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LORD ALEXANDER RIVINGTON
WAS THE MOST HATEF UL
MAN GEORGINA HAD EVER KNOWN

Lord Rivington began by virtually assaulting
Georgina at their first chance meeting. Then this
iricredibly wealthy and handsome aristocrat
publicly mocked Georgina's views on the
rights of women while the cream of Regency
society looked on. From there he went on to
physically thrash Georgina’s beloved
brother, financially ensnare Georginas family, not
bother to deny his shameful relationship to a
servant girl —and arrogantly demand
Georgina in marriage.

Georgina had every reason to detest this
thoroughly impossible and egotistical male. She
vowed that nothing in the world would make
her join the list of victims of his charms.
Indeed, Lord Rivington was due for a richly
earned comeuppance —and Georgina for a
most unexpected awakening. ...

NEW AMERICAN LIBRARY PUBLISHES SIGNET MENTOR CLASSIC PLUME. MERIDIAN & NAL BOOKS



LORD RIVINGTON
GAZED AT GEORGINA
WITH NARROWED EYES
AND SAID,

"So! You capitulate. Allow me to itemize
what you offer, as | wish to be perfectly clear.
For the sske of your dear ones you are
prepared to lay yoursdf upon the atar of
matrimony—to sublimate your independence
and assume the role of ameek and obedient
wife. To take me as a husband—and dl that
goes with me, of course. We must not forget
the position as Countess, agreat ded of money,
afew trifling baubles of jewels, and the rest.

| need not go into complete detail now. Later
will be sufficient time to acquaint you with
what you have gained."

His scorn lashed Georgina, but she answered
quietly. "You do not read me right. | will
not tie mysdf to you in aloveess marriage.
| offer you my person.”

"And | accept your offer.”

Thus the bargain was struck. But both
Georgina and Lord Rivington were fated to
get far more than either bargained for. . . .






Chapter 1

At the sounds of movement in the trees across
the stream the two young women paused. " 'Tis
a poacher," whispered the taler girl. 'If he sees
us, hell kill us, for sure."

"Nonsense!" her companion replied in alow,
cdm voice. "In any case, hell not know we are
here if you can keep your foolish teeth from
chattering so loud."

In spite of her brave words, Georginas face,
naturally pale, grew a shade paer. Since the
harsh act agang poachers had passad seven
years ago in 1803 many a man had hanged by
his neck, kicking his life away smply for try-
ing to fill the somachs of his family—and who
could blame anyone for trying to cose the
mouths of witnesses? A man could die but once.

The sounds came nearer, and the two girls
ghrank back. Then the smdler laughed softly.
"What a bother we make of nothing, Eliza It
will be your father about his duties.”

"No, miss father'sill of afever today and no
one dse would venture here, knowing his repu-
tation as a gamekeeper."

No one but her foolish young mistress. They
should be a home, where a young lady of rank
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like Miss Georgina ought to be on a February
day that was so cold that the flesh shrivelled on
the bones. And Eliza could be in the kitchen
kept warm and cosy from the heat of the great
cooking range, instead of having to turn out to
help carry the heavy basket of medicina mix-
tures and victuals to villagers so full of poverty
and discase they were not, in Eliza's opinion,
worth the bother.

After listening intently Georgina began to
walk again along the deeply rutted frozen path
through the woods, picking her way carefully
in the afternoon gloom.

"Why did you not tell me your father wasill,
Eliza? When we return, | will make him a fe-
ver-reducing potion, and you shall carry it to
him."

"Thank you, miss," muttered Eliza, hard put
to keep a civil tongue and cursing the impulse
which had led her to lie, but afraid to refuse the
offer because her mistress would put down any
hesitation to fear of the fever and insist on
waking hersdf to the gamekeeper's cottage
with the medication.

And Eliza knew that her father was even now
sitting in the back parlour of the inn, bargain-
ing with a passing higler over the price of the
hares he had taken from the land which he was
employed to protect. She had no wish to see her
father dangling from a gallows, though if she
had taken the trouble to study Miss Georgina,
she would have known that her mistress would
never help to enforce a law she believed cruel
and unjust.

But Elizds eyes saw only her own misfor-
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tunes; her ears heard only her own laments. She
had gone to work for the Havards with her
head full of idess put there by her cousn
Nancy, who was in service in London. She had
notions of servants tables properly divided by
rank; of food so rich the ssomach needed medic-
ina potions to dlay the pangs of overindul-
gence, of cag-off gowns worn by the mads to
impress the young footmen with which every
house was supplied.

Redlity was different. Of course she had
heard the rumours that the once wealthy
Havards were short of money since the late Mr.
Havard had sgquandered his fortune and that of
his first wife in gaming houses, but she had ig-
nored such talk. Any family who lived in a
dwelling the Sze of Havard Hall must be rich,
and to her the economies practised and
preached by Miss Georgina were a Sgn of
meanness not thrift. Only poor folk like hersdf
needed to count pennies.

She grinned behind her misresss  back.
Sometimes the table at home boasted better fare
than that of the Havards, when her father had
diverted a plump hare or bird to his own cook-
ing pot.

They had reached the boundary hedge of
their neighbour's land, where growth was parse
and the stream which meandered through both
estates was narrow with stepping stones. By
crossing here they could take a short cut and
reenter the Havard edtates by a smdl bridge
nearer the Hall. The stream at this point ran too
fest for ice to have formed, but the stones were
dippery and severa times the girls clung to-
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gether to retain their balance. They had dmost
reached the opposte bank when a large black
dog raced through the trees before them and
barking explogvey leapt into the water, send-
ingicy droplets over them.

Georgina shouted, "Quiet, sir!" as Eliza
shrieked, clutched her midress convulsively and
overbaanced, dragging them both into the
ankle-deep, icy mud at the edge of the stream.

Georgina dragged hersdf and the mad from
the clinging dime and up the bank, where she
gamped her feet, which shook off some of the
mud and helped to relieve her fedlings about the
idiotic behaviour of the servant.

The barking dog legpt around them, and
Eliza cried, "Let's go back, miss. That's a nasty
brute. He'll attack us for sure.”

"Eliza, you are without doubt an exceedingly
slly creature. Can you not see that the animd is
a puppy? His barks are meant for greeting, and
histall iswagging. Here, sr, come here!”

The dog bounded to her and lay across her
feet, reveling in her soft caress and panting
joyfully. "I wonder where you belong; you are
no village cur,” she murmured, and he licked
her hand at this appreciation of his worth.

A dvill whistle sounded and a voice cried,
"Here, boy. Here!" A moment later the owner
of the voice appeared and stood regarding the
tableau. He was tall, over 3x feet Georgina
judged as he approached them at a lithe saunter.
His movements gave an impression of athletic
prowess, and his shoulders were broad beneath
his dark country garb. Thick black curls sprang
from a head left bare in defiance of the biting
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wind, and grey eyes bored into Georginds in
an insolent way which caused her to tremble in
untypical feminine weakness.

His first words drowned her momentary lapse
in fury. "Remove your hand from my dog," he
commanded in a voice which sounded lazy, but
carried the unmistakable tones of one who was
used to instant obedience.

Perversely, Georgina continued to fondle the
dog for severa seconds before she rose. The man
looked her dowly up and down, taking in her
plain wool gown and homespun cloak. " 'Tis a
pity your mistress cannot teach you a quicker
compliance with the orders of your betters," he
drawled.

Astonishment left Georgina speechless as he
turned his attention to Eliza, who was open-
mouthed at her mistress's apparent acceptance of
such a set-down. In contrast to Georgina,
whose skin was pinched with cold, she had a
rosy bloom and tendrils of yellow hair escaped
from her hood and curled saucily above her
danting blue eyes.

He showed his admiration as he walked for-
ward and chucked her under the chin. "Very
pretty, upon my word. Tell me, are you kitchen
wenches, or does your work take you to the up-
per chambers? |'ve not noticed you around
Kennerley."

Eliza, who had begun to smper, gasped and
let her mouth fdl open. "You look remarkably
like afish," he grinned. "Don't you know what
you do?'

Georgina spoke briefly. "We do not resde
on these edates, and | am no servant, Sir.”
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His eyebrows rose at her cultured accent.
"No, you're no skivvy. What capacity do you
fill, I wonder? Ladies maid? No! An, | have
it! A governess. A poor unfortunate engaged to
impart information to unappreciative chil-
dren." His eyes flickered over her once more,
and she felt herself begin to shake as he contin-
ued, "It is to be hoped you teach your charges
better manners than you have learned for your-
salf.”

"Come, Eliza," grated Georgina, "it grows
late."

She approached the man on the narrow path,
but he made no move so, clenching her teeth,
she tried to edge past him. He put out a hand
and held her in a grip which was gentle, yet
held the promise of steel. "Hold hard. If you
do not work on these estates, then you are tres-
passing. What is your business here?"

Eliza, after a brief glance at her mistress's
face, answered hastily, "We ... we are at
Havard Hall, if you please, sir. This is a short
cut home. The old lord gave his permission for
us to use it—before he died, that is, and | ... |
don't think the new young lord will mind."

"Have you asked him?"

His words answered Eliza, but his face was
turned toward Georgina, whose cheeks held two
vivid spots of colour. "Take your hand from
my arm," she demanded.

"I repeat, have you asked him?"

“No, gr, we have not."

His walfish grin showed strong white teeth.
His eyes held a malicious gleam. "By right |
should haul you before my host and let him deal
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with you as trespassers, but I've decided to be
lenient. You may pass today, but remember in
future to take the long way back—or beg leave
from the owner of these estates to use his path.”

Georgina jerked her arm from his grasp and
amost ran past him into the trees, followed by
Eliza. In her rush to escape the stranger's hate-
ful attentions Georgina mistook the way; in the
gloom she raced along a path with which she
was unfamiliar.

She found it necessary to watch for branches
which dlapped at her face, then she tripped over
a root and stumbled into a briar bush, where
Eliza joined her with a shriek. The maid's fran-
tic struggles were embedding thorns more
deeply into their skirts, and her loud cries infu-
riated her mistress.

"ldiot!" Georgina hissed. "If you keep up
that caterwauling, that horrible creature will be
upon us once more."

"Too late for caution, | fear; he already sees
our predicament.”

Georgina looked round into the mocking
eyes of the stranger, who swept her a low bow.
"Allow me to help you."

She shot him a look of loathing. "We do not
need your assistance, sir."

"On the contrary. How could any gentleman
leave two females in such dire need?"

Georgina worked desperately to disentangle
hersdf, but succeeded only in scratching her
wrist deeply.

The man smiled. "You see, you need me more
than you know."

With slow deliberation he turned firg to
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Eliza and rdeased her before contemplating
Georgina. Her anguished efforts had twisted
her skirts in the thorns, and it took a great ded
of work on the man's part to help her. She kept
her eyes down and saw how deftly his hands
tagged at the offending briars. Her lip curled as
ghe saw their soft whiteness, then she remem-
bered agan the fed of those hands and the
strong grip which belied their looks.

He pulled her cloak tightly about her body
and dmog lifted her back onto the path. No
wonder he had taken her for an inferior—her
garb was plainer than her maid's. How could he
know that it suited her work to dress smply?

They stood close together on the frozen path,
he 4ill holding her cloak firmly about her. She
fet her kin flush with rage; her eyes shone
with unshed tears of chagrin. Georgina had no
illusons about her appearance. Her looking
glass told her she was not pretty. It sad that
her complexion was pde, her brown hair held a
natural curl, and that her eyes were hazd.

She had no way of knowing that reflections
can lie and that there were occasons when her
indomitable spirit shone through her eyes, mak-
ing them luminous, that emotion brought a
glow of dedlicate colour to her perfect skin; that
during such moments she possessed more than
ordinary beauty.

She looked up now at the stranger, who drew
in his breath sharply. His eyes widened a little,
then narrowed. His grip upon her tightened,
and he drew her dowly nearer. As she read his
purpose she began to struggle. It was usdess
She was hdplessin that iron grip.
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"You must not . . . shdl not,” she breathed.
"You will not dare ..."

Her gasping words were halted as with a deft
movement he seized the hood of her cloak, forc-
ing her head to remain 4ill, and his lips came
down on hers, softly at first, then harder. He
kissed her long and lingeringly till she felt her
SENses swimming.

He released her so abruptly that she staggered
and dmog fdl. His expresson hdd anger and
something which might have been disgust. He
began to spesk, but Georgina, blind and dedf to
anything but her humiliated rage, struck him
across the face with her open hand as hard as she
could. Then she picked up her skirts and ran.
Eliza backed away, one hand to her mouth, be-
fore she too raced away.

They did not stop until they were out of the
Kennerley woods and safe on the Havard edtate,
but Eliza heard her midtress repedting, as she
r;:anted for bresth, "How dare he? How dare

e?

When they finally paused, their quick breath
clouding the freezing ar, Eliza sad smugly,
"Tell your brother, miss. Hell cdl him out for
his insolence.

"You will never breathe a word of what hap-
pened to anyone," flashed Georgina. "Promise
me, you'll not tell."

Eliza backed away before the tempest in her
midresss eyes. "l promise, miss, ‘pon my
honour."

But Georgina guessed that within minutes
the servants hal would be abuzz with gossp
about the insult put upon Miss Havard. She
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opened the gate which led into the pleasure
grounds, looking sadly at the decaying weeds
which would soon drangle the spring time
growth of flowers, and wondered how the grass
over which they sped would be scythed this
year. Then she glanced upward to try to see if
the chimney pots had reached a dangerous state
of disrepair.

The door opened before she could ring, and
the old Steward took Georginas cloak, while
Eliza dipped away eager to impart her deli-
Ccious gossip.

"Thank you, Henry," murmured Georgina.
She knew it was usdless to protest his long wait
for her in a hdl whose chill was scarcely
softened by the tiny fire. He had begun work as
a page for her grandfather and had been pen-
soned of into a neat cottage five years before,
but Henry had no illusons about the Havard
fortunes, and he came daily to try to take the
places of the missng footmen and butler. All
his devotion for his dead master had been trans-
ferred to Miss Georgina, and he looked his sor-
row as he stared at her now, warming her hands
at the smdl heap of wood ash, her skirts filthy.
He saw the angry scratch on her wrist. "You've
been hurt. That wound should be tended.”

Georgina forced a gmile "It's nothing,
Henry. A ... adight accident.”

She knew that as soon as he went to the ser-
vants hall he would discover what had hap-
pened, and she felt a surge of shame and anger
agang the stranger who had humiliated her.
Forestaling Henry's further protests, she men-
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tioned the increasing danger of the chimney
pots.

He ignored her remark and gave a deep sigh.
"If my late master, your grandfather, could see
how matters stand with you, he would spin in
his grave. If he knew what you, a high-born
young lady, were doing ..."

"What | do is my &ffair and not for you to
comment upon."

"True enough, but when you enter cottages
where there is sickness, you expose yourself and
your young brothers and sisters to danger."

This was sound truth which Georgina recog-
nised, and she said more mildly, "I do only my
duty. Ladies of this house have aways gone
among the villagers to give help, and | take
proper precautions against spreading disease.”

Henry sighed again. He believed that what
she did was far in excess of what common folk
had any right to expect. Georgina smiled at
him. "Come, Henry, you and | must not fall
out, or who will be left to care for this family?”

He sniffed. "I'll make sure your bath water
is prepared.”

Georgina was surprised by the flicker of
flames as she entered her room. Fires were alux-
ury that were now afforded only in her mother's
bedchamber, and she felt guilty at her brief loss
of patience with the old man as she realised that
he must have carried up the precious coals him-
sf.

The circular bath was set out on the firesde
rug, and Eliza carried in two large cans, one of
hot and one of cold water. Georgina removed all
her clothes and washed herself with the care
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recommended by Luke Musgrove, the apothe-
cary, who ingsted that dirt and diseese went
hand in hand.

Eliza then helped her into a white mudin
dress with the tiny deeves and low neck fa
voured for her daughters by Mrs. Havard, who
was much given to wondering vociferoudy
what they should do when their clothes wore
out, or worse, if the fashions should change so
drastically as to render their entire wardrobes
usdess

Georgina had given up pointing out that it
would scarcely matter, since they possessad only
one ancient carriage drawn by the work horses
when they could be spared from the home farm,
and were unable to vigt distant friends in the
old style. Refusng to condescend to the hdf-
world of wedthy farmers and traders, Mrs.
Havard remained a home, discussing endlessly
with Georginas seventeen-year-old sster, Pene-
lope, the life she once had led and into which
she saw no chance of introducing her children.

When Georgina said that these conversations
made Penel ope even more discontented, and that
her dgter should be trying to learn some ganful
occupation, Mrs. Havard smply moaned and
reached for her amelling sdts.

Now Georgina pulled a comb through her
hair, which she dragged back into an unbecom-
ing knot around which she tied a green ribbon.
She completed her toilette with a soft, white
woollen shawl knitted by hersdf to the disgust
of her mother and Penelope, who reasoned that
the making of useful garments should be left to
the lower orders.
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She glanced into her looking glass to confirm
that she was neat, and Elizas reflected eyes met
hers and held them. In the maid's was the
knowledge of Georginas insult in the woods
mixed with contempt for a family whose
daughter could be mistaken for a governess. For
a family whose servants were so few that their
sarvices could not be defined, so that she hersdlf
could be cdled upon to work in the kitchens,
bed-chambers or, as now, as a makeshift dresser.

Georgina fdt a little sck, but pride gave her
head a lift, and she sad, "You may go, Eliza."

The girl dropped a mocking curtsey and left
Georgina staring at her own reflection. The fire
was dying and the room growing dark in the
light from a solitary candle. For an ingtant she
semed to see another face looking over her
shoulder; a dark face with eyes of grey ded
which mocked her helplessness, and she shivered
as she turned away and sped downdtairs.

The drawing room needed the brilliance of
sunlight to emphasse the growing shabbiness,
now it looked invitingly cosy in the light of
candles and the large fire which burned in any
room graced by Mrs. Havard. She and Penelope
were engaged in fashioning landscapes in
coloured slks which, when framed, were hung
in prominent places throughout the Hall. Geor-
ginawas hard put to decide which of them pro-
duced the most garish results.

Her mother looked up and asked her usud
ggl?’s)tion. "You've thoroughly cleansed your-

"l have, maam. | aways do."

She walked to the fireplace, holding out her
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chilly hands to the glow. "I believe Mr.
Musgrove has cured that poor girl | spoke of
earlier. Only think of it, Mama, such a long-
standing putrid disease of the leg responding to
so simple a remedy as an infusion of malt and a
carrot poultice. The inflammation is much
reduced, and Mr. Musgrove believes that when
the young carrots are in season, her cure will be
complete. He says ..."

"Must you always speak of disease and filth?"
interrupted Penelope. "Mama, stop her | beg of
you. My stomach will not bear such conversa
tion."

Mrs. Havard was in a dilemma which was as
familiar as it was distressing. She fully agreed
with Penelope that a young lady of barely nine-
teen years should be unaware of such matters.
Yet if she sad so, they would be subjected to
one of Georgina's dissertations about the right
of women to become what they wished, as advo-
cated by that dreadful Mary Wollstonecraft.
Would to God they had never engaged the gov-
erness who had introduced the writings of that
indecent femae to her daughters. Fortunately
Penelope had not been tainted, but Georgina
had seized avidly at the new ideals and now
worked in the parish in a way no respectable
female should dream of doing.

She glanced at the clock. "Cook is late with
dinner again," she quavered. "It is amost half
past the hour, and she knows | hate to wait past
five o'clock for my dinner in the country. Mat-
ters were better arranged in your father's day.
He would not have supported such dilatory be-
haviour."
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Georgina bit her lip to prevent the retort that
if her father had not behaved so recklessy they
would be able to employ the necessary domes-
tics to ensure their comfort.

She had seldom met her father, he being too
busy in the pursuit of pleasure to spare time to
his children who, aong with debts, were his
entire legacy. She had known her mother little
better, since she had previously come home only
to produce another baby with the minimum of
trouble and the maximum complaint, then
cheerfully abandon each one to a growing army
of nurses and a succession of governesses.

Sometimes Havard Hall had been dl bustling
activity and laughter when her parents enter-
tained grand folk and their often grander ser-
vants, when Georgina and her brothers and
sgters would be summoned to the drawing room
for an hour, to be cooed over then forgotten.

So the news that their father had logt dl his
money in one reckless fling, then conveniently
died of a purulent fever had made little im-
presson on the young Havards. It was when
their mother returned home to dsay per-
manently, to fill their ears with bitter regrets;
when clothes wore out and were patched; when
servants left and were not replaced, that they re-
disad the difference in their circumstances.

Mr. Havard had one son by his first wife;
Peregrine was dmogt twenty-one and rioting
his way through Oxford. The Hall was entailed
on him, otherwise, as Mrs. Havard never wea
ried of explaining, they would have no home at
al. "Asitis" she sad congtantly, "we are here
only on his sufferance. When he finds himsdf a
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wife . . ." The sentence was aways concluded
by a long sgh, and her children gathered that
in the event of such a calamity they would be
dedtitute indeed, as their Mamas jointure
brought in a paltry three hundred pounds a year
and she could save nothing from the estate in-
come which dwindled yearly.

At dinner they were joined by the two elder
members of the nursery, fifteen-year-old Lucilla
and Edmund who, at fourteen, had grown sullen
gnce his enforced withdrawal from Harrow.
He avoided his mother's arms, thrown wide in
a theatrica greeting, and parried her questions
regarding the day's work. Mrs. Havard amiled
archly at him. "This will not do, my son. If
you do not study, how will you follow your
brother to Oxford?"

With digress Georgina noted the curl of his
lip, but no one pointed out to the fond mama
the obvious fact that, as matters stood, the only
chance Edmund would have in the world would
be perhaps as a tutor in athird rate school.

Lucilla submitted to her mother's petting.
"How have you fared today, my darling? Miss
Pearce tells me that you take little thought for
your embroidery, but spend far too much time
poring over books. | cannot have my pretty
Itl)gedgajghter ruining her eyes, you know, and

She dlowed the sentence to peter out as her
eyes strayed to Georgina, who sensed the unspo-
ken words. Lucilla must not resemble her edest
gder, who took an unnatura interest in sck

Ifgg; indead of pursuing the occupations of a
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After dinner Mrs. Havard made her daily
vidt to the nurseries to inspect the rest of her
surviving brood, two charming little girls and a
sturdy boy, then sa in the drawing room,
watching the others play at Lottery Tickets and
filling in the few quiet moments with dire pre-
dictions for the future.

Lucilla and Edmund had been sent to bed and
the three ladies sat drinking their tea when
Henry appeared, bearing a slver tray on which
lay a note with a splendid sedl.

Mrs. Havard looked puzzled. She turned it
over and over in her hand. "Who can have sent
it?" she wondered aoud.

"Perhaps if you opened it, Mama" gently
suggested Georgina.

Mrs. Havard did o, read its brief contents,
and gave a little shriek.

"Mama," cried Penelope, aways ready to sup-
port her mother in any display of emotion, "are
you ill? Is it bad news? Georgina, don't stand
gaping, but bring some hartshorn.”

Mrs. Havard waved her daughter away, keep-
ing a surprisngly firm hold upon the note,
which Penelope endeavoured to wrest from her.
"I am pefectly wel, thank you. Stop your
fidgets, do.

"Penelope, Georgina, what do you think?
Robert Kennerley is in resdence with a large
party and wishes us to dine with them tomor-
row."

There was a brief dlence before Penelope
clagped her amdl white hands. "Oh, Mama, a
last an invitation we can accept. Oh, say we
will go, do, please. Who can tell what persons
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we may meet there? Lord Kennerley is
young—his friends ..."

Her eyes met her mother's with perfect un-
derstanding. For the first time in her life Pene-
lope might meet young men of fortune and
address. This was the opportunity for which
they had longed.

Mrs. Havard looked for an instant at Geor-
gina and could not hide her doubts that her
eldest daughter could ever appear to advantage
with her thin pale face and too-dender figure.

But Pendlope! Mrs. Havard's face bore a ten-
der expresson and her eyes lit with joy as she
regarded Penelope. With her softly curling hair
of purest gold; her large blue eyes and thick
brown lashes, her delicately arched brows and
perfect complexion of pink and cream; her
gracefully rounded figure; she could not fal to
Ienr(ljance any company, be it the highest in the
and.

And there might be some personable young
man, well-born, possessed of fortune, who would
be enchanted sufficiently by her daughter to
wish to pursue the acquaintance. And once cap-
tivated by such loveiness, how could he fal to
offer marriage? Mrs. Havard's mind darted
ahead. What could follow then? A town
house—the Season with opportunities for the
others—even Georgina?

Mrs. Havard looked once more at her edest
child and could have shaken her until her teeth
rattled, she was so frustrated to see that her
habitually cdm demeanor was not one whit
changed by the news.

She had no way of knowing the immense &-
[18]
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fort which kept Georginas apparent serenity as
she contemplated that one of the party a Ken-
nerley would be the tall stranger whose memory
filled her with angry shame.

[19]



Chapter 2

It took only two minutes of excited excla
mation on the part of Pendlope and her mother
to reach the point at which they thought of
clothes.

"Mamal" cried Penelope, "what will | wear?"'

Mrs. Havard thought deeply. On questions of
such importance she was able to bring unusua
concentration of mind. Since settling in the
country their few new garments had been sawn
by the Misses Tomkins, genteely poor daughters
of a deceased clergyman, who assured Mrs.
Havard that only the deepest respect for her and
her family would have alowed them to set asde
their charitable work and insert their exquisite
stitchery into the mudins and slks occasionaly
brought to them by the ladies of the Hall.

Everyone knew that they sewed far into the
night by the light of too few candles, working
for any farmer's wife with money to spare, but
their deception was forgiven.

Mrs. Havard sad, "It is fortunate, my love,
that Miss Emily Tomkins has received the fash-
ion plates from London before she commenced
your new white mudin. To be sure they are a
trifle out-dated, but will have to serve. The em-
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broidery will enhance the dress and | will send
a messge ingantly that they are to be sure to
have it ready for a fitting by forenoon and fin-
ished later in the day, though they have your
precise measurements and should ..."

Here the chatter penetrated Georginas rev-
erie, which was concentrated on sdecting and
rejecting reasons for not appearing at Lord
Kennerley's dinner party. It would look ex-
tremely odd should she refuse, as Robert Ken-
nerley was a childhood friend of hersdf and
Peregrine and, athough three years her senior,
had regarded her as an equd. She clearly re-
cdled his messages of sympathy when at the age
of twelve she had been discovered riding her
pony adride—skirts hitched to a scanddous
levd which showed inches of her cotton
drawvers—and had been whipped and locked in
her room.

He and Peregrine, on vacation from Harrow,
had thought it a great lark when she lowered
a basket from the window to receive tidbits
filched from the Havard and Kennerley kitchens
to augment her punitive diet.

"How far has the embroidery advanced?' she
asked.

Mrs. Havard and Penelope stared at her. "I
cannot be sure," answered her mother.

"Oh, Mama," exclamed Penelope, "we gave
them no cause to suppose we should require the
dress so soon. What if they have put it aside..."

"Nonsense, my love." Mrs. Havard frowned.
"They will, of course, finish work for us before
any other consideration.”
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"Which Miss Tomkins has engaged to em-
broider the dress?' asked Georgina

"You are very full of questions, miss" sad
her mother sharply. "Of what possble conse-
guence canitbetoyou ... ?'

"I think it is Miss Lucy," interrupted Pene-
lope. "Or was it Miss Emily? They look so
dike—both old and withered."

"I ak because Miss Lucy has been advised
by Mr. Musgrove to work only in daylight. Her
eyes are too often inflamed by sewing far into
the night."

Mrs. Havard went pink with indignation.
"I'm sure it is no fault of mine if her eyes are
ﬁo poor, for al the work | am able to give

e ..

"I must have the dress, Georgina," wailed
Pendope. "You would not know, but the fash-
ion plates show a greater quantity of em-
broidery around the hem at present. | cannot
be disgraced before the other ladies. You would
not have me gppear in last year's fashions!"

"No indeed," agreed Mrs. Havard, "Georgina
had no such thought. Well, | will send candles
with my message so that there may be sufficient
light, though with candles the price they are..."

"Could not my sster work upon her dress
herself?' Georgina looked around at the slk
pictures which were in varying degrees of pro-
gression.

"Make our clothes?' Mrs. Havard's plump
cheeks quivered, and Pendope's beautiful lips
parted.

"Many ladies do, | believe

"Not Havard ladies" sad her mother. "Ring
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the bell, Penelope, my love. We will send to the
Misses Tomkins directly."

On the following day the weather was even
colder and Mrs. Havard grumbled bitterly as
she alowed Henry to help her into a heavy,
fur-lined wool cloak. She then sank into a chair
and permitted him to kneel and place pattens on
her feet. He performed the same service for
Penelope, and Georgina arrived in the hal in
time to see him struggling to rise. She felt an-
gry. Surely her mother could have performed
this smal duty hersdf, or at least sent for a
maid. She used Henry as if he were properly
employed and made no alowance for his age
and rheumatism. She would speak to Mr.
Musgrove about a different remedy. She dared
not address Henry on the subject as he would be
embarrassed by any mention of bodily infir-
mity by one of the young ladies.

Penelope drew the hood of her scarlet cloak
about her face and Georgina marvelled again at
her beauty. She had little in common with her
sister, but she cared enough for her to hope she
would be happily settled in life. For Penelope
this meant acquiring money, which seemed im-
possible. Mrs. Havard also looked at her young-
er daughter and her expression softened. The
thought of such a beauty mouldering unseen in
the depths of the country was more than she
could bear. Her eyes did to Georgina and she
wondered yet once more how an accredited
beauty such as she had been and handsome
Havard had produced such a changeling.

Georgina had dlept badly, her dreams trou-
bled by grey eyes which tormented and mocked
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her. Her thin face was amost colourless and her
hair lacklustre. It dmost tempted one, thought
her mother, to look upon the only mae with
whom she seemed on happy terms in a favoura-
ble light—until one remembered that he was
only an apothecary and as such little better than
a servant.

She did her hands into the warm muff which
Henry held for her and said, "Come, Penelope,
if we walk briskly we should not suffer too
greatly from the cold. At least the worst of the
mud will be frozen solid—in which case we
might not need our pattens. | wonder, should
we wear them ... oh, that | should be brought
to such a dilemma. In your father's day we had
carriages and horses for al occasions, did we
not, Henry?"

"Indeed yes, maam. Can | be of sarvice to
you? This morning on my way here my feet al-
mogt froze to the ground.”

Mrs. Havard sighed. "No, | thank you. Miss
Penelope and | have agreed aready that we
must make the journey oursaves so that the sew-
ing will not be stopped for an instant.”

When the two ladies returned, their discom-
fort from the cold was quite forgotten in the
joy that the gown was a perfect fit, the em-
broidery was exquisite, and al would be made
ready in good time.

Georgina dipped out soon afterward to vist
the two elderly ladies hersdf and to take a bottle
of Hungary water to use on the smarting eyes.
Miss Lucy thanked her, but remained close to
the window, her needle darting swiftly in and
out of the white mudin.
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Miss Emily fluttered around, insisting that
Georgina partake of violet cakes and sycamore
wine . . . "of which,” she assured Georgina,
"your dear Grandmama was so fond. Many
times during the course of her parish visits she
was gracious enough to compliment us when she
caled here.

"How well | remember seeing her upright
figure seated in her carriage as the footman
went into some cottage or other to bestow food
or medicine ..." She stopped, flushing, feeling
that Miss Havard might think she was being
critical. But Georgina said levelly, "l prefer to
supervise matters myself, Miss Emily. Please,
Miss Lucy, do not neglect your eyes."

"Indeed she will not." Miss Emily was glad
to change the subject and assured her dear Miss
Havard that her sister always wore a Bur-
gundy-pitch plaster between her shoulders and
regularly bathed her feet in warm water.

During the day Mrs. Havard had enjoyed a
talk with Webster, her personal maid of many
years, who, though deeming below-stairs gossip
to be beneath her, kept her ears sharp enough to
keep her mistress informed of any useful snip-
pets. Mrs. Havard was therefore able to impart
to her daughters the gratifying information that
several young men of consequence were gath-
ered at Kennerley.

"There are ladies too, but | fancy that my
Penelope will not find one to hold a candle to
her for looks. The Earl of Rivington is present,
but you girls need not consider him."

Penelope's blue eyes opened wide. "Why,
Mama, is he so dreadful ?'
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"Not at al. Heis eight and twenty, a hand-
some man and very rich, but he will never
deign to notice you. He has travelled in dl parts
of the world not spoilt by Bonaparte; he has
partaken of every kind of sport and pleasure to
be had by a man of means and fashion. Even be-
fore | retired from society he had become
bored beyond anything by his activities, and
above dl by the young women who tried to at-
tract him.

"I believe he will end by marrying Charlotte
Ingram. He must have an heir, and it is certain
that she had been dangling after him since her
come-out three years since. She has spurned
many an aspiring suitor, but she will be so
wealthy she may please hersdf.”

"If he is so tired of pleasure, | wonder he
does not enlist,” said Georgina. "I am sure our
country needs men to fight."

"A lot you know, miss" snapped Mrs.
Havard. "He is his Mamas only surviving
child, and she dotes on him. They say it would
kill her to lose him."

That evening Webster helped Mrs. Havard
into a dress of lavender slk embroidered with
dlver and pinned at the shoulder by her best re-
maining piece of jewellery, a large amethyst
brooch set in diamonds. Neither woman men-
tioned the fact that the gown was out of date.
All the money that could be spared was used to
procure clothes for Penelope, Mrs. Havard be-
lieving that Georgina did not care for clothes.
She was not entirely correct in her assumption.
Her edest daughter did not make clothes her
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main interest, but she took great delight in tex-
tures and colours.

She stood now clad in her chemise, her ams
goosefleshed with cold as Eliza helped her into a
round dress of pale green muslin. The colour
suited her, giving her skin a slightly translucent
quality and emphasizing the green in her eyes.
Her mother, with a belated memory of what
was due to the eldest daughter, having given
Penelope first choice, sent Webster with her
jewel box, from which Georgina selected a fili-
gree gold chain with tiny pearls and matching
earrings and bracelets. She completed her outfit
with a silk printed shawl of white and green
and felt she looked well.

Yet Penelope so outshone her in her white
and gold loveliness that Georgina's small glow
of satisfaction faded when she saw her. Over
Penelope's shoulders lay a gauzy white scarf,
and the only colour came from her deep blue
eyes, her shining gold hair and the tiny pin-
point flashes of her mother's modest diamond
necklace and eardrops.

Not dl the stable lad's currying and combing
had disguised the fact that the horses were
thick-set work animals, and Mrs. Havard avert-
ed her eyes as she stepped into the old coach,
feeling thankful that darkness would hide their
arrival at Kennerley.

Creevy, the elderly coachman, obliged like
the others to vary his duties, had on this unex-
pected summons joyfully refurbished his plush
breeches and cocked hat and polished his brass
buttons. His grandson, atall youth of seventeen
had been fitted into an unused footman's livery
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and now sprang clumdly to the back of the
coach. The driver cracked his whip, the horses
moved ponderoudy forward, and the Havard
ladies were drawn down the long unkempt
drive.

Kennerley was ablaze with lighted candles
and Mrs. Havard drew a breath of pleasure at
this return to former joys. She was received by
a happy Robert Kennerley, who associated her
with boyhood days, and who beamed at the
dght of his former playmate. "It is good to see
you, George. You're a breath of spring after the
London beauties."

Georgina was divided by discomfiture at the
doubtful compliment and nostalgia at hearing
her old nickname;, then her impish humour
cameto the fore, and she responded warmly.

"Equally pleasing to see you, my lord. | had
no idea that Kennerley could appear to such ad-
vantage."

Robert grinned. "The old gentleman is prob-
ably spinning in his grave, but bless his farthing-
pinching ways, for they have left me extremely
forward with the world."

Georgina looked quizzicdly at him. He and
her brother had spent some time together at Ox-
ford and she suspected that little learning had
penetrated either skull which did not relate to
bloodstock, gaming, and wine. He caught her
look and trandated it correctly.

"Do not vex yoursdf, George. Now | have
left Oxford | intend to become a mode squire,
as many tenants will soon learn, to their ad-
vantage."

Georginas warm response was unnoticed by
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Robert, who was staring past her. She looked
around to see Penelope, who had paused briefly
to look at her appearance in a downstairs mirror
just before entering the room.

"That... that cannot be your sster!”

"Why not?" asked Georgina

"Becaue she's only in the schoolroom—a
plump little femde with yaller hair."

"Time can make a differencein agirl."

But the Viscount wasn't ligening. He was
bowing low over her sster's hand and murmur-
ing words which made her smper with delight.

Mrs. Havard settled hersdf in a corner among
the dowagers and chaperons, who were twitter-
ing like starlings as they brought her up to date
with the town gossp.

Groups of eegantly dressed men and women
were standing or ditting about the room and,
knowing no one, Georgina seeted hersdf on a
bench againgt the wall to enjoy the brilliant
scene. A trill of laughter came from a party a
few feet away, and Georgina turned to see a
amiling young woman showing perfect white
teeth In a face of exquiste beauty. Her slky
dark hair, dressed by an expert, was entwined
with diamonds and pearls which matched her
costly necklace and eardrops. Her deceptively
ample white gown was designed to enhance her
well-proportioned figure, and her eyes were
dark and glowing.

Georgina caught her breath. Was she an ex-
ample of the London beauties? She looked over
at Penelope and was relieved to see her well at-
tended by gentlemen, athough it was clear by
now that the gowns made by the Misses Tom-
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kinswere out of datein style. She felt aflash of
annoyance and was instantly ashamed that she
should be troubled by so inconsequential a mat-
ter. She told hersdf that tomorrow she would be
much happier explaining to Mr. Musgrove that
Lord Kennerley was not indifferent to the
plight of his tenants.

At that moment, Lord Kennerley's hogtess, his
Aunt Sophia Hawke, ill dazzled by her good
fortune a being rescued from a life of
graitened circumstances to care for his needs,
redised with dismay that Miss Havard had
been dtting for some time done and unintro-
duced to anybody.

In her haste to remedy her oversght she
hustled Georgina from one group to another in
a welter of presentations and gpologies until
they arrived at the one containing the beautiful
young woman. Georgina redised that it had
been joined by another man. Even from behind
she recognised the tall, powerful frame in the
long-tailed coat of blue-black cloth, his muscu-
lar legs in cream breeches and slk stockings. He
waited politely as Georgina met the ladies.

"Miss Charlotte Ingram,” fluttered Miss
Hawke, and Georgina received a cool dare
from the dark-haired beauty, whose eyes clearly
proclaimed that she did not see Miss Havard as
ariva in any way, she being plain to a degree
and wearing country-cut clothes and paltry
jewds. She gave a frosty bow and turned back
to her companions.

As Miss Hawke reached the man, Georgina
felt an agony of apprehenson which ssemed to
drain the blood from her legs. She caught only
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three words from the presentation. "Lord
Alexander Rivington.”

This then was the man of whom her Mama
had warned them. Her adversary of the woods
who was so wearied by life that he must insult
unprotected women for his amusement. Geor-
ginalooked as boldly as she dared into the stony
grey eyes and tried not to think of the passion
they could contain. She waited in terror for his
words.

"Charmed,” murmured his lordship insin-
cerely as he gave her a bow which was little
lower than Miss Ingram's. Georgina redised
with a shock that he did not recognise her.

Her rdief lasted till, a few moments later, she
was segted for dinner between two gentlemen
who applied themsdves either to eating or flirt-
ing with ladies known to them. Then dowly,
ingdioudy she began to fed resentful. She told
hersdlf that he could not be expected to asociae
the bedraggled "governess' he had first rescued,
then insulted, with Miss Havard in dl the fin-
ery she could muster. She accepted that she had
no cam to beauty, but to be so forgettable that
aman could kiss her one day and ignore her the
next was exceedingly harrowing.

She despised hersdf for her weakness, she
recited passages to hersdf from Miss Woll-
stonecraft's book on women's rightful place in
society. It was to no avail. She felt miserable
and regjected and knew that, on thisfirst red tet,
she was reacting like a typical femde with the
vapours. Sitting dlently at the dinner table,
among some of Polite Society's most glittering
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adornments, Georgina felt her world turning
upside down as her vaues seemed to be disinte-
grating in the cold light of a pair of bored,
grey eyes.
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Course succeeded delicious course, but Geor
ginas agitation, coupled with a sparing appetite,
amost destroyed her wish to eat. She noticed
that her mama was indulging in her love of rich
foods on this rare opportunity and that Pene-
lope dso was edting as if tomorrow would bring
no victuals. Their mother had often sad with
meaningful looks at Georginas dender frame
that gentlemen liked a femade who was well
rounded, but Georgina guessed that one day
Penel ope would become as plump as Mama—ad
she had better be wed before that happened.

A beauty without a fortune might be lucky
enough to attract a rich husband; a fat girl in
such circumstances would fal completely.

Once only dared she look down the long sil-
ver-adorned table at Lord Rivington. She stared
a his saturnine face for a moment then, as if he
sensed her scrutiny, he turned his head quickly
and for an instant seemed to catch the hogtility
in her eyes. Puzzlement wrinkled his brow;
they held glances for a shade too long for polite
acquaintances before Georginas eyelids hid her
too-expressve eyes.

She must be more careful. She had only to en-
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dure this evening without his remembering her
and she would be safe from embarrassment. It
was unlikely they would again move in the
same circles.

Back in the drawing room after dinner, Mrs.
Havard gossped happily and made mental notes
of the changed fashions so that she could bring
the Misses Tomkins up to date, while she
watched with approval as Penelope held the at-
tention of severd beaux. Georgina sat aone
again, ignored by everyone save the kind Miss
Hawke. Surely she could make some effort to
pleese, Sghed her mother inwardly, but maybe
it was as well she should remain inconspicuous.
Unblessed as she seemed to be by looks or ac-
complishment, she could succeed only in
drawing adverse comment to hersdf if she be-
haved like a beauty.

Mrs. Havard could not know that her daugh-
ter was praying quietly for the evening to end
before the Earl of Rivington's memory was
restored. Asit was, Georgina had caught severa
questioning glances directed her way and felt
sure he was aware that he should know her.

She ligened to snippets of conversation until
abruptly her attention was riveted by the name
"Wollstonecraft.”

"I collect,” sad a red-haired girl, "that she
advocates that any young woman who so desires
should receive as liberd an education as her
brothers and become a member of a professon.”

"My dearet," shrilled a matron, "from where
did you obtain such knowledge? From no book
in our home, that | vow. And if your school al-
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lowed such reading, | will make my protest
when | return to London."

"Lord, Mama, you make such a bother. |
have never read anything of that nature." She
spoke confidingly to her companions in a voice
clearly intended for the whole room. "I am not
dlowed even to attend the Circulating Library
to obtain novels, though many of my friends do
s0. They are not so harshly treated.”

The lively discusson which broke out among
the dowagers regarding the merits or otherwise
of novel-reading was interrupted by a gentle
voice. It seemed that Miss Ingram's wealth and
beauty commanded instant attention. "l read a
novel sometimes,” she said, "but mama trusts me
to know when | should put the book asde,
should | reach a passage unsuitable for a young
woman."

A murmur of approval rippled through the
company, and a young man in a blue siin
waistcoat applauded gently, "l have sad these
many times that ladies, and indeed gentlemen
only of a high standing should be encouraged to
read. Education of the lower orders gives them
a quite ridiculous belief in their importance.
One begins to find astonishing manners in quite
common people nowadays."

Miss Ingram continued as if he had not spo-
ken. "I use Mrs. Hannah More as my standard.
She once stated that our sex is too unstable and
capricious to be capable of governing any save
those in our domestic circle, and that even there
no creature is so much indebted to its subordi-
nation for its good behaviour as awoman."

"Flummery!" The word rang loud and clear
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as Georgina sprang to her feet, this last speech
proving too much for her sdf control.

Everyone in the large, brilliantly lighted
room stared at her. Eyebrows were raised; fans
Sopped fluttering, quizzing glasses were lev-
dled in her direction. In her indignation she
saw none of it.

"Women should be educated and | mean
women of dl dasses They should be alowed to
live as they wish, to become attorneys, members
of Parliament, anything they choose.

"And if they do not fed equd to public life,
then let them use their education for raising
their children to a higher degree of learning.
Ignorant mothers make bad mothers, who are
likely to rear poor, weak children.

"I am the believer not the originator of these
sentiments. They are Miss Wollstonecraft's,
whom you revile without having read her writ-
ings. | tell you if its precepts were followed
and women held control, the world would be a
fairer place; perhaps there would even be an end
to war."

There was complete slence as she finished.
Even the footmen had stopped moving. Then
the quiet was broken by a sound Georgina
recognised. It was that of her mother gasping
in the first throes of a spasm.

She was assduoudy attended by her friends
and Georgina sat down, feding as if her legs
would fal her. What had possessed her? She felt
an unprecedented desire to join her mother by
having a fit of hysterics, bit her lips hard to
prevent their shaking, and feding as vulnerable
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as a naughty child, she clenched her hands
tightly beneath the folds of her shawl.

A cool voice cut across the angry murmur
which had begun. A voice ringing with author-
ity which demands and expects attention. It
even had the effect of bringing Mrs. Havard out
of her spasm.

Lord Rivington, leaning nonchalantly against
a wall, his arms loosely folded said, "l have
read Miss Wollstonecraft's book. It is not one
which has much literary merit, and | am amazed
that it could fill any young woman with such a
rebellious spirit as seems to possess Miss Ha-
vard. Yet | did hear of a family of four young
females who read her and became quite emanci-
pated.

"Between them they groomed horses, set up a
literary salon, experimented on their pets, and
actually boasted of their muscles. None of these
accomplishments seems to me desirable in a
young lady, though | daresay they were exag-
gerated, asis the way of the world."

His speech produced a shout of laughter from
the men and even the ladies, amid protestations,
joined in the merriment.

Georgina sat quite still, her eyes downcast,
hating Lord Rivington for his mockery. She
became aware that someone was standing before
her and raised her head to look straight into the
face of the Earl, who was now grimly serious.
For a moment hazel eyes bright with unshed
tears of humiliation met grey, and she realised
with a shock that her outburst had led to recog-
nition.

She was not aware that her passionate defence
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of her beliefs had brought colour flaring into
her pale cheeks and the brilliance of flashing
emerdds to her eyes.

Lord Rivington held out a dender white
hand. "Please, Miss Havard, would you favour
me with aturn about the room?"

Feeling that anything would be better than
sitting alone to be mocked any longer, she rose
and placing icy fingertips upon the Earl's am
began to pace the floor.

For a few turns they walked in slence, their
progress watched by severd mamas whose hopes
for their daughters were secretly fixed on this
highly desrable man. Georgina kept her eyes
firmly ahead, but she was perfectly conscious
that many people must be following her every
movement.

Lord Rivington spoke so suddenly that she
started. "Yesterday in the woods | was grosdy
at fault. 1 can only beg your pardon.”

"l see," she replied coldly, supposing that his
noble lordship bdieved that an apology would
make complete amends.

He continued to spesk above her unrespon-
gve head. "One could scarcely have expected to
discover a respectable young woman wandering
in the woods clad as you were and with only a
maid-servant for protection.”

"Isit then your practice to take advantage of
women when you discover them to be vulner-
able and of alower order than your own?"

She felt the arm beneath her fingers grow taut
as he grated, "No, it is not, madam. Is it your
practice to wander abroad, inviting insults first
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by dressng like a scrub-woman, then behaving
with provocation to unknown men?'

Georgina gasped. "Provocation! | merely
fondled your dog, dr, and | had no cause to
fear | might meet a ... alibertine."

"l am no libertine, madam," he hissed.

"Then | can only fdicitate you upon your
portrayal to me. It was masterly. Perhaps, my
lord, If you had not been so high-born, you
could have made your fortune as a theatre
player."

The Earl hdted in mid-step, and Georgina
sad sweetly, "Pray do not stop walking, sr, we
have attracted attention enough.”

His arm was 0 rigid now she guessed that he
would have liked to shake her, and she raised
her head to look full into his face, her eyes
glowing with defiant anger.

The Earl swore softly. "Miss Havard, once
more you deliberately provoke me, yet perhaps
you would find it in yoursdlf to forgive me if |
confess the truth."

"Which is?'

"That yesterday | was so overcome by your
beauty and charms that | did not stop to think.
| only felt. | wanted to kiss you and | did. |
am sorry to have offended you."

Georgina gasped. Her step quickened as she
raged, "Such a confesson would, | collect,
overcome the objections of some femaes. Fool-
ish women who have been induced by men to
believe that they are the weaker sx and that the
gthtraction of their physica attributes excuses

"So now, not content with attacking my per-
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son, you make fun of my appearance. Return me
to my mother's sde. At once!" she demanded as
she saw him open his mouth for what she knew
would be further insincere protestations.

Lord Rivington obeyed and bade her a brief
farewell through clenched teeth. Mrs. Havard,
whose hopes had been raised that somehow her
willful daughter had attracted the Earl, saw his
face dark with anger and dlowed her welcom-
ing amile to fade. Georgina rewarded his Hiff
bow with the smdlest possble curtsey and a
look of contempt. He hurried to the other 9de
of the room, where he stood glowering and
drinking a glass of wine.

Georgina sank to the bench near her mother,
feding like a child who would like to creep for
protection beneath her mother's skirts and re-
caling her last speech to the Earl with shame.
Would he wonder if her fury had exploded be-
caue he had insulted her intellect or because
she cared enough for his opinion to resent his
ridicule of her obvious lack of beauty? What a
fool she had been! Her sgter, or Miss Ingram,
would have accepted his compliments with a
laugh. Only they, she concluded miserably,
would never find themselves in so degrading a
position.

Georgina glanced at her mother and received
a full baslik glare directed her way, as Mrs.
Havard contemplated this most embarrassing
member of her family. She knew she would get
the lash of her mother'stongue later.

A soft voice cut through her gloom. "How
wel you spoke, Miss Havard. | so admire a
woman of courage.”
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She turned eagerly, feding a flare of delight
that another should share her views, to be disgp-
pointed by the sght of Miss Ingram, who
Joined her on the bench. Although the sweetly
moulded lips were curved in a amile, the eyes
were hodtile.

"So brave of you," she continued, "to show a
spirit of rebellion. Alas, we poor femades—why,
| mysdf was once soundly whipped by my
governess for expressng a libera viewpoint.
Then she, good cresture, introduced me to the
works of Mrs. Hannah More and | knew her to
be right. | collect that you have read her
words."

"Yes," agreed Georgina, "and | find them ut-
terly nauseating. Why should we be consdered
inferior? Why should we be treated only as a
Lnans playthmg, fit amply to obey and adore

im

She stopped, flushing crimson, as she redisd
that once more she had attracted adverse atten-
tion to hersdf. She saw a flash of triumph in
Miss Ingram's dark eyes and followed her gaze
to where Lord Rivington had paused a few feet
from them.

Had he been about to approach her agan?
She remembered her mother saying that Miss
Ingram had waited for years to capture the
Earl. Had she been deiberately provoked to
another unseemly display? Lord Rivington
walked towards them. He gave Georgina one
unfathomable glance before holding out his arm
to the willing lady besde her, and she was left
sitting done. The looks now being sent by Mrs.
Havard scorched into her brain, and for the rest
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of the evening she remained among the dow-
agers, who ignored her.

Waiting only until the cariage door was
closed, Mrs. Havard began her tirade. "Never
have | been so mortified! | knew you must be
without shame to conduct yoursdlf as you do
dally—without a grain of ddicacy—yet | had
thought you were sufficiently imbued with the
principles of a gentlewoman to be taken safey
Into society. Could you not have hed your
tongue if only for your sster's sake?"

Georgina longed to defend hersdf, but could
find no words. She suddenly felt intolerably
weary and sat subdued and unhappy as the an-
cient cariage lumbered creskily aong the
rutted roads and her mother's berating voice
kept pace with the wheels.

It was with profound relief that she escgped
to the secluson of her bedchamber, but the
oblivion of deep evaded her. She lay saring
into the darkness, reliving the past scenes and
wishing she had acted with discretion. When
ghe drifted into dumber her dreams held mock-
ing laughter, derisve voices and scornful eyes.
One par, grey and cold, grew larger in her fe-
vered mind, expanding till they filled her
world, compelling her to submit to imprisoning
ams till she awoke, fighting the bed sheets
which her tossng had tightened round her,
moaning and struggling.

"I hate him! | hate him!" she cried to the
empty darkness.

Her overburdened emotions found rdief in
tears and toward dawn she dept, waking at ten
o'clock, heavy-eyed and unrefreshed.
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She sat sipping her hot chocolate and re-
viewed al that had recently happened. "Geor-
gina Havard," she told herself severely, "you are
a fool." What cared she that she did not fit into
a shallow, worthless society? She had work to
do. And today she would go to visit a village
woman whose latest child was tightly bound, in
spite of clear evidence that such treatment in
the cases of her many previous children twisted,
rather than straightened, their limbs.

Dressing herself in the brown dress and tak-
ing her cloak from a closet, she went down-
stairs, feeling secure in the knowledge that her
mother never rose before eleven. This morning
she was wrong. Mrs. Havard, in lace cap and
voluminous morning gown, awaited her in the
breakfast parlour.

"So miss, | was right. You paid no heed
whatsoever to my words last night. | have lain
awake for hours wondering what will become
of us. You well know how hard it is for me to
keep up appearances, yet you destroy dl my
efforts by your ill-governed tongue and beha-
viour."

She put a hand to her head. "I should have
rested this morning. | vow | am not well.
What have | done to deserve such a plague of a
daughter?"

Georgina spread a dice of toast with
preserves and poured herself a cup of coffee.

"I do not wonder that you remain silent,
miss. And here you are, in that hideous garb,
about to disgrace us dl again."

Georgina was surprised. "How so, maam?"

"Have you taken a single thought as to what
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the vigtors to Kennerley would think should
they learn of your behaviour in the village?
Suppose you met a member of the house party?
Have you consdered that?"

Georgina flushed and spilt some coffee, and
her mother clasped her hands. "So you do have
some tender fedings of shame. At least | can be
thankful for that. Now you will oblige me by
changing out of that ridiculous gown."

"Yes, Mama If it pleases you, then | will
wait until the Kennerley party has left the
neighbourhood before resuming my work."

She looked a her mother, who was angrily
pushing cold meats about her plate. "Will it
help, Mama, to learn that | truly regret my ac-
tions of last night? | spoke the truth, but I
wish | had not embarrassed you and my sister.”

Mrs. Havard was sSlenced for a moment.
"Well," she conceded, "maybe it was not as bad
as | feared. Lord Rivington seemed to dngle
you out for attention.”

"I believe he meant only to taunt me fur-
ther," cried Georgina. "I detest the man!”

"Detest! You cannot detest a man whom you
have met but once, especidly one who so gal-
lantly came to our rescue last night by making
the company laugh."

Georgina fatered. "No ... no, of course. It
was only that he ssems so proud ... so doof ..."

"And with every right. He is one of the
richest men in England, and his ancestry is im-
ﬁ_eccable. There Is no great house dosed to

Im."

The door opened to admit Penelope. "My

love" exclamed Mrs. Havard, "l was sure you
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would not yet be awake. Georgina, ring for
fresh coffee. Could you not deep, dearest?’

"Sleep! How could | &fter last night? Mama,
| hope you have spoken to my sister.”

She caught sght of Georginas gown and
gave a griek. "Mama You will not permit her
to appear in public looking like that while the
gentlemen are a Kennerley. | dhdl die of
game—! know | shall.”

"Georgina will be changing, | can asure
you. Now pray do try to eat and drink a little.
You must keep up your strength.”

After Pendlope had made a surprisingly good
med, Mrs. Havard rose and led the way into the
morning room. It lay a the back of the house
and caught the rays of the frosty sun which ex-
posed the fading of the draperies. A bright fire
burned, and Mrs. Havard sat close and pulled
her embroidery frame toward her. Penelope re-
clined on a sofa on the other sde of the fire-
place and gazed into the flames, a little amile
curving her lips. She looked exquiste in her
softly flowing gown of pae blue, her shoulders
velled in ablack lace shawl.

Georgina, who had followed them to fetch a
book to take to her room, felt a sudden pang of
remorse. Had she redly spoiled her sger's
chances?

Mrs. Havard looked up. "Georgina, do not |
beg, stand there gaping In that foolish manner.
Pease be so good as to obey me by changing
your dress."

"Very wel, Mama, and if you will excuse me
| believe | will remain in my room. There is
something | wish to study."
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"Some book lent you by that apothecary, no
doubt, and quite unsuited to a young woman."

"It is merely Domestic Medicine by Mr.
Buchan and intended for family reading. | find
it fascinating. Do you know ... ?"

Penelope held up a languid hand and shud-
dered. "Please spare us your hideous details of
disease. Mama, make her stop. After so restless a
night I could not bear to listen."

"Your sister is right. Go to your room and if
you must act like a ... like a ... man, do not
expect us to participate in your astonishing in-
terests."

Georgina turned to leave and was confronted
by Henry, who in tones of deep satisfaction,
announced: "You have guests, madam. Miss
Charlotte Ingram; Lord Alexander Rivington;
Lord Robert Kennerley; Sir Stannard Morton."

Three pairs of incredulous eyes met his be-
fore he stood aside to allow the visitors to enter
the room.
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Miss Ingram tripped lightly across the faded
carpet and held out a hand. "Dear Mrs. Havard,
pray do forgive this early cdl, but when |
heard that Lord Kennerley was to vist his old
friends, nothing would suit me but that |
should accompany him. | so desred to meet
you dl again."

Her eyes searched the room, dighting first on
the enchanting vison on the sofa and lingering
on Georgina, who greeted her with assumed
cam. She thought she detected a look of amused
contempt as Miss Ingram exclamed, "Dear
Miss Havard, such a gay time we had last night,
did we not?"

Georgina answered with a confused murmur.
She had seen Lord Rivington's glance travel
swiftly over her unbecoming gown. The mem-
ory of what had happened the last time he had
seen her wear it made her bite her lip, but she
made her curtseys before sitting quietly on the
window sedt.

The Earl bowed over her mother's hand. "I,
too, fed the need to gpologise, maam, but
Robert argued so compellingly that it would

[47]



EILEEN JACKSON

not do to stand on ceremony with such familiar
friends | was persuaded ..."

His speech was cut short by Mrs. Havard's as-
surances that his vist could only do them
honour, and Georgina clenched her teeth. Her
mother need not humble hersdf; his high-flown
Iborgship would never consider Penglope as a

ride.

Her eyes strayed to the third gentleman,
whom ghe recaled as being one of her sigter's
admirers of lagt night. Sr Stannard Morton's
yellow stockinet breeches were so tight about
his plump person she marvelled at his ability to
st. Gold satin waistcoat gleamed beneath a blue
velvet coat, and in his enormous cravat flashed a
diamond of great Sze and splendour.

Beyond a muttered, " 'Sarvant, maam,” to
Mrs. Havard he had not uttered aword, but sat
staring at Penelope in a way which Georgina
would have found disconcerting, but which
that young lady appeared to accept as her due.

Once more Miss Ingram sngled out Geor-
gina, and dtting by her, gave her a dazzling
smile. One ddicately gloved hand smoothed her
burgundy velvet peisse, then gently touched
her matching bonnet with its tal white coque
feather. "Were you about to ride, Miss Havard?
It is so very cold. Dear Lord Kennedy offered
to mount me, but | prefer to use a carriage in
such inclement weather."

“I ... | ride very little/” stammered Geor-
gina, who felt sure that her companions must
know to a penny how matters stood with them.
"Why did you suppose ..

Miss Ingram gave a slvery laugh. "I do beg
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your pardon.” Then she continued in tones
which carried through the room. "I had as
sumed by your gown that you had stolen a
march on the rest of us and were wearing some
new French fashion in riding dress. | declare
it is too bad of Bonaparte to deprive us of the
latest Paris modes, but | am aware that some
fashion plates gill do reach us" She peered
closdy a the coarse brown duff. "Such a—sav-
icesble material."

Mrs. Havard's laugh was like the tinkle of
ice. "Pray, Miss Ingram, dlow me to offer you
refreshment. You must know that my daughter
does a ded of work among the poor of the par-
if—my own congtitution does not alow me.
Her gown is not one of beauty, | grant, but
some of the dwdlings ladies of qudlity are
forced to vist in the pursuit of charity . . ."
She dghed expressively. "Miss Ingram is right,
my love, do go now and change into one of
your prettiest morning gowns. The company
will excuseyou, | am sure.”

"No, do not deprive us" begged Miss
Ingram, putting out a detaining hand. "l long
to know of Miss Havard's work. | am woefully
ignorant, as my papa does not alow me to enter
any but the homes of our well-to-do tenant far-
mers, and | have a great curiosity about the
lives of the others."

Pendope intervened quickly, in a voice shrill
with fdse nonchalance. "My sder undertakes
al manner of tasksin an effort to conquer bore-
dom. | declare we are hard put to find ways to
amuse oursalves between engagements, and she
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has so much energy." She fanned hersef lan-
guidly. "It makes one weary to be near her."
Georgina flushed. "I beg your pardon, Pene-
lope, but | am never bored." Her voice, vibrant
with earnestness drew all eyes to her, and the
sight of Lord Rivington staring with raised

brows added to her indignation. "I work
among the poor because | want to. Mr.
Musgrove has taught me . . ." She stopped

abruptly, remembering her mother's strictures,
but Miss Ingram prompted her.

"You were saying? Mr. Musgrove ... ?" She
turned to Robert Kennerley. "Was he of our
company last night? | do not recall the name.
No, that cannot be. Mr. Musgrove taught you,
you say, then he must be your tutor. But you are
not still in the schoolroom."

Deploring her wretched tongue, Georgina
muttered, "He is the local apothecary."

"Apothecary? And he teaches you? Why this
is quite delightful! Pray what does he teach
you? Do not, | implore you, leave me in sus-
pense."

For once Georgina wished her mother or sis-
ter would chatter of something inconsequential,
but they seemed shocked into silence. "He ...
he shows me how to help the sick ... what to do
when some poor creature is in pain. | ... |
find much satisfaction ..."

Robert joined in, "George was aways a
prime fixer of fallen birds and wounded ani-
mals. Nothing was too bad for her to tackle. |
own | could not stomach some of the things she
did. Kept aregular infirmary of creatures..."

He faltered as he encountered the full glare of
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Mrs. Havard's gaze. "Yes well, she don't
wander round collecting sck animas now, |
fancy. Very good of her to trouble so much
about the cottagers.”

"Then lag night you were serious” ex-
clamed Miss Ingram. "You truly believe that
we femdes should follow a professon, should
we S0 desire?"

Georgina was eager to make someone under-
gand. "Oh, | was. When | read Miss Woll-
stonecraft's book | felt | had redised a great
truth. If only I could become a physician, or
even a humble apothecary, | believe ..."

Mrs. Havard sad loudly, "My daughter is
merely expressng a childish dream. Why, when
| think of some of the secret wishes of my girl-
ish heart, | vow | shudder." She Smpered,
"She does not, of course, spesk of girls of qual-
ity."

"Mama, please," begged Georgina.

Lord Rivington broke his watchful slence.
"I believe that Miss Havard spesks sincerely.
She truly desresto act the part of physician.”

Georginas eyes flashed dangeroudy. "I act
no part, sr! |1 do what | think is right. If |
see sghts which make me shudder; if | experi-
ence offensve odours, should | turn away? If
some wretched creature begs my help, must |
refuse? | tell you, gr, | sometimes return home
feding sck with what | have had to perform,
yet | know ..."

She looked full into the grey eyes and en-
countered such amused enjoyment as caused her
to stop with a gasp. Like Miss Ingram, he had
been provoking her, but he had the wit to
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choose exactly the right words to cause her to
forget hersdf aufficiently to use terms quite un-
fitted for polite company. He was fully re-
venged for her taunt of last night.

"My Mama suggested | should change my
dress,” she sad, holding back a sob of anger and
humiliation. "Pray excuse me." And she hur-
ried from the room.

She had scarcely completed the change before
her mother burst unceremonioudy into her
room and sk into a chair. Her hands were
clagped over her heart, and she panted for
breath.

"Mama," cried Georgina, "are you unwell?'

"Well might you ask, miss How any daugh-
ter of mine could behave with such a lack of
propriety . . . though | apprehend | must ex-
pect such conduct of you. And before Miss
Ingram, of al people. And the gentlemen!
What must they think? God only knows what
gtories will be circulating when they return to
town, which they spoke of doi ng tomorrow. I
shdl never hold up my head again."

Although Georgina knew that they were un-
likely to enter society, she felt genuine contri-
tion. "I owe you an gpology, Mama, | should
not have spoken with such vehemence.”

"You owe your Sster a greater one,” sad
Mrs. Havard.

"Penelope?’

"Of course, Penelope. | would have you
know that Sr Stannard Morton, though only a
baronet, is of unexceptionable birth and has an
income of thirty thousand a year. He has an ob-
vious tendre for your sgter, but he is a great
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gossip and aways ready to be swayed by one or

another. Now he will be thinking, | have no
doubt, that to condgder an dliance with a

family containing such a hoyden lacking dl

\r/1\(omanly grace and shame would be beneath
im."

"Mama, Sr Stannard cannot have spoken to
you in so short a time."

"No he has not, stupid girl. Such matters are
extremely delicate, but he does not meke a
secret of his admiration for Penelope.”

"But he must be dl of forty years. Surely you
would not wish Penelope to ..."

The flood of her mother's wrath burst over
her. She was left in no doubt that a gentleman
of birth who could ensure a girl's entry into the
highest circles, and whose income enable her to
shine therein, was never too old to pay his
addresses and that she, Georgina, had not only
ruined Penelope, but her other ssters and broth-
ers besides

Georgina sad miserably, "Surely, Mama, our
little &fars can be of no consequence to them.
They will forget."

"Miss Ingram will not and she will be sure
to remind others. It is but two years snce |
retired here and | remember that one from our
come-out. She is wedthy as wel as beautiful
and refused many brilliant offers even in her
fird season, because she has set her inclination
upon Lord Rivington. Now she is dmost one
and twenty and must marry if the world is not
to whisper that she has been left upon the shdf.
You have drawn the Earl's attention to you, and
she will not forgive you."
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"Mama, he despises me. He mocked me."

"Last night he sngled you out—tha is dl
Miss Ingram will see”

Remembering her encounters with Lord Riv-
ington, Georgina remained slent and confused,
wishing she could confide in her mother. Mrs.
Havard rose, the damp chill of the room having
penetrated her as the fires of her anger died. "It
seems you think you know better than I. |
shdl leave you to reflect upon what you have
done to us."

She would have been dismayed by Georginas
reflections. Georgina was wondering if it
would be best for her family if she encouraged
Mr. Musgrove's attention. Eventual marriage to
him would mean the severance of her family
ties, but she could live quietly doing the work
she fdt fitted for, and they would not fear she
would shame them again.

She thought of Luke Musgrove's sturdy frame
and honest brown eyes that burned with dedica-
tion to relieving the suffering of the poor. She
tried to examine her fedings for him. Then his
image was blotted out of her brain with the
suddenness of a thunder clap by another. A tall,
strong figure, a dark saturnine face, and a pair
of taunting grey eyes, made her give a dry,
shuddering sob. She could imagine with what
corrosive wit the news of a marriage between
hersdf and an apothecary would be received. It
would make a good story to tell and would go
well with Miss Ingram's account of the queer
Miss Havard.

Well, what cared she for the opinions of Lon-
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don? Her future lay with folk who needed her
and perhaps with an honourable man.

As she reached the downstairs hall she was
surprised by the sound of carriage wheels, fol-
lowed by an imperious ringing of the front door
bell. Henry opened the door as a familiar voice
caled, "Take the horses to the stables and be
sure they are kept warm." She ran into the wel-
coming arms of Peregrine, who planted a bro-
therly kiss on her cheek.

"Perry, what are you doing here? You should
be in Oxford! You haven't been sent down?"

"Such sisterly faith! No, certainly not; my
tutor fully understands why | have to return
home."

Henry removed the heavy caped driving coat,
revealing the glory of Peregrine's attire. Geor-
gina took in his sage-green coat with velvet col-
lar which allowed a glimpse of striped yellow
and green waistcoat. Cream leather breeches en-
cased his dim legs and his half-length Hessian
boots were tassdlled. He twitched his neck
cloth, demanding to know if his method of fold-
ing it the Maharatta way was not extremely
taking.

"Extremely," stammered Georgina. She saw
the glint of a smal emerald ring and remem-
bered he had called instructions about horses.
Since the reduction in their fortunes Peregrine
had travelled by mail coach, the money held in
trust for him not being sufficient to maintain
his own carriage, and she asked tentatively,
"Did you bring home a friend, Perry?"

He gave a snort of laughter. "A fine fellow
you must think me, to command a friend to
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gable his cattle. Oh, | know you are worrying
yoursdlf about my style of dress and travel. You
needn't. | have famous news. Mama will need
her hartshorn."

"Perry! You haven't married!"

"Good heavens, no! I'm under age, am |
not? Better than that, George. No longer do |
have to listen to a sour-faced attorney telling me
| must win some rich spingter glad to marry a
penniless man. Wait till you hear ..."

But Perry flung open the morning-room door
and made an entrance which gained the amazed
dhrieks he desred. Mrs. Havard hdf rose, then
sank back into her char, where she had been
endeavouring to regain her composure. "My
dear, dear boy. We did not expect you. How
have you contrived to be here?"

He kissed her and turned to Penelope. "No
welcome from you, little sister?”

She fluttered a languid hand. "Of course |
am delighted to see you, Peregrine, but | am so
out of sorts today."

"You, too. Georgina don't look so fit either,
and Mama seems out of countenance. What's
amiss here?"

"Well might you ask," cried Mrs. Havard,
"but first you need refreshment, | am sure.”

"Thank you maam. | lay last night at an inn
and breskfasted at dawn so as to drive right
here without a change of horses. | took much
forbearance to go so dowly, | can tell you, but
| could not resst showing you my beautiful
new greys and a curricle watch which isamira
cle of building."

His mother stared. "Curricle! Greys! And
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your attire! Itisal new. You did not come by
that in Oxford."

"Oxford? No indeed, | have been this week
in London, and | tell you, mama, there is no
longer a need for you al to moulder here. They
shdl have their chances."

"My dearest boy, pray do not keep usin sus-
pense. What can you mean?"

Peregrine savoured the wide-eyed attention
of his womenfolk as he sad, "l have taken a
house for you."

"A house," dhrieked Mrs. Havard, then cling-
ing in spite of her amazement to long-held pat-
terns of behaviour, finished, "Where isit?"

She amiled with relief as he answered impa-
tiently, "In Upper Brook Street. Do you teke
me for a ninny who would rent in the wrong
quarter of London? And the sooner you repair
to it the better. The Season will be upon us, and
you will wish to engage dressmakers. No wish
to be rude, but my sgters aren't exactly gowned
in the latest style.”

"Oh, you are so right, my dear son, but al we
have are the Missss Tomkins."

"I do sympathiss, Mama, but now you can
al dress up to snuff and entertain. We'll manage
one whole Season, and if Penelope is not be-
trothed at the end of it, it won't be my fault.
And as for Georgina ..."

He looked a her and saw her staring a him
with a mixture of astonishment and worry. Her
frown and dtting in a draught did nothing to
improve her looks. "Yes, wdl, I'm sure Geor-

gina will meet someone to appreciate her true
worth."
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"But, Perry!" Mrs. Havard's plump cheeks
were quivering with excitement, "how have
you contrived to bring this about?"'

"Yes, pray do tel us." Georginas voice was
tense, and her brother laughed at her. "No need
for cross looks and your cold voice. All is above
board, as the saying goes. This fellow, Bather, at
Oxford, you know, held some shares in a Lot-
tery Ticket. He had incurred an expense he did
not wish his father to discover and needed extra
blunt—a certain lady—wdl, we needn't go into
that. The fact is, he was desperate and offered to
sl me his shares. | bought, more in a desire to
help him than anything. They took al the cash
| could rass—Lottery Tickets don't come
chegp—and the next thing | knew they had
drawn severd prizes and the money came to
me."

Mrs. Havard ssized on the fact mogt vital to
her. "How much?' she asked smply.

"Three thousand pounds. Now what have you
to say to that?"

After a few gpeechless seconds Mrs. Havard
sank back into her cushions and gasped, "Three
thousand pounds! Can this be true? | had no
notion it was posshle to gain so much in a lot-
tery. Three thousand pounds! Oh, come here,
my dear son, and alow your mamato kiss you."

Peregrine accepted her embrace with the cau-
tion due to his cravat.

"Ring the bdl, Georgina. Your brother re-
quires refreshment.” She turned to Penelope,
whose eyes were shining. "Only think, my love,
we shdl spend the coming Season in London. |
must consult with friends to discover the
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modiste in fashion a present. And we must
have has—does too. Oh, there is so much
needing attention. Oh, why does not someone
answer the bell?’

Georgina, with heightened colour sad, "Be-
cause | have not yet rung it. Please dlow me to

"Very well, but be quick about it. | must see
Webger—and Creevy. Perry, what shdl we do
about the carriage? It is so old and not at all
the thing ..."

Peregrine frowned. "I do not think we can
purchase a new carriage. We will have the old
one refurbished—it must answver for the
present.”

"If I may spesk, Mama," ventured Georgina
again.

"Oh, yes, you have something to say, | col-
lect." Mrs. Havard's expresson softened. "Do
not fear, my love, |1 shdl contrive to dress you
in a becoming way."

"Mama, Perry,” begged Georgina, "do but
condgder. If we used this money to answer
some of the needs of the edtate, our people
would benefit and in the end our income be in-
creased. | have heard you say these many times
that a goof balliff and a cgpital sum would ..."
Her voice fatered as she encountered three in-
dignant pairs of eyes.

"If that is dl you have to say," grated her
rendother, "I will thank you to ring, as | request-

Georgina capitulated. She had felt compelled
to speak, knowing it would be usdess. Later she
requested a few words in private with her
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brother, and they repaired to the library which,
being used only by Georgina and the governess,
was unheated and smdled of mouldering leather.
Peregrine amiled a his dger. "I know what
you are about to say, George."

"It was nothing about the edtates, though |
dill believe | am right."

"You were about to ak me if our mutua
Papas gambling fever ran in my veins, were
you not?"

"Oh, Perry, | know | sseam digmd to Mama
and Penelope, and to you too, probably, but |
cannot help it. Sometimes | fed so bewildered
by life. Mama and Penelope seem to think only
of how to contrive another gown. | love them,
but | care for the poor, too, and now .. ."

Peregrine lifted her chin with a finger, "And
now, little sster, you fed | have added to your
burdens by winning a large sum of money."

She amiled faintly. "Put like that, | do sound
foolish..."

"George, | swear to you, that our Papas
gambling sckness does not taint me. Of course
| play for stakes, as who does not, but | have
no inclination to throw away my money. |
really was trying to help my friend, you know.
Was it my fault | won?"

Forgetting his carefully contrived cardess
hairstyle he ran a hand through his curls mak-
ing them stand on end. It reminded Georgina
so forcibly of his boyhood, she laughed." Oh,
Perry, | am o relieved.”

"And you will not hate to go to London?"

"Of course not. | am sncere in my bdief in
freedom for my sex, but | can ill be gay.”
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"Now if that isn't like a female! You are in-
consistent as them al, my girl."

As he held open the door for her he said qui-
etly, "l did offer to share the win with Bather,
but he would not touch it. Said | had won fair
and square."

Georgina stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek be-
fore joining the others. Her entrance was unno-
ticed by Mrs. Havard and Penelope, who were
happily writing lists so she retired to her room
and, huddled in a shawl, tried to concentrate on
Mr. Buchan's advice on the care of infants,
while attempting to ignore her jumbled confu-
sion of desires in which nobility of purpose
battled with her longings for a taste of fun.

During the next week Mrs. Havard drove ev-
eryone to distraction by her conflicting orders.
The atmosphere was complicated by the arrival
of a man of supreme dignity. He was identified
as Bendish, Peregrine's new valet, and he made
it insultingly plain that the Havard household
was a let-down to one as lofty as he. He let it be
known that had his former gentleman not left
for India where he refused to accompany him,
not liking foreign parts, he would not be out of
a place.

From Henry Georgina learned that when the
haughty valet had learned that his young master
was amost untutored in London ways, and was
eager to accept advice, he became devoted to
him.

The journey to London was accomplished in
a day, Mrs. Havard pretending not to hear the
remarks of the ostler at the first posting inn
when he saw their horses. They arrived in Up-
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per Brook Street to find that the house was not
large, but handsome and distinctive in appear-
ance and well-appointed. Mrs. Havard had been
busy writing letters and a gratifying number of
cards were waiting. After studying these, par-
taking of a light supper, and meeting with the
house servants, they retired for the night.

The following days were busy with fittings,
choosing hats, shoes, dainty boots, reticules, and
several of the enormous muffs recently in fash-
ion.

Their first engagements were quiet ones, but
as London filled the parties began, and Geor-
gina found herself in al the bustle of the Season.
One of Mrs. Havard's first tasks had been to en-
gage the services of a dance master, upon the
recommendation of her friend, Lady Sarah
Knight, who explained that as he was an aristo-
cratic refugee from the Revolution he knew
how to treat young ladies with decorum. When
Lady Sarah invited them to her first ball of the
year, they were well prepared.

Penelope, ravishing in a white silk dress,
lightly flounced and with just enough spangles
to avoid vulgarity, her golden hair entwined
with tiny pearls and real flowers, was an imme-
diate success. Mrs. Havard, arrayed in tobacco-
brown shot-silk, was thrilled to see the amazed
delight on the faces of the gentlemen presented
to her younger daughter.

Georgina had refused to wear white, and not
all the pleading of her mama, the tight-lipped
disapproval of Webster, or the scandalised in-
sistence of the modiste that al young unmarried
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ladies wore white for evening balls, had moved
her.

"I look frightful in dead white, as you well
know," she said, so in the end a compromise
was reached, and she wore a cream under-dress
with an over tunic of pale green mudin. She
drew her hair back in a tight Grecian knot,
from which a few wayward curls strayed over
her forehead, and Mrs. Havard sighed.

"She seems to have no idea how to make the
best of hersef,” she complained to Lady Sarah,
"but perhaps it will not signify. 1 well remem-
ber how Fanny Wylmot seemed plain to us and
how amazed we were when she made such a
dazzling match."

Lady Sarah was a kindly woman who fore-
bore to remind her friend that the Wylmots
were so wealthy it was rumoured they had for-
gotten how many properties they owned. She
introduced Georgina to a stout young man, who
led her into a country dance. He had no breath
for talking, and Georgina was too busy concen-
trating on her steps to care. When the dance
ended, he led her back to her mother and aban-
doned her with a brief bow.

She was then left tapping her feet longingly
and watching Penelope. The late arrival of Miss
Ingram created a diversion. Georgina was irri-
tated to see that as she made stately progress
around the room, greeting her many ac-
guaintances, Peregrine's eyes followed her with
unconcealed admiration.

When he recalled that Georgina had met the
beauty, he indsted they stroll casually about till
they met the lady and she was forced to make an
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introduction. He claimed from Miss Ingram
the two dances which propriety permitted and
spent the remainder of the evening watching
her, to the annoyance of severa young damsels
who had eyed his tall, dender attractions with
hopeful favour.

Couples were forming for a Cotillion, and
suddenly Georgina realised that someone was
asking for the pleasure of her company in the
dance. It was too late to conceal her delight
when she redlised that her proposed partner was
Lord Rivington. Her cheeks flaming, she began
to make her excuses, then caught her mama's
eye. Her hesitation cost her the chance to re-
fuse, so she rose, laid a hand upon his arm, and
suffered him to lead her on to the floor.

As they waited to begin the steps she met his
steady gaze. He leaned toward her. "May | be
allowed to compliment you upon your appear-
ance, Miss Havard. You are looking particu-
larly well."

"Thank you, sir,” she answered, ifling the
impulse to retort that she was not the least bit
interested in his opinion, which in any case she
was sure he had formed maliciously, remember-
ing the contrast she had presented on their first
meeting.

When the movement of the dance carried
them apart, she gave hersdlf up to the pleasure of
the rhythm, and when next they came together,
he smiled, "You dance most gracefully."

"Thank you, sir,” she said again. Not for
worlds would she give him the opportunity to
ridicule her. She could only suppose that his
asking her to take the floor indicated his bore-
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dom both with the evening and the many girls
panting for his notice, and his desire for some
sport at her expense.

When she noticed that several young bucks
were ogling her through their eye-glasses, she
gritted her teeth in rage. They were laughing
among themselves and she wondered if they
were wagering how long it would be before the
Earl provoked her into saying something unbe-
coming. She did not doubt that he and Miss
Ingram had primed their friends to expect
original behaviour from the eccentric Miss
Georgina Havard.

By looking away from him whenever they
were near she managed to complete the dance
without giving him an opportunity to spesk
again. He led her back to her mother and she
was about to sink thankfully on to a bench
when she was furious to hear him asking her
mama's consent to take her to the refreshment
room.

Drowning Georgina's protestations, her
mother cried, "How delightfully kind and
thoughtful of you, my lord. | declare Georgina
does look a little flushed."

Georgina had no alternative but to rise and
once more place her hand upon Lord Riving-
ton's aim and pace beside him from the ball-
room. They were followed by the malevolent
stares of mothers and daughters, who speculated
upon what this unappealing looking woman
possessed to attract the Earl. Mrs. Havard's
plump face was amost contorted by her effort
to remain placid in the gaze of society and not
reveal her gratification that one of the world's
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most eligible beaux paid her child this signal
attention. Inwardly she prayed that the unpre-
dictable girl would do or say nothing to dis
grace her family.

At the refreshment table, which was laden
with numbers of tempting dishes, the Earl
bowed and asked Georgina what she would
take.

"Nothing, | thank you," she replied through
qiff lips. "You must be well aware that | ac-
companied you only because of Mama. | con-
sider your behaviour to be shameful in the light
of what previously passed between us."

Lord Rivington gave a smile which con-
tained no amusement. "Are you referring to our
encounter in the woods, my dear Miss Havard,
or to my later apology?"

Georgina flushed. He had said he was sorry,
yet his every action toward her made her more
certain that he was mocking her, simply using
her to amuse himself.

"I am not your 'dear Miss Havard." she
sad, "and | think it ungentlemanly of you
even to remember that first meeting leave aone
to mention it."

"You are so right. You are not my 'dear Miss
Havard' and | presume too far, yet | fear |
cannot forget an incident which though sham-
ing me to recall also brings with it a memory of
a quite delightful contact and a rejection of the
most spirited kind."

She looked up to see his elegant hand caress
the cheek she had struck and saw an expression
in his laughing grey eyes which made her heart
beat faster. Could she be mistaken in her opin-
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ion of him? She searched his face to try to
fathom what lay behind the facade, and dl the
delicacy and humanity of her compassionate
nature were written clearly in that look.

He caught his breath and held out his hand.
"Miss Havard, | ..."

"Good evening, my dear Rivington. Do pray
introduce me to this young lady. She must
indeed be fascinating to have made you forget
your manners."

The Earl swore beneath his breath as he
turned to the man who had interrupted them.
"My manners?’

"Yes, indeed, for Miss Ingram is tapping her
foot more in temper than in rhythm as she waits
for you to lead her into the dance which is just
beginning. Alas, she refuses to accept me as sub-
stitute.”

Lord Rivington turned a cold demeanour on
Georgina as he gave a formal bow. "Miss
Havard, allow me to present you to my cousin,
Sir Francis Cdland, Francis thisis ..."

"No need to continue, dear cousin, | believe
I know the identity of the lady. | collect she
must be the one of whom | have heard so much,
so do hurry to your impatient partner and leave
me to amuse our budding lady physician.”

Georgina's angry flush was not missed by ei-
ther man as Rivington left them and returned to
the ballroom. Sir Francis gave her a sympathet-
ic look. "Allow me to offer you a glass of cham-
pagne punch. So refreshing! Then you shall tell
me the truth about yourself. | was amused
when | heard the tales being circulated, but
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having met you | perceive you are a woman of
distinction.”

"I wonder you care to be seen with me at
al,” sad Georgina, diffly. "l can well imagine
what you must have heard of me."

She glanced at the doorway through which
the Earl had just walked, and Sir Francis gave a
gentle smile. "He was not the only one at Ken-
nerley, you know. There were others, you
should remember.”

She warmed to a man who would defend his
cousin knowing him to be indefensible.

"I have long felt,” he continued, "that
women are held captive by foolish bonds of
convention. | am truly interested in your
views."

Georgina expanded benesth his charm. He
was dmog as tall as the Earl, but more dender.
His eyes were a curious contrast with his dark
brown hair, being a very light blue-grey, and as
Georgina talked he fixed them on her and lis-
tened to her more attentively than anyone ex-
cept Luke Musgrove had ever done. She was
enchanted by him.

He danced twice with her, and other young
bucks, curious to discover how she could attract
Rivington and his cousin, began to pay her at-
tention—and she scarcely sat down for the rest
of the evening.
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"A most successful ball,” pronounced Mrs.
Havard the following day, as they breakfasted
late. "Penelope, | really believe that Sir Stan-
nard is smitten. And you, Georgina, | declare
| was most gratified ..." She broke off, recog-
nising that to express amazement that her eldest
daughter should have been asked to dance so of-
ten was hardly flattering.

Georgina, who was feeling unaccountably
low in spirits, answered her mother briefly.

Mrs. Havard was anxious. "You are not ill,
my love?"

"No, Mama, only tired, | think." Once she
would have felt touched by her mother's
concern for her health, but today she could not
care.

"Did you feel any particularity for any of
the gentlemen, Georgina?"

"I found Sir Francis Caland a most ... most
interesting companion."

Mrs. Havard was sharp. "That one is not to
be encouraged. It is true that he is Rivington's
heir, but the Earl is in abounding heath and
likely to marry and produce many healthy off-
spring, so there is nothing to be hoped for
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there. And he has gone through the fortune left
him by his father and is now deep in debt. In
fact, | understand that his income derives
solely from a generous allowance paid him by
the Earl and that it should be enough for any
man of fashion, but Sr Francis ..."

"I have no doubt,” interrupted Georgina
coldly, "that any scurrilous tales about him can
have only one source and that is his cousin, the
great Alexander Rivington. Please excuse me,
Mama, | do have the headache, and think |
will lie down."

"Do so," agreed Mrs. Havard, "but do not
forget that later today we are to visit Madame
Hachette for the fitting of your court gown.
And then | must decide to whom we should ap-
ply for our vouchers for Almacks. It will not
do for us not to be seen there. We might as well
have stayed at home."

Penelope, who was one of the fortunates
whose beauty was simply enhanced by faint
blue shadows of weariness beneath her eyes,
yawned and said languidly, "Sir Stannard will
not be put off by my not attending Almacks
surely, Mama."

Her mother frowned "You never can tell
with gentlemen, dearest. Even the most ena-
moured of them can draw back with alarming
haste if they believe that the object of their &-
fections is not fully accepted into society."

Penelope's deepiness was replaced by alarm.
"Then we must have the vouchers! | could not
bear to return home without having secured a
betrothal, | could not ..." Her eyes filled with
tears, and her mother patted her hand.
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"Do not fret. | fancy my influence till holds
in places."

But the worried lines stayed between her
eyes. Two years was a long time to be away,
and Mr. Havard had left debts. She didn't con-
sider those of the tradesmen, who had begun to
cluster round as soon as she reappeared on the
scene, but she was by no means certain that her
late husband had not borrowed from friends.
And God knew what tales might be circulating
about Georgina. Only let the patronesses of Al-
macks decide against them, and their chances of
obtaining the coveted vouchers would disap-
pear.

Georgina slowly climbed the stairs to her bed
chamber. She had begun to wish they had never
left their country home. There at least, in spite
of the daily irritation of her mother's grumbles
and the necessary shifts of economy, she knew
her world. She could rise in the mornings and
go out among people whose needs and ways she
understood. There she was not forced into the
company of a society behind whose smiling
eyes and gentle tongues lurked twin serpents of
mockery and torment.

She remembered that tonight they were to go
to the theatre to see the famous Mr. Kemble and
Mrs. Siddons in a new production of Macbeth.
Once the idea would have made her fed ec-
static, but now she found her pleasure spoiled.
Irritation quickened her steps, and she amost
collided with her brother as he left his room.

"Beg your pardon, George," he said, giving
her a bow which would have done credit to a
court drawing room. He was dressed, as aways
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these days, in the height of fashion, but his new
coat of superfine blue cloth and looped tricot
breeches appeared to be giving him little satis-
faction, if his expresson was anything to judge.
Georgina looked with concern at the worried
frown which sat unfamilially on his usualy
placid face and caught his arm. "Perry, is any-
thing amiss?'

He removed her hand gently, saying,
"Dearest Georgina, do not, | beg, clutch a my
coat in that manner." He smiled down at her.
"Such a foolish little Sster you are, to concern
yourself with my problems. 'Tis nothing, | as-
Sure you."

Georgina turned to leave, unconvinced, then
paused as he asked, "Is Mama 4ill talking of
your court dresses?

At her nod, he frowned deeper. "Damned ex-
pendve things, ain't they? Beg your pardon,
George. | suppose it is absolutely necessary for
agirl to be presented? Yes, of courseit is. Stu-
pid question. Don't know why | asked it.
Weéll, | must be off. Arranged to meet Kenner-
ley. Cockfight, you know."

Georgina watched him run lightly down-
gairs, a feding of apprehension tugging at her,
then she went into her room and sat watching
the passng traffic in the street below.

Apart from the vigt to Madame Hacherte,
where Mrs. Havard demanded, and was prom-
ised, the finest materials and trimmings for the
girls court dresses, Georgina spent the day
quietly, declining to drive out with her mother
and gder.

"It is so provoking that we have no carriage
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fit to be seen in,” complained Mrs. Havard,
"but fortunately Lady Sarah is calling for us.
Do come, Georgina, you look positively
hagged. | am persuaded that a visit to the de-
lightful shopsin Bond Street would restore your
spirits. Oh, very well, if you won't. But | am
sure that moping at home will do nothing to
help your looks."

She left, frowning, but returned some time
later bursting with news. "Never again shal we
lumber to the theatre and balls in that unsprung
horror which masquerades as our carriage," she
declared gleefully, "for Lady Sarah has a friend
who is retiring from London for the sake of her
husband's health. Only imagine, Georgina, she
recently purchased a town coach and has a-
lowed us to buy it at much below its original
price. She will be living outside the town of
Weymouth and will have no use for a light ve-
hicle. Poor soul, she looked quite put out,
though it is alucky affair for us."

"Yes, and we settled at once,”" cried Penelope,
"and arrived home in fine style. | tell you, |
amost laughed to see the butler's face when he
opened the door and saw us return in a carriage
with double steps, red silk festoon curtains, and
our own coachman."

"You have engaged a coachman, too? What
about Creevy? Can he not drive us? Whatever
will Perry say to this added expense?"

"Oh, he will be delighted," laughed Penelope.
"He can hardly set himsdf up in the forefront
of fashion and expect his womenfolk to trundle
around in an eighteenth-century carriage."

Mrs. Havard's frown returned as she glared at
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her eldest daughter. "If that is not exactly like
you, Georgina, to try to dampen our spirits.
The coachman would have been turned off if
we had not taken him on, so you must agree that
| performed an act of charity there. Also
Creevy is old and needs help.”

"Besides, the new coachman is young and has
elegant calves," giggled Penelope.

"That will do, miss!" ordered Mrs. Havard.
"Such talk from a young lady. All the same, she
is right. He goes with the carriage so that is
settled. As do the horses," she added.

"Y ou have bought horses, too?"

"Pray tell of what use would a coach be with-
out?"

"Why none at al, maam, but they can be
hired."

"Mama is right," cried Penelope, "you must
always be spoiling our pleasure. You are deter-
mined to be disagreeable.”

"I beg your pardon,” said Georgina quietly,
"I have no wish to act unpleasantly. In any
case, the thing seems to be done, and we must
hope that Peregrine sees it in the same light as
you."

Her brother returned soon after, looking
flushed and triumphant, and bringing Sir Fran-
cis with him. Mrs. Havard, who secretly felt
she had been rash in her purchases decided to
break the news to him while Sr Francis talked
to the girls, feeling that Peregrine could
scarcely create a scene with company present.

To her relief, he laughed loudly. "You're a
rare one, Mama. Only fancy bringing such a
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thing off by yourself. What think you of my
mother, Calland?"

As he related the story Georgina realised that
his speech was slurred and suspected that he had
been drinking heavily besides being in a high
state of excitement.

"While you have been spending the family
fortune, ladies, | have been mending it," he
told them. "Sir Francis was obliging enough to
tell me which of the cocks to bet on, and | have
had a good day of it, | can tell you."

"Cockfighting!" shriecked Mrs. Havard. "Do
not, | beg, bring talk of such horrid doings
into my drawing room."

"No, indeed,” agreed Sir Francis smoothly,
"ladies do not, in general, care for such subjects.
Do you attend the theatre tonight? There is
much talk of the new production of Macbeth."

"We do, indeed. Perry, why do you not ac-
company us?"

She had spoken without thought, knowing
Peregrine's didike of what he termed "ranting
actors,” and was astonished when he replied, "I
was about to suggest the same idea mysdf,
Mama. | should be pleased to escort you."

Georgina saw how uncomfortable his new
friend's implied rebuke regarding cockfighting
had made her brother and therefore was cool
when Sir Francis bowed over her hand and
murmured, "I shal look forward to seeing you
tonight then, Miss Havard. | shal be sure to
look for you."

"You will not have far to seek us out," sad
Mrs. Havard complacently, "for we shal be in
Sir Stannard Morton's own box."
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"Till tonight,” sad Sir Francis softly, his
hand holding Georgina's a little longer than was
necessary. His light eyes were fixed upon her
face in an expression she could not fathom. He
seemed to be singling her out for attention, and
she wondered if she was supposed to fed flat-
tered. He must know that she was not an
heiress, and if her mother was right about his
own financial prospects, then his attitude
towards her was puzzling.

And why had he taken Perry up so obvi-
oudy? He was an experienced man of the
world—she judged his age to be about one and
thirty. Perhaps he truly liked them and would
prove a steadying influence upon her brother,
who certainly needed it in the heady position
of finding himsdlf in London, with money, and
entirely responsible for the welfare of his
womenfolk.

Eliza helped her to dress for the evening in a
pale yellow gown and watched her mistress
walk about the room, turning in the way the
dancing master had told her would control her
short train. Georgina surprised an expression on
the maid's face which told her, clearer than
words, that Eliza, who had lost little of her sul-
lenness since arriving in London, considered it
a waste of time to try to improve the looks of a
woman whose appearance she derided and
whose outlook on life she found incomprehensi-
ble. Georgina dismissed the maid and arranged
her own hair in its usual style.

A knock was followed by the entrance of her
brother, who surveyed his sister and said with
brotherly candour, "You'll never make a beauty,
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love, but there's something about you if only

. | swear you could appear to greater ad-
vantage—perhaps it's your hair."

Georgina, easing on her kid gloves, laughed.
"Is my brother then an arbiter of feminine
fashion?"

Peregrine grinned. "l think | know a little
of it. Do you like my own attire?"

Georgina's hazel eyes were alight with mis-
chief. "The only word for you, Perry, is—gor-
geous."

He laughed, but a flush mounted his cheeks.
"You don't consider | have gone too far? | as-
sure you this is quite the thing."

Georgina surveyed her brother's handsome
figure, clad in claret coat over white marcello
waistcoat, cream breeches, while slk stockings
and black dlippers and told him he looked truly
magnificent. "If | have any criticism, dear, it
is only that your neck-cloth ..."

He interrupted her with lofty disdain. "Ah,
there | cannot allow a femae to pretend to
know anything. It is tied in a Throne d'amour,
and | spoilt eight others in achieving the €f-
fect."

"Eight?"

"Bendish assures me that some men spoail
thrice that number often. He says | have the
right touch."

"I see Georgina was demure. "If Bendish
approves, then whom am | to judge?"

"Tease! I've a good mind not to give you
my presents, but | will. Turn about."

She obeyed him, and he dipped a pendant
around her neck, fixing it for her. She looked at
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the delicately wrought cross in surprise as he
explaned, "That is the very latest in Berlin
ironwork jewelery. It will make the other
W?men envious, | think. And here is my other
gift.”

She opened a package to reved a fan, which
she displayed with a gasp of delight.

"I couldn't resist it," explaned Peregrine, as
she gently touched the lesf vellum painted in
gouache. "See, the subject of the picture is 'The
Drawing of a State Lottery'! So apt, don't you
think? Maybe it will bring us luck. | fancy we
shdl need 1t."

She looked sharply into his face. "Perry, |
cannot get it out of my head that you are wor-
ried. You would tell me, would you not, if you
needed my help or advice?'

"Advice? From you, little innocent? Only be
happy, George; that isdl | ak of you."

She was not satisfied, but the findity of his
tone told her that he would say no more. She
took his hand. "You are the best of brothers to
share your money so generousy, when you
might have kept i1t for yoursdf. And Perry, |
am so glad you are to accompany us tonight,
when | know that other occupations would
amuse you more."

Tell-tale colour rose to her brother's cheeks.
"Perry, | believe you expect to meet someone
tonight. You are using usto see alady. Tell me
who! | know | mugt like her if you do."

"You have dready met her and could not
h:F]lve faled to be struck by her beauty and
charm."

Georgina frowned in concentration, but fi-
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nally shook her head. "Do not tease me, | im-
plore ..."

"It is Miss Charlotte Ingram,” Peregrine de-
clared simply. "Remember you introduced us.
Is she not the loveliest creature imaginable?
Such grace, such fine eyes—and that glorious
hair."

For an instant Georgina was speechless, then
she blurted, "But so proud! Perry, how can you
imagine she will look at you? Mama says she is
set on marrying Lord Rivington. You cannot
hope to compete with him." As memories of the
Earl flooded her mind, she finished, "They will
do very well together, those two."

Peregrine grasped her wrist urgently, "Geor-
gina, | will not have you spesk a word against
her. In her behaviour to me she was al that was
amiable and encouraging. | mean to try to win
her."

Georgina sad no more, but her heart was
heavy as she realised how little chance her im-
pressionable brother had with such as the
Honourable Miss Ingram.

Later, as she sat entranced by the play, dl dis-
turbing thoughts were swamped. Sir Stannard
Morton had dined with them, in the peacock
splendour of a blue satin coat, a starched neck-
cloth so high he could scarcely move his head,
his pudgy hands flashing with sapphires and di-
amonds which caught the fire of the enormous
jewel in his cravat. He spoke little and ate
heartily.

Mrs. Havard had been fortunate enough to
engage a chef who regarded cookery as a
creative art, and Sir Stannard applied himsdf
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with enthusiasm, partaking of many dishes and
paying particular attention to the Pigeons-in-
Savoury-Jelly and Florendine Rabbits, and end-
ing with liberal portions of Brandy-fruits and
forced strawberries. With each course he drank
generous draughts of wine, and when he was fi-
nally finished, he rose from the table with his
face shining with pleasure and repletion, to of-
fer his arm to Penelope.

Georgina sighed with admiration at her sis
ter's looks. The soft rose colour of Penelope's
satin dip exactly matched her complexion, and
the Grecian overdress of white gauze flowed
round her exquisite form as if in a caress. Her
golden curls had been expertly dressed and now
had a rose satin bow in their shining masses. A
simple chain with a diamond pendant hung
round her soft white neck.

Sir Stannard's box commanded a good view
of the stage and the pit, where Georgina was
amazed to see bejewelled dandies of all ages
with painted faces, standing to ogle shamelessly
any lady who caught their fancy.

Robert Kennerley came to pay his respects, as
did severa new acquaintances, and Mrs. Havard
was gratified to find how many of her old
friends welcomed her return. Penelope was in
high spirits as severa gentlemen prevailed upon
those already known to her to present them to
the new beauty, but Georgina noticed that she
was careful never to say or do anything which
might seem to cut out Sir Stannard.

During the second interval, as Georgina sat
quietly reliving the drama so thrillingly por-
trayed, she realised that her mother was speak-
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ing. "Georgina, my love, here is someone to see
you. | declare, you are so absorbed it is impos-
sible to gain your attention."

Her eyes, ill misty with enjoyment, failed
for an instant to comprehend who was there,
then a well-remembered voice said, “Good eve-
ning, Miss Havard. It's plain to see that the
play finds favour with you."

"Lord Rivington! | did not expect you."

"Georgina, my dearest, remember your man-
ners. His lordship is asking you to take a turn
about the theatre with him. Boxes are so cramp-
ing, are they not, Lord Rivington, though not
so much as the benches in the pit." This last
was added hastily, with a beaming smile at Sir
Stannard.

"I am well content here, Mama. I'm sure his
lordship has other acquaintances to see."

"Nonsense! She is such a good girfl—so un-
willing to put herself forward like some of these
modern missess—now do you go with the Earl,
my love, he has been waiting some moments for
you."

Georgina bit her lip, rose, and left the box.
She and Lord Rivington walked slowly, until
Georgina, uncomfortable at the silence said,
"What think you of the play?"

"I find it quite tolerable, thank you."

"Am | to understand, sir, that you do not
care for the performance, as your tone implies?"

"I thought Mr. Kemble's Macbeth nearly
perfect, and Mr. Charles Kemble is spirited as
Macduff, but | found a certain unexpected lan-
guor in the performance of Mrs. Siddons."
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"Of course, you would find it easy to criti-
cize anything done by a woman!"

"Am | then not to speak the truth of what |
find? It is her first attempt at the part—she has
not yet settled into it—that is al | meant. She
is a magnificent creature.”

"I am sure she would be much obliged to
you for your comment."

Georgina was obliged to stand still as Lord
Rivington stopped walking. "Well, upon my
word, Miss Havard, | was merely making an
observation. | have only to speak to have you
unsheath your sword and flash its blade before
my nose. Have you no polite conversation?"

She glared into his grinning face. "I have
conversation which fits the company, and | find
yours so often offensive.”

"Miss Havard, believe me, | do not mean it
to be so. | have sad how much | regret our
first disastrous meeting. | have tried hard to
find a level at which we may converse with
pleasure.”

As people returned to their seats the corridor
emptied, and suddenly Lord Rivington took her
hand and stepped close to her. Her heart began
to pound until she felt she would suffocate as
she struggled with feelings which were as un-
foreseen as they were startling. She had an im-
pulse to hold tight to that strong white hand, to
lean toward him and alow him to embrace her;
she felt the powerful attraction of him. He is
bad; you are a fool, she told herself. She looked
into his face and for an instant their eyes met
in something that seemed more than under-
standing. Alarmed, she snatched her hand away,
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saying, "You have no right! You are presump-
tuous!" And she hurried back to the box with-
out looking back, yet knowing that his intense
gaze followed her.

She pretended to concentrate on the players,
ignoring her mother's whispered questions, un-
til she was left in peace. But the remainder of
the play was spoilt for her. She sat motionless
through the farce, hearing, as if from a distance,
the gales of laughter from the audience. She was
glad to retire that night, but she slept only in
short, restless periods as her thoughts and trou-
bled dreams intermingled and were dominated
by Alexander Rivington.

Georgina rose early and stayed in her bed-
chamber by the fire, trying to concentrate on
her Book of Domestic Medicine. She heard a
maid enter her sister's room, which was op-
posite. Perhaps talking to Penelope would help
her regain some tranquillity. She found her sis-
ter sitting up in bed, drinking hot chocolate.
"Lord, Georgina, it is barely ten o'clock and
you are already dressed. | declare | am quite
fatigued."

"I could not sleep.”

Penelope's delicate brows rose, and she
straightened her lace nightcap. "Oh? You
waked and talked with Lord Rivington, did
you not? Did you find his conversation so stim-
ulating?"

Georgina carefully controlled her voice. "l
had forgotten that. | found the play a wonder-
ful experience."

"Wonderful? Oh, | suppose it was. Well, of
course | revere Shakespeare, as who does not?
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Everyone must, | know, but | find I most en-
joy times when | can talk."

"I see. | fed | owe you an apology. | was
so preoccupied | left you to entertain Sir Stan-
nard and did nothing to help. He is so tedi-
ous—I compliment you on your superior behav-
iour, Penny."

Penelope lost her drowsiness and became
flushed and animated. "I do not find him tedi-
ous," she exclaimed, her blue eyes flashing.

Georgina stammered, "Pray ... do forgive
me ... | did not know you cared about him."

"Cared about him? What does that signify?
He could come to care for me—and he is so rich
that he could give me al | ever wanted. | have
no intention of being buried in the country if
| can help it.

"You look shocked, Georgina. Well, | sup-
pose such remarks are not seemly." She contin-
ued slowly, "Of course, | would not marry
only for money—do not think it—but Mama has
explained that married love is only for the vul-
gar masses. And in any case | have not yet had
time to develop a tendre for Sir Stannard. And
if 1 did, it would be forward of me when he
has not yet declared himself. But | could learn
to care for him, of that | am sure."”

"You relieve my mind," said Georgina
bleakly. She had watched Sir Stannard and did
not doubt that he would offer for her sister. She
disliked the idea of having him for a brother,
but if she followed her plan to marry Luke
Musgrove and work with him, Sir Stannard
would probably ignore her existence. She rose
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abruptly and startled Penelope, who was Sipping
her chocolate and staring pensively ahead

"Georginal Must you be so sudden? Here, |
have spilt chocolate on my new night gown.
Ring for amaid at once, | beg."

Georgina did so and went back to her room.
The day was fine, though chilly, and she de-
cided that a brisk walk might clear her mind.
She pulled her fur-lined mantle about her and
consdered ringing for Eliza to accompany her,
but the memory of the girl's sullen face stopped
her. | need to be aone anyway, she thought. So,
pulling her hood over her head, she dipped out
and made her way to Hyde Park.

The park looked intensely green in the cool
sunshine of early spring and she drew a deep
breath of pure pleasure, realisng how cramped
she sometimes felt in the city. Walking aong,
she tried to see the past weeks in perspective.
She, who had prided hersdf on the logic of her
mind, could make no sene of her jumbled
emotions. She thought of Perry and wondered
how he was faring In this new life. He ssemed
to have responded with dmog feverish eager-
ness to the demands mede on a fashionable
young buck, and lately Sr Francis Cdland a-
ways made up one of his party. She could not
suppose that it was usud for a man of his ma
ture years to S00nsor one so young and inexperi-
enced and wondered where lay the attraction.

In her absorption she did not at fird redise
that she was being accosted by a strange young
man adride a spirited grey. He swept off his
hat and gave her a bow as low as could be ac-
complished from the back of a horse.
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She paused. Possibly she had met him at some
party and forgotten him. Turning her clear eyes
to him, she said, "Good morning, sir. You have
the advantage of me, | fear."

He looked startled, mumbled something in-
distinguishable about "a mistake" and trotted
quickly away. For a moment she was astonished
at such behaviour. Then, as she looked about
her, it occurred to her that she might have been
less than wise to walk alone in a London park.
She saw a few nurses with their charges, one or
two shawled women hurrying about their
business, but most numerous were gentlemen ex-
ercising their mounts.

However irritated she might fed at the limi-
tations imposed upon the behaviour of ladies in
the city, she decided she must accept them and
began to hurry toward the park entrance.

As she walked she passed two young women,
both of whom looked pale and undernourished
and were dressed in clothes which had been
many times patched and mended. The younger
of the two carried a child in a ragged shawl,
and they stared at her as she hastened by. There
was no animosity in their gaze. There was
nothing, Georgina realised, but a kind of
hopeless blankness, as if they looked without
seeing.

Her impulse was to stop, but she had not
brought her reticule and could offer them no
money. Even if she could have, she was not at
all sure how one went about giving charity to
strangers. It was al so different at home.

She walked swiftly on and was now horribly
conscious of the attention she was drawing
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from some of the horsemen. She heard excla
mations from a couple of grooms, which she felt
thankful she could not understand.

Suddenly there was the sound of a loud alter-
cation behind her. She paused, began to wak
again, then stopped as she heard a femde voice
shrill in digtress. "She did not touch your purse,
gr. If it is gone from your pocket, then you
must have logt it somewhere.”

The voice was drowned by others, adl domi-
nated by the bull-like roar of a man. Georgina
turned and saw the two pae young women
cowering beneath the waving arms of a portly
red-cheeked man whose sober dress proclaimed
him a merchant. He was being vociferoudy en-
couraged by a shrew-faced woman and severd
noisy children.

Seeing a woman in trouble was enough to
send Georgina running back. "What's the trou-
ble here?'

She was forced to repeat hersdf very loudly
before the whole company stopped yelling to
look at her.

The man explained in a bullying country ac-
cent, "I've bin robbed, that's what the trouble
is. I'd a roll of bills in my pocket until that
wench carrying the child fdl againg me. Pre-
tending to be in a swoon she was, but I've bin
warned of her sort before | came here, and my
hand went straight away to my pocket to find it
empty.” He turned it insgde out as if to prove
his point.

The older girl, holding the haf-fainting fig-
ure of her companion and trying to support the
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baby, sad piteoudy, "Indeed, sr, my friend
did not—would not—we are honest maids, sir."

The man's wife dhrilled, "Haul her before a
magistrate, William, and have her put away.
Her sort shouldn't be alowed to roam abroad
preying on honest folk."

The children agreed shriekingly with their
parent, and Georgina gave up trying to make
hersdf heard and spoke to the young woman.
"What als your friend?'

"Naught but hunger, miss. We'm both hun-
gry, but stedling is what we'd never stoop to, |
swear."

The big man thrust out his am and grasped
Georgina by the shoulder. "Thieves they be,
and | don't doubt you're in with 'em. You'l al
come dong with me and ..."

The rest of his speech was lost in a bellow of
rage as he found himsdf in the grip of an iron
hand which dragged him away from Georgi na
and sent him staggering. "What the hell..

"Your language is as appalling before Iadla
as your manners," sad an icy voice. Georgina
turned to find hersdf staring a Lord Riving-
ton.

"Oh thank God you are come, Sr. Please tell
this man that these girls are innocent of theft."

"That has yet to be proved,” was the cold re-
ply, and at that the merchant's face brightened.

"l beg pardon, gr, if my natura indignation
outran my manners ..."

"It did," sad the Earl, and the man fdl
dlent.

"If this girl truly has stolen your money,
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perhaps you will tell me where she has hidden
it

"Somewhere about her person,” shrieked the
merchant's wife, then encountering a look from
hislordship's cold grey eyes, she too wasquiet.

"Did you take this man's money?' asked the
Earl of the elder girl.

"No, we did not," she replied, "and we are
ready to be searched here and now."

Lord Rivington addressed Georgina, "Miss
Havard, if you will be so good ..."

"Of course” she responded, but before she
could begin the red-faced men cried, "How can
you know ghe ain't in a conspiracy with 'em?
She was quick enough on the scene.™

Sowly Lord Rivington's dender fingers did
down the ribbon of his eyeglass. Equally
dowly he rased it to survey the mercharnt,
whose face went severd shades redder as he
spluttered, "Beg your pardon. | meant no of-
fence. But how was | to know? | saw this
woman—lady," he hastily amended, as the Earl
felt once more for his glass, "and she was walk-
ing unattended in the park. Well, what | say
Is..."

"You say a ded too much,"” sad his lordship.
"Miss Havard, be so good, pleese ..."

He waved a languid hand toward the two
young women, and Georgina rapidly examined
their clothing. "No money here” she sad
briefly.

"What about the baby?' rasped the mer-
chant's wife. "They could have dipped some
thing there."

Theyoung mother's eyes were closed, but her
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face went whiter. "As if | would,” she mur-
mured weakly, but Georgina rapidly searched
the tiny form and shook her head.

The merchant began to bluster. "Well, what
| sy is it's afine thing if a man can't walk in
a London park without being robbed of ... that
isto say, losing his money. Come on, Jane, let's
leave ..."

"A moment more of your time, | beg,” sad
Lord Rivington. "You have made a serious ac-
cusation againg these two women. Be so good as
to examine your own person for the misang
bills. Or must | do it for you." His voice be-
came abruptly harsh as the man hedtated, then
hagtily did his hand into one after another of
his pockets. His face turned puce as he reluc-
tantly withdrew a fat roll of bills.

"Anyone can make amistake," he spluttered.

"A migake which might have led to the ap-
prehension on a serious charge of two innocent
females" pointed out Lord Rivington, "perhaps
even three," he added, throwing Georgina an
unfathomable look. "You owe them an
apology."

"Apology,” screamed the merchant's wife.
"I'd have you know that my husband is rich
and respected where we come from, and not in
the habit of apologizing to ragbag women like
these two."

"So | should suppose”” Lord Rivington's
voice was icily contemptuous. "Nevertheless, |
think an apology is needed here."

Spluttering  with anger, the merchant
expresed his "sorrow" and led his vociferous
wife and brood away.
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Lord Rivington turned to Georgina, and his
voice was now glacial. "Allow me to escort you
home, madam, since you have seen fit to dis
pense with the attendance of a servant."

Her warm gratitude for his help vanished,
and she longed to refuse, yet her innate honesty
recognised the propriety of his offer. But she
could not admit her need so easily. He was in
riding dress and she stammered, "W . . . what
about your horse?"

"My friend will lead him to his stable. How
remiss of me, but in the exigencies of the situa-
tion | have forgot my manners—pray alow me
to present to you Mr. Anthony Briton. He has
been out of town, so you will not previously
have met."

A horseman who had been watching the scene
from a distance reined forward and did to the
ground. Georgina found hersef looking into
brown eyes which were alight with sympathy
and laughter before he made his bow. She re-
sponded with a curtsey. "I am truly sorry to
put you both to such trouble, but really | can-
not leave the park without first enquiring into
the circumstances of these poor girls. Please
bear with me for a while."

Mr. Briton's generous response was cut short
by the Earl. "Anthony, please find out where
these women may be found and | will send
them help. Does that satisfy you, madam? And
now, since you have exposed yourself to insult
enough for one day, you will please to accom-
pany me—now!"
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Georginas temper rose so swiftly that, as on a
previous occason, she felt an impulse to strike
a this arrogant man. Maintaining control over
her itching fingers, she stared a him, and his
eyes met and locked with hers. She despised the
way her voice shook a little as she sad, "Sir,
you have no right ... | am truly grateful for
your intervention just now, but that does not
giveyou leaveto . . ."

"It is scarcdly a question of right, Miss
Havard. You will perhaps dlow that it is at its
best, foolish, a worst, improper, of you to be
walking unattended in a public park."

"Improper! How dare you! How could |
know ... ?"

"A moment's intelligent thought would have
convinced you. You pride yoursdf, | collect,
on being awoman of brains rather than ..."

He stopped, and Georgina felt a little sick.
Was his next word going to have been
"beauty"? Surely he could not humiliate her so
in front of strangers. She fought to regain con-
trol over hersdf. What did it matter what this
hateful man thought of her?

"I will not leave here until | have spoken
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with these two poor creatures,” she declared.
"If you do not pity their plight, then allow me
to do so."

The women had drawn apart and stood in a
hopeless huddle beneath a tree, the younger
leaning against the trunk with eyes till closed
and a face now as waxen as death.

Mr. Briton, who had been watching his
friend and the young lady with a good dea of
interest, interposed. "They do look done up.
Surely there could be no harm in alowing her
to enquire into their circumstances, Rivington.
A woman's touch, you know."

His voice carried clearly on the bright morn-
ing air, and at the sound of it the eyes of the
young mother flew open wide. "Rivington,”
she repeated. "Is it truly my lord Rivington?
Oh, sir!" She staggered toward him, "I must
speak with you. | am desperate.” She pulled
aside the shawl, revealing a sickly baby with a
shock of black curls. "Can you look unmoved on
the plight of this little one who surely has a
clam upon you? If you cannot help me, then
help him—in God's name, do not turn us away."

Mr. Briton stood perfectly still. In other cir-
cumstances Georgina could have laughed at the
picture of utter consternation he presented.
"Rivington," he gasped, "my dear fdlow—I do
gpologise—I am at aloss for words."

The Earl looked at him coldly. "Then pray
continue to be so. Take Miss Havard away
from here, if you please. | wish to speak pri-
vately with this girl."

Mr. Briton hastily tethered the horses and
held out an arm. Wordlessly Georgina placed
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cold fingertips upon it and they walked briskly
from the scene toward the park entrance.

"No wonder he wanted meto go," sad Geor-
gina, with asob in her voice. "That poor aban-
doned woman and her child. Of course, he must
have recognised her as soon as he looked
properly at her, though it is hardly surprising
he did not know her ingtantly. She looks to be
at death's door, and | daresay she used to be
pretty when firg they met."

"My dear madam," protested Mr. Briton, "do
not, | beg, leap to conclusons which are likely
to be entirely fdse. If, as you say, he knew her,
then why did he not alow her to be arrested for
theft? That would have removed her effectively
from his path."

"How can | tell what were his motives? Per-
haps he feared that she would tell a magistrate
of his perfidy and there would be—unpleasant-
ness for him."

"I cannot believe that my friend would treat
a woman so. Have you conddered that she
might be creating a scandd in the hopes that
someone will pay her to go away. There are
such women, you know."

Georgina stopped, and he received the full
benefit of the flashing beauty of her furious
eyes. "She was too ill to be pretending. You
know it—and so do I. How could he act so?*

"Beg pardon, miss."

The voice was 0ft and they saw that they
had been caught up by the eder of the two
women. "His lordship is taking with my
friend, Queeney, and has sent me with a
message. Please will Mr. Briton escort the young
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lady home, then send a groom to fetch the
horses, and as soon as possble he wants his trav-
elling coach to be sent here, prepared for a jour-
ney to his Berkshire estates and food and wine
placed aboard."

Mr. Briton's face went pink as he avoided
Georginas eyes. "l will do dl he asks," he sad,
a shade too heartily, "no doubt he has taken
pity on your friend, my good young woman,
and dedres to help her."

His voice dwindled before their combined
stare and he once more hed out his am to
Georgina. She spoke to the girl. "Pray what
plans has his lordship for you?"

"Why none, miss | have been told that |
may safely leave Queeney in his care. | must
find work."

She sghed and drew the patched shawl about
her painfully thin body.

"What do you do?'

“If it pleese you, miss | am a seamdress.
Leastways | wasttill | was turned off."

"And will you be able to obtain further em-
ployment?"

The girl flushed. "I don't rightly know, me
being not as strong as | was." As if to give
credence to her words, she daggered and
clutched at Georginds am for support. "I ...
| beg pardon, miss. | haven't eaten for ... for a
long while."

Georgina turned to Mr. Briton. "You may be
about Lord Rivington's budness, dr. This
young person will be my escort to my home. |
dhdl at least make sure she edts today."

Mr. Briton's eyes were troubled. "I believe |
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should not dlow it, but..." He looked back to
where the Earl was ill in conversation with
thegirl. "If you are sure ..."

"Perfectly, thank you. Now come, my dear,
| will take you home with me."

Safely home, she helped the young woman to
her bed-chamber and seated her before the fire,
then rang for refreshment to be brought.

Eliza goggled her astonishment. "You've
brought that . . . that femde in off the streets.
Whatever will your mother say?'

"Pleese convey my wishes to the kitchen
daff," sad Georgina coldly. "I shdl not ask for
your further assstance.”

The famished girl wolfed the bread and soup
provided and spped the hot milk. A little
colour sole into her face, and Georgina saw
that she was quite pretty. She told of her cir-
cumdances in halting tones, her voice often
thickened by tears. "I'm Jenny Marsh, if you
please, miss, and was happy as a farmer's daugh-
ter till a fever caried of my paents and
brother in under a week. Being as we were only
tenants, | had to leave the fam and come to
London. I've aways had an ability with my
needle, so | hired mysdf as a seamgress.”

"That seems a sensble line of conduct to have
taken,” sad Georgina gently. "What went
wrong?'

"Well, miss" answered Jenny dowly, "it
might make you angry telling you of these
things, you being one of the gentry folk who
benefit by our work, but it 1sn't right what
those women have to suffer. We daved dl hours
round the clock, with dmost no victuas, and on
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Sundays wandered around with no food at all.
The masters don't alow work on the Sabbath,
you see, SO we got turned out of doors from
dawn to dark and our wages being so smdl we
couldn't buy even a crust to keep us going.
Then when there's a wedding or a funerd, the
sawing women must keep on.”

She stopped for a moment, then her eyes
darkened as she continued, "There was a grand
wedding and we had only eight hours deep in
three days and not near enough food. |
svooned and master sad it hadn't to happen
agan—he sad it wasted my time—and besdes
when | fel | pricked my finger and a drop of
blood fell on a piece of slk and master sad |
should pay for it. | tried hard to keep going,
but it was no good—I swooned twice more.
The other women covered for me the firg time,
but they couldn't keep hiding me, so | was
tlﬁme'(?kdf without a penny because | owed for
the silk."

Georgina listened with mounting horror to
these revelations. She sprang to her feet, pacing
the room, her eyes sparkling with indignation.

"You shdl tell me where this dave shop isto
be discovered. | will spesk to a magidrae—this
cannot be alowed to continue.”

"But, miss, they're dl like that. Leastways dl
the ones I've seen, though | heard that some
mesters are good. Why, that very dress you
wear now . . ." She stopped, flushing deeply.
"Oh, miss, | shouldn't have sad that . . . you
weren't to know ... and you so kindtome ..."

Georgina looked down a her ddicady
worked gown and plucked it nervoudy, "I
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didn't knon— had no idea. In future, Jenny,
| will try to see to it that our clothes are sewn
in a reputable place. That at leest | can do. In
any event,” dhe amended, thinking of her
mother, "l can but try."

"And your friend—the poor creature with the
child—was she a ssamdress too?"

"Oh, no. | know little of her. She had a room
in a lodging house near where | worked, and
we was used to meet sometimes and talk. She'sa
poor deceved mad who comes from farming
folk, like mysdf. Being righteous people they
turned her out when her plight was discovered,
but | couldn't find it in mysdf to condemn her.
She loved the man too much. | pitied her, and
she seemed to find comfort in talking to me.

"Then when | was dedtitute, she took me
into her room, but indeed, she is in worse cae
than mysdf. She had been living on a sum that
her baby's father gave her, but that has been fin-
ished some time now."

"And would he help her no more?’

"It s|ems not. She tried to see him, but was
cruelly repulsed by servants. She never told me
his name, only that he was a gentleman.”

"That he was not," cried Georgina. "Would
atrue gentleman serve any woman so bitterly?'

"Some of them take their pleasures where
they will and never heed the trouble they cause.
He knen—his servants must have told him how
bad a case the child and his mother were in, but
it s;emed he did not care. Then three days ago
we were turned out of our room for owing
rent."

"How abominably cruel!"
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"It could have been worse. At least the land-
lady did not have us arrested for debt, as she
could have done. She said it was on account of
the baby and she having one the same age. We
were in the park because a kind milkmaid took
pity and helped us feed the baby, Queeney being
so starved she had little sustenance left in her
own body. Begging your pardon, miss, | should
not talk so to you, a well-born lady. You can
have no idea of such matters."

"You are wrong. | have not been always liv-
ing in London dressed in fine clothes, Jenny,
and one day | shal return to the country. |
find my greatest fulfillment in helping the sick
and needy.

"I require a maid. Could you fill that post,
think you? Would you later consider living
with me in straitened circumstances?"

"Oh, miss, I'd go anywhere, do anything for
you. Can you really mean what you say?"

As Georgina smilingly assented, the girl con-
tinued eagerly, her thin cheeks bright pink
now, her eyes shining. "I'll work my fingers to
the bone for you, | promise. And | am cun-
ning with my needle and can make all manner
of trifles for you. Also, | was used to dress my
mother's hair and several other women of the
village and was many times complimented on
my skill."

Georgina left Jenny dreaming joyfully of the
future and descended the stairs to find her
mother in a silk wrapper, languidly eating a
breakfast of bread and butter and tea. She
looked surprised to see her daughter. "You ap-
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pear so fresh, my love, asif you had been out of
doors this morning."

"Indeed | have, madam, and | have to tell
you that we can no longer receive the Earl of
Rlivington. His behaviour has been abomina-
ble,"

Mrs. Havard gave a faint scream. "What can
you mean? Speek, for heaven's sake?”'

Georgina described her walk and rescue by
Lord Rivington and her mother cried, "What
humiliation! Georgina, how could you alow
yoursdlf to be drawn into such a postion? Why
must you aways be upsetting us 0? And what,
pray, can it Sgnify whether or not we receive
his lordship? Surely | owe him thanks, miss, and
an apology too, for having a daughter who
forces him to tangle with such vulgar people.”

"Wait, Mama When you have heard the rest
you will be in no doubt of your future attitude
towards this ... thislibertine."

Mrs. Havard's eyes grew round with horror.
"What can he have done? Has he molested
you?'

For a split second the memory of her first
meseting with the Earl flashed into Georginas
brain. It sarved to add fire to her present
denunciation. As quickly as possble she told
of Queeney's reaction to Lord Rivington and
Jenny's subsequent explanation. By now Mrs.
Havard was very confused.

"Do you mean to tel me that you have
brought a discarded femde and her child into
thishouse ... that they are even now upstairs?'

"No, Mama," Georgina explained patiently,
"Jenny is an innocent girl whom | have en-
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gaged to be my maid. | am sure Peregrine will
not object when he hears her story. She has been
so badly treated, mama, starved and overworked
and now turned into the dtreets without any
form of subsstence.”

"But, my dear,” protested Mrs. Havard fee-
bly, "I know these things are terrible, but they
happen dl the time. One smply cannot dways
be ..." At the sght of the anger in her daugh-
ter's face she wavered, "I am sure you are
right, my love. If the girl is respectable, no
doubt... But what has that to do with Riving-
ton?"

"I have been trying to tell you, Mama
When the other woman showed him her
and it had a shock of black curls exactly like his
ovn—he seemed to experience no surprise. He
asked his friend, Mr. Briton, to take me away."

"Very proper of him,” pronounced her
mother.

"Then later he sent for his travelling coach to
be sent to Hyde Park. Don't you see, Mama, he
would not even take the risk of alowing her to
be seen near his resdence—he cannot wait to
Eide the poor deceved cresture and his . ..

Is..."

"Georgina | forbid you even to think such
aword!"

"Baby," continued Georgina, "on his edtates
in Berkshire. He is aware that | know of his
shocking conduct and cannot expect me to con-
doneit. Now do you see why you must not ad-
mit him again.”

"Must not!" declared Mrs. Havard. "Remem-
ber you spesk to your mother." Then, agan en-
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countering her daughter's accusng gaze, she
sank on to the sofa with cdosad eyes. "If only
your father were here," she moaned. "If society
were to cut al the young men who ... who be-
haved with impropriety, there would be amost
no one left. This kind of thing happens, my
dear. | am sorry about the poor little baby, but
we must accept that gentlemen have alicence in
such matters. Now pray leave me—your ex-
uberance—s0 early—my head—ring for Webster,
pleese ..."

Georgina turned hopelessly away. She might
have known her protest would be usdess At
least her mother had raised no serious objection
to her taking Jenny for a maid. She was sur-
prised when Eliza did not grumble at being re-
leesed for kitchen duties until Jenny, having
met the below sairs gaf, confided that "it was
no wonder Eliza didn't mind. It ssems she's
very taken with the chef."

"And does he return her affection?' asked
Georgina, anused.

"Ah, that | can't say, him being French and
me not understanding haf what he says. Course,
Eliza don't either, but that don't ssem to bother
her. | expect shelll get him in the end. Her sort
generally have their way." She gave an ex-
pressve iff before going out to buy duff to
make raiment suitable for the abigal of a young
lady of quality.

Peregrine joined Georgina for luncheon, and
she told him about Jenny. "l hope you do not
mind my taking the girl on, Perry."

"Lord, no, what can one more signify in such
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a household as this? Where are Mama and Pene-
lope? Shopping again, | suppose.”

She caught an inflection of bitterness and
joined her brother at the window, where he
stood staring at a passing coach.

"Look out there, George, different from
Havard Hall ain't it? Do you think you will
ever settle again when ... when dl this is past?’

He seemed not to listen to her assurances, but
continued, "Mama tells me that you and Pene-
lope are to be presented at the next Drawing
Room. Is it true that a court dress can cost as
much as three hundred guineas?"

"More, much more,” cried Georgina, "if al
| hear is correct, though ours will not do so.
Miss Ingram's was nearer five hundred, and
with her jewels, she represented more than your
whole lottery money. She must have looked very
beautiful ."

"And very wealthy," sighed Peregrine.

"Do you really care for her?"

He flung away from the window and began
to pace the floor. "I care! And what will it
avail me? Nothing! | tell you, George, it was a
bad day which brought us here."

"Why, what can you mean?"

He did not answer immediately, and she real-
ised suddenly that his face bore tiny lines
which certainly had not been there when they
had come to town. He turned troubled eyes to
her. "I've got to tell someone, love, though it
isn't fair it should be you. What can you do?"

"Perry, for heaven's sake do not keep me in
suspense. What has happened?"

He slumped into a chair dropping his head

[103]



EILEEN JACKSON

into his hands and his voice came muffled.
"I've been such a foaol. | should have listened
when you suggested putting the money into the
estate. Yet it ssemed a fortune to me—a
fortune.”

"To me too," sad Georgina. Her heart was
pounding with anxiety, but she kept her voice
even. "Tell me exactly what troubles you. You
know | will awaystry to help.”

"You can't. And when Pendope and Mama
hear ... The money ssemed to melt away. This
house, servants, carriages, horses, clothes, al
have cost so much. The bills began to arrive
soon after we got here. | wasn't worried at fird.
Lots of men about town only laugh at the duns,
but | redise now that they are the ones with
rich papas who can lift them out of their diffi-
cuties—and their creditors are indulgent and
don't mind waiting till they reach their mgjor-
ity and control their own fortunes. It took ev-
eryone little time to recognise me for a poor
man cutting his dash in town with nothing to
back him."

"How ... how bad isit?"

He raised his head and she was shocked to see
his haggard looks. "As bad as may be. Oh,
George, | smply cannot pay what | owe."

"Perry, don't look so. We must tell Penelope
and Mama and return home at once. If we ex-
plan to your creditors that we will pay in
time—why, the timber on the estate will fetch a
good sum, and we can make the fams yield a
profit if we work."

"You're a good sder, but it's usdess. | once
told you | did not care for games of chance
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played in a big way and nor do I, yet in a
frantic effort to rase money | dlowed mysdf
to be drawn in. At first | won, then | began to
lose. Ingtead of redisng how green | am, |
plunged deeper. Debts of honour must be
pad—l should be branded for life if | faled
In this—s0 | went to the money lenders. | was
desperate. | tried to read dl their bits of paper,
but could not make sense of them, so | ended
by smply sgning anything they handed me in
return for money. It ssemed so easy. Now |
find 1 am committed to paying back sums
which will take dl my life even if | can make
the edtates pay."

"Did you borrow so much?'

"Not such alarge sum, but the rates are cru-
elly high. You would scarce credit how degp in
| am."

He rose and touched her am gently. "For-
give me, | should not trouble you this way. It
is for me to take the burden of what | have
done. | am no better than our father was. Per-
rr11_aps for the first time, | begin to understand

im."

"Did not Sr Francis Cdland warn you?'

"Oh, yes, he has been the soul of amiability,
but | was introduced into the most unscrupu-
lous places by men whom now | think are em-
ployed to lure greenhorns like me."

"Perry, whatever hgppens we must return
home at once. To stay here will only incur fur-
ther expense.”

"No, that is not the way. In any case the
house is pad for to the end of the term, and
only alow the duns to catch a whiff of panic
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and they will be down on me. Something may
happen ..." _

"The court dresses mugt be cancdlled before it
is too late," declared Georgina. "l do not care a
fig for being presented, and | am sure that
when Penelope hears ..."

"l carel" Her brother's vehemence made her
start. "l tell you, | love Charlotte Ingram, and
how will she look upon me if | cancd such a
public arrangement? And if you think that
Penelope will meekly accept the idea of losing
her presentation you must see her through a
rosy haze. She and Mama are full of the offer
they expect from Sr Stannard Morton. He is
rich enough to afford Penelope and not mind
her lack of fortune—but let a scandd break over
our heads, and he will bolt like a terrified rab-
bit.

"And don't begin to remind me of her other
adorers. It is amply the fashion to worship at
the shrine of the latest beauty. If we do not
keep up appearances, she will lose her chance of
afine marriage and be immured at Havard Hall
until she finds some red-faced squire to take her.

"Imagine having to live with her lamenta-
Ei)on]:;ﬁ George. A debtors gaol would be better

y far."

She shuddered. "Don't, Perry, not even in
fun. It could not come to that. It could not,
could it?"

"I tell you | don't know ... | don't know..."

He flung out of the room, and in a moment
ghe heard the dam of the front door. Before she
could collect her thoughts, the butler an-
nounced, "Mr. Anthony Briton, miss."
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Lord Rivington's friend bowed and accepted
Georginas invitation to seat himsdf, but re-
fused refreshment. "We are scarcely acquainted,
Miss Havard, but | felt | must call. | wished
to assure myself that you were quite safe after
your distressing experience."

She flushed dlightly beneath his open gaze.
"My distressing experience, as you cal it, was
nothing compared with that of the poor girl we
met. | think it a most shameful occurrence
when a gentleman of wealth and standing can so
ill use awoman."

"I'm sure you are wrong, maam. | know
that Lord Rivington will have an explanation
which absolves him. He is gone out of town,
but | have received a message saying that he
will return tomorrow."

"He is no doubt settling the young woman
and his ... her child where they will cause him
no further embarrassment.”

Mr. Briton's voice grew cool. "l have been
friends with the Earl these many years, in fact,
I was his only boyhood friend, and | have
never known him deliberately to hurt a
woman."

"It seems to be common knowledge that he
takes what pleasures in life he desires. | speak
more plainly than you are perhaps accustomed
to hear from a woman, but | am not one of
your niminy-piminy misses. | care for my ss
ters, whatever their station."

"He is no worse and a good deal better than
many men of fashion,” burst out Mr. Briton.
Then he paused and spoke more moderately,
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"Miss Havard, his lordship spoke to me of
you . .."

“"That | do not doubt, sir. He could not miss
an opportunity to amuse himsdf and others at
my expense."

Except for a frown that crossed his face he
continued as if she had not spoken . . . "and |
know you to be a lady who cares for others and
who expresses hersdlf quite ... quite forcibly on
occasion. Believe me, | have only admiration
for you."

His smile was gentle, and the sympathy in
his warm brown eyes amost brought the tears
which had been threatening for hours. She
gasped, "Lord Rivington despises me . . . not
that you are to think | care a jot for his opin-
ion."

"Of course not, ma'am," he agreed.

There was a brief silence before he spoke
again, hesitantly, "My friend does not seek pity
from anyone, but although you do not care for
his views about yourself, | have an impression
that he is concerned for yours about him. It
may help you to understand why he appears to
be so harsh if | reveal something of his back-
ground. | must trust you not to tell him | have
done so, as he would be excessively angry with
me."

The impulse to deny any interest in Alexan-
der Rivington died at birth. She despised her-
«df for her curiosity, but it was too strong to be
smothered, and she urged him on.

"Lord Rivington's father was an extremely
cold man. Alexander and his three sisters were
subjected to harsher treatment than any given to
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the poorest child on the estates. He said he be-
lieved that a strict regime was necessary for
children of high birth to enable them to live as
strong, proud aristocrats. Yet it is my private
belief that he was cruel to his son and daughters
because he was a mean man.

"He forced them to bath al year round in icy
water; only let them show a didike of any food
and it would be served at every meal; he himsaf
whipped them mercilessly if they deviated in
any way from the path he made them tread. |
have seen weals on Alexander which made me
sick."

"What of their mother?" asked Georginain a
low voice.

"She, poor lady, was as subject as they—per-
haps more so. She took a fortune to her husband,
but he alowed her only a pittance. He cared
nothing for her comfort."

"Such is the lot of women in these so-called
civilised times!"

"I don't wonder at your bitterness, but |
have not told you the worst. The children were
al taken ill of a fever. In spite of their
mother's entreaties the harshness continued—in-
cluding the cold bathing until... until..."

"Yes," prompted Georgina gently.

"The three little girls died."

"Oh, no! How could he?"

"Alexander recovered. Thank God he was ex-
ceptionally strong, but it will be no surprise to
you to learn that he and his mother never for-
gave his father."

"Where is Lady Rivington now? Does Lord
Rivington care for her?"
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"He adores her. As soon as he left home for
Oxford University she ran away. Friends shd-
tered her until Alexander was able to make a
humble home for her in Oxford. Somehow they
kept her resdence a secret from her husband,
chiefly because Alexander gave her an dlowance
from the miserable sum he himsdf was given. |
was at Oxford at the same time, and | know the
privations he cheerfully endured for his
mother's sake.

"When he was two and twenty, his father
died and he inherited vast entailed wealth and
edates. His fird task was to settle his mother
into a comfortable home; next he attended to
the sorry state of many of his tenants. Lord
Rivington is not quite what the world be-
lieves"

Georgina had a vison of a smdl boy, grey
eyes anguished as he suffered; tearfilled, as he
saw the degths of his Ssters. Her heart softened.
Then the images were overlaid by that of a
starving baby with a shock of black hair so like
his lordship's own.

"l regret that his past miseries do not seem
to have made him compassionate, Mr. Briton.
Who can tell what other perfidies lie hidden?"

He flinched, and she felt sorry for him. It
was evident that he loved his friend. "Heis for-
tunate indeed to have so loya a supporter as
yoursdf, sr. | will try, if | can, to see him
through your eyes."

Scarcely had he left when the butler an-
nounced Sr Francis Cdland. He entered,
dressed as dways, with fashionable elegance.

"Miss Havard, how pleasant to see you. |
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asked for Peregrine, but discovered you were
the only member of the family at home. Was
not that Anthony Briton | saw leaving?’

As Georgina confirmed this, he continued,
"I thought | was not mistaken, though we
move in different circles, of course. | believe
he is a great admirer of Rivington's. | daresay
he has been trying to excuse the events of the
morning."

"How do you know?" gasped Georgina.

"All the world knows and is laughing. One
would expect so experienced a man of the town
as my noble cousin to conduct his little affairs
with more skill than to have them exposed in a
public park. The scene was witnessed with rel-
ish by nurse girls and grooms—and servants talk
| fear."

Georgina raised her brows. "Servants' gossip,
Sir Francis."

His smile did not touch his light eyes. "Alas,
one cannot do without it if one is to keep in
touch with events, regrettable though it may
seem. It is known that you left the park with
commendable haste, and missed much of the
degradation. It is to your credit. | daresay
none of us will ever know the full ugly story."

She flushed, redlising it was impossible to
continue with any further denial and tried to
change the subject. "Mr. Briton was talking of
Lord Rivington's hard upbringing. As his
cousin, you are no doubt aware of the facts—
those poor little children ..."

"Oh, has he been on that tack again? Poor
Anthony Briton. | suppose one must admire his
loyalty, but you must know, Miss Havard, that
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he is but the son of the Head Steward of the
Rivington edtates. His father was well born, but
the youngest of a poor family and was em-
ployed by the old Earl a a mean sdary, the
greatest part of his payment being that An-
thony should be educated as befitted the son of a
gentleman. His mother died a his birth and
much of his boyhood was spent in the Riving-
ton nurseries. | believe the girls received no
education save that which their mama was able
to give them.”

He gmiled agan a Georgina with more
warmth. "Must we continue to discuss such
tedious matters? There are more interesting
subjects a man may talk of with awoman.”

She felt flustered. Was he amusing himsdf at
her expense? He must know she was without
fortune or prospects.

Quickly she sad, "It is true, is it not, that
Lord Rivington cares deeply for his mother?"

Sir Francis Sghed. "l see our Mr. Briton has
been trotting out his hobbyhorses. Well, then,
let us continue to talk of his noble lordship and
exhaug the topic once for al.

"The truth here is that the Countess put her-
sdf beyond the respect of society when she ran
away from her husband's rightful dominion.
She was forced to live as best she could, and
once it was even rumoured that she hired her-
'Is)elf as a cook-maid, but | doubt she sank so
ow."

"There is nothing degrading in honest toil,"
flashed Georgina. "What is a woman to do if
she is mistreated by one who must, under our
laws, be her natural protector?”
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"If she was so mistreated. One has only the
word of Rivington and the so faithful Mr.
Briton for that, and my noble cousin has always
been close-mouthed about the whole affair.”

"Then did not the three smal girls die of a
neglected fever?'

"A fever? Yesl Many children do so die, do
they not? Neglected? Who can tell?"

As she opened her mouth to speak again he
flung up an arm as if to deflect a rapier thrust.
"Do not direct your darts this way, | implore.
| am al sympathy for your indignation, but
the truth is that Rivington is ashamed of his
mother and has sequestered her in a corner of
one of his estates—by no means his largest.

"The good lady, | collect, is living a life of
humble poverty, taking on many household
tasks far below her rank and even labouring in
the garden for food. Do not be taken in by Mr.
Briton, who owes his present government ap-
pointment to the patronage of Lord Rivington,
and is naturally anxious to show the world he
cares for his patron.”

When Georgina would have questioned him
further he skillfully turned the conversation to
the previous night's play and shortly after took
his departure, bowing so low over her hand she
believed he might kiss it.

She was surprised by an impulse to jerk her
hand away, and a strong sense of relief when his
lips only hovered for a moment before he rose.
Long after he had gone she sat thinking, won-
dering whom to believe, and trying to resolve
the tableaux which kept unfolding in her mind;
of a smal boy, his trusting grey eyes grown
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hard and suspicious with the endurance of his
own sufferings and those of his loved ones; of a
young woman desperate with the anguish of
abandonment and starvation of herself and her
child; of her brother sick with anxieties which
she now shared.

She pictured Peregrine lying in the filth and
degradation of a debtors' gaol, hopeless in the
knowledge that there would be no money to re-
lieve his sufferings.

She had reached the point at which the terri-
ble gaol fever had taken her brother's life when
her head began to ache, and she retired to her
room for the rest of the day, cancelling her at-
tendance at a card party with her mother and
Penelope, and insisting that she felt too ill even
to talk to them.

She felt ashamed of her unsociability, but felt
quite unequal to witnessing their happiness at
their present life, knowing as she did, that ev-
erything could soon disintegrate around them.
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Next day at breakfast Mrs. Havard was full of
complaints. "Penelope's bonnet does not suit her
and will have to be given away and another
purchased. The milliner was so persuasive that
| had not time to think. And when | com-
pared the pink ribbons which we bought to
make more love knots on your sister's gown |
find they do not match at dll.

"It is too provoking as | shal now be forced
to spend my day searching for the right
shade—Penelope desires to wear her new gown
tonight at Lady Sarah's musical evening and Sir
Stannard is to be there—he expressed a particu-
lar liking for pink ribbons. | have such high
hopes of him ..."

Georgina stopped the flow of words. "Where
is Penelope, Mama?"

"She is resting. | told her, 'My love,' | said,
'you must rest whenever possible to preserve
your complexion. Gentlemen like a girl to be in
looks and not show signs of the night's gaiety,
though they would soon remark if she were not
present on every fashionable occasion.'

"And last night's soiree lasted far into dawn
and | was never more bored. Only dancing for
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the young ones and indifferent entertainment
for the rest of us, and | declare, 1 would be
ashamed to serve such meagre food. Still, if one
is a Duchess one can &ford not to mind what
people say, | suppose ..." _

"If you are fatigued, Mama, | will try to
match the ribbons for you."

"Oh, would you? What a dear girl you can
be at times. But you will be absolutely sure to
obtain an exact shade, will you not? You must
take them right out to the street into full day-
light, you know.

"Since you love to walk, you will not require
the carriage. | particularly wish to take Pene-
lope driving in Hyde Park today. Sr Stannard
told me mogt sgnificantly that he was used to
drive there most mornings.”

At mid-day Georgina left the house and
walked to Bond Street, accompanied by Jenny.
The day was bright, but as yet the sun gave
little warmth, and a chill April breeze tugged
her skirts. She was glad to keep up a brisk pace
and snuggle her hands into her large fur muift.

She was fortunate in being able to match the
ribbons easlly and turned toward home, strol-
ling dower now, hoping that by the time she
returned her mother and sster would have left
for their drive. She decided to give the ribbons
to Webster and go with Jenny for a wak in
Green Park.

The sound of trotting horses and carriage
whedls was too common to cause her to look
round until she was addressed by a voice she
knew well.

"Good morning, Miss Havard."
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She turned sharply to see Lord Rivington,
seated in his curricle, holding in check a pair
of spirited match greys. She watched with ap-
preciation, those strong hands encased in gaunt-
lets, as they handled the reins gently but firmly,
so that the horses became quieter, stamping
mildly and blowing through their noses.

The Earl was able now to give her his full at-
tention. As she caught the bold look in his grey
eyes she felt suddenly glad to be wearing her
new brown velvet pdisse and bonnet with the
curling yellow plumes. At the same instant she
realised that she had been standing for several
seconds apparently waiting for him to speak
and she coloured.

"I had not expected you in London this
morning, sir," she snapped, confusion sharpen-
ing her voice.

The Earl's brows rose, "No, madam?"

She became aware that she had opened the
conversation in a style which she regretted, and
unable to think of a graceful way to continue,
she turned away. "I am sure you have much to
do, my lord."

"Not anything which will not await your
pleasure." Then, ordering his groom to take the
reins, he leapt lightly down and stood blocking
her path.

She clenched her hands inside her muff. "I
cannot pass, Lord Rivington."

"Please do me the honour of taking a short
drive with me," he answered, giving her a smal
bow.

She wanted to refuse. She ached to be able to
hurl her refusal in his arrogant face, but she
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sensed, rather than saw, the eyes of the servants
upon her. The approach of a group of chatter-
ing, laughing ladies and gentlemen decided her.
She withdrew a hand from her muff and held it
out to him, "A short drive then,” she sad
coldly, "no more."

He handed her into the curricle, gave a quick
order to his groom, and before she gathered ex-
actly what was happening, she was being driven
away a a spanking pace, leaving the groom and
Jenny behind.

"What means this, 9r? | do not wish to
proceed without my maid."

"You will be perfectly safe with me, | assure
you."

She bit her lip to stop a retort which could
lead only to further humiliation and fixed her
eyes ahead, only redising, as the horses were
gentled through gates, that they were entering
Hyde Park.

Here she was forced to bow and amile at
svad acquaintances who drove, rode or
walked in the sun, and even in her annoyance
could not fal to notice the envious looks of
some of the girls who stared to see her in the
Earl's curricle. His lordship was not known to
elevate many young ladies to such an exated
place.

Presently the horses were pulled to a walk,
and the Earl looked into her face. "I did not
answver your firg remark, | recdl. | rose at
dawn and drove fagt to be here this morning. |
have aparticular cdl | must make."

"I spoke without thought. It is of no
concern to me what you do.
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"Is it not? | understood from Briton whom
| met earlier that you felt very strongly about
certain aspects of my life" He smiled. "I be-
lieve the good fellow made an attempt to justify
my character to you. He confessed, with a good
deal of embarrassment, that he had so far forgot-
ten himsdf as to relate some incidents from my
past.”

"l was not prying!"

"I would never accuse you of vulgar curios-
ity, Miss Havard. But in any case, you are wel-
come to know as much of me as will interest
you."

Was there no way she could set him down?
Had he no shame? While she searched her mind
for a way to change the course of their talk, he
said, "That girl who attended you—is she not
the other of the pair we met in the park?"

Georgina could only trust herself to nod.

"I thought so. Poor creature, she is so thin,
though now much better clad. Your doing, |
daresay."

"l have taken her for my maid."

"I see. In my preoccupation yesterday |
forgot her for a while, then when | searched
for her she was gone. | showed her a lack of
consideration which I am happy you rectified.
Queeney told me what a good girl sheis."

Georgina's face flamed. "Showed her lack of
consideration,” she repeated. "And if that is
what you call your treatment of her, by what
name does your other conduct go by?"

She could have cut out her tongue as soon as
the words were out. She dreaded his next
speech, but he only said mildly, "l should have
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guessed that you would look after the girl. |
daresay she has had no training in attending a
lady of quality, but then, | collect that you do
not care for such—er—flummery.”

It was a deliberate reference to Georgina's
conduct on their second meeting, and she almost
ground her teeth. "Be so good, sir, as to take me
home."

"As you wish, ma'am,” he said and something
in his voice gave her a curious feeling that in
some way she had disappointed him.

As they bowled towards the exit she caught
sight of two stationary carriages, one contain-
ing the gorgeously apparelled figure of Sir Stan-
nard, the other her mother and Penelope, agape
to see where she was.

She had a terrible desire to giggle and
glanced sideways at her companion. Had a cor-
ner of his mouth twitched? She could not think
s0. He looked perfectly solemn.

They remained silent until they reached the
house in Upper Brook Street, when the Earl
asked, "Can you descend without assistance? |
fear my horses are till too fresh to leave unat-
tended.”

"I can manage perfectly well, thank you,"
she retorted and leapt down with reckless speed.
The hem of her gown caught in her half-boot
and the delicate muslin ripped audibly.

Catching up her drooping hem in her hand,
she ran up the steps and tapped her foot furi-
ously as she waited to be admitted. Then she
fled to her bed-chamber to be greeted by a tut-
ting Jenny, who went straight to her workbas-
ket for needle and cotton. Georgina scarcely
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heard her maid's enquiries as to how the acci-
dent happened. She was sure that just before the
curricle was driven away she had heard a low
laugh.

As Jenny sewed she paced up and down, her
fists clenching and unclenching as she felt a
very unladylike desire to punch his noble lord-
ship, the Earl of Rivington, on the nose. How
dare he force her to drive with him? How dare
he have the audacity to mock her and laugh at
her? She would be thankful when the Season
ended and she could return to the peace of the
countryside.

This thought drew her mind abruptly to her
brother and his disclosures. Perhaps they would
al find themselves at Havard Hall sooner than
they expected. And she felt her heart sink unac-
countably at the idea. For some unfathomable
reason the quiet life she had aways lived no
longer beckoned as it should.

And she felt a sharp pang of pity for her
mother. It looked as if history would repeat it-
«df, and she would again be pushed out of the
society she loved into a life she detested. And
this time she would suffer even more if Pene-
lope lost her chance of an advantageous mar-
riage.

She went to the wash-stand and splashed her
face with cold water, then held out her arms for
Jenny to help her into her gown, now so skil-
fully mended that one would be hard put to find
the dtitches. She passively alowed the girl to
comb and dress her hair, but they did not speak.
Between them a great friendship and under-
standing was growing, and Georgina felt
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Jenny's silent sympathy, though the maid could
not guess the reason for her agitation.

As she entered the drawing room she heard a
strong rapping at the front door and the mur-
mur of voices. Callersl Well, she would instruct
the butler to say she was not at home. But when
he appeared and announced in solemn tones:
"The Earl of Rivington, miss," she was struck
dumb with surprise long enough for the servant
to withdraw and show his lordship into her
presence.

She sat on the edge of a smal satin-covered
chair and tried to control the pounding of her
heart. Was she never to have any peace from
him? He entered, and with a strong effort, she
raised her eyes to meet his calmly.

She did not offer her hand and he gave a smdll
bow, murmuring, "Your servant, maam." He
looked grave and his face was expressionless ex-
cept for a gleam which appeared in his eyes as
he glanced down towards the hem of her dress.

She waved her hand at a sofa as far removed
from herself as possible and said faintly, "Please
be seated, sir. | will ring for refreshment. | re-
gret the absence of my mother and sister."

"As | do not, thank you. If | had not
known them to be at this moment in Hyde
Park, enjoying the company of your sister's
conquest, | should not have called.”

"Oh! But they could by now have returned.”

"Not so. | have but moments ago sent a fel-
low to check on their movements.”

At this evidence of his audacity she fdll
slent long enough for him to pick up a small
chair, place it in front of her and seat himsdf
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upon it, saying, "l desire only to talk with
you."

"But we have parted not an hour since. Any-
thing you have to say to me could have been
communicated then."

"I do not agree. | wish to speak to you in an
atmosphere of privacy and tranquility.”

The latter emotion was far from Georginas
mind as he sat for a while in silence. Her brain
seethed in an effort to find some topic of con-
versation which would not lead her into yet an-
other pit of embarrassment. Her efforts were
unrewarded, and she sat as dtill as the Earl, her
hands in her lap, refusing to meet his gaze.
When he did begin to spesk, she found diffi-
culty at first in comprehending the meaning of
his words.

. regret sincerely that our relationship
should have developed into one of misunder-
standings and annoyances. | have given much
thought to what | am about to say, Miss
Havard. It is this: | would offer you the pro-
tection of my name."

She looked dazedly at him. "The ... the pro-
tection of your name?"

"That is s0. You have not misheard my
words."

Now she lifted her pale face to his, and her
eyes glowed green. "How dare you,” she
breathed. "l suppose you would use me as you
did that other poor creature."

For an instant he looked astonished, then he
smiled, a wolfish grin which made her shudder.
"Ah, yes, the woman in the park. Forgive me,
my dear Miss Havard, | had forgot."
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"Forgot! Oh, men like you make me bitterly
angry. That girl was decent once, and now she
isruined. How many more haveyou ... 7"

"Very few, | assure you, madam. And as it
happens | was not proposing your seduction
and a place as my midress. | was, and am, of-
fering you my hand in marriage.”

The words fel between them into Georginas
gppdled dlence. Then she found her voice.
"Marriage! To you!"

"The idea shocks you? | can promise you
that many women would find such a proposal
flattering in the extreme."

"Your conceit does you no credit. And | am
not one of those women."

"You make that abundantly dea—and it is
not conceit which inspires that remark, but
honesty on which | think you pride yoursdf.
But that is not the point in question. Consder a
moment before you persist in a refusd. You
would have an unassalable postion in society.
| an a very rich man and could help your
whole family—incduding usng my power to
clear your brother's debts.”

At her quick look of adarm he smiled. "Oh, |
know of them. Master Peregrine is in degp with
the money-lenders, and the knowledge could
soon be dl over town. What chance then will
your mother and pretty little Sster have of net-
ting Sir Stannard?"'

Georginas pde skin flushed, then became
paer sill. His jibe a her family hurt, but there
was truth in it, and her innate integrity forced
her slence

The Earl's voice became smoother. "Your
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mama would be delighted for you, and only
think, 1 have edates full of ignorant people
who suffer from a wide variety of diseases |
would not interfere a dl with your medicd
propensities so long as you kept clear of infec-
tion, your activities within the bounds of pro-
priety, and did not neglect your duties as my
wife and migress of many large establish-
ments."

Georginas cheeks were now paper white.
Every word he spoke seemed caculated to
wound, and this condescending reference to her
longings to be a physician thrust deep into her
tenderest fedings.

For once she could not defend hersdf. The
hurt was too great and she would not lay hersdf
open to another attack. All she could stammer
was, "You have not, | collect, gpproached my
mother or my brother. Thisis yet another insult
you place upon me. If you were in earnest..."

"Why, Miss Havard, you astonish me. What
means this? | took you for a woman of inde-
pendent spirit. Indeed, you have been at pains
to make this clear. If, however, you prefer me
to consult with your guardians before | have
your answer ... ?"

His eyes held mockery in their grey depths
and Georgina felt that no words could be too
frank to depress the pretensions of a man who so
tormented her.

She sd in a low voice, "Even had | sup-
posed you serious, | could not bring mysdf to
accept a man in whom al honour seams logt. If
you marry anyone, let it be the mother of your
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basle;cborn child—an innocent who will suffer dl
its life."

The Earl rose to his feet and stared down at
her. He seemed about to spesk, then checked
himsdf and studied her. His expresson unfath-
omable, he sad softly, "What is this? You hold
yourself to be an emancipated woman. Your
heroine, Mary Wollstonecraft, hersdf, did not
heditate to live as a man's wife, yes, and to bear
him a child. Surely if she condones such behav-
iour, it is not fitting for you to condemn.”

Georginas breast rose and fdl in frustrated
rage. "It is not the same—she chose her path.”

"And did not the young woman of whom we
ek choose hers?!

"You, gr, are the best judge of that."

"To be sure—my memory will keep playing
me fdse"

Georgina sprang to her fegt and walked
swiftly to the door. She must bring this terrible
interview to an end. "You do not wish to marry
me, Lord Rivington. You do not care for me."

He was close to her before she could escape,
and his hands gripped her ams with bruising
srength. "You are wrong, Miss Georgina
Havard. | want you. For me you have attrac-
tions which other women lack. You infuriate
me, but you intrigue me. You anger but amuse
me. In short, you never bore me. Oh, if you
could but know what that means to me. | am
told repeatedly that it is my duty to marry and
it has been borne in upon me that | could en-
dure to live with you. That it would, in fact,
be pleasing to me."

She shivered in her cold fury. So she was to
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marry him to amuse him, was she? She would
be his plaything, his toy, the mother of his
necessary heirs, conceived and borne in a love-
less marriage because the great Lord Rivington
did not find her a bore.

"Marry me, Georgina," he murmured, "marry
me soon."

She began to struggle, but her efforts to free
hersdf were unavailing. She stopped and looked
straight into his eyes. "l will not marry you,
sir. | hate you, and worse, | despise you. |
abominate you for what you are and for the
cruelty and oppression which you represent.
When—if—| marry, it will not be such a one as
you."

The Earl's face darkened beneath the con-
temptuous lash of her tongue, and his grip
tightened. Georgina cried out. "You are hurt-
ing me."

"Good," he grated. "l would like to hurt you
more. You have said unforgivable things to
me."

He moved with catlike speed and she found
herself imprisoned within the circle of one arm
while with his free hand he forced her chin up
and her head back. As once before, his saturnine
face came closer to hers until his breath was
warm on her mouth. He paused and she tried to
speak, but no words came, and she redised with
horror that she wanted him to kiss her.

Rake, libertine, man of no principles he was,
but with dl her mind and body she longed for
his lips on hers. She glanced quickly into his
eyes before she closed her lids, but that ook was
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enough to tell her that he recognised her inner-
most feelings.

His lips came down on hers with passionate
hunger, and she felt herself responding. With-
out volition, without control to stem the rising
tide of her own need she returned kiss for lass
until he thrust her from him and stood panting.

"What are you?" he rasped. "You offer me
hatred and contempt, yet your kisses tell a dif-
ferent story. Thisis something new to me."

Shame flooded her. "Leave me, for God's
sake," she begged. "You are wicked ... you
make me ..."

He reached out for her again. "Georgina ..."

But she eluded him and ran across the room.
With a muffled oath he followed, stumbled over
asmall stool, and amost lost his balance. She had
time to wrench open the door and escape to her
room to throw hersalf with a strangled cry on
the bed.

"I hate him—hate him!" she sobbed into her
pillow, but even as her lips formed the words,
her heart told her otherwise. She could not help
herself. She loved Alexander Rivington no mat-
ter what he was, but she could not marry him,
and she had rejected him in a manner which
must have left him with the impression that she
was a wanton with principles which stemmed
only from her tongue. No woman who was not
a shameless coquette could have kissed him as
she had just done, especially after protesting her
loathing for him.

Hearing a soft scratch at the door, she sat up.
"Who is it?"
"Only me, miss" Jenny's voice was sharp
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with alarm and Georgina bade her enter. Her
maid looked at her with concern.

"Oh, madam, it's not my place to speak, |
know, but you are so unhappy today. If there's
aught | can do ..."

Georgina managed a smile. "You could bring
me my hartshorn—if | had any. | vow I'm be-
ginning to suffer as much from the vapours as
any lady of fashion."

"Not you, miss" the mad maintained
stoutly. "If you weep, then | don't doubt 'tis
for something worth your tears."

Georgina turned away. Jenny's gentle soul
would be shocked if she knew the truth. The
maid came to her now with a cloth wrung out
in lavender water and insisted that her mistress
relax on the bed. Georgina was so unused to
such tender treatment that it amost brought
fresh tears, but she surrendered hersdf to the
kind ministrations and lay dill, the sweet-
scented cloth cool on her forehead. Her heart
began to resume its norma beat, and she was
able to give Jenny a much warmer smile.

"I little knew what a treasure | had found
that day in the park, Jenny. I'm thankful |
was passing at the right moment."

"Oh, so am |, Miss Georgina," answered
Jenny fervently, "and so is Queeney. The Earl
of Rivington gave me a message from her be-
fore he left just now: sheiswell and she and the
babe are thriving on good country air and food.
Wasn't it kind of him to think of such a thing,
and he so far above me."

"I am delighted to hear of Queeney's good
fortune,” murmured Georgina, but inwardly
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she seethed. What kind of a man was he, this
great Earl? He could seduce an innocent girl
and abandon her; then when his treachery was
discovered, hide her in the country away from
the world. Yet he could think of the anxiety of
a friend and remember to obtain news to ease
her worry.

He seemed swayed by any wind which blew,
and Georgina fdt a fresh surge of emotion in
which contempt and desire warred to gain mas-
tery in her.

Her turbulent fedings made her spesk more
sharply than she intended as she sad, "l won-
der a your seeing Lord Rivington in so kind a
light after the way he has treated your friend.”

Jenny shrugged. "As to that, miss there is
many a girl brought to her ruin by the likes of
his lordship, yet few would engage to protect
her as he has done now. He has aoned for his
earlier neglect.”

Georgina bit back bitter words. How could
Jenny understand her resentment of a world
where a woman must aways show gratitude to
a man, for his attentions however grudgingly
given? His child might have died of starvation
had not chance brought it to the Earl's notice.

Her bed-chamber door was suddenly thrust
open, and Mrs. Havard hurried into the room.
"Leave us, girl," she commanded Jenny, and
Georgina swung her legs to the floor as she saw
the agitation of her mother.

"Mama, pray St down, here in the chair near
the fire. It is the most comfortable.”

Mrs. Havard shook her head and her ruby
eardrops swung and flashed. "I cannot st
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cannot be dtill. Oh, Georgina, | have heard
such a rumour. What will become of us if it
should be founded in truth?"

Georgina feared she was beginning to under-
stand, but she asked gently, "What rumour,
Mama?"

"Have you then not heard? Perhaps it is only
a wicked lie put about to torment me. People
can be so cruel—society rends those who offend.
| should know—your father made enemies ..."
She took a turn about the room watched by her
anxious daughter. "Penelope and | went to call
on Lady Sarah, and the Duchess of Stockley was
there. | tell you, | was paying her little atten-
tion—duchess she may be, but she is a tedious
person, and mean with her entertainment as
I've had occasion to mention ...

"Well, that's as may be—l suppose one in so
exalted a position may flout the conventions if
she chooses, but then | heard her mention my
son's name."

Georgina felt quick alarm which she hid
from her mother.

"She had the audacity to say that he took well
after his father."

"But, surely, Mama ..."

"No, it was not what she said, but her man-
ner of speaking! She intended her words to
sound insulting, and | did not miss the inflec-
tion. Naturally | tried to discover her mean-
ing, but she laughed and said that | would
know al too soon that Peregrine could equa his
father in games of chance—that the town was
talking, but that she supposed al boys must have
their fling.
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"Then she said, dmost under her breath, but
so that | could hear, you apprehend, that it was
well for young men to live high—provided they
could pay the reckoning. | tell you, Georgina,
it sent a shiver down my back. | expected
someone to turn the matter to a jest, but one
glance at the others frightened me. Where is
Peregrine? | knew he played—what young man
does not—but nothing more than that.”

Georgina tried to keep the fear out of her
face, but distress had made her mother sharp,
and she said abruptly, "You have heard some-
thing. Out with it. If you know anything it is
your duty to tell me. You and Peregrine have
aways been close. It is to you he would turn if
he needed a confidante."

"You are right, Mama, Peregrine has spoken
to me. It seems he has been led astray by those
quick to seize upon a boy's inexperience."

As gently as possible she told her mother what
Peregrine had sad and finished, "My brother
hopes to find a means to free us from our diffi-
culties."

"What means? He knows no one of substance
who would assst us, and your father exhausted
the patience of al our friends. Oh, God, |
could not bear shame and disgrace again. Oh,
the reckless, stupid boy. How could he?"

Georginas pang of pity for her mother was
tinged with anger on her brother's behaf. All
his actions, however mistaken, had been direct-
ed toward helping his family, and she pointed
this out. Mrs. Havard brushed her protestations
aside and sank into a chair near the window.
For a few moments the only sounds were her
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quick breathing and the tap-tapping of her
nails on the dll. "Well," she said, finaly, "I
have kept creditors at bay before. | must try to
do so again. Penelope must have her chance—she
must!"

She glared at her eldest daughter. "And if you
would make some effort ... If only you were
..." She did not need to finish for Georgina to
know her meaning. She was the first-born, the
one who should marry first if only she had been
lovely or clever enough to attract a rich suitor.

Georgina wondered for a moment what her
mother would say if she knew that a short time
ago she had rejected an offer from one of the
richest and most powerful men in the kingdom.
Well, that was something Mama would never
discover. Suddenly she felt consumed by guilt.
She might possess an independent spirit, but she
had been told so often that it was the duty of a
woman to marry to oblige her family that the
doctrine must have taken root. She had had it in
her reach to smooth the path of those she loved
and sdfishly she had destroyed her opportunity.

Perhaps it was not too late. Looking at her
mother's ravaged face, she wondered whether, if
she encouraged Lord Rivington, intimated that
she would take him, he might disregard the re-
cent scene and offer for her again.

Then she remembered his arrogance, his cru-
elty, the way he had taken her acceptance for
granted when he proposed marriage, and her
resolve hardened. Rather than be beholden to
him, she would strive for the rest of her life to
pay off their debts.

In their agitation Georgina and Mrs. Havard
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had scarcely been aware of some bustle taking
place in the street below, followed by the dis-
tant ringing of the doorbell.

Then came the sound of swiftly approaching
footsteps and a cry of, "Mama, where are you?"
which made them stare at one another.

"It is Penelope," sad Mrs. Havard, "and in
great impatience. What can have happened?’

She half rose to her feet, then sank back into
the chair as her beautiful daughter burst with-
out ceremony into the room. "Georgina, have
you seen ... ? Oh, Mama, there you are. There
is a most extraordinary person who has seated
hersdf in the downstairs drawing room and says
she has come to stay. She demands to see you,
Mama, and says she is not accustomed to be kept
waiting."

[134]



Chapter 8

Mrs. Havard groaned and held a hand over her
eyes. "What fresh trouble is this?"

Georginas first thought had been that some
creditor of Peregrine's had come to dun them,
but she immediately rejected this as improba-
ble. His duns were unlikely to be women. Her
hand flew to her mouth as the idea struck her
that perhaps her brother had added other, and
perhaps infinitely more embarrassing, indiscre-
tions to his folly.

"Penelope," she said urgently, "is this woman
young? Is she pretty? How does she appear to
you?"

Penelope sat down abruptly on the bed and
giggled breathlessly. "How does she appear?
Young? Pretty? Oh, no, not a all. Such a guy
she is. If | had not been so afeared of her, |
must have laughed in her face.

"She is wearing side panniers, on my honour,
and a dress of bright green-and-pink-striped
taffeta with enough suff in it to make gowns
for al three of us, supposing we would wear
anything so hideous. And on her head there is a
most odd contrivance of muslin framed on wire
hoops, and | vow | caught a glimpse of very
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red hair, though a woman so old must surely be
grey. | think it must be a wig.

"Who can she be, Mama? She spoke as if she
knew you."

Mrs. Havard rose to her feet. "It is evident
to me that | am to be plagued with yet another
worry, asif | had not enough.”

She waked from the room, sighing heavily,
and the sdgers stared at one another. Then they
tiptoed to the hdf landing below, where they
could hear the low murmur of their mother's
voice from the drawing room and the strident
tones of the stranger. The voices became raised,
but the girls still could not catch words through
the thickness of the door. Then, in reponse to a
summons, the butler disgppeared through the
drawing room door and amogt a once emerged
and began to ascend the dairs.

With dightly raised brows he informed the
young ladies that their mother required their
immediate attendance.

Penelope had not exaggerated her description
of the cdler. She was a stout woman whose Sze
was substantidly increased by her gown, in a
fashion of a former age, and by her high-
crowned cap.

Then Georginds amazed eyes were caught
and held by a gaze from eyes set deep in a mass
of wrinkles and whose unblinking stare held the
potential ruthlessness of a sparrow hawk.

Mrs. Havard's voice was faint. "Make your
curtseys, girls, to Lady Dorothea Lutterworth,
the Dowager Countess of Fincham and a distant
cousn of your dear Papas.”

As the girls rose the old countess snorted.
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"Dear Papa, indeed. Well, it's like you, Mari-
anne, to forget your husband's faults, though
from dl | heard, you did not recognise them
even when he was dive."

Mrs. Havard went plnk "My husband is
deed. Itisnot seemly ..

She was interrupted. ' 'Do not presume to crit-
icise me, madam. | knew you when you were
in your cradle. And if Havard had shown the
leest thought for his family, 1 would not have
been driven to undertake a journey which has
kept me on the road for seven days and in con-
ditions of cold and damp such as a person of my
years should not suffer.”

Mrs. Havard spoke to her daughters. "Is it
not good of Lady Dorothea? She has come to
goend some time with us. | know we shdl be
glad of her company.”

"Fiddlesticks! If 1 had not been informed
that you were al about to be disgraced in the
eyes of polite society, | should not ..."

Penelope gave a scream. "Disgraced? What
does she mean, Mama? How disgraced?’

"Do you mean that your girls do not know of
their brother's indiscretions?' demanded Lady
Dorothea in aggressve tones.

"Georgina does," fluttered Mrs. Havard, "but
| have tried to spare dear Penelope. She has
such atender conditution—so like my own."

"Nonsense!" doated Lady Dorothea. "You
have the condtitution of a work-horse—aways
had—dthough | know you find it convenient to
dide out of difficult dtuations by pretending
otherwise. And you, Miss Penelope, can stop
working yoursdf into hysterics. Your brother
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has brought you to the brink of ruin, but I am
here to save you. You will receive your proposa
from Sir Stannard Morton, though if he is as
spineless as his father and grandfather, | wish
you joy of him."

Ignoring Penelope's pout, she turned to
Georgina who started at finding herself sud-
denly the centre of attention. "So you are Geor-
gina. My informant gave me to understand you
possessed a certain quality of charm and
beauty.” Her tone made it clear she disagreed.
"I would say, however, that you could be
helped to distinction if only your hair were cut
to suit your face and you stopped dressing in
those missish, wishywashy clothes. In future |
shall take it upon myself to attend your needs."

"] assure you, maam ..." began Georgina.

Her words were halted by an imperious hand.
"You will obey me, young lady. | am not ac-
customed to arguments from chits of your age."

Further protest was cut short as she tempered
her words with a smile which riveted the atten-
tion of the Havard ladies. Her mouth was a
wonder of gleaming, porcelain teeth which
looked immeasurably incongruous in that
wrinkled old face.

Then the teeth were abruptly covered as she
asked Mrs. Havard to which of the local stables
she should direct her coachman. "I have trav-
elled with my barouche-and-four and a post
chaise for my maid and footman. Then there is
my bed linen to be unpacked as well as my
chests of clothes. At inns | aways use my own
sheets, though | was agreeably surprised by
some of the improvements which have been «-
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fected since my younger days. The inns are
quite tolerable for the most part, though at one |
was served with very indifferent green goose. |
lay last night in the George at Uxbridge and was
as comfortable as one may be from home . . ."

During this speech she had risen from the
sofa, whose width was needed to accommodate
her wide skirts, and walked majesticaly from
the room, followed by a twittering Mrs.
Havard.

Penelope sat down heavily. "She will be the
ruin of usin society. How can one go out with
such a person? All London will be laughing.
And what does she mean about Peregrine? And
how can she have known of our afars? If she
has been seven days on the road, she must live at
the back of beyond.”

Georgina explained as kindly as possble
what trouble they were in. Her sister went
white. "If he has ruined my chances of an ad-
vantageous marriage | will never forgive him."

"1t has been for all our sakes."

"Oh, you aways took sides for one another.
And what can it matter to you, anyway? You
are not hoping for a splendid match. What can
you lose by returning to Havard Hall? Why,
sometimes | believe you would not care”
Tears filled the lovely eyes and rolled unchecked
down her face.

"Well, it seems we are not to suffer banish-
ment after al, Penny, so wipe your tears and
stop worrying."

"How can 1? It seems we must choose be-
tween being thrust summarily out of society
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and having to endure that . . . that awful old
woman."

The next day Georgina was dmost inclined
to agree with Penelope's opinion of their guest
as she was cdled to Lady Dorothea's bed-cham-
ber and forced to submit to the ministrations of
a barber sent for by that dame, who sat and
watched while her mad covered her grey
stubble with a freshly dressed wig. He was the
most expengve in London and caled only upon
the grandest folk. Georgina sat and tried not to
fidget as he snipped until she fdt she surdy
must be bald.

"Voilal" cried the barber as he laid down his
scisors. " Regar dez, mademoiselle!™

Georgina regarded and was agreeably sur-
prised. Her hair was now very short and curled
naturally cose to her head, reveding its boyish
shape. Her cheekbones seemed higher, and the
delicacy of her pae skin was shown to ad-
vantage.

"Thank you," she murmured. "Merci, mon-
sieur. You are truly an artiste.”

He acknowledged the compliment with a
bow which a once expressed his gppreciation
and his awareness of his own genius.

Lady Dorothea dismissed him with awave of
her hand and commanded Georgina to, "Follow
me!"

For the next three days she was taken from
modiste to milline—from hoser to shoemaker.
When Lady Dorothea was informed by scandal-
ised vendors that young ladies wore white for
evening dances she over-rode them. She de-
manded, and was given, gowns of green, blue
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and gold, which Georgina tried on with head-
spinning profusion. She ordered pelisses of vel-
vet and fur, hats to match with brilliantly dyed
feathers, muffs and reticules to accompany
them. She sat upon tiny chairs, her bulk
threatening their imminent collapse and bought
evening gowns of silk and satin, and spangled
stoles. She wore high red-heeled shoes with jew-
elled buckles, yet seemed aware that fashion
caled for the daintiest of low dippers for eve-
ning and elegant boots and half-boots for walk-
ing.

"Maam, no more, | beg," beseeched Geor-
gina at the end of the second day. "You have
not once considered my sister. It is not fair."

"Penelope has her mother to care for her. |
collect it is you who needs attention, and you
are going to receive it."

The afternoon of the third day found them in
a jeweller's emporium, where trays of exquis-
itely glittering and expensive pieces were pa-
raded.

Ignoring Georgina's protestations, Lady Doro-
thea purchased and presented her with a neck-
lace of orange garnets set in silver, with matching
eardrops. To these, she added a breast ornament
in the form of a bouquet of flowers of enamelled
gold set with small diamonds, and a spray brooch
of sapphires in silver.

Georgina could protest only on grounds of
cost, because the Dowager Countess happily
showed the most excellent taste in rejecting
anything not charmingly becoming to a young
lady.

Then, bowing low, the jeweller opened a
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andl box and displayed a large and beautiful
sngle opa in a smple gold setting, suspended
from a plain gold chain.

"Ah, yes, the opa,” murmured Lady
Dorothea. "It is indeed lovely. Please add it to
the other purchases.”

"Maam, you cannot,” whispered Georgina
"Such agem must be very costly.”

"And will suit you admirably,” declared
Lady Dorothea with satisfaction, "and | think
that will do—for now."

Georgina could not help but reve in the
loveliness she now so unexpectedly owned. She
smoothed her hands over the soft, rich materials,
and she and Jenny watched the opd flash deep
fire in the candlelight. Georgina was as ingenu-
oudy delighted as Jenny. There was no doubt
that the Countesss instinct was not at fault in
her choice of style for Georgina, who held her
newly modelled head with a proud tilt which
became her.

The Dowager had lost no time in summoning
Peregrine to her bed-chamber, from which he
had emerged white with fury a her scathing
remarks, but weak with the rdief of being as-
sured that his creditors would be stisfied.

He told Georgina how his protests had been
over-ruled. "l cannot adlow a woman to face
this on my behdf," he had argued a fird.
"Some of those men to whom | owe money are
quite unsuitable for you to meet."

"Stupid young jackanapes," replied Lady
Dorothea without animosty, "to imegine |
should so demean mysdlf. This affarr will be put
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into other more qualified hands than mine. |
am but a medium for a man of business.”

She had almost taken over the running of the
household, bullying Mrs. Havard and the do-
mestics, who astonished their mistress by
showing no signs of revolt. They seemed to en-
joy being ordered around by an autocratic
countess, and even the temperamental cook had
rhapsodised about her understanding of his need
to produce creations, she instructing him to
spare no expense in his future shopping.

Invitations to attend an evening party in
Lady Dorothea's honour had been sent to half of
London. She had made out the lists, and every-
one had accepted. Those who were unasked
were loud in their declarations that they should
not like to be seen in the dwelling of a family
about whom there had been disquieting
rumours, before retiring home to rail against
the injustice of their lives and to hatch schemes
which might obtain for them a coveted invita-
tion.

Penelope found it difficult to bite back jeal-
ous words at the sight of her sister's new finery,
and Mrs. Havard was indignant that her beauti-
ful favourite had not been singled out for Lady
Dorothea's attentions. Only their respect for
that dame's acid tongue kept them silent before
her, though together they commiserated about
the waste of money spent on such an unpromis-
ing girl as Georgina,

Consequently they were startled when, on the
evening of the fifth day after the Dowager's ar-
rival, Georgina appeared at the dinner which
was to precede the party.
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Jenny had taken ecstatic joy in dressng her
midress in a Grecian gown of seagreen dlk
with an overdress of digphanous golden gauze.
The opd gleamed againg her white skin, while
in her glossy brown curls she wore asmple di-
adem of pae yellow dlk roses. Her cheva glass
told her she had never looked so well, and after
dinner, when the guests began to arive, she
stood besde her mother at the head of the stair-
caxe leading to the man drawing room,
watching with secret amusement the sudden
recognition on the faces of her acquaintances.

Then her humour died as she saw a familiar
figure making his way upstairs. His lordship,
Alexander Earl of Rivington contrasted strong-
ly with most of the other men in their costumes
which outdid the ladies in brilliance. His
white marcello waistcoat, white stockings and
cream breeches were set dff to perfection by his
only concesson to colour, a cloth coat of deep
claret and a single ruby which glittered on the
hand he held out to Georgina as he rose from
his bow.

She felt deeply agitated. She had supposed he
would have been sent an invitation, but that he
should have accepted was a shock. Surdly, after
what had passed between them, he should have
had the decency to stay away from her, at least
for awhile.

As he showed no sgn of moving along the re-
ception line until she acknowledged him, she
felt forced to place her hand in his. He raised it
to his lips and kissed the fingers in the soft kid
glove, then gave her a look which told her he
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guessed exactly what she was thinking before he
passed on.

She was hard put to conceal the tumult inside
her as Sir Stannard Morton arrived, a vision in
red velvet and gold lace, his pudgy fingers ariot
of gems, and lingered in his greeting of Pene-
lope who simpered in approved fashion and
fluttered her lashes over her fan.

Miss Charlotte Ingram, accompanied by the
elderly cousin who chaperoned her, floated up
the stairs in a cloud of silver gauze, her jewels a
wonder of filigree gold and diamonds. Georgina
stole a look at her brother, whose face showed
al the secrets of his yearning heart as he greeted
the girl he loved.

If Miss Ingram read him correctly she gave
no sign, paying him scant attention, and Geor-
gina was saddened to see how Peregrine's eyes
followed her. He had no chance, she was sure, of
capturing that lovely prize. It was true that
Lady Dorothea had saved them from ruin, but
she could hardly be expected to continue to pay
for their pleasures in London indefinitely, and
it could not be long before they returned home.

Georgina felt a surge of irrational anger
towards Miss Ingram. Perhaps if it it were not
for her Peregrine would not have been tempted
to increase their fortune. Why had he to fal in
love with the unattainable? And why had she to
follow his example?

Later, sitting aone in a side parlour where
she had retired to sort out her turbulent
thoughts, she was forced to admit that when the
dark head of Alexander Rivington had been
bent toward her she had a fleeting impulse to
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stretch out her hand and stroke it. She burned
with shame at the thought, and wondered if
that knowing look had encompassad that too.
She had no wish to give him any further oppor-
tunity to torment her. She thought of his pro-
posd of marriage, which had contained not a
word of affection; perhaps his childhood ex-
periences had destroyed his capacity for devo-
tion. She pitied the woman he would one day
mary—such a creature would live her life in
terror of offending him and drawing upon her-
&f his cutting satire. Then she remembered his
kissss and trembled at the redlisation that she
ached to be held once morein his arms.

In an effort to shake off such abortive long-
ings she jumped to her feet and hastened into
the drawing room, where Lady Dorothea, a
marvel of purple brocade enthroned upon a
wide chair brought down from the attics for
her use, was holding court.

Penelope need not have worried. Society was
accepting the Dowager Countess at her own es-
timation of her worth. Lord Rivington lounged
a her 9de holding her fan, leaving both her
hands free to gesticulate as she described the
horrors of her journey north.

"Surely saven days upon the road from
Gloucester is somewhat prolonged, even at this
time of year," protested Sr Francis Caland.

"Not at dl, young man. One should not
neglect to cal upon one's friends when given an
opportunity, even though my visits were neces-
sarily short. This seemed an excellent idea to
me."

Sr Stannard gave his high-pitched laugh.
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"And to them dso, madam, that | vow. Did
they kill the proverbia fatted caf for you?"

"That they did, though | left home at such
short notice that one letter apprisng the family
of my ariva had not reached there before |
did mysdf and their amazement a my sudden
descent upon them may be imagined.”

Georgina had a vison of a country squire
looking from the window of some quiet manor
to see the imposing processon with which
Lady Dorothea travelled, and her eyes gleamed
in wicked joy. She turned asde to hide her
mirth and dmost collided with Lord Riving-
ton, who had handed the fan to Sr Francis and
whose eyes held an answering sparkle.

He bowed. "May | be permitted to congrat-
ulate you on your appearance, Miss Havard.
Your cousn, Lady Dorothea is, | collect, re-
gponsible for freeing you from the conventiona
sheckles which bind young ladies into wearing
what does not become them."

Why did he always make the remarks which
would mogt irritate her? She wanted to hurl an-
gry words a him. To explan that she was
dressed now as she would have chosen given the
chance and money. Yet such a response would
sem  both childish and ungrateful to the
Dowager Countess. Her enjoyment of the party
left her and she fdt a little Sick.

"I had not expected to find you here tonight,
ar."
"Had you not? Now why was that, | won-
der."

"After what passed between us . . ." She hit

her lip angrily. Whatever she sad would be
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tauntingly construed by this man she was sure.
Why had she not possessed enough wit to ig-
nore the pas—to gloss lightly over disguieting
events as dl the women around her seemed capa
ble of doing?

The Earl bent his lean dark face towards her.
"You are beautiful when you are angry, though
| recal | have sad as much to you before.”

She gasped. Were there no limits to his -
frontery? "You seem to take a pride in humili-
ating me. | daresay the rest of your life is
well-matched to your treatment of me. | can
only suppose that your pleasures lie in crud
sports, boxing no doubt, cock-fighting, bull-
baitingand . . . and . . ." Her invention faled
her, as she had little real knowledge of the world
of a gentleman of fashion.

The Earl gave her accusations grave consider-
ation. "I am reckoned," he stated finally, "to be
a boxer of distinction, being given the honour,
on occason, of sanding in the ring with
Gentleman Jackson, something he accords only
to a favoured few. As for cock- -fighting, |
confess to having participated in my erring
youth; it seems to me that contestants with an
equal chance can be enjoyed.”

"It is a barbarous practice,” flashed Geor-
gina

"I do not attend cock-pits since | reached
the years of discretion,” he protested. "And
bull-baiting, | think you said."

"I suppose you are about to defend that too."

"You suppose wrongly, my dear Georgina. |
have dready sad | favour contestants with
equal chances. | do not consder that chaining
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a bull to aring in the ground and subjecting it
to be torn to pieces by savage dogs to be at al
an edifying spectacle. |1 did not do so even in
my misspent youth."

Could she never give him a set down? She
blurted irrelevantly, "I did not give you per-
mission to use my name, sir."

"Ah, then | apologise, as | would for men-
tioning the brutalities of gentlemen's sport, but
| believed | need not class you with other fe-
males of my acquaintance, but accept you on
your own terms."

His words sounded insulting, yet there was
nothing in them to which she could rightly ob-
ject. He was only following the line she had
laid.

Abruptly he changed the subject. "Miss
Ingram is a joy to watch in her manipulation
of her suitors, do you not agree, Georg—I beg
your pardon ... Miss Havard?"

She followed his gaze and was chagrined to
see Charlotte Ingram seated on a carved bench,
the centre of an admiring throng of young men
which included Sir Francis and Peregrine. She
was doubly irritated to see that Miss Ingram
appeared to be flirting outrageously with Sir
Francis and taking a spiteful pleasure in Pere-
grine's unease, glancing at him sometimes with
a look as amused as it was malicious. She was
wishing there were some way she could inter-
fere when she heard her name called in an im-
perious summons by Lady Dorothea.

"You are reckoned to be an original," stated
the Dowager, "so what say you on the matter of
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whether or not one should bring serious subjects
into the drawing room?"

"It seems to me," stated Georgina flatly,
"that trivial conversation is the backbone of po-
lite society. Where should we be without it?"

She had spoken in sincerity and was aston-
ished when her words were greeted with a burst
of delighted laughter and applause from the
company.

"Your wit almost surpasses your charms,”
simpered Sir Stannard. Georgina was subjected
to a glare from Penelope. It seemed that what-
ever she did or said was likely to be misunder-
stood by someone.

"You appear a trifle flustered,” sad the
gently modulated tones of Sir Francis. "May |
be permitted to take you for a little refresh-
ment?"

She agreed gratefully. Charlotte Ingram had
now, it seemed, admitted Perry into her favour,
and Sir Francis was not a man to dangle attend-
ance where he was not made entirely welcome.

She sat down in the smaller room which was
being used for supper and accepted a glass of ra-
tafia Sir Francis seated himself beside her and
twirled his glass so that his red wine turned in
a glowing spiral in the light of the many
candles.

"Lady Dorothea can be a trifle overpowering,
can she not?" he remarked.

"I find her so," confessed Georgina. "She
seems to have taken over our lives. Though in
al gratitude, | have to say that she has been
immensely kind—to me in particular, though |
cannot tell why."
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She thought she surprised a speculative look
on the handsome face beside her, but it was
gone too fast for her to be sure.

Sir Francis continued to speak. "She is a
woman who takes a fancy to one or another,
then drops them when they bore her. She once
played me just such a trick. You must know
that she and | are distantly related. She gave me
distinctly to understand that she would be re-
sponsible for certain debts. Then, when |
needed her, she closed her purse, and | was
forced into a most humiliating position. | had
to beg for help from a source which | had
rather not approach.”

Georgina felt bewildered. Was he trying to
warn her againgt trusting the Dowager? When
she considered dl the extra bills which were ac-
cumulating, many as a direct result of that
grand dame's stay with them, she shivered. She
remembered what her mother had told her of
the adlowance Sir Francis received from Lord
Rivington and wondered if that was the unwel-
come source to which he referred. If so, she
could well understand his reluctance. He had
probably got a tongue-lashing with the extra
funds.

She spoke tremulously, unwilling to criticise
Lady Dorothea, who was acting so well toward
them. "My cousin does not seam to be a woman
of fleeting fancies, she seems of a most forth-
right disposition. | beg your pardon, sr, if |
sem to doubt your word, but..."”

Sir Francis laughed. | am rightfully reproved,
Miss Havard. It would be entirely wrong for
you to judge someone without proof.”
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Then his face became grave and he set down
his glass. "Yet | must say what | fed. We are
friends, are we not, you and | and Peregrine,
and my knowledge of my family tells me that
Lady Dorothea, athough possessing a fortune
which enables her to live in comfort, has not, to
my beief, the means to travel in the grand
style nor to pay the large sums we both know

Involuntarlly Georginas hand went to the
opd at her throat and Sir Francis's eyes did not
miss the gesture. His tones were smooth. "I did
not refer so much to the presents which she has
made you, but to the moneys she has paid on
your brother's behdf. The amounts were prodi-
gious."

"Is there no-one in London who is ignorant
of Peregrin€'s indiscretions?”’

"Possbly they are not generally known for
sure, but your brother has favoured me with his
confidence. Believe me, | tried often to caution
him."

"That was kind of you, sir," exclamed Geor-
gina, "if only Perry had been guided by you."

They returned to the large drawing room,
which was now so crowded as to make move-
ment a matter of some difficulty and ensured
that Lady Dorotheas evening party would be
described as a Crush and therefore an Enormous
Success.

Miss Ingram was segted not far from the
door, and Peregrine had found a char by her
sde. He looked happy as she favoured him with
gmiles and words which evidently pleased him.

"Peregrine makes progress with the lovely
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Miss Ingram," murmured Sr Francis. Some-
thing in his tone made Georgina glance sharply
at him. He looked as urbane as always as he gave
her a bow. "Pray excuse me, maam, there is a
matter to which | must attend.”

He sauntered to the couple and engaged Miss
Ingram in conversation, while Peregrine's face
darkened with annoyance at the interruption.

Georgina stood hesitant, watching them. She
could not hear their words, but it was clear that
each man resented the presence of the other.
Surely Sir Francis had no designs on the beauti-
ful heiress. She would never be prepared to
marry a man without a fortune to match her
own so he could not have high hopes. And cer-
tainly Perry could not constitute a serious rival.
Yet she felt a sudden irrational fear for her
brother. Sir Francis was older and far more
adept in the ways of the world, and he was
looking at Peregrine now as he taked with
Miss Ingram with an air of catlike vigilance.
Then Georgina shook hersalf and told hersdf
she was behaving foolishly. Flirting was an ac-
cepted part of society; no doubt al three of
them knew and accepted the rules of the game.

She made her way back to Lady Dorothea,
who was now amusing the company with tales
of highwaymen.

"Travel today is not what it was." She gave
an exaggerated sigh. "How can any of you
younger folk imagine the thrill it was to be
held at pistol point by a man like James Ma-
clane. They cdled him the Gentleman High-
wayman, and many a fine lady entertained him
in her home. Before he was hanged at Tyburn
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he was vigted in Newgate prison by haf Lon-
don. How | wept when he died. He could have
been a different man had he gained the wealthy
bride he craved. Why, | mysdf would have
wed him had my father dlowed it."

"She must have been a precocious child,"
murmured Lord Rivington in Georginas edr.
dsgéa was aged only ten years when that rasca

led."

Georgina turned and saw his lordship's grey
eyes were once more shining with amusement.
For an ingtant she wanted to laugh, but she
crushed her impulse to respond, and a mixture
of the excitement of the past days, worry ad
fear for her brother, and the recently acquired
terror lest Sr Frances should prove right about
Lady Dorothea suddenly boiled up indgde her.
She sad the firg words which came into her
heed.

"How dare you mock her," she stormed. "She
is old and should be alowed her pleasure with-
out denigration. But it is like you ... so like
what | have come to expect from you to behave
so unkindly."

"You thought me unkind?' All amusement
had left his eyes, which were now sharply cold
as flint. "I did not mean my words to sound so.
| would not have spoken had | not believed
you to be a person who possessad a sense of the
absurd that might alow you to laugh at someone
even while respecting her."

The fact that he had read her character with
such truth only inflamed her rage. Even while
part of her recognized the injustice of her be-
haviour she continued, "1 do not believe, Lord
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Rivington, that you ever stop to consider the
feelings of others. You take delight in hurting
those about you. You, sir, have a streak of ... of
vicious cruelty.”

Surrounded as they were by chattering people
she had kept her voice low, but severa caught
the angry tones and looked round in surprise.
Georgina stopped speaking as she saw the curi-
osity in looks being directed their way. She
had no wish to become the butt of their hu-
mour.

Lord Rivington was well aware of being ob-
served. He held out his arm in an unspoken in-
vitation to her to accompany him to some more
quiet place, but she shook her head.

He stood looking at her a moment longer, and
there was an expression in his eyes which both
puzzled and disturbed her. She sensed, rather
than saw, that many others had become aware of
their quarrel. A smile, however forced, the plac-
ing of her hand upon his arm, would have
closed the incident, but the bitterness of her an-
ger amost choked her and again she shook her
head. She heard the murmurs of the people
around them, and there was a nervous high-
pitched titter from Sir Stannard before Lord
Rivington spoke quietly.

"As you will, madam. | had not thought you
to be an ungenerous woman."

Then with a bow which was swift, but
lacked nothing in courtesy, he was gone and
Georgina, walking away from the now slent
watchers, thought that his lordship would not
easily forgive her for having made him look ri-
diculous.
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She fdt suddenly overcome with regret and
sadness and longed to go to her room to shed the
tears which hurt her throat and stung behind
her eyes, but she could not retire from a party
in her own home without excuse.

She walked dazedly towards her mother with
the idea of saying she had the headache and
asking if she might go to bed. She found Mrs.
Havard supremely happy. Lady Dorotheds
presence had opened doors which she had not
thought to enter; promises of invitations for the
future were being poured upon her, and she had
obtained the certainty of the coveted Vouchers
for Almacks for her girls. She was certain that
Sr Stannard would soon come to the point of
proposing marriage to Penelope, and even Geor-
gina had turned out to have a surprising attrac-
tiveness.

Georgina decided not to spoil her mother's
joy in any way, but to see the party through.
She engaged in conversation with guests and
applauded when musicad young ladies gave ren-
derings of popular pieces on the pianoforte, but
by the time the entertainment began to break
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up her head was aching in truth, and she craved
for rest.

The last few guests were leaving the hall and
Georgina was about to climb the stairs to the
upper chambers when she saw Peregrine leave
his room, dressed in a cloak.

As he reached her she said, "Surely you don't
intend to go out, Perry."

He laughed, but there was no joy in the
sound. "Whyever should | not? It is not far
past one o'clock. | have not been so early in my
bed for many a night."

"Don't go, Perry, please."

He gently pushed her hand from his arm.
"You are being foolish, sister. My friends
would think me an odd fellow if | did not
meet them."

"Make some excuse; stay at home tonight."

He stared at her. "What is it, love? Has
someone upset you?"'

"No ... no, not realy. | have an apprehen-
son about you ... | cannot explain. Perry,
where are you going?"

"Only to play at cards. Now does that satisfy
you?"

"I suppose it will have to. But . . . but you
won't be seeing Sir Francis again tonight, will
you?"

Peregrine flushed. "Why do you ask?'

"I don't know. | did not didike him till
tonight, then ..."

"Has that man insulted you?"

She was startled by his vehemence. "Why,
no, he has done nothing, said nothing, to which
| can take exception. It is only an instinct |
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have, a mere feding ... | am worried, yet can-
not tell why."

"Feminine vapours." He had meant his voice
ﬁ) sound teasing, but his attempt fell woefully

at.

"Oh, Perry, please try not to think any more
of Miss Ingram.”

Her brother's eyes glittered. "Why Geor-
gina, how odd that you too should give me a
warning."

"What do you mean?"

"Only that Sir Francis saw fit to advise me
that he has long made up his mind that Char-
lotte would marry him, and that in future |
must leave her done. He dared to presume! He
has not the right, | am sure!”

"How do you know she has not given him
the right? She is an abominable flirt."

"Georgina, | have warned you not to spesk
of Miss Ingram to me in that fashion, and since
you will have the truth, yes, | do meet Sr
Francis again tonight. | would not quarrel
beneath my mother's roof, but | shdl tell him
exactly what | think of him. He imagines he
can treat me asif | were a cdlow boy of no ac-
count—he shdl learn differently.”

He turned and flung out of the house, ignor-
ing her pless

The guests had dl left. Footmen were pad-
ding about, aid the ar was heavy with the
acrid amoke of suffed candles and the linger-
ing scent of the perfume worn by both ladies
and gentlemen. In the drawing room Georgina
heard the distant murmuring voices of the oth-
es as they discussed the success of the party.
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She felt unable to talk to anyone ese, and she
fled to her room to find peace and seclusion. She
needed to think.

But Jenny was awaiting her, having disobeyed
orders to retire early, and Georgina could not
disappoint her. She forced herself to chatter
gaily to her maid of the evening's pleasures un-
til at last, bed curtains drawn against the world,
she was able to lay her throbbing head on the
pillow. Now the tears would not come and she
was denied their relief. And for a long time, till
she finally dept, she seemed to hear the voice of
Alexander Rivington as her brain echoed to his
final thrust. "An ungenerous woman," he had
caled her and the memory was bitter because he
had spoken the truth.

She awoke early, her head still aching badly
and reached out to ring for Jenny, but stayed
her hand. The girl had gone to bed very late
and would be tired, and in truth, Georgina felt
she could not endure anyone near her.

She dlipped out of bed and pulled on a wrap-
per. Padding to her toilet table, she soaked a
handkerchief in lavender water and returned to
her bed, dabbing the cooling liquid on to her
temple. But the pain did not cease, and she
miserably recognised the approach of a mi-
graine.

She thought about the laudanum drops her
mother kept in her dressng room. Mr.
Musgrove strongly disapproved of their use ex-
cept in extreme cases, but Georgina, feding
suddenly unable to endure the torture of one of
her rare violent headaches, resolved to seek the
relief of the drops. Dim light was beginning to
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penetrate the curtains, and as she opened her
door there were the distant sounds of servants
preparing for another day.

She walked swiftly to the outer door of her
mother's dressng room and was about to turn
the handle softly when she heard the noise of a
subdued commotion in the hal two floors be-
low. She leaned over the dair raill and saw a
gght which made her gasp. In the light of a
branch of candles held by a footman her
brother's face was for an instant clearly illumi-
nated before he put up a hand to wave the light
away. He was supported by another man, who
sad something in low tones. The footman
sprang to open the door of a downstairs room,
and as Georgina hurried to her brother she met
the servant half-running to the room, bearing a
bottle of brandy and a glass

His mouth fdl agape a the dght of his
young midtress, garbed in a wrapper, her feet
bare, then he tried to bar her way. "Don't go in
there, miss, pleasg, it ain't fitting ..."

Angrily she brushed his am asde and darted
through the door. Perry was lying on a sofa, and
knedling by his sde was Robert Kennerley. At
her entrance he sad without looking round,
"Hurry with the brandy, man. Don't stand
gaping like a damned fool..."

Peregrine's face was badly bruised, one eye
nearly dosed and the other about to follow its
example. His mouth was cut and bleeding, and
another trickle of blood came from his nose.

At her quick indrawn breath Robert turned.
When he saw her, he leapt up and ineffectualy
tried to shidd her brother from her gaze.
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"George, | beg your pardon, | did not know
you were there. Please, do return to your bed-
chamber. Perry has had alittle ... encounter. It
is nothing."

He glared at the footman, who said, "I tried
to stop her, sr, but she would comein."

Perry groaned, and Georgina sprang to his
side, "Leave me be, Robert, for heaven's sake,
you idiot! Do you think | am like to faint at
the sight of blood?"

He gave up his efforts to prevent her and she
heard him berating the servant for his downess
as he poured a glass of brandy which he held to
Peregrine's lips.

He groaned again. "My arm ... my arm ..."

Georginatook the glass from Robert's fingers.
"Raise his head first," she commanded. "Do you
want to choke him?"

Robert gave up al attempts to protest and did
as he was bidden. Perry gasped as the raw lig-
uid touched his cut lips, but as he sipped, some
colour returned to his pallid cheeks.

"Bring warm water and cloths," snapped
Georgina over her shoulder to the footman, who
scurried to do her bidding. He recognised au-
thority when he met it, although as he later re-
marked to his fellows in the kitchen, "I never
before saw a young lady of quality behave in
like manner. It weren't fitting—not fitting at
all. She should have swooned as warrants her sta-
tion."

Gently Georgina washed the wounds on her
brother's face and gave no hint of her sick hor-
ror at the vicious cuts and bruises. She was dis-
covering that tending the sick, however deep
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her sympathy, was not the same as seeing a
loved one blood-smeared and torn. For an in-
stant she had to fight off an attack of faintness
and nauseq, then raising her head she saw that
her brother was staring a her from benegth
puffy lids.

"George! What're you doing? No place for
woman. Kenn'ley, take her 'way. My mouth—
damnably sore—my arm ..."

Georgina saw then that his am was oddly
twisted. She felt it with gently probing fingers,
and he groaned.

"Is it broke?' Robert's voice betrayed his
anxiety, and he gave an audible sgh of relief as
Georgina shook her head. "But | think it is
didocated and must be put to rights before it
becomes too inflamed. Do you know of a repu-
table surgeon?"

"No!" Peregrine's cry dartled them both.
“I'll not have this reach other ears. A stranger
would be sure to pry, then dl will come out.
Surely | have been humiliated enough. George,
you are forever talking of how you desre to be
amedicd woman. Cannot you attend me?”

She stood and looked thoughtfully at her
brother. There was a lot about this affar which
puzzled her, but Peregrine's agitation was so
acute as to jerk him momentarily from his state
of faniness She had often asidged Mr.
Musgrove and set limbs under his direction, but
never on her own initiative.

Peregrine moved restlesdy, "Georgina, for
God's ske, begin and get it over with.”

She turned to Robert. "Will you help me?"

"Certainly | will, in any way | can, but..."
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"Do not argue, | beg,” sad Peregrine.
"George knows what she is about."”

She was touched and proud at his faith in
her, but prayed inwardly that it was justified as
she wielded the scissors to cut through his coat
deeve. He grimaced at the ruination of the ex-
pensive garment, but al was forgotten in his in-
tense pain as she commanded Robert and the
footman to saize his arm and extend it fully. He
gave a smothered cry and swooned. Georgina,
thankful for that mercy, pushed the elbow joint
into position and bound her brother's arm with
deft fingers.

"The worst is over, dear," she murmured as
he regained consciousness. "Robert, pour brandy
for us al. We have earned it."

Peregrine sipped the spirit, then asked
weakly, "What o'clock is it?"

"Too late, old fellow," replied Robert. "We
cannot hope to reach Wimbledon in time, but
you cannot be held to blame for that. Whatever
possessed him, | cannot tell."

Georgina looked from one to the other.
"What difference can it make as to the time?
Surely, Robert, you would be better employed
in going to a magistrate and trying to get the
villains apprehended.”

At the blank looks she received she stamped
her foot. "The men who did this to my brother!
They must be found and punished. He has been
badly hurt. Did they take anything of value?"

Robert opened and closed his mouth and she
looked at him helplessly. "Must | then do ev-
erything? Well, as soon as | have finished dress-
ing his wounds . .."
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Turning to the footman she ordered, "Do you
cdl my mad and request her to bring me the
Ydlow Baslicum Ointment she will find in the
medicd box in my room. Also a clean linen
cloth and bandages | may use for a ding. Then
I S#Jppose | must go to see alaw officer for my-

"Y'don't understand,” moaned Peregrine. "No
magidrate ... no one to know .. ."

"No one to know," repeated Georgina. "Are
you then to suffer and allow the miscreants to
run free?'

"Not villains" sad Peregrine, "far fight..."

"That it was not," cried Robert. "Fair fight
indeed! Why, the man's studied insults were
past dl enduring. He acted intoxicated, but |
vow he was not. | mysdf have seen him take
much more wine than he did this night and re-
main cool asice.

"He sneered and provoked you till you were
goaded into striking a blow. Then ingtead of
arranging matters as a gentleman should, he
struck you back. He wanted you to fight. He
desred to hurt you, knowing you stood no
chance with him. Why, dl London knows him
to be one of the few men to have landed a facer
on Gentleman Jackson. You are not evenly
matched in weight or skill, and Rivington must
be aware of it..."

Georgina fdt sck. "Rivington?"'
"You fool,” groaned Peregrine. "Why must
you let your tongue run on?"

"Did Lord Rivington attack my brother? Is
that what you are saying?"
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"Gentlemen's affairs,” muttered Robert. "No
need to fret yourself."

"Lord Rivington set on my brother, a
stripling nowhere near him in weight and al-
most untrained in the so-called art of fisticuffs,
and you tell me not to fret myself! | may be ig-
norant of gentlemen's affars, as you cal them,
but | surely know that is not sporting.

"And you said something ese | found puz-
zling. For what is Perry too late? Where was he
going when this happened?"

At her words Peregrine haf rose from the
couch, then groaned and subsided. Georgina
turned swiftly to him, gently holding him
down by his shoulders. "Don't meddle, please,
George ... only make matter worse—must go—
cannot be branded coward ..."

Georgina sad no more. Her brother's brow
was becoming hot and damp, and she knew that
she was unlikely to get any more information.
Jenny came hurrying in and helped Georgina
to rest his arm in a ding and tend his wounds
with ointment and plasters. Then they watched
him carried to his room, where they left his
shocked valet, the footman and Robert to put
him to bed.

Georgina then returned to her bedchamber,
where she wrote directions for a light diet for
Peregrine for Jenny to take to the kitchen and,
after preparing a cooling draught for his use to
ward off fever, she sank into the chair by her
fire and allowed her tumultuous thoughts to in-
vade her mind.

She doubted that either Peregrine or Robert
would ever tell her the whole truth of what had
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happened, yet one thing was clear: the horrible
damage to her brother had been inflicted ddlib-
erately by Alexander Rivington. Neither men
had attempted to deny it once the fact had
dipped out. From their jumbled words she had
formed a picture of his lordship inciting Pere-
grine to fight, knowing him to be totally unfit-
ted to oppose him.

Now that the excitement of the past hour hed
died down, the migrane which had been
threatening seemed to explode indde her head,
and she dmog cried out with pain. She pressed
a hand to her throbbing temple as she remem-
bered the scene at last night's party and dowly a
picture formed. She had humiliated Lord Riv-
ington in public; that was something which
surely had never occurred to him before and
which he could not forgive. In his raging an-
ger he had chosen to strike back at her in this
brutal way. He knew of her love for her brother
and was showing her that he had the means to
punish her.

"He is wicked," she moaned, "vicious and
cruel and | was right to spurn him. Marriage
to him would be a living hell, so why did |
learn to care for him? How has it happened?
What kind of a woman am 1?"

Tears of pan and misery rolled down her
cheeks, and she knew that weeping would only
increase her agony. When Jenny returned, she
was dl tender solicitude. She warmed her
mistresss bed and inssted gently and firmly on
her returning a once to it. Then, on her own
initiative, she approached Mrs. Havard for
some pain-relieving drops.
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Georgina's mother, showing more kindness
for her daughter now that she realised she could
appear to advantage in society, actually brought
the laudanum herself and administered it.

"What has happened to this household,” she
grumbled good-humouredly, "I have but now
met Peregrine's valet, who tells me that his mas-
ter is unwell and wishes not to be disturbed. |
daresay he was up to some young man's prank
last night."

After instructing Jenny to see that her
mistress remained untroubled in any way, she
returned to her own room, congratulating her-
sdf on her excellence as a mother.

The drops brought merciful relief, and Geor-
gina slept. She awoke briefly to partake of light
refreshment before sinking once more into a
deep from which she emerged early the next
day to find, thankfully, that her headache had
passed.

She threw back the bedclothes, tugged the
bed curtain aside and put her feet to the floor,
staggering a little at first. She sat in her wrapper
before the fire, kindled earlier by some quiet
little housemaid, and stared into the flames, try-
ing to find a path through the maze of uncer-;
tainties.

So short a time ago her life had seemed or-
dered, and she had felt sure of where she was
going. She wished with al her heart that Perry
had not won any money, then he would still be
at Oxford where he belonged and she would
have continued in her uneventful way, tending
the sick and possibly drifting into marriage
with Luke Musgrove.
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Even with the thought rose a tide of revul-
sgon. She knew that never again would she be
able to look upon the gentle apothecary with
anything stronger than friendship. In fact, she
acknowledged bitterly, she was spoiled for any
man but the one in dl the world she could never
bring hersdf to marry.

WEell, at least Penelope might emerge from
the season safely attached to a rich husband.
Georgina gave a little grimace as she thought of
Sr Stannard, but felt sure that her lovely,
empty-headed little sster would find al her
wants fulfilled by him.

The door opened and Jenny came in walking
softly toward the bed. Catching sght of her
midress, she gently remonstrated, "You should
have rung, miss I've been that worried about
you."

"Thank you, Jenny, but there was no need. |
have the headache sometimes, but it does not
last long, and today | am quite recovered. How
is my brother?"

"Fretting a being kept abed, Bendish says
but he feds too bruised to stir so at present is
being obedient to your orders.”

Georgina smiled. "Good. I'll go to him soon,
but firg I'll take a little bread and butter and
tea, pleese, Jenny. | fed | could eat some
thing."

"Well, I'm glad of that. What you took yes-
terday wasn't enough to keep a sparrow dive."

After her light med, Georgina dressed in a
morning gown of dark blue chintz and dipped
quietly aong the corridor to Peregrine's room.
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The door was opened by a worried-looking
vaet, who seemed relieved at the sight of her.

"How has he fared? How is he this morning?
| am so0 sorry to have left you to bear the bur-
den, but | have been unwell mysdf.”

"Yes, miss, so | was informed by Jenny. |
have watched over him with great care
Towards the early hours he showed sgns of a
fever s0 | dosed him with the cooling draught,
and | am pleasad to say that he is now degping
peecefully once more.”

Georgina fet thankful, but Bendish had not
finished. "But what | say is that such a thing
shouldn't hgppen—not no way. | have been in
savice dl my working life, and never have |
Sen one gentleman cause such injuries to an-
othe—not a fidicuffs, that is. I've seen worse
in duels, of course, but what | say is ..."

"At present,” pointed out Georgina kindly,
"you are saying atogether too much. | desre
you to conduct me to my brother."

Bendish snorted and parted his master's bed
curtains. Peregrine dept peacefully, and Geor-
gina assured hersdf that his forehead was cool.

She tiptoed away. "Thank you, Bendish.
Have you indeed had no rest dl night?”

"| fdt it was my duty to watch, and further-
more | I|ke my young gentleman and what |
sy is .

Agan Georglna interrupted him. "Bendish,
| must cal upon your further help. | may be
too late as last night my headache drove my
wits adtray, but | would like this afar kept
from Mrs. Havard for as long as posshle. |
daresay she will be bound to find out sooner
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than later, but she will be less shocked if my
brother's wounds are not quite so obvious. |
will have aword with Webster and rely on you
to curb curiosity below dars—that is, if | am
intime"

Bendish snorted once more and drew himsdf
up. "I hope | know my duty, miss | took the
liberty of commanding the footman's slence
last night, Miss Havard, and there is no reason
why any other servant should discover the truth
of what happened, your maid Jenny being quite
a superior young person and more able than
hme%:tj young women to keep a till tongue in her

"I am grateful to you, Bendish. Watch over
him a little longer, if you will, and | will re-
lieve you as soon as possble so that you may
rest. You are a good friend to my brother, and
| thank you most sincerely.”

The vaet's face went a dull red with pleasure,
and for once he remained speechless while
Georgina took the opportunity to dip away.
After breskfadting late, Mrs. Havard and Pene-
lope went for their customary drive in Hyde
Park, and Georgina was dble to st with Pere-
grine while Bendish took some rest.

Her brother's face was blotched and swollen
with bruises and cuts, and the yellow save did
nothing to improve the sight he presented. She
watched him, her eyes glowing with subdued
rage at Lord Rivington's behaviour. Surely he
must fed some remorse for his action. Perhaps
he truly had been the worse for wine—but
Robert had been so sure that he was not. And
for her brother to have a didocated ebow
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showed that quite unnecessary force had been
used agang him. They must have wrestled as
well as used figs. No, there could be no excuse
for Rivington. Perhaps now he would have the
decency to quit London for atime. She did not
doubt that this latest scandad would have been
circulating round the men snce last night, and
surely even the mog ruthless of them could
never condone such wanton brutality.

At a gentle scratching at the door she cdled
"Enter,” and was brought to her feet in aston-
ishment at seeing Charlotte Ingram hurry into
her room, her lovely eyes showing great anx-
iety.

"Forgive me, dear Miss Havard, | was forced
to bribe a servant to show me the way, but |
hed to come. Where ishe?"

"My ... my brother ... ?"

"Yes, yes, whom dse should | mean? | have
come here to see him. When | heard what had
happened..."

"Just what have you heerd—and how?" inter-
rupted Georgina.

"l was told he had been severdly injured and
wasliketo die. Asto how | learned . .. through
servants gossp. There were witnesses to the
fight. Please do not look disgusted with me, dear
Miss Havard. One dways does learn of these
matters through one's maid. In our station noth-
ing can be kept hidden."

"So it would seem.”

"Please," fdtered Miss Ingram, "may | not
se him before ... before ..."

She hdd a square of lace to her trembling
lips, and Georgina sad, "There is no need for
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such fears, maiam. My brother is far from being
s0ill asyou seem to suppose.”

Charlotte sank into a chair. "Thank God. Oh,
thank God. It was that devil Rivington, was it
not? | am ashamed—! fed so much to blame."

"You? How 0? In what way can you have
been involved?"

Charlotte flushed, but looked up at Georgina
bravely. "I think ... the quarrel may have been
caused by jedousy ... over me. It has long been
expected by our families and friends that
Alexander and | should wed. At firg | was
quite willing—we understood one another, you
se— . . . ignored any of his little pleasures
which ... well, in short, we would never have
obstructed one another's freedom, but | would
have produced the heir he needs."

Georginas face showed the digaste she fdlt,
and Charlotte's cheeks grew redder. "It is an
arrangement which many have to accept,
maam." Then she Sghed. "But you are right, of
coursg, it was only when | learned to love truly
that | knew | could not endure a lovdess mar-
riage. But | had not known that Alexander's
feding for me was any deeper than mine for
him. He is so cold—so digant—how could | have
known?'

Georginas voice was icy. "Are you trying to
tell me that he fought my brother over you?"

"I have heard there was mention of my
name."

With a searing effort Georgina thrust away
al the humiliating implications of Charlotte's
words and asked, "But why are you here?"

Charlotte looked at her twisting hands. "I
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love your brother, Miss Havard. Heisso ... so
very dear to me."

"But you have not given him to understand
... you have flirted outrageously with others,
and in his presence too."

Again Charlotte's lovely face was suffused
with delicate colour. "I knew that Peregrine
cared for me. A woman aways knows these
things, does she not? But he never spoke of his
love, and a woman cannot institute such talk. |
thought that by making him jealous ..."

"I see. You are right, of course. Perry loves
you deeply. He has spoken to me of his hopes.
Yet he did not tell you? | can only suppose that
his lack of fortune made him fearful. He has no
money, Miss Ingram, none at al. | must tell
you that we came to London only because ..."

"Of the Lottery Tickets," finished Charlotte.
"Yes, | know."

Now it was Georginas turn to redden.
"How? Does dl| the town know of it? Have we
then been a subject of talk and ... and amuse-
ment?"

"No, | am sure you have not. | was told by
Sir Francis Calland. He spoke only as a friend
to warn me against making an imprudent
match. He could hardly be aware of how much
more it endeared your brother to me, Miss
Havard, knowing that he dared so much to give
his sisters their chances."

Georgina sad sharply, "Sir Francis seems to
make a habit of giving much friendly advice."

The two girls were silent a moment, then
Charlotte asked in a small voice, "May | see
him, please?"
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Georgina was doubtful. "He is badly cut and
bruised. | fear it would distress you. Besdes
heisadesp ..."

Peregrine's voice was weak, but filled with
joy. "Heis not adegp and has heard every word.
Miss Ingram, Charlotte ..."

Charlotte leapt up and pulled asde the bed
curtains. "Oh, Peregrine, your poor face. My
angel! What has that villain done to you?"

"He has been the best friend in the world if
he has brought me you, my dearest one."

Georgina watched as Charlotte leant over and
Peregrine put his good left aam about her shoul-
ders and drew her close. Then she turned away,
feding that their firg rapturous embrace was
not for other eyes to witness. Her honesty com-
pelled her to admit that even as she rgoiced in
her brother's good fortune, she fet a wave of
jedlousy and pain that they should know such
ecdasy while she had discovered yet another
reason for not putting her trust in Lord Riving-
ton.

How could he have been truthful in his pro-
testations of his attraction to her while feding
s0 deeply over Charlotte that he was willing to
fight over her? And to fight the brother for
whom she cared so much. None of it made
sene. She stood staring sghtlessly out of the
window until Charlotte rejoined her.

"He has promised to eat as much as posshle
and to rest agan—for my sake. We both wish to
be married, my dear Georgina—I| may cdl you
that now, may | not, when we shdl soon be Ss
ters. As soon as Peregrine is recovered he is to
cal upon my father, who I am sure will give
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his consent. | will indicate to papa that | have
found a man whom | truly love. And—Geor-
gina—there is no need, is there for anyone but
ourselves to know of my behaviour today. It
was only because | bdieved my dearest Pere-
grine near to death that | behaved so in-
discrestly.”

Georgina nodded, then asked, "Can you be so
certain that your papawill give his consent?'

"Oh, | bdieve he will. He has been berating
me these past four years for not choosng a
suitable husband, and Peregrine is entirely ac-
ceptable in dl ways save that of fortune. And
that need not concern us. My grandmama left
me a large portion which will come to me on
my marriage o long as | please my family. All
will come safely about, Georgina, you will see.
IPaqoa can never refuse me anything | want for
ong."

Impulsvely Georgina leaned forward and
kissed Charlotte who smiled delightedly. Now
that she understood Charlotte's behaviour she
fdt ready to welcome her into the family and
thought she might prove a more congenia com-
panion than Penelope.

"I shdl long for afars to run smoothly,
Charlotte, and wish you and Peregrine dl the
happiness in the world."
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By early evening of the following day word
had reached Mrs. Havard that Miss Charlotte
Ingram had come to the house to cal upon
Peregrine, and she was vociferous in her ques-
tions.

She ingged on vidting Peregrine, and after
dhrieking a the sght of his blotched, bruised
face, she began to sgh with amazed grdifica
tion that he should have sustained such injuries
in defending the name of his beloved. She was
ecstatic when she came downgtairs. "Miss Char-
lotte Ingram,” she breathed. "Peregrine will be
most suitably settled. And when Sr Stannard
hears that we are to be dlied with so great a
family, he will surely offer for Penelope.
Indeed, | am persuaded of it. Miss Charlotte
Ingram,” she repeated, "the daughter of Baron
Reed, the head of a mogt illustrious line and she
an heress—thisis beyond al things delightful!"

"Georgina, we must be sure that not a word
of Peregrine's embarrassment lesks out. | know
that Lady Dorothea has settled his debts, but we
do not wish Baron Reed to think that our dear
Perry is reckless, do we? Once they are mar-
ried, dl will bewell"
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Sir Stannard was as impressed by the whis-
pered confidence as Mrs. Havard could have
hoped. "My dear maam, you will be linking
yourselves to one of the highest families in the
land. Such a match will open doors in Court
circles. Most gratifying; most gratifying, indeed"

He paid particular attention to Penelope dur-
ing his visit and upon leaving pressed Mrs.
Havard's hand warmly as he said, "You must
keep me informed of the progress of Peregrine's
expected bethrothal. | shal await your news
with deepest interest."

"It is the spur he needed,” declared Mrs.
Havard when Sir Stannard's rotund form had
disappeared from sight. "Girls, our fortunes are
made. He will declare himsef now, | know he
will. Only let your brother's betrothal be an-
nounced in the Morning Post and soon we shal
have another to insert."

Lady Dorothea said in tones of deep satisfac-
tion, "It is indeed fortunate that | was able to
come to town to rescue you al from poor Pere-
grine's entanglements. Once he and Penelope are
respectively settled that will leave only Geor-
gina, will it not, young lady?"

She gave Georgina the full benefit of her por-
celain smile and there was an expression in her
face which puzzled the girl. It seemed amost
expectant, and Georgina sensed the watchful
stare on her back as she excused herself and hur-
ried away from the probing of those hawklike
eyes.

The Polite World buzzed with rumours of
the new romance, and during the morning cals
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of the following day, Mrs. Havard entered
drawing rooms with al the pride due to a
woman whose children were about to capture
two advantageous marriage prizes. At Lady
Sarah's, enjoying the envy of less successful ma-
mas, Georgina was wishing she could have
thought of a reason for not accompanying her
mother as she saw the maliciously pitying
glances of some of the women who knew that
Penelope would be setting up her own establish-
ment first, when the doorway framed the figure
of Lord Rivington. He was dressed with quiet
elegance, but Georgina's immediate thought
was that there was not a mark on him to show
that he had been engaged in a brutal fight so
short a time ago. Remembering her brother's
pain and injuries, she clenched her hands until
the nails dug into her palms.

The meaningful looks cast in the direction of
her family, and the whispering behind fans, led
her to believe that the news of the encounter
had lesked out. But Lord Rivington seemed
unaware, or perhaps uncaring, of the murmurs
which followed him as he greeted his hostess,
then sauntered with calm deliberation to Geor-
gina and stood looking down at her.

She did not know what to expect. An apol-
ogy? Some kind of excuse? She savoured phrases
which would throw such words back into his
face. She could hardly believe her ears when he
bowed low and murmured, "You look delight-
fully, my dear Miss Havard."

Her anger became so tangible as to cause her
amost a physical pain, and a flush rose to her
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cheeks. Conscious of the watchful eyes upon
them, she bit back words and stared at the floor.

"It seems you are without your usual flu-
ency," sad the Earl, who maintained his infu-
riating cam, "yet | fed, yes, | am quite sure,
Miss Havard, that you have something you
wish to say to me."

He held out his arm. "Pray allow me to walk
a while with you. | know that Lady Sarah will
excuse us should we explain that we desire to
examine her vinery. She actually has a conserva-
tory here, in London. | believe she is as fond of
gardening as ... as is another lady of my ac-
guaintance."

Recalling her feelings of chagrin when she
had humiliated the Earl before, Georgina rose
and placed her hand upon his arm. Lady Sarah
dismissed them with an indulgent smile, and
Georgina allowed herself to be led to the end of
the drawing room to a small door which opened
into an extension built mainly of glass. The air
was hot and a little steamy, and the enormous
vine twined itsdf up the walls and over the
ceiling shutting out the daylight so that it
seemed to Georgina that she must be in one of
the tropical jungles she had read about. She
looked at the convolutions of the plant then into
the eyes of Lord Rivington, whose mind she be-
lieved to be as devious and twisted as the vine.

"I was . . . excessively surprised to see you
here."

"That is the second time you have expressed
your surprise at my presence, Miss Havard. It
seems to be my fate continually to amaze you."

His tones were light, his voice amused, and
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she let her eyes travel slowly over him, his fash-
ionable coat which hid the muscular frame she
knew to lie beneath, his hands so white yet
with the strength of steel and caught her breath
in alittle sob.

"Have you no shame—no regret for what you
have done to my brother? He is little more than
a boy, whileyou ..."

The grey eyes darkened. "Has that young
fool told you what occurred then? | had not
thought him stupid.”

"No, he did not tell me. The news reached
me by ... by accident. | do not propose to ex-
plain ..."

"Ah, then his friend, Kennerley alowed it to
dip," said the Earl dispassionately. "He aways
was a loose-tongued young idiot in his cups.
And now you take me for a villain, is that it?
You assume, as ever, the worst of me."

Georgina faltered. "Have | been mided?
Was it not you who so cruelly attacked my
brother. Who, if | am to believe my in-
formant, provoked him into striking a blow
which alowed you to ... to ..."

Her voice broke. She clasped and unclasped
her hands. It was suddenly very important to
her that he should prove her wrong. The Earl
grasped both her hands in his and drew her to
him. "I could not lie to you, my dear, even if
| wished—which | do not. | was wholly re-
sponsible for your brother's injuries.”

"But why?" She was pleading now, not only
for an answer to her question, but for reassur-
ance which would tell her that this man, whom
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she so longed to fed free to love, would be able
to explain the incident to her satisfaction.

His arm dlipped about her waist and he be-
came serious as he said, "Can you not forget
Peregrine and think of me? | tell you, Geor-
ging, that | still hold to the offer of marriage |
made you." His lips quirked a little. "Life with
you might be exasperating, but | could be sure
that it would never be dull.”

She stood, his hands ill holding hers, deeply
conscious of the strength of his arm about her.
She felt a shuddering need to press close to him,
to fed his lips once more on hers, and shame
flooded her.

"You may find it easy to forget those you
have wronged," her voice was low and throb-
bing, "but | do not. You are a coward, sir."

There was an instant of utter sillness. She
felt the sudden tension in him. Abruptly he re-
leased her and stepped back. "The names you
cdl me are not pretty, madam. First it was
'libertine’ and now ‘coward.' | have caled men
out for less."

Georgina spoke deliberately. "The more so,
perhaps, if they be inexperienced boys."

Again, there was a short, charged silence. "I
cannot recall ever having caled out any man
whom | did not believe richly deserved a set-
down and who was not perfectly fitted to meet
me."

"How can | believe you? You do not deny
that you have hurt my brother grievously.”

"No, | do not deny that." A cold smile
twisted the sardonic lips for a moment. "Yet, he
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lives to tdl the tale. He will fight another day—
as assuredly he would not have doneiif ..."

"If you had fought a due with him, as |
must suppose to have been your origind inten-
tion. | know something of the rules, you see. |
know that if blows have been exchanged then
no apology may be accepted before shots have
been fired.

"But Peregrine is a hot-headed boy who for-
got the rules. You could not have foreseen that
instead of continuing the affar as a so-cdled
man of honour should, he would return blow for
blow. So you beat him unmercifully, deriving
God knows what pleasure from it. If it was to
take revenge for the way | treated you, why
had you not the courage to insult and humiliate
me? You appear to be much practised in the arts
of wounding in every way."

She fdt aflash of fear a the cold anger in his
face, yet could not control her tongue. "I
despise you, Lord Rivington, for the coward
that you are. | hate and despise you!"

She dmog flinched as he moved towards her,
but his voice was soft. "Are you sure you hate
me, Georgina?' He stepped closer to her and
she backed away until she fdt the knotted ten-
drils of the vine pressing into her back. He
followed her, then his ams were about her,
holding her helpless in an embrace which, for
al her véiant words, she ached to return.

"Are you sure you hate me?' he asked agan
as hislips found hers and moved upon them, de-
manding a response which it took dl her will to
refuse. She would not show feding to a man
whom she was sure would use her as he used ev-
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erything and everyone—as a diversion from the
tedium of his life.

At last he released her, and she forced hersdf
to look into his eyes. They were turbulent with
some emotion she could not define before a shut-
ter of indifference veiled their expression as he
offered her his arm. "I will not apologise,
Georgina. | beg your pardon, in the past fev—
fascinating—moments, | fear | have been for-
ward. So, Miss Havard, | will not apologise.
Not for what happened between Peregrine and
mysdlf, nor for kissing you again, as | have so
often wanted to. Pray allow me to conduct you
to your mama."

Pride kept her head held high and her lips
smiling casualy as they reentered the drawing
room. Pride parried her mother's questions
when they returned home, but her foolish heart
had its way when she was aone, and she shed
tears of misery and mortification. How was it
possible to love a man for whom she had no re-
spect? He was utterly despicable in al he did,
yet she knew she wanted him with al her
being.

At a scratching at the door, she called, "En-
ter." It would be Jenny, who would be sooth-
ing even if she knew nothing of the reasons for
her lady's distress. She did not turn her head un-
til the imperious tones of Lady Dorothea
brought her to her feet.

"Madam ..." she stammered.

"Don't you madam me," said the Dowager.
"Y our mama cannot discover what the world is
waiting to hear, but | do not intend to leave
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this room without a straightforward answer from
you."

"I do not understand ... pray, will you not
be seated?'

Lady Dorothea snorted her contempt for the
tiny chairs which could not accommodate her
wide skirts of bright blue-and-yellow-striped
satin and sank onto the oak chest at the foot of
the bed. "Now, st yoursdf, miss and be
prepared to talk to me without dissembling.”

Georgina did as she was bid and sank into a
chair, clasping her hands to control their shak-
ing. She guessed that the Dowager was about to

of this morning's events a Lady Sarah's
and hardly dared hope to hide her true fedings
from those needle-sharp eyes.

"I collect,” sad Lady Dorothea, "that you
were clossted with Alexander Rivington for
some ten minutes today in Lady Sarah's Vinery.
No, do not interrupt—I| have my information
on good authority, so thereis no use in denying
it."

"I was not about to deny it, madam.”

Lady Dorothea frowned. "You are very pert.
You will be pleased to inform me when your
betrothal to Lord Rivington is to be announced
to the world. | am desrrous of returning to my
home. | midike present day society on the
whole and find that most of the men ae
namby-pamby nincompoops. There are some
few exceptions, and Rivington is one of them.
Y ou are indeed fortunate to be marrying him and
not a mincing, prancing fool like your slly ss
ter has set her design upon.”

Georgina raised startled eyes. "But | am not
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to marry his lordship, maam. | cannot think
why you should have such a notion."

"He has asked you to be his wife. Come
now—no untruths with me, miss. They will
aval you nothing."

"Lord Rivington has asked me to be his wife,
and | have refused him."

Lady Dorothea favoured her with her star-
tling smile. "Quite right and proper for a young
lady. It is not seemly to accept the firg time. |
remember | kept Lutterworth dangling—well,
no matter. Alexander informed me that you had
not yet accepted him, but | had every expecta
tion of your returning today an engaged
woman."

Georgina sprang to her feet. "Are you telling
me that you have been discussng me with Lord
Rivington—that you knew he would be present
today at Lady Saah's—tha he would agan in-
sult me with an offer?’

"Insult you?' The Dowager's voice rose to a
scream. "One of the richest men in England,
from aline as old as royalty's, asks a chit with-
out a fotune—and no looks to spesk o—to
marry him, and you term it an insult! Have you
logt your senses? And please to St down when |
am addressing you, and stop fidgeting about."

Georginds knees were trembling so much by
now that she was glad to obey, but she sad with
quiet determination. "l refused Lord Riving-
ton again today, and | tell you, mdam, that |
dhdl never marry him—neve! Not in any cir-
cumstances whatsoever."

"What masquerade is this? He was so sure.
Why, when he wrote to me of your brother's
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misfortunes, he gave me clearly to understand
that you and he ..."

"He wrote to you. Is that why you came to
town? Is that why you are prepared to settle
our financial difficulties—because he wrote to
you ... ?"

Lady Dorothea bit her lips. "l have sad too
much. It was al to be kept secret until after
your marriage." She continued to spesk as if to
hersdf. "He seemed so sure, ese why should
have he assumed so great a responsibility?* She
looked at Georgina. "Are you sure you have not
given him reason to believe . . . ?'

She stopped abruptly as she saw a horrified
awareness dawning in the girl's eyes. Shock had
drained the colour from her cheeks and her eyes
were enormous.

The Dowager held out her hands, and her
voice was unexpectedly gentle. "Come here,
child."

Blindly, Georgina stumbled to her and sank
on to the chest beside her cousin, who put an
arm about her. She spoke flatly. "Did he—Riv-
ington—make it possible for us to remain in
London? Is it to him that we owe so much?"

Lady Dorothea's voice was softer now than
Georgina would have thought possible. "My
dear, truly | thought it some kind of lover's
ruse. | assumed you must be half aware of the
facts. | am not a rich woman, my dear. |
thought you knew. Now | see | was wrong:
you knew nothing of the truth. But having
guessed so much, | see | must explain it al to
you.

"Alexander is a connection of mine—he is a
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member of my late husband's family, and he
knew of my relationship with your father.
When he wrote, telling me he had decided upon
a wife, | was delighted. It has long been the
ambition of those how care for him to see him
respectably settled. He told me of Peregrine's
indiscretions, which would have driven you
from town before he could properly lay court to
you—and he could not set the world by the ears
by asssting you openly. He needed a femae
who could help without creating ill-natured
speculation, and who better could he ask than
myself to rescue you al?

"I must confess that when | heard of your
brother's wildness | was forcibly reminded of
Handsome Havard and his excesses, but Riving-
ton assured me that the boy had been led astray.
Alexander desired me to keep your family com-
fortably in London, without scandal, till he
should have won you.

"My good child, | could not have settled
Peregrine's enormous debts, nor supplied the
money to maintain such a household as this as
well as my own at home. | am merely an agent
for Lord Rivington."

Still - Georgina did not speak, and the
Dowager took one of the girl's icy hands in
hers. "Don't look so stricken, love. All will
come happily about. It is not the first time, nor
will it be the last, that a gentleman has saved his
betrothed's family from embarrassment. What
can it signify in the end?"

"I despise him utterly,"” sad Georgina dully.
"He is by far the most unscrupulous and
ruthless man | have ever met. He seems to
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possess dl the traits | most loathe, and his chief
delight toward myself seems to lie in goading
me about my ideals. Now you tell me we owe
him debts we can never hope to repay."

"Such notions for a young unmarried gel!
Well, he told me you were not the usual style of
society miss. | suppose that's why he wants
you. It certainly ain't for your beauty or en-
couragement, that's clear."

"Sir Francis Calland warned me,” said Geor-
gina. "Why did | not listen? But what could |
have done?"

"That's right,” encouraged the Dowager.
"'Tis a wise women who recognises defeat
when she meets it..."

"Rivington probably led Perry to his down-
fall," continued Georgina. "He knew it would
make him desperate enough to accept your help
without question."

"Well! You have some odd notions about a
man whom | have always found to be honoura-
ble. But be that as it may. You see now that the
sooner you stop your flirtatious behaviour and
accept Alexander, the sooner we may al be
comfortable again."

"I will not marry him!"

"You have no choice," said Lady Dorothea.
"Georgina, my dear, ladies of our station must
sometimes make sacrifices for the sake of their
families. Think of Peregrine and Penelope . . .
imagine their blighted hopes. Rivington holds
your brother's vouchers. Debts of honour, Geor-
gina."

"I do not believe Charlotte Ingram would
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reject Peregrine because he owes money," ar-
gued Georgina.

"Perhgps she might not wish to do so. As
matters now stand, she will have her way with
her papa because Peregrine is a man of birth
and lineage, and Lord Reed dedres to see his
daughter married. She has refused so many of-
fers. But should the full extent of Peregrine's ac-
tivities become known—I collect he has been
frequenting some mos unsavoury gaming
hdls— fear that the Baron will forbid al fur-
ther contact between them.

"And there is Sr Stannard. | rather fed he
might find a sudden cdl abroad if Pendope
finds hersdf the sster of a disgraced man."

"Just now you intimated that Lord Riving-
ton was a man of honour," pointed out Geor-
gina. "You ssam to have revised your opinion.
Do you redlly believe him to be so cdlous that
he would destroy my family's hopes?’

Lady Dorothea sghed. "Who can tell which
way a reected suitor will turn? And he is a
proud man—unusd to be crossed.”

"I will not marry him,” Georgina sad
agan.

"But you owe it to him, and now | have ex-
planed ..."

"Yes, you have explained, madam, that | and
my family owe him a great ded. Well, he shdl
be paid. For | will go to him and offer mysdf
to him. But | will not tie mysf for life to
such aone as he. When ... when he has had his
fill of me—and | have reasons for knowing that
will not take long— will return to the life |
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had mapped out for mysdf. No, not quite that,
for of course | would never be able to marry."

Lady Dorothea peered into Georginas face.
Her own had paed beneath the maguillage.
"You've been to the theatre too often, my girl.
Ladies of birth do not ‘offer' themsdves, as you
somewhat coarsely phrase it. | don't blame you
for your resentment, as it seems you were truly
decelved, but you've sad your piece and now
let us be done with charades. Try to remember
that Alexander Rivington is most wonderfully
wealthy and highly placed, and that his person
is unexceptionable. | will go to him now and
tell him that you will marry him at the end of
the Season.”

Georgina stood and faced the Dowager. "No,
maam, you will not do so. | will go to him
mysdf. But | will not marry him."

Lady Dorotheas face logt its padlor, and she
purpled with fury. "Your father was a damned
fool, your mother is too, and that sster of yours
follows them both, but | had high hopes of you.
Any girl who can capture Rivington mugt, |
believed, be a rare creature indeed. But you
shdl not shame your family. | will go a once
to acquaint your mama with the facts, and you
shdl be locked in, miss, do you hear, locked in
on bread and water until you regain your
senses”

She struggled to her feet, her panniers sway-
ing as she stdked to the door, but Georgina was
there before her. She swung it open, dipped
through with the cries of the infuriated
Dowager resounding in her head before they
were muffled as she dammed shut the heavy
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door, turning the solidly fashioned key in the
lock. Then she flew downstairs and out into the
road.

She ran amost the length of Upper Brook
Street before she noticed the attention she was
attracting. One or two servants on errands gave
her curious stares, and a roughly dressed man
carrying a pedlar's basket whistled insolently
through his teeth. She readlised what an odd
sight she must present, dressed as she was in a
cinnamon velvet morning gown. The light
April breeze ruffled the white lace at her wrists,
and she felt thankful at least that her gown was
plain. If her mother had had her way, she must
have made her escape in floating white dra-
peries.

She felt impelled to go on. What a fool she
had been to tell Lady Dorothea of her intention.
Why had she not controlled her unruly tongue
and made her plan in secret? Yet she knew she
could not have carried out her purpose in cold
blood. Anger burned in her as she hurried on.
She had never entered Lord Rivington's town
house, but no one in Polite Society had not
heard of the Earl's magnificent mansion built in
the previous century in the newly established
Grosvenor Square.

Reaching the end of Upper Brook Street she
paused and looked about her, recalling suddenly
that she did not know the exact whereabouts of
the Earl's house. The square looked bigger than
ever, and she walked slowly, staring at front
doors, despairing of reaching her goa before
she should be stopped.

Her rage and sense of debasement were like
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inner fires driving her on. All the Earl's insults
and torments of the past weeks whirled in her
brain, and her only desire now was to pay her
family's debts and free herself forever from his
power.

She had walked the length of one side of the
square when two young men left one of the
houses and stared at her before approaching her.
She knew neither of them, but they, seeing her
without cloak, bonnet, or escort, stopped and
mockingly raised their hats. She had assumed
them to be about to offer their assistance till she
looked into their faces. Their smiles were las-
civious, their glances raked her person and lin-
gered on the white skin above the low-cut neck
of her gown, then one stepped close and did an
arm about her waist.

She tried to push him away, which amused
them both. "Come now, little one,"” said the man
who held her tight, "here are two who are
willing to share your favours and pay hand-
somely. Forget whoever you were seeking.”

She struggled desperately, "Sirs, you are mis-
taken ..."

Then, from the corner of her eye, she saw a
door further along open and a well-known fig-
ure in a caped driving coat wak down the
steps, drawing on a glove as he did so. He
turned and frowned at the scuffle, then his eyes
widened for an instant before he came quickly
over.

"Your pardon, gentlemen, the lady does not
require your attentions.”

The two young men turned to bluster, then
recognising the Earl, stammered their regrets.
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"A thousand pardons, sir. Give you good-day,
maam. Why did you not explain?'

They winked at her before walking laugh-
ingly down the street.

Lord Rivington stared a Georgina as she
fought to regain a measure of composure. "You
must not think hardly of them," he said, mildly,
"seeing you dressed so, walking aone, they as-
umed "

"I am aware of what they assumed,” flashed
Georgina. "Like dl you fine men, they imag-
ined any woman who was not surrounded by a
protective wall to be theirs for the taking."

The dark eyebrows rose, but the grey eyes
were gentle as the Earl sad, "You are in some
kind of trouble, Miss Havard? May | be of
sarvice to you?'

"You!" She invested the word with dl the
cold contempt she could muster, and his face
grew cold.

"l am to assume, then, that you have discov-
ered something to my further discredit. But
surely you cannot have left your home attired
like that Ssmply to abuse me once more.”

"No, gr, | have not. | have cometo...to..."

She could not go on. To her fury she fet her
throat constrict with tears. She had suddenly
remembered that the dress she wore, her dainty
kid shoes, the delicate brooch of slver and dia-
monds pinned at her breast had dl been paid for
with his money. She thought of how she and
her family had been duped to amuse this arro-
gant man, and she felt utterly vulnerable in her
humiliation.

Lord Rivington took her elbow and led her
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unressting to his house. A knock brought to
the door a stately butler who quickly hid his as-
tonishment.

"This lady has met with a—mishep," blandly
explained his lordship.

He piloted Georgina into a book-lined room,
where she sank into a carved chair and accepted
aglass of wine. Her throat essed, and she looked
at the Earl, who was gazing out of the window
into the quiet square. She fought for words
with which to express hersdf. How soon, dhe
wondered, would the door resound with frantic
knocking as someone came searching for her?
The thought spurred her on. If Perry believed
she was a victim of Lord Rivington, he would
surely chalenge him, and that must never hap-
pen. Later, somehow, she would find a way to
pecify her brother, but a present he was dill
bitterly angry with the Earl.

"I have something to say to you, my lord."
She spoke icily, hating the nervousness which
caused adight tremor in her voice.

He moved to stand before her, inclining his
dark head courteoudly.

"I have discovered from Lady Dorothea that
you . . . that you are responsble for bringing
her to town—usng her as a shidd to put us
hopdesdy at your mercy ..."

She was interrupted by a mild curse from the
Earl. "l thought that Cousn Dorothea could
keep a ill tongue in her head. It ssems | was
badly mistaken.”

"You had no right," burst out Georgina

"I had to act swiftly. How would you have
reacted had | offered help openly. You would,
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perhaps, have enjoyed seeing your brother in a
debtors god, Miss Havard, maybe even joined
there by the rest of you. | did what | believed
best in the circumstances.”

"Circumstances which you no doubt en-
gineered. My brother was led into gaming hells,
of that | am sure.”

He did not answer at once. Eyes like flints
bored into hers. When he spoke, his voice was
soft. "Your opinion of me never fals to amaze
me, my dear Miss Havard."

She shivered at the menace in his tones, but
found the courage to proceed. "Y ou have placed
us in an intolerable postion. My mama can
never repay what we owe to you."

"I do not congder your family to owe me
anything. | acted as | did from a wish to help
you. Surely Lady Dorothea explained.”

"Certainly she did. She told me how the great
Lord Rivington st his fancy on me and planned
a campaign to buy me in a despicably under-
hand fashion."

"l see The Earl's mouth was grim. "And
now you have discovered my secret you fed,
naturally, that you can accept nothing further
from me. Yet your presence here would indi-
cate that you have much to say to me that can-
not wait. Maybe one more amd| favour to ask.
Pray, do not hestate. Anything | have is
yours."

"You know what is dose to my heart, my
lord. It is my sster's and brother's happiness. |
cannot pretend to comprehend your motives for
firs helping Peregrine and then hurting him so
badly, but | do ask you, gr, to dlow his court-
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ship of Miss Ingram to proceed smoothly.
They truly love one another."

"But of course. And the matter of Miss Pene-
lope and Sir Stannard?' His tone spoke only
polite boredom, yet she became aware of some-
thing deeper in his eyes.

"Penelope is awaiting Sir Stannard's proposal.
All the world knows that. Should anything oc-
cur to ... well, she would be deeply distressed."

"Ah, yes. Love sometimes assumes curious
guises, does it not? But tell me, Miss Havard,
why do you not dissemble? Keep me dangling
as a suitor until your brother and sister have
captured their prizes in the marriage market?
Then your mama would have only to apply to
her wealthy relatives to settle dl her debts."

"How can | know if you would hold off so
long? After the way you treated Peregrine you
can scarcely expect me to trust you?"

"I see," the Earl said again. "So permit me to
make the position clear to mysdf. You are
afraid that the stiff-necked Reeds may learn
that Peregrine has been cutting a dash in town
on my money and refuse consent to Charlotte's
marriage with him, especialy, | collect, as you
expect me at any moment to cal in Peregrine's
bills and alow the duns to hound him. And
only let Sir Stannard catch a whiff of such scan-
dalous possibilities, and our gallant baronet
would take to his heels and your family would

lose their entrancing prospects, would they
not?"

Georgina felt sick with impotent rage. "l
see nothing wrong in being concerned for my
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loved ones happiness, gr, athough | would ex-
pect you to sneer."

"But naturally." He gave a andl bow. "You
gopear able to predict with astonishing ac-
curacy my every response.”

For a moment she was slent then she sad in
low tones, "There is no need for you to distress
my family. | am here to ... to offer ... mysdf
... in payment of our debts."

He drew in a sharp breath, and his eyes nar-
rowed. "So! You capitulate. Allow me to
itemise what you offer, as | wish to be per-
fectly clear.

"For the ske of your dear ones you are
prepared to lay yoursdf upon the atar of matri-
mony—to sublimate your independence and
your designs for your future and assume the role
of meek and obedient wife. To take me as a
husdend—and dl that goes with me, of course.
We must not forget the posdtion as Countess, a
great ded of money, a few trifling baubles of
jewds and the rest. | need not go into complete
detall now. Later will be a suffident time to ac-
quaint you with what you have gained."

His scorn lashed her, but she continued to
gpesk quietly. "Once more you do not read me
aright. | offer you my person. | will not tie
mysdf to you in aloveless marriage.”

This time the dlence seemed interminable,
and Georgina felt her nerves grow taut. She
heard the steady clip-clopping of a horse's
hooves and the rumble of Kght carriage wheds
which ssemed to stop at the front door.

The Earl srolled to the window and sad,
dispassonady, "They have brought my curri-
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cle, | see | ordered it for an earlier time. Such
laxity. | fear | must give the dtables a roast-
ing—perhgps make some changes there."

Georgina began to shake and picking up her
wine, Spped it in an attempt to steady hersdf
as, dill gazing outsde, the Earl continued in
exactly the same tones, "If you take the course
you propose, will not your departure from Lon-
don at the height of the Season cause comment?
If a scandd reaches the ears of the town, there
will certainly be no marriages for your sser
and brother.

"Ah! But | think I comprehend. You do not
despise me sufficiently to fear that | will blazen
your shame to the world. | think we must
devise for you a sudden illness which necess-
tates your immediate remova to a quiet place
in the country. | fed convinced that once your
loved ones understand that your reputation is
irretrievably ruined they will be only too glad
to fdl in with my plan for secrecy.”

He strolled to the fireplace and gave the bdll
rope a tug and when the butler appeared sad,
"Tell them to return my curricle to the sable
and to prepare with dl haste my postchaise and
pair. | am going on a journey."

He turned to Georgina and sad in a voice
completely lacking expresson, "I accept your
offer, Miss Havard. Pray excuse me. There are
arrangements | must make. First | have to ak
you if you have disclosed your plan to anyone.”

"l was angry,” confessed Georgina stonily.
"l spoke in haste, and Lady Dorothea knows."

"Good God, does she though? We shdl need
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to make our escape with all speed. Where was
she when you departed?”

"l locked her in my bed-chamber. The door
is thick, so she may not be heard for a while,
though when | ran away she sounded very
cross."

There was a choking sound from Lord Riv-
ington, and Georgina looked sharply at him.
But his face was composed as he left the room.
Georgina continued to sit where he had left
her. She picked up a leather-bound book which
had been lying open on the small table beside
her and put it down again without seeing the
words. Her hot rage had died, leaving her
coldly miserable.

"I must be mad," she told herself. There was
dill time to escape. She haf rose from her chair,
feeling that she could not continue on such a
course. Then Lord Rivington's words seemed to
echo through her brain—"your brother in a
debtors' gaol." She visualised what could hap-
pen should the town discover that the Havards
were not only penniless but deep in debt and
sank back, closing her eyes. What madness had
alowed her to offer herself without marriage?
She knew that many ton weddings were not
graced by love. What difference could it have
made if hers had joined the others? Then she
clasped her hands. She would not, could not,
forgo the principles by which she had vowed to
govern her life. She would not marry for con-
venience.

The thought came unbidden that it was al-
ready too late for her. Lord Rivington, that
harsh, uncompromising man, would no longer
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consder marriage since he now knew he could
take her without it. And to her grief and shame,
she felt a great tide of anguisned disappoint-
ment wash over her. She redlised, with a scken-
ing distaste for her own weskness, that she had
not expected or wanted him to accept her on
her own terms. She had believed, deep within
hersdf, that he would laugh away her offer and
demand marriage—and that she would have a-
lowed hersdf to be persuaded.

She knew that in spite of her bdiefs in the
emancipation of women she would never be
able to kill her love for Alexander Rivington,
and fear of the future came and sat like a
spectre on her shoulder.
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Chapter 11

Georgina was startled by a gentle cough from
the doorway and looked up to see a tall, thin
man, dressed in black.

He coughed again behind a dender hand.
"Excuse me, madam. | am Digweed, his lord-
ship's valet. His lordship has sent me to enquire
if there is anything you desire. His lordship
expresses his apologies for the delay, but there
are certain notes he must send to friends. We
are, | collect, to take a journey. Naturally his
lordship has engagements he must cancel."

"Of ... of course” stammered Georgina
"No, there is nothing | need, | thank you."

Even as she spoke she suddenly redised that
in her haste she had rushed out of the house
without a stitch save what she wore. How did
one set about asking a comparative stranger to
purchase essential garments for her? She could
not possibly go back.

A flush stained her pale face, but Digweed re-
mained professionally devoid of expression as
he glided from the room. Georgina bit her lip
fiercely. She had not considered the peering
eyes and knowing leers of servants. Yet why
should not Lord Rivington take Digweed with
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him? An escapade like this could be no new
thing for ether of them, she reflected bitterly,
and it was probably a regular part of the valet's
duties to superintend such arrangements.

The Earl entered the room as a commotion
erupted a the front door. His brows rose
haughtily as his butler sad loudly, "We do not
admit tradespeople here, my girl. Round to the
back with you this instant.”

A femde voice shilled above his. "1 will not
go away. | know my young lady to be here,
and see her | must and will."

Georgina started to her feet. "It is Jenny—
my madservant. But how ... ?"

The door was thrust violently open, and
Jenny darted through, followed by a red-faced
butler who stopped at the sight of his master.
"My lord," he panted, forgetting in his agita-
tion to bow, "this ... this person pushed me
adde. | could not restrain her."

"Evidently," remarked the Earl. He waved
his man away and lifted his quizzing glass to
contemplate Jenny, who stood ground valiantly,
then gave a smdl curtsey. "l beg your lord-
ship's pardon for my rude behaviour, but I
have brought some necessaries for my young
lady. She cannot travel without . . . certain
items ... and where she goes | go."

"Good heavens!" cried Georgina, "does dl
the world know what | am about?’

Jenny turned swiftly to her. "No, indeed,
miss, but | heard such a banging and a shriek-
ing from your bed-chamber | thought at least
you must be attacked by miscreants, and when
| unlocked the door, | was amost trampled by
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Lady Dorothea. Oh, miss, she was beside herself
with fury. | heard her muttering your name
and feared some harm had befallen you."

Here she stopped and stared at her feet, her
face flushing.

"Go on," sad Georgina gently.

"Yes, pray do," begged Lord Rivington. "l
swear this is better than the play."

Both girls glared at him, and Jenny confessed,
"l ... | followed her ladyship to the drawing
room, where she found Mrs. Havard and Miss
Penelope. | ... | listened at the door. | do not
in a general way behave so, Miss Georgina,
please believe me ..."

Georgina smiled encouragement, and Jenny
said, "l heard that you had left to ... to ..."
She blushed and gave the Earl a sideways
glance.

"We will excuse you from finishing the sen-
tence," he said blandly. "What then occurred?"

"Poor Mrs. Havard went into violent hyster-
ics, and Miss Penelope swooned. Lady Lutter-
worth called me to help attend them. When
they began to recover, she left to seek out Mr.
Peregrine, but it seems that he has dipped the
watchfulness of Bendish and has gone driving
to Kew with Miss Ingram.

"I heard no more as | dashed to your bed-
chamber then, miss, and—here | am."

"Y ou mentioned—necessaries,” said the Earl.

"Yes, sir, | brought a bundle. It is in the
hall."

The Earl went into the hall and returned
with Jenny's burden, which was wrapped in
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Georginas grey velvet, fur-trimmed travelling
cloak.

"l knew you would need it, madam, and you
will find your matching bonnet aso. | do hope
itis not crushed.”

"l too," agreed the Earl.

Ignoring him, Jenny continued, "There is
a0 your green slk dress, in case the weather
should turn warmer as it often does in spring,
and a reticule, gloves, dippers and your best
white-fur muff. Also . . . She grabbed the
white shawl which Georgina had been about to
investigate, and with a glance at the Earl, fin-
ished, "There are other items wrapped in here
for your convenience, miss."

"Dear me," sad the Earl, "this affar becomes
bigger by the minute. | take it, young woman,
that you do not intend to desert your misiress.”

"Never!" declared Jenny.

"Ah, then | will instruct Digweed to engage
another post-chaise for you and himsdf, and
you can follow with the baggage. Digweed has
our direction. He will no doubt be charmed to
travel in greater comfort. Even a hired vehicle
will be kinder to him than if he were clinging
to my carriage as usual."

He turned to Georgina. "Your cloak, my
dear, and your bonnet, which | delight to see is
not at dl crushed. We really must be going be-
fore the pursuit begins.”

As she dipped the cloak over her shoulders
and stood on tip-toe to peep into the looking
dlass over the fireplace to adjust her bonnet,
Georgina fet an ar of unreality creeping over
her. Thiswas not how seductions were conduct-
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ed in romantic novels. The Earl seemed to be
acting at times with an air of levity which was
very irritating to her nerves and she had to take
a deep breath to force hersdf to reply with cold
civility, "l am ready, my lord." As she placed
her hand upon the arm held out for it, her eyes
met his. An expresson flickered in the grey
depths for a moment. It was gone before she
could andly=e it, and his face resumed its cus-
tomary cynical demeanor.

The Earl inspected his pair of splendid bay
horses, nodded approva, and gave a murmured
command to the podillion before handing
Georgina into the waiting chaise and climbing
in after her. A waiting footman put up the steps
and closed the door; the postillion took his pos-
tion on the near-sde animd, and the journey
began.

"l trust you are quite comfortable, Georgina.
| may cdl you that now, may | not, sSnce we
are to become more closely acquainted?!

Georgina dmost ground her teeth. How
could he sound so placid? It could come only
from long practice at this sort of escgpade. She
fdt a bewildering mixture of emotions, of
which embarrassment was one of the uppermost.
Yet she had offered hersdf, and she presumed
she must now make some effort to gppear com-

"Very comfortable, my lord. The chaseis o
well-sprung and the squabs o ... so yielding.”

"The colour too, dear Georgina. Do not for-
get the colour. | delight in the richness of the
red Morocco. | little knew when | chose it
how enchanting a background it would make to
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your charms. And your maid could hardly have
picked a cloak which contrasted better, though
if you should wish to remove your cloak, the
shade of your gown would not appear to such
advantage. But we will not distress ourselves
with unimportant details now. Later, when you
are properly established, you may make what-
ever changes suit you."

Georgina forced herself to look straight into
his face. Was he taunting her? She could not
tell. He met her look with a bland smile which
did not reach his eyes and conveyed nothing.

She felt unable to continue the conversation
and relapsed into silence, staring from the
chaise window as the streets of London gave
way to fields and woods. She had no idea where
she was being taken, but she supposed that the -
Earl must have a discreet residence to which he
could retire in such circumstances. She won-
dered if they would travel far and decided they
would not. He would surely wish to keep the
scene of his amours within a convenient dis-
tance of town, and if he had been committed to
along journey, he would have used four horses
and not two.

Consequently she was surprised as the horses
drew into an inn yard, and Lord Rivington
climbed out and offered her his arm to descend.

"Why so, my lord?" she asked coldly. "I
would prefer to stay where I am. | do not
wish to be recognised so near London."

"Pull your cloak up to hide your face if you
so desire,” was the urbane reply, "though | do
not think we shall meet anyone of consequence
here. We have a journey before us, and it will
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be some while before we eat, so we will take
refreshment here, at the Old Hatte Inn, while
the podtillion takes the horses to be changed at
the Green Man. | keep my own animds there
in readiness at dl times, but | fed we dhdl be
sure of greater secluson here.”

Still Georgina delayed. She felt that by enter-
ing a public inn with him she was committing
herdf irrevocably to her present course. What
would happen, she wondered, if she should tell
Lord Rivington that she could not continue,
but must return home immediately? She found
hersdf giving him a look admost of entreaty.
His festures were immobile in their sardonic
expresson; his grey eyes were cold and hard.
Forcing hersdf to remember why she had taken
this step, she placed her hand upon his aam and
alowed hersdf to be led into the private parlour
of the inn while the chaise and pair went clatter-
ing down the highway.

"Digweed and your mad will eat a the
Green Man," explained the Earl. "I hope | have
not been hasty in arranging this; there is nothing
you require of your maid?'

His forehead was creased in a spurious frown.
She shook her head and accepted an offer of
coffee and bread and butter, while the Earl sat
a a table and brought a good appetite to cold
meat and bread, which he washed down with
wine.

Then they reentered the chaise, drawn now
by black horses which stamped and snorted
their impatience to be gone and at four o'clock
the journey continued. As change followed
change and the miles sped away beneath the
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hooves of high-bred animas, Georgina felt al-
most numb. The swaying chaise seemed to have
been her home forever; the Earl, who had given
up any attempt to pierce her unwillingness to
talk, leaned againg the squabs with his eyes
closed. He might have been her companion of
years.

At last the chaise turned off the post road and
entered a lane which was deeply rutted by cart
marks. Now they bounced and swayed as the
whesdls hit large stones or descended into mud-
filled cavities and the podtillion was forced to
dow to walking pace.

Georginas heartbeats quickened. This must
be the road to their final destination. Suddenly
her mouth became dry and she held on rightly
to the leather coach strap, clenching a hand in- .
sde her muff to hide her shaking. It was seven
o'clock by her fob watch when the chaise pulled
to a halt and she found to her surprise that she
was outside a smdl, shabby inn. The overhang-
ing trees held out what smdl light there was and
the squat stone building was nothing like what
she had expected.

Reading her thoughts accurately, the Earl ex-
plained, "We are at the village of Stokinchurch,
my dear. It would not be safe for the horses to
travel further aong so rough a road without a
moon, so we will lie here for tonight.”

Though smdl and obviousy not patronised
by Quadlity, the inn was clean. Georgina fet
thankful to snk into a tolerably comfortable
chair near a fire in the smadl updairs private
parlour where the Earl left her for a moment,
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returning with the information that dinner
would shortly be served.

"I trust that my choice of menu will please
you," he sad, his brow creasng with exagger-
ated humility. "We shdl eat smply, but appe-
tisingly. The landlord's wife was used to work
for me, and | know her to be an excellent cook.
| took the liberty of ordering a gravy soup
with yellow pess, trout, a duckling and an apri-
cot tart. | sent the apricots with my messenger
S0 as to be sure we would not meet with disgp-
pointment.

"If there is any dish which does not have
your gpprova, please do not hedtate to say so,
and | will discover what ese may be had."

"Redlly, dr, there is no need to take such
trouble. | have not a large appetite ... the food
will suit me very well."

For the past hour she had been feding hun-
gry, but dthough the dishes looked and smdled
aopetisng, she found her somach rebelled, and
ghe ate dmogt nothing.

During the med they heard the bustle an-
nouncing the arriva of Jenny and Digweed,
and the fat landlady hurried to give instruc-
tions regarding the baggage, leaving her equdly
plump husband to serve.

Georgina had searched the faces of the cou-
ple, but had found nothing but polite regard
written on both. The woman was his former
savant, and Georgina wondered if this was
why she dlowed Lord Rivington to use the inn
for his base purposes. No doubt he pad them
well; possbly he even owned the inn.

After dinner, the events of the day began to
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take their toll and Georgina felt unbearably
tired. She longed hopelesdy for her own quiet
room and chagte bed. Again the air of unreality
posessed her. Were dl seductions like this?
Did such flights usudly end with the man bland-
ly accepting what the lady had to offer while
she tried to control increasng weariness from a
long, jolting journey?

The Earl broke in upon her thoughts. "You
ate scarcely athing. Areyou not hungry?"

If he had shown any understanding of her
fedings at this point, she fet she could have
broken down and begged for mercy, but his
tone was such that he might have been enquir-
ing directions from a stranger, and she merely
Ianstered through 4iff lips, "Not very, my
ord."

He tapped his long fingers on the table, then
sd, "My name is Alexander. | should be
obliged if you would use it."

Sheinclined her head. "Asyou wish."

"Then let me hear you say it."

Almogt choking over the word, she stam-
mered, "Alex ... Alexander."

"l suppose that must satisfy me for now. Do
pleese st near the fire. | have ordered a light
wine to be served you before we retire. | fear
you may find it difficult to deep in the circum-
stances.”

Her face flamed, but he continued camly, "I
have bespoken a private room for you, Geor-
gina"

"But | thought . . ." Her voice trailed away.
How could she put into words what her mind
gtill refused to accept.
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She watched, fascinated, as Lord Rivington
drew from a pocket in his coat tail a sndl gold
swuff box, flicked it open with one finger and
delicately took a pinch of sff from the back
of his hand. "You believed, | daresay, that hav-
ing embarked upon yet another episode of
seduction in a lite crammed with such afairs,
that | would not be able to contain my passon
for you.

"You are mistaken. | have no intention of
beginning what | hope will prove a pleasant li-
ason in such surroundings as these. Tomorrow
| shdl conduct you to more suitable quarters.”

Relief flooded her. She knew that the moment
of surrender was only being postponed, but that
must suffice for now. The landlord bustled in
and made a great play of serving her with the
wine which she drank gratefully.

Later Jenny helped her to bed, and Georgina
could not but be thankful that the fathful girl
had followed her with her toilet items. Even in
such dubious circumstances, it was comforting
to have about one dl the smdl items which
mede life so ordered; in fact, much more so, she
reflected miserably.

The wine lulled her to a sounder degp than
she had expected, and she awoke to find Jenny
bringing her coffee and drawing back the win-
dow curtains.

"It's a lovely day, miss. | should wear your
velvet again, but when we arrive where he's
taking us, you'll be able to change into your
cooler gown. | ... | daresay his lordship will
purchase other things you will need.”

She was making a valiant attempt to keep her
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voice casud, and Georgina felt a warm affec-
tion for her.

She helped her midtress to dress, then packed
their meagre luggage into a portmanteau which
bore the Rivington crest.

"Mr. Digweed loaned it to us, miss" she ex-
plained. "He's nice and not a bit starchy when
you get to know him."

The Earl breskfasted well on beef and ham
washed down by ae while Georgina had diffi-
culty eating even a morsel of the freshly baked
rolls which were served with butter and quince
preserves.

She had not redised that he was paying atten-
tion to anything but his food until he sad, so
abruptly that she darted, "You do not eat
enough. It is no wonder that you are ill too
thin. | shal make sure your appetite im-
proves."

She coloured with indignation. If her figure
was so0 displeasing to him, why had he taken the
trouble to pretend to be attracted to he—mek-
ing jibes a her so-caled "beauty"? And what
right had he to criticise or to plan her future
conduct? She opened her mouth to protest, then
closed it again. She had given him the right,
and it was not now for her to object.

She glanced up at him and saw that he was
watching her closdy, a look of amusement
dancing briefly in his eyes. She suspected that
he knew exactly what struggle had just taken
place in her mind, and she had to bite her
tongue to hold back her indignant reproaches.

Their journey across country continued
aong paths which in places were little more
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than farm tracks, and Georgina felt thankful
when at last the wheels began to bowl along a
more civilised highway and the jolting ceased.
She reckoned that they had travelled about ten
miles from the inn when the chaise stopped at a
pair of enormous iron gates. In answer to a
shout from the postillion, they were opened
smartly by a woman wearing a checked ging-
ham apron, who dropped a curtsey as they
passed.

Now they were on a road as smooth as sk,
and the chaise drove between an avenue of
stately em and oak, which was clearly long-es-
tablished. A turn in direction brought a sight
which made Georgina gasp. Sprawled across the
landscape was a huge stone dwelling that en-
compassed periods of building from mediaeval
to present day.

The Earl chuckled at her look. "My Berk-
shire residence,” he announced. "Thankfully, 1
have been able to render it more homelike and
comfortable than you would guess from the ex-
terior."

"You cannot be thinking of taking me there!
It is not seemly. It would be against al . ..
ar ...

"Pray continue."

He was mocking her again, and she felt like
shaking him until the sardonic smile left his
face. Then he sad softly, "You are so right,
Georgina, it would not be seemly. We shall find
somewhere more suited to your present posi-
tion."

The coach branched off onto a minor drive-
way and descended a long hill at the bottom of

[213]



EILEEN JACKSON

which it rounded a bend, reveding a sght
which caused Georgina to excam in admira
tion. From behind an ancient stone wall rose the
mellow red brickwork of an Elizabethan dwell-
ing. The sun turned the bricks to rose and
threw back glinting light from the mullioned
windows. A thin curl of blue smoke rose from a
chimney.

The Earl was watching her reaction with a
gmile. "I take it that this meets more with your
approval."

"It is truly beautiful."

"An ancestor of mine built it. When the cer-
emony of their large house began to pall, or
when they could be spared from Court, he and
his wife were used to repair here, though of
course in those days the roads were well nigh
impassable save in summer.”

"I can wdl understand them," breathed
Georgina. "To think of languishing in the
tedium of London when dl this lovdiness lay
within a day's traved—or perhaps two in those
days."

A thought struck her, and she looked sharply
a him. "In these modern times was it neces
sary for us to spend a night on the road? And to
journey dong such excessvely bad routes?”

"So eager, my dear Georgina?' He laughed
softly as she turned her flushed face away. "I
thought,” he continued, "that by using a devi-
ous approach we would throw off any pursuit.
| had enquiries made this morning and made
sure that no one preceeded us here.”

His voice and face gave nothing away, axd
Georgina was forced to accept what he sad,
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though she felt his explanation quite unsatisfac-
tory. No one who knew of their flight would
imagine for one instant that he would take her
to one of his family residences.

The chaise bowled through open gates, up a
short curved drive from which Georgina could
see the neatly laid out walks and clipped hedges
so favoured by the Elizabethans, and drew up
before a heavy oak door which was opened at
once. An elderly woman appeared and made her
way with difficulty down the half-dozen stone
steps to the drive and hobbled to them as fast as
her crippled state would allow. Her face creased
with a delighted smile as the Earl stepped
down, and she seized one of his hands and
planted a smacking kiss upon it.

"Welcome, Lord Alexander, welcome indeed.
Where is she? Where is the young lady? We
are al agog."

Lord Rivington handed Georgina to the
drive, and the woman bobbed her a curtsey,
giving her a penetrating look. "Mmm, not ex-
actly pretty, but decidedly winsome and a face
full of character. You have made a nice choice,
| think."

The Earl laughed and turned to Georgina.
"This forward dame is Mrs. Curling, once my
nurse and now my housekeeper and very good
friend. She abuses her past power over me by
behaving in a disgracefully familiar fashion. |
beg you will excuse her."

Georgina gave the old lady a tremulous smile
and thanked her for her welcome, but she felt
bewildered. The woman looked to be highly re-
spectable. How could she countenance the liber-
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tine behaviour of her former charge? Georgina
must assume that she was so besotted with admi-
ration for her beloved Lord Alexander that al
that he did was right in her eyes.

The hdl was oak-pandled and gently warmed
by the hegped red ash in the open grate. The
anel of woodsmoke tickled Georginas nostrils
and mingled sweetly with the scent of lavender
and beeswax with which the carved oak chests
and chairs had been frequently polished. On
one of the low, deep windowslls stood a sturdy
brown earthenware vase filled with bluebdlls.
They made a splash of brilliant colour aganst
the leaded panes.

Georgina drew a deep breath. "This is be-
yond anything lovely. Is dl the house the
same?'

Lord Rivington smiled. "All except the
kitchen, which | have had improved by the ad-
dition of a modern stove. | see no reason to
make sarvants work harder than n
though," grinning a Mrs. Curling, "this sub-
born old woman 4till prefers to use the old fire
gtove as often as not."

Mrs. Curling chuckled as he continued,
"Please be s0 kind as to direct Miss Havard to
her room and send her maid to her. | think |
hear the second chaise in the distance.”

"Of course, sir. Thisway, Miss Havard. Lord
Alexander's messenger told us lagt night to ex-
pect you today, and dl isin readiness.

She led the way up stairs which were uncar-
peted and worn with the tread of many feet and
showed Georgina into a bed-chamber overlook-
ing the front gardens. "I'll leave you now, miss
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and find your maid. Should you like some tea
sent up?”

"Yes ... yes, thank you. That would be most
refreshing."

Mrs. Curling bobbed a curtsey and left. Geor-
gina looked around her. The uneven oak floor
was mostly concealed by a velvety Brussels car-
pet of softly mingled shades of deep red and
gold. A rosewood commode awaited her pos-
sessons, and a delicate Sheraton writing table
sat near the window. Beside the crested writing
paper, inkstand, and quills, someone had placed
a smdl jug of creamy jade containing sweet vi-
olets. Georgina walked past the bed, with its
lovely hand-embroidered hangings and quilt in
shades which blended with the carpet, and
smelled the flowers. Their exquisite scent re-
minded her of the damp spring woods at home,
where she knew a sudden passionate longing to
be.

She jerked her mind from such weakness. She
had gone too far now to withdraw. By staying
alone last night at an inn with Lord Rivington
she had destroyed her reputation and she had as
well continue this hateful masguerade now. She
would have the name and might as well pay the
piper who had made them dance to his tune, she
reflected bitterly.

Jenny arrived with the tea, her eyes popping
with excitement. At first Georgina found it
difficult to understand her meaning, but when
she did she felt nausea rise and choke her.

"She's downstairs now," bubbled Jenny, "my
friend—you know, the one you saw in Hyde
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Park that day you gave me my postion.
Queeney—with the baby."

"Downstairs!"

"Yes, miss. Thisis where he brought her and
her child. She lives here she says, with the babe,
and is very happy, having as she tells me a kind
migtress and you'll never concelve who ..."

"Be silent!"

Jenny's mouth fell open. Never had she imag-
ined that her beloved lady could have spoken to
her so harshly.

"Please, leave me. Now!"

Jenny scurried from the room leaving Geor-
gina pacing up and down, aternately wringing
her hands and muttering angry words of
despair. He had brought her here, to the same
place as his former misiress. They were to share
the same roof. How dare he! How could he!
Then she sank into a chair, her hands over her
face. So that was how he regarded her. Once or
twice, just briefly, she had dared to imagine, to
hope that he looked upon her in a specid kind
of way. His easy acceptance of her sacrifice hed
left her with her illusions sadly impaired.

Now there could be no more room for sdf-
deception. She was not of any particular vaue
to him. She was smply one of a successon of
women who would amuse him, distract his
boredom for a while, then be discarded. He had
taken in Jenny's friend because of the child, or
maybe because he didiked the idea of notori-
ety, otherwise she too would have been smply
cast adde and left aone.

She sood up abruptly and walked to the
washstand to bathe her face in cold water. Then
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she rang for Jenny, and having requested she as-
sist her to change into the green silk dress and
to unpack the portmanteau, she forbade any fur-
ther speech between them. She ignored the
jewel case her maid held out to her. She might
be forced to wear his clothes, she was not
obliged to wear his jewels. She took a last
glance in the cheva glass. The dress was cut in
Grecian style and fell in folds about her slender
form to her ankles. Her white kid shoes had
green bows to match. The outfit suited her to
perfection, the colour of the dress giving lumi-
nosity to her pale skin and enhancing the green
in her hazel eyes which glittered with sup-
pressed anger. She drew a gauzy scaf of a
paler hue around her shoulders, alowed Jenny
to brush her short curls, then left the room and
descended the stairs.

The Earl, who was awaiting her in the hall,
was dressed in cream buckskin breeches and a
brown cloth coat with brass buttons. A white
cravat was loosely knotted about his throat, and
he looked far less formal than she had ever seen
him, and in Georgina's eyes, infinitely more at-
tractive.

He bowed. "Your maid chose well when she
picked that gown, my dear. Be pleased to ac-
company me. There is someone | would like
you to meet."

If he noticed the coldness of her expression
and the fury in her eyes, he gave no sign, but
drawing her hand to his arm, led her outside.
They passed expertly pruned rose bushes which
promised well for the summer; flower beds
tended so that not a weed was to be seen, and fi-
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nally waked through a trellis-covered archway
into awaled garden at the back of the house.

Here were rows of vegetables of dl kinds, and
a greenhouse sood in the sunniest spot. A
woman was kneeling on a mat, her hands en-
casd in gauntlets, while she dug holes for seed-
lings which she removed from a box held by a
tall, broad-shouldered Negro. She rose as e
heard their steps. Her smply cut dress was of
lavender-sprigged chintz, and a large apron of
blue home-spun weas tied about her wast. Her
snowy lace cap had dipped a little, dlowing
tendrils of soft white curls to fal over her fore-
head. She smiled at their approach, and Geor-
gina thought she had never before seen a face
of such sweeiness and charm.

Georgina was a a loss to know who she
might be, especidly when Lord Rivington gave
her a courtly bow before kissng her hand and
then her cheek. At his next words Georginas
heart s|emed to contract.

"Mama, plesse dlow me to present Miss
Georgina Havard, of whom | have told you.

"Georgina, | am so happy to present you to
Lady Elinor, Countess or Rivington—and my
dearest Mama."
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Georgina rdlied her wits enough to make her
curtsey while Lady Elinor drew dof her gloves
and handed them to the smiling Negro, then put
out her dainty hands to clagp Georginas.

Drawing her near, she kissed her softly. "You
will permit a grateful mother's caress, my dear.
Thisis such a happy day for me. To meet with
my son's afianced wife at last and to find her so
charming and unspoiled. He has told me so
much of you."

She turned to the Earl. "Away with you.
This is a time when a mal€'s company is super-
fluous, do you not agree, Georgina?"

Georgina gave a strangled reply as Lord Riv-
ington strode away, and she could have sworn
she heard him chuckle.

The Countess put her gloves back on. "Do ex-
cuse me for a moment, dear, if | finish planting
this bed of heartsease. The poor blooms will
wilt, and | hate to leave a task when once |
have begun.”

"I too,” agreed Georgina, "but pray, will
you not alow me to help you?"

Apart from not wanting to stand idle while
this elderly lady knelt in the dirt, she fdt she
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needed something constructive on which to fas-
ten her mind till she regained control over her
whirling thoughts. What did this mean? Was it
Lord Rivington's finad mockery? Yet the lady at
her feet was unquestionably red and too
transparently honest surely to partake of a
despicable deception.

She had dmog forgotten her question when
Lady Elinor shook her head. "l cannot dlow
you to soil yoursdf today. You are not suitably
dressed. But | gpprehend that you are not a girl
to waste her time in usdess occupations, and we
shdl, | doubt not, spend many happy hours to-
gether in the future."

She finished pressing the soil around the last
plant and alowed her servant to help her to her
feet, handing him her gloves and trowel before
beginning to stroll round the garden with
Georgina.

"Ebenezer will water the roots for me. He too
dotes on gardening. My husband bought him
many years ago, when he was a very young
child, to be my dave. It was used to be the
fashion to keep a little negro as a kind of
lapdog. But | dways hated the practice and freed
him as soon as | was able. He was stolen from
his mother and | offered him the chance to re-
turn to his own country to search out his tribe.
But | fear it would have been a hopdess task
and he thought so too. Also we had grown fond
of one another and he decided to stay with me
and be a servant, but a free man and my very
good friend."

Georgina dill felt incapable of coherent
gpeech, but Lady Rivington did not seem to
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mind. "Alexander's old nurse, dear Mrs. Curl-
ing, is another who has been arock in times of
digress. Those two heped to cushion me
agang despar when | was grievoudy in need.
You may have heard something of my story. |
think it a good thing that you are not too con-
ventiond a girl or you might not care to ac-
knowledge such a mother as mysdf, about
whom there has been gossp in the past.”

"Oh, Lady Elinor, do not say so. | would de-
light in having you for my Mama— know I
would."

"But you are going to, so that is dl right. If
Alexander loves you, then | know you must be
avery good sort of person. One day | will tell
you of his care for me and you will know, even
more than you must do now, what a wonderful
man heis.

"I believe many find him proud and dodf,
but that is because as a child he was forbidden
to show his fedings. You and | know what ten-
derness lies beneath that cool exterior, do we
not?'

She fel into a reverie, and Georgina waked
slently besde her. She longed to escape to her
room to think. Lord Rivington, it now seemed,
had never had the least intention of seducing
her. He had sent word to his mother that he was
bringing his future wife, and al the rest had
been amply to amuse himsdlf.

Lady Elinor sat on a carved wood bench and
patted it in an invitation to Georgina to join
her. "Here is my herb garden." She leaned for-
ward to pluck severd leaves and squeeze them
between her fingers. "Are not the scents delight-
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ful? Fennel, sage, rosemary, yet of them al, |
often think the sweet mint the most delicious
fragrance.

"Alexander has told me of your care for the
sick, so you will recognise some of my rarer
medicinal plants. | aso am reckoned to have
some skill in healing. Perhaps you would be in-
terested in helping me prepare a tea of poplar
bark, of which | have recently learned, and
which might help poor Mrs. Curling's rheuma-
tism. And | have been longing for someone to
discuss with me the possible use of digitalis as a
relief for the symptoms of measles. So many of
the little ones die or are maimed by this disease.

"A lot of the villagers prefer me to the local
physician, especially the women." She chuckled
infectiously. "The true reason maybe because
I make no charge upon their purses.”

Georgina laughed with her. There was no
mockery here. Then her laughter died as her
position became abruptly clear. She would be
married to the man she knew she loved deeply;
she would have gentle Lady Elinor for her
mama, yet al would be fase. She could never
tell her the truth of what had happened, and
worse, she would never now be able to make
Alexander believe in her love for him. What-
ever she said would be taken for gratitude or
mistaken conventionality.

She considered denying the betrothal and
begging Lady Elinor for a conveyance back to
town, but her courage faled her when she
looked at her companion. The Countess was
gazing at her herbs pensively, and Georgina
could now see the tiny lines which past suffer-
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ing had etched into her face. She could not
destroy the sweet lady's happiness so brutally,
and if she was strictly honest with hersdf, she
could not face the contempt which surely L
Elinor would fed for her should she learn the
truth. She bdieved in her son's love for Geor-
gina and would surely despise any woman who
set out to hurt him.

Georgina dtared a the patch of fragrant
plants, and tears blurred their image. Starved al
her life of true maternd affection she sensed the
beginning of a new sweet relationship. She
would fight no more, but would accept what
was offered: love from her husband's mother and
from the son as much affection as he was capa
ble of giving. She believed Lady Elinor to be
decelved about Alexander's capacity for love,
which she was sure had been irreparably im-
paired long ago. Her heart dmog faled her as
she contemplated the life ahead of her; the years
when she would be driven to hide her passon
for her husband because of his innate coldness,
but Ishe could see no honourable way out of the
tangle.

"If you pleasse, my lady ..."

A gentle voice broke in on their musngs.
Georgina had heard no one approaching and
was startled to see Queeney siandlng before
them. "Mrs. Curling says, maam, that she
desres your opinion regarding the herrings
which Mr. Digweed brought from London. He
says they're fresh, but cook's none too sure of
it."

Lady Rivington laughed. "Please excuse me,
dear. Do stay and sit a while in the sun if you
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wish. Cook will serve luncheon shortly. |1 hope
you are hungry. She has made some cheesecakes,
of which she isinordinately proud.”

As Georgina watched her walk away, talking
animatedly to the maid, she felt her resentment
returning. She had momentarily forgotten
Queeney. How had his lordship persuaded his
mother to care for his discarded mistress? Had
he lied to her, or was she, like the rest of this
household, so enamoured of him as to accept
anything he did? She had nearly fallen into the
same trap of delusion. Well, she saw no way out
of marrying him now, but she would not be
won over so easily.

Hearing a step upon the path, she turned to
se Lord Rivington striding toward her.
Against her will, her heart swelled with the
longing she felt for him. For a brief instant she
wished she could begin al over again and be
wooed and won by him in a straightforward
manner. If he had been honest with her, she
felt she could have forgiven him much—even
perhaps Queeney. There were excuses to be
found, after all, for men who behaved so, when
they had been led since boyhood to believe that
to seduce a woman was a triumph rather than a
sin.

Her lips amost began to tremble in a smile
before she redlised that his eyes were cool.
"Charming as you look, my dear, your appear-
ance would be improved by the addition of
this."

He held out his hand and allowed a slender
gold chain to dip through his long fingers until
the opal swung slowly to and fro, the deep fires
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within flashing as they caught the sun. His
harsh tones brought instant resentment.

"l am not to be compelled to wear your jew-
elery, sir!"

"You ae inconsstent, Georgina. For one
who prides hersdf upon the logic of her mind,
as | fed you must do if you beieve yoursef
worthy to be a physician, you must have quite
a struggle to bring yoursdlf to wear my clothes,
yet refuse my jewels.”

"Itisnotthesame ...!"

"Is it not? | fal to see the subtle difference.
You must advise me."

"You are being deliberately obtuse, sir. You
must know that | cannot appear without gar-
ments."

The Earl amiled, and Georgina flushed as he
continued, "See how the opd shows its hidden
depths of fire. | chose it with you in mind, of
course. Like you, it can look pale, amost with-
out attraction, till it is touched by something
which brings it meaning. Then it sorings to as-
tonishing life."

"You choseit!"

"But of course Lady Dorothea was instructed
in dl her actions toward you—and your
family—by me."

She did not miss the meaning behind his
words. They were dl she needed to remind her
that but for him Peregrine might even now be
lying in a debtors gaol and her mother and Ss
ter heaven knew where. Certainly there would
be no anticipation of two splendid weddings in
the famly—f she submitted to Lord Riving-
ton's commands. And now there would be a
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third—her own to this domineering man. And
he could ill destroy her family's hopes. Every-
thing depended on her.

She fet the colour flame her cheeks. Would
their whole life together be a constant torment
of battles of wills such as these? Was that what
he hoped for? It would be wiser to give way
before him, yet she could not take the neck-
lace—would not...

"Rise, Georgina," he ordered coldly.

She opened her mouth to refuse, but as her
eyes met his she found hersdf drowning in the
power which lay in their depths. Dear God, she
thought, am | then to become as the women |
despise? A wife owned as his own mother had
been owned? Had he learned nothing from
Lady Elinor's experiences?

Snaking now, she rose to her feet. He made
no further attempt to hand her the chain but
walked behind her and with firm fingers fas-
tened it at her neck. She fdt the coldness of the
opd on her breast even as his hand caressed her
shoulder briefly.

"Now, my dear, my Mama suggests we join
her for nuncheon."

The rest of the day took on the now-familiar
dreamlike quality. Lady Elinor and Alexander
gossped happily of mutua acquantances,
pausing often to explain points to Georging,
until the Earl left to interview his Steward,
leaving Georgina with his mother, who led her
to the airy kitchen where the Countess and a fat
cook squabbled amicably over the relative mer-
its of Solid or Whip Syllabub. The matter was
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settled when Lady Elinor reminded Cook that
Lord Alexander preferred the Whip method.

| believe they would allow him to trample
them into the ground if they thought it would
make him happy, Georgina thought angrily.
She sat at the scrubbed table, sipping homemade
mead and watching Lady Elinor rubbing loaf
sugar over the lemon skins. She remembered
suddenly the words of Sir Francis Calland. He
had told her that Lord Rivington hid his
mother away because he was ashamed of her and
kept her so short of money that she was forced
to work at menia tasks. The obvious truth was
that he adored his mother and that she found a
haven here in the everyday round which rilled
her quiet life. It was so easy, she reflected, to
tell the truth in a way which represented it as
falsehood.

Sitting there in the kitchen, filled now with
appetising smells of the evening meal, the two
women busy about their chosen jobs, she felt an
uneasiness which tormented her; an anxiety
which made her long for solitude. She rose so
abruptly as to make Lady Elinor and the cook
look round in surprise.

"I find it alittle ... warm," she sad halting-
ly. "Pray excuse me, Lady Elinor. | should so
like to walk in your beautiful garden once
more."

Her silk gown was ineffective protection
against the chill of early evening, and she
shivered. It would be more sheltered in the
walled enclosure at the back. She would sit
there and try to bring some order to her chaotic
thoughts.
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The mdlow brick wals «ill hedd some
warmth from the sun and she sank thankfully
onto the carved bench. The memory of Sr
Francis had stirred other recollections. She was
tantalised by the feding that somehow she had
misread the actions of those about her. That if
only she could think objectively, she would find
a key to unlock some mystery. Had Sir Francis
deliberately lied to her? Maybe not. A man of
his kind would never believe that a woman of
Lady Elinor's birth could stoop to enjoy the ser-
vile gde of domedtic life; therefore to him it
IquaNaj that she must be forced to work as she

id.

She heard the scuff of a footstep on the red
brick path and saw Queeney who hurried
towards her, a worried frown creasng her
brow.

"Excuse me for troubling you, miss, but have
you seen a man hereabouts? Looking from my
bed-chamber window, | could have sworn ...
| was sure | saw someone | remembered. By
the time | had put baby down and reached the
garden, there was no sgn of him."

"I saw no one," sad Georgina. The antago-
nism which she ingtinctively felt toward this
girl coloured her voice, but Queeney appeared
not to notice.

She stood nibbling at her knuckles, and Geor-
gina sad, "If you believe that there may be
someone here who would harm you then you
must inform Lord Rivington on his return. |
daresay you were deceived. At this time of
evening every moving shadow can gppear as a
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lurking figure. | expect you are of a nervous
disposition."

Queeney sighed. "Yes, that's what it is. Yes,
you must be right—he would not dare."

She scurried away, and a moment later Geor-
gina heard footsteps which she recognised as
Lord Rivington's. At first she would not look in
his direction, but fearing how he would inter-
pret her reluctance, she slowly turned her head.

The next minutes were a blur of horror. He
was a few paces from the trellised entrance
when one of the deepening shadows near the
wall seemed to move. There was aflash, a loud
report which echoed round the walls of the
garden, as a femae voice screamed, "No, no,
you shal not!" and the Earl fell heavily to the
ground and lay still.

Georgina ran on legs which seemed attached
to leaden weights and fell on her knees beside
the motionless body. From a long way off she
heard the shouts of men and the cries of women
as she stared into Lord Rivington's pallid face.
Blood flowed from a head wound. She moaned,
"Please, God, don't let him be dead.”

Gently she raised his head and pillowed it on
her lap as someone dse knelt beside him, and she
saw Lady Elinor whose face was as white as her
son's. The Countess put her ear to his breast.
"His heart is beating quite strongly. Thank
you, Queeney," she said as the maid handed her
mistress a cloth, with which she gently wiped
the wound. She examined it closely.

"I think it is superficia," she announced.
"He is stunned, but not, | believe, badly hurt.
We must get him inside, and you shdl help me
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to care for him, Georgina. We will decide if it
is necessary to cdl in a physician. | think,
though, that between us we are well qudified to
care for him."

Even in her distress Georgina recognised that
the Countess was taking to help her over the
shock, and she looked up gratefully. "I ... |
believe you are right, dear Lady Elinor. | am
sorry | am so usdess. It was such a terrible
thing ... | saw it happen. Where is the person
... thewicked one who did this?'

Lady Elinor had been busy bathing the
wound from a bowl of water fetched by
Queeney. Georgina gill held the Earl's head be-
tween trembling hands. "He has been appre-
hended. Ebenezer has locked him in an out-
house and now he comes to help | see” she
answered.

The Negro picked up the Earl as if he had
been a feather-weight and carried him indoors
to lie him carefully on a sofa. Lady Elinor cov-
ered him with a blanket and went to fetch
lotions and bandages, telling Georgina to Stay
and keep watch.

She knelt by his sde, holding both his cold
hands in hers, staring into his face. The danger
through which he had passed had emphasised
her deep love for him. Would she never be able
to tell him how she fdt? In unconsciousness the
harsh lines were smoothed away, and he looked
unbearably vulnerable. She leaned closer to him
until she fdt his soft breath on her lips. Then
she kissed him gently. Her voice was little more
than a sgh. "Alexander, my love, my dear one,
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| love you s0. | need you—day with me.
Never leave me."

Moments later, beneath the ministrations of
his mother assged by a fluttering Queeney, the
Earl's dark lashes moved and he opened his eyes.

"What the devil . . . ? Where am 1? | was
in the garden."

"Quiet, my son. You have been wounded.
Not serioudy, thank God, but you must rest.”

He tried to gt up, but the effort made him
wince, and he fel back. "My head!"

"You were shot, Lord Alexander," cried
Queeney. "I thought | recognised the man
from my window, but | could not find him. |
believed | must be mistaken, yet | was uneasy.
| followed you and was in time to throw my-
odf at your attacker and force up his arm.

"Oh, dr, my lady, he was sent by his wicked
magter. | saw him once before. To think that
your own kinsman should seek to destroy you!"

Lord Rivington frowned. "My kinsman?'
He gave Queeney a searching look, then
whigtled through his teeth. "So that was it.
Where is my attacker now?"

"He is safely locked up,” sad Lady Elinor
serenely. "It was a blessng that you brought
Queeney here, my son. She saved your life, then
Ebenezer overpowered the man. Ably assged,
| may add, by Cook, who dented one of my
best copper pans on his skull. Quite unneces-
sarily, but she acted with the best of inten-
tions."

Lord Rivington grinned and caught his
mother's hand and kissed it.

Georgina felt bewildered. They ssamed un-
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naturally cam, and everyone but she seemed to
know exactly what had happened.

"Do you know who did this awful thing?"'
she demanded.

Queeney spoke excitedly. "It was him, miss
don't you se? He sent him." Queeney's eyes
were bright with anger and her face was
flushed. "And to think | once loved him and
bore that little innocent upstairs for his sake.
F;lray God he doesn't turn out to be like his fa
ther."

"Will somebody please explain,” begged
Georgina, but a horrible suspicion was forming
in her mind. The key for which she had earlier
searched was being given her, and it was amost
without surprise that she heard Lady Elinor
say, "Our kinsman, Sr Francis Cdland, sent his
man to kill my son."

Georgina knew that the Earl was watching
her. Sr Francis Cdland had tried to kill
Alexander. He was the father of Queeney's
child. Bravely she looked full into the Earl's
grey eyes and found them warmly sympathetic,
then Lady Elinor sad briskly, "Bed for you,
my boy, at once."

Ebenezer and Digweed carried him upstairs
and took him into his bed-chamber, while Lady
Elinor led the now-weeping Queeney to the
kitchen to give her a restorative, and Georgina
was left done. She sank on to the sofa, ill
warm from the Earl's body, and stared at the
dark gan on her gown. She touched it with a
gentle finger and snuddered as she redised how
close to death he had been. She had believed be-
fore that she had loved him. Now she knew that
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her love was rooted in the depths of her being
and she wanted to go to his side and speak the
words of passon and relief which filled her.
And she could not.

Lady Rivington entered, and Georgina
turned swiftly to her. "Why did Sir Francis
want to kill Alexander? Why should he? Surely
he could not be so wicked! And is he not afraid
of the consequences?’

The Countess sighed. "Revenge is a motive
one would expect from Francis. Alexander has
thwarted dl his plans for making a wealthy
marriage. And do not forget that if my son had
died, Francis would inherit the Earldom and all
that goes with it. He has always been jeaous.
At first Alexander tried to give him a part in
running and sharing the estates, but his cousin's
bad nature caused the scheme to fail. He was
dishonest and ruthless toward our tenants. Con-
siderable sums disappeared into his pockets.

"It is dl hard for me to accept. His mother
was my sister's child and one of my few
friends—and | saw him grow up."

"l see. And you said that Alexander prevent-
ed Sir Francis from making a wealthy mar-
riage. How and why ... ?

Lady Elinor put out her hand. "My son will
explain later, my dear. And enough of the past
for the time. The future is what should be
concerning us. The danger is over and no last-
ing harm done.”

She touched Georgina's shoulder gently.
"This has been shocking for you. Go to your
room, dear, where your maid is waiting to help
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you change your gown. This one is ruined, |
fear. Such ashame. Itisso pretty."

A s0b excaped Georgina as she caught at the
gentle hand, trying, without success, to spesk.
The older woman sad softly, "I know, my
dear. | do understand. Go and change and you
ghdl see him."

You do not understand, Georgina longed to
fcoré How could you, when | have been such a

2

Jenny had refurbished the velvet, and after
ghe had changed she stood before the cheval
glass staring at the cinnamon folds. Was it only
two days ago she had dressed in expectation of
an ordinary day? It ssemed so much longer.
Then she ddliberately cdled for the necklace of
orange garnets and eardrops.

Lord Rivington was not in bed as she had ex-
pected, but resting on a couch pulled dose to
the wood fire. He was wearing a dressng gown
of deep red and with his saturnine face looked,
thought Georgina, like the pictures she had seen
of Eastern princes. A white bandage was tied
around his head, and he was still very pale.

She put out her hands as he made an attempt
torise. "Do not, | beg you, my lord. You must
rest."

"So formd? | thought we had agreed | was
to be Alexander."

"Yes, | am sorry. Alexander then."

He motioned her to take a chair beside him.
Georgina felt sck from the effort of keeping
back the words she ached to spesk. It was fast
becoming beyond her powers to maintan
trivial conversation with him.
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She drew a deep breath. "You should be in
your bed, | think."

"l hoped you would come. | preferred to re-
celveyou here."

"Nevertheless, | believe | should alow you
to retire. 1 will come back tomorrow."

"Is my company then so difficult for you to
bear?'

"No—no, not tha—! have so much to say, so
many questions, | am afraid | will make you
ill. Tomorrow will be soon enough.”

Her hands were tightly clenched in her lap,
and he put out one of his and held them both in
his strong, dender fingers. "Georgina, lately |
have so regretted the way in which we began
our acquaintance. | owe you so much in ex-
planations and gpologies.”

"And | have been too quick to form wrong
conclusions. | ... | believed you responsble
for Queeney's betrayal ."

"That was not to be wondered at after the in-
cident in Hyde Park. She clamed my help as a
kinsman of Francis and head of his family. Her
choice of words before you was unfortunate,
but | alowed you to continue in your error
when | could have set you right. | was angry
that you thought me capable or such behaviour,
yet | must admit | gave you no reason to think
well of me. | could have explaned, for in-
stance, the speed with which | accepted
Queeney's dam, which can only have added to
your suspicions, but after she had produced a
likeness of his mother—it was of no vaue, being
a cheap copy of a miniature—but bearing words
in Franciss hand declaring his undying love
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for Queeney, | could not doubt her credibility.
It was unlike Francis to commit himsdf so
definitely. She must have needed a ded of per-
suasion, poor girl."

He semed determined to undermine Geor-
gian's resolution to keep full control of her emo-
tions, and she wrenched her thoughts back to
Peregrine's injuries a the same hand which
now held hers.

"There . . . there is ill the matter of my
brother,” she fatered. "I do not yet compre-
hend why you forced a quarrel on him and hurt
him so cruelly.”

"And do you believe the whole afar was in-
spired by wanton revenge on my part?"

"How can | know what to think, my lord?"

Slowly he withdrew his hand, and his voice
became flat and a little harsh. "One day you
may learn to trust me, Georgina. | tell you, it
went very much againgt my nature to injure
your brother. Shortly before leaving the club in
the early hours of that morning, | discovered
that Peregrine was to meet Francis in a duel as
soon as dawn broke."

"A dud! But why?"

"Francis wanted your brother out of the way
and was S0 resolved to beat him that | had rea-
0N to suspect he was about to use treechery—in
plain language, to chesat."

"Does he hate Peregrine so much? | thought
they were friends."

"Hates—and fears—him."

X "Fears him? But what can Peregrine do to
im?'
"He has gained the love of Charlotte Ingram,
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whom Francis was determined to have for him-
«f. He needs her fortune to pay his crippling
debts."

"But killing Peregrine would only have made
her loathe him."

"Francis would never let the smal matter of a
lady's loathing stand in his way. It ssams she
was indiscreet enough when she refused his
latest offer to explain that his suit was usdess as
she loved Peregrine. Unwittingly she dmogt
brought about your brother's death. | have
caused enquiries to be made which show that
Francis was about to abduct Charlotte and force
her to accompany him abroad, where shame at
her lost reputation would have ensured their
marriage. It was not so difficult to discover
what | needed to know." The Earl's lip curled.
"My kinsman employs those who would I
their souls for gold.”

"Heis despicablel But even so, he could have
carried out his plan without destroying Perry."

"And what think you your brother would
have done when he heard that Charlotte had
been violated by Francis?'

Georgina spoke dowly. "He would never
have rested till he found her. He would have
avenged her by daying Francis in any way he
could, then spent the rest of his life making her
forget her misery.”

"And Francis read his character aright. He
knew he must get Peregrine out of the way, so
he chose a dud he would win. He would have
had to leave the country, of course, for killing
his man, but he intended doing so anyway with
Charlotte. Later, when the scandd died, he
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would have returned, complete master of her
large fortune.”

"And | beieved Sr Francis to be his
friend!" cried Georgina. "I thought that Perry
would be ssfe with an older man to guide him.
Heis despicable!”

The Earl continued camly, "It was neces
sary for Francis to keep an agppearance of
friendship to enable him to discover Peregrine's
meetings with Charlotte and to further his
downfal. He tried, | think to use you to ad-
vance hisinterests.”

Slight colour stained her cheeks. "l had d-
ready begun to find his company unwelcome.

"But you spoke of cheating. Surely you must
be wrong there. | am sure | have read that
identica pigols must be ussd—tha opposing
seconds must load and check the firearms and dl
must be conducted in the prescribed manner.
To do otherwise would have made Sr Francis
an outcast from society—and the fight might not
have taken place at dl. | believe that matters of
cheating at cards and dudling to be far more
serious in the eyes of the Polite World than the
mere seduction of afemae," she added bitterly.

"I did not formulate the rules," protested the
Earl. His tone was mild, but something in his
voice impdled Georgina to look sharply into
his face.

"You are weary, Alexander. You should rest.”

"Later. | must finish now that | have begun.
And whether or not Francis cheated would have
made no difference to a dead Peregrine. Also,
my kinsman would not have been caught. He is
not such afool.
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"It would have been contrived that your
brother received the pistol designated by Fran-
cis. The one he himsdf was to use has been
rifled. That is, the barrel was grooved near the
breech end, which causes the bullet to spin with
far more accuracy to its target. And the gun
barrel had been bored at a dight angle to keep
the bullet low. Neither modification is eesly
detectable and would certainly have been
missed by Robert Kennerley and the other inex-
perienced youth acting as Peregrine's seconds.
And to complete the picture for you, Georgina,
Francisis a deadly shot."

She shuddered. "Could you not have gone to
Wimbledon, proved that Sr Francis was
cheating, and stopped the duel ?*

"Perhaps | might have tried. But both men
were by then determined to fight to the death.
They would have met soon after. Francis knows
that, for the sske of family honour, | would not
have made the matter of the pistol public, and
Peregrine was too hot with rage to listen to rea-
son. | have no doubt that within days, maybe
hours, your brother would have lain dead.

"My best course seemed to be to attack Fran-
cs where it would do most damege—in his
purse—and | needed to gain time. By then, |
was not the only man to know of the proposed
dud. It would have been a smple matter to
change the venue at the last moment, and |
should have failed to save Peregrine.

"As it was, the news of our bout of fisticuffs
was carried to Francis rapidly and he went to
ground, having guessed my motives. But |
traced him and reminded him that he is de-
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pendent on me for his means to live and that a
condition of his ever receiving any more
money was the safety of your brother.

"l ds0 informed him that Charlotte would
be too closdly watched in future by those |
could trust for him to have the least success in
any other base plan he might conceive.

"He knew he was safe from public disgrace
at my hands. My mama has had enough to bear
in that line, but it all added to the hatred he
feds for me."

Sparks flew up as a piece of wood shifted in
the grate and Georgina looked down at her
twisting hands. "I heard from Charlotte, that
the quarrel you forced on Peregrine was on her
account. | thought..."

Lord Rivington gave a mirthless laugh. "It
must dl have added up to a pretty picture in
your mind, but a fase one, my dear. About to
fight his first duel over a matter of card play,
Peregrine was aggressve. He would not listen
to a word from me, and | was compelled to use
quite unseemly language about his beloved. |
must gpologise to him, by the way. It will not
do to be on bad terms when we are brothers.
And maybe he will take my advice aganst
trusting men like Francis, who employ unscru-
pulous lures to entice greenhorns into gaming
hells. He was determined to reduce you dl to a
date of poverty which would hasten your de-
parture from London."

"Everything you have done has been for my
family."

"Everything | have done has been to ese
your life, my wayward Georgina. | made up
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my mind | would have you and would alow
nothing to impede that design.”

"Are you aways so ruthless?'

"l have never before found it necessary to be
so devious. But | wanted you."

"Y our mama thinks you care for me."

He did not reply, and suddenly she knew that
she could not marry him without telling him
the truth about her fedings. She had aways
prided hersdf on her honesty and fearlessness
and she would not continue with this charade.
The knowledge of her love might divert him; it
would certainly give him power over her, but
that was arisk she must take.

She looked a him and found him watching
her intently, his grey eyes dight with amuse
ment—and something else. Her voice was not
quite steady as she began, "Lord Rivington—
Alexande—| have to tell you ..."

"... that you love me. | know, my darling. |
was not unconscious dl the time. | must apolo-
gise for having been obliged to receive your
first goontaneous kiss with apparent indiffer-
ence."

"You were pretending!"

"Not 0! | was incgpable of physca move-
ment for some while after my senses returned. |
was confused, bewildered, stunned, but | knew
| was not dreaming when | felt your lips and
heard the words | have longed above dl others
to hear."

"You havelonged ... ? But | thought..."

"I know what you thought. We have been at
such cross purposes, you and |, and it has been

[243]



EILEEN JACKSON

greatly my fault. Can you truly love such a
coward as mysdf, Georgina?'

He stopped her protests with a gentle touch
upon her lips. "Oh, not a physica one, but any
fool can be cardless of his skin. Mine has been a
mora weakness, | have been hiding behind a
wall of insolence and hauteur because | was
afrad of being hurt."

Georgina sad nervoudy, "l have been less
than kind, and since this seems to be a moment
for confesson, can you love someone who was
fast becoming aprig?”

"You? Never!"

"Oh, yes, | bdieve | was," sad Georgina
quietly. "l have been too ready to think mysdf
aways right and to pass judgement on others. |
have frequently condemned my Mama and sster
for their sdfish frivolities while being overly
concerned with my own ambitions.”

"No, my darling, | will not have it! When
you first offered your ... your person to me, |
scarce knew whether to kned at your feet or to
laugh at your idiocy in thinking | would take
advantage of you."

As their hands met and clung Lady Elinor
entered and beamed alook of approva. "Please
forgive me. | would not have intruded, but I
have been talking with the man who shot you,
Alexander. His history is grim indeed.

"It seems that about two years ago he was
forced from his samdl fam by the land en-
closures and could find no work in town. He
was desperate when he stole food for his family
and was caught by Francis, who graciousy de-
clined to hand him over to the law. Then the
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poor wretch discovered that the price of
freedom was davery to our dear kingman, who
has forced him into al manner of dishonesty.

"This last act was to be the one which would
buy his rlease forever from threats of transpor-
tation or death. He is a pitiful weskling who
weeps now at the thought of being torn from
his wife and severd children. Indeed, he was 0
shaken by horror and shame, | wonder if he
could have fired true enough to kill you, even
without Queeney's intervention.”

The Earl and his mother studied one another
for awhile, then both smiled as Alexander sad,
"The Scottish edtates, | think, Mama."

"l hoped you would decide so. | believe he
will live an exemplary life, with proper
guidance, and serve you well."

"But he tried to murder you," cried Geor-
gina "I favour mercy with dl my heart, but |
could not bear that he should try again.”

Alexander spoke softly, but his voice was
grim. "Without Francis to prod him | shdl be
sfe enough. And my cousin will long snce
have fled to some Continental country, where he
will safely deny al knowledge of an attempt on
my life

"] shdl find him and send word that he will
receive no more money from me if ever he sasks
to return. | shdl dso inform him that his un-
happy former servant is now in my employ and
could, no doubt, have an extremely informative
talk with a discerning magistrate should | con-
Sder such a course to be desirable.

"l have long been aware of Franciss doubt-
ful activities, and athough Mama and | would
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deplore public scandd, there must be a limit to
what we are prepared to endure. | shdl tell him
s0."

"Then that is settled," declared Lady Elinor.
"Now | shdl leave you to enjoy one another's
company. | know that Georgina is too
thoughtful and condderate to stay longer than
your strength permits, my son. In fact, my fu-
ture daughter is dl | have hoped for."

She bent and kissed Georginas cheek. "Oh,
my dear girl, | look forward with such pleasure
to the years to come."

After she had gone there was a short silence,
broken by Georgina, who asked hestantly,
;Would you answver one more question, Alexan-

er?"

"Anything, my love."

"That... that long jolting journey here—and
the stay at the little inn—why was It necessary
to creaste such discomfort? | find | cannot be-
lieve your story of pursuit.”

The Earl looked quickly into her eyes, his
face dight with humour. "I was unable to
ress the temptation. | had, of course, written
to your family, informing them of our betrothal
and your departure to vigst my Mama After
your outburst to Lady Dorothea | have no
doubt that my letter reposes at this moment in
her jewe box, safely under lock and key, as
clear evidence of my honourable intent.

"No, my dear, we had no fear of pursuit, but
you were 0 full of fury and dignity, | could
not ress the impulse. | swear | was hard put
at times to keep my composure.”

He choked with mirth, and Georgina felt a
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flash of the old resentment before her sense of
the ridiculous brought a gleam to her eyes and
an appreciative laugh.

Then their laughter faded as the Earl pulled
her toward him. His arms went about her. Grey
eyes met hazd in complete trust and under-

ganding, before their lips joined in ther first
perfect kiss.
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