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Miss Chastity Cummings pulled on the bell rope to summon the housekeeper. It would be well to consult with Mrs. Timms concerning the west wing, which had been closed for a considerable length of time. In fact, it had not been open since before her brother had come into the title three years before.

Their father, the old Lord Cummings, had become progres­sively more reclusive after the death of his wife. He had shunned the society of London, preferring to entertain a small select group of friends that would periodically come out to his estate of Chester. During that time, much of the manor had been closed off, and the furniture in the unused rooms was swathed with holland covers.

The new Lord Cummings, Henry Alphonse, had had no in­tention of burying himself in the country as had his father, and he had chosen to maintain a house in London. During the au­tumn and winter months, of course, his lordship and Chastity left town and entertained at Chester.

When the housekeeper came into the drawing room, Chastity relayed his lordship’s recent decision that the west wing was to be opened. Mrs. Timms greeted the news with approval. “That will make things go easier and no mistake, miss,” she said.

“Yes, and we shall want the state room for Mr. and Mrs. Cummings. I know that I may rely on you to see to everything,” said Chastity, a wealth of meaning in her words.

Mrs. Timms understood immediately and nodded. “That you may, miss. There will be no cause for complaint,” she said, pursing her lips.

Since her sister-in-law’s caprices were well known to the household, Chastity was not at all surprised by the house­keeper’s grim promise.

“I think that will be all for now, Mrs. Timms,” said Chastity. “Mr. and Mrs. Cummings will arrive within the week, so I au­thorize you to do whatever you must to ready the west wing in time. I know it is short notice.”

“Be that as it may, miss, I shall see that it is done,” said Mrs. Timms. The housekeeper bustled away, armed with her new commission and filled with zeal to see it carried out.

The housekeeper’s exit was followed almost at once by the butler’s entrance. Formally, he announced, “Lady Peters has ar­rived, ma’am. Shall I show her in?”

“Lady Peters! Here!” exclaimed Chastity. “Of course you may show her in.”

The butler bowed and effaced himself. In a very few mo­ments, Lady Merrill Peters swept into the drawing room. Her ladyship rushed forward, holding out slender kid-gloved hands to her hostess. Eau de rose wafted gently through the air with her passage. “Chastity!”

Lady Peters wore a fashionable olive pelisse, detailed with frogging on the cuffs and bodice and buttoned up to the throat with mother-of-pearl. A delightful velvet hat covered her hair, and a black feather curled over its brim to brush her cheek. As she reached her friend, she exclaimed, “My dear! How glad I am to find you at home.”

Chastity laughed and exchanged an affectionate hug with her visitor. “Merrill, what a wonderful surprise! I thought you were firmly fixed in Dorcester for a few more weeks yet.” With a gesture she invited her friend to join her on the silk-striped settee.

“Oh, it was so dreary that there was no bearing it any longer,” said Merrill, sitting down beside Chastity on the cush­ions and beginning to draw off her gloves. “Charles would not be separated from his cows and his sheep. So I decided to come up early. I knew that you would not mind.”

“No, of course not. But what of Charles?” asked Chastity.

“Oh, he said that I was to convey his apologies. He will come next year,” said Men-ill. Then with a pout, “Cows and sheep! It is all Charles will talk about.”

Chastity chuckled. “How droll for you, Merrill!”

Merrill looked at her friend indignantly. “Yes, you may laugh, Chastity. But it is not you who must listen as the breed­ing line of this or that ewe is hotly debated over the dinner plates!”

“Oh, no! It cannot be as bad as all that,” said Chastity with swift sympathy.

“It is worse,” said Merrill firmly. “Take a word of advice from me, dear Chastity. Never, never allow Henry to dabble in agriculture. It simply ruins the man of fashion. Why, when I last saw him, Charles was striding across a muddy field to inspect a new calf, and never a thought for his white uppers! It was simply too provoking!”

“How very shocking! I can scarcely credit that our dapper dandy sacrifices his glossy top boots to such a bucolic cause,” said Chastity. She was genuinely astonished at her friend’s re­port, but also much amused.

“Charles is simply not the same gentleman that he was be­fore he inherited his uncle’s estate. If I had known what would come of it, I would not have been in the least happy for Charles. No, indeed!” Merrill shook her head in a mournful way. “I have been terribly, horridly disillusioned, and so I told him.”

“But what does Charles have to say for himself?” asked Chastity curiously.

“He simply laughed. He promised, however, that after Christmas we shall go up to London,” said Merrill, her expres­sion brightening considerably at the prospect.

“We must hope that once he is returned to London that he will suffer a violent reversal of feeling toward agricultural pur­suits,” said Chastity.

“Oh, I do hope so! It will be so dull to have a husband who thinks more about a herd of cows than he does about the Sea­son,” said Merrill earnestly. “But enough of such dreary things! Tell me whom you and Henry have invited for your house party? I hope not your aunt, the one with those horrid little dogs.”

Chastity laughed. “Yes, we have, indeed. Or rather, our aunt Webster has invited herself, and we have graciously accepted. And she is bringing her pugs. Oh, Merrill, I must tell you about Henry’s wicked suggestion. We have discovered there are dead rats in the walls of the spare rooms. You may imagine the smell.”

Merrill shuddered and acknowledged that she could.

“Well, Henry has proposed, quite tongue-in-cheek, of course, that since our aunt hasn’t really got any sense of smell that she should be housed there with her dogs. Henry says that will keep the dogs so busy, trying to dig out the rats, that we shall all be spared their company.”

“No!” Merrill stared. “What a terrible thing to suggest.” Then she began to laugh. “But how utterly delicious, too! Only Henry could think of such an outrageous thing. Oh, Chastity, do it! If those nasty creatures keep your aunt up with their scratch­ing and whining, she might take a pet and go home and you will be spared even the sight of those animals.”

“That is just what Henry said, too, in the most reasonable tone imaginable,” said Chastity, shaking her head and smiling. “But really, Merrill, I could not do it. It would be so mean-spirited.”

“Oh, I cannot agree. It is far more mean-spirited for your aunt to expect you and Henry to put up with her dogs as you do every time she comes to visit.”

“I am almost sorry that I told you,” said Chastity.

“That is only because you are beginning to entertain the no­tion,” said Merrill shrewdly.

“You are horrid,” said Chastity cordially.

Merrill laughed, then said, “My dear! Before I left Dorcester, I had a letter from my brother. Imagine my astonishment when I read that he and Jeffrey Halston will be at your house party.”

“Oh, yes. Henry invited them when he was last in town. He said that he was delighted to see Gabriel again,” said Chastity.

“Chastity, surely you cannot be so blasé about it as you ap­pear. Will it not be horridly uncomfortable for you?”

“I have not the least notion why,” said Chastity, shaking her head.

“But Chastity—the Honorable Jeffrey Halston! And he is a widower now!” exclaimed Merrill, expectantly awaiting her friend’s reaction.

But Chastity took the news with disappointing calmness. “Yes, so I had heard. It must have been difficult for Jeffrey, los­ing his wife so suddenly in childbirth.”

“Chastity, I could just shake you!” exclaimed Merrill. “How can you speak of Jeffrey Halston in that cool fashion?”

Chastity smiled at her friend’s indignant expression. “But how should I speak of him, Merrill? We are mere acquain­tances, after all.”

“Pooh! Jeffrey Halston was once head over heels for you, Chastity. You cannot convince me that he was not, nor that you were completely indifferent to him,” said Merrill impatiently. “Surely, that history must count for something.”

“It seems such a long time ago,” said Chastity, shaking her head. A reminiscent smile tugged at her lips. “Jeffrey Halston was so devoted and so exceedingly obliging. I do believe that at one time he would have undertaken to walk across a bed of burning coals if I had but said the word.”

“And you never would,” said Merrill crossly. At Chastity’s amused, inquiring look, she said, “You refused Jeffrey’s offer. You never confided it to me, but I knew it all the same.”

“But you see, I was never that deeply devoted to Jeffrey,” ex­plained Chastity.

“And so he turned around and married Mirabelle Sweeney. Mirabelle!” Merrill’s tone was one of disgust. “What a waste. Mirabelle had more hair than wit and a dumpy figure besides. I have always thought that Jeffrey deliberately chose someone as completely opposite to you as he possibly could because he was secretly nursing a broken heart.”

“Nonsense! Mirabelle did very well for Jeffrey. Once he had gotten over his infatuation for me, he was finally able to see it,” said Chastity.

“For my part, I wish he had never met Mirabelle Sweeney,” said Merrill roundly. “I doubt that he would ever have noticed her if some busybody had not introduced them, for she was such a wallflower.”

“I was that busybody,” said Chastity. “Mirabelle was in­stantly smitten, but Jeffrey took a bit longer. Then it went just as I had hoped.”

“Oh, Chastity, you are more shatterbrained than I ever sup­posed,” said Merrill, aghast. She shook her head slowly. “I must say, I am utterly shocked at this revelation.”

Chastity laughed. “My dear, why? Simply because I neatly extricated myself from attentions that were becoming embar­rassing? I had turned Jeffrey Halston down twice before I found Mirabelle and brought her to his attention. I thought it all ended very well. Except for this tragic turn, of course. I do hope that Jeffrey has been able to reconcile himself to his terrible loss.”

“Well, we shall quickly see in the upcoming weeks, shan’t we?” asked Merrill tartly. “I rather suspect that Jeffrey has made up his mind to wed again, and that is why he is coming down from town with Gabriel. I will lay odds that he has not forgotten you. Chastity, and that he will make a point of re­membering himself to you. I leave it to you to imagine for what purpose!”

“Oh, dear!” Chastity was dismayed. “I do hope that you are wrong, Merrill.”

“And I trust that I am right. It is high time that you were wed. You are not getting any younger, you know. At five-and-twenty, you must begin thinking of yourself as being on the shelf. And I simply cannot bear the thought of you reduced to wearing a cap, dear Chastity.”

“Is that what happens when one attains my great age?” asked Chastity, amused. “I had wondered. Thank you, Merrill! I shall at once celebrate my new status by sending off for a drawerful of lace caps!”

“Oh, how provoking you are!” exclaimed Merrill, half laugh­ing. She scolded some more, shaking her finger. “Yes, it is all very well to laugh, Chastity. But it really is such a pity that Henry has not made the least push on your behalf.”

“Henry and I have a very comfortable arrangement. Neither of us has the least desire to marry, at least for the present,” said Chastity. “We are situated pleasantly in society and do not lack for companionship. Why should we alter what suits us both so well?”

“Why—why, I cannot tell you that. Except that it is your duty,” said Merrill, putting on a prim expression.

“Oh, Merrill, pray do not say so!” exclaimed Chastity, her eyes brimming with laughter. “And in just that way, too!”

“Yes, and it is Henry’s duty, too!” exclaimed Merrill, deter­mined to hammer home her point. “What is to become of the Cummings fortune if Henry does not have an heir? It will all go to Archie and Regina! That is food for thought, is it not? I know that it makes me shudder.”

Chastity gave a peal of laughter. “You sound just like my aunt Mackleby!”

Merrill was instantly stricken. Her great blue eyes wide, she asked, “Do I? Oh, no! Do I truly, Chastity?”

“Just like her,” said Chastity firmly, nodding.

“Now just see what you have done. Chastity! My concern for you has turned me into a ferocious old harridan before my time!” said Merrill in tragic accents, falling back against the sofa with her hand to her eyes.

“I do not think that you will ever be either ferocious or a har­ridan, Merrill. You haven’t got the character for it,” said Chastity, neatly skewering her friend’s taste for the dramatic.

“Well, I like that!” Merrill exclaimed, bouncing up again, not really knowing whether she should be insulted or not.

Chastity looked at her with affection. “I meant that you are too bright and pleasant a person, Merrill!”

Merrill was pleased, but still she pouted a little. “Are you not going to say that I am ageless, too, Chastity?”

“I do try to stay within the bounds of truthfulness,” said Chastity dryly.

Merrill made a face. “How perfectly horrid you are, Chastity. One should be able to tell a tale or two in order to preserve a friend’s illusions!”

“Not I!” retorted Chastity. “That is a certain road to a broken friendship.”

“Perhaps you are in the right of it,” Merrill conceded with a quick smile. She raised her delicate brows. “Has your aunt Mackleby been after you again?”

“Oh, yes. When is she not?” said Chastity cheerfully. “Of course, we do not see her very often when we are away from London, but her unequivocal opinions follow us in the form of letters couched in the most acid language imaginable.”

Chastity’s maternal aunt, Lady Mackleby, still considered it a personal insult that while under her aegis. Chastity had not ac­cepted any of the offers that had been made for her hand. She held to the opinion that it was every well-bred female’s duty to marry, preferably straight out of the schoolroom.

Lady Mackleby highly disapproved of Chastity’s lot in life and never let an opportunity go by when she did not express her opinion. But since Chastity saw her ladyship only in society, and then in the most genteel company, she was spared many lectures that would otherwise have fallen upon her head. Chastity had always considered it to be a blessing that she had not been obligated to make her home with Lady Mackleby, for though she had great affection for the old lady, she had no de­sire to live with her.

“In her last letter to me, my aunt expressed regret that I am of age and mistress of myself. Worse, I am possessed of an in­dependence that makes it highly unlikely that I will be forced into matrimony by pecuniary circumstances,” said Chastity cheerfully.

“I don’t know why you even accept the post,” Merrill said, shaking her head. “I know that I would not. I would either sorry the letters unopened or have them sent back as undeliverable.”

“But I could not be so rude, Merrill. I am fond of her. She did her best for me, after all. I simply could not meet her expecta­tions for me.”

“That much is to your discredit, certainly. However, I do think that after all of these years, Lady Mackleby must see that Henry bears some blame for your lack of situation.”

Chastity’s eyes gleamed with laughter. “You have underesti­mated her ladyship, Merrill. She naturally directs most of her displeasure at me. However, Henry does come in for his share of scolds, too. The truly boring aspect of it all is that my aunt’s forcefully expressed stand merely reflects the general opinion of all my dear married sisters.”

Merrill made a face. “I should not like to be so bullied and hectored as you are, Chastity.”

“I admit, it can be a sad trial at times. And that is why Henry and I do not often invite our siblings and their families to an ex­tended stay during the winter, as I am certain that they wish we might. Henry has stated flatly that he will not be scolded and re­proached at his own table.”

“Good for Henry,” Merrill said approvingly. She reached out to lay a sympathetic hand on her friend’s arm. “Oh, Chastity! If only you had wed Jeffrey Halston or one of the other of your suitors! How much more comfortable you would be!”

“Nonsense! I am very comfortable now,” said Chastity with a smile.

“I meant that you would not have to bear with your relations as you do,” Merrill said reasonably.

“No! Instead I would have to bear with a husband who did not suit me,” said Chastity a bit tartly.

“Pooh! Even if you thoroughly disliked one another, you could go on very well. Why, no one lives in their spouse’s pocket. It is so unfashionable.”

“Then you have my leave to call me unfashionable,” said Chastity. “For I will wed only where my heart is engaged, and his likewise!”

Merrill shook her head. “You are still such a romantic goose, Chastity. That sort of notion did very well when we were naive schoolgirls, but it won’t do now. Believe me, for I know.”

“Did you not love Charles when you accepted his suit?” Chastity asked, surprised. “I quite thought that you did.”

Merrill flushed. “I do not recall whether I did or not. It scarcely matters, does it? Charles and I go along very comfort­ably. That is what you need, Chastity, more than any silly notion of undying love. You need someone who will make you comfortable and with whom you can be content.”

“Like Jeffrey Halston, perhaps?”

Merrill eyed her friend. Chastity’s expression had become a little remote, and there was that certain quality in her voice that was a warning to one wise enough to heed it. “I shan’t deny that I see Jeffrey as a solution for you, Chastity. But far be it for me to join that same chorus that you find so trying,” she said primly. “I shall only urge you to meet him with kindness.”

“I am seldom so rude that I fail to acknowledge an old ac­quaintance,” said Chastity. “And so I shall reassure you of that much, Merrill.”

Merrill nodded. “Thank you, Chastity,” she said, very much on her dignity.

A short silence fell. Merrill pulled one of her kid gloves through her fingers. Chastity took pity on her friend’s discom­fiture. “How are Sir Humbert and Lady Maria? I have not seen them since Henry and I came down from London. I trust that they are well.”

Merrill brightened, obviously relieved to have gotten over uncomfortable ground. “Oh, yes! Can you doubt it? They are the same as always. Mama wrote me that they will be back in London after the Christmas holidays.”

The two friends spoke easily over a broad range of topics, but neither again mentioned the advent of the Honorable Jef­frey Halston to the house party. When Merrill rose to go, they were on the best terms imaginable. Chastity accompanied her friend to the grand hall, walking arm in arm with her and tak­ing an affectionate leave at the bottom of the wide steps.

Chastity returned to the warm drawing room. She had en­joyed Merrill’s conversation overall, but it had left her feeling vaguely disturbed. When her brother had first informed her that Gabriel Salyer was coming to Chester, and that Jeffrey Halston was accompanying him, she had felt a qualm. However, she had thrown it off almost at once. It was not to be expected that there should be any discomfort associated with meeting the Honorable Jeffrey Halston again. It had been years since he had danced attendance on her, after all. And he was merely accom­panying a friend to a house party in the country.

Merrill had shed quite a different light on the matter. It had never occurred to Chastity that Jeffrey Halston could have a hidden motive for accepting Henry’s invitation. Now the most dominant thought in Chastity’s mind was the knowledge that her old beau would shortly be descending upon Chester.

Chastity was no longer sure what to think about it. She rubbed her hands up and down her sleeved arms slowly in an unconscious gesture. She and Jeffrey Halston had once been quite an on dit. It had been openly rumored that they would eventually make a match of it. It had been the shocker of the Season when a betrothal between the Honorable Jeffrey Hal­ston and Miss Mirabelle Sweeney had been announced instead.

Chastity had hoped for just such an ending, for she had begun to find Jeffrey Halston’s unswerving attentions unnerv­ing. She had twice turned down the gentleman’s passionately worded offers, but she had begun to despair of convincing him that his suit was truly hopeless with her.

It was not that Chastity had disliked Jeffrey Halston or that they had been ill-suited. On the contrary, Chastity Cummings and Jeffrey Halston had become instant friends on the first time that they had met. Unfortunately, thought Chastity with vague regret, Jeffrey’s feelings toward her had undergone a dramatic change while hers had not. She had continued to think of him only in a sisterly fashion, and his ardor had been both confus­ing and even frightening.

That had been six years ago. As Chastity stared into the fire, she wondered what feelings, if any, she might have for Jeffrey Halston when she met him again. They were both older, and their lives had taken different turns. She pulled her fringed Nor­wich shawl closer about her as she continued to reflect.

When she looked once again into Jeffrey Halston’s eyes, would her own emotions be different? Would she see the same animated adoration in his expression as she had in the past? Or would the intervening six years and a marriage have cooled that ardor completely? Most important, which did she wish it to be?

Chastity shook her head. “How foolish I am being,” she said, chastising herself a little. Seldom had she had so many con­flicting thoughts. It was pointless to speculate, of course. She would simply have to wait and see what happened when she came face-to-face with her old beau.

Her woolgathering was interrupted by the chiming of the clock. Chastity glanced up at it, startled. It was an hour before dinner. She should be on her way upstairs to change, not stand­ing about thinking about might-have-beens and improbabilities.

Banishing all thoughts of Jeffrey Halston, Chastity left the drawing room and made her way upstairs to her room.
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A few evenings later, Chastity presided over a larger com­pany in the dining room. The Honorable Archibald Cummings and his wife, Regina, had arrived, as had Sir Roger Highfield. Lord Henry Cummings had greeted his brother with an affectionate clap on the shoulder, which had staggered his slighter brother, and borne him off at once to the billiards room. Chastity had been left with the task of smoothing Regina’s ruffled feelings at being left practically at the front door, bereft of her husband’s escort. But all had gone very well, for she had been quite won over by her sumptuous ac­commodations.

Merrill and Regina were acquainted, of course, and they had exchanged civil greetings, but without warmth. They had never really liked one another. However, Regina was willing to overlook Lady Peters’s inclusion in the house party since she was quite certain that Lady Peters’s rooms could not be anywhere near as magnificent as her own.

The conversation during dinner was graced with a flow of compliments. Regina was still so pleased with the arrange­ments made for her stay that she was on her prettiest behav­ior.

“Dear Chastity! I know that I have you to thank, for you al­ways take such very good care of me,” Regina said with a lovely smile.

She even told Lord Cummings that she was in his debt for his hospitality. “The state room is truly magnificent, Henry. I am really quite impressed,” she finished. “Even Archie has expressed his satisfaction, and that must count for some­thing.”

Henry accepted his sister-in-law’s kind words with an in­clination of his head. He presided at the head of the table, looking every inch the gracious host in his dark evening dress. His lordship was a very tall, very large gentleman, a former member of the Horse Guards. He was wide of shoulder and his build muscular, so that there was no need of padding in his coat. He exchanged a quick glance of shared amusement with Chastity.

Brother and sister bore a striking resemblance to one an­other. Their features were aquiline, and both possessed re­markably fine gray eyes. However, Chastity’s eyes appeared softer than did his lordship’s, which habitually contained a rather hard expression.

“I am glad that our arrangements for your stay have met with your approval, Regina,” said Henry.

“I should tell you that one reason that we wished you and Archie to have the state room is that there were rodents in the walls in the other wing. I knew that you would not wish to be in that locale,” Chastity said.

“No, indeed,” Regina agreed, quite thoroughly convinced that she had been given the better option. “I shall do famously, I assure you. And I shall not allow Archie to say one word against your arrangements, my dear, as he is sometimes wont to do. Archie is a dear, but he can be so exacting. I do not know how I abide with him, but that is what it means to be a good wife.”

Archie allowed his wife’s disapprobation to roll off his back. He was in a mellow mood, fathered as much by his brother’s hospitality and the excellent wine as by his wife’s congeniality. He caught his brother’s eye and lifted his glass in a silent toast.

Unlike Henry, who was attired in impeccable elegance, Archie tended to allow his dandified preferences full rein with his evening clothes. His dark hair was carefully brushed into a semblance of disorder, and his starched shirt points and massive cravat made it difficult for him to fully turn his head. His waistcoat was striped and shot through with gold threads, and he wore several fobs and seals.

Archie sprawled carelessly in his chair, one elbow on the table. He gave every appearance of disheveled decadence, though he was not in the least drunk. His expression was con­siderably lighter than when he had first arrived. Remarking to no one in particular, he said, “I am always glad to come home to Chester.”

“I have always adored coming to Chester. It has such a de­lightfully medieval touch,” said Merrill with an expression of contentment on her face as she glanced around the lavishly paneled dining room, the walls of which were covered by heavy woven tapestries hung from floor to ceiling. The or­nately carved dining table, flanked by thickly padded chairs covered in deep green and gold medallion-patterned uphol­stery, was covered with an impressive array of dishes. The glow from bunches of candles in several candelabra shed an extravagance of light that caught the wink of jewels around Regina’s slender white neck.

“I doubt that our ancestors lived with quite so much show,” said Chastity. “For all I have heard, those were rather grim days.”

Regina threw her sister-in-law an amused glance. “Oh, Chastity! How utterly unromantic you are. You have scarcely any imagination at all, have you?”

“Well, I have always been considered rather levelheaded, if that is what you mean,” said Chastity, returning her attention to the gentleman on her right.

Chastity parried yet another of the lavish compliments that had been paid her by Sir Roger Highfield all evening. The gentleman was an old family friend of their father’s genera­tion. From all accounts, Sir Roger had been a rake and an avid sportsman all of his life. Chastity could well believe it. Sir Roger’s chief occupations in life seemed to be paying fulsome praise to whatever ladies came into his orbit, to eat what was set before him with all appearance of enjoyment, and to satiate a keen desire for the hunt. Chastity never allowed herself to be put out of countenance by the old gentleman’s ways, but she also drew the line if his attentions threatened to become a bit risqué, as Sir Roger was occasionally wont to do.

Sir Roger left off flirting with Chastity to demand an ac­counting of his host. “I say, my lord, when do we go out? The weather has been fair this last week, so I have heard.”

“I thought we would wait for the first frost,” Henry said, lifting his wineglass. “My bailiff tells me that we can expect the weather to turn brisk by early next week. He has a fine weather sense, as you know. Sir Roger.”

Sir Roger Highfield nodded, satisfied. The candlelight gleamed on his bald pate. He returned to forking up his por­tion of meat with every semblance of gusto. “We’ll see some sport then.”

“Sir Roger, did you not tell me that you were not to con­sume red meats?” asked Chastity, throwing a questioning glance at the footman who had served at the table. “Sir Roger should have been given a serving of the fowl and fish.”

“Do not blame your staff, my girl! The man gave me what I wanted. I told you what my physician said, but I’ll warrant that he’s never seen the equal of Chester beef. This bit of meat won’t faze me, you’ll see!” said Sir Roger. He reached for his wineglass with his large hand and downed the contents with a flourish. “You there! Fill it again, I say.”

Chastity watched with amusement. It amazed her that the elderly gentleman had such capacity. Anyone else his age would have long ago given up such expansive gastric habits. She suspected that Sir Roger’s physician probably despaired of ever reining in his patient.

It was a convivial dinner. When Chastity, Merrill, and Regina rose to exit the dining room and leave the three gen­tlemen to their wine, their going was viewed with only luke­warm regret. Perhaps of the three gentlemen, Archie was the least disappointed by their exit. He was already reaching for the bottle of port.

Noticing the relaxed atmosphere, Chastity hoped that her brothers and Sir Roger did not intend to linger long over their wine. It naturally fell to her as hostess to entertain the ladies until the gentlemen chose to rejoin them for coffee. She had no qualms about her dear friend, Merrill, but her sister-in-law was quite another story. Glancing at Regina’s beautiful, petu­lant face, Chastity rather thought that she was not enthused by the prospect of spending time in their company, either.

“We shall see you shortly, I trust,” Chastity said, throwing a meaningful glance at her eldest brother.

Meeting the message in her eyes, Henry’s own eyes gleamed with laughter. He lifted his wineglass in acknowl­edgment. “Of course, dear sister. You may depend on it.”

“So I shall, my lord,” retorted Chastity.

Regina did not particularly care for the company of her own sex and thrived best in the company of gentlemen. Her con­versation always revolved around herself, with the latest fash­ions and newest gossip comprising the remainder of her interests. Chastity was therefore anticipating a rather tedious hour. However, she meant to make the best of it. She led her sister-in-law and Merrill out of the dining room and across the hall to the drawing room.

The autumn air was chilly, and a stiff wind had been blow­ing all day, making the passageways noticeably drafty. A fire roared extravagantly in every room of the old manor, and the drawing room was no exception. It was perfectly warm, espe­cially since the shutters were closed tight at the window.

“We shall be comfortable in here,” said Chastity determinedly.

“Oh, I am certain of it,” Merrill said, sliding a mirthful glance at Chastity as she passed into the room. “The time shall undoubtedly fly by with a good gossip.”

Regina ignored her ladyship. “I do trust that we shall find something to entertain us,” she said discontentedly. She roamed about the drawing room, touching a Sevres vase here and a Dresden there. “It is such a bore to be sent away. Have you a decent seamstress in the village, Chastity? My maid dis­covered that my favorite gown has a bit of torn lace, and I cannot trust her to mend it. She is so very clumsy with a nee­dle.”

“I believe that there is a very good seamstress. Shall I drive you over tomorrow?” Chastity asked as she seated herself in a wing back. Merrill sat down opposite her, her expression still lively with amusement. Chastity knew that her friend was deriving huge enjoyment from watching her attempt to pla­cate her sister-in-law.

“Oh, no. I shall give the gown to my maid and she may go in my stead. I shall rely completely upon your recommenda­tion,” Regina said. “Are you expecting a large party this Sea­son?”

“Oh, yes. Many of our guests will be the same as we have had in the past. There will be some new faces, too. Horace and Mary Bottler will be accompanied by their houseguests, Mrs. Dabney and Miss Paige. Then there will be the gentlemen whom Henry has invited. You probably know them,” said Chastity.

“Undoubtedly I shall. I am a great favorite of the gentle­men, whatever set they belong to,” Regina said with a tinkle of laughter. She glanced at herself in the gilded mirror hang­ing above the mantel and put up her fingers to smooth a per­fect curl. “I am told that Archie is quite envied.”

“No doubt,” said Chastity, rather dryly.

“I am surprised at you, Chastity, for letting Cordelia Dab­ney to set foot in Chester,” Regina said in a mildly scolding tone. “Why, it was the on dit of the Season that the widow had set her sights on Henry.”

“I know that, Regina. But Henry could scarcely have in­vited the Bottlers without including their houseguests,” Chastity said.

“No, of course not,” agreed Merrill. “It would have been thought quite odd of him.”

Regina shrugged her slender shoulders. She obviously dis­agreed with such a nicety. “Will your aunt be coming again— the one with those horrid little animals?”

“It would not be a proper house party without our aunt Webster and her pugs,” Chastity said quietly.

“You are deluded, dear Chastity. But I shall not complain, as long as those curs do not snap at my hem this time,” Regina said with a smile. Her eyes, however, held a somewhat hard expression.

Chastity smiled back at her. “I am glad, Regina, for I would not like to think that you felt compelled to insult Henry’s god­mother.”

Regina looked disconcerted. Then she gave tinkling laugh. “Oh, not for the world. Of course I would not. Henry’s god­mother! I had quite forgotten. How right you are to remind me, Chastity.”

“I like Sir Roger. He is such a dear eccentric,” Merrill re­marked. “He flirted with me in the most outrageous fashion.”

“You may find Sir Roger agreeable, but I do not,” Regina said. She turned again to her sister-in-law. “I would certainly never criticize your friends. Chastity, but Sir Roger is rather bad ton.”

“I think that is why Henry likes him so well,” said Chastity pensively. She smiled at her sister-in-law’s uncomprehending expression. Regina Cummings was considered to be quite good ton. It was a pity that she was so obnoxious.

“My brother, Gabriel Salyer, and the Honorable Jeffrey Halston are due to arrive quite soon,” Merrill said. “I am look­ing forward to seeing Gabriel
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