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Mr. Alaric Fenwick's letter arrived on a Tuesday morning in early December, and I confess I read it twice before I properly understood what he was actually asking me.

Marchioness — I find myself in possession of an invitation to Lady Vandermere's masquerade, this coming Friday, and I find myself, further, entirely without any genuine enthusiasm for attending it alone. I do not know that I have ever properly asked a woman to accompany me to a social occasion of this particular scale, and I confess the asking feels considerably more daunting than the ordinary business of cross-examining a hostile witness. Would you do me the very great honour of accompanying me, Marchioness, as my guest for the evening? I should like it very much. Alaric Fenwick.

I read it a third time, sitting at my own writing desk with the December light thin and grey through the library windows, and found myself smiling in a manner I did not trouble to properly examine.

Sarah, arranging the morning's correspondence into its usual careful order, glanced at me with the particular knowing quiet I had come to expect from her whenever Fenwick's name entered the conversation.

"Good news, ma'am?"

"Mr. Fenwick has asked me to accompany him to Lady Vandermere's masquerade, Sarah, this Friday."

"Has he now." She said it with the studied blankness of a woman entirely delighted and entirely unwilling to show it. "And what did you tell him, ma'am, precisely?"

"I have not yet told him anything, Sarah, the letter having arrived not five minutes ago. I find myself, all the same, rather in no doubt of my answer."

I wrote my acceptance that same morning, choosing my words with rather more care than the simple business of accepting an invitation generally required, understanding — though I did not say so aloud, even to myself — that this particular evening would mark something considerably beyond an ordinary social engagement. Fenwick and I had corresponded regularly since my own return from Yorkshire some weeks before, and had met twice more in the intervening month, once at his own brief visit to London and once at my own insistence when business had called me north again. But we had not, in all that time, appeared together in public — not at any gathering where Society's own considerable attention might trouble itself to notice, and to speculate, and to draw whatever conclusions Society generally drew from a widowed marchioness appearing on the arm of a country solicitor.

I found myself, turning the invitation over, rather more nervous about that particular exposure than I generally permitted myself to feel about anything.

"You're worried, ma'am," Sarah observed, with her usual directness, "about what people will say."

"I am not worried, Sarah, precisely. I am considering the matter."

"Considering whether you mind what they'll say, or considering whether you mind that you don't mind it quite as much as you perhaps ought to?"

I looked at her, and found myself, despite everything, laughing. "The second, I think, Sarah, if I am entirely honest."

"Then I shouldn't trouble yourself further, ma'am. You've never been a woman much governed by what people say, in the whole time I've known you, and I don't see any particular reason for that to change now, on account of a solicitor."

"He is not merely a solicitor, Sarah."

"No, ma'am," she agreed, with a smile she did not trouble to fully hide. "I don't suppose he is."

—
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I called upon Beatrice that same afternoon, understanding that news of this particular magnitude ought properly to reach her from my own lips rather than through whatever channel Society's considerable gossip would otherwise employ.

"An escort, Eleanor. To Lady Vandermere's masquerade." She set down her needlework with the particular deliberate care of a woman giving herself a moment to properly compose her own reaction. "I confess I had wondered how long this particular acquaintance would remain confined to letters and quiet countryside visits, before it ventured into somewhat more public waters."

"You do not disapprove, Beatrice?"

"I find I do not know precisely what I feel, Eleanor, beyond the plain observation that Society will talk, and talk rather more than you are perhaps presently prepared for, and that I would rather you heard that observation from me, who loves you, than discovered it for yourself in some drawing room's less kindly whisper."

"I am aware Society will talk, Beatrice. I find myself, this particular week, considerably less troubled by the talking than I once might have been."

"That is, I think, the most encouraging thing you have said to me in the whole of this past year and a half." She studied me for a long moment, and something in her own careful composure softened. "Edmund would have liked him, I think, this Mr. Fenwick of yours, whatever Society's opinion of a solicitor's suitability. Edmund never had very much patience for Society's opinion himself, when it came to matters that actually signified."

"I have thought the same, Beatrice, more than once."

"Then go to your masquerade, Eleanor, and wear something splendid, and give Society precisely as much to talk about as you please. I find I have grown rather tired of watching you live so carefully, these past eighteen months, for fear of exactly the talk you are now, at last, prepared to risk."

I left her with considerably more lightness in my step than I had arrived with, understanding that whatever Friday's evening ultimately brought, I would not face it without her own considerable blessing behind me.

—
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I wrote to Cressida that same evening, understanding that she would never forgive me if she learned of Friday's engagement from any lips but my own, and received, by return post the following morning, a reply considerably more exuberant than Beatrice's own careful blessing had been.

Eleanor — An ESCORT. To Lady Vandermere's masquerade, of all the possible occasions Society might have chosen for your own considerable debut into public affection. I confess I have already begun composing, in my own head, the precise expression I intend to wear when I finally make Mr. Fenwick's acquaintance in person, having heard so very much about him these past two months and met the man not once. I shall be there myself, naturally, and shall endeavour not to embarrass you overmuch, though I make no promises regarding the endeavouring. I am, as ever, entirely delighted for you, and entirely unsurprised that it should be a solicitor, of all people, who finally coaxed you back into the world. You were always drawn to competence over charm, Eleanor, whatever the ordinary run of Society's expectations might suggest a marchioness ought properly to prefer.

I laughed aloud, reading it, and found myself considerably more settled in my own nerves for having shared the news with two women whose affection I trusted absolutely, whatever uncertainty the evening ahead still held.

Sarah, observing my own improved spirits over the following days, took it upon herself to see my costume properly prepared well in advance of Friday, understanding, I think, precisely how much this particular evening's success depended upon details rather smaller than the grand business of Society's own considerable attention.

"I've settled on the midnight blue, ma'am, with the silver trim, unless you've a strong preference otherwise. It suits you rather better than the green, and I don't think you'll want anything too bright for your first proper appearance beside Mr. Fenwick — better to let the evening's own drama speak for itself, without your own gown competing for the attention."

"I trust your judgment entirely, Sarah, as I generally do in such matters."

"I know you do, ma'am, which is precisely why I take such particular care over it."

I retired that night with the letter still resting upon my writing desk, and found myself, in the quiet before sleep, turning over the particular strangeness of my own considerable good fortune — that a solicitor's prickly first defensiveness, encountered scarcely two months before in a Yorkshire drawing room, should have grown, by slow and careful degrees, into something I now found myself genuinely eager to claim before the whole of London Society, whatever risk the claiming entailed. I did not yet know what Friday's evening would bring. I found myself, all the same, rather looking forward to discovering it, whatever shape that discovery eventually took.

—
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Lady Vandermere's townhouse in Belgravia was, by universal agreement among the sort of persons who concerned themselves with such matters, the most consequential address at which a person of fashion could hope to be received that particular December, and her annual masquerade — held, by long tradition, upon the first Friday of the month — was correspondingly the most fearsome social obligation of the winter season.

Higgins saw me to the door himself before Fenwick's own carriage arrived, dressed in his usual quiet formality despite the lateness of the hour, and paused a moment with the particular careful hesitation of a butler weighing whether an observation properly belonged to him to make.

"If I may say so, my lady, you look very well this evening. I have not seen you dress with quite this particular care in some considerable time."

"Thank you, Higgins. I confess I feel rather more nervous than the occasion perhaps warrants."

"I should think a certain nervousness entirely proper, my lady, given the significance of the evening. I shall own myself glad of it, in fact — a woman entirely without nerves, facing an evening of this particular importance, would strike me as rather more concerning than the alternative."

I found myself, hearing this, considerably steadied by his own quiet wisdom, and thanked him again before descending to the waiting carriage.

Fenwick called for me at Merritt House at half past eight, and I found myself, watching him hand me into his carriage with perfect correctness, considerably more struck by his own evident nervousness than by anything in my own appearance that evening.

Sarah had seen to my costume herself that afternoon — a gown of deep midnight blue, trimmed with silver, with a small domino mask of matching silk that concealed rather less of my face than propriety generally demanded of such occasions but considerably more than I had initially thought necessary.

"You'll do very well, ma'am," she said, adjusting the mask's ribbon a final time with the particular satisfaction of a woman who takes genuine pride in her own considerable skill. "Mr. Fenwick won't know what's struck him."

"I hope the striking proves a pleasant one, Sarah."

"I shouldn't worry on that account, ma'am. I've watched that man's face when your name's mentioned, and I don't think pleasant quite covers the whole of it."

I left her with a final, grateful smile, and found Fenwick waiting in the hall below, dressed in the simple black domino and half-mask that seemed, that particular evening, to suit his own careful reserve rather better than any more elaborate costume could have managed.

"You look, Marchioness, entirely magnificent," he said, once we had settled and the carriage had begun its progress toward Belgravia. "I confess I had rehearsed a rather more eloquent compliment than that particular one, and find myself, now the moment has arrived, unable to recall a word of it."

"I shall accept the unrehearsed version gladly, Mr. Fenwick. I have generally found unrehearsed compliments considerably more persuasive than the polished sort."

"That is a generous reading of my own evident nerves." He was quiet a moment, watching the London streets pass. "I confess I have not attended an occasion of this particular scale in a great many years, Marchioness, and find myself rather more anxious about the whole business than thirty years of legal practice ought, by rights, to permit a man to feel."

"I am equally out of practice, Mr. Fenwick, whatever my own more frequent occasions for detection might suggest otherwise. I have not attended a masquerade since before Edmund's death."

"Then we shall be nervous together, Marchioness, which I find I prefer considerably to being nervous alone."

Vandermere House itself, when we arrived, proved a blaze of light and considerable ornament, every window ablaze with candles and the entrance hall already thick with arriving guests in every manner of costume — dominoes and harlequins, shepherdesses and Venetian courtiers, the whole glittering apparatus of a Society determined to spend one December evening pretending to be entirely other than itself.

The house itself, I understood from Fenwick's own quiet observation as our carriage joined the considerable queue along the square, had been in the Vandermere family for the better part of a century, its considerable grandeur owing rather more to old money's patient accumulation than to any single generation's particular extravagance — a fact that made Lady Vandermere's own annual masquerade, I thought, rather more a matter of tradition than of mere display, however much display the evening's considerable expense evidently produced.

Lady Vandermere received her guests at the head of the grand staircase, a tall, formidable woman of perhaps sixty, dressed as some manner of eastern potentate in gold silk and a headdress of considerable height, who greeted each arrival with the particular practised warmth of a hostess who has spent forty years perfecting the art of appearing delighted to see absolutely everyone.

"Marchioness. And Mr. Fenwick." Her sharp eyes moved between us with evident, swiftly suppressed interest. "I had not known the two of you were acquainted."

"We are colleagues of a sort, Lady Vandermere," I said, "from a case some weeks past."

"Colleagues." She said the word with the particular relish of a woman filing away a detail for later, more thorough examination. "How very modern. Well. I am delighted to have you both, whatever the precise nature of the colleagueship. Do go in and enjoy yourselves — I have gone to considerable trouble this year, and I should be very put out if nobody troubled to notice it."

We passed into the ballroom proper, and I found myself, looking out over the assembled, masked company, struck by the particular strangeness of the scene — several hundred guests, every one of them rendered anonymous behind silk and feathers and painted papier-mâché, laughing and dancing and conversing with an ease that owed everything to the evening's peculiar promise that nobody, for these few hours, needed properly to be themselves.

An orchestra, positioned upon a raised dais at the ballroom's far end, worked its way through a considerable programme of waltzes and quadrilles, while overhead, a thousand candles burned in Lady Vandermere's own celebrated chandeliers, casting the whole glittering scene in a warm, golden light that made every mask and costume seem, for the moment, considerably more magical than sinister — a fact that struck me, looking back upon it afterward, as its own particular cruelty, given what the evening would ultimately prove to conceal.

"A curious sensation, is it not," Fenwick observed, "to stand in a room full of people one has very likely met a dozen times before, and to have not the faintest notion which of them is which."

"A curious sensation indeed, Mr. Fenwick. I confess I find it rather more unsettling than diverting."

"I had not expected you to find anything unsettling, Marchioness, given your general fondness for uncovering precisely the things other people would prefer to keep hidden."

"It is rather different, Mr. Fenwick, to uncover a hidden truth by one's own patient effort, and to be confronted with an entire room of hidden truths all at once, with no particular means of distinguishing one from another."

We paused a moment near the edge of the dance floor, watching the assembled company move through the evening's opening quadrille, and I found myself, standing beside him in the golden candlelight, permitting myself a genuine moment's enjoyment of the occasion, quite apart from whatever observation my own habitual watchfulness generally demanded.

"You are enjoying yourself, Marchioness, despite the unsettling sensation you described a moment ago."

"I am, Mr. Fenwick, rather to my own surprise. I had forgotten, I think, how genuinely pleasant an evening of music and light and good company could prove, before Edmund's death taught me to associate such gatherings rather more with obligation than with pleasure."

"I am glad to have played some small part in reminding you of the pleasure, Marchioness, whatever obligations the evening may yet also prove to carry."

I did not know, in that particular golden moment, how very much obligation the evening would ultimately demand of us both. I knew only that I stood beside a man whose company I had come, these past two months, to value beyond almost anything else in my own considerably changed life, and that the moment itself, whatever followed it, was worth savouring entirely on its own account.

—
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We moved through the ballroom together for the better part of an hour, and I found myself, watching the assembled company from behind my own modest silk mask, cataloguing the evening's various costumes with the same patient attention I generally reserved for a difficult ledger.

"That domino in blue," I observed, "has spoken to no fewer than six different gentlemen in the past twenty minutes, and has said, so far as I can determine, almost nothing to any of them beyond the barest civilities. I begin to suspect the lady in question is here for reasons rather more particular than the ordinary enjoyment of a masquerade."

"You suspect her of something in particular, Marchioness."

"I suspect nothing yet at all, Mr. Fenwick. I merely observe. It is, I find, rather difficult to break the habit."

"I should not wish you to break it. I find I have come rather to rely upon your particular habit of observation, this past two months, and would be sorry to see it set aside merely for the sake of an evening's ordinary enjoyment."

We danced once, a slow waltz that afforded rather more opportunity for conversation than for any great display of skill on either side, and I found myself, moving through the figures with his hand at my waist, considerably more aware of him than of the surrounding company's watchful, masked attention.

"I have been asked, twice already this evening," Fenwick said quietly, as we turned, "by gentlemen I could not properly identify, precisely who the lady on my arm might be. I confess I have found myself, on both occasions, rather more pleased than troubled by the asking."

"And what did you tell them, Mr. Fenwick?"

"I told them, Marchioness, that the lady on my arm was a person of considerable consequence, and that they would do well to mind their own particular business rather than mine."

I laughed, genuinely, and found several nearby masked faces turning toward the sound with evident curiosity. "That was very direct of you, Mr. Fenwick."

"I find directness has become rather my habit, of late, Marchioness, in matters that actually signify."

We were interrupted, some minutes later, by a gentleman in a Harlequin's motley who introduced himself, with a flourish, as a friend of Lady Vandermere's nephew, and who proved, upon five minutes' further conversation, to be considerably more interested in my own identity than in any genuine acquaintance with his supposed connexion.

"You dance beautifully, Marchioness," he said, once my own mask had evidently failed to conceal my identity from him entirely, "though I confess I cannot place your companion. A relation, perhaps?"

"A colleague, sir," I said, borrowing Lady Vandermere's own careful phrasing. "Mr. Fenwick is a solicitor of considerable distinction."

"A solicitor." The Harlequin's tone carried the particular faint condescension of a man who had expected a more consequential answer. "How very unusual, to see a marchioness escorted by a solicitor."

"I find, sir, that the most useful company generally proves rather more unusual than the ordinary run of Society's expectations."

He bowed, somewhat stiffly, and withdrew, and I found Fenwick watching me with an expression of considerable amusement.

"You defended my profession rather more fiercely than the occasion strictly required, Marchioness, if I may say so."

"I defended it precisely as fiercely as it deserved, Mr. Fenwick. I find myself, this past two months, considerably less patient with Society's ordinary snobberies than I once permitted myself to be."

We continued our own slow circuit of the ballroom, and I found myself drawn, some minutes later, into pleasant conversation with a lady dressed as a Grecian goddess, whose own careful, cultivated manner suggested a woman of considerable standing despite her mask's effective concealment of her identity.

"You dance beautifully, Marchioness, if I may say so, though I confess I recognised you rather by your own particular bearing than by any single feature your own mask permits me to see."

"You have the advantage of me, madam, since I cannot presently return the recognition."

"I shall not spoil the evening's own particular game by revealing myself prematurely," she said, with a low, genuine laugh. "I shall say only that I have long admired your own considerable independence, Marchioness, and find myself rather encouraged, watching you this evening, that a woman need not surrender her own particular usefulness merely for the sake of Society's more comfortable expectations."

"That is generously said, madam, whoever you prove to be."

She moved on shortly after, swallowed by the
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