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        June, 1802

        Leatherwood, Surrey

      

      

      At fifteen years of age, Lady Sophia Rowlandson, second daughter to the fourth Earl of Poole, was the least interesting person in her family. She’d been told she had inherited her mother’s beauty, but as far as she was concerned, neither beauty nor rank were worthy compliments. Such things were left to the chance of birth, and what honor could there be in that? She was not particularly bright and not at all ambitious. One had only to look at her elder sister Dorothea to see how Sophia lacked. While Dorry was already planning her come-out, when she might marry respectably and take her place in Society, Sophia dreaded her own come-out and wished to put it off as long as possible.

      She was not funny like Camilla, or a talented equestrian like Joanna. Matilda—whom everyone called Tilly—might still be a girl, but she knew her own mind. Sophia could not say the same of herself, for whenever someone stronger came along, she would bend herself to that person’s will.

      And, of course, there was Everard, a year older than Tilly and the only son and heir to the earldom. Evo was full of pluck—or grig, as he might say—and would easily fulfill his role when the time came. Every Rowlandson had varying degrees of courage except Sophia. Oh, people called her sweet, but it never felt like a compliment. Rather, it seemed like a bandage they threw over a personality that was found wanting. It was this quiet belief about herself that caused her to seek refuge—to hide—in her neighbor’s drawing room in the midst of a party.

      The view from Chawleigh’s drawing room was famous for its pleasing prospect. A large expanse of grass stretched out in either direction with imposing trees to give shade at regular intervals. At a distance, the land dipped slightly. Not enough to miss the shiny ripples of a pond that was at present dotted with small boats maneuvering their way back to the boathouse. Merry shrieks could be heard through the multipaned glass where Sophia stood. She would have liked to have gone boating with a gallant gentleman, if only she’d had the courage to risk the necessity of conversation.

      She reached out to touch the sheer linen of the curtains framing the window, running her fingers over the seam and laced edge. Sophia was a bit like the decorative lace. Pretty and serviceable, but designed to blend into the woodwork. Her mother was not in sight and was likely engaged in harmless gossip with some of the neighbors under the shady trellis in the flower garden. Her father, though, sat within view with Lord Chawleigh and other gentlemen on chairs set out on the terrace. He reached for a drink from the tray of a passing servant, letting loose a bout of hearty laughter at the baron’s cryptic jest.

      Sophia brooded over what she’d heard that morning when she had neared the breakfast room at Chesmere Park. Her approach was silent enough that her parents had spoken freely, unaware they’d had an audience, the clink of cups on saucers punctuating their conversation. They’d not meant for her to overhear, but she had, and the words caused a painful twist in her heart, then and now.

      “Dorry does not want for sense,” her father had said, “but I am not of a mind for her to have her come-out next year. It is inconvenient for me to arrange it so soon. She had best wait until she is eighteen.” After a muffled reply from her mother, the earl went on. “Sophy’s head is empty, but that does not matter now, does it? She has a pretty face, which will serve her well enough. You had best teach her some conversation, however, or the ton will take her for a lackwit. I’m not entirely sure she is not one myself, for the girl is struck dumb whenever she is in my presence.”

      Sophia’s feet had stilled before she’d reached the door, and her breath left her lungs entirely. Her father had always intimidated her, but she had thought he at least possessed some fondness for her. Apparently, he did not, or he would not speak of her in that way. He truly thought her head empty? She had many thoughts. Many. She just found it difficult to express them. Not even her dearest friend, Marie Mowbray, knew everything. She could tell Dorothea certain things, but she sometimes suspected her sister regarded her along the same lines as their father. Dorry loved her, she knew, but her elder sister was so capable she must certainly find her a trial at times.

      Gentlemen’s voices brought her back to her surroundings when they rang in the corridor outside the drawing room where she stood. They bantered like friends, jesting and teasing each other, and Sophia froze as her predicament dawned on her. She was not supposed to be in here. She could say she had come in search of the retiring room, but she knew Chawleigh Manor well enough to know it was not to be found through the drawing room. No one would believe she was merely lost. Heart pounding, she swung her head wildly, wondering if she could dive behind the sofa. But no—one glance underneath it and they would catch a glimpse of her crouched down. Oh, pray, let them continue on their path and not discover her hiding here.

      The door to the drawing room opened, and the voices flooded in to where she was. Sounds of a scuffle echoed in the corridor, and it seemed as though they had stopped to engage in a friendly fight. Someone entered, and Sophia turned, bracing herself. Robert Cunningworth, Lord Chawleigh’s son, stopped short when he saw her.

      “Lady Sophia, what a surprise to find you here.” He wore a peculiar smile, insincere. His smiles always seemed forced, meant to achieve a purpose rather than express delight.

      As Chawleigh Manor stood within five miles of Chesmere Park, their families were close. They had known each other since childhood, but Sophia endeavored to escape his notice whenever she could. She clasped her hands in front of her and stared at a spot on the floor somewhere in the middle of the room. Nearly soundless footsteps brought him into the periphery of her vision.

      He laughed, a harsh sound. “Now, Sophia, you aren’t going to pretend you don’t know me, are you? Not when we’ve grown up as neighbors.” When she said nothing, he continued his approach until he stood before her. Still she said nothing, hoping her trembling would not show.

      “I might court you in a few years if you talked more. That would save you from having to speak to someone you don’t know. We are well-suited, you and I, aren’t we?” After a short silence, he went on. “We come from the same sphere, and our fathers would approve the match.”

      Sophia remained mute. The thought of marrying Robert, who had teased her cruelly throughout childhood until he began to harass her with his attention, was too dreadful to contemplate.

      “But then, I suppose I don’t need a wife who talks. Might be more comfortable to have one who doesn’t.” Another ill-fitting laugh. Behind him, the door banged against the wall, and noises spilled into the room.

      “Who’s this?”

      Sophia had no idea how many gentlemen followed Robert into the room, and she didn’t dare to look.

      “This is one of Lord Poole’s daughters,” Robert said. She felt his eyes on her. Though she didn’t dare meet his gaze, his tone told her what she would find there—cold and unrelenting speculation. “Allow me to present Lady Sophia. I would have you make your bows, but I daresay she won’t lift her eyes to see them.” This sally prompted humiliating laughter.

      “Come, Robert. Leave the lady to her solitude. Let’s get the jack we came for.”

      Sophia did not glance up to see who had spoken, but his authoritative tone provided a sense of protection, like a tall fence around her. If only they would heed the suggestion, she might remain here alone until she had regained her composure. Then she could slip outdoors to join her mother. Or, if she could find one of her sisters, that would serve.

      “Lady Sophia should greet us properly,” Robert shot back. “I will not have my friends think I have any connection with a lady who has only hair for brains.”

      The cruelty of these words brought her head up in shock. How it pierced to hear words so similar to her father’s on her tormentor’s tongue. She could feel the color rise in her cheeks as she glanced up at the four strangers standing next to Robert, each wearing looks of amusement or resignation. Their forms shimmered in her rising tears. His insult had produced a few more chuckles, although these were more half-hearted. Perhaps they’d begun to lose interest in teasing her.

      “Leave her be. You’ve made her uncomfortable.” This had come from the same gentleman who’d mentioned the jack, and his voice was now tinged with steel. She risked a glance in his direction but could not see his features through her blurred vision. He stood beside Robert, his hand lifted slightly. Robert pushed his arm away.

      “No, I’ve had enough of this. I shall be greeted properly in my own home by Lady Sophia. Trust me. Our fathers are longtime friends, so I am within my rights to demand it.” He folded his arms, waiting.

      “Ah, Cunningworth, what shall we do with you?” The man clapped a hand on his shoulder. His voice had turned cheerful, cutting the tension. “Lady Sophia is beseeching us with her eyes to be spared the courtesy of your attention. She does not lack brains; she lacks patience for forced conversation with Philistines.” This was accompanied by a few snickers. Just when Sophia thought surely Robert must take offense, the man continued. “As do I, for you have been promising to beat me soundly at bowls, so let us have the jack you were searching for and be off.”

      “True enough! We are wasting precious time,” another gentleman said. She recognized Tom Perkins, the squire’s son and a friend of Robert’s who was content to follow his lead.

      Robert hesitated still, but the first gentleman—her rescuer—went over to the desk in the corner of the room. “Here it is, and the paint’s dry. Let us go.”

      To Sophia’s surprise, he put his arm around Robert and steered him out of the room, the others following. She heard Robert’s laughter above the rest, which meant the friend had been able to take the sting out of his words—although, it was not out of the realm of possibility that Robert did not know what a Philistine was. Regardless, she couldn’t believe anyone was capable of managing him that way. She had never known one able to do so, not even his own father.

      Her vision cleared, and she had a sudden desire to see the face of the man who had come to her aid. All she had perceived was his olive coat and buckskin breeches—hair that fell in golden-blond waves like an angel. Heart racing, she hurried to the doorway and peered out. There was no one in sight.

      Once outdoors, she rejoined a group of girls that included her sister Camilla, walking in the direction of the game being set up on the lawn. No one took notice of Sophia, which was precisely what she had hoped for. The players were in high spirits as they chose teams for a game of fours. There would be many more spectators than players, but no one seemed to mind it.

      Sophia’s first glimpse of the gentleman she was seeking was a rewarding one. The man had a handsome face with pale blue eyes underneath unruly brows; his nose was perfectly proportioned, and his lips remained on the edge of a smile. The faint lines on either side of it hinted at good humor. She could not draw her eyes away, but watched as he naturally took charge of the players, reminding them of the rules with an ease that showed him a born leader. She wished she could ask someone what his name was, but doing so would reveal her interest. If, however, she paid attention someone might address him, and she would have her information.

      “Harwood, stop. If you put me with Perkins, we shall be soundly beaten. Give me one of the ladies instead.” This was from one of Robert’s university friends.

      Laughter came from all sides at the friendly slight, but Sophia focused on the words. He had called the gentleman Mr. Harwood. She had not expected victory to come so quickly! She scarcely took in his response because Robert joined in with the teasing.

      “Felix always offers to organize the games. It’s so he can hoard the best players on his team and cover his own deficiencies.”

      Robert’s crack was met with more amusement, and Sophia found herself smiling along with everyone. Mr. Felix Harwood. She knew his Christian name now, too. As if Mr. Harwood felt the pull of her interest, he turned and approached the group of girls where Sophia stood. She went still behind Bernice Milton, fearful he would speak to her—wishing he might speak to her.

      “Can I persuade any of you ladies to join us?”

      “I will,” Camilla offered, stepping forward, and he turned to Sophia’s sister with a look of pleasure. That her younger sister could so easily win such a smile from him dimmed Sophia’s feelings of victory at having learned his name, but she could not do what Camilla did. She could not join the game, for as with many things, she was not good enough.

      “No one else?” Mr. Harwood asked the group at large. It felt like his voice was directed toward her, but she kept her face lowered. His offer was met only with the shake of heads and hands covering their giggles. Bernice stepped to the side, leaving Sophia exposed.

      His boots moved into Sophia’s vision. When she dared to look up, she found his eyes on her, but he did not press her to play. Instead, he smiled and gave her a wink, which stopped her heart from beating for a full pause. He then turned to where the game was being set up, and she could breathe again.

      “Grantly, go and see if some of those returning from the boathouse wish to play, and we shall have our eight.”

      Mr. Grantly lifted his hand and went off to Mr. Smithson, who was walking beside Dorry, but Sophia could only think of Mr. Harwood’s smile and the wink he had sent her way. He had not only protected her, he had seen her. She could scarcely say that about her own family. She stared at his retreating form as he went and picked up one of the balls. He tossed it up and caught the ball easily, then laughed when another of their friends pretended to throw a punch. And suddenly…suddenly it was as though the world had color.

      Mr. Felix Harwood. She had not thought that such a kind and handsome and honorable gentleman could exist.
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        March, 1806

        Grosvenor Square, London

      

      

      There was no satisfaction to be found in returning to London for another season, especially one that featured Sophia’s come-out. Last year, she could hide behind Dorothea, who was on a mission to find the most eligible bachelor London had to offer. No one had expected Sophia to court suitors and be at her most charming, since her elder sister had drawn the attention. Dorry had ended up marrying Miles Shaw, who was not London’s most eligible bachelor. But that mattered little, for she was made to see what great worth there was in becoming Mrs. Shaw, even if it had taken nearly losing him to realize it.

      Sophia sat on a cushioned Chippendale chair, which matched the mahogany desk and bed frame. She liked her yellow and gold baroque-papered room with its view that overlooked Brook Street and the houses opposite. The quiet hours spent here gave her solace, helping in a small way to equip her for the activities that must be spent without.

      That night they were to go to Lord Chawleigh’s London house to begin their season. It had been two years since they had seen their Surrey neighbors. First, Sophia’s father had died. Then, last year, Lady Chawleigh had taken ill, and her sickness progressed over the course of the spring. Robert remained with her on the estate, while Lord Chawleigh traveled back and forth from London, first tending to his wife, then returning for the most urgent parliamentary sessions. Lady Chawleigh died early in the summer, prolonging the absence of social calls that had begun with the earl’s death. Sophia had not regretted it, for Robert still made her uncomfortable. He was not unkind as he had been in his youth, but he paid her more attention than she wished for. With any great hope, he would have turned his attention elsewhere since they had last met.

      Restless, her attention fell on her reticule that lay on the desk. She pulled open its strings, and from the bottom of the cloth bag removed a tiny key, tied to a blue ribbon. Listening for any hint that one of her siblings was about to invade her sanctuary, she inserted the key into the narrow desk drawer and pulled it open. Inside was a supple book with a pastel-blue cloth cover whose pages were bound together by ribbon-covered wire. She allowed her fingers to explore the soothing, familiar texture, then set it on the desk and opened it carefully. She had not looked at it in recent months, but something about having to begin her London season caused her to reach for its comfort.

      The first page contained a date: June 7, 1802. Underneath was a drawing of the stretch of lawn in front of Chawleigh Manor. A few of the lawn balls could be made out, but there were no people. Sophia did not draw figures well enough to have attempted it. She turned to the second page, which held the words, “Mr. Felix Harwood.” Those she had written in the prettiest hand she possessed. And although she had been tempted at the age of fifteen to write it again and again, and to add “Mrs. Felix Harwood” underneath it, she had resisted the childish impulse. Next to his name were three pressed yellow trefoils, which had been trampled under his feet from where he stood at the start of the game. A scant memento from the day, but they were all she had. That, and the words her father let fall over dinner about how Lord Chawleigh held the advowson for Mr. Harwood’s father. The vicar had boarded and tutored Robert before he went off to Eton.

      “Apparently,” her father had said, “Lord Chawleigh saw potential in young Harwood and paid for his schooling with a charge to keep his son in line.” Sophia had seen for herself how gifted Mr. Harwood was in this. It appeared, then, that both Mr. Harwood and his father had a patron in Lord Chawleigh.

      “His benevolence paid off, for he worked as a quarter-sessions clerk and helped enforce game laws, which benefited both Chawleigh and myself.” Her father had given one other precious bit of information—Mr. Harwood was to transfer to a more prestigious post in Customs in Brighton, where he planned to join the yeomanry to guard the coast from the French. Therefore, she knew not to expect to see him again when she visited Chawleigh Manor.

      She turned another thick, worn page of her memento book, and on this was a newspaper clipping from the Surrey Gazette, dated February, 1804.

      “Mr. Felix Harwood, only son of the Vic. Thomas Harwood of Farnham, has accepted a commission as Lieut. in the East Surrey Yeomanry.”

      Sophia remembered the day she had stumbled on the article. It had been during a dull season when their father had once again left for London without them and invitations at home were few. With nothing to do, she read the newspaper from front to back and gasped audibly when she stumbled upon his name. Fortunately, no one had been there to question her reaction. What a shock to read of Mr. Harwood in the paper when she had almost given up hope of hearing of him again! Once she was sure that the newspaper had been read by everyone, she slit the page with the article before Mrs. Pratt could take it. That had been mere weeks before her father’s untimely death—before their lives had tumbled into the chaos of grief.

      Nothing else occurred to feed her secret hopes regarding Mr. Harwood since the article, but she kept them alive by remembering how deftly he had managed Robert. How he had defended her, and the smile and wink he had sent her afterward on the lawn. She sometimes wondered if he thought of her, too, after that day. Perhaps he was also shy and dared not pursue her?

      But then she laughed at herself for entertaining such a ridiculous notion. Mr. Harwood was not a feeble creature like her; he was not shy. And even a ninny would know that without a proper introduction, he could hardly approach her—even less begin a correspondence when they were near strangers. Besides, who was to say he had ever viewed her in any way but a poor, diffident creature?

      Mere facts did nothing to dampen her thoughts in his direction, however, and hope persisted.

      Desperate for more to fill her memento book dedicated to Mr. Harwood, she had at last attempted to draw a portrait from memory, but it was badly done, and she took a knife to the page and removed it. The three pages were all she had, but it was sufficient; she was now wise enough to know that nothing would come of this tendre she had developed from a chance encounter four years ago. Still, it soothed her to look over the pages whenever she had a social event she did not look forward to attending.

      “Sophia!” Her sister was coming down the corridor toward her bedroom.

      She hurried to put her book in the drawer and managed to close it before Camilla opened the door and strode in. Heart beating fast, Sophia tucked the key under a stack of papers in what she hoped was a discreet gesture.

      “Are you ready to go? I’ve just learned it is not to be only our family and Lord Chawleigh’s this evening, so we do have hope of a pleasant dinner.” Camilla gave her a droll look, and Sophia smiled. Having noticed Robert’s budding interest two years ago, Camilla had won her heart by declaring that he was the very last man whom Sophia should marry. “For he would crush you,” she had said. It was comforting to have an ally in her sister.

      “Who else is to be there?” Sophia intertwined her fingers, steeling herself for a larger crowd than she had prepared for. No social situation was easy, but at least when it was just Lord Chawleigh and his son, she had learned that by merely offering a few banal remarks, she could pass practically unnoticed.

      “Mr. Perkins, whom we know, and a Mr. Harwood, whom we don’t.” Camilla went over to Sophia’s wardrobe and examined the gowns that hung there. “I wish I could wear this gold-colored one. It would suit me nicely, if only it fit.”

      Sophia’s mind had remained stuck on the name. Mr. Harwood. After so many years of thinking of him but never breathing the name aloud, she was suddenly adrift. Her next comment flew out unguarded. “But we do know him.”

      Camilla turned, her eyebrows lifted in inquiry, and Sophia was forced to go on. “I…I think we met him once at Chawleigh Manor some years ago. You played lawn bowls with him.”

      “Ah, true. I had forgotten him,” Camilla replied, fingering another gown with coquelicot trim.

      Really! Sophia was astonished that anyone could forget Mr. Harwood. He was the gentlemanly ideal in every way. And now she would see him again for the first time in four years. Would he remember her? Surely, he must! If only he would not recall her as a spiritless creature. She would have to make an effort to be as lively as was in her power. She licked her dry lips and reached up to pinch her cheeks before stopping herself. Her sister must not know that she was anticipating this meeting.

      “I will tell Mama that you are ready.” Camilla swept past Sophia on her way to the door.

      “No!” Sophia stood suddenly, and her sister turned back in surprise. “It…it’s only that I have worn this gown so recently. I am of a mind to change. Perhaps the one with the leaf embroidery?” The gown she had thought good enough for Robert Cunningworth was not nearly elegant enough for Mr. Harwood. She attempted a smile, hoping her sister would not think her behavior overly strange.

      Camilla considered this, then went over to the wardrobe to pull it out. “Yes, it becomes you very well. You should wear it more often.” She shook out the dress. “Here, I will help you into it.”

      “Thank you.” Sophia shivered as Camilla unbuttoned her plain silk gown, and she hoped her sister would think it was from the cold. The evening had gone from dull to significant all at once. She stepped into the emerald gown with the embroidered leaves on the net overskirt, attempting to suppress her emotions. She had thought herself over this childish infatuation with Mr. Harwood, but her racing pulse told her otherwise. Was she fanciful for holding on to the idea of him for four years? A man she had met only once and with whom she had not even exchanged a word?

      The answer was yes. Fanciful and foolish. And yet, she was helpless to feel anything differently. After all, he was the only one who had ever defended her without knowing her or requiring she give a response. He was the only gentleman who appeared to see her. The effect of that smile and wink had not faded, no matter how many years had marched by. Of all the gentlemen she had met since, he still stood out as singular and ideal. At least tonight, Mr. Harwood would see her at her best. She had grown more loquacious than she was at fifteen and now dressed stylishly. He would find before him a woman grown.

      “Your cheeks are pink. It’s becoming,” Camilla noted as she stepped around Sophia to observe the effect of the new gown. “Here, let me slip this diamond leaf comb into your hair.”

      When this was done, Sophia reached out impulsively and hugged her sister. Camilla looked at her in surprise. “Thank you for buttoning my gown. I daresay the servants are busy.”

      “Mama is certainly keeping Margery busy with Joanna’s hair. It seems a comb has not gone through it in ages.” And in an odd reversal of roles, she added, “Don’t dally. I shall wait for you downstairs.”

      Sophia nodded and went over to sit at her dressing table. She stared into the mirror and turned her face first to the left to see her unsmiling mouth from that angle, then to the right. She tried to smile as she hoped to do for Mr. Harwood but could only swallow convulsively. Pulling on her gloves, she leaned her forehead onto her fingertips.

      Let me be interesting tonight.
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        * * *

      

      The baron’s London house was located at 20 Grosvenor Square on the opposite end from the Earl of Poole’s, and Sophia and her family went there on foot. Only Tilly was left at home with the governess. Evo was away at school, and Dorothea and her husband had been invited but were unable to attend. As soon as they knocked on the front entrance, a footman ushered them into the brightly lit interior. After taking their cloaks, the butler led them to the drawing room.

      Lord Chawleigh came out to greet them, stopping first in front of Lady Poole. “Welcome to our home, my lady. Welcome, Ladies Sophia, Camilla, and Joanna. It is good to see our dear neighbors once again, although we have both suffered a life-altering loss in the interim.”

      “It is sadly true.” Lady Poole left her hand in his, adding, “It must be particularly hard for you, my lord, since it has been only one year.”

      Sophia’s mother had improved since her initial wave of grief had passed—and after gaining a son-in-law upon whom she might rely. Lord Chawleigh inquired after her health, then took her elbow and led her into the drawing room as Robert bowed before Sophia. His features had filled out, and his expression was almost considerate.

      “Good evening, Lady Sophia.” He greeted both of her sisters as well, offering his arm to her and Joanna, who was closest. “I apologize, Lady Camilla, that I do not have a third arm to offer you.”

      “You would look very strange if you did,” Camilla replied. “Please do not trouble yourself. I am perfectly capable of walking without tripping over my feet.”

      This elicited a smile, and Sophia began to hope that the years had indeed improved him. So far, he had not yet overwhelmed her with excessive attention, and he had found humor in her sister’s playful retort.

      Once they entered the drawing room, all other thought fled Sophia’s mind. Two gentlemen stood near the mantelpiece, and her eyes traveled from Mr. Perkins to Mr. Harwood. When the latter gentleman turned and met her gaze, she managed to keep her own steady. She would show him that she was not the same tongue-tied maiden she had been at the age of fifteen. At least, that was her intention, but her courage lasted all of two seconds before she averted her eyes.

      Mr. Harwood had changed very little, except for a certain bulk to his shoulders and arms, which was visible through his coat. He watched their approach, and she was able to assess that although his face had matured in the ensuing years, his eyes were still kind; his lips hinted at that same smile.

      Breathless, she halted in the center of the room as the gentlemen left their position and approached. She returned Mr. Perkins’s greeting mechanically and turned to face Mr. Harwood.

      “This is Lady Sophia,” Robert reminded him. “And these are her sisters, Lady Camilla and Lady Joanna.”

      “Your servant.” Mr. Harwood bowed before them, and before Sophia had time to ponder whether he had remembered her, he turned to her sister. “I recall meeting you, Lady Camilla. You were my partner in the game of fours, and you had the steadiest of hands.”

      Camilla looked pleased. “I should write you off as a flatterer, except that I do enjoy playing bowls and think I am not terribly ill at the game. However, you must play against my sister Joanna if you wish to be truly challenged. She is accomplished at any sport she sets her mind to.”

      “Hardly worth boasting about,” Robert murmured, and Mr. Perkins snickered, but Mr. Harwood looked intrigued and brought his eyes to Joanna.

      “I shall look forward to the opportunity, then, my lady. Would it be unkind to confess to my hope that you will not outplay me?” This was accompanied by a charming smile.

      “Not at all. I will not go easy on you, however,” Joanna replied without an ounce of bashfulness. “You must decide if you wish to risk it.”

      He laughed and bowed again before rejoining the other gentlemen, who had each taken a glass of claret. Lord Chawleigh indicated for the servants to bring ratafia for the young ladies and sherry for Lady Poole before encouraging everyone to take their seat.

      Sophia did so numbly, trying to wade through the shock of being of so little consequence in Mr. Harwood’s eyes. He had remembered Camilla but not her. She must have imagined that his defense that day had been for her sake and not so that they might proceed with the game of bowls. She had imagined that his knowing smile had been given specifically for her. She was clearly trivial in his regard, for he could scarcely treat her with less significance. Meanwhile, she had held on to the unwavering hope that he might have retained some small thought for her throughout the years. What a simple creature she was.

      The conversation swirled around her, but she did not participate, not even to give the usual commonplaces that would show her to be a woman of interest. When the butler announced the dinner, Robert leapt to her side and bowed before her.

      “Lady Sophia, I would be honored if I might escort you into dinner.”

      Wordlessly, she took his arm, now sentenced to eating beside Robert and struggling to follow his conversation. He never left much time for silence. Behind her, she heard Mr. Harwood solicit Camilla, and Mr. Perkins offer his arm to Joanna.

      As the footman helped her into her seat, Robert turned to her and smiled. “I haven’t forgotten about you in these two years’ absence, Lady Sophia. I hope we may see much of each other this season.”

      He had never revealed any compelling reason for his interest in her, other than a desire for her family’s connection—that and he thought her biddable. Neither were traits she wished might inspire a man to pursue her. It had not been Robert Cunningworth she hoped would pursue her.

      Sophia managed to arrange her lips in something that looked like a smile, but her heart grieved. She had always known the fantasy she’d created out of Mr. Harwood would not hold, but she was unable to help it. Her heart followed its own desires. As for Robert, it mattered little that he seemed determined to please this evening; she did not have any feelings for him at all.

      The dinner passed more tolerably than she might have imagined, given the fact that she was heartsore and hard-pressed to perform socially. Mr. Harwood was seated across from her, and she allowed herself to listen to his conversation whenever the pauses in her own permitted it. She conversed with both Robert and Tom Perkins on her other side, whom she did not feel particularly close to, considering how easily he had joined Robert’s harassment in years past. Once, Mr. Harwood met her regard across the table, and the surprise of it caused her to turn away with a frown. He could not know that he had been anything special to her. She must let him think she had forgotten him, too.

      Once the dinner was concluded, the men stayed behind in the dining room for port, while the women went into the drawing room. As soon as they were alone, Lady Poole called the attention of Sophia and her sisters.

      “Lord Chawleigh has laid claim to our long friendship by inviting us to dine with him although there is no hostess to serve at his side. He requested that one of you might pour the tea when the gentlemen join us after their port. Sophia, dear, I think it had best be you.”

      Camilla sent her a look of concern at the same time that Joanna protested, “But, Mama, Sophia is tongue-tied around gentlemen. Had you not better do it?”

      Instead of answering, Lady Poole held Sophia’s gaze. “She must overcome her bashfulness if she is to have a successful season. It is best if she begins now.”

      Sophia tried to give voice to the protest that rose up in her, but nothing came out. Was this not akin to announcing some sort of understanding with Robert? Her reluctance warred with her inclination to be an obedient daughter. She swallowed and nodded her head.

      They were not made to wait long before the sounds of the gentlemen’s voices approached the drawing room. A footman entered through a servant’s door with a tea tray, followed by a maid carrying the hot water. They set these down on the table on one end of the room, and Sophia glanced at her mother, who leaned in.

      “The Chawleighs have always been good neighbors—almost like family,” her mother whispered. “There is no need to make any ado about such a simple request.”

      Sophia smoothed the skirt of her gown and stood. The porcelain jar of tea sat on the tray, and she pinched the leaves and put them in the steaming teapot, hoping she was preparing it to Lord Chawleigh’s satisfaction. Around her, the discussion settled on Vice-Admiral Nelson’s state funeral, which the baron had attended. No one seemed to remark on her position beside the tea tray, which was a comfort. When the tea had steeped long enough, she moved to pick up the pot, then hesitated. She would have to ask each gentleman how he took his.

      It was easiest to begin with Lord Chawleigh, who reached over and patted her arm. “Thank you for performing the service, my dear. I will have sugar. Two spoons.”

      She nodded mutely and went to Robert and Mr. Perkins, mumbling the same request. Then she stood before Mr. Harwood, who lifted his eyes. His seemed uncommonly bright, giving the same impression he could see through her. But that was an illusion; he did not even remember her. Her throat worked, but nothing came out.

      “If you would be so good as to bring mine with milk, I would be much obliged to you.” Mr. Harwood smiled warmly.

      Unable to hold his regard, Sophia turned, and it was not until afterward that she realized she had not returned an answer. He would see her in the same light as he had four years ago. It had been naive to think she had overcome her timidity, even a little bit. She brought everyone their tea and avoided looking at Mr. Harwood when she brought his. What a ninny he must think her. There was only one thing to do now, and that was to put aside this secret infatuation she had maintained all these years. To forget about Mr. Harwood completely.

      The only problem was, she was not sure she could.
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      Felix Harwood entered his rented lodgings at No. 123 on the Strand. The rooms were located on the second floor of a narrow, red brick terraced house. He had taken them before being promoted to junior commissioner at the Sick and Hurt Board, but he had been disinclined to move into something larger because of the unobstructed view it gave him of the Thames.

      He responded to a knock that came minutes later, allowing a servant to bring in his laundered items and hang them in the placard placed against one wall. Felix thanked him and handed him a coin. When he was alone again, he went over to the window, folded his arms, and leaned against the frame as he stared out. Below him was a stretch of garden enclosed by a wrought-iron fence that allowed a glimpse of the service lane beyond it and stone steps on the bank leading down to the water.

      It was difficult to credit how far he had come in the past three years. The son of a vicar with a modest living, he had secured a distinguished post in the Admiralty and, most recently, a seat in the House of Commons. Lord Chawleigh had given him some early advantages by paying for his schooling and calling in favors for his first position as a quarter-sessions junior clerk. But Felix had obtained his transfer to Brighton as a customs clerk by his own industry. There, a fortuitous meeting prompted the Admiral Mowbray to recommend him to a position in the Admiralty, after they had discovered a sympathy in their ideas for reform. The admiral then pulled strings so that Felix might win the pocket borough of Gatton and serve his constituency in Parliament. When he learned of this, Lord Chawleigh had expressed some discontent at the shift in Felix’s political views, but he had been distressed by the loss of his wife and mostly left Felix to make his own way.

      Last night was the first time Felix had seen the baron in many months. Lord Chawleigh had recovered some of his equanimity after Lady Chawleigh’s death, but at first glance seemed far from the imposing man he had once been. It was astonishing to think that he could have been in love with his wife, for in every other way he seemed beyond such human emotions. However, as they waited for the lady guests to arrive, Felix was soon made aware that the baron had not forgotten what he owed him and would be expecting his vote on certain bills that had to be carried through both Houses. Felix nodded and tried to appease without giving promises, but he was relieved when they heard the arrival of more guests. For all the ways both Robert and his father might try his patience, he cared for them. They had given him opportunities he otherwise would not have had, and he knew that deep down there was goodness in both.

      His mind drifted
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