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Cecilia Wilcox’s frustrating and unsettling encounter with a handsome stranger is soon pushed from her thoughts by the appearance of her first love, the rakish, elegant best friend of her older brother. Disapproving of her daughter’s choice, her domineering mother takes her to London to find a husband. She introduces Cecilia to a charming rogue and the stranger, whose commanding and inscrutable presence both disturbs and captivates her. Amidst London balls and country house parties, Cecilia must wade through false assumptions, betrayals, and revenge to reclaim the man she loves.
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DEAR READERS,

This book was my first, and received mixed reviews. Some loved the naïve heroine and traditional, character-filled, twists-and-turns romance, while others did not. While it’s not the book I would write now, as many have enjoyed it, I leave it to you, reader, to decide. I hope you’ll appreciate this tale set in Regency England, and perhaps follow Cecilia, her cousin Felicity, and Emily Latimer in the Gentleman’s Daughter trilogy as they navigate the strictures of society, their own fears and follies, and love.

Happy reading,

Reina

April 2021

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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“You are in need of a husband,” Cecilia’s mother admonished her.

Cecilia’s lips twitched, ready to smirk at her mother’s favorite pronouncement.

“A husband such as I find you will not tolerate your behavior. You will not so readily ignore a husband as you do a mother, I am sure.” Mrs. Wilcox sighed, a sign of her affliction. “Why cannot you let young Mrs. Fordham assist Polly? She has a husband; her prospects cannot be hurt as yours are.”

“Polly waits upon me,” Cecilia said. She rocked back on her heels and cut her eyes toward the polished front door of Partridge Place, her second home.

“Why can you not behave like she? No games with the children, now. Let the boys have their fun. You must set an example for the girls with Polly. You must, as should they, learn a gentleman has no desire for such a hoydenish wife,” her mother said as Cecilia put on her straw bonnet, tying the pale blue ribbon under her chin. “Your gloves, girl. Can you not at least look a proper young woman?”

Cecilia took her worn York tan gloves, exhaling in relief at the appearance of Mrs. Partridge.

“Mrs. Wilcox, will you join me in the drawing room? I wish to show you the patterns my sister sent from London.” Mrs. Partridge rescued Cecilia again.

“Behave yourself, daughter.” Mrs. Wilcox turned her attention to Mrs. Partridge, who gave Cecilia a brief smile. “Do you recall my telling you that my sister’s home in Portman Square neighbors that of Lord Nefton? His nephew Mr. Thornhill will be in town...” Mrs. Wilcox’s voice echoed back to Cecilia as her mother followed their neighbor into her drawing room.

Cecilia blew out a breath and hurried outside, where Polly stood gazing at the greenish pond which shimmered in the chill spring breeze. An open field stretched around them, leading up the hill home or, to the right, into Abingdon. Polly turned, smiled serenely, and hooked her arm in Cecilia’s.

“Your mother had last moment instructions again?” Polly asked.

“Yes. She is determined I shall marry.” Cecilia kicked a small grey rock from her path. Her mother’s choice of suitor would probably rival their neighbor Mr. Drake in boring conversation and their former curate in propriety. Cecilia straightened her posture. She would marry for love.

“Your papa is not.”

“He has agreed I shall accompany her to London,” Cecilia said as they strolled arm in arm on the road toward the village. Breezes and birdsong wove a sweet melody, enhancing the luminescent landscape. Trees, frothed with blossom, gave way to hedges woven with trumpeted bluebells and sunny broom, until the river which wound through town edged into view, along with the twin stone spires of the church. The scent of the water coupled with the new blossoms and spring foliage made Cecilia’s step quicken. She longed to run and spend the day exploring. But she had duties now.

“I shall miss you and I do hope you will not marry yet. Wil and I wish you to visit us at Partridge Place often. And who else but you will help me start the village school?”

“If I do not marry soon, Mama may wish me to live with you.” Cecilia laughed.

“You are always welcome. My marriage to your brother will not make you any more my sister than you already are.” Her sisterhood with Polly and Cecilia’s love of children were the only reasons she took an interest in Polly’s school. Cecilia had other plans, which did not include becoming a teacher. But, for today, she would assist Polly in games with some of the village children. Polly, as her dearest friend, deserved all the support Cecilia could give.

Cecilia squeezed Polly’s hand and smiled. “How many children shall accompany us today?”

“Only eight. The Garrick boys are needed at home.” Polly’s smile faded. “Papa was such an advocate for the school...now I do not know...”

“Wil and I shall help.” Cecilia whistled the first verse of a sea shanty her uncle James had taught her.

“Today we sing,” Polly said in as firm a tone as she could.

“And play.” Cecilia skipped ahead, her boots scuffing the soft brown earth of the road. Cecilia knew Polly thought of her father, as she did also. Mr. Partridge had been a second father to her, so much had the families been together. Now that their mourning period was almost passed, Cecilia did all she could to cheer Polly. If sometimes that meant giving into her childish impulses, which secretly amused her mother-hen friend, Cecilia would oblige.

Once they had assembled their company, Cecilia led the village children in song while Polly walked behind with two of the older girls, almost more ladylike at fourteen and twelve than Cecilia herself at eighteen. She giggled and chased the younger boys and girls while Polly and their eldest charges settled on a bench. Soon Cecilia arranged a game of blind man’s bluff, discarding her beribboned bonnet and tan gloves on the grass. Some of the men of the village ambled toward the tavern. It angered her mother that they saw Cecilia, the daughter of Mr. William Wilcox, the local justice, a fine gentleman, cavorting on the green like a girl of five.

Cecilia laughed with the children while they played, but she stopped, her throat gripped in panic, when little Mary Fordham toddled into the road as the hard beat of horse hooves approached. She ran and scooped up the girl, nearly toppling over from the swiftness of her steps. The horse and rider came so close she imagined the dampness on her back was from the glistening flank of the animal. Clutching the trembling two-year-old to her, she marched over to the inn where the rider alighted.

“Sir, I believe you ought apologize. You nearly struck this girl.”

Mary stopped trembling; Cecilia tightened her hold on her. The rider turned to her, a lion of a man, tall, strong, almost rough features, a thatch of tawny hair, but his attire showed him to be a gentleman.

“Excuse me, I do not believe we have been introduced,” he said, his voice lofty and correct.

Cecilia’s cheeks grew hotter, now in shame and anger. He would set her down in front of all?

“I have no wish to be introduced to such a thoughtless man.” Cecilia worked to steady her breathing, but her chest tightened under his inspection.

Mary squirmed out of Cecilia’s grip to see who this stranger with the deep, commanding voice was. He held out a coin to her, which she grasped in her tiny palm.

“Thank you,” the little girl said in her sing-song voice as she wriggled down. She ran back over to her playmates and Polly, chattering in her childish gibberish.

Cecilia tweaked the back of her old sprig muslin gown. His clothes were of fine wool and linen, his leather boots well crafted, like those of Lord Wellington himself. He must think her some poor county miss, of indifferent parentage. Pulling herself to her full height, she still had to tilt her head up slightly to meet his appraisal. She narrowed her eyes. She was a Wilcox, a gentleman’s daughter.

“I see even one so young can remember her manners,” he said with a glance at Mary Fordham. His blue-green eyes sparkled.

Cecilia gripped her hands together. She itched to slap his condescending grin away. The old men lounging in front of the inn laughed and chattered like two old biddies. Her mother would hear of this.

“Pardon me,” he continued with a bow, “I have urgent business—”

“Good day,” Cecilia said. She turned and forced herself to walk with careful, measured steps to Polly, who waited for her with a small frown. Cecilia glanced over her shoulder, but the man was gone. A groom tended his horse, an impressive bay mare. Cecilia drooped, her limbs heavy, as if she had endured a day of censure and sewing under her mother’s critical eyes.

Polly led the way as they returned the children to their homes and walked down the road. Usually, Cecilia felt calmed by her older friend, but she tensed at Polly’s silent disapproval for her unladylike behavior in front of a gentleman.

“I know I acted improperly, Polly, but surely you would not have me sit idly by in the face of such conduct?” The air chilled and Cecilia wished she had worn her pelisse rather than her light spencer.

“Yes, I would. He was a gentleman. You ought have given him opportunity to explain.” Polly spoke quietly. Cecilia did not respond and they were silent save for saying goodbye as they came to the turn into Partridge Place.

Cecilia ran up the hill toward her home, pausing to glance at the lengthening grass. There would be no resting on its soft new growth to read Wordsworth or Shakespeare today; her mother expected her back soon. At least that morning, she had the pleasure of listening to her father and brother discuss her uncle’s latest letters and a few local matters, then making her daily rounds about the grounds of Middleton House, hearing her own footsteps swishing through the sloping lawn, scrunching along the path of the walled garden, splashing across the stream, and padding in the wood. The tall beeches and elms of it caught her eye as she crested the hill.

When she descended, she saw Middleton House, her home, with its symmetrical, weathered red brick coziness, too small in her mother’s estimation, but it suited Cecilia, who found scope enough in the surrounding country. Cecilia wended her way home, musing over what her mother planned for her in London so she might keep her thoughts off a certain stranger.

Cecilia did not wish to go to London with her mother, though she did want to visit her cousins and take in more enlightening sights than her mother allowed on their previous visit. It was the prospect of so many hours in her mother’s company and most especially of her pressing Cecilia to marry which discomfited her. For Cecilia had a decided opinion of whom she should marry, as she had about many other things, which did not coincide with the opinions of her parents. Only her cousin, Amelia, was privy to Cecilia’s wish to marry her brother’s friend, Mr. Adam Cateret.

But it would not do. She had not spoken to him in nearly two years and he was talked of as a bit of a rake. They had the London gossip from Aunt Higham, Amelia, and Fanny, though Cecilia usually did not like to listen to such talk. Mrs. Wilcox could tolerate such behavior in a wealthy gentleman of nearly six and twenty, with his fine country estate and fashionable London home, but not in a suitor for Cecilia.

And he was not her suitor, in any case. He had always been kind to her, taking her part when she got into some girlish scrape and confiding in her about his childhood in Naples and his dreams of travel and adventure. He was so different than any other man she had ever met and Cecilia became dazzled on his last visit by his charm, deep sensibility, and glamorous plans. Cecilia felt his rakish behavior was partly because he could not bear to be at Landsdown without his family. Her cousin Amelia, on the other hand, said he was being a man and she did not mean this kindly.

Cecilia knew of Mr. Cateret’s faults, his indiscretions, but she loved him for she also knew his kindness, intelligence, and pleasure in what she loved: walking, music, reading a good book, a lively conversation. Though they had always been friends, she could not say when she fell in love with him. Was it when at fifteen she could not attend Polly’s coming out ball so ‘Ret dragged Wil into the anteroom so she might dance a few dances? At sixteen when he imitated the local dignitaries to her and Wil’s mirth, even jesting at himself? Or was it when she glimpsed him riding past her Aunt Higham’s in London last year and noted his appearance in the first flush of attraction: middle height, dark curly hair, classical profile, and lean physique? Some likened him to Lord Byron, but Cecilia thought he showed his mother’s Neapolitan heritage. Indeed, he looked quite like his ancestor, Salvator Rosa, a copy of whose self-portrait she had seen at Landsdown.

Mr. Cateret visited them at Middleton House frequently when Cecilia was younger, but these last years had seen the loss of his beloved mother and sisters and then his father two years ago. She knew he was bereft at these losses, especially those of his mother and sisters; on his last visit to Middleton House when Cecilia was sixteen, she had witnessed his grief. They had shared a private moment, but she was still a girl then, his “bella bambina” as he called her, his beautiful girl.

She spent the last two years dreaming of ‘Ret, finding other men lacking his elegance, charm, humor, intelligence, and passionate sensibility. Cecilia wished she could see him again and he her. He might see her differently now, a noted beauty of eighteen, rather than the tomboyish girl of sixteen he had last met. Still, she supposed, it would not matter, as her mother was determined she would marry some such as Mr. Thornhill, and her mother would brook no disappointment.

Cecilia was just rounding a corner toward the house when she happened upon her father and brother standing with Mr. Cateret.

“Why, ‘Ret!” she said, using the name Wil always had for his friend. At a cough from her father, she corrected herself. “Mr. Cateret, good day to you. I...”

Mr. Cateret bowed to her, his gaze more intent than she recalled from his previous visits.

“Ah, Cecilia,” said her father, “I was wondering where you had got to. Wil has invited Mr. Cateret to stay with us, I hope for some time, though he claims to be off for London shortly.”

“I understand you and Mrs. Wilcox will be journeying there as well,” remarked Mr. Cateret.

“Yes, we leave in a sen’night,” Cecilia said. She was afraid to say more before she could compose herself fully. For once, Cecilia was relieved to see her mother, who approached in their carriage.

“Mr. Cateret,” Mrs. Wilcox began as she exited the carriage. “How unexpected to see you. We thought you to be in London this time of year.”

“Indeed, Mrs. Wilcox, I was on my way there when I met Wil in town. He invited me to stay, if you are so good as to extend your hospitality.”

“Of course,” Mrs. Wilcox replied, arching her brow as she gave Wil a quelling look. Mr. Wilcox, seeing his wife’s mood, engaged her attention as they walked up the front steps into the house, leaving Wil and Mr. Cateret to escort Cecilia. They each offered her an arm, as they used to when Cecilia was a young girl. She smiled and lightened her step in this small gesture, as she always had, surrounded by her beloved brother and her favorite of his friends. Now it was accompanied by the thrill of being close to Mr. Cateret, who had occupied her thoughts so often.

“Cecilia is quite changed from last you saw her, eh ‘Ret? She is near as tall as myself and she doesn’t giggle as she used,” Wil said.

They passed through the wide paneled doors, the fanlight above it casting patterns on the polished wood floors.

“Yes, she is changed,” he said with a bitter frown, as Wil excused himself to find the housekeeper about Mr. Cateret’s room.

Wil had not noticed Mr. Cateret’s study of Cecilia, but she had. Her elation at his look of regard was tempered by his cold reply to Wil and unhappy countenance. Perhaps she mistook things. She wanted his approval so much she did not trust herself to recognize it. “Are you happy to go to London?” he asked.

“I am happy to visit my cousins, yes.” She glanced down the hall, relieved only the chairs and pictures lining the walls witnessed their exchange.

“Are you and Miss Amelia still bosom friends? Has she made a bluestocking of you?”

“Amelia is not a bluestocking. She is interested in antiquities and enjoys reading, as I do myself.” She frowned. He and Wil teased her too much.

“Does she know my friend Mr. Frederick Dryden? He will be giving a lecture on Roman antiquities in a few weeks’ time. She should attend. I would be happy to introduce them.”

“She has mentioned his writings. I am sure she would be glad of the introduction. Will you be attending as well?” Mellow light played across the now rosy-hued burgundy carpets, which had been in use since her grandmother’s day.

“No, I have heard many of Dry’s lectures. It is not my usual London pursuit.”

“Oh no, sir, and what would such pursuits be?” Cecilia asked, assuming an expression of innocence at which Mr. Cateret first smiled then his countenance clouded. Seeing he would not answer, she continued. She could tease him as well. “I suppose you find Landsdown lonely. Perhaps you seek company in London?”

Mr. Cateret stared at her with a stormy expression, his ample brows tugged together. Any answer he may have had was stopped by her brother’s return.

“Are you being a pert miss, Cecilia? You see she has not changed so much, ‘Ret. I can show you to your room now, if you wish. Dinner will be in an hour.”

“Thank you, Wil,” said Mr. Cateret. He bowed to Cecilia and followed Wil up the wide oak staircase.

Cecilia placed her hands on her cheeks, their heat felt even through her gloves. She pulled them off. Wil ought not tease her so and ‘Ret shouldn’t be upset by her questions. Had they not always been friends? She hurried up to her room before her mother found her so vexed.

When Cecilia came out to go down to dinner, she stopped upon seeing Mr. Cateret in the hall. A scenic tapestry, its colors, like those of the carpets, faded by age and sunlight, hung behind him. Cecilia studied it, though she could tell each stitch from memory, to distract herself from ‘Ret’s bright amber eyes.

“Miss Cecilia, may I escort you to dinner?” he asked, offering his arm.

“Yes, thank you. I am sorry if I was impertinent earlier. I did not mean offense,” Cecilia said.

“No, I am not offended. You had the right of it. Landsdown is lonely without my family or anyone about.”

“But you have your neighbors and then why do you not marry?” Floating downstairs with her hand on his arm, she must be the wood nymph she often imagined herself in her favorite tea leaf green dress, which she wore. It matched his eyes.

“Yes, I have many good neighbors, especially George Allenby and his family. As to marriage—you will have heard of my London reputation. Those who would pardon my indiscretions are only interested in my lineage and supposed fortune.”

“I am sorry, especially if there was someone you wished to...” Cecilia faltered. She wondered how many avaricious mamas had pursued ‘Ret for their daughters, all because he was sole heir of his father’s estate and the grandson of an Earl.

“Here Wil would tease you again.” Mr. Cateret smiled. “Do not be sorry for me, I spoke only generally. I have not been disappointed.”

Cecilia was saved from replying as they reached the drawing room to join her family, where she spent an agreeable time listening to ‘Ret and Wil reminisce and ‘Ret jest at some of the prospective buyers of Landsdown, which they were surprised to hear he considered selling. The cheerful blue hues and cluttered arrangement of the room, which usually settled Cecilia, instead crowded her.

At dinner, Cecilia remained silent, upset by the news that ‘Ret would not only be selling his snug Palladian home, but would also be leaving England. It did not help that her mother chose rabbit for dinner. Cecilia disliked it. Perhaps she could sneak into the kitchen later for a bun and an apple. Mrs. Willet always indulged her.

Cecilia scuffed behind her mother into the drawing room after dinner.

“Lighten your step, girl,” Mrs. Wilcox said once they were alone, the door shut. “You are so fond of capering about like an untrained foal, but there is a balance between that and plodding like a common laborer after a day in the fields. Your youth and natural beauty will only carry you so far. You must learn some grace and proper deportment. Perhaps your Aunt Higham can make you see reason.” Her mother clucked her tongue and established herself on the highbacked sofa nearest the door. It had the best view of the room entire, unlike the other three sofas dotting the room: one opposite near the pianoforte, another facing the far windows, and a third, a chaise, facing the round table used for cards on the other side of the room from the music. Cecilia perused the selections, hoping she and ‘Ret might sing together, as they had on his previous visits. Soon, the gentlemen entered. ‘Ret asked the pleasure of singing a duet with her, as she wished for. While their voices blended together in song, Cecilia lifted and warmed at his nearness, forgetting all thoughts but those of the moment.

When ‘Ret led her from the pianoforte, he brushed his lips over her hand and whispered “Grazie, bella donna.” Cecilia smiled and placed a hand on her throat, reminding herself to stifle the sigh therein. He laughed and made some joke as they approached Wil, who lounged on the nearby sofa, his arms splayed along the curved back. He moved so they might join him, Cecilia snug between them. She spent the rest of the evening dazed. Could ‘Ret care for her?
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Over the next days, Mrs. Wilcox watched ‘Ret closely. Cecilia noticed her mother’s scrutiny, but could not care. She gave way to giddy delight and secret smiles, as Mr. Cateret, Wil, and sometimes Polly, took her on rides and walks about the countryside, read and sang with her, and catered to her whims. She and Mr. Cateret exchanged many longing glances over dinner on the third night of his visit, when they were joined by Mrs. Partridge, Polly, and Mr. Holden, who was to be the new curate serving with her uncle, Reverend Joseph Wilcox, beginning in July.

Mr. Holden, an eager, learned young man, would doubtless cause a stir in the neighborhood, being an eligible, attractive, and amiable young man. Such were scarce in their immediate vicinity. That he monopolized Cecilia’s attention in the drawing room before dinner was not unpleasant, but she had no desire for him to become attached to her, as the last curate had. His attentions were highly unwanted and irritating, but her father quickly dispatched him. Mr. Holden seemed much more sensible.

Cecilia, hoping Mr. Holden would note her preference, glanced at ‘Ret throughout dinner, though she marked the raised eyebrows of Mrs. Wilcox and even Mrs. Partridge, which did not bode well. However, when the gentlemen joined the ladies in the drawing room after dinner, Mrs. Wilcox was unable to keep Cecilia and ‘Ret apart, for they were requested to sing together. Following the performance, ‘Ret asked Cecilia to sit with him; even her mother could not deny it would be rude to refuse.

“I do not like having to wait for your attention, bella, especially due to such a man,” ‘Ret whispered. A petulant frown curved his lips while he cut his sparking amber eyes at Mr. Holden.

“He is a knowledgeable, good man.” Cecilia suspected ‘Ret flirted with her. She smoothed her pale green muslin dress. Perhaps such games could be enjoyable, if she could learn to play.

“Good for sermons and some sweet parson’s daughter, perhaps. You would be stifled by such a polite and proprietous man.” He shifted his body toward her, their knees almost touching.

“Would I? And who would suit me, then? A boor, a libertine, or a rake, perhaps?” Cecilia laughed and fiddled with the small golden cross she wore at her neck.

“The latter, of the reformed variety, of course. Who would need another woman who had you?” ‘Ret finished in a low, intent tone.

Cecilia’s brow crinkled in puzzlement but they were interrupted by Mrs. Wilcox, who wanted Cecilia to join her in saying farewell to their other guests. Her mother promptly sent her to bed after their guests took their leave, so Cecilia did not see ‘Ret again until the next day.

As they made their way to Partridge Place the following morning, ‘Ret gave her a small posy of violets while they walked alongside the whispering stream in the wood, well behind Wil and Polly. The greenery made tracery overhead, hallowing the walk as if it were the aisle of a church.

In his expressive voice ‘Ret said a bit of Shakespeare: “‘The forward violet thus did I chide: / Sweet thief, whence didst thou steal thy sweet that smells, / if not from my love’s breath?’” He stopped and kissed her hand. Gazing at her, he opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by a teasing shout from Wil for them to stop dawdling.

‘Ret’s words made Cecilia realize perhaps he returned her feelings; she felt aflutter. Walking close together up the familiar hill to Partridge Place, she gazed about her. A few chickadees flitted in the shrubbery by a flat, large rock, a favorite picnic spot as a girl. The spire of Abingdon Church peeked from the distant trees, the river a ribbon carelessly tossed among the curves of hill and meadow, as the streamers of her bonnet weaved among the grass when she lay daydreaming on the hilltop making ships and carriages of the clouds. Would she ever be ready to leave her beloved Berkshire?

“’Ret,” Wil said as Partridge Place came into view, “perhaps you and Cecilia would like to wait here and enjoy the clear day? I know my sister must feel the effects of her confinement after the last days’ rain.”

‘Ret nodded. Wil and Polly waved and strolled away, arms linked. They had such an ease about each other. Cecilia doubted she would ever feel so with a suitor—and she did not know that she wished to. Taking her hand, ‘Ret led Cecilia to the further side of the hill, where they looked down on the sloping valley. She kindled and softened at his touch. Studying him, the longing in his eyes caused her throat to constrict. He faced the distant horizon and let go of her hand. They stood in silence, studying the tapestry of meadows and hedges below. Bees searched the clover, ready to hum back to their cozy skeps.

“I hope to travel to the continent this summer, now the hostilities with France are settled, as is my estate.”

“Oh?” Cecilia choked out. He had not mentioned he would go so soon.

“It will be a lonely journey, though. I would very much like to have a companion, someone like yourself, curious and lively. Have you thought of travelling? To visit all the great cities, there is much to see.”

Cecilia grew dizzy and breathless, as if she had just spun around and around, as she used to in childhood. “You wish me to go with you?” she whispered.

As Mr. Cateret turned to face her, clasping her around her waist, gently caressing her cheek, he whispered, “Yes.” Grasping her hand and kissing it fervently, he murmured her name as Cecilia, still lightheaded, stood unmoving. Hearing a distant shout, he started, releasing her quickly; she heard it was Wil. ‘Ret’s face changed from one of intensity and longing to that courteous mask he wore when trying to appear polite, as whenever he greeted Mrs. Wilcox.

“Meet me in your secret spot tonight,” he whispered before moving farther away from her.

Cecilia could not manage any reply beyond inclining her head. Wil had returned so hastily to ask them to lunch at Partridge Place, for Mrs. Partridge specifically wanted to speak with Cecilia. They had a pleasant enough time, as ‘Ret, Wil, and Polly laughed together and Cecilia spoke to Mrs. Partridge, whose very presence was a comfort.

“Well, my dear, your mother has told me of her plans for you. Will you be content to do all this?”

“Yes, I suppose, if it comes to that,” Cecilia said.

“I hope you will remember we all care for your happiness, including your mother. Have you given thought to what kind of life you should like to live? I know we have not spoken of these things before, but your mother will expect you to marry soon.”

Cecilia nodded and shifted in her seat; she agreed only about her mother’s purpose, not her intent. Mrs. Partridge patted her hand and leaned closer, the scent of honey and sweet herbs reminded Cecilia of their many rambling yet purposeful walks to gather the wares of Mrs. Partridge’s stillroom.

“You do know, I hope, your father would never force you to marry where you do not love, so it will be to you to determine the suitability and faithfulness of prospective suitors. I know you do not like strict adherence to the dictates of propriety, but remember there are reasons for the rules of good society, my dear. There are many who would act unscrupulously with an innocent such as yourself or men whose feelings might drive them to try and persuade you to a wrong action.”

Cecilia opened her mouth to protest, sure of her ability to see to her own actions adequately.

Mrs. Partridge quelled her speech with a slight tilt of her head and a knowing smile. “I have faith in you, Cecilia. Remember you are in possession of a good deal of sense and a kind heart. I hope you will use both in your decision as to whom you might marry, as Polly has done. I wish you as happy as she.”

“Thank you, dear lady.” Cecilia clasped Mrs. Partridge’s hand. Once again, her friend had stopped her from rash, unnecessary speech. “You have been a friend to me all my life and I will think carefully about what you have said, I promise. I will miss seeing you and Polly while we are in London. Whatever shall I do without yours and Polly’s wise counsel?”

“You will be well, I am sure. We shall write. If you get into difficulty, simply think on whether your father would approve and you will know what is right. Let us enjoy our picnic tomorrow. I believe your father wishes to give you a pleasurable outing before you must to town,” Mrs. Partridge finished, squeezing Cecilia’s hand as they rose to join the others on their way out. Cecilia smiled. However much she may wish to become ‘Ret’s wife, her first duty was to her dear papa. She would make no promises without his approval.

There were no more moments alone with ‘Ret, for the three had gone back to Middleton House for dinner, where Mrs. Wilcox contrived to keep Cecilia away from Mr. Cateret. After Cecilia retired to her room, she paced, waiting until everyone would be abed. Pausing, she inhaled. Her grandmother’s lavender fragrance still lingered. The solid oak bed with its paled pink coverlet and other old furniture placed about settled her spirit and her mind. She did not know why ‘Ret wanted such secrecy, but that her mother did not let them speak alone. Would he wish to keep a secret engagement? She did not know how anything would be conducted in such circumstances, but felt she could trust ‘Ret to guide her.

Sitting quietly on her bed, she pondered over her conversation with Mrs. Partridge and rubbed her arms, which prickled in doubt. Her father would not approve of a secret engagement, so she would have to persuade ‘Ret to speak to him. After some time, she could wait no more, so she padded across the rose carpet to open her door. It was locked. She searched for her key; in a panic, she turned out drawers, looked in every corner, but it was not to be found. She crumpled onto her chair, near to tears. Surely ‘Ret would come to her when she did not. With this thought, she set things to rights, including herself, and sat, hands clasped, on her chair. She began to suspect her mother had done this. Now the oddity of her suddenly discussing the dangers of the nearby riots became clear. Perhaps she had even discovered Mr. Cateret outside as well. Finally, Cecilia went to bed; Mr. Cateret never appeared.

***
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MR. CATERET WAITED. She could not have mistaken him, for he had discovered her favorite hiding spot behind the garden shrubbery along the wall long ago. She was attracted to him; he had experience enough to know that. The way she gazed at him with her deep brown eyes, her heart shaped face flushed, her chestnut hair shining, ringlets loosening, much as her bosom strained against the filmy muslin of her gowns. She was all he desired, but she was naïve. He wished to speak to her only when they could be alone. Yet she did not appear. He could not risk going to her room, which was near her parents’ chambers.

Striding into the house, he shook his head. Perhaps she had not the spirit and passion he believed. Perhaps she was still a mere girl. Taking the stairs two at a time, he soon entered his room. Wil had been a true friend to him these many years. He would not risk his friendship over even one so captivating as Cecilia.

***
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THE DAY OF THE PICNIC was bright and the hills that soft green which usually cheered Cecilia no matter her mood. Indeed, as she ambled through the grounds on her morning walk, seeing the hills covered with spring blooms in their first blush of color—blue, pink, and lavender—lightened her gloomy feelings. She could not rid herself of her puzzlement, though, especially as Mr. Cateret avoided her all morning. Feeling pinpricks of doubt about him, Cecilia tried to turn her thoughts by reciting poetry to herself, as Polly had taught her, except Polly preferred bible verses.

Upon returning from her walk, Cecilia found her father alone in the drawing room reading letters.

“Ah,” he said, placing the papers aside on one of the small tables which dotted the room. He rubbed his eyes. “Will you favor me with a tune?”

Cecilia nodded and studied him. Creases not noticed before lined his forehead and dashed around his warm hazel eyes. “Is all well, Papa?” She settled at the pianoforte. Sunlight danced on its polished surface.

“Nothing to concern you, child. Accusations and assumptions throughout the county. Now the war is over, I’m afraid men will find enemies closer to home.”

“I am happy to listen.” She caressed the cool keys.

“Thank you, but you shall remain carefree as long as I can see to it. There will be time enough for the follies of men to vex you. No need to begin now.”

Cecilia laughed and leaned her hands on the bench. “According to Mama, I am more trying than any man.”

“I will be glad when my brother and his family arrive. Your mama is more agreeable when we have company.”

“As are you yourself,” Cecilia said. Her papa missed his brothers and liked nothing more than having them near, his house full.

He chuckled. “True, in sociable society.”

“Not that of London drawing rooms?” Cecilia played a quick note. Her father had listened to her disappointment over her first trip to London last year with an understanding ear. He too felt at home only here, in the Berkshire countryside.

“I suppose one can find amusement anywhere, but London—”

“What of London?” Mrs. Wilcox said. She blew into the room, swiftly joining her husband on the settee, stinging as a hot wind on a dry, dusty summer day.

“Perhaps Mr. Cateret might join you on your journey?” he said.

Cecilia rose and clasped her hands. She perched on her favorite cozy chair and bit her lip.

“You would do better to keep him here,” Mrs. Wilcox said.

“I believe he means to town,” Mr. Wilcox replied. He glanced at Cecilia, who gave him a tiny smile.

“He means to seduce our daughter and have her fortune.”

Cecilia gripped the arms of her seat. An icy chill seeped from her toes while flames blazed a path downward. Meeting in her middle, they created an awful sickening.

Her papa sighed. “You know full well our son’s friends are respectful young men, all.” Mrs. Wilcox snorted. “I will hear no more. And if he knows of Cecilia’s dowry, you must have yourself to blame. I warned you not to speak of it.”

“And I have not,” she said. “But your son—”

“My son knows better than to open the door to rogues and fortune hunters by spreading tales.” Her father practiced discretion in his affairs and wanted Cecilia’s suitors to apply to him due to her merits and their true feelings, not the promise of her more than ample dowry.

“Perhaps, like his father, he trusts the wrong men.”

“Mrs. Wilcox, any more and you may to town alone. Let us upstairs.” He stood and strode from the room. Her mother marched behind, head high. She did not admit defeat so easily. No doubt she already planned her next attack.

Cecilia rose, her hands trembled. Perhaps being a maiden aunt installed at Partridge Place could have its advantages.

Some hour later, Cecilia sat in the carriage with her parents. Sometimes she felt an adopted child, with her dark hair and rounded body while her parents and Wil shared wavy, wheaten-colored hair and a stately mien. According to her mother she still loped about as if pretending to be one of her papa’s horses. Cecilia smiled. She preferred imagining herself a wood nymph.

“Well, Cecilia, are you pleased with today’s diversion? There will be good company and the weather and setting could not be more beautiful, I’ll wager,” her papa said. His cheer contrasted her mother’s sharp silence.

“Yes, I am pleased,” Cecilia replied. “I look forward to meeting Miss Taylor again.”

“Polly’s cousin is an agreeable and pretty girl and do not forget we will also be joined by Mr. Drake and the Fordhams. Mr. Drake particularly asked if you would be there.”

“How kind. I look forward to the day.” Cecilia shifted in her seat. Her papa’s eagerness to push her toward their neighbor Mr. Drake was only slightly less irritating than her mother’s overbearing scrutiny.

No one, however, bothered about Cecilia once the party gathered. The field on the farthest edge of Partridge Place provided a perfect flat area for a picnic, while the river to one side—narrow there—and hills rich with berries and flowers, provided amusement enough for an afternoon. All the others grouped in threes and fours, conversing and laughing, save Cecilia. She lounged in the shade of a leaning willow, close enough to overhear ‘Ret’s attentions to Polly’s cousin.

Why he was flirting with Miss Taylor, she could only surmise two motivations: either to fool her mother or because he really found Polly’s cousin charming. Hoping it was the former, Cecilia took every chance to give him the opportunity to seek her out. When the Fordhams suggested berry picking on the hill, Cecilia went farther up than anyone. She managed to fill her basket, but not with the girlish joy she always had, for ‘Ret did not come. When Mr. Drake proposed a walk along the river, Cecilia and the younger people joined him. Cecilia again struck out on her own, claiming a wish to see if there were any violets in the upper banks. She was glad to get away from Mr. Drake, whose pedantic conversation about the fauna of the river bored her; she would have listened all afternoon if only ‘Ret had followed her.

Mr. Cateret’s obvious flirtation with Miss Taylor annoyed Cecilia. She had not before noticed his easy ability to make women silly over him nor his whispering, mocking way of flirting.

She paused by the river, bending over to trail her fingers through its cool, quietly powerful waters. She used to play here as a girl, splashing and swimming, safe under the watchful eye of her grandmother Wilcox, Mrs. Partridge, or Polly. Here Cecilia had learned to float with the current without being swept away. Had she let herself rush too far from her anchor in her feelings for ‘Ret? Perhaps he had not the depths she had attributed him, but was merely a shallow pool, not the sure, powerful, passionate man she sought.

Pondering all the things she didn’t know about ‘Ret, she sat on a rock, hugging her knees, until the sun began its descent. This same late afternoon sun made dappled shadows along the riverbank as Cecilia made her way back to the party. The shades of light and dark mingled to match her mood. The buoyancy of being outdoors dragged down and muddled by doubt and exasperation. These feelings intensified when she saw Mr. Cateret, Miss Taylor, and Mr. Drake conversing somewhat apart from the others.

As she approached, Mr. Drake remarked: “Miss Wilcox, you will quite do yourself in with all this activity. Women should be careful not to overexert themselves.”

“I am worn down just looking at you, Miss Wilcox!” Miss Taylor said, her parasol carefully shading her pale complexion. “A woman needs her rest, you know.”

“Oh, but Miss Wilcox still considers herself in the schoolroom, I believe, so she need not concern herself with a woman’s needs,” Mr. Cateret said, his expression twisted in scorn and mischief. Miss Taylor tittered.

Cecilia’s throat tightened, holding down her biting thoughts about their comments, but especially Mr. Cateret, who not only should have been walking with her, but also taking her part against such talk, as he had before. His derisive remark both mortified and incensed her, especially considering his attentions to her over these last few days, which were not those a gentleman would give to a schoolgirl. However, he would now not even look at her so she steeled herself and called upon her mother’s teachings of the last two years.

“Perhaps you are right, Mr. Drake,” she said, drawing herself up with a proud tilt of her chin. “I do feel a slight headache, if you will excuse me.” Turning from them, she made her way over to her parents who, fortunately, were already preparing to leave. Upon seeing her, they both expressed concern she was fatigued and the three bid a hasty farewell to the rest of the party.

As they rode home, Cecilia’s father remarked on how far she and Mr. Drake ventured up the river together.

“No, father. I went most of the way myself. Mr. Drake was dull and I wished to be away.”

“Cecilia, I am surprised at you! Mr. Drake is a good sort, always solicitous of you.”

“Well, Mr. Wilcox, he will not be so after today, the way Cecilia went cavorting over hill and dale, unlike Miss Taylor and Polly, who know how to behave. You know Mr. Drake’s views on women having delicate constitutions,” Mrs. Wilcox put in.

“I agree with him when he says women should not be too vigorous, which you have today, Cecilia. I hope you have learned a lesson,” Mr. Wilcox said.

Cecilia by this time truly had a headache and so simply replied, “Yes, papa” and closed her eyes.

“We shall have a tray sent up for your supper so you may rest,” he said.

“A fine idea, Mr. Wilcox. Wil and Mr. Cateret dine with the Partridges and Cecilia needs be ready for our journey.”

They soon reached the shelter of home, where Cecilia trudged upstairs. She could hardly believe such a promising spring day ended in a shower of tears in her darkened room.

The next morning, Cecilia awoke with a pounding head and a weight on her heart. She had always been confident, sure of her opinions, but now doubt assailed her. Had she imagined Mr. Cateret’s longing looks and amorous attentions? Did she misunderstand their conversation on the hill? Had she misjudged his character; was he fickle or cruel or a trifler? What did it matter, when he said such hurtful words to her? As a gentleman, he should have approached her and explained himself.

Her mama harried her all morning as the household bustled in preparation for their trip on the morrow. Wil and Mr. Cateret absented themselves, as Wil always did before their mama traveled. After noon, her papa summoned her to the library. Determined to remain composed, Cecilia breathed deeply before she opened the door. The light Gothic tracery contrasted the dark colors of the room. She took in the view from the tall windows; the small pond on the North side of the house reflected the sky and clouds, creating its own designs.

“Child, are you certain you wish to go to London? You have not been yourself these last two days. If you really feel you cannot leave home, I will understand.” They stood shoulder to shoulder by the French windows.

“Mama will not. Thank you, Papa, but it will be easier for us all if I go. We are not to be there over a month. I will manage. And, I do look forward to seeing Amelia and Fanny.”

“Thank you, my girl,” Mr. Wilcox said. His furrowed brow eased. “I know your mother can be demanding of you, but she has your interests in mind. Go, then, and enjoy yourself.”

“I will, Papa, thank you,” she replied as he kissed the top of her head. At least her father’s affection she need not doubt, Cecilia thought ruefully.

While out for a walk that afternoon, Cecilia decided Mr. Cateret must no longer have any affection for her. Perhaps he found her a beautiful woman, as he had said, but obviously he did not love her or wish to marry her. He had not been at Middleton House all day, choosing to accompany Wil on some business in town. Cecilia thought they would be back for dinner, but Wil arrived alone, apologizing for Mr. Cateret, who was detained on another errand. Cecilia’s calm attained on her walk turned to sadness, for her hope that their friendship could be restored now seemed impossible.
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Chapter Three
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The morning of their journey to London, Mrs. Wilcox roused Cecilia from an uneasy slumber with a perfunctory knock on her bedroom door.

As Tilly pinned Cecilia’s hair, Mrs. Wilcox rechecked her trunk. “Your papa has been most generous. We will not only be able to complete our purchases from last year, but also make you ready to attract even the attention of a Lord.”

“I have no wish to be a Lady.”

Had they been alone, her mother would have screeched her displeasure. As it was, she clucked her tongue.

“So you’ve proven in your inattention to my lessons. I hope you will attend better your Aunt Higham and myself as you did not on our last visit.” Her mother studied Cecilia’s reflection in the dressing table mirror.

“I cannot like town. But I do look forward to visiting Amelia...and Fanny and Aunt Higham.” Cecilia kept her face as expressionless as possible, but an almost inaudible sigh escaped. She had much rather Papa bought her a new horse rather than this trip to London. Though she did enjoy wearing new clothes. 

“I will not allow you about with Amelia.”

“But Mama, our walks in the park...” Cecilia would lose all sense of herself without access to some bit of green space in the midst of the brown, grey, close city.

“You’ll not run about as you do here,” her mother said before she dismissed the maid. Mrs. Wilcox exhaled and rustled her garnet gown
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