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Alessandra sat on the stone bench in front of her home, enjoying feeling the autumn sunshine beaming down on her face. At 18 years of age, she could appreciate the life she led at home with her parents. As a family, they weren't as well off as some people in the village, but she knew they also weren't in such a dire position as others.

Her young puppy, Fern, lay at her feet, basking in the warmth they both knew was coming to an end as the once-green leaves covered the ground in the beauty of yellow and orange.

Day to day, Alessandra spent her time obediently doing whatever chores her mother or father placed on her shoulders. When she wasn't sewing, feeding the chickens, or helping in other areas of their home, she indulged in reading novels. It was exciting to let her mind wander to lives and places far more exotic than her own. She'd been fortunate to have been raised with a tutor and a governess. Both had taught her skills in language, etiquette, and music. What her mother had taught her throughout her whole life to date was what she'd need to know when she would one day go off with a husband to a new home. 

Whenever Alessandra thought about marriage, she'd always been excited by the idea of it. Other young women in her town were already married and in homes of their own. Having attended one wedding ceremony after another, Alessandra had started to believe that marriage might not be the chosen path for her after all. 

It wasn't that she had no opportunity to meet young men. A year earlier, she'd found herself quite enraptured with Tom Missinger. A handsome young man, he'd danced with her at many village assemblies, and Alessandra had let herself believe that he loved her and would want to marry her. That was before she'd found out he'd gone away and married another.

She still couldn't understand how she'd so mistakenly read his intentions. She didn't understand why he hadn't told her he'd had no interest in her as a potential suitor. He seemed to have sought her out on the evenings of the balls. He'd complimented her, and made sure she always had places for him on her dance card. It had thrilled her to be close to him, even just in dance. He was by far the handsomest young man in her village and in her acquaintance, with his easy-going manners effortlessly making her laugh and feel much at ease.

Since realising she’d greatly misread his intentions, Alessandra had built a more solid resolve around her. She'd raised an armour to make sure she wouldn’t be so easily misled again, or misconstrue any man's feelings.

Having a different ethnicity blend compared to other people in their village, with her Italian mother and an English father, she knew in her heart that she was plain. She expected she would never turn any man's head through prettiness. The question that played on her mind was simply that of wondering what her life would entail if she truly was not intended for marriage. 

"Alessandra," she heard her mother call from inside the house. "Can you come and help me please?"

Alessandra abruptly stood, waking up Fern in the process. After the young puppy jumped to attention, they looked at each other.

"Sun time is over for me, Fern," she said before walking into her home.

She found her mother, Isabella, in the kitchen, looking busy as she looked through the storage of jars and boxes.

"Oh, Alessandra," Isabella said. "I think it is a good day for you and I to head out to the garden and harvest as much as we can. We need to ensure that whatever is out there is adequately stored for winter. It feels like a cold front is coming. We must be prepared for it."

Alessandra nodded at her mother. She'd often quietly wondered how her mother and father were both so handsome and yet had made her - someone so plain. She quickly dismissed the thought from her head. Thoughts such as those fell under the umbrella of vanity - something she'd been taught she shouldn't let herself fall victim to.

As the two of them walked out into the sprawling yard area behind the house, Alessandra imagined that sometime in the past it must have been wonderfully well kept, tidy, and structured. Now, with only the family plus one married couple to help in and around the house, it always seemed like there was never enough time to keep on top of everything that the property demanded.

As Alessandra walked alongside her mother, she felt particularly plain and dull. In her mother, she saw great beauty, confidence, and a true sense of power. Alessandra knew her parents had presented the world with four children. The first two hadn't survived past infancy. Now there was only Alessandra and her older brother, Nicholas, and he was already married and settled with his own family underway in their own home.

Watching her mother begin to harvest what was left of the late fruit, herbs and vegetables, Alessandra began to expect there was more to their time outside together. She waited patiently as her mother seemed to gather her words and then finally spoke.

"Alessandra, you know that we have always said you will marry one day," her mother began, making Alessandra's heart skip a beat at the words. "You also know that we do not have such a level of land or income that may have presented you with suitors to choose from as you wished."

Alessandra nodded. She had no idea about their financial situation as a family, but guessed money wasn't too readily available, given how they lived. She remained silent as she saw her mother stop walking and turn to her. 

"We have found a young man who you are to become betrothed to," Isabella said, surprising Alessandra. "This young man lives on a large family estate near Bath. It is a good match for you."

"But, Mother, why should he want to marry me, knowing I have nothing to offer him?" Alessandra asked, confused by how such a thing could have come about, given how hopeless the idea of marriage had seemed only minutes earlier.

"Because you do have something to offer him, Alessandra," Isabella said. "Although your father and I have never spoken of it, there is much money put aside for your dowry."

"We are not poor?" Alessandra asked meekly, still not understanding. On hearing what her mother had just said, she felt like she was in shock.

Her mother took her hand and led her to a stone bench in the sunny corner of the garden wilderness. 

"Your grandparents - my mother and father - were distantly related to the royal family in Venice," said Isabella. "They were very wealthy. When they died, they left a considerable amount of money in trust for your dowry. It has never been touched as you had to wait till you turned eighteen until you could access it. Now that you are of age, it can be used for the purpose it was intended."

"Then this man who wishes to marry me ... what he actually desires is this money?" Alessandra asked her mother.

"Alessandra, it is every woman's right and duty to marry, set up their own home, and start their own family. This family is a farming family. They have much land and many tenants. What they do not have is the level of ready money they would like to keep their estate well cared for. Therefore, yes - they wish for this match due to the size of the dowry you will take with you."

Alessandra considered the situation being presented to her. She'd known this was how marriages were formed, of course. Marriage was a recipe of two parties needing something from each other, but as Isabella spoke, Alessandra felt like she was simply an item, being put up for sale.

"What if they take this money but then they do not want me?" she asked. "Where will that leave me?"

"You seem more worried about the issue of the money than the issue of getting married," Isabella replied. 

Alessandra took a moment to absorb the news. Some man she didn't know wanted to marry her. Only, he didn't necessarily want to marry her because he had never met her - or had he?

"Have I met this man?" she asked.

"No, you have never met anyone in this family," Isabella replied. "They live far away, and contacted us via post."

"Then how does he know that he wants to marry me? He might see me and then run away," Alessandra said, making her mother laugh softly.

"Oh, Alessandra, he will not want to run away when he sees you!" Isabella reassured her. "But it is his father and mother who are initiating this, not the young man himself. I suspect he has as little to do with this decision as you do."

"Have you already accepted this offer?" Alessandra asked her mother, not at all certain how she was feeling.

"No," Isabella replied as she shook her head. "Your father and I agreed that we would talk to you first, and see how you felt about it. We will not force you. With the kind of money that was left to you, you do have the power to make your own choice. But this family seems honourable and well known, Alessandra. They will introduce you to good social standing, and I also understand the estate is vast, which will be something for you to pass on to your children."

"But will it be, in any way, good for you and Father?" Alessandra asked.

"It will mean security for you," Isabella said, nodding. "Your father and I will not be around forever. We would like to see you settled. We want to know you are being taken care of, and you are old enough now to be married and starting your own family."

At the thought of that, Alessandra blushed. In the few novels she'd read, there had been mention of what happened between husband and wife in the dark of night. It equally frightened and intrigued her. To dispel such thoughts, she nodded. 

"Mother, if you think this is the right thing for me to do, I will marry this man," she said. "I should like you and Father to be there with me when I meet him, however. Will you be?"

"We will all go to their family estate and spend some time there before you are officially betrothed," Isabella replied. "If you do not wish to marry him, you may tell me or your father why, and we will consider what is to be done then."

Alessandra leaned in and hugged her mother. She'd long wondered if such a day would come. Now she had to prepare herself for the reality to happen.

"But what will happen to Fern?" she asked quietly. 

To that question, she never received any response.

​
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On a broad, wide land a little to the east of Bath, a young man called Edward Chisholm was out riding on his beloved Beauty - a beautiful black horse with an almost dark blue sheen to it. Edward grinned as he rode up the steep incline and reached the summit of the tall, broad hill on their land. There he climbed down and secured Beauty's reins to a tree before sitting down on the ground and looking out over the estate. From that point on their land, all of what his family owned could be seen. It constantly made Edward feel pride. 

For more than 200 years, the Chisholm family had lived on the land as farmers who provided tenants with somewhere to live and to work. Edward had grown up among the tenants. He regarded them all as extended family, as they did him. For as long as he could remember, they had spoken to him with affection as they called him 'Young Master'.

Now twenty years of age, Edward felt like he was neither a boy, dependent on his parents, or a man, independent. He was the only living child his parents had, after several miscarriages. Following his birth, his mother, Mary, had been told she should never be with child again. All responsibility would one day be on him to manage the entire estate. For the moment, both of his parents were alive, healthy, and active in the management of the land, buildings, and tenants.

While Edward wasn't a sociable person, he had been well brought up with good manners. Because of this, he did seem to make friends easily, although there were few instances where he could see them. Everyone he knew, he'd met through his parents. Being the future master of the estate, it had been explained to him early on that he wouldn't go to school like other children. Instead, he would remain at home and be taught everything there was to know about the land before him. His father, Charles, regarded that as far more valuable than any schooling could be.

With a loving mother who'd been well educated, however, even being confined to the estate she'd ensured Edward had a tutor who could teach him as well as any teacher in the school system. As a result, not going to school was no loss to him academically. He'd grown up well versed in all aspects of literature, bookkeeping, music and language.

Sitting on the summit, pondering the many aspects of his life, Edward could feel the chill of winter beginning. The grounds were beautiful with leaves of various colours scattered around. It wouldn't be long before winter truly set in. He knew it would then get frightfully cold. He was thankful that he was fortunate to live in a home that was solid, and warm once all the fires were going. They would have enough people around in winter to be able to keep a good supply of firewood coming into the house, ready for use at all times.

The only negative thing he occasionally felt about his life was the aspect of sometimes feeling so lonely. There were always many people he could see and talk to, but now and then he did feel alone. His father had been telling him for a long time that he needed to meet someone who could provide an heir for the family. It seemed to have been left in Edward's hands to find that 'someone'. Nothing had changed so far. He never met anyone new, so no courting had ever taken place. Because he believed his parents weren't too old to leave this world yet, he didn't consider there was any rush.

~~~~~
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After enjoying the tranquillity and beauty of the summit and its views, Edward stood up and started down the hill again toward the main house. As he approached his home, he dismounted and watched as Beauty was led away by the stable hand. Having grown up with horses, Edward considered them as good a friend as any man could be. He'd seen and heard of horses doing things that saved men's lives. They were a constant source of wonder to him, despite him having been around them every day of his life.

Walking into the house, he immediately went up to his room to freshen up and change before going to find his mother. As soon as he entered the drawing room, he was confronted with his mother looking agitated while talking to his father.

"Charles, he needs to get married so our line - your line - can continue," his mother said. "Why do you object to this so much?"

Edward saw both of his parents look up as they noticed he had entered.

"What are you talking about?" he asked his father, who shook his head in reply.

"It does not concern you, Edward," his father, Charles, replied. 

In response, Edward could see dismay on his mother's face.

"Are you sure, Father?" he boldly asked. "Who else needs to get married around here?"

His father was silent. Seeing his mother, Mary, also appearing hesitant to speak up, Edward went and sat beside her. She appeared visibly upset, whilst an angry vibe seeped from her.

"Father?" he prompted.

Finally, his father looked at him and spoke. 

"Edward, you know that it will be your duty to marry and carry on the family line and business," he said. 

“Of course,” Edward replied. 

"Your mother has found someone she considers suitable for you to take as a wife."

Edward looked at his father, his mother, and then back again. He felt more than a little perplexed at the rather unusual conversation. 

"And you do not consider her suitable?" he asked.

"She is a nobody, with no land or social status," his father said. 

Edward was surprised to hear a tone of almost disgust in his father's voice.

"She has money! Exactly what we need!" his mother said forcefully. "How can you call that nothing?" 

"I see," Edward began to ask. "And how has she come to have money if her family has no social status?"

"She is descended from a well-known family in Venice, with connection to Italian royalty," his mother replied. "She is hardly a nobody!"

At that point, his father jumped back into the conversation, making Edward instantly see why they were disagreeing. 

"They aren't known or respected!" his father exclaimed with passion in his voice. "No-one has even heard of them!"

As Edward looked at both of his parents, he could see their individual levels of stubbornness he'd witnessed many times before. He knew they could have a stand-off for days, or even weeks, if they both felt strongly enough about their own points of view.

"Mother, perhaps you could tell me how you have learned about this young lady, and why you see her as a good match for me," Edward suggested in an attempt to calm his parents down. He watched as his mother took a moment to consider her words. 

"I know that they are a family who do not live in society, and they have very little land," she said. "They live as though they are common people, but in this girl's heritage there is history and honour. They have contacts who are the equivalent of dukes and duchesses, even if they do not live like that themselves. The young woman is to inherit a very large dowry now that she has turned eighteen."

"And Father?" he asked. "What is your argument against this young lady?"

"I have no particular argument against her," his father replied. "I have never even met the girl or her family. But your mother's argument that her ancestors had some kind of standing in Italy and Venice makes no sense to me. She would bring a cash injection to the estate, but she won't bring land or social status to you. What real purpose would she be?"

Edward could see stress on his father’s face. That worried him. 

"Would her real purpose not be to be my wife and to give me children?" asked Edward. "I do not think she needs land or a title for that. All I could wish for is someone who I can get on well enough with, who will work with me to keep our home together and running smoothly."

Edward saw softening on his parents’ faces as they both appeared to relax. 

"I understand you have both wanted me to find someone to marry, however I am simply not in a position to meet new people," he said. "I would be happy to marry anyone who can think and speak, and is as eager to work at marriage as I will be. So, Mother, if you think you have found someone suitable, even if just to secure more money for the estate, could we not at least meet her? What harm could there be in inviting this young lady and her family to stay here for a few weeks, so we can all simply meet?"
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Alessandra spent the next two weeks relishing what she knew could possibly be the last time she'd be in her family home. Although her family lived simply, it was the place she'd grown up, and a place she had deep sentimental appreciation for. She'd always known that one day she might have to leave. Knowing that didn't make it any easier as she packed up her few belongings into trunks, ready for the journey she would soon make with her parents.

During the final days before they would leave, Alessandra leaned on her mother. She appreciated that her mother was talking to her as a wife, sharing with Alessandra the last information Isabella felt her daughter would need to know. Of the intimacy between husband and wife, all she would say was that it was a wife's duty to do as her husband wished for. She should do it without argument, regardless of how uneasy she may feel about it. 

About that, Alessandra pondered her mother's wording. The choice of words made it sound like the marriage act was, for some, a completely unenjoyable thing to experience. And yet, when she watched her mother and father together, she'd only ever seen affection between them. They'd never been overly intimate in front of her, but she could remember seeing many small moments when they would look at each other in such a way that would make her mother blush. She could also remember moments when her father would touch her mother. Sometimes he'd straighten up a small area of hair that was determined to not stay tidy. Sometimes he'd take her hand in his and hold it while looking into her eyes. It was difficult for Alessandra to align their level of affection to something horrible being done to her mother night after night.

She knew that thinking about that aspect of marriage was something she shouldn't be focusing on. It was wicked to think such thoughts so often but, until she met the young man who would be her husband, she found she couldn't think of any other aspect of it. After all, her primary role would be to have children and provide an heir for the family she was possibly going to be a part of.

~~~~~
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Finally, the time came when Alessandra and her parents were on their way to the estate of her possible upcoming betrothal. Throughout the journey, Alessandra could see tension on both of her parents' faces, each appearing to be in their own thoughts about it all.

Looking at her father, Richard, she wondered what he was thinking. He'd said nothing. He wasn't a man who was cold toward his children, but he was less inclined to speak to her than her mother was. The days of Alessandra being able to enchant him with a hug or a smile appeared to have ended many years earlier, with her father having grown increasingly withdrawn from her in recent years as she'd evolved into a young woman.

Diverting her thoughts about her mother and father, Alessandra shifted her focus to outside of the carriage. Having never left her home town before, she grew excited as she saw the landscape change. She saw views she'd never visualised even in her dreams and imagination. 

For one night, mid-journey, they stayed in an inn. It was something else that was also new to her. The inn owners were a married couple who appreciated the custom. They also enjoyed watching the excitement Alessandra exhibited in being able to eat and stay overnight in the establishment. To Alessandra, it all was starting to feel like such an adventure - so much so that she almost forgot where they were heading, and why.
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In the manor house near Bath, staff were instructed to clean everything excessively. Under the instruction of Edward's mother, to everyone it seemed as though royalty must be visiting. Edward's father, Charles, found himself exasperated at her. That didn't stop him fondly teasing her about her excitement.

"They are not of society, my love. They will not find anything wrong with our home, I am sure," he said to her, over and over. Despite his teasing, still Mary flitted around like a little bird, issuing orders and trying to get everything just right for her upcoming guests.

Edward watched it all with amusement and fondness for his mother. Personally, he felt calm about the prospect of possibly meeting a woman who would become a part of his future. He knew that if he was unhappy with her as a potential wife, his parents wouldn't force the marriage, but he had been raised with a strong understanding about duty. He knew how much his getting married would mean to his mother. That was enough for him to be resolved that, no matter who the young woman was or what she was like, he would go through with the marriage. He would see it through, and he would make the most of it. To him, his mother was the utmost example of womanhood. He considered it impossible for any other woman to match up to her.

Early in the evening on the night before the guests were to arrive, Edward was sitting in the last of the sun before it would disappear, when his mother came and sat next to him. Turning to look at her, he noticed that over recent days she seemed to have grown more youthful in her looks. He wondered if it was due to her getting excited about the possible upcoming wedding, just as a bride might do.

"Are you at peace, my son?" Mary asked, looking at the young man who'd begun life inside of her. He'd never been a handsome boy and, in the eyes of many, she supposed he would never be regarded as a handsome man. Even so, she was proud of the person he was, and the kind and loving nature he possessed.

Edward looked closely at his mother with the sudden awareness that as he moved closer toward marriage, they all were getting older. One day, she wouldn't be there for him anymore. He didn’t like that thought one bit.

"I am at peace, Mother," he replied, discarding such negative thinking. "I look forward to meeting my potential wife to be, and marriage after that if it is meant to be."

He saw his mother take a deep breath, as if to consider what she wanted to say before she spoke again.

"Edward, be kind to her," she finally said. "I know you have a good heart and would never be intentionally cruel to anyone, but I remember how afraid I was when I was sent to meet your father."

"Oh, but you love Father, do you not?" Edward asked and saw his mother smile with a slight blush on her face.

"Oh, yes! Now I love him with all my heart, but the day that we met, we did not know each other at all. It was a difficult time for me, trying to fit in with his family while trying to get to know him. It is always the way things go, of course, but it is not easy, particularly for the young woman." She paused a moment before continuing. "Be patient with her. Give both of you plenty of time to relax with each other before ruling her out of being a possible partner."

"All will be well, Mother," Edward said, smiling to reassure her. "You have taught me well in what to expect of a wife, and my responsibilities as a husband, and I am beginning to understand how things are run on the estate. I want you to now relax and not worry so much," Edward said as he put his arms around her in an embrace. 

"You are my son and I love you. Of course I worry. That is my job as your mother."
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"Isabella, Alessandra, we are almost there," Alessandra's father, Richard, said to his wife and daughter. They were nearing the estate they would be guests in over the following three weeks. 

Alessandra had experienced so much excitement in previous days, she hadn't thought she could become any more anxious. When she heard her father explain how close they were to the man who might become her husband, she felt a new level of nerves appear. Inside of her was so much self-doubt about what the young man would think of her, that she hadn't given any thought to whether she would like him. She hoped he wasn't expecting someone beautiful or pretty. They were expectations that, in her mind, would most certainly result in his great disappointment when he saw her.

"Look now, Alessandra," she heard her mother say. 

As all looked over the land to see the large home that looked as though it was getting closer, Alessandra was in awe, never having seen a home quite so big. The front façade alone looked four times the size of the small home she had grown up in. She found herself wondering how she would ever be able to find her way around it.

When they finally arrived in front of the manor house, they were greeted by strangers that none of them had ever laid eyes on before. Fortunately, with there being only three family members on the doorstep of the home, it was easy to identify who was who.

The first person Alessandra noticed was the young man. At first sight, she didn't see any handsomeness at all. In fact, there was something about him that was very unattractive. 

At that moment, she realised she'd been assuming he would be the most handsome man she would have ever seen - perhaps even more handsome than Tom Missinger - the man who, the year before, had swept her heart away with his good looks. 

Catching her mind wandering, she silently told herself to stop being so silly. She only had a moment to think such thoughts before Edward's parents were moving forward toward her own. They both held out their hands, and gave a customary kiss on each cheek.

"And here is our son, Edward," Edward heard his mother say, breaking him out of his thoughts. He'd been looking at the young woman who was intended to be his wife. On seeing her, he instantly had similar thoughts about her as she'd just had about him. 

At the prompting from his parents, he stepped forward and greeted Alessandra's mother and father. He then moved right up to Alessandra, gently took her hand, and raised it to his lips. 

Alessandra was momentarily stunned before remembering her manners and giving a small curtsey to Edward and his parents. After introductions and friendly greetings, all the while subtly looking at each other and assessing each other, they were ushered inside the great home and Alessandra and her parents were shown to their rooms.

Inside the bedchamber that would be hers for the following three weeks, Alessandra sat on the bed and looked around before going to stand at the window. As she looked out, she felt her breath catch as she realised she was facing a view more beautiful than she had ever seen. For as far as she could see lay different shades of green, orange, red and yellow, over flat land and a tall hill. From her angle, the hill looked like it might almost reach the sky.

After she'd stood like that for a time, taking in the land's beauty, she heard a light knocking at her door. When she opened it, she saw an older woman deliver her a friendly smile.

"Miss, the mistress has asked me to invite you down to the drawing room, where the family is assembling before their evening meal. Is there any way I can be of assistance to you?"

Alessandra was suddenly nervous, wondering if there was something she was supposed to be doing, or to have done. She was pleased when the woman in front of her looked at her kindly, and then spoke again. 

"The family is relaxed this evening," she said. "You will fit right in."

"Thank you," Alessandra said, smiling. "I would appreciate if you could show me the way."

Walking into the drawing room, Alessandra felt a new type of nervousness. This time, instead of being because of Edward, it was due to the uncertainty of how she was supposed to act in the great house, with such grand people. She tried to remember all the rules of etiquette she’d been taught growing up. She wanted so much to not put her parents to shame.

She was still deep in thought when she realised Edward was in front of her, saying something. She looked at him, flustered at not having been giving him her attention.

"Oh, I am so sorry," she stammered. "What were you saying?"

She could feel herself falling deep into blush, knowing her face would become dark red in her flustered state. It was something she’d always disliked about herself. 

"Would you like to sit with me?" Edward asked, finding her blush in one way endearing, but also a little uncomfortable.

"Yes," Alessandra stammered again, feeling like she had been reduced to mumbling at a level he probably wouldn't even understand. She felt the blush grow deeper and deeper. Despite her discomfort increasing, she made herself follow and sit down near him.

Edward looked at her, remembering his mother's words from the night before, about making a young lady try and feel at ease. He was uncertain what was the best way to approach the young woman in front of him, given how terrified she looked.

On the other side of the room, Edward and Alessandra could both see their parents talking amongst themselves. Now and then, one or more of them would glance at the young couple and seemed to be talking about them. That realisation compounded the distress Alessandra felt even more.

Edward was dumbfounded about what he should do. Should he keep trying to talk to the blushing young woman to draw her out and relax her, or would that make her feel even worse? Would it be better to not speak, and let her have more time to relax instead?

Alessandra could not raise her eyes to look at the man she was intended to marry. It had all seemed so easy, and even a little bit romantic, when she'd thought about it in her mind. Being in his presence, she couldn't summon even the smallest amount of confidence in herself. As she heard Edward try to ask questions about her, and show an interest in her, Alessandra found herself answering automatically, but without thinking enough to provide any additional information to her answers. 

As dinner was announced, both young people were relieved. They would be separated as both families gathered around the dining table and everyone talked together.

It wasn't an easy evening for anyone. When Alessandra retired that night, she was overwhelmed with emotion. She wasn't unhappy to be in the grand home, but she did feel she'd let her mother down by not being anywhere near as eloquent as she'd been taught to be.

In another part of the house, Edward also was thinking about the evening, and the young woman who could become his wife. He knew he wasn't a handsome man, but the way she hadn't wanted to talk to him made him feel even more unattractive and unwanted. In his heart, he knew the most important thing was to make his mother happy. If the marriage was what she felt was best for him, he would do his best to make it work, no matter what.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

6


[image: ]


After a restless night, Alessandra was woken by the older woman who had been kind to her the night before, lighting the fire in her room. 

"Oh, Miss, I am sorry to have woken you," she whispered. "I was hoping I could do this quietly so the room would be warm before you woke."

"That is alright. I wake up at this time each day anyway. Is the family already up?" Alessandra asked and saw the woman nod as she smiled.

"Yes, they have just gone down for breakfast, but they do not rush meals. You have time to wash, if you wish. I have put some hot water on your dresser there."

"Thank you," Alessandra said. "I am sorry, I do not even know your name. How should I address you?"

"You can call me Margaret, Miss."

"Thank you, Margaret. I will get dressed now and go down."

"Do you need some assistance, Miss?" Margaret asked. 

"No, I shall be fine," Alessandra replied, eager to get on with the day. "Thank you."

The woman smiled and left the room.

After climbing out of bed, Alessandra took her time to enjoy the warm water as she splashed it on her face. Venturing downstairs, she wondered if she’d even remember how to get to the dining room.

After a while, she came across an older man in livery and timidly asked him where the family was. He smiled at her softly and asked her to follow him to doors that he opened, before removing himself and disappearing again.

Inside the room, Alessandra could see everyone else was already up and enjoying what appeared to be a banquet of breakfast in front of them. It was so far removed from the quiet little breakfasts she and her parents shared in their home, that she felt like she almost wanted to cry at the stark difference. Looking around the table, she could see the only seat left was between her mother and Edward's mother. Alessandra was relieved, until she realised she would be sitting directly across from Edward. The shyness, and resulting embarrassment about the shyness, began all over again.

As Edward watched his mother begin a conversation with Alessandra, he was relieved, suspecting it was a bold attempt to subtly make the young woman feel at ease. After a while, he saw his intended betrothed start to relax a little. 

While the two women talked, he watched Alessandra, trying to learn whatever he could about her, to file away for any later conversation. She was quite plain in looks, but that would not bother him. All he hoped for was someone he could talk to and be friendly with. So far, that was looking unlikely, but, for his mother's sake, he would give his best effort.

To the side of him, Alessandra's father started to engage with Edward, asking him about the estate and his life to date. Although Edward's father had earlier said Alessandra's family had no social standing, Edward found her parents to both be well-spoken, knowledgeable, and comfortable in their surroundings. There was certainly nothing about them that said they were 'nobody'.

The family chatted among themselves until breakfast was cleared and Edward's mother suggested he take Alessandra for a tour of the gardens. On hearing the suggestion, Edward and Alessandra both looked up, surprised at the suggestion they go anywhere alone, but nodded in response. 

As they both stood up, Alessandra looked at her mother with a pleading look on her face. Instead of her mother coming to her rescue, she smiled at her and encouraged her to go. 

The two young people walked out of the room quietly. Alessandra looked at Edward only enough to see where he was leading her. Passing through passageways and doorways, they ventured outside.

Edward led her through different areas of the gardens, chatting as easily as he could about each one's history. He wanted Alessandra to feel comfortable and relaxed, but even with his soft nature, he was starting to feel like it was a pointless effort. For whatever reason, the young woman quite simply persisted in not talking to him. 

They returned to their parents in the drawing room, not having gotten to know each other any better at all. 
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After another two days and nights of similar feelings and efforts having been made, Edward felt he had no choice but to assume Alessandra did not wish to marry him. With regret in his heart, he spoke to his mother privately about it.

"Edward, you must be patient," Mary said in response to her son's words of sadness.

"Mother, can you not see she does not want to even be around me?" Edward replied, feeling defeated. "You know as well as I do that I am not handsome, and I do not believe I am the kind of man she wants."

His mother looked at him, distressed by the declaration that his self-esteem was being lowered due to the discomfort of the young lady she’d chosen for him.

"Please give her one more day, Edward. If she does not soften after another day, I will talk to her and find out what she is thinking," she said, trying to put his mind at rest.

"Yes, Mother," Edward replied sadly. He didn't relish the thought of continuing his efforts for another day or so, only to be rejected again and again.

~~~~~
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After dinner that evening, the family again gathered together in the drawing room. Edward and Alessandra sat close to each other at one end of the room, while their parents settled at the other. He looked again at the blushing and flustered young woman in front of him. It seemed pointless to put in any effort, but he did have determination inside of him, knowing how much it would please his parents.

"Alessandra," he said quietly to her, wanting so much for her to look at him.

At the sound of him saying her name so intimately, Alessandra dared to do so. 

"Yes?"

"If you do not wish for this marriage, it is quite alright," Edward said. "My parents will not force it."

As soon as he said the words, he saw a brief look of alarm on Alessandra's face. He also saw worry and a deep blush appear over her skin before she looked down again, appearing lost to him once more. At that point, he was ready to give up completely. If they couldn't even talk to each other, how likely was it that they could go on to have a happy life together?

The evening passed. That night in bed, Alessandra felt ashamed for having let her nerves take over so much. Because of her embarrassment, Edward was ready to cancel the arrangement that could otherwise have been suitable for them both, if only she could have done better in her efforts to be friendly. With that thought on her mind, she finally went to sleep, determined to make a better effort the following morning.

~~~~~
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In his bed chamber, Edward stood in front of his looking glass, understanding why Alessandra did not want to know him. He'd never felt he was handsome, but the level of her not wanting to talk to him was taking him to a new level of dislike for himself and what he looked like. He felt caught in a horrible place, wanting to do the right thing for his mother and father, but wondering at what point he should stop doing that and consider what was right for him. 
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At breakfast the next morning, little had changed. Alessandra was still quiet but did seem to be making an effort, at least with Edward's parents. After breakfast, she left the room to find somewhere to be alone and gather her thoughts and confidence. Finding what looked to be a pleasurable seat inside an enclosed glass room, the space held a great many growing plants, making her liken it to a small jungle.

She was so deep inside her thoughts that she didn't hear the door open.

"Alessandra," she heard Edward say.

"Edward," she stammered back at him, feeling the blush begin again, and silently cursing herself once more.

Edward watched her sit still and look stubborn in her effort to not speak to him. He knew he'd reached his point of no return and could not keep putting in any more effort that only resulted in the pain of rejection. His mother would have to accept that it would never work between them. Taking a deep breath, he started to leave.

"Wait," Edward heard Alessandra’s quiet voice say before he reached the door. 

Halting his steps, he looked back and saw her standing, facing him. She had such a look of determination on her face that he stood quiet and still, giving her as much time as she needed to speak.

"Please ... Edward," Alessandra pushed out. "Please, sit down with me."

Sitting and moving along the bench so there was room for him, Alessandra waited as Edward did as she’d asked, looking at her with obvious surprise.

"Please, let me speak," Edward heard her say quietly as he watched her face go an increasingly darker shade of red. "Although my parents have always told me that I would one day go and marry someone I did not know, now that I am here, I am finding it ... very difficult..."

"We need not get married," Edward said softly, trying to reassure her. 

"Since I came here, you have been nothing but attentive and kind to me, and I am very sorry about this silly insistence my face has to turn into a beetroot so often. It vexes me and then I get more frustrated at myself for being so silly..." she continued, determined to say what she wanted to say.

As Edward watched her, he began to feel not only relief, but also some light amusement at her words. It seemed a new side of her was starting to reveal itself.

"Please do not think I wish I were not here, or even that I do not enjoy the thought of marrying you. I..." Alessandra started to say before taking a deep breath. As she found the strength to look right into his eyes, she could see the move had surprised him in her first flush of boldness. "We live in a very small area, and I do not remember the last time I met anyone new. My skills in conversation are greatly lacking, but if you could please be patient with me a little longer, I promise to try harder to relax more around you."

As Alessandra stopped speaking for a moment, she realised Edward was watching her face intently. Seeing that resulted in her becoming flushed all over again, making her smile shyly at him.

"See, you need not do anything at all for my face to go so red," she said, trying to sound light-hearted.

Edward had listened to her, and now watched her. As he saw her force herself to look closely at him and smile, he was thankful he’d given her that moment. When he thought she'd finished speaking he studied her before she spoke again.

"I am sure it may seem silly but could we perhaps start over?" she asked, holding out her hand and delivering him a smile despite the extreme redness she could feel in her face. "Hello, I am Alessandra, and I am very pleased to meet you."

Hearing her words and seeing such a smile, Edward suddenly felt enchanted by her, as if she’d just woven a spell over him. Happily he placed his hand in hers, prepared to follow her suggestion so the two of them could begin again. 

"Hello, Alessandra, I am very pleased to meet you," he said. "I am Edward."

They smiled at each other as a moment of relaxation finally came for both of them at the same time. They were both unaware that from a window nearby, they were being watched
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