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      The Trengrouse Ball…one magic night in a Cornish summer. Music, dancing, flirting and laughter. And deception, abduction, love and loss. New attractions, new hopes, and old flames rekindled. For some, a culmination. For others, a new beginning.

      The Trengrouse Ball series follows the lives and loves of the Trengrouse family: eight grown children of the Earl of Trengrouse, each of whom is searching for the life they need; each battling their own fears but hoping for happy ever after.

      After the Trengrouse Ball, their lives will never be the same again…
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      It would have been pleasant to have lingered quietly over her return to Trengrouse Hall. But, as usual, Demelza Mandeville’s two daughters chattered their way through it—past the gatehouse, where they waved enthusiastically to Edds as he pulled the gates extra wide for her carriage. And then down the long drive, flanked by young oaks (when had Papa planted those?), and up to the wide front steps where Mr Carveth had already opened the doors in readiness.

      Her twins scrambled out of the carriage as soon as her footman had let down the steps, ignoring the, ‘Girls, remember to act like young ladies!’ from their governess, who held back as she should and allowed Melza to get down first. Nice girl, Sarah Lamb. A treasure.

      The Hall was looking its summer best: the lawn lushly green, the scent of grass and roses and salt on the light sea breeze, every window shining in the afternoon sun. Melza wished she could feel more sentimental about it, but it was, in the end, just a very big house, and she had one of those herself. There was no sense of homecoming about it.

      Then the family appeared, pouring out of the doorway.

      Ives first, as usual, with his twin Melissa trailing after, Ives shouting, “Melza, by all that’s holy!”

      Then Locryn, the oldest, and his wife Elestryn, who looked paler than normal. She never did like the heat. Then Felix, bless him, natty as always, who swept first one twin and then the other up in a twirling embrace. Petroc limped out, still in uniform, crutches under his arms and an empty space where his left foot should be. Waterloo was called a victory, but it had cost Britain and her people dearly.

      She forced herself to smile at him—at all of them—as the rest arrived. Mama and Papa, Kerenza who seemed little older than her girls, despite her eighteenth birthday ball being the occasion for the reunion, and finally, Endellion, a blond tower in the midst of the dark haired swarm.

      And then, like a runaway carriage, Locryn’s three careened around the corner of the house, grabbed the girls’ hands, and pulled them away, with shouts of, “The stable cat’s had kittens! Come and see!”

      Good Lord, she had a big family! Noisy and chaotic. Kiss and hug and smile, one after the other, filled her up, finally, with a sense of coming home, especially when the breeze picked up, bringing with it the wonderful saltiness of the sea. Oh, she had missed that!

      “Come in and have some tea,” Elestryn said. Miss Lamb moved in the corner of Melza’s sight to pick up a carpet bag, but Mr Carveth was before her, directing Bryok the footman to pick it up. Good lord, Bryok! When she left he’d been a lowly boots boy, and much shorter.

      How long she’d been away. Since before the twins’ conception, and they were six now.

      Mama took her arm and they walked in the middle of the bunch into the Great Hall and through the double doors into the family drawing room, which looked out over the drive.

      A large but informal room, with comfortable chairs and settees clustered around the fireplace, today filled with dried seagrasses and flowers.

      Melissa sat next to her and looked her over carefully. “You are lucky that black suits you,” she said judiciously.

      From someone else that would have been a shocking faux pas, but from Melissa…Demelza laughed. “Don’t say that to any other widows, Lissa. It’s not done.”

      Melissa nodded calmly. Talk went on around them, as it always had. Several conversations at once, with each of them alert for the sound of their own name, in case a sibling was promising something on their behalf or, in younger days, tattletelling on them.

      As she thought that, Melza heard her daughters’ names, Adelia and Grace. Papa talking to Felix.

      “Yes,” Felix said to him. “I call in on them whenever I go to London. We’re fast friends.”

      So they were. Dear Felix. He was wonderful with the girls. She so wished he could have his own, but little chance of that.

      Mr Carveth arrived with tea, flanked by two maids with heaped trays of cakes and biscuits. It looked too much, but eight Trengrouses plus parents and a spouse could dispose of a remarkable amount, Melza knew. The children would be given their tea in the kitchen; always so much fun.

      She relaxed back into the settee and drank her tea, but she was still on edge. The interrogation would start any minute.

      Sure enough, her parents sat nearby and examined her from head to foot.

      “Well,” her father said. “You need to eat more.”

      Everyone said that. Especially the Mandeville aunts, at the funeral.

      “Leave her alone, Jory.” Mama patted her arm. “She’s old enough to decide how much to eat.”

      “Mandeville was solid,” Papa said. “You’re in good straits?” He meant financially, and financially she was in very good straits, thanks to a large dowry which had been Settled on her, and to John, her husband, who had left her a surprising amount of the unentailed property. For their daughters’ future, no doubt.

      “Yes, Papa. We’re fine.”

      “And the new earl? He’s treated you with respect?”

      Melza almost laughed. As if that mouse of a man would do otherwise! “Well. He may not be the new earl, so he’s treating me with a great deal of respect.”

      As sometimes happened, every sibling managed to hear that, and heads turned all over the room. Kerenza, her youngest sister, clapped, Felix’s eyebrow went up, and Ives let out a whistle. Endellion, as John’s executor, already knew.

      “You’re expecting!” Mama’s face lit up.

      Melza nodded, smiling, as she had to. But oh, how hard it was to smile.

      “Early days,” she said warningly. “John…” Her throat tightened, and it was hard to speak. “John didn’t even know.”

      Her husband had been taken off by an ague, fast and unexpected, after a chill caught trout fishing when the weather had turned. Only four days later he was dead. Four days.

      She’d been holding on to the news of her pregnancy until she’d passed the three months stage; it would have broken her heart to see John trying to bear up manfully under another disappointment. So he’d never known. She’d tried to tell him, on his death bed, but he had been delirious.

      “I see,” Mama said. She probably did, too. There wasn’t much Mama didn’t know about pregnancy and childbirth. And they’d discussed, only last year in London, the two miscarriages Melza had suffered through. Which was why she was not putting her heart into this pregnancy.

      If she got past three months, then…then she could start to plan for the future. It was only another two weeks.

      “So…you may put that prosy old Mandeville’s nose out of joint, eh?” Papa looked positively delighted by the idea.

      “Only if I come to term, and only if it’s a boy.”

      “Well!” Papa said, bouncing to his feet. “Something to hope for.” He strode out of the room.

      He never stayed anywhere long, and never explained where he was going, but they were all used to that, and fell back to eating and talking. Melza let it wash over her. This was home. Family voices, food she hadn’t ordered, and nothing for her to do. Miss Lamb would look after the girls, and Mama would look after her, and there would be no decisions to make.

      Heavenly.

      
      “Guess who’s home?” Ives grinned at Denzell Kelynack over the Kelynack billiard table.

      “Everyone, I should think. Kerenza’s ball was bound to bring the family in.”

      Den knew better than to seem curious. Ives was a good lad, but he was a care-for-nobody, and took positive delight in teasing his friends. Stalwart, though. A good man to have at your back. Den lined up his shot.

      “Melza.”

      Pausing, as if to assess his line, Den drew in a breath. Don’t show anything. He shot, and sank the red.

      “How is she?” He tried for casual, but Ives’ knowing look meant he hadn’t succeeded. “Her husband is with her?”

      Ives stood up straight at that. “You don’t know? Oh yes—you were up in Scotland, but I would have thought your mother would have written you.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Mandeville’s dead. Just over a month ago. An ague.”

      A month ago he’d been at a house party. Not in Scotland, but in Northumberland, at the Gunson estate. Long way to go, but Henry Gunson was a school friend, and they’d had some good fishing and quite a lot of whisky.

      Mandeville dead. To cover his racing thoughts, he lined up another shot
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