym some months ago, he had begun
writing to her, first in admiration of her poetry, gradually in a
more personal vein as their letters revealed a striking
compatibility of thought and spirit. Now that she was going to
London, a meeting would be arranged, perhaps at Will’s. What did J.
look like? Would he be disappointed in her, or she in him? Was he
perhaps married—but if so, he had misled her badly in his letters,
and she would not believe that of him. At the very least, they
would be good friends, and at most...

“I am sure we should go to the Hounsleys’,”
Lucinda was scolding her mother. “Are they not good friends with
Lord Whitestone? Supposing he should be there, and I should miss
him.”

“Nonsense,” said Edith. “Lord Whitestone is
at his estates in Essex. So I heard from Lady Cowper only last
week.”

“But Priscilla Land might be there, and I
must know what she is wearing this season!”

Priscilla Land, Marianne recalled hearing,
was Lucinda’s rival for Lord Whitestone, although, Edith claimed,
not a serious one.

“Well, perhaps...” Edith was giving way.

The butler entered with a letter on a silver
tray. “Excuse me, my lord, but this has just come for you,” he
said.

“Very good, Shortley.” Lord Marlow picked up
the letter. “Does the messenger wait for a response?”

“No, my lord,” said Shortley, and
retired.

As her grandfather read the letter, Marianne
watched his expression shift from idle interest to a frown, and
then to open fury. What on earth could it mean? No doubt it was
some business matter, and she would never learn the truth.

But she had guessed wrong. “That damnable
toad!” cried Lord Marlow, rising to his feet. “He has no right!
Patriotism indeed!’’

This uncharacteristic outburst left all four
women too stunned to speak. Marianne sat numbly; the word
patriotism had given her a clue that the letter concerned her, and.
in a most unpleasant way.

It was a year after the Sloans died, in
1812, that she and all the world had learned the truth about her
father. Marianne’s parents had paid an infrequent visit to her
before stopping for a while in their London home and then
travelling back across the Channel. No sooner had they left than a
recently discharged servant, no doubt bent on revenge, had gone to
the authorities to report that Jean-Pierre Arnet was in fact a spy
for Napoleon.

At first, the statement was dismissed as
having been manufactured out of spite. However, the servant had
been able to provide details and, upon investigation, certain
papers were indeed found to be missing from the homes of several
top officials whom the Arnets had recently visited. It was
suspected that Jean-Pierre’s wife had aided him in the thefts.

With a price on their heads, the Arnets
could never return to England. It was said that they were living
now in Paris; Marianne did not know, for they never wrote to her.
But the parents who had given her so little of themselves had
shared their disgrace with her liberally. In fact, they had even
given her an extra portion, for while they escaped scot-free, she
remained in England, a reminder of the family’s shame.

Her only hope lay in the fact that Napoleon
was retreating before allied forces and might soon be overcome. Her
parents would still have been traitors, but memories of war are
short in times of peace.

At last Edith broke the silence. “May we
know what the letter says and whom it is from?” she asked.

“You may know. You may all know!”
Grandfather stormed, looking up from the letter he had been
rereading with growing rage. “It is from that damnable—excuse my
language, Edith, but this is bloody infuriating!”

“Who is it from?” asked his
daughter-in-law.

“It is from Whitestone!”

“Whitestone!” Lucinda went pale. “Has it to
do with me?”

“To do with you?” he roared. “Why the devil
should it have to do with you?”

“Now do sit down, Thomas, and tell us
straight away what is going on,” said Edith in her most
matter-of-fact voice. “You will give yourself apoplexy if you
continue in this manner.”

“I should call the villain out were I a few
years younger,” said Lord Marlow, but he sat down again. “Here.
Read it for yourself.”

Edith took the missive and read aloud. “My
dear Lord Marlow. A most distressing piece of news has reached me
and I fear I must communicate my views to you at the risk of giving
offence, although I intend none to you.” She looked up with a
frown. “Well, that is not a promising start.”

“Oh, Mother, do go on,” said Lucinda.

Her mother obeyed. “I understand that this
season you intend to present to society your granddaughter, Miss
Arnet, daughter of the infamous traitor, Jean-Pierre Arnet.” Edith
shook her head. “So that is how the wind lies.”

Jane reached over and took Marianne’s hand
in silent sympathy. Lucinda glowered.

“While I generally do not take it upon
myself to judge the morality of others, this is not a matter on
which I may be silent,” Edith read on. “As you may know, I was a
captain of infantry on the Peninsula and saw my men die more than
once when it was suspected that word of our plans had been smuggled
to the other side. In at least one case, it is now believed
Monsieur Arnet was responsible.”

Marianne tried to swallow and had a very
hard time of it. Men had died, young men had been slaughtered,
because of her father’s treachery. One could not blame their
captain for hating Jean-Pierre. But what had she to do with
this?

“This scum has been exposed, but he has
escaped without punishment to live in the luxury he gained by his
villainous acts,’ “ the letter continued. “It is even said that he
has risen to a position of influence in Paris. It is said he has
intimate knowledge of all that transpires in England, that he
maintains spies in high places, which even the Foreign Office has
failed to detect. But if anyone in England aids and abets these
fiends, or at least keeps the secret of their identities, it must
be the Arnets’ only child.”

“That’s monstrous!” Jane cried. “It’s
unfair.”

“Oh, do be quiet,” snapped Lucinda.

“Even today, I have visited one of my men,
who lost an arm and his vision because of Monsieur Arnet’s
villainy, and would be destitute were it not for a stipend I have
provided. In view of these facts, my patriotism will not allow me
to lend even the appearance of approval to Miss Arnet’s
participation in London society. Therefore, I advise you that
should she come to London, I and all of my friends will shun her
and those who attempt to present her to society. I regret the
enmity this may cause between us, as I know you are blameless in
this matter, but I must stand on my conscience.” Edith took a deep
breath. “It is signed Jeremy Hanbridge, Marquis of Whitestone.”

The room blurred through Marianne’s tears.
That one letter had crushed all her hopes. Lord Whitestone was a
powerful influence in society, and such opposition as this meant
her social ruin. She would never dance at balls, or visit the
enchanting Vauxhall Gardens, or meet J.

“He shall not do this!” Lord Marlow boomed.
“I will not stand by and see my granddaughter pilloried for
something that is not her doing.”

“Would you have us pilloried instead?” cried
Lucinda. “Mama, it will be the ruin of Jane and me. All my
hopes—how could he do this?”

“There must be some solution,” Edith said.
She didn’t look at Marianne, and the girl thought she could guess
what her aunt was thinking. She doesn’t want me to go, but she’s
afraid to cross Grandfather.

“We shall simply not go at all,” Jane said.
“We can find husbands well enough in the country.”

“You may say so, because you have never been
out in London!” Lucinda stormed. “You have never even met Lord
Whitestone. Oh, to be shunned! Mama, you must think of
something.”

Marianne felt a trace of coherence begin to
creep back into her thoughts. She had known there would be snide
remarks, nasty looks and slights, but she had never expected such a
blow as this. It was so unjust! Still, she could not let the rest
of her family suffer needlessly. “I appreciate your concern, all of
you, but the solution is simple,” Marianne said. “I shall not go to
London.”

“You bloody well shall!” cried her
grandfather, who had never used such strong language before in her
presence. “I will not have my family snubbed by this arrogant
puppy.”

“I agree with you that he is loathsome and
cruel,” Marianne said. “But one cannot avoid seeing that he is most
unlikely to change his mind.”

“That does not signify,” said Lord
Marlow.

“It signifies everything,” said Lucinda. “We
shall be invited nowhere, and no one shall accept our invitations.
No one would dare risk incurring the wrath of Lord Whitestone; he
is Prinnie’s friend, and Lord Byron’s. He goes everywhere, and
everyone admires him. We shall all be ruined. He will never offer
for me, and I shall die an old maid.”

“I will call him out!” said grandfather.
“There is no other way.”

“Duelling is illegal,” Edith reminded him.
“And he would not agree to fight you, anyway, so Charles would have
to take your place. Do you want your only son killed? Do you? They
say Lord Whitestone is a crack shot, and heaven knows Charles is
not.”

“Wait,” Marianne said, pulling her thoughts
together. “Perhaps there is a way out of this after all.”

Everyone looked at her dubiously.

“I have no great desire to be presented to
the queen, nor to make polite conversation and drink watery
lemonade at Almack’s,” she said. “What I want is to go to London
and see Will, and meet interesting people, and... perhaps some
eligible young men.”

“Yes?” Edith prompted hopefully.

“If Will is agreeable, I will go and stay
with him and Celia,” Marianne said, warming to the idea as she
spoke. “They will show me about, and introduce me to their
set.”

“Lord Whitestone would hear of it,” said
Lucinda. “He would shun us anyway.”

“Then I shall go not as Marianne Arnet but
as Marianne Sloan, Will’s sister,” she said. “I do not feel it
would be dishonest, for the Sloans were my family for some years. I
think I would enjoy it quite as much as having a formal come-out,
and should I meet some young man, well, it will be time enough then
to tell him the truth. And as they are only second cousins, the
relationship is not well known. Do say yes, Grandfather.”

Lord Marlow looked thoughtful. “It enrages
me, that this coxcomb should exert such power over my family,
should force us into such manoeuvres. It is my instinct to fight
him with the last ounce of breath in my body.”

“Now, now, Thomas, that will not serve,”
said Edith, already looking much relieved. “I have no doubt Lord
Whitestone will come round. Surely he must know that Marianne and
Lucinda are related, and that has not stopped him from paying my
daughter marked attention. No doubt he will offer for her, and then
Marianne will be his cousin, and he can hardly shun her then, can
he?”

“Oh, do say yes, Grandfather,” pleaded
Lucinda. “It’s not fair to spoil my whole life—” She caught his
glare and added quickly, “when Marianne herself has said she would
just as soon stay with Will, and enter London more quietly. It will
all come out the same, surely.”

“But I shall miss having her with us,” said
Jane sadly.

“It is not the same, but if you are all
agreed, I will not stand against you,” said Lord Marlow. “Marianne,
are you certain this is what you want?”

“Oh, yes, Grandfather,” she said, relieved
at having found such a ready solution. “I can even ride to town
with Jane and Lucinda, and they can come to visit me at Will’s. And
only think, my wardrobe will not cost you nearly so much.”

He smiled, and the conversation passed
gradually on to the upcoming ball at the Hounsleys’.

They rose at last, and Marianne found
herself drawn to look at the letter. How odious he must be, she
thought, this marquis who could so easily destroy a young girl’s
position in society. She turned the letter over to read it
again.

She froze in shock. There was no mistaking
the bold masculine handwriting.

Lord Whitestone—Jeremy Hanbridge— was J.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Marianne spent the next morning composing
letters. The first, and easiest, went to Will and Celia, explaining
the situation and asking if it would be convenient for her to visit
with them for several months.

She also enclosed her latest poem for the
Gazette. Before sealing the packet, Marianne read the poem
over thoughtfully.

Beneath a tree the lovers lay,

Brushed by the speckled shadow-play,

Blinking against the brilliant day.

They lay as a painting in a frame,

Dreaming a dream that had no name,

And slowly left as twilight came.

The cool night sighed when they had
gone,

Stroking its fingers through the lawn

Where silver spiders met the dawn.

She had written it thinking of J. Now she
felt a cold rush of resentment and hurt and misery. Would she ever
be able to feel trusting again towards a man? Surely there had been
no hint in any of Lord Whitestone’s letters that he was capable of
acting with such cruelty towards a girl who had done no harm to him
nor anyone else.

It didn’t matter, Marianne told herself. But
she knew that wasn’t true. Not that she had ever been like Lucinda,
living for the admiration of others, feeling at home only in a gown
that cost a hundred guineas, with a roomful of young bucks waiting
upon her. Still, although she would perhaps be able to taste
somewhat the London life of which she had long dreamt, she would
have to do so carefully, in pretence.

Then, too, she must face the strong
possibility that she would someday meet Lord Whitestone in person,
and have to maintain decorum and civility while wanting to slap his
arrogant face. He must never guess that Marianne Sloan was Miss
Arnet, or her cousins—Will included—could well pay a high price for
it.

The second letter was to Lord Whitestone
himself, and Marianne nibbled at her quill for a quarter of an hour
before she began to write. The first effort she discarded as too
dramatic, hinting at some dark tragedy. She tried again.

“My dear J.” She paused. How could she
address him in this manner, after what he had done? Yet if she were
cold, he would wonder at it, and perhaps seek to learn “Mata’s”
identity so he might resolve the matter, and that would be
disastrous. She let the words stand.

“It is with deep regret that I inform you
that my plans have undergone a material change due to circumstances
not of my making.” Well, that was certainly true. “I will not be
coming to London this spring as I had planned.” A sort of lie,
perhaps, but she certainly would not be coming as planned.
“Therefore I fear we shall have to postpone our meeting
until”—until when?—”until a later time.”

She must also explain why she could not
correspond with him further. True, it might be safer to do so, but
she feared her rancour would show, and furthermore she might
unwittingly refer to something in London that would give her
away.

“I will be absent from my home for some
months, and so must suspend our correspondence during this
interval.” That was both true and plausible. “I deeply regret all
that has happened.” She signed it Mata, which stood for Marianne
Therese Arnet.

It was with relief that Marianne went in to
luncheon. She spent the afternoon with her aunt and cousins,
deciding on a wardrobe for the following evening, when they were to
visit the Hounsleys and stay for the night.

Under other circumstances they would have
spent more than one night with the Hounsleys, but there would be
some visitors from London. Marianne did not wish to be exposed to
too intimate an acquaintance, which might prove awkward later.

“The rose will do very well,” Edith
pronounced as Marianne modelled the gown. “I shall have my abigail
take a tuck here and there and no one will know it is made over.
Shall they, Lucinda?”

Her daughter glared at the warning and said,
“No, of course not, Mother. Why should I mention such a thing?”

“Oh, I can hardly wait!” said Jane. “This is
my first ball, and yours too, Marianne, isn’t it?” Her cousin
nodded. “I do hope I can find enough things to say. Do you think
anyone will dance with me?”

“It is hardly likely that anyone would
slight Lord Marlow’s granddaughter,” said Edith, and then bit her
lip as she looked at her niece.

“Don’t worry, aunt,” Marianne said. “No one
from London will know who 1 am, and the people who live hereabouts
would never shun me. We must go early, so that hardly anyone hears
our names announced, and then I shall be almost anonymous. And I
shall live very quietly once I am in London, so I doubt I shall
meet anyone again.”

“We must hope for the best,” Edith said.
“Now I think it is time for tea.”

They set off the next morning across the
pleasant meadowed landscape of Wiltshire in the great carriage. The
vista was subdued and easy, unlike the abrupt wooded heights of
Marlborough Downs further south, and even Lord Marlow was lulled to
sleep after a while.

The family alighted for luncheon in Ashton
Keynes, consuming some cold roast chickens and ham with fresh
greens and apple pie. The three girls took a brief walk afterward
to settle their food. “I must admit to some apprehension about
tonight, cousin,” said Lucinda as soon as they were away from the
inn. “Someone might report to Lord Whitestone that you were with
us.”

“Nonsense!” said Jane, more sharply than
Marianne had ever heard her speak before. “He objected to her being
presented to society, not at the Hounsleys’ country estate. To
society means being presented at the Court of St. James, to the
queen, and then taken to Almack’s and the lot, does it not?”

Marianne frowned. “I can’t very well use the
name Sloan today, when some of our country friends will be
present,” she said. “Perhaps you should simply introduce me as your
cousin Marianne.”

“Mother would not listen to me,” Lucinda
said. “But I told her we should not go tonight.”

Marianne sighed. “Grandfather would have
been even more furious. But to tell you the truth, I am not eager
for it either. Perhaps I should plead a headache.”

“Oh, no!” Jane protested. “This will be your
only ball of the season. You must have at least one.”

“Well, I shall retire early,” Marianne
said.

They turned back, walking along a little
stream. “I wonder where this goes?” said Jane.

“To London, just as we shall do. It is the
baby River Thames. Now come along.” Marianne led the way,
laughing.

Marianne’s professed uninterest in the ball
vanished the moment she entered the Hounsley home. On their way up
to the third floor, the cousins couldn’t resist a peek into the
second-floor ballroom, and even in daylight it took their breath
away. The room had been turned into a garden, the walls draped with
green hangings, large potted trees arranged in groups here and
there, and masses of flowers surrounding the wall sconces.

For a moment, Marianne found herself at an
imaginary dance. She could hear the musicians playing from their
balcony, perhaps something as daring as a waltz. She swayed in the
arms of a handsome stranger; they spoke of poetry and art and
music. He talked of... of all the things J. had written of in his
letters. Unhappily, she returned her attention to her companions
and joined them in ascending to their rooms.

Most of the London guests had arrived the
day before and gone out riding, and the house was quiet enough for
the newcomers to catch a nap. They gratefully accepted the
suggestion that supper be brought on a tray; Marianne wanted to be
noticed as little as possible, and Lucinda openly agreed with
her.

But at last it was nine o’clock and the
strains of a quadrille drifted up to them. Lucinda, her hair
dressed à la Grecque, wore an underdress of sea-green silk
and a silvery spider-gauze overdress embroidered with silver
fleur-de-lis. With her striking chestnut hair, she was clearly the
beauty of the group, Marianne thought, but felt no envy. She was
glad to let someone else be the centre of attention tonight.

Jane, as befitted a young lady who had not
yet had her come-out, wore white muslin, with puffed sleeves and
pink ribbons at the high waist and the hem. With a ribbon through
her short curls, she looked no longer mousy, but fresh and
appealing.

Marianne spared herself a quick glance in
the mirror. Lucinda’s abigail had arranged her hair in a high
chignon with spring flowers, and a long curl trailed down onto her
almost bare shoulders. The rose gown was a bit daring, not what she
would have chosen, but she had to admit the color put bloom in her
cheeks.

“I think we all look very well indeed,” said
Jane with satisfaction. “Are Mother and Grandfather ready?”

They were, and the family descended
together. They were among the first, Marianne noted with
relief.

The room filled up quickly, however, and
soon it was difficult to move through the crush. Marianne danced
several sets with her grandfather and some other gentlemen of her
acquaintance, then retreated into a clump of potted trees.

From her vantage point, she watched Lucinda
sparkle and laugh merrily as young men gathered round. It would be
almost a shame when Lucinda married, she reflected, for flirting
was clearly her outstanding talent. It was an education to watch
her ruffle her fan provocatively, then half-turn toward one young
man while tossing a teasing glance at another.

Miss Land, a tall, fair woman with a regal
bearing and, from what Marianne could hear of it, a keen and not
altogether kindly wit, was in fine spirits also.

Jane did not want for partners, and Marianne
was glad. For herself, she tried to suppress a twinge of regret. It
was enchanting to think of dancing in the arms of a romantic man,
but she saw no one who fitted that description in her estimation.
Surely she should not mind missing the balls in London.

“Oh, my dear, you should be dancing.” It was
Lady Hounsley, a large woman who sailed down upon her like a ship
approaching dock. She was rigged in a heavy gown of emerald-green
lustring, with a matching turban, above which swayed a clutch of
costly ostrich feathers.

“I...was merely resting for a moment,”
Marianne said, but her hostess had already seized her arm and was
pulling her back into the crowd. In a trice, Marianne found herself
on the dance floor with a gangly young man possessed of an
outrageous blue-and-yellow-striped waistcoat and a brilliantly
yellow coat with padded shoulders. As soon as the dance ended,
Marianne excused herself and fled out onto the balcony and down the
stairs to the garden.

Far better than pleading a headache would be
to find a seat in some inconspicuous spot where she could listen to
the music and enjoy the mild spring breeze. It was still early in
the evening, and Marianne found herself mercifully alone. Just as
she had hoped, she came upon a bench among the lilac trees, close
enough to the house to hear the music.

Here her thoughts were free to travel to
London, and quickly did so. She had never dared tell anyone but
Will of her feelings about her writing—to be labelled a
bluestocking was most undesirable for a young lady—but in truth she
was more excited by the prospect of meeting writers and artists
than she would have been by a roomful of princes.

Poetry had been at first a way to express
her loneliness. Then Will had exclaimed over it as displaying a
genuine talent, and encouraged Marianne to read works both current
and ancient to improve her taste. It was also he who had suggested
submitting the poems, and she had agreed, with the provision that
she do so anonymously. Gradually her writing had come to be an
essential part of herself, almost more real than the world around
her, just as J. had come to be more real to her than any of the
young men she encountered in the country.

Marianne heard a couple approaching and
quickly began cooling herself with the painted fan that dangled
from her waist. Someone glanced at her and, apparently persuaded
that she was only taking a breath of air, passed on.

The evening began to chill and Marianne
considered slipping back to her room. She stood, and then hesitated
as-the music changed to a waltz. The dance was almost shockingly
intimate—imagine actually being held in the arms of a strange
man!—and, at Almack’s, one required the permission of the haughty
patronesses before one could take part. But at a country ball,
waltzing was permissible even for young unmarried women, and
Marianne and her cousins had practised the steps before coming.

She would like very much to waltz, to sway
to those uplifting and exhilarating strains, but couldn’t imagine
doing so with any of the tedious men she had seen that evening.
Marianne closed her eyes and let the music fill her. Gradually she
began to move with the rhythm and, gathering her skirts with one
hand, rose and whirled lightly around.

Suddenly she felt a firm masculine grip on
her waist and hand, leading her through the movements of the dance.
Marianne gasped and looked up.

Grinning down at her with boyish delight was
the handsomest man she had ever seen. He was tall and dark, with
features that might have been harsh save for the warm glow in his
deep brown eyes. The pressure of his touch and his nearness left
her momentarily breathless, and Marianne found herself relaxing and
enjoying the dance.

Perhaps he was only a dream after all.
Perhaps in a moment he would vanish as suddenly as he had come. But
what might happen in the future had, surprisingly, ceased to matter
for that delirious moment as they spun round in the moonlit garden,
laughing together as at some unexpected, shared jest.

Finally the music died away. They danced for
a minute longer and then slowly drew apart.

“I have not offended you, I hope?” the man
asked, his quirky smile telling her he had no real fear of
rejection.

“Not at all,” said Marianne saucily. “I only
dance with men to whom I have not
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