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For my much loved 

maîtresse de danse
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Enrosque—A Twist

––––––––
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England, Midwinter 1817

“All the county knows my annual house party to be among the most anticipated of the year,” Mrs. Smith of Dance Hall announced to those within the reach of her voice. “What’s more,” she said with an airy wave, “within months of everyone’s departure, there are a greater number of marriages announced in the newspapers than is usual. I am wrong to crow,” she said with a finger to her nose, “but I am persuaded it is on account of my most excellent dancing lessons.”

Miss Analisa Lloyd-Jones favored her hostess with an indulgent smile. “I shall be astonished if even your incomparable lessons have the power to procure a husband for an old maid such as myself.”

“Old maid!” her hostess countered, her eyes round with what Analisa surmised to be as much apprehension as incredulity. “You can’t be more than eighteen. Never fear, we shall marry you off this year, see if we don’t.”

“I shall be twenty come the fall,” Analisa replied brightly. “Though, I confess I am not in the least sorry to have remained a spinster. Now that Colin has gone to India with his wife and baby, Papa and Mama are not entirely on their own.” She stood and walked to the side of her friend, Miss Emily Everitt, who busied herself with a piece of embroidery.

“Analisa, you mustn’t sacrifice so for your parents,” Emily said as she jabbed her needle into the canvas she held before her. “I am determined that I shall not.”

A chorus of “Nor I,” was sung out by the girls seated on the various chairs and sofas scattered about the first-floor salon. Such a noisy utterance proved to be too much for Mrs. Smith, who shook her head in protest as she moved briskly from the room.

“Come now, ladies,” Analisa said with a laugh. “We all know for what we long. We shall be churlish and ill-humored until we retire to our rooms and dress for the evening’s enticements. Let us begin.”

Miss Mary Arthur’s embroidery hoop clattered to the floor as she rose to her feet with alacrity. “I feared I should be expected to squander the entire afternoon stitching brown reeds around a lake,” she said with her matter-of-course panache. 

“Either that or be forced to primp through our supper,” Emily murmured. “I am persuaded Mrs. Smith has forgotten what it is to be young. She may don a wig if it pleases her,” she said with a sniff, “but the creation of my near-best coiffure requires a great deal of time to achieve.”

“Then come,” Analisa insisted as she drew Emily to her feet. “Let us make our way above stairs before Mrs. Smith returns and insists on inventing something else with which to keep us occupied.” 

With cries of appreciation, the remaining young ladies sprang to their feet and allowed themselves to be ushered through the door and up the stairs to their bedchambers. As the eldest among them, Analisa imagined herself a hen gathering her chicks. Immediately, she banished the image from her mind; she knew it would only lead to peevishness if she pictured herself a spinster amidst so many fresh-faced maidens. Indeed, it was best not to dwell on the fact that if she did not marry soon, she would, come May, be expected to embark on her fourth Season. It was a humiliation not to be borne with any grace.  

She released the sigh she refused to air in the company of the others and made her way to her chamber door. Though an accommodation of many charms, its beauty failed to distract from the folded piece of parchment lying on her dressing table. It bore her name scrawled in the self-same hand as had the monthly missives Lord Northrup had sent her for nigh on two years. Why her Papa had seen fit to have this one forwarded to Dance Hall, she could not fathom. He was well aware that she had long given up on reading the earl’s letters; they always proved to sink her into a black mood. She was tempted to ignore this one as she had most of the others, but a quiver of misgiving caused her some hesitation. With a shaking hand, she took up the folded parchment and broke the seal. 

Miss Lloyd-Jones, to Whom I Have Remained True,

I have longed for even a line from you during my months abroad but have received not one. Perhaps your neglect for my comfort is fit punishment for the wrong I have done you in warning away your previous suitors, as well any who might have made their intentions known after my departure. What more can I do than to most humbly beg your pardon? It is my intention to call on you in the very near future. I anticipate our meeting with delight and pray that I find you in good health.

Yours, As Ever, 

Northrup

It was as she feared; the earl had returned to England. Analisa sank onto the bed as the parchment fluttered from her hand. Dance Hall was a matter of miles from her country home; if Lord Northrup had done as intended, he had surely been informed of her whereabouts. A deep and abiding hope for a substantial storm filled her heart. She went to the window, and her heart sank at the sight of a cloudless, blue sky.   

Suddenly faint, she sank into a chair before her legs entirely failed her. She was strengthened by the thought that followed; if the weather held, Mr. Charles Wainwright would surely attend the practice ball, known as the Folly Bally, to be held directly after supper. She suspected that he admired her, a sentiment that was steadfastly returned. His rich brown locks and eyes so dark they appeared to be black haunted even her dreams. For the past year, she had whiled away the hours imagining every detail of the gown she would don for their wedding or conjuring the possible appearance of their sure-to-be numerous children. And yet, despite long looks of admiration too numerous to count, he never had so much as bespoken a dance. 

She entertained hopes that a house party would encourage his attentions, all of which she was determined to receive with as much wit and charm as was at her disposal. The very notion caused her spirits to soar until, with a groan, she discerned why he had failed to so much as engage her in conversation in all the time she had known him: Lord Northrup had forbidden it. 

Visions of the far too many balls she had endured from her chair as she hid her humiliation behind her fan rose into her mind. She supposed Lord Northrup was responsible, as well, for the lack of gentlemen callers, gifts of flowers, and invitations to ride in the park, all of which had dried up like the Red Sea at parting these last two London Seasons. 

An incipient rage threatened to overtake the last shreds of her equanimity as she contemplated all she might say to Lord Northrup, and at the first opportunity. She rose to her feet and paced the floor as she worked out each insult, only to cast aside one after the other. It would never do for her to be overheard speaking with such animosity. She would be most distressed if, as a result of her loose tongue, Mr. Wainwright were to form an unfavorable opinion of her. 

She took a deep breath and examined her reflection in the glass; she mustn’t allow her secrets to be revealed in her face. She was distracted from her scrutiny when her abigail, Ruby, scratched at the door. Analisa bade her enter, and together they began the process of doing up her hair for the evening’s Folly Bally. 

“Miss,” Ruby said as she took up a lock of mahogany hair and twisted it this way and that. “Beggin’ yer pardon, but are the fine gentlemen to stay the night elsewhere as they did during last year’s house party?” 

“But of course. Mrs. Smith is nothing if not an eccentric hostess,” Analisa said with a fond smile. “She does not approve of young ladies and unwed men sharing a roof. She feels certain this can lead to no good. I must, however, give her credit for her many successes; her parties result in a veritable crop of marriages.”

“If only the weather hadn’t been so dreary this Christmas, she might o’ held the party anyway, and mayhap a storm might have come out of nowhere and snowed in the boys and girls together for the duration. Ain’t that the fun of a house party?” 

“I, for one, Ruby, am grateful she waited; more of the guests can make use of the roads now that the weather is so fine. The men shall also be able to find shelter nearby after tonight’s Folly Bally as well as after the Grand Ball.”

Ruby took up a brush and sighed. “It’s not only the swells who enjoy a bit o’ fun during a house party, miss. I should have liked it better gettin’ snowed in, with, case in point,” she said grandly, in imitation of her mistress, “Mr. Wainwright’s valet tucked up under the eaves. He is so very handsome. And,” she added with a sharp look for Analisa in the mirror, “we all know how you admire Mr. Wainwright, and it ain’t only that he is a younger son of a duke and was a hero in the Peninsular war!”

“I am more than familiar with the charms of Mr. Wainwright, Ruby, and, what’s more, you forget yourself in saying such things.” Analisa refused to reply to Ruby’s ensuing comments. Instead, she watched as the girl gathered a portion of Analisa’s rich, dark hair at the crown of her head and coaxed a row of ringlets to fall on either side of her brow. A cunning arrangement of flowers and feathers was secured to the back; Analisa thought it perfectly charming. All that remained was to don her best white muslin gown and a simple strand of pearls. Her newly created silk gown that even now lay between sheets of silver tissue was in reserve for the true ball that was the culmination of the house party. 

“You look a gem of the first water,” Ruby said with a sigh of pleasure. 

“Let us hope the gentlemen share your opinion.” Analisa noted her wry smile as it beckoned to her from the glass. “I have managed to elude their compliments for nigh on two years.”

The girl furrowed her brow. “That is just modesty talkin’, miss, for it can’t be true! Even so, you have never looked more beautiful.”

Analisa smiled and bade Ruby quit the room to rest; she would be required in the wee hours of the morning to help her mistress out of her finery. Once the girl had gone, Analisa again studied her reflection in the mirror. She hoped she was not vain, but she was more than pleased by what she saw. The new hairstyle lent her a regal air, and the ringlets along her brow brought out the gray in her fine, almond-shaped eyes to perfection. 

Satisfied she looked her best, she collected her fan and crossed the room. The gaze that met hers when she opened the door was as surprising as it was wished for. Mr. Wainwright, in his chocolate brown coat and froth of white cravat, was never a more welcome sight. It was all Analisa could do to prevent herself from throwing herself into his arms.

“Mr. Wainwright, how unexpected! What are you doing up here?” Her heart beat hard in anticipation of his reply.  

“I could not resist the chance to have you to myself for a moment before the pandemonium sets in. But, shhh,” he added as he put a finger to his lips. “You and I are both aware that I shall be tossed out on my ear should I be discovered.”

“Well,” she managed to say in spite of the breathlessness his proximity induced, “I should be most sorry were that to happen. That is to say, all of the ladies,” she stammered, “shall, quite naturally, be regretful should they not have the opportunity to dance with you.” 

He made no reply except to flash a dazzling smile composed of brilliant white teeth and hold out his arm. She took it, feeling as if she were in a dream, one in which his pure masculinity was deeply impressed upon her. The blood that beat in her ears drowned out all other sounds as they moved down the hall to the top of the staircase. In her excitement, she felt incapable of observing a thing past the tip of her nose. Meanwhile, said article was treated to the pleasant aromas of cologne and starch that wafted from the linen at his throat.

They made their way along the staircase to the first floor. As they peered down at the ground floor passage, he put his finger again to his lips and indicated she should descend to the front hall where the young ladies awaited the gong to announce supper. Analisa found it took a mighty force of will to move away from him. After only a few paces, she could not refrain from turning to look over her shoulder. She saw that he had already made his way nearly to the door of the ballroom where the men were made to wait until they were allowed into the dining room.

She realized she could now breathe quite naturally but somewhat mourned the disorder of her sensibilities caused by the presence of Mr. Wainwright. Perhaps, if she had had the opportunity to stand so near him at any point in the past, she might have kept herself better in hand.  

She achieved the front hall to find she had dallied too long and was quite alone. The footman opened the door to the dining room, and she entered to find a sea of girlish faces. Each was stamped with a curve of the lips that led her to fear they knew her secret. “Good evening,” she said in astonishingly unexceptional tones. “You all look so beautiful! Perhaps it shall be best if I return to my chamber directly after supper as I haven’t the slightest chance of catching the eye of a single gentleman.”

Analisa was gratified by the number of smiles that broke out at her words; she supposed the sole incidence of muffled laughter must have been expressed by one of the younger girls who had never known Analisa to have been favored by any gentleman. It led her to realize just how old and hopeless she must appear to them, and she felt the smile slip from her face.  

She forgot all of her discomfort, however, once she was seated in a chair that faced the door in anticipation of the appearance of the men. She owned it was an unconventional means of courting, but the stir of emotions it created was intoxicating. Finally, after some unexplained delay, the footmen flung wide the doors, and the men began to file into the room. There were unrestrained sighs of approval from the young ladies as each gentleman paused to be momentarily framed in the doorway. More than one young man blushed at the intense scrutiny with which he was met, and all appeared to be somewhat dazzled by the high tide of emotion. 

One gentleman, however, seemed untouched by the panoply, a circumstance not the least surprising to Analisa. He entered the room with a confident air and strode to stand as close as he was able to a chair directly across the table from where she was disposed. He looked even finer in his brown suit coat than before, his locks curling about his face and his black eyes shining.  

“Gentlemen,” Mrs. Smith pronounced with a ringing clap of her hands. “Tonight there are very few rules and even fewer strictures. Sit by whomsoever you choose; whether it be across the table from the lady of your admiration or right beside her is of no consequence. As long as you are under my watchful eye, you may spend as much time with your lady as you choose. You may even dance with her as often as she accepts your invitation to do so.”

A chorus of approval went around the room at this last pronouncement. However, her decree that all of the gentlemen must depart in their various conveyances the moment the ball drew to a close was met with an equal number of masculine groans. 

“Now, gentlemen,” Mrs. Smith cried over the objections, “if you have cherished hopes of staying the night under this roof, you shall be sorely disappointed.”

A renewed babble of discontent rose into the air, but Mrs. Smith was not to be denied. “The rules,” she rebuked, “were clearly printed on your invitations. Do not attempt to do other than follow them to the letter! This is not my first house party, I do assure you. However, you must all be silent before we may begin,” she added with an arch look that appeared to be the old woman’s feeble attempt at severity. 

As Analisa turned to hide her mirth, her eye was caught by Mr. Wainwright, who seemed to be every bit as amused. When his gaze fell in a pointed manner to the chair in which he intended to seat himself, she felt her delight swallowed up by the self-conscious flush that rose in her face. She nodded, none too gravely, in return, pleased that he had not chosen an unseemly dash round the table to take a seat at her side.  

“Are we all at readiness?” Mrs. Smith asked. “Very well, then. When I arrive at the count of three, you may take your seats. One, two, three!”

The room erupted into mayhem, prompting the footmen to cower in the corner as men dashed to and fro. So consumed were some in the pursuit of chairs closest to those they most admired, they narrowly avoiding knocking heads with another. Two unfortunate fellows found themselves chest to chest, the buttons of their coats caught together as their owners did their utmost to charge off in opposite directions. 

Analisa laughed as merrily as the others, even as she contemplated the mortification she most certainly should have felt if Mr. Wainwright had behaved in such a fashion. Instead, he calmly stepped to the chair he desired and laid his hand upon it. When the chaos had sufficiently died out enough to allow him to pull out the chair, he seated himself with grace and aplomb. 

It was only when the uproar had descended to a low rumble that Analisa became aware of a curious deflation of her emotions. It took but a moment for her to discover the reason: Lord Northrup had not come. How his failure to appear should have the power to darken her mood, she could not say. To her chagrin, it could neither be denied.  
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Chapter Two
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Pas de duex—A Dance of Two

Analisa had never enjoyed such a meal. More to the point, she had never before been so openly admired by a man whose favor she returned so precisely. In spite of the lackadaisical rules, one could hardly shout words of affection for all to hear; it was Mr. Wainwright’s cleverly worded messages that made the meal the most delicious she had yet known.

“I have chosen my seat well,” he confessed whilst the fish was being served. “The view is excellent.”

“Oh? I hadn’t realized there were any windows on this side of the room.” She turned to behold naught but a footman bearing a platter of carp. 

“Have I claimed the presence of a window?” Mr. Wainwright quizzed with a lift of his well-shaped brow.

Analisa smiled. “No, I suppose you have not.”

Upon the appearance of the fruit and sweets, Mr. Wainwright was once again in fine form. “I do so enjoy dancing, do you not, Miss Lloyd-Jones?”

“Why yes, immensely.” He did not immediately reply and remained silent for so long she began to babble. “Mrs. Smith is adamant that her dancing lessons are the foundation of her successful house parties. She is so confident of this that she dubbed her home Dance Hall upon the death of her husband.” 

“In light of such passion,” Mr. Wainwright remarked in earnest, “I intend to dance as many sets as possible.” The manner in which he then turned his gaze down table provoked Analisa’s heart to sink. To her delight, he turned his gaze to her again and said, “I daresay there is one who shall agree to dance them all with me.”

Stunned at the soaring of her spirits, she felt almost giddy. “I am persuaded there are many in the room willing to be the one.” Privately, she wondered how one, whomsoever she might be, was to know whether or not it was herself to whom he referred. 

When all had been consumed, the company trooped from the room, each arm in arm with his or her current amour. As the couple farthest from the door, Analisa and Mr. Wainwright were last to depart. With a smile, he once again held out his arm, and she took it with a heart full of anticipation. 

As they moved up the stairs and down the passage towards the ballroom, she was again very aware of how he seemed to tower over her. Yet, unlike before, she felt perfectly well. What she was now experiencing was not a dream but a beautiful reality brimming with delights for all of the senses. Strains of sweet music drifted through the air above the mingled sounds of intimate chatter and sumptuous fabrics brushed against limbs. The walls, covered in peacock blue moiré silk beckoned her into a world of beauteous frivolity. The floor they walked along was of gray-streaked marble, polished to an impossible shine, and the chandeliers overhead bore crystals of such clarity they might have been drops of pure water. 

Against this backdrop was the square jaw and dimpled chin of her escort who smiled down at her with affection. Analisa felt a long denied sensation—that of having been finally restored to her former self: a poised, assured, and desirable young woman. In turn, the anger she had felt when she learned of the prohibition Lord Northrup enacted upon his departure was mollified; she was not unwanted and despised after all. 

Finally, they entered the ballroom, one of the most elaborately embellished she had ever beheld. It had been redecorated since the prior year’s house party, and Analisa was positively overcome by the plethora of peacock-inspired flourishes. Her gaze was filled with feathered figures in every variation of blue, green, and lavender one could possibly imagine. Then her gaze fell to the two and twenty people who did little to fill the vast room. 

She was delighted to see that Emily and Mary each basked in the glow of their mutual admirers and that there was nearly an equal number of gentlemen as ladies in attendance. So, it was with some astonishment that, as she and Mr. Wainwright promenaded down the length of the ballroom, Analisa noted two gentlemen standing together in the far corner of the room. One was turned to face her; he seemed older than most of the assemblage and bore a shrewd gleam in his eyes she found rather alluring. He was handsome as well—fair of hair with full lips and large eyes. To her surprise, they seemed to widen when his gaze met hers. 

He stared at her with recognition, of that she felt certain though she knew him to be, without a doubt, a stranger. Or perhaps what she deemed recognition was mere admiration, an expression from which she had benefited far too little as of late. She knew that to respond would mark her as fast, but a smile sprang to her lips in spite of her wishes. 

Without taking his eyes from her, he leaned into his companion and spoke a word or two into his ear. The other man, taller than the first and broader in the shoulder, turned his head, somewhat hesitantly, to look where he was bid.

Analisa was persuaded she did not see correctly. She knew this man, and yet she did not. His formerly freckled skin was slightly bronzed, he had grown at least an inch, and what had been a shock of ginger atop his head had grown into a mop of russet locks that cascaded along his brow most becomingly. The rich blue of his coat was echoed in the hue of his eyes, and for the first time since she had known the young Lord Northrup, his arms and legs appeared to be in perfect proportion with the remainder of his frame.

There was something of his initial expression that she supposed to be pure wonder, but she knew it could not be so; surely he had come to Dance Hall expressly to find her. He turned fully round, and she was struck with the elegance of his deportment, one that implied an assurance not echoed in his eyes. However, the manner in which his jaw was gripped tightly with suppressed emotion was just as she remembered. 

To her dismay, she realized Mr. Wainwright had never ceased his advance into the room. As such, she stood face-to-face with the Earl of Northrup and his companion long before she felt inclined to do so. Now that she was upon him, Analisa could see there was more flesh on his bones than she had believed possible. Silently, she owned that it flattered him. If only there were a way to signify that he should resist looking at her with a gaze that burned holes into her very soul.  

“Callerton, Northrup,” Mr. Wainwright said with a nod for each. “I am persuaded Miss Lloyd-Jones is known to you, Laurie, but I take delight in presenting her anew.” Her escort favored her with a glowing smile. “This is Mr. Callerton and, as I am persuaded you are aware, this is Lord Northrup.” 

As Mr. Wainwright’s gaze vacillated between her face and the earl’s, she felt somewhat perplexed. Her beau’s manner lacked the covetousness she would have preferred to his show of triumph. Unable to fathom what it could mean, she began to feel no small amount of apprehension. 

“Mr. Callerton, I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” she forced herself to say exactly as she ought. “I expect you are a friend of Lord Northrup’s,” she added with a fleeting glance for the earl at her side. “As Mr. Wainwright has said, Lord Northrup and I are somewhat known to one another.”

This statement prompted smiles in Misters Wainwright and Callerton so broad one might accuse them of smirking. In dismay, she looked to ascertain the breadth of Lord Northrup’s smile only to find that his expression was positively grim. 

She gasped as the truth dawned upon her. “I fear I have been somewhat dull-witted. I now comprehend that you see me as an object of scorn.” She felt her face flame with the humiliation that scorched her breast. “And to think I was foolish enough to believe you sincere in your attentions, Mr. Wainwright.” 

“I could never scorn such as you! And I am most sincere in my admiration,” he said with an inclination of his head. “But, alas, you have been deemed sacrosanct for years. I confess, I regret it, but I must leave you to your earl as his claim is a prior one.” With a sweeping bow, he took himself in the direction of the others. 

Lord Northrup cast Analisa a look of regret. “Allow me to beg your pardon on Mr. Wainwright’s behalf. He shall soon have reason to repent of such audacity,” he promised in a voice that rumbled deeply.   

Analisa felt it a vast improvement over the high-pitched whine in which he spoke the last time they had conversed. However, she hadn’t a moment to further examine her feelings regarding his threat before Mr. Callerton attempted to desert her as well. 

“I find I must cry off,” he said with an expression too woeful to be fully genuine. “It is a long way to a warm bed for me.”

“Not at all,” Lord Northrup replied. “The Lloyd-Joneses shall be best pleased to put you up at Dun Hafan together with myself.”

Analisa quickly considered. Mr. Callerton was very pleasant and if he proved to have money besides, her papa might favor him over the earl. “Do say yes,” she insisted. “It is true, my father shall be delighted to serve as your host, and tonight is the most frolicsome of balls, I do assure you.” She gave him a bright smile, one she hoped hid the apprehension she feared showed in her eyes as she risked a glance up at Lord Northrup. He turned his head away before she could read his expression, but the very air between them felt heavy with dread. 

Mr. Callerton’s countenance bore a more natural smile than previously. “You are most kind. I find I am happy to remain, after all. I would be honored to bespeak a dance, should Laurie approve.”

“I am certain he shall,” she replied in hopes that her bewilderment did not show in her face. She had thought Mr. Callerton to be the Laurie mentioned by Mr. Wainwright. “Though, at present, I cannot comprehend how the composition of my evening should be any concern of Laurie’s,” she added firmly. 

Mr. Callerton’s eyes grew wide, and he turned his gaze to Lord Northrup. Analisa would dearly have loved to gather the courage to verify what she saw in Mr. Callerton’s expression but found it far more comfortable to avert her gaze and bite her lip in apprehension. Lord Northrup was infamous for his temper, but what had caused it to flare at this moment, she could not guess. 

Mr. Callerton was clearly in little doubt as he quickly murmured his apologies, turned on his heel, and fled.  

In years past, Analisa had found that an angry Lord Northrup was one she could twist round her finger with ease. “Shall we dance, then?” she suggested as she whirled about to face him. 

To her chagrin, his response was not at all what she had anticipated. In days of old, he would have complied though his anger would have yet been palpable, his manner grudging, his words explosive. Then, as they danced, his fury would subside, and his customary admiration of her would resume. Instead, she encountered a cool expression that indicated an unwillingness to comply. When he grasped her elbow to draw her into the shadows, no words of rage followed, though his earlier open admiration had vanished.     

“I had hoped our first exchange should consist of words far more pleasant,” he said. “However, I find I cannot refrain from informing you of my meeting with your father.” He spoke with a calm that belied the apprehension he seemed at pains to conceal. “He has agreed there is neither a reason nor the need to breach our marriage contract.” 

“Has he?” A white-hot rage threatened to overwhelm her. “You may speak of contracts all you wish, but I doubt there was ever any such document.” 

“Nothing in writing,” he admitted, a bit ruffled but all the bolder for it. “A contract spoken between two gentlemen is as worthy as any that is written.” He stared at her intently as if he expected an immediate reply. When none was forthcoming, he released her arm and stepped back a pace. “Do pardon my outburst.”

If he deemed this an outburst, he had, indeed, changed. Sensing a weakening of his self-possession, she straightened her spine. “He informed me that you asked for my hand. However, my brother interceded on my behalf. Papa must have had his doubts, as he allowed Colin time to find me a more suitable match.”

“And has he done?” Lord Northrup asked with an aplomb that indicated he well knew the answer.  

“No,” she said as she attempted to look away. She found that she could not; there was something terribly compelling about this new Lord Northrup that bade her look on. “Colin found himself a wife, instead. He was then consumed with wedding preparations and everything that follows. Almost directly after the baby arrived, they sailed for India to meet his other grandparents.”

“Then there are none who would take my place.” It was a statement of fact.  

Words of censure rose to her lips. They vanished when she noted the softening of his expression as he gazed at her.  

“Fools, they, each and every one.”

Startled, Analisa forgot her qualms and dared to see what dwelt in his eyes. The look they shared was not in the least discomfiting, despite the seeming disappearance of the musicians, the room, and everyone in it. He did not speak, and yet, as he chained her gaze in his, he conveyed a message, one she failed to comprehend. She knew her eyes spoke of nothing in return, and when he looked away and down at the floor, she realized he knew it too.

The spell broken, the words she had previously called up spilled, unbidden, from her mouth. “Lord Northrup, I have remained unwed for reasons of which you are very well aware. Your actions towards me have been monstrously unfair.”

He made no reply, but a crease appeared between his brows as he continued to stare steadfastly at the floor. 

“I have always known you to believe yourself undeniably worthy of whatsoever you desire.”

The crease deepened, but he made no attempt to mount a defense.

“In light of such, you thought it perfectly unexceptionable to warn away all of my potential suitors. It seems, at the risk of inviting your wrath, they have complied.”

He lifted his head, and his gaze flew to her face. To her surprise, there was something in his eyes she had never before seen—uncertainty or perhaps even remorse. No, it was something softer yet—hurt. The mere notion squeezed her heart with such force that she gasped in pure astonishment. 

The crease between his brows reappeared. “Pray, do not pity me.”  

“For what should I pity you?” she asked, astounded. “Indeed, why should any pity a man with youth, money, and power in his grasp? With but the lift of a finger you might have nearly any girl in the room and beyond to wife. What I cannot comprehend is why you should wish to shackle yourself to the one who cannot like you.”

He looked, for a moment, as if he had been struck, and the scalding across his face that she had long expected finally appeared. Then he laughed, ruefully, a small smile curving one corner of his mouth. “I have long admired you for your unrestrained conviviality. I had not thought there could be an end to it.” The humor drained from his face. “Am I so despicable, then?”

His words shamed her, but her anger would not be denied. “Not at all.” She was astonished to find she spoke the truth. “As I have said, there are none here who would despise you in the least. And yet, they have not suffered at your hands as have I.” She disguised her words with a brittle smile. “You have made me the unwitting subject of a joke between who knows how many gentlemen of my acquaintance. You have created a state of affairs that has made it undesirable, if not impossible, for any man to deign to so much as invite me to dance. For nigh on two years I have suffered this indignity.”

He opened his mouth to utter what she feared would be a hateful retort, but he snapped it shut again, his eyes dark against his drained-white skin. She knew by the staccato of his breath that he labored under the effects of an intense emotion, but still he said nothing. 

Thoroughly alarmed, she looked about the room for a source of aid. None seemed aware of her peril and, as each couple waltzed by, she saw how each delighted in the company of the other. Their happiness prompted in Analisa such a profound sense of sorrow that her eyes filled with tears. She struggled to regain her composure, but the tears only came faster and, mortified, she turned to flee. To her astonishment, she felt her hand caught in another’s, and she was whirled expertly into the dance.  

Blinded by tears, it was a few moments before she knew of a certainty in whose arms she was held. That it was Lord Northrup who had taken pity on her should have been a humiliation past bearing. Instead, her heart filled with gratitude; she had wished to dance with anyone save her father for ever so long. Her grief drifted away to be replaced with sheer happiness, and a bubble of laughter rose into her throat, such that she could not contain it. Heads turned at the sound, and she laughed again. 

She took in the expressions of those who passed by, all of them smiling, even the gentlemen who had reason to fear Lord Northrup’s wrath. She felt as if she were flying in his arms and realized he had become a most accomplished dancer. She had no objections when he, refusing to release her, bespoke the next set. It was the Quadrille, the steps of which allowed her to dance with other gentlemen as well. It was if the desolation of nearly two years melted away, little by little, until it disappeared altogether. 

Just as she decided that she was perfectly content to dance with Lord Northrup all night, the set came to an end. To her bemusement, he escorted her to a chair in a corner of the room and indicated she should sit.   

“You no longer wish to dance, my lord?” she asked in full expectation that he would insist she rest whilst he procured her some refreshment.  

“I have had my fill of dancing,” he said, not unkindly. “I trust you shall enjoy the remainder of your evening.” He gave her a deep bow, then turned and walked out of the door. 

Analisa looked about her with apprehension; she doubted she would find anything in the evening to now enjoy. The others had been paired off since dinner, leaving none to invite her to dance. Just as she concluded that she truly must retire, Mr. Callerton appeared at her side. 

“Will you honor me with a set?” he asked, his eyes twinkling with mirth.

Instantly, Analisa felt her mood lighten. “Why, yes, Mr. Callerton, and as many others as you should wish.” She laid her hand in his, and together they danced all night and into the morning.
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Chapter Three

[image: image]


Ferme—A Closed Position

With a sigh of pure content, Analisa lay abed and contemplated the shadows that gamboled along the counterpane. Permission to lie-in was one of the best-loved features of a Mrs. Smith ball, and Analisa reveled in the knowledge that she was missing out on nothing of import. As promised, her hostess had swept the men from the house the moment the orchestra had begun to pack their instruments. The other girls were almost certainly still abed as well. 

She smiled as she anticipated what remained of the day. Once the young ladies had taken sustenance and gathered in the salon, the etiquette lesson would commence. It would consist of only the girls; the gentlemen would be denied the house until the following day. Idly, Analisa wondered if Lord Northrup would carry on with the house party or admit defeat and return to his home. If so, he would not be present for the infamous dancing lesson, though she hardly dared imagine the self-important earl under the instructive thumb of Mrs. Smith. 

When her stomach could no longer be denied, Analisa willed her rebellious body to rise. She proceeded to wash on her own as Ruby had been given the day off. It was a relief to don a comfortable round gown and arrange her hair in a simple knot at the nape of her neck. Upon descending to the breakfast room, she found herself sipping hot chocolate and reading the morning paper, the latter an indulgence her father did not countenance, when Lord Northrup stepped in through the door from the garden. 

Analisa nearly dropped her cup. “My lord, what brings you here?” She knew she sounded as aghast as she felt, but it seemed fitting. 

He looked about. “Is it only you, then?” he asked, a bit taken aback.

“I beg your pardon,” she said in tones both frosty and bright. “Is there someone, in particular, you should have preferred to encounter?” 

“No, of course not.” He had the grace to look discomfited as he swept his hat from his head with an uncharacteristic lack of self-possession. “I arrived at half past eleven in expectations of finding the party below stairs for a late breakfast. I was informed the household was still abed, so I made a visit to the stables. As Dance Hall is rather thin of thoroughbreds,” he explained, “I determined that a ramble would be a promising means of whiling away the time until the young ladies should arise. As I have never before attended a house party at Dance Hall—one would think the very appellation of the establishment might serve as warning for even the least discerning,” he said with an accusing eye, “I am unfamiliar with the area; I promptly found myself fairly lost.”

With a start, Analisa realized she still held her cup aloft. She joined it gingerly with its saucer on the table as she considered her response. “My lord,” she said slowly. “There was a detailed accounting of scheduled activities
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